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NICOLE VOLMERING

On St Brigit’s Day 1922, the new Provisional Government of the Saorstát, announced the first of a series of far-reaching changes to the national education system. The first of these, known as Public Notice No. 4, was concerned with the teaching of Irish in national schools, introducing what has conventionally come to be known as ‘compulsory Irish’ (Kelly 2002).[endnoteRef:2] Public Notice No. 4 contained detailed practical instructions as to the provisions schools would be expected to make as of its implementation on St Patrick’s Day, but most significantly, the document cemented the position of Irish as both a core subject and a medium of instruction in the new national programme (Public Notice No. 4 1922). Bilingual instruction had in fact already been implemented in the Gaeltacht since 1904, following revisions made to the Revised Programme of 1900. A key feature of this programme not seen again until much later in the twentieth century was the gradual introduction of the second language, or even teaching ‘alternately in English and in Irish’, in the teaching of other subjects (Hyland and Milne, 1987: 163). Most national schools outside the Gaeltacht, however, as well as the government itself, proved quite unprepared for the implementation of this new directive. The manifold challenges around the preparation of teachers for this task and the provision of materials for use in classrooms are discussed in detail elsewhere in this volume.[endnoteRef:3] But the struggle to achieve gaelicization, using educational policy as the main instrument, has had wider repercussions not only for pedagogy, but also for questions around the printing of Irish, language variation and standardization, for the place of the language and the Gaelic script within Irish cultural heritage, and ultimately for the accessibility of this written heritage.  [2:  The term first appears in the Dáil Debates in March 1922. ]  [3:  See chapters 7 and 10 of this volume or more details.] 

In this chapter, I assess some of the applications and implications of the use of educational policy as a medium of the Gaelicizing aims of the new government through the lens of debates concerning the script in which Irish is written or printed. I  use the term ‘Gaelic script’ here as an umbrella term to refer to both the handwritten and printed form, commonly known as the cló gaelach. While not initially a central aspect of educational policy, disputes surrounding the printed form of Irish had in fact been smouldering among revivalists for long time, coinciding to some degree with disputes over attempts to reform the spelling of Irish (Ó Murchú 1977; Kelly 2002; Ó Conchubhair 2003; Ó Fionnain 2015).  Both issues would become increasingly important in the policy debates around provisions for the teaching of Irish and remain more or less unresolved until the 1960s – and arguably even beyond. Consequently, both have also had a significant impact on the implementation and experience of Irish language education in Ireland.  My aim here is to trace the historical evolution of public debate and political decision-making regarding the ‘Gaelic’ and ‘Roman’ scripts in the context of the foundation of the Saorstát and its subsequent educational policy, with a view to isolating the dynamic between Gaelicizing ideals and their practical implications. While formal documentation on this topic is notably scarce, narrative evidence is not. For the purpose of this paper, then, I draw primarily from the narratives around key policy changes and associated decision-making processes as expressed in governmental debates and public discourse. The volume of the material available for the 20th century allows for wider scope than I can address here, but for the purpose of this chapter, I base my discussion on the debates held in the Dáil and Seanad and on the public responses to various debates and policy changes recorded in newspaper editorials and reader’s letters in the Irish Times Archive. This combination of top-down and bottom-up reflections on the impact of policies highlights a recurring disconnection between policy and practice, and between economic and ideological concerns around the significance of language and script in relation to nationhood, personal identity, and the accessibility of language. The intermittent but frequently heated debates on the issue also underscore the extent to which attachment to the Gaelic script had — and has — an enduring historical and cultural resonance. In microcosm, the history of the Gaelic script in modern Ireland reflects a broader struggle with national identity as Ireland sought to develop into a modern nation state. 
In what follows I open with a discussion of the foundational link between the attitudes to the script, revivalism and educational policy. I then discuss what may be gleaned from both governmental and public debates regarding the choice and use of typeface in the context of education in the period up to the 1960s, when the Gaelic script was formally abandoned in common use. Four overarching arguments arise from these narratives, which include the economy of printing, the printing of school books, the legibility of the scripts, and the question of heritage versus modernity. Finally, I will conclude with a discussion highlighting the continued appeal and controversy of the script and typeface in modern society as a marker of cultural identity and the narrative of access and distance which underpins current debates regarding the cló gaelach following its abandonment from formal education. The displacement of the script from this and other public spheres has arguably distanced language users and younger generations from Irish cultural heritage and the Irish historical past in an unintended way which is increasingly problematic as barrier to engagement with Ireland’s written heritage.

Gaelic Script, Revivalism and the Irish Outlook
The topic of script is often relegated to the fringes of the educational debate, in that script is frequently considered more of a practical question, pertaining to the simple representation of sound on paper. However, as the visual expression of the Irish language, it is inherently intertwined with both the functional and symbolic aspects of the language. Both aspects loom large in the revivalist movement as well as early government policy. Influenced by the revival movement spearheaded by the Gaelic League, government policy in early decades of the Saorstát  was greatly concerned not only with the revitalization of the language but also with its emblematic role as a key aspect of Irish cultural heritage. Irish was not just the living language of a significant portion of people in Ireland: as the original language of Ireland, long suppressed by the colonizer, it represented everything originally Irish (as opposed to English). In a passionate speech about the impending choices the new government had to make about educational policy, T. J. O’Connell, Labour party TD (1922-32) and the long serving general secretary of INTO, argued that the educational objective ‘will depend entirely on the nature of the civilisation which we hope to establish in this country under our new-found liberty’ (Houses of the Oireachtas 1923). Equating utilitarianism and the pursuit of wealth with colonial powers such as England and America, he saw for Ireland a future shaped by the higher aim of the pursuit of knowledge and preservation of Irish national culture:

