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Irish Prehistory

5000-4000 BCE: Bronze Age Indo-Europeans

1000 BCE: Iron Age Celts

500 BCE (?): Insular Celts in place in the British Isles

1st century CE (?): Pre-Irish speakers in Ireland

431 CE: Introduction of Christianity by Palladius and Patrick
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The Celts
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Irish Prehistory

5000-4000 BCE: Bronze Age Indo-Europeans

1000 BCE: Iron Age Celts

500 BCE (?): Insular Celts in place in the British Isles

1st century CE (?): Pre-Irish speakers in Ireland

431 CE: Introduction of Christianity by Palladius and Patrick
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Early Irish History

Ireland still Iron Age type society 1st Millennium CE

As Christianity becomes dominant, monasteries flourish

Viking raids begin 795 and monasteries suffer

10th – 11th c.: Vikings rule much of Ireland
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The Vikings in Ireland
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Irish from 1150 to 1607

Normans invade Ireland 1169

English in nominal control, but Irish society largely untouched

Irish and English largely separate

Full conquest of Ireland starting in 1536

After heavy resistance, last Irish lords defeated and flee in 
1607
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Ireland in 1300 and 1450

The Lordship’s maximum 
extent

The Lordship and Anglo-Irish 
lands
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The Irish Language

Proto-Indo-European: c. 4000 BCE

Proto-Celtic: c. 1000 BCE

Insular Celtic: c. 1st century BCE

Old Irish: 700-950 CE

Middle Irish: 950-1200 CE

Early Modern Irish: 1200-1600 CE

Modern Irish: 1600-present
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Early Irish

Ogam Irish attested from 4th -7th c.
– fragmentary texts

No significant Irish texts until 8th c.
– mostly short texts (glosses, land deeds, religious texts, legal texts)

Literature found from 10th - 11th c. (though material is older)
– frequently texts of significant length
– sagas, chronicles, legal texts, 
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Ogam Irish: the letters
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Ogam Stone from Ballymore
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QENILOCI MAQI MAQI-AINIA 
MUC...

(stone of) Cellach (older 
Cenlach), son of Mac-Áine (?)



Ogam Stone from Arraglen
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QRIMITIR RON[A]NN MAQ 
COMOGANN

(headstone) of the priest 
Ronán, son of Comgán.



Ogam on Vellum

12 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 2: Old Irish 17

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

a    c o   c   a    r  t     i n      s   o

a cocart inso this is its / their correction



Early Irish

Ogam Irish attested from 4th - 7th c.
– fragmentary texts

No significant Irish texts until 7th - 8th c.
– mostly short texts (glosses, land deeds, religious texts, legal texts)

Literature found from 10th - 11th c. (though material is older)
– frequently texts of significant length
– sagas, chronicles, legal texts, 
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An Old Irish Manuscript
from c. 825 CE
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Text: .i. nochis conacertussa ón

Trans: that is, I had emended it.



Early Irish

Ogam Irish attested from 4th -7th c.
– fragmentary texts

No significant Irish texts until 8th c.
– mostly short texts (glosses, land deeds, religious texts, legal texts)

Literature found from 10th - 11th c. (though material is older)
– frequently texts of significant length
– sagas, chronicles, legal texts, 
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Phonemes

plosive nasal fricative liquid
labial p b pʲ bʲ m β̃ mʲ β̃ʲ f β fʲ βʲ
dental t d tʲ dʲ nː n nːʲ nʲ θ ð θʲ ðʲ lː l lːʲ lʲ rː r rːʲ rʲ
alveolar s sʲ
velar k g kʲ gʲ ŋ ŋʲ x ɣ xʲ ɣʲ
glottal h
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Phonemes

front back
close i iː (y) u uː

eː
mid e (œ) ǝ o o:

(ɛː)
open a ɑ:

ai oi ui
au eu iu ou
aːu eːu iːu
iə uə
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Orthography

The orthography is often difficult:
a túath = [ə tuəθ] ‘her people’ or [ə duəθ] ‘their people’

Further examples:
popul [ˈpobul] ‘people’
téit [ˈtēd’] ‘goes’
cucann [ˈkugənn] ‘kitchen’
ar·báigi [ar ˈbāγ’i] ‘he fights’
ro·dedus[ro ˈd’eðus] ‘I have melted’
gaibid [ˈgaβ’əð’] ‘takes’ 

Why write [b] [d] [g] two different ways?
Why pronounce <p> <t> <c> <b> <d> <g> two different ways?
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Latin!
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Orthography

Latin pronunciation

totus populus Britānniae in cocīna est.
[totus populus Britānniai in kokīna est]
‘the entire population of Britain is in the kitchen’

Gigas et Dīdō non aquam sed uīnum bibunt.
[gigas et dīdō non akwam sed wīnum bibunt]
‘Gigas and Dido do not drink water, but rather wine’
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Orthography

Latin pronunciation in Britain

totus populus Britānniae in cocīna est.
[todəs pobələs Bridānnie in kogīna est]
‘the entire population of Britain is in the kitchen’

Gigas et Dīdō non aquam sed uīnum bibunt.
[giγəs et dīðō non agwəm seð vīnəm biβənt]
‘Gigas and Dido do not drink water, but rather wine’
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Orthography

Ambiguities in spelling are not infrequent:

mac(c) [mak] ‘son’ póc [pōg] ‘kiss’

dercaid [d’erkəð’] ‘looks at’ derc / derg [d’erg] ‘red’
déirge [d’ēr’γ’e]  ‘forsaking’

orbae [orbe] ‘heritage’ marbad [marβəð]‘killing’
carpat [karbəd] ‘chariot’ 
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Orthography

Two major difficulties the Roman alphabet was not designed for:

• phonemic palatalization

• lots of fricatives

Upshot: orthography is imprecise but they did the best they could.
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Some Paradigms!
Nouns: fer ‘man’

nom sg fer [f'er] < *u ̯iros

voc sg fir [f'ir'] < *u ̯ire

acc sg fer [f'er] < *u ̯irom

gen sg fir [f'ir'] < *u ̯irī

dat sg fiur [f'iur] < *u ̯irōi ̯

nom pl fir [f'ir’] < *u ̯irī

acc pl firu [f'iru] <= *u ̯irons

gen pl fer [f'er] < *u ̯irōm

dat pl feraib [f’erəβ’] < *u ̯irobis
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Some Paradigms!
Noun phrases: in fer gel ‘the bright man’

nom sg in fer gel [in f’er g’el]

voc sg a ḟir gil [a ir’ γ’il’]

acc sg in fer ngel [in v’er ng’el]

gen sg ind ḟir gil [ind ir’ γ’il’]

dat sg ind ḟiur giul [ind iur γ’iul’]

nom pl ind ḟir gil [ind ir’ γ'il’]

acc pl inna firu gilu [inna f’iru g’ilu]

gen pl inna fer ngel [inna v’er ng’el]

dat pl -naib feraib gelaib [-nəβ’ ferəβ’ geləβ’]
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Some Paradigms!
Prepositions

Prepositions take case:
la ‘with’: + acc.
i ‘in, into’: + acc. / dat.
ó ‘from’: + dat.

