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Introduction: Status/quaestionis

hel lquestion lof dialect in medieval Irishl (incorporating Old land

Middlel Irish; ¢./600-1200 AD) has treceived muchl passing attention

but Jvery littlel Idirect Istudy. /It Iwas[ lonly 'when |T.F. 1O’Rahilly

addressed thel subject,l withl thel publication of his Irishl dialects past

and_present, that thel first full scalel work onl thel topic incorporated
evidencel lfroml i medieval Irish..JHel Iconcludes Ithat Iwe knowl veryllittle[ labout
dialectal differences/in medieval Irishl and that it is[ ‘probably’ during thel thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries that thel formative period of our' modern dialects|is to be
placed’(O’Rahilly1932,248). These conclusions anticipate most of the other work
onl the subject, whichl usually hasl twol central theses, namely' that anyl dialectal
differences in medieval Irish werel minor and have left nol trace inl the written
sources_and! that Old Irishl was[ suchl a  iniformlliterary’ languagel that it tended to
iron out possible traces of dialect.?

In comparing the Senchas imar withl other lawf tracts of different provenance,
D.A.[1Binchy! Inotes | that | ‘one’ | will | searchl ] in/ ] vain | for' | differencesl | in | style,
composition or technical terminology’l (Binchy' 1943,209-10). He believes| this to
bel thel casel becausel of regular_ interaction between the Iiterati (including jurists)
from[ all parts’ of medieval Ireland which helped keep the literary language’ free
from[dialect. He does_argue, however, thatl al study of the later legal commentaries
‘mayf shed somel light! onl thel risel of dialects! of spokenl Irish’ (Binchy! 1943,(211).
Binchy' Idoes Inotl lexplicitlyl Istatel lat Iwhat( Iperiod lin[ Ithel Icompilation|of Ithese

'"This paper was presented at thel Celtic_Studies  Association of North"’America, Annual Meeting,
in" New( Y ork on 9" April [1999. Many thanks! to. Dri Diarmuid O Murchadhal for his extensive
comments/on/anl earlier draft of thislarticle.

*Jackson(1983,2) cautions thatwhenwe tefer tolthe language of thelearly period we areteferring
tol fal writtenl language, not a spokenl one’.[ This is especiallyl important when one bears in mind
Gerard Murphy’sl claiml that al forml could fexist inl thel spoken’ language, dialectally’ perhaps at
first, forl more thanla hundred years before it begins tol appearfinl literature’ (Murphyt 1940,/ 80).
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commentaries'hel expects/thel question of dialect tolintrude, though/ he seems/toltule
out learly. Middlel las 'well las 1O1d Irish. 1Al lvery Iconservative linterpretation’ lof
Binchy’s views Wwouldllead onelto a datel of post 1000 as thel eéarliest timel in/ which
helbelieves_dialectal evidence may begin to be found_inl the law tracts. However,
thislputs/the possibility’ of finding written examples of dialect in Trish sources back
before that'which O’Rahillywas willing tolallow.’

Kenneth Jackson acknowledges his adherencel to  O’Rahilly’s opinion/ that
thel lmodernl lIrish dialects icamel lintol lexistence linl thel ‘thirteenth lor fourteenth
centuryl Jat Ithel learliest.[ [Hel Ibelieves Ithat i medieval Irishl lwas/ Jal lhomogeneous
languagel throughout Ireland fexcept for suchl small local differences and incipient
nuances| bf dialect as are. bound to occur over suchl al comparativelyl largel area’
(Jackson11951,179).C Thel lconclusion of This Jpaper, 'dealing Ispecifically with/ ithe
evolution of thel Goideliclanguages, is worthl quoting inl full:

First, 'therelJis[Jabsolutely nothing Ito[Isuggest 'that the[ |Gaelic_lof |Ireland,
Scotland, and Man differed inl anyf respect beforel the tenthl century; and on
thelcontrary,[therelis'a body of decisivel positive evidence tending to' Showithat
sofariasiwe can tell they were/identical.[Second, Eastern‘’and Western Gaelic*
continued to ' be’ one language, sharing manyl hew! developments/inl common,
froml thel tenth until the thirteenthl century; but at the same time therelare_ one
or twolsignificant indications, the oldest belonging tolthe tenth century, which
point tolthe/beginnings of thel divergence between them. Third, the final'break
betweenl East'and West inl thel spoken tonguel camel inl the  thirteenth century
(Jackson1951,91-2).

