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Personal introduction


Many people find the learning of grammar extremely daunting; in this book, therefore, an attempt has been made to explain the grammar of Irish in simple, jargon-free language and to present examples that are useful and reflect everyday usage. All the structures presented are illustrated with examples that are translated into English. It is probably worth making the glossary of grammatical terms your starting point, especially if you are unsure about terms such as noun, adjective, verb, etc.


On the contents page, the grammar covered in each unit is outlined. If you want to look up a particular grammar point, you can also consult the index at the back of the book.


The following procedure is suggested for working through each unit:


Read the section headed In this unit you will learn about …, in order to get an overview of what grammar is taught in the unit. When the structures contained in that section are clear to you, try out the exercises which follow the explanations. These are designed to give you immediate practice of the grammar points, through a variety of activities. It may be better not to write your answers into the book, so that you can return to the exercises at a later date to test yourself. At that point, try to do them without looking at the explanations, to see what you can remember.


Once you have completed the exercises, you can check your answers in the Key to ‘Test yourself’ section at the back of the book.


You should also consult the Taking it further section, where you will find references to other grammar books and useful information related to the Irish language, such as websites, language courses and organizations.


The main Irish language dictionary, Foclóir Gaeilge – Béarla, Niall Ó Dónaill and Tomás de Bhaldraithe (eds.), published by Oifig an tSoláthair, Dublin (1977), is referred to throughout this book.


Éamonn Ó Dónaill




1: Only got a minute?



If you want to understand Irish history and culture then you need to understand its language. The Irish language, a Celtic language of the Indo-European language family, is of huge significance in Irish national identity and it is the key to the most important distinguishing characteristics of Irish culture.


According to the Irish Constitution, Irish is the national and first official language of the Republic of Ireland, and it is an official language of the European Union. It is also an officially recognized minority language in Northern Ireland. The language is usually referred to as ‘Gaeilge’ in Irish and as ‘Irish’ in English. There are three main dialects in modern Irish, which roughly coincide with the provinces of Munster, Connacht and Ulster.


Estimates of native speakers of Irish range from 40,000 up to 80,000 people. While Irish is the main spoken language of only 3% of the population, 41.9% of the total population (aged three years and over) regard themselves as competent Irish speakers. Of these 32.5% claim to speak Irish on a daily basis. Monolingualism of Irish is now restricted to a handful of elderly within more isolated regions as well as among those speakers of Irish under school age. 10.4% of people in Northern Ireland have ‘some knowledge of Irish’. Combined, this means that at least one in three people on the island of Ireland can understand Irish to some extent.


There is currently something of a renaissance taking place in the Irish language. Recent years have seen a significant increase in printed media in Irish – books, newspapers, magazines – and in non-print media. Irish is now easily accessible through various radio stations, the television channel TG4 and on the internet. It is becoming increasingly easy to learn to speak Irish!


Máire Mhic Ruairí and Dónall Mac Ruairí




5: Only got five minutes?


Irish has an extensive surviving ancient and medieval literature. It is, therefore, studied at many major universities throughout Europe and some in North America and Australia. Ireland also has the world’s largest collection of folklore and proverbs, the vast majority of which is in the Irish language.


The earliest identified form of Irish is known as Primitive Irish. This is primarily known through fragments inscribed in the ogham alphabet which have been found throughout Ireland and the west coast of Great Britain. These fragments are mainly personal names inscribed on stone. Primitive Irish evolved into Old Irish during the 5th century. This is the earliest form of Irish for which there are extensive written sources. Old Irish first appeared in its written form as glosses and marginalia in Latin manuscripts written in the great monasteries of Ireland such as Clonard, Durrow, Clonmacnoise and Glendalough. By the 10th century Old Irish had evolved into Middle Irish, which was spoken throughout Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of Man. Middle Irish displays a slight influence from Norse, which is undoubtedly due to Viking attacks and subsequent settlement in these areas. From the 12th century onwards Middle Irish began to evolve into Modern Irish in Ireland, into Scottish Gaelic in Scotland, and into the Manx language in the Isle of Man. Modern Irish emerged from the literary language known as Early Modern Irish in Ireland and as Classical Gaelic in Scotland. Early Modern Irish, also known as Classical Irish, linguistically represents a transition between Middle and Modern Irish.