They also cause changes on the following initial:
la: no change
i: + nasalization (written iN)
ó: + lenition (written óL)

la fer [la f’er] ‘with a man’
i fer [i v’er] / i fiur [i v’iur] ‘into / in a man’
ó fiur [ō iur] ‘from a man’
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Some Paradigms!
Prepositions

Prepositions can take personal endings:

Sing. Pl.

1. indiumm indiun
n

2. indiut indib

3. m./n.
Acc. ind intiu

(Acc.)Dat. and

3. fem. Acc. inte indib
(Dat.)Dat. indi

Sing. Pl.

1. úaim(m) úain(n)

2. úait úaib

3. m./n. úad
úadaib3. fem. úadi

óL, úaL ‘from’ + Dat.iN ‘in’ + Acc./Dat.



Some Paradigms!
Verbs I: subject endings

Verbs have different forms depending on the subject
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beirid ‘carries’

1sg. biru

2sg. biri

3sg. beirid

1pl. bermai

2pl. beirthe

3pl. berait

do·beir ‘gives’

1sg. do·biur

2sg. do·bir

3sg. do·beir

1pl. do·beram

2pl. do·beirid

3pl. do·berat



Some Paradigms!
Verbs II: object endings and infixes

Verbs have different forms when the object is a pronoun:
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object do·biur ‘I give’

1sg. dom·biur

2sg. dot·biur

3sg. masc. da·m-biur

3sg. neuter da·biur

3sg. fem. dos·biur

1pl. don·biur

2pl. dob·biur

3pl. dos·biur

object beirid ‘he carries’

1sg. beirthium

2sg. beirthiut

3sg. masc. beirthi

3sg. neuter beirthi

3sg. fem. beirthius

1pl. beirthiunn

2pl. beirthiub

3pl. beirthius



Some Paradigms!
Verbs III: it gets worse!

There are additional endings for passive and relative verbs:
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3sg. 1pl. 3pl.

beras ‘who carries’ bermae ‘we who carry’ bertae ‘they who carry’

berair ‘he is carried’ non·berar ‘we are carried’ bertair ‘they are carried’

berar ‘who is carried’ bertar ‘who are carried’

do·beir (b = β) ‘who gives’ do·berat (b = β) ‘who give’

do·berar ‘he is given’ don·berar ‘we are given’ do·bertar ‘they are given’

do·berar (b = β) ‘who is given’ do·bertar (b = β= ‘who are given’



Some Paradigms!
Verbs IV: and worse!!

And the endings are slightly different if the verb is negated:
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beirid ‘carries’ negated

1sg. ní·biur

2sg. ní·bir

3sg. ní·beir

1pl. ní·bera
m

2pl. ní·beirid

3pl. ní·berat

do·beir ‘gives’ negated

1sg. ní·tabur

2sg. ní·tabair

3sg. ní·tabair

1pl. ní·taibrem

2pl. ní·taibrid

3pl. ní·taibret



Some Paradigms!
All the forms of 3sg. present do·beir ‘he gives’

do·beir ‘he gives’ ní·tabair ‘he does not give’

dom·beir ‘he gives me’ ním·thabair ‘he does not give me’

dot·beir ‘he gives you’ nít·tabair ‘he does not give you’
da·m-beir ‘he gives him’ ní·tabair ‘he does not give him’
da·beir ‘he gives it’ ní·thabair ‘he does not give it’
dos·beir ‘he gives her’ ní·tabair ‘he does not give her’
don·beir ‘he gives us’ nín·tabair ‘he does not give us’
dob·beir ‘he gives you’ níb·tabair ‘he does not give you’
dos·beir ‘he gives them’ nís·tabair ‘he does not give them’
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do·beir (b = β) ‘who gives / which
he gives’

nad·thabair ‘who does not give / which he 
does not give’

dodom·beir ‘who gives me’ nachom·thabair ‘who does not give me’
dodot·beir ‘etc.’ nachot·tabair ‘etc.’
dod·m-beir ‘etc.’ nach(id)·tabair ‘etc.’
dod·beir ‘etc.’ nach(id)·thabair ‘etc.’
doda·beir ‘etc.’ nacha·tabair ‘etc.’
dodon·beir ‘etc.’ nachon·tabair ‘etc.’
dodob·beir ‘etc.’ nochob·tabair ‘etc.’
doda·beir ‘etc.’ nacha·tabair ‘etc.’

do·m-beir ‘(when) he gives’ nad·tabair ‘(when) he does not give’

dondom·beir ‘(when) he 
gives me’

nandom·thabair ‘when he does
not give me’

dondot·beir ‘etc.’ nandot·tabair ‘etc.’
dond·m-beir ‘etc.’ nand·tabair ‘etc.’
dond·beir ‘etc.’ nand·thabair ‘etc.’
donda·beir ‘etc.’ nanda·tabair ‘etc.’
dondon·beir ‘etc.’ nandon·tabair ‘etc.’
dondob·beir ‘etc.’ nondob·tabair ‘etc.’
donda·beir ‘etc.’ nanda·tabair ‘etc.’

do·berar ‘he is given’ ní·tabarr ‘he is not given’

do·berar (b = β) ‘who is
given’

nad·tabarr ‘who is not 
given’

do·m-berar ‘(when) he is
given’

nad·tabarr (t = d) ‘(when) 
he is not given’



Some Paradigms!
Verb paradigms V: and there is still more!

There are seven tenses / moods with complete paradigms:
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stem tense / mood

present
present

imperfect

subjunctive
subjunctive

past subjunctive

future
future

conditional
preterite

preterite / perfect
preterite passive

Each verb has dozens of forms across its paradigms.