Jacksonl traces_ the fbeginnings. of thel divergence’ back! tol the tenth/ century_at the
earliest_ H herel helis_ referring to_ fully’ stressed disyllabiclwords with hiatus_which
beganl to bel contracted in/ Irishl during thel Old Trishl period (cf/ Thurneysenl 1946,
§114) but which remain tincontracted inl Scottishl Gaelic to thel present.” This, to
my! mind, is_ an examplel of thel emergencel of dialectic features| in what Jackson
refers_tolas_‘CommonGaelic’.®_McCone ((1985,88), however, 'would Iseethis

TCf [Greene(1973,7131),wholin his discussion_of the analytic_conjugation_of the verb temarks:
‘The freedoml to ise’ analytic forms inl every situation in'thel classical horml of EarlyrModernl Irish
isl clear’ proof that’ somel dialect areas’ had alreadyl advanced very far indeed in thel usel of these
formsl by! thel end ofl thel twelfthl century’.[ This view would allow for the beginnings of dialect
emergence muchl earlier'than1200.

“Jackson (1951, 78)uises the termIWestern Gaelic’ for Irishrand {Eastern Gaelic’[for{ thel Scottish
Gaelic—ManxI group.

*[Carney1(1964, xxix) linJaldiscussion_Jof Thiatus Jargues]‘that Jin Icertain_Idialects_Jof JOld Irish
contraction had takenl place beforel thelmiddlel of the éight[h] century’.

O Maolalaigh[(1995-6,168)argues against the theory_ of Common Gaelic. His study of eclipsis
‘implies’al significant split between Gaelicl dialects (i.e. between! Irish’ and Scottishl Gaelic) in the
matter of eclipsis_at an early stage, presumably during the Old Trish period-itself " O Maolalaigh
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dichotomy 'as Ireflectivel lof I‘al lconservative learned Iregister’ Iretentivel lof Thiatus
reacting with morel colloquial levels of speechl that had already’ contracted vowels
in suchl cases’ [ He goes onlto say: ‘these temarks, of course, apply only tol Ireland:
inl GaelicScotland hiatus has been preserved in everydayl speechl tight' down/ tol the
present’. Surely, this/ treatment of hiatus forms represents’an’ innovatory’ dialectic
featurel inl Ireland, not present in Scotland, inl thel languagel Jacksonl is content to
label“*Common/Gaelic’(cf.[Gillies[2004,(256).

David Greenelbelieves that Old Irishl aslal spoken language must'have shown
dialectal Ivariation 'but largues lthat lalthoughl 'thel lliterary llanguagel lpreservesl |a
diversity_of formsLit fdoes notl offer’ any’ evidencel that would allow s tol assign’a
givenl form/ to a given area’l (Greenel 1969,16). This, in’ a nutshell,[is thel central
problem. Variance in forms/may, tola large part, reflect dialect differences, butlit is
difficult tol locatel thesel and thencel look! forf dialectal patterns. Heinrichr Wagner
examines| the treatment of certain wordsl in thel different dialects” of Modernl Irish
and traces| theirl beginnings back! tol Old Irish.[ Forl example, inllooking at thel Old
Irishl formsl of teach ‘house’ | hel argues that’ thel various forms! of this’ word point
towards ‘al dialect division which/was already inl existencelin O[ld] Ir[ish]'[(Wagner
1983,104).[Thislis alsignificant conclusion tegarding the  existencel of dialect in Old
Irish.