The 17th century saw great political and religious upheaval in Ireland and the resulting breakdown of the native Gaelic system and culture. Despite this upheaval the Irish language remained the main spoken language of the vast majority of the population of Ireland until the 19th century. During the nineteenth century, the Great Famine (1845–52) wiped out a disproportionately high number of Irish language speakers, who were the poorest and most vulnerable in society. It is estimated that one million people died during the famine and that another million emigrated as a result; the majority of these were Irish speakers, and this contributed greatly to the rapid decline of the language. The use of Irish was also prohibited in the primary education system until 1871, which further contributed to its decline.


Initial efforts to preserve and protect the Irish language were made by Irish Protestants such as William Neilson and Robert McAdam in Belfast at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The major movement, however, was initiated in 1893 with the founding of The Gaelic League (Conradh na Gaeilge), which coincided with the national cultural revival of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. This growing interest in the Irish language coincided with other landmark events in Irish cultural history such as the founding of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) in 1884.
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The Gaeltacht


The parts of Ireland where Irish is still spoken as a native language are collectively known as ‘the Gaeltacht’. It is in these areas that the Irish language continues to be the usual language of communication of the general population. The Gaeltacht regions are on the west coast of County Donegal, in County Galway, in particular Conamara, the Aran Islands, Carraroe and Spiddal, and the Dingle Peninsula in County Kerry. There are smaller Gaeltacht areas in County Mayo, County Waterford, County Meath and County Cork.


Almost all of these Gaeltacht areas have Irish language summer colleges which are attended by thousands of learners, teenagers in particular, every year. These students live with local Irish-speaking families and attend language classes and other cultural events. One of the most important aspects of these courses is that Irish must be spoken at all times. These summer colleges have undoubtedly inspired and assisted many Irish people whose first language is English to attain fluency in Irish and to appreciate the importance and relevance of the language in a predominantly English-speaking country.
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Dialects


There are three main dialects in modern Irish, which roughly coincide with the provinces of Munster, Connacht and Ulster. The Munster dialect is spoken primarily in the Gaeltacht areas of County Kerry, Ring in County Waterford, and Muskerry and Cape Clear Island in County Cork.


A strong Connacht dialect can be heard in Conamara and the Aran Islands. The dialect spoken in northern Mayo in Erris and Achill is fundamentally a Connacht dialect but has some similarities to Ulster Irish. The Connemara dialect is also spoken in the Gaeltacht area of Ráth Cairn in County Meath. This is because the Gaeltacht here was established in the 1930s by a group of mostly Connemara Irish speakers who moved there as a result of a land reform campaign.


The Ulster dialect is spoken in County Donegal, in Teelin and Glencolmcille in south Donegal, in Fintown and its surrounding area in central Donegal, and in the Rosses, Gweedore, Clochaneely and Downings in northwest Donegal. Ulster Irish is also spoken by many people in Northern Ireland who have acquired Irish as a second language but who use it as their main spoken language. This is due, in the most part, to attendance at the Irish language summer colleges in Donegal and the use of Ulster Irish in Irish-medium education in Northern Ireland.
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Irish-medium education


The growth of Irish-medium education in recent years, particularly in Northern Ireland, has made a very significant and positive impact on the number of Irish speakers and so has helped ensure the continuity of the language. This movement has led to an unprecedented growth in the Irish language in the north through a whole range of community initiatives, in primary, secondary and tertiary education, legislation, media and other areas.


[image: ]


Irish language in the media


As in Irish-medium education there has been significant growth in the use of Irish in the media in recent years. This was an essential development, not only for those speakers of Irish who already exist, but for those who are learning the language.


Irish language speakers now have their own television station, TG4 (1996), which has almost 800,000 people tuning in each day, TG4 has a wide range of programmes which cater for all ages and tastes. BBC2 Northern Ireland also produces a limited number of Irish language programmes.


Irish public broadcaster RTÉ broadcasts some Irish language and bilingual television programmes. One of the more significant is RTÉ Nuacht (news). RTÉ News Now is also particularly useful as it is a 24-hour live news service available on the RTÉ website which features national and international news. It uses a mix of Irish language, English language and Irish sign language and offers TV news bulletins and political programmes.