An example of a full verb paradigm:

do·beir
‘gives’
(present)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·biur ní·tabur

2sg. do·bir ní·tabair

3sg. do·beir ní·tabair

1pl. do·beram ní·taibrem

2pl. do·beirid ní·taibrid

3pl. do·berat ní·taibret
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do·beir ‘gives’
(imperfect)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·beirinn ní·taibrinn

2sg. do·beirtha ní·tabartha

3sg. do·beired ní·taibred

1pl. do·beirmis ní·tabarmis

2pl. do·beirthe ní·tabarthe

3pl. do·beirtis ní·tabartis

do·beir ‘gives’
(subjunctive)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·ber ní·tabur

2sg. do·berae ní·taibre

3sg. do·bera ní·taibrea

1pl. do·beram ní·taibrem

2pl. do·beraid ní·taibrid

3pl. do·berat ní·taibret

do·beir
‘gives’
(future)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·bér ní·tibér

2sg. do·bérae ní·tib(é)rae

3sg. do·béra ní·tibrea

1pl. do·béram ní·tibrem

2pl. do·béraid ní·tibrid

3pl. do·bérat ní·tibreat

do·beir ‘gives’
(past subj.)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·berainn ní·taibrinn

2sg. do·bertha ní·tabartha

3sg. do·berad ní·taibred

1pl. do·bermais ní·tabarmais

2pl. do·berthae ní·tabarthae

3pl. do·bertais ní·tabartais

do·beir ‘gives’
(conditional)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·bérainn ní·tibrainn

2sg. do·bértha ní·tibértha

3sg. do·bérad ní·tib(é)red

1pl. do·bérmais ní·tibrimmis

2pl. do·bérthae ní·taibrithe

3pl. do·bértais ní·tibritis

do·beir
‘gives’
(preterite)

basic form 
(deuterotonic)

negated form 
(prototonic)

1sg. do·biurt ní·taburt

2sg. do·birt ní·tabirt

3sg. do·bert ní·tabairt

1pl. do·bertammar ????

2pl. ???? ????

3pl. do·bertatar ní·tabartatar
?

Each of these forms also can be relative or 
passive  and have a host of pronominal 
objects.
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Quick Morphosyntactic Typology
Bickel & Nichols 2007 typology

Flexive-concatenative with cumulative exponence

Flexive: formatives have allomorphs
céile [k’ēl’e] ‘companion’ has ds. céiliu [k’ēl’u]
fer [f’er] ‘man’ has ds. fiur [f’iur]

Concatenative: formatives phon. bound (not free, but segment.)
though segmentation not always clear (cf. fiur)

Cumulative: formatives can have mult. grammatical functions
ds. –u in céiliu marks dat. and sg. (also acc. and pl.)
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Quick Morphosyntactic Typology
Head vs. Dependent Marking

Old Irish has split marking: 
• dependent-marking with nouns
• head-marking with pronouns:

beirith Cét inna=libru
carries.3SG.PRES PN.NSG ART.APL.M=book.APL

‘Cét carries the books’

beirth-ius
carries.3SG.PRES-3PL.OBJ

‘he carries them’



12 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 2: Old Irish 44

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

Quick Morphosyntactic Typology
Head vs. Dependent Marking

Old Irish has split marking: 
• dependent-marking with nouns
• head-marking with pronouns:

athair in=maicc
father.NSG ART.GPL.M=boy.GSG

‘the father of the boy’

a=athair
3SG.M/N=father.NSG

‘his father’
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Quick Morphosyntactic Typology
Head vs. Dependent Marking

Old Irish has split marking: 
• dependent-marking with nouns
• head-marking with pronouns:

fíad=día
in_presence_of=God.DSG

‘in the presence of God’

fíado
in_presence_of.3SG.M/N

‘in his presence’
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Quick Morphosyntactic Typology
Head vs. Dependent Marking

Old Irish allows double marking in many cases: 
beirth-ius Cét inna=libru
carries.3SG.PRES-3PL.OBJ PN.NSG ART.APL.M=book.APL

‘Cét carries the books’

a=athair in=maicc
3SG.M/N=father.NSG ART.GSG.M=boy.GSG

‘the father of the boy’

*leis in=con
with.3SG.M/N ART.ASG.M=DOG.ASG

‘with the dog’
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Quick Morphosyntactic Typology
Head ordering

Old Irish is head initial. 
• verb initial (VSO, but only V is rigidly fixed)

• prepositions

• determiners before noun 

• Adjectives (generally) following the noun

• Preferred oder: Determiner – Quantifier – Noun – Adj.
ar-naib=huilib geintib ecnib 
for-ART.DPL.M=all.DPL.M gentile.DPL wise.DPL.M
‘for all the wise Gentiles’ Wb. 1b6
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Nominal Formations
Thematic Nouns

OIr. Pre-Irish PC / PIE
nom sg fer [f'er] < *u̯irah *u̯iros
voc sg fir [f'ir'] < *u̯ire *u̯ire
acc sg fer [f'er] < *u̯iran *u̯irom
gen sg fir [f'ir'] < *u̯irī *u̯irī
dat sg fiur [f'iur] < *u̯irū *u̯irōi̯

nom pl fir [f'ir’] < *u̯irī <= *u̯irōs
acc pl firu [f'iru] < *u̯iruns <= *u̯irons
gen pl fer [f'er] < *u̯iran *u̯irōm
dat pl feraib [f’erəβ’] < *u̯iroβih *u̯irobis

Question: how does this paradigm develop from PIE to OIr.?
Answer: LOTS AND LOTS OF SOUND CHANGES!!
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Irish Historical Phonology
Some important milestones

1) Lenition: T > TH (Voiced stops bcome fricatives; D > DH earlier, perhaps PC, perhaps IC)
2) Final Fricatives > *h
3) Shortening: Unaccented long vowels shortened except before final *h
4) Raising: accented *e, *o > *i, *u before high vowels (cf. ·biur ‘I carry’ < *berū < *berō)
5) u-infection: Accented *a > *au before *u or *ū (cf. bullu ‘members’ < *baLūs)

Accented and unaccented *i, *e > *iu, *eu before * u (fiur ’man’ < *u ̯irū)
6) First Palatalization: *C or *NC between front vowels is palatalized

Dentals palatalize before *i or *ī (except after *ā, *ō until followed by *ii̯)
exx. beirid [b’er’əð’] ‘carries’< *bereti vs. canaid [kanəð’] ‘sings’ < *kaneti; 
delbae ‘form’s’ < *delu ̯ii̯ās; 

7) Lowering: *i, *u > *e, *o /__*a, *o; ex. gotho ‘voice’s’ < *gutōs
8) Labiovelar coloring: *Cu ̯i, *Cu ̯a > *Cu, *Co; cf. gonaid ‘kills’ < *gu ̯aneti; cruim ‘worm’ < *ku ̯rimi-
9) Second palatalization and apocope : final short vowels lost (if front, preceding cons. palatalized)

exx. fir [f’ir’] ‘man’s’ < *u ̯iri < *u ̯irī, asg deilb [d’el’β’] ‘form’ < *delu ̯en < *delu ̯em
10) Third palatalization and syncope: even-numbered non-final syllables lost (if front, surrounding 

consonants palatalized): con·os†na ·cum†sana ‘stops’ < *kom-uss-anāh; ní·cum†san†fa ‘will not 
stop’ < *nīh-kom-uss-anafāh

11) Compensatory Lengthening: short vowel lengthened when following fricative lost before 
resonants; exx.: én, gen sg éuin “bird” < *eθn, *eθ’n’ < IC *etnos, *etnī