 If [..] we are anxious to have a distinctive Gaelic State, a distinctive Gaelic civilisation, different from the industrial States of England or America, […] we will come to realise that the pursuit of knowledge for the sake of knowledge and the shaping of our system of education so as to provide for mental and moral training and the formation of character, the mental training of the citizen in the higher things of life, and not only individual character, but national character […] must be our objective.  [...] We can only do this by building up within this country a distinctive Gaelic culture and giving our people a new outlook in life. (Houses of the Oireachtas 1923)

Within this post-colonial framework, the  cultural nationalist outlook of the educational programme, likewise referenced in the 1922 circular announcing the First National Programme of Primary Instruction, was central to the national mission of gaelicization, and if education was its primary instrument, Irish was its primary medium. 
The language itself was a keystone of cultural nationalism, deeply embedded in Ireland’s surviving cultural heritage, and a cornerstone of its anticipated future. It lay at the foundation of all that the revival movement sought to achieve: a vibrant Irish culture and nation in which the language flourished. In the context of the struggle for independence, then, the language – and with it, the script and typeface – had become inextricably linked to the political domain and to the fate of the nation. Illustrative of the way in which this philosophy pervaded political attitude to the language is this quotation from inaugural Taoiseach Éamon De Valera (1937–48)’s speech on the Constituion, on 29 December 1937: ‘we cannot fulfil our destiny as a nation unless we are an Irish nation — and
we can only be truly that if we are an Irish-speaking nation’ (qtd in Walsh 2016: 21). The longevity of this idea in Irish politics speaks from the following, very similar, quotation from Conchubhair Ó Liatháin [Con Lehane] TD (1948–1951, Clann na Poblachta), from as late as 25 April 1950: ‘Ni hé amháin gur mian linn an Ghaeilge a shábháil toise gurb i ar dteanga féin i ach ni féidir an náisiún a shábháil má cailltear an Ghaeilge’ [Not only do we wish to save Irish because it is our own language, but because if we lose it we will not be able to save our nation] (Houses of the Oireachtas 1950b; tr. Kelly 2002: 143).[endnoteRef:4] In many ways, this attitude to educational policy formed a direct continuation of the educational philosophy of the Gaelic League, which had been stimulating Irish language learning since the late nineteenth century, actively seeking to realise its mission of making Ireland a true bilingual country. Many of its members became TDs in the 1920s and 1930s and their belief that the way to reviving the Irish language rested with the schools carried widespread support. The provision for teaching Irish in national schools outside the Gaeltacht for a minimum of one hour a day mirrors closely the same provision included in the education programme of the Gaelic League published in 1918 (Hyland and Milne 1987: 190). Their views on the cló gaelach were equally influential, particularly on Fíanna Fáil policy (see below). Rephrase or add detail: implies consensus [4:  Where Irish is quoted from historical sources, the text is given as printed. Names of contributors, where printed without fadas, are standardised.] 

The role script and choice of type would come to play in the educational debate likewise stemmed from earlier debates rooted in the revivalist movement. The Gaelic typeface, also known as the seanchló [old type] and the modern typeface rather unfortunately named cló rómhánach [Roman type] had been used side by side since well before the foundation of the State. However, even within the revivalist community, opinions differed on the free choice of typeface for printing Irish. As Mark Ó Fionnáin (2015) has previously discussed, a print row took place in Irisleabhar na Gaedilge, the journal of the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language, in 1882 concerning the printing of two poems, one of which (by Douglas Hyde) was printed in the cló gaelach and the other in Roman type. Suffice it to say here that much ink was spilt on that debate, though it remained unresolved as the editors of the magazine operated a policy whereby the contributor had the option to choose their preferred script.[endnoteRef:5] As it happens, the precedent set by this incident neatly prefigures future debates on the same subject, even in the pages of the Gaelic League’s own An Claidheamh Soluis (Uí Chollatáin 2004; McGrory 2004), as well as the trend toward indecisiveness and ambiguity demonstrated by successive governments during the first half of the twentieth  century.    [5:  The same policy was in fact maintained by the editor of An Claideamh Soluis, the oracle of the Gaelic League; see Uí Chollatáin 2004: 221–3.] 


Lack of Formal Policy
As others have noted previously, there was a tendency from the outset for some government offices in the Saorstát to use Roman type, but without formulating a coherent policy on the matter (Ó Cuív 1969; Ó Cearúil 1999; Kelly 2002; Ó Fionnáin 2015). An Rannóg an Aistriúcháin, however, worked primarily with the Roman type as well as simplified spelling, compared the ‘old spelling’ found in Atkinson and Dinneen, since its inception in 1922 (Ó Fionnáin 2015; McGrory 2018). In 1924 the Executive Council decided it would henceforth use Roman type throughout the Civil Service, except as regards state examination papers (Ó Cearúil 1999), but Ó Fionnáin (2015) notes that the use of Gaelic typewriter was also allowed for those who had them.  A circular issued in 1929 confirms the use of Roman type for documents issued in Irish by the Service (Department of Finance 1929) and in 1932 an attempt was made by Ernest Blythe TD (1923–32, Cumann na nGaedheal) to make the Roman type mandatory for all official government documents — much to the dissatisfaction of the Gaelic League (Uí Chollatáin 2004; McGrory 2018). Based on discussions in An Claideamh Soluis, Uí Chollatáin concludes that the Cumann na nGaedheal government did not appreciate the symbolism of the Irish type as an emblem of commitment to promoting the Irish language (Uí Chollatáin 2004). However, 1932 saw a