The national radio station Raidió na Gaeltachta (RnaG) is part of the RTÉ franchise and broadcasts throughout the island of Ireland. It can also be accessed online at www.rte.ie/


Máire Mhic Ruairí and Dónall Mac Ruairí
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Irish spelling, accents and stress


In this unit you will learn about




• The alphabet



• Changes to the beginning of words (lenition, eclipsis)



• Long and short vowels



• Broad and slender consonants



• Word order



• Slendering and broadening



• Syncopation



• Word stress



• Yes and no in Irish
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The alphabet


The letters of the basic Irish alphabet are:


a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, l, m, n, o, p, r, s, t, u


The letter v occurs in some loan-words:


veain (van)
vóta (vote)


The remaining letters (j, q, v, w, x, z) occur very rarely (they are mostly found in scientific and mathematical words).
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Changes to the beginning of words (lenition, eclipsis)


In Irish (as in other Celtic languages), both the beginning and the ending of a word can change.


The change of form at the beginning of a word is caused by a preceding word. One such change is called lenition (or séimhiú in Irish) and the other eclipsis (urú in Irish). You will see many examples of lenition and eclipsis throughout this book.


Lenition


This change occurs to the following consonants:
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The remaining consonants (h, l, n, r) cannot be lenited.


Eclipsis


This change occurs to both consonants and vowels.


Here are the consonants that are affected by eclipsis:
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The remaining consonants (h, l, m, n, r, s) cannot be eclipsed.


t before vowels and s


t can be placed before an initial vowel. It is followed by a hyphen, except when the vowel is a capital letter:






	t-a


	tA







	t-e


	tE







	t-i


	tI







	t-o


	tO







	t-u


	tU
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Insight


There is never a hyphen between t and an initial s:


ts
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h before vowels


h can be placed before an initial vowel. Again, there is never a hyphen between an h and a vowel:






	ha


	ho







	he


	hu







	hi
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Long and short vowels


Vowels in Irish are either long or short. A stroke (called síneadh fada in Irish) over a vowel indicates that it is long. Replacing one type of vowel with the other changes the pronunciation of a word, e.g. páiste (child) and paiste (patch).






	short


	long







	a


	á







	e


	é







	i


	í







	o


	ó







	u


	ú
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Broad and slender consonants


Irish has many more consonant sounds than other languages such as English. In Irish, each consonant has a broad and a slender value. In spoken language, failure to distinguish between the two types of consonant can change the meaning of a word.


In written Irish, a broad consonant is preceded by or followed by the broad vowels a/á, o/ó, or u/ú. A slender consonant is preceded by or followed by the slender vowels i/í or e/é.






	Broad consonants


	Slender consonants







	póg (the p and g are broad)


	feiceáil (the f, c and l are slender)








Slender with slender and broad with broad


One of the major rules in Irish spelling is ‘slender with slender and broad with broad’. What this means is that a consonant in the middle of a word must be surrounded by the same kind of vowel – both must be slender (e, i) or both must be broad (o, a, u). There are few exceptions to this rule.


Here are two examples of ‘slender with slender and broad with broad’:


deireadh (the r is flanked by the slender vowels, i and e)
focal (the c is flanked by the broad vowels o an a)
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Word order


In English, the word order is most commonly as follows:
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In Irish, however, the order is different – the verb generally comes at the beginning of a simple sentence:
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Slendering and broadening


A consonant is made slender by inserting an i before it:






	amhrán (song)


	amhráin








Sometimes, however, one or two other vowels in the word are affected:
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A consonant is made broad by removing the i which precedes it:
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Again, sometimes, one or two other vowels in the word are affected:


[image: ]


[image: ]


Syncopation


Syncopation refers to the loss of one or more vowels or a syllable from the middle of a word:






	milis (sweet)


	níos milse (sweeter)







	coinneal (candle)


	coinnle (candles)
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Word stress


In Irish, the stress is usually placed on the first syllable of a word:


athair (father)
coláiste (college)