12) Anaptyxis: CRC clusters broken up as CəRC; ecailse [egəl’s’e] ‘church’s’ < *egls’e < *egles’e

Now we can explain the paradigmatic alternations in fer ‘man’.
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Nominal Formations
ā-stem Nouns

nom sg túath ‘folk’ [tuəθ] < *tōtā
voc sg túath [tuəθ] < *tōtā
acc sg túaith [tuəθ’] < *tōtam
gen sg túaithe [tuəθ’e] < *tōtii ̯as
dat sg túaith [tuəθ’] < *tōtāi

nom pl túatha [tuəθa] < *tōtās
acc pl túatha [tuəθa] < *tōtās
gen pl túath [tuəθ] < *tōtōm
dat pl túathaib [tuəθəβ’]< *tōtābis
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Nominal Formations
i-stem Nouns

nom sg muir ‘sea’ [mur’] < *mori(m)
voc sg muir [mur’] < *mori(m)
acc sg muir [mur’’] < *mori(m)
gen sg moro [moro] < *morōs
dat sg muir [mur’] < *morē

nom pl muire [tuəθa] < *morii ̯a
acc pl muire [tuəθa] < *morii ̯a
gen pl muire [tuəθ] < *morii ̯ōm
dat pl muirib [tuəθəβ’]< *moribis
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Nominal Formations
u-stem Nouns

nom sg giun ‘mouth’ [g’iun] < *genus
voc sg giun [g’iun] < *genu
acc sg giun [g’iun] < *genum
gen sg geno [g’eno] < *genōs
dat sg giun [g’iun] < *genū (?)

nom pl genae [g’ene] < *genou̯es
acc pl ginu [g’inu] < *genūs
gen pl genae [g’ene] <= *genou̯ōm
dat pl genaib [g’enəβ’]< *genubis
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Nominal Formations
Consonant-stem Nouns I

nom sg oíntu ‘unity’ [oi ̯ntu] < *oi ̯no-tūt-s
voc sg oíntu [oi ̯ntu] < *oi ̯no-tūt-s
acc sg oíntaid [oi ̯ntəð’] < *oi ̯no-tūt-am
gen sg oíntad [oi ̯ntəð] < *oi ̯no-tūt-os
dat sg oíntaid [oi ̯ntəð’] < *oi ̯no-tūt-ē

oíntu [oi ̯ntu] < *oi ̯no-tūt(i)
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Nominal Formations
Consonant-stem Nouns II

nom sg cú ‘dog’ [kū] < *kū < *k ̆u̯ō
voc sg cú [kū] < *kū
acc sg coin [kon’] < *konam
gen sg con [kon] < *konos
dat sg coin [kon’] < *kon-ē

nom pl coin [kon’] < *kones
acc pl cona [kona] < *konons
gen pl con [kon] < *konōm
dat pl conaib [konəβ’] < *konobis
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Nominal Formations
Summary

Paradigms transformed from PIE / PC / IC predecessors

Numerous cases lost

Retained cases generally preserve features faithfully 
(despite loss of syllables)



Verbal Formations
Overview

There are seven tenses / moods with complete paradigms:
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stem tense / mood

present
present

imperfect

subjunctive
subjunctive

past subjunctive

future
future

conditional
preterite

preterite / perfect
preterite passive



Verbal Formations
Overview

The Present Stem has a number of synchronic formations

Weak verbs: stem ends in a vowel (ní·marba ‘he does not kill’)
Strong verbs: stem ends in a consonant (ní·ben ‘he does not strike’)
Hiatus verbs: root ends in a vowel (gniid ‘he does’ / ní·gní ’does not do’)
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Weak Strong Hiatus
ī-verb Thematic i-hiatus
ā-verb i ̯e/o-thematic a-hiatus

Nasal infix 
thematic o-hiatus

Nasal infix
Misc. nasal
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Verbal Formations
Thematic: absolute vs conjunct

beirid ‘carries’ Absolute  
(positive)

Conjunct 
(negative)

1sg. biru ní·biur

2sg. biri ní·bir

3sg. beirid ní·beir

1pl. bermai ní·beram

2pl. beirthe ní·beirid

3pl. berait ní·berat
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Verbal Formations
Thematic: absolute vs conjunct

Absolute Pre-Irish Insular Celtic
1sg biru[b’iru] *birūh *berū-ti
2sg biri [b’ir’i] *birīh *beresi-ti
3sg beirid [b’er’əð’] *berethih *bereti-ti

1pl bermai [b’ermi] *beromīh *beromosi-ti
2pl beirthe [b’er’θ’e] *berethēh *beretes-eti
3pl berait [b’er´d’] *berodih *beronti-ti
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Verbal Formations
Thematic: absolute vs conjunct

Conjunct Pre-Irish Late IC Insular Celtic
1sg ·biur [b’iur] *biru *berū
2sg ·bir [b’ir’] *biri <= *beres *beresi
3sg ·beir [b’er’] *bereh *beret *bereti

1pl ·beram [b’erəµ]  *beromos *beromosi
2pl ·beirid [b’er’əð’] *beretheh *beretes
3pl ·berat [b’erəd] *berod *beront *beronti
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Verbal Formations
Other presents: absolute vs conjunct (3sg only)

Irish Pre-Irish Insular Celtic
benaid [b’enəð’] *binaθih *binati-ti
·ben [b’en] *binah *binati

marbaid [marβəð’] *maru̯āθih *maru̯āti-ti
·marba [marβa] *maru̯āh *maru̯āti

soïd [so.əð’] *sou̯eθih *sou̯eti-ti
·soí [soi ̯] *sou̯eh *sou̯eti
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Verbal Formations
compound verbs: deuterotonic vs prototonic

do·beir ‘brings, gives’ Deuterotonic Prototonic

1sg. do·biur ní·tabur

2sg. do·bir ní·tabair

3sg. do·beir ní·tabair

1pl. do·beram ní·taibrem

2pl. do·beirid ní·taibrid

3pl. do·berat ní·taibret
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Verbal Formations
compound presents

Irish Pre-Irish Insular Celtic
do·beir [doᴵb’er’] *to-h bereh *to-ti bereti
·tabair [ᴵtaβər’] *-h toβereh *-eti tobereti

as·beir [asᴵb’er’] *esseh bereh *eks-eti bereti
·epir [ᴵeb’ər’] *-h ebereh *-eti eksbereti

do·sluindi [doᴵslun’d’i]*di-h slondīh *dī-ti slondīti
·díltai [d’īlti] ‘denies’ *-h dīhlondīh *-eti dīslondīti
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Verbal Formations
Subjunctives

Two and half types:
• s-subjunctive: strong verbs ending in nn, d, t, g, k
• e-subjunctive: the verb gniïd ‘does’ and root *bi- ‘is’
• ā-subjunctive: all others; synchronic attachment of *ā to the 

root (historically probably *-ase/o-, though not universally 
agreed on)
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Verbal Formations
ā-Subjunctive

beirid ‘carries’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. bera ní·ber

2sg. berae ní·berae

3sg. beraid ní·bera

1pl. bermai ní·beram

2pl. berthae ní·beraid

3pl. berait ní·berat



12 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 2: Old Irish 66

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

Verbal Formations
ā-Subjunctive

crenaid ‘buys’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. ní·creú

2sg. ní·crïe

3sg. crïeid ní·crïa

1pl. ní·crïam

2pl.