James/ Carneylis alsol quite willing to allow! for the’ éxistence of dialect inl Old
Irish.[In analysing Saltairhalrann (which'he[Swould date to ¢.[870), The argues that
dialect 1isagel is_a_ marked! feature of thel text'and hel cautions_against ‘the customlin
dealing withl early! texts to dismiss_any.deviation from/the[O[ld] Ir[ish] standardlas
“Middle Irish” [ thought of as al state of linguistic_ anarchyl where anything could
happen’(Carney 1983,(211).. Carney’ goes onl to examinel certainl features' of Saltair
nal rann (for example, arsé,[arsi instead of ofj thel frequent recourse to ol shunn; the
commonl_uselof Ithel lnominativelfor the Jaccusative). [He lwould not Iseel Ithese
characteristics of the Saltair as evidencel forl thel spread of Middlel Irish, rather he
would seelthemlas éxamples of dialectal usage. Thoughl thel dating of Saltairnaliann
to the period about thel year 1000l seems/ rather' morelsecure, Carney’s central point
remains: forms, as far backi as’ the Glosses, that larel perceived as' Middle Trish
developments,/maylin/ fact bel dialectal variations.

Inl This”studyt lof the languagel lof ithe 'Wiirzburg land Milanl glosses, Kim
McConel allows’ fori the possibility of dialect.[In’ discussing thel formation of the

points_outJthat JO_Buachalla’[(1988,45) Thas_reached similar lconclusions_with regard_to the
development of thelplural allomorphsiin —(¢)arin Scottish Gaelic;See further, O Buachallar2002.
TMost_commentators,"however, would see Saltairna yann as belonging to the earlyrMiddle Irish
period, towards the end of theltenth century; see Breatnach 1996,/223-224 §1.6/for' a summary of
the latest views onl thel subject.
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prepositional telative infOld Irish, hel suspects that the twol different approaches ‘to
creating an inambiguous prepositional relativel inl the very latel prehistoryl of Irish
...may’bel one of thelfew cases/ where variant isages/ in/ thel Glosses probablyhavela
baselinl different regional dialects’ [(McConel 1985, 96-97). Register,, however, hot
dialect, s the[ main reasonl forwarded by McConel for thel mix[lof forms_inl the
Glosses; hel suggests__that_deviations_from! thel literary norml fare_mostly_lduel to
occasionallapses/intola basic subl literary registerl approximating to popular speech’
(McConel11985,1102).1 Thisl | observationl | adds |to | ourl | range/ | of | possibilities.
Combined with what wel havel already seen, forms_ which deviate from ‘standard’
Old! Trish ‘'may! bel viewed as/ 11.”Middlel Irishl developments; 2. Lapses! froml the
written standardintola lowerl register; 3. Dialectal differences.[Points two and three
may! coalescel to an extent, sol that thel separation of possiblel dialectal differences
fromlexcursionslintol a lower registerl may provel very hard to achieve.

Inl al recent’ contribution focused entirelyl onl thel question’ of dialects in Old
Irish,l Andersl Ahlqvist (following Hessen, 1914 and Thurneysen, 1946, 12) deals
with the variation inl spelling| of thel anaphoricl pronoun (67 / sén) inlthe Glosses.
Evenl| though!| thel ] variation'] in[] its | distributionl | seems | to | indicatel | dialectal
significance, helis forced! to concludel that fthese  dialect’ differences seeml to have
left'nol itracel lin ithelImodern/llanguage, Isol ithat their |geographical limplications
remain inknownl to me’ (Ahlqvist 1988, 26).. Ahlqvist statesl his adherence to the
basiclposition outlined byt O’Rahilly (1932248 ff.) and followed by Jackson (1951,
78-80) that it was not until the thirteenthl or fourteenth century that modern Irish
dialects camel intol being.[ Hel is hopeful [however, that any future’ grammar of Old
Irishiwill fincludel at least a full chapter devoted tol anl inventoryl of what! it sol far
has not been possible to describel as' anything morel substantial than/ f‘nuances of
dialect”[in our' still ratherf monolithicl conception of Classical Old Trish’ (Ahlqvist
1988,31).