Note: In Munster Irish (spoken in Waterford, Cork and Kerry), the stress is often placed on syllables other than the first:


fuinneog (window)
caisleán (castle)


Many adverbs containing two or more syllables are stressed on the second syllable:


amárach (tomorrow)
amuigh (outside)
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Yes and no in Irish


The Irish language does not have equivalents of the English yes and no. Instead, the speaker repeats the verb from the question in the affirmative or the negative:


An bhfaca tú Doireann inné? (Did you see Doireann yesterday?)
Chonaic./Ní fhaca. (literally, Saw./Didn’t see.)
An dtéann sí ansin go minic? (Does she go there often?)
Téann./Ní théann. (literally, Goes./Doesn’t go.)
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Insight


The same system is used in Hiberno-English:


Were you home at the weekend?
I was.
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Test yourself





A Most consonants are eclipsed when they follow the word i (in). Change the initial consonant of each place-name listed if necessary.





[image: ]





B Say whether the consonants underlined are broad or slender.





1 deireadh



2 focal




3 poiblí



4 Spáinnis




5 scrúdú






C Column One contains a list of various grammatical terms. There is one example of each contained in Column Two. Match the items in each column.








	Column One


	Column Two







	1 imperative


	a cóta (coat)







	2 adjective


	b an (the)







	3 article


	c cé? (who?)







	4 adverb


	d deas (nice)







	5 compound preposition


	e tú (you)







	6 noun


	f éirigh (arise)







	7 ordinal number


	g ag bualadh (beating)







	8 pronoun


	h in aice (beside)







	9 simple preposition


	i níos deise (nicer)







	10 imperative


	j le (with)







	11 verbal adjective


	k ite (eaten)







	12 interrogative


	l thiar (in the west)







	13 comparative


	m stad! (stop!)







	14 verbal noun


	n an tríú (the third)
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Articles and nouns


In this unit you will learn about




• Articles



• Uses of the definite article



• Avoidance of double article



• Gender of nouns



• How to recognize masculine and feminine nouns



• The various cases of the noun



• Initial changes in the nominative/accusative cases



• Initial consonants and vowels in the plural



• Strong-plural and weak-plural nouns



• Declensions
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Articles


There is only one article in the Irish language, that is, the definite article:


an páiste (the child)


Páiste, therefore, can mean either child or a child.
In the singular, the form is an.
(Exception: in the genitive singular, feminine, na is used.)


The form in the plural is na:
    na páistí (the children)


The article combines with cé and with the simple prepositions do, de, faoi, i, ó to form the compounds cén, don, den, faoin, sa (used before consonants), san (used before vowels), and ón.
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Cén fáth an ndeachaigh tú ansin? (Why did you go there?)
Cén áit a raibh tú inné? (Where were you yesterday?)
Thug mé an t-airgead don bhean. (I gave the money to the woman.)
Bhí sí sa bhaile ag an deireadh seachtaine. (She was at home at the weekend.)
D’fhan mé san óstán. (I stayed in the hotel.)
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Uses of the definite article


The definite article in Irish is used in ways in which its equivalent in English would not be:





a With certain place-names
an Fhrainc (France)
an Bheilg (Belgium)
an tSín (China)
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Insight


The article is used with the place-names Albain, Éire, and Gaillimh in the genitive case only:








	Albain (Scotland)


	muintir na hAlban (the people of Scotland)







	Éire


	stair na hÉireann (the history of Ireland)







	Gaillimh


	cathair na Gaillimhe (Galway city)
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b With the names of languages when referring to them in a general sense:



an Béarla (English)
an Ghaeilge (Irish)



c With the names of the seasons:


an t-earrach (spring)
an samhradh (summer)
an fómhar (autumn)
an geimhreadh (winter)



d With the days of the week:



an Luan (Monday)
an Mháirt (Tuesday)
an Chéadaoin (Wednesday)
an Déardaoin (Thursday)
an Aoine (Friday)
an Satharn (Saturday)
an Domhnach (Sunday)



e With the names of certain months or feasts:



an Cháisc (Easter)
an Carghas (Lent)
an Nollaig (Christmas)
mí na Bealtaine (May)
mí na Samhna (November)



f In titles:



an tUachtarán Bill Clinton (President Bill Clinton)
an tUasal Ó Ceallaigh (Mr Kelly)
an Dochtúir Ó Briain (Dr O’Brien)
an tOllamh Ó Cuinneagáin (Professor Cunningham)



g Before surnames when the personal name and Ó, Mac, and de are omitted:



an Ceallach (Mr Kelly)
an Ríordánach (Mr O’Riordan)
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Avoidance of double article