3pl. crïeit ní·crïat
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Verbal Formations
s-Subjunctive

téit ‘goes’ guidid ‘prays’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. tíasu ní·tías / ní·gess

2sg. téissi ní·téis / ní·geiss

3sg. téis ní·té / ní·gé

1pl. tíasmai ní·tíasam / ní·gessam

2pl. ní·téissid / ní·geissid

3pl. tíasait ní·tíasat / ní·gessat
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Verbal Formations
e-Subjunctive

at·tá ’is’ (subj *be-) Absolute Conjunct

1sg. beu ní·beu

2sg. ní·be

3sg. beith ní·be (enclitic ·roib)

1pl. beimmi ní·bem

2pl. beithe ní·beith

3pl. beit ní·bet
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Verbal Formations
Subjunctives

ā-subjunctive:
synchronic attachment of *ā to the root (historically probably *-
ase/o-, though not universally agreed on)

s-subjunctive:
Attaches *s to the root (which combines with the root final; 
possibly an old s-aorist subjunctive, origins disputed)

– rethid ‘runs’ subj. ress-, aingid ‘protects’ subj. aness-, 
saigid ‘seeks’ subj. sāss-, maidid ‘breaks’ subj. māss-, 
snigid ‘drips’ subj. snēss- / sníass-.

e-subjunctive:
Old root aorist subjunctive of *bhuH ‘to be’ (so *bu̯e- in Celtic)
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Verbal Formations
Futures

Three main types
• Reduplicated future: all (strong) verbs with an s-subjunctive, 

some strong verbs with an ā-subjunctive
• ē-future: many strong verbs with an ā-subjunctive
• f-future: weak verbs and a couple strong verbs

Minor type
• i-future: verb roots ending in -i
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Verbal Formations
f-future

leicid ‘leaves’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. leicfea ní·leiciub

2sg. leicfe ní·leicfe

3sg. leicfid ní·leicfea

1pl. leicfimmi ní·leicfem

2pl. leicfide ní·leicfid

3pl. leicfit ní·leicfet

Note: weak ā-verbs often have palatalization: mairbfid ·mairbfea.
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Verbal Formations
ē-future

beirid ‘carries’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. béra ní·bér

2sg. bérae ní·bérae

3sg. béraid ní·béra

1pl. bérmai ní·béram

2pl. bérthae ní·béraid

3pl. bérait ní·bérat
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Verbal Formations
reduplicated future

guidid ‘prays’ 
(subj. gess-)

Absolute Conjunct

1sg. gigsiu ní·gigius

2sg. gigsi ní·gigis

3sg. gigis ní·gig

1pl. gigsimmi ní·gigsem

2pl. ní·gigsid

3pl. gigsait ní·gigsat
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Verbal Formations
Futures

f-future
The origin of this type is not agreed upon, but it must result 
somehow from an s-formation

Reduplicated, s-future and ē-future:
Result from the PIE desiderative: i-reduplication + *-h1s-:

*gu ̯i-gu ̯ed-h1s- > *gigess- ’will pray’
*ki-kl ̥-h1s- > *ki-klās- > *ki-χlā- > *ke-χlā- > *kēla- ‘will hide’
*ki-kan-h1s- > *ki-kanas- > *keχana- ‘will sing’

Note: the ē-future spreads widely in later Irish (even in Old Irish: 
béraid ‘will carry’ is not regular but analogical).
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Verbal Formations
Preterites

Four main types:
s-preterite: weak verbs and strong verbs in b
t-preterite: strong verbs ending in g, l, m, r (remember: glamour)

Reduplicated preterite: other strong verbs (including some in g)
Suffixless preterite (ā or ī): various strong verbs ending in a stop
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Verbal Formations
s-preterite

marbaid ‘kills’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. marbsu ní·marbus

2sg. marbsai ní·marbais

3sg. marbais ní·marb

1pl. marbsaimmi ní·marbsam

2pl. ní·marbsaid

3pl. marbsait ní·marbsat
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Verbal Formations
t-preterite

beraid ‘carries’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. ní·biurt

2sg. ní·birt

3sg. birt ní·bert

1pl. ní·bertammar

2pl. ní·bertsaid

3pl. bertatar ní·bertatar
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Verbal Formations
reduplicated preterite

canaid ‘sings’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. cechan ní·cechan

2sg. cechan ní·cechan

3sg. cechain ní·cechain

1pl. cechnammar ní·cechnammar

2pl. ní·cechnaid

3pl. cechnatar ní·cechnatar
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Verbal Formations
suffixless preterite

guidid ‘prays’ Absolute Conjunct

1sg. gád ní·gád

2sg. gád ní·gád

3sg. gáid ní·gáid

1pl. gádammar ní·gádammar

2pl. ní·gádaid

3pl. gádatar ní·gádatar
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Verbal Formations
Preterites

Two main origins:

First one:
s-preterite and t-preterite created on the model of the 3sg s-aorist:

*maru̯a-s-t > *maru̯ass reanalyzed as *maru̯ass-Ø
*bēr-s-t > *bīr-t (cf. tart ‘dry’ < *tr̥stó-) => *birt-Ø

From 3sg. *maru̯ass and *birt, new thematic paradigms were built.
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Verbal Formations
Preterites

Two main origins:

Second one:
Reduplicated and suffixed preterites built from perfects:
1sg. cechan < *ke-kan-h2e
2sg. cechan < *ke-kan-as (?) < *ke-kan-th2e
3sg. cechain < *ke-kan-e

Note: 3pl. -atar [-ədər] < *-ont-ar crosses aorist *-ont with perfect 
*-ar < *-r̥ (generalized to all preterites; also the basis of 1pl. -
ammar)



12 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 2: Old Irish 82

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

Verbal Formations
Perfects

Preterite vs. Perfect

Early Old Irish maintained a difference of preterite (narrative) vs. 
perfect (similar to English perfect (?)).

Attaching the preverb / particle ro (or sometimes com, ad or other 
preverbs, sometimes a suppletive root) marked the perfect.