The central problem, in trying tol identifyf possiblel dialectal features,is tying
downlla_lnoted Jvariant lin[]languageItolal Jparticular Igeographical larea.® In[Jan
important larticle lon | ‘Dialektel Jim[ ] Altirischen?’ [1Patricia I Kelly Icompares Ithe
‘regular’ word! for certain animals/ withl rarer’ words for thel samel creatures and
articulates'the following proposition:

8 This_problem of locating possible dialectal features is_exacerbated by the fact that'much of the
material under investigation is'anonymous. Gearoid Mac Eoin’s remarks  regarding’ Middle Irish
literaturehold good forthel earlier period as well: iThe absencel of al reliable’ ascription tol thel real
author deprives s of the'knowledgel of thel datel of composition o the place of origin’J..[[thuslthe]
... language/temainsunfixed in period orf dialectT(Macd Eoin 1982,7113).
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Meinel] Theseist, | dafy | diesel ] Worter | nichtl ] einer | dlteren/] Schicht | eines
gemeinsprachlichen /W ortschatzes zuzurechnen sind, welche/ dannJerneuert
wurdel durchl Worter wie bo, ech,imucc,[taera,l gabor, sinnach - denn_diesel sind
auchlIschonllin_/den[Jaltesten | Textenl /belegt |- Jsondern daf diese[ /W Orter
Dialekten entstammenl konnten, diel in derf frith” entstandenenl Schriftsprache
nicht starkivertreten sind (Kelly 1982, 86).

Inl this  attempt ftol ascribel thel origin of certain highlyl marked! items[ of Old Irish
vocabularyl ltol 1a Icertainl |dialect’, las' | Ahlqvist (1988, 124) Iwould Jhave it Ishe
anticipates/the work (noted above) of McConel onlthe[uise of —(s)alinl prepositional
relatives andl that of Wagner onl wordsl suchlas feach.[ This approach facilitates the
studyl of medieval Irishl vocabulary as/ a repository’ of dialect.[ It is[ this concept
whichl Jallows lonel ltol lundertake research linl Irishl placenames land lplacename
elements in the hopel that fruitful results! for thel studyl of dialect in medieval Irish
may be forthcoming.

Placenames

Onel areal of studyf which gets' round thel problem’ of locating differences! in the
language is tesearch onl placenames.’ Thislis & Very good field in which/tol éxamine
questions of dialect becausel manyl early placenamesl can bel geographically'located
and, las'lis_ lwell ’known, Iplacenames! lare/ liablel lto Ifossilisel learly Iforms/ lofl ithe
language. The focus here isl on  al number of placenamesl and placenamel elements
which/may have dialectal implications. "

The word muirbold is' a compound of muir fsea’ and bold tbag, gap’, literally
‘sealbag’lor ‘sealindentation’,[and has thelmeaning ‘inlet of thel$ea’ orl fsmall bay’
(Quinlet al.[1913-76,(5.v. muir 194.8)."[ It occurs_as_al placenamel and placename
element in various earlylsources, listed forthwith:'

*IThe most_important_recent work on_placenames_as_a_resource_for_historical linguistics_is_O
Maolalaigh(1998).

""Placenames_sometimes_preserve examples_of words, which have disappeared_out of a certain
dialect. Forf éxample,[Scottish Gaelic has preserved placenames with féchart ‘causeway, pavement’
(e.g.[1Duntocher, 1Kintocher) but 'the 'word lis now’ lunknown lin' lcommonl 'speech. IThel lsame
situation’ éxists/inl Scottish Gaelid tegarding theword conair “path, toad’. See Watsonl (1926,486).

" Forvarying explanations_of thesword bolg, see Lewis[(1940);-O’Rahilly (1942,163-166); Carey
(1988).

Whenl tesearching thissword, I camelacross the comprehensivel list_of placename forms using
muirbold assembled by Fiachra Macl Gabhann (1997, 198-199), which/ T havel ised extensivelyin
the construction of this argument. Thisl list_ also contains al large. number of forms from/ later
sources.
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1.[1Stokes & IStrachanl 11901-3,0111,[1274: de’|Euerniallnauigatores lad llocum \qui\dicitur
Muirbold Paradisi_peruenientes."

2.1 Stokes & Strachan1901-3 11, 280: inllocolanchoritarumlinMuirbulcinar.**

3.[0Mac Airt & Mac Niocaill 1983, s.a.[1731.5: BellumUinter!|\Cruithne F1Dal \Riati lin
Murbuilgg ubi Cruithni deuicti.”