When two nouns preceded by the definite article are used together, the first article is omitted:


an barr (the top) + an staighre (the stairs) = barr an staighre (the top of the stairs)


an obair (the work) + an tiománaí (the driver) = obair an tiománaí (the work of the driver)
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Gender of nouns


All nouns in Irish are either masculine or feminine. This is not necessarily based on the sex of the object – the noun cailín (girl), for example, is masculine.
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How to recognize masculine and feminine nouns


The ending of a noun determines whether it is masculine or feminine. Here is a guide to masculine and feminine endings.


Masculine nouns: endings






	-(a)ire


	iascaire (fisherman), ailtire (architect)







	 


	Exceptions: aire (care), faire (wake), trócaire (mercy)







	-án


	cosán (path), amhrán (song)







	-(e)acht*


	ceacht (lesson), fuacht (cold)







	 


	Exception: léacht (lecture)







	-éad


	éad (jealousy), seaicéad (jacket), buicéad (bucket)







	-(e)adh


	geimhreadh (winter), samhradh (summer), bualadh (beating)







	-éal


	béal (mouth), scéal (story)







	-éar


	féar (grass), páipéar (paper)







	 


	Exceptions: méar (finger), sméar (berry)







	-éir**


	báicéir (baker), siúinéir (carpenter), búistéir (butcher)







	-eoir


	múinteoir (teacher), feirmeoir (farmer)







	 


	Exceptions: beoir (beer), deoir (drop), treoir (guidance)







	-óir


	cúntóir (assistant)







	 


	Exceptions: altóir (altar), éagóir (injustice), glóir (glory), onóir (honour), tóir (pursuit)







	-úir


	saighdiúir (soldier), dochtúir (doctor)







	-ste


	coiste (committee), páiste (child)







	 


	Exceptions: aiste (essay), timpiste (accident), tubaiste (disaster)







	-ún


	botún (mistake), príosún (prison)







	-úr


	casúr (hammer), pictiúr (picture)







	 


	Exceptions: deirfiúr (sister), siúr (sister – nun)








* nouns with one syllable ** when jobs are being referred to


Feminine nouns: endings






	-(a)íl


	feadaíl (whistling)







	-(e)áil


	sábháil (rescue)







	-(e)ailt


	oscailt (opening), tochailt (digging)







	-(a)int


	seachaint (avoidance), tuiscint (understanding)







	 


	Exception: sáirsint (sergeant)







	-áint


	tiomáint (driving)







	-is/ís


	uirlis (instrument), foraois (forest), mailís (malice)







	-chan


	athbheochan (revival)







	 


	Exception: meáchan (weight)







	-(a)irt


	abairt (sentence), scairt (call)







	-(e)acht***


	beannacht (blessing), gluaiseacht (movement)







	 


	Exceptions: bunreacht (constitution), comhlacht (company)







	-(a)íocht***


	filíocht (poetry)







	-úil


	barúil (opinion)







	-úint


	canúint (dialect)







	-lann


	bialann (restaurant), amharclann (theatre)







	 


	Exceptions: anlann (sauce), salann (salt)







	-eog/-óg


	bábóg (doll), brídeog (bride)







	 


	Exception: dallamullóg (deception)








*** nouns with more than one syllable






	Countries:


	an Astráil (Australia), an Fhrainc (France), an Iodáil (Italy), etc.







	Rivers:


	an Bhóinn (the Boyne), an Éirne (the Erne), an tSionainn (the Shannon)







	Languages:


	an Fhraincis (French), an Ghaeilge (Irish), an Iodáilis (Italian) Exception: an Béarla (English)








Compound words


When two nouns are joined together to form a compound noun, the second word is the important one as it determines the gender of the new noun.
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