The paradigms were otherwise identical.
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Verbal Formations
Perfects

Preterite vs. Perfect

3sg pret marbais ·marb => 3sg perf ro·marb ·romarb
3sg pret ailt ·alt ‘raised’ => 3sg perf ro·alt ·ralt

3sg pret gáid ·gáid => 3sg perf ro·gáid ·rogáid
3sg pret cechain ·cechain => 3sg perf ro·cechain ·roíchain

3sg pret luid but 3sg perf do·coäid ·dechuid
3sg pret birt ·bert but 3sg perf ro·ucc ·rucc
3sg pret do·bert ‘gave, brought’ but 3sg perf do·rat ‘gave’

3sg perf do·ucc ‘brought’
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Verbal Formations
Preterite passives

In origin the old PIE tó-participle:
Added to the stem of weak verbs:

marbaid ‘kills’: pret pass.  3sg marbthae ·marbad
3pl marbthai (?) ·marbtha

léicid ’leaves’: pret pass.   3sg léicthe ·léicid
3pl léicthi (?) ·léicthea

3sg marbthe < *maru̯atos-eti
·marbad < *maru̯atos

3pl marbthai < *maru̯atī-eti (?)
·marbtha < *maru̯atās (???)
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Verbal Formations
Preterite passives

In origin the old PIE tó-participle:
Added to the root of strong verbs (many sandhi changes):
• R/L final:  *bher ‘carries’ => *bhr̥-tó- ‘carried’ > *brithos (cf. OIr. 

brethae ·breth ‘was carried’)

• Nasal infix verbs: *bhei ̯H ‘strikes’ => *bhiH-tó- ‘struck’ > *bītos (cf. OIr. 
bíthae ·bíth ‘was killed’)

• Nasal final verbs: *kan ‘sings’ => *kn ̥-tó- ‘sung’ > *kantos (cf. OIr. cétae
·cét ‘was sung’)

• Dental final verbs: *u ̯eid ‘knows’ => *u ̯id-tó- ‘known’ > *u ̯issos (cf. OIr. 
fessae ·fess ‘was known’)

• Velar final verbs: *rei ̯g ‘stretch’ => *rig-tó- ‘stretched’ > *riχtos (cf. OIr. 
rechtae ·recht ‘was stretched’)
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns

Old Irish has a (for IE) unusual pronominal system:
Independent pronouns are very rare

Used extraclausally (where there is no case-government)
• Topic / Focus
• Addressee
• Reported speaker

Singular Plural

1. mé sní
2. tú sí
3. M. é

é3. F. sí
3. N. ed
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns

Old Irish has a (for IE) unusual pronominal system:
Clitics and affixes express everything else:

Possessive pronouns

Prepositional pronouns

Singular Plural

1. m(o)L arN

2. tL/doL forN

3. M./N. aL

aN

3. F. aH

Singular Plural

1. -m -nn
2. -t -ib
3. M./N.

Acc.
Irregular

-u
3. F.
3. M./N.

Dat. -ib
3. F.
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns

Old Irish has a (for IE) unusual pronominal system:
Clitics and affixes express everything else:

Verbal object pronouns (infixed to the verb)

Class A Class B Class C
Sg. Pl. Sg. Pl. Sg. Pl.

1. mL n tamL tan damL dan

2. tL b tatL tab datL dab
3. M. aN

s(N)

tN

taH

(d)idN, (d)N

daH3. F. s(N) taH daH

3. N. (a)L tL (d)idL, (d)L
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns

Old Irish has a (for IE) unusual pronominal system:
Clitics and affixes express everything else:

Verbal object pronouns (suffixed to the verb)

Singular Plural

1. -um -unn
2. -ut -uib
3. M/N. -i

-us3. F -us
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns

Verbal object pronouns rules are quite involved:

• Depend on person, number and tense of the subject and object
• Depend on the presence or absence of a preverb / conjunct particle
• Depend on the phonological shape of the preverb / particle
• Depend on the clausal type (relative clause vs. main clause)

Exx: beirthi ‘he carries it’ (beirid + -iL)
a nond·beir ‘when he carries it’
da·mbeir dom ‘he gives it to me’ (do·beir + -aN-)
a n-dond·m-beir dom ‘when he gives it to me’
at·beir ‘he says it’ (as·beir + -tL-)
a n-asind·beir ‘when he says it’
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns

Old Irish has a (for IE) unusual pronominal system:
Clitics and affixes express everything else:

‘Emphatic’ clitic set Deictic clitic set

Can (in most cases) only double other pronominal marking.

Singular Plural
1. -sa / -se -nai / -ni

2. -so, -su / -siu -si
3. 
M./N.

-som, -sum / -seom, 
-sium

-som, 
-sum

3. F. -si

Nominative Accusative Genitive

3.SG.M. -side -adi -sidi / -ade

3.SG.F. -ade -sidi / -ade -ade / -adi

3.SG.N. són / ón són / ón -sidi / -(a)de

3.PL. -(s)idi / -ade -(s)idi -adi / -ade
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns (examples of clitics)

a=n-aithrea(=som) ‘their fathers’
3PL.=NAS-father.ACC.PL(=3PL)

a=n-aithrea(=adi) ‘their fathers / fathers of the aforementioned’
3PL.=NAS-father.ACC.PL(=3PL)

mo=bráithrea(=sa/*=som) ‘my brothers’
1SG=brother.ACC.PL(=1SG/*=3PL)

dom(=sa) frimm(=se) and(=som/*=side)
to.1SG(=1SG) against.1SG(=1SG) in.3SG.M.DAT(=3SG/*=3SG)
‘to me’ ‘against me’ ‘in him’

i=suidiu
in=3SG.M.DAT.
‘in him (the aforementioned)’ 
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Pronouns (examples of clitics)

da·biur(=sa/*=som) ‘I give it’
PRV.3SG.NT·give.1SG(=1SG/*=3SG)

dom·beir(=sa/*=som) ‘he gives me’
PRV.1SG·give.3SG(=1SG/*=3SG)

ro-s=failigestar=som=sidi ‘he has manifested it (the word=fem. bríathar)’
PRV-3SG.F.OBJ=manifest.3SG.PRET=3SG.M=3SG.F Wb. 31a9 

restricAon on notae augentes (emphaAc cliAcs): if present, must agree with 
whichever verbal argument appears highest on the scale: 

1st person > 2nd person > 3rd person animate > 3rd person inanimate 
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Prepositions

Prepositions take case:
la ‘with’: + acc.
i ‘in, into’: + acc. / dat.
de ‘from’: + dat.