4.[1Bannerman 1966, 154: Oen_mac deac dano la olc[hjain_mad echdach_munremair qui
habitant i inmurbuldlal dal riatai.

5.01Best et al.[1954-83,1630: Cathl MurbuilginDal Riatai.

6.1 Bestl et al. [ 1954-83 1 723: cathlMurbuilg.

7.01Besti et al.[1954-83,[11841-3: cumtachll..[ Cairge Brachaide.|i inMurbulc lal Mantanlinac
Cachir.'

8..1O’Brien 1962, 158, 23 (=Best et al.[ 195483 Vi 43726-7): Nilficbaitis i dia nurdV
maicned Durthechtd imMurbulg."”

9.01Bestl et al.[11954-83,[ iv 22779-80): i nlairichill \Conaill \Chernaigimeic1Amairgin lac
Carraid Murbuilg."

10.[Dinneen 1908, 302: Faircheléaspuig Cuinnirel)..[8 Phort Murbhoilgl golhOllorbha.

11.[Stokes 1862, xliv: Cormad gaileng &l quolnal ceithrelgailengalli.l. .| gailenga inurbuilg.

Thel examples above, withl the exception of no. 11l whichl cannot be contextually
located, along withl the other formsl listed inl Mac Gabhann (1997,198-199), all
seem!tol refer tol either Ulster orl Scotland.[ Therelis' some confusion  as to how many
of thel references to Muirbolcd (nos_B—8) are tol the area around Murlough/ Bay, Co.
Antrim[ as Isome Imayf I refer |tol ]an Jinlet Inear | Dunseverick, | Co. | Antrim | (cf.
O’Donovan 1856, 1 26 (3501 a.m.): Dunl1Sobhaircelli1MurbholgllDal \Riada) ot to
present day | Maghera, | Co. | Down, Iformerly(Icalled Rdaith) Muirbuilc |(seel | Mac
Gabhann( 11997, 1199 land Hogan 11910, Is.n.).. Joyce (1875, 255) points_out that
muirboldis‘generallyl anglicised Murlough’ (though thisimayl also be the anglicised

B Sharpe (1995, 275 n.[93) follows_Watson’s_conjecture’ (1926, 779-80) in"identifying Muirbolc
Paradisi as Kentra Bay'inl Ardnamurchan,[Scotland.

""Sharpe(1995,/376n.[415[and 306308, 1.194) hotes that Muirbolc Mdr(‘ThelGreat Bay’)waslin
thel lisland Jofl [Hinbal Jand tentatively' lidentifies ithis muirbold as thel lsubstantial 'dryl lanchorage
between Colonsayland Oronsay, Scotland.

" Probably the coastal area near- Murlough” Bay, par._Culfeightrin, bar. Cary, Co.”Antrim (O
Murchadha1997,173).

!’ Either thelarearhearr Murlough'Bay((asSuggestedlinn.[ 14 above) or élse-hear tl. Carrickabraghy,

par. Conmany, bar. Inishowen E.,[Co. Donegal.

" This poeml consists_of a list_of Ulster heroes and sl part of Senchas Sil hlr/ 1t is clear froml the
context that Muirbolc isltol bellocated inl Ulster. Edgan mac Durthacht'is ¢called 7! Fernmaige inl the
exileof the sons_of Uisliu.CAccording to O Murchadha (1997,71144), the original location_of
Fernmag wasl around Lochl Uaithnel (Loughl Oony, par. Clones, Co./ Monaghan); it later’ gavelits

nameltolthebar. of Farneylin thel Samelcounty.

¥ Tt'seemslclear fromlthe textthat Carrad Muirbuildistolbelocated somewherelin Ulster.
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formlof muirioch lagoon’). All four examples of thel placename Murlough gathered
in'the[ 1901 Census_arel found in Ulster, twolin Co.. Donegal and twolin Co. Down.
Watsonl (1926, 80-1) also treats' of Scottishl placenames derived from muirbolc| and
its diminutivel in —dn, of whichl he has’ gathered quite’ a number of examples. In
Ireland, outsidel lof Ulster, Il know! of only onel possibility of muirbold used ina
placename H that'is Muirbolcan (present’ day' Trabolgan, Co.[Cork), Which/may'bela
diminutive form_of muirbolc." However, it seems to_be satisfactorily’ explained as
MuirBolcdin fthel sea_of Bolcan’, later TraiglBolcdin fthel strand of Bolcan’ (Joyce
1875,22),'thoughl the possibility of it being al diminutive  of muirbold must temain.