They also cause changes on the following initial:
la: no change
i: + nasalization (written iN)
de: + lenition (written deL)

la fer [la f’er] ‘with a man’
i fer [i v’er] / i fiur [i v’iur] ‘into / in a man’
de fiur [ō iur] ‘from a man’
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Prepositions and mutations

Preposition origins:
• la < archaic le (cf. 3SG.M/N less) < *leh < *leθ < PIE *pleth2
• i < *in
• de < *dē

Explains the mutations:
• la echu [la heχu] ‘with horses’ < *leh eχu < *leθ eχūh < *let ekūs
• i n-echaib [i neχəβ’] ’in horses’ < *in eχoβ’ < *in ekobis
• de churp [de χurp] ‘from a body’ < *de χourp < *de korpū

Prepositional phrase is treated as a phonological word w.r.t. sound 
changes (lenition and nasalization; h-prefixation similar though not 
identical)



12 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 2: Old Irish 96

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Prepositions and mutations

Also works in larger units:

imm ḟer trén [imm er d’r’ēn] ‘around a strong man’ < *imbe u̯er drēn
< *imbe u̯iron treksnon (n + t > d; cf. dét ‘tooth’ < *dant-)

A én cían [a hēn c’iən] ‘her swift bird (nom)’ < *eh ēn kēn
< *ei̯ah eθnah kēnah < *esi̯ās etnos kēnos

ina éun chían [ina hēun χiən] ‘in her swift bird (dat)’ < *in eh ēunu χēnu
< *in ei̯ah eθnu χēnu < *in esi̯ās etnū kēnū

Mutations are mostly local in Old Irish.
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Verbs and mutations

Mutations also mark relative clauses in Old Irish

con·certa [conᴵc’erta] ‘he corrects’
con·cherta [conᴵχ’erta] ‘who corrects’ –or- ‘whom he corrects’
con·certa [conᴵg’erta] ‘whom he corrects’

ní·coicerta [nīᴵcog’erta] ‘he does not correct’
nad·choicerta [nīᴵχog’erta] ‘who does not correct’ 

–or- ‘whom he does not correct’
nad·coicerta [nīᴵgog’erta] ‘whom he does not correct’
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Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Verbs and mutations

The relative marking is due to a clitic particle (replaces *eti)

con·certa [conᴵc’erta] ‘he corrects’ < *kom-eti-kertāti
con·cherta [conᴵχ’erta] ‘who corrects’ –or- ‘whom he corrects’

< *kom-i ̯o-kertāti
con·certa [conᴵg’erta] ‘whom he corrects’

< *kom-i ̯om-kertāti

ní·coicerta [nīᴵcog’erta] ‘he does not correct’
< *nī-eti·kom-kertāti < *nīst < *nēst < *ne-esti (?)

nad·choicerta [nīᴵχog’erta] ‘who does not correct’ 
< *ne-de·kom-kertāti

nad·coicerta [nīᴵgog’erta] ‘whom he does not correct’
< analogical?



12 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 2: Old Irish 99

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

Prepositions, Pronouns, and Particles
Particles (conjunctions and adverbs)

Many conjunctions and adverbs are also prepositions:
Adverbs:

and ’then, there’ = 3SG.M/N of iN ’in, into’
íarum ‘then, afterwards’ = 3SG.M/N of íarN ‘after’
samlaid ‘thusly’ = 3SG.M/N of amailL ‘like’ (< *samali-)
úad ‘hence, since’ = 3SG.M/N of óL/úaL ’from’

Conjunctions:
amailL ‘like, as’ < amailL ‘like’
óL ‘since, after’ < óL/úaL ’from’
arL ‘for’ < arL ‘because’
araN ‘in order that’ (conj. part.) < arL ‘because’ + aN ‘which’
coL ‘so that’ < coH ‘to, till’ (mutation secondary?)
coN ‘until, so that’ (conj. part.) < coH ‘to, till’ + aN ‘which’
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Syntax and Information Structure
Case Functions

Case Core functions Non-core functions
Nominative Subject/Agent/Predicate Default case

Objective / Secondary Predicate (later)

Vocative Direct address
Genitive Possessive Genitive

Subjective Genitive
Objective Genitive
Predicative Genitive
Object of complex prep.

Complement of adjectives (rare)
Time

Dative /
Prepositional

Prepositional Object Time (point)
Instrument
Means
Complement of comparatives
Adverbial Formation

Accusative Direct Object
Prepositional Object

Time (duration)
Direction of motion
Objective / secondary predicate (early)
Complement of eqtv. and a few adjectives
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Finite predication: standard PIE: 
A/S = nominative
P = accusative
R = doL + dative

do·m-bera dīa fortacht do-nd=fiur fīríen
PV·NAS-give.3SG.SUBJ. God.NSG help.ASG to-ART=man.DSG. righteous
‘that God would give help to the righteous man’ Ml. 57c4

rethait uisci i-nn-a=medón
run.3PL water.NPL in-NAS-3PL=middle.DSG
‘waters run in their center’ Ml. 138d6
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication: split alignment standard
A = doL + dative
S = doL + dative –or– genitive (no pattern for the alternation)
P = genitive
R = doL + dative

Possibly a second nom-acc alignment (though data are unclear) 
A/S = doL + dative
P = genitive
R = doL + dative

There are no participles and infinitives, so OIr. uses the verbal noun (in 
bold).
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication: two patterns (split alignment and split / nom-acc)

cen=tabairt dait=siu du=fortachtae dún=ni
without=giving.ASG. to.2SG=2SG 2SG=help.GSG to.1PL=1PL

‘without You giving Your help to us’ Ml. 87d8

amal=as=suthain riuth grēne
as=COP.3.SG.REL=everlasting.NSG.M running.NSG sun.GSG

‘as the course of the sun is everlasting’ Ml. 90b10

buithe im=hirusalem du=assaraib
being.GSG around=PN.ASG by= PN.DPL

‘of the Assyrians’ being about Jerusalem’ Ml. 72d8
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication via Verbal Nouns, grammaticalised:
• as infinitive following the preposition doL ‘to, for’

• in a periphrastic progressive following at·tá ‘to be’ + prep. oc
‘at, by’

• as part of a light-verb construction with do·gní ‘does, makes’

• with the preposition cen ‘without’ as negated complement
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication via Verbal Nouns, grammaticalised:
• as infinitive following the preposition doL ‘to, for’

is=hēcen doib       ingremmen do=foditiu 
COP=necessary.NSG to.3PL. persecution.NPL to=enduring.DSG

‘it is necessary for them to endure persecutions’ Wb. 30c23
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication via Verbal Nouns, grammaticalised:
• in a periphrastic progressive following at·tá ‘to be’ + prep. oc

‘at, by’

a[t]·tá oc-o=scríbunt beos Sg. 213b4
PV·be.3SG.PRES. at-3SG.M/N=writing.DSG still
‘he is still writing it’
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication via Verbal Nouns, grammaticalised:
• as part of a light-verb construction with do·gní ‘does, makes’

do·rigéensat adrad hídal and Wb. 5a24
PV·do.3PL.PERF worshiping.ASG. idol.GPL. in.3SG.M/N