Thel onomasticl evidencel here cited - thel earlyl examples above (nos 1-10)
along Iwithl 1the llaterf | examples | of | thel |survival | of Ithe | placenamel |1 points
conclusively towards muirbold being a word_commonl to Ulster Irish and Scottish
Gaelic.[Its lack of representation outside of Ulster” and Scottish placenames point
towards it having al very localised usage, al usage that I ' would posit was! dialect
based.

It mayl bel argued that manyl of thesel lexamples of the usellof muirbold in
placenames/ occurf inl Irish' manuscripts whichl do hot have a nhorthern provenance.
It may' be noted,/ however, that these samplesl arel alllonomastic H thel context gives
no hint’ whatsoever that thel scribes’ of thel various manuscripts. knewf the word
muirbold ‘as/ al regular Old Trish word meaning Iinlet of the sea’. The lack of la
qualifying genitivel lorl descriptivel adjectivel in imostl cases may' also point  in the
samel direction.[ That both[wordslof thelcompound, muir and bolc, werelwell known
countrywide seems| clear, but thel iisel of thel compound! seems to have been more
restricted.[ Outsidel of its utilisation inl placenames, it has not proved possible to
locate thelword muirbold in any earlyl texts.

Thel casel of thel relativelyl rare muirbolc_ mayl just. reflect the use of highly
marked!lexical items. Commonl imedieval Irish words, however, often seem! to be
treated restrictively in placenamel contexts,[which/ mayi belindicativel of regional or
dialectallusagel or preference.’’ Ilappend allist of somelexamples here[below.

Accomol funion’: This commonl word! is found! inl the Wiirzburg, Stl Gall and Milan
Glosses.[O Maille[(1953) has shown! that this word $urvives in the placenames Uggoo,
Uggoori inl Counties' Mayo,l Galwayl and Clare, and! is'used! tol describel a piecel ofl land
whichlis/ seenl tol join' or connect other! features in thel landscape. Thel restricted u1sel of
accomol withl this' meaning in/ placenames seems tol bel confined! to these counties and,

[Thel same (or similar) hame, Murbolcan, is tol be found in Dillon (1962, 619, 653) in a list_of
strongholds of the kings of Cashel.

2 The development in‘meaning of aspects of Irish’ vocabularly (which may uiltimately prove to be
partlytdialect'based, evenl for thel éarlier material) is dealt with briefly in Jackson (1983, 17-18).
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thus, mayi belregional ori dialectal based, thoughlit islimpossiblel tol datel thel risel of this
usage.

Cathair fstonel enclosure, dwelling’: The! distribution of this word! asl al first' element in
placenames was the/ lsubject lofl a talkl given by |Alan Mac an Bhaird at thel Sixth
International ICongress lof ICeltic Studies iinl IGalway! in 11979.0 Though! Jal published
versionl off this talk is' hotl available, thel summary! by Mac anl Bhaird, availablel in/ the
Congress handbook, ¢containsl the following:

Placenames | composed | of cathair 1and lal |second |element ]are/ |found |in/ | two
contiguousl zones. The zone of densest distribution comprises! the horthwest of Co.
Clare,l a northl south band across! the middlel of Co. Galwayl and the barony' of
Kilmaine in Co. Mayo.l /Al morel diffuse’ zonel covers! thel rrest of Co. Clare and
counties Limerick, Kerry and Cork. ‘Outriders’ arel sparse. Withinl these’ zones,
names with cathair appearlinl thel earliest records of placenames available ... most of
thesel cases point to a prel Normanl date.

Thisl distribution may' alsol bel seenl onl the. map/in/ Flanagan' and Flanagan/ (1994, 46).
The uisel of cathair in placenames would seem to indicatel dialect preference,not/lacki of
stone dwellingsl elsewhere, as/therelis ho  shortagel of easily’ accessible building stonelin
many' areas which'lie’ outsidel this' zone.[ Thel survivingl stonel dwellings! in the horthern
half of thel country are variouslyl called by otheri nonl dialect! specific titles, e.g. badun
‘fortified enclosure’, clock fstone (building)’, dunl fort’, griandn fsunnyl place’and tech
‘dwelling’ | among otherf terms.

Cobfan ‘slope, hollow’: This word, al compound of com # fin, is found as'al placename
element (withand without qualification), generally spelt cabdn. Of 90 hames beginning
with Cavanllisted in/the[ 1901 ¢census, 80 are located in Ulster,[ 7 are in counties which
border Ulster, leaving just three ‘outriders’.*' However, I have ho examples of its use
inl placenamel composition before the twelfth/ century.

Imblechl fland bordering onl a lakel orf marsh’: Though! this word is very. common! in
placenames, Hoganl (1910) has only noted three definitel examples (out of over 40
cited) of its occurrencel inl Ulster (s.nn. 7.[¢luane, 1. coba,li. corco duib), only one of which
1s_/demonstrablyl learly. JAllied to ithis, Ithe[ 11901 ICensusl lists 157 townlandsl land 4
parishes beginning with Emlagh/[Emly, hot one of which(is'in Ulster.”

Irrus fpromontory’:. With thel probablel exception of onel example, Irrus Foichne (Mac
Airtl & Mac Niocaill 1983, 8.a..727.3)which has not yet been satisfactorily identified,
all'17lexamples of this placenamel element listed inf Hoganl (1910) occur outside Ulster.
Inl the 1901 Census, nonel of the small number of placenamesl listed beginning with

YThesearelltls_Cavan_andJCavanquarter, par. Ballinrobe, bar.[Kilmaine,/Co./Mayoland itl.
Cavansheath, par. Clonenaghland Clonagheen, bar. Maryborough, Co.[Laois.
*However, therelisatl Imlick’in‘par.Killea, bar..RaphoeN., Co. Donegal.
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Erris’ arel inl Ulster; however, there arel twol probable examples! of Ulster irrusthames
listed elsewherelin the Census.”

Mell fa round mass, protuberance’: Thel usel of this' common word as a placename
element meaning ‘knoll’ [ anglicised as {Maul’, is confined to counties. Corki and Kerry
(see Flanagan and Flanagan, 1994, 120-1).** Thel emergencel of this specific usage of
thelword has not yet been/ traced.

Séd Sweir’ L As Diarmuid O'Murchadhal (1994-5,130) has.shown, the earliest éxample
of thel word sdd inl placenames (Sodh Macdin) probably goes back tol the early tenth
century.  The most fascinating aspect of the word, however, is its' extremely restricted
usel inl placenames, along thel southern! stretch of thel river Shannon/ between Lough
Derg and Limerick.

Therel arel problems withl placenamel distributions, however, which must be taken
into’account. For example, it has'been shown by Deirdre Flanagan/ (1984, 31) that
the use ofl thel word dommnach fchurch building’ (<[ Lat. dominicum) frelates tol the
first' phasel of Christianity' in/ Ireland and appears/to have fallen/ intol disuse by  the
7thl lcentury’.['Thus, 'thel ldistribution lof dommnach hames! I(inl [English’ \commonly
written donagh), lwith/ ltheir jpaucity linl IMunster, IScotland land lon Ithel lwestern
seaboard, reflects_the extent of tthe earlylIchristianising mission_and not dialect
preference I withl Iregard tol Ithe Inaming |of ecclesiastical |settlements. ] Another
problematicl formlis that of tamlacht(ae)(plague) burial place’.” This word is_well
attested inl placenames’and as a placenamel element in eéarlyf sources/(e.g. Stokes &
Strachan/ 1901-3, 11 238.8; Mac Airtt & Mac Niocaill 1983, s.a.0811.2)./ Apart from
thel Ifamousl Imonasteryl lat | Tallaght, 1Co. 1 Dublin, land Itwol llater’ lexamples |of
Tawlaght | placenames/ | in ] Co.[1 Kerry, | all'l our(] early | records | of Tamlacht(ae)
placenameslrefer tol Ulster.”* Of the[ B3 tl..hames and 4 par.[hames Wwith Tamlaght,
Tamlat, Tawlaght orf Towlaght as thel first element listed in/the/ 1901[ census, all’are
inl Ulster with' thel exceptionl of twol hearl Mohill,[ Co.[ Leitrim, twol in/ bar.[ Boyle,
Co.[[Roscommonl and lone mear |Clonard, |Co. Meath. 'Thus, lits lusagel iis’ quite
restricted’and it would seeml tol bel al good candidatel for  inclusionlin/ al survey such