‘they have worshipped idols there’
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication

Non-finite predication via Verbal Nouns, grammaticalised:
• with the preposition cen ‘without’ as negated complement

cen=tabairt dait=siu du=fortachtae dún=ni
without=giving.ASG. to.2SG=2SG 2SG=help.GSG to.1PL=1PL

‘without You giving Your help to us’ Ml. 87d8
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Syntax and Information Structure
Finite vs. non-finite predication: negation

Negation is marked variously:

Finite clauses:
ní: main clause negation
nád: subordinate clause negation
nach-: subordinate clause negation with infixed objects

Non-finite clauses:
cen (prep. + acc.)
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Syntax and Information Structure
The passive

Passive exists in 3sg and 3pl only:

marbaid ‘he kills’ vs. marbthair ‘he is killed’
marbas ‘who kills’ vs. marbthar ‘who is killed’

marbait ‘they kill’ vs. marbtair ’they are killed’
marbtae ‘who kill’ vs. marbtar ‘who are killed’

Ar·osailcther hires tri=degním Ml. 14c15
PV·open.3SG.PASS faith.NSG. through=good_doing.ASG

‘faith is opened through doing good’
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Syntax and Information Structure
The passive

Non-3rd person forms use an impersonal + infixed pron.:

nít·marba ‘he does not kill you (sg)’
ní·marbthar ‘he is not killed’

nít·marbthar ‘you (sg) are not killed’
nín·marbthar ‘we are not killed’
ní·marbtar ‘they are not killed’
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Syntax and Information Structure
Information structure

Verb initial syntax is strict
The left and right peripheries are open for use.
Immediately before and after the verb are also open slots.
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Syntax and Information Structure
Information structure: the right periphery

The right periphery (not as commonly used):
Heavy constituents can be moved there.

May also be a place for after-thought topic switch (especially in
doubling situations).
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Syntax and Information Structure
Information structure: the left periphery

The left periphery (commonly used):

Constructions:
• Cleft sentences
• Nominativus pendens / left-dislocations

Purpose:
• Focus
• Topic

Correlations:
• Cleft = focus
• Nom. pend. = Topic (shift)
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Syntax and Information Structure
Information structure: the left periphery

Cleft sentences as focus markers:

Regular copular sentence (COP-PRED-SUBJtopic)
it=corp in=boill=sin Wb. 12a13
COP.3PL=body=NSG ART.NPL.M=member.NPL=that
‘those members are a body’

Cleft copular sentence (COP-SUBJfocus-COPrel-PREDtopic)
air=it=hē=sidi ata=eclais Ml. 65d19
for=COP.3PL=3PL=3PL COP.3PL.REL=church.NSG
‘for it is they who are the church’
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Syntax and Information Structure
Information structure: the left periphery

Nom. pend. / left dislocation as topic markers:

‘A=ingen, ind=ordnasc do·ratus=sa
VOC=girl.VSG ART.NSG.F=ring.NSG PV· give.1SG.PERF.REL=1SG

duit=siu inuraid in·mair latt?
to.2SG=2SG.    last year Q·remain.3SG with.2SG

[‘Call Findabair to me!’ Findabair comes to him.]
‘O daughter, the ring which I gave to you last year, is it still with you?’

From Táin bó Fraích ll. 237–240. (Meid, Wolfgang. 2015. The 
Romance of Froech and Findabair. Innsbruck.)
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Syntax and Information Structure
Information structure: the post-verbal position

Following the verb are (at least) two positions:

Verb-Subj1-Adv-Subj2

Subj1: contains old information (aboutness & familiar topics)
non-subjects can also appear here

Adv: demarcative adverbs (trá ‘indeed, then’, dano ‘however, also’)

Subj2: contains new information (switch topics & presentational focus)
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Text Sample I

The preceding has given an overview of Old Irish, its phonology, morphology, and
syntax, as well as a small bit of information embedding it in space and time. Below
follows a short text sample from the Táin bó Froích (ll. 204–205, 237–250 from
Meid 2015) to give an idea of what continuous prose looks like in the language.
The tale tells of the hero Froech, who has come to woo Findabair. Her parents,
Ailill and Medb, however, try to avoid the marriage at all costs. First they
treacherously try to have Froech killed, which fails (hence the regret of the first
sentence). Then Ailill determines to sacrifice his daughter to prevent the marriage if
she refuses to disavow her love for Froech.
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Text Sample II

‘iss-inn=aithrech’ ol Ailill
is.3SG-1PL.OBJ=regretful.NSG.NT say PN.NSG
‘a n-do·rigénsam fri-ssin=fer.’
that NAS-PV·do.1PL.PERF.REL against.ART.ASG.M=man.ASG
‘What we have done to the man’, says Ailill, ‘is regretful to us.’

‘Ind=ingen immurgu’ ol-se ‘at·bélat
ART.NSG.F=girl.NSG however say-3SG PV-3SG·die.3PL.FUT
a=béoil=side i=m-bárach.’
3SG.F=lip.NPL=3SG.F in=NAS-tomorrow.ASG
‘The girl, however’, he says, ‘she (lit. her lips) will die tomorrow.’
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Text Sample III

‘Gairiddam=sa.         Findabair!’ Do·tét Findabaircucai.
call.IMPV.2PL to.1SG=1SG.   PN.ASG PV·come.3SG PN.NSG to.3SG.M
‘Call Findabair to me!’ Findabair comes to him.

‘A=ingen, ind=ordnasc do·ratus=sa
VOC=girl.VSG ART.NSG.F=ring.NSG PV· give.1SG.PERF.REL=1SG
duit=siu inuraid.   in·mair latt? Tuc dam.
to.2SG=2SG last year Q·remain.3SGwith.2SG bring.2SG.IMPV to.1SG
‘O daughter, the ring which I gave to you last year, is it still with you? Give to me.’
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Text Sample IV

‘Ni·fetar’ ol-si ‘cía·dernad dí.’
NEG·know.3SG say-3SG.Fwhat·do.3SG.PERF.PASS.REL to.3SG.F
‘Fintae-su ém!’ ol Ailill.
learn.2SG.IMPV=2SG indeed say PN.NSG
‘I do not know’, she says, ‘what has been done to it.’ ‘Find out, indeed!’ says Ailill.

‘Nico-m·thá=sa cumang di-a=tabair’ ol
NEG-1SG.OBJ·is.3SG=1SG power.NSG to-3SG.F=giving.DSG say
ind=ingen. ‘A ro·charae
ART.NSG.F=girl.NSG that PV·love.2SG.SUBJ.REL
d-a·gné dím.’
PV-3SG.NT.OBJ·do.2SG.IMPV from.1SG
‘I do not have the power to give it’, says the girl. ‘Whatever you wish, do that to me 
(lit. Make that out of me).’