2 Theselaretl. Urros, par.Inishmacsaint, bar. Magheraboy, Co. Fermanaghandtl. Urrismenagh,
par./Clonmany,[bar. Inishowen E. [Co.[Donegal.

*FlanaganJand]Flanagan(1994), linJthe first section_Jof their Jbook,highlight a number of
placenamel lelements 'which Jarel Imore” iprominent in Icertain Jareas! lof ithe lcountry Jand 'whose
distribution may! possibly'belan indicator of dialectal isage.

2 Tamlacht(ae) (< tdm_‘plague’ ™ lechta ‘graves’?) is regularly assumed to mean *plague burial’l
place’(cf[Joyce (1869, 162); Dinneen (1927) s.n. Tdmhlacht; Flanagan and Flanaganl (1994,/145—
146)), Ithoughl Ithisl imeaning Jis' Inowhere explicitly lattested; Icf..|Quin et 1al.[1(1913-76) Is.v.
taimlecht(ae)ands.n. Tamlacht(ae).

9 Seethelmaplto thiseffectin Flanagan’and Flanagan[(1994,146).
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as'this. . However,[it'seems Very possible that' theldistribution pattern of this élement
primarily’ reflects  the spread of thel plague’ (and need for plaguel burial grounds)
rather! than dialectal variation.?’ Nol other Irishl word for plaguel burial ground’is
knownltome.

Asshould bel clear froml the above, placenamel evidencel must' bel used with
circumspectioninl these[ matters.”® For _example, chronology'is_onel of the central
problems.[ Wel canl only use thel earliest written forml of thel placenamel as/ evidence
evenl thoughl many’ of thesel hames have, quite probably, a longer history! behind
them. Thus, larguments most loften bel constructed onl partial levidence. Despite
xunavailable elsewherel + its Very quantityl and variety ensures! that it will hever be
exhaustedas asource.

Conclusions

Old Irishl wasl a’ very' standardised written/ languagel but dialect featuresl arel present. It
1s still difficult, however, tolmovel their description'beyond ‘nuances| of dialect’.

Thel best areal in which! tol look fori thesel dialectal variations is' vocabulary, where
authors could involuntarily betray' theirf origins.

Froml about' 1000C ADl onwards, thesel dialect differences become more. marked in the
literature.

Issues of register’ must remainl central to thel debate.l Many questions. will fail to be
resolved! becausel of our lack of knowledgel of the  usel of register’ in medieval Irish
versus! theluse of dialect.

Welmust view! thel retentionl in/ Scottish' Gaelid of certainl features present in Old Irish
as_ evidence that innovatory dialect’ features (asl represented by theirl modificationl in
Ireland) werel present in the languagel as far'back! as the timel of thel Glosses.
Placenames would seem! tol offeri thel mostl hope’ forl geographically locating possible
dialectal features'in medieval Irish Vocabulary.

Abbreviations
bar.'barony;ICo. county;llpar.[parish; | tl.. townland.

’'D1ri GeneHaley presented an(interesting paper on theldistribution of tamlachtae sitestothe’22nd
Annual Harvard Celtic Colloquium, October 10-13,12002, titled * Tamlachtae: Thel Map of Plague
Burials and its' Implications! for’ Early Trish History’; it isl duel to appear in & futurel number of
Proceedingslof thel Harvard Celtid Colloquium.

% Convenient lists_of the_main_advantages_and disadvantages in1sing_ placename evidence are
given'infO'Maolalaigh'(1998,16-17).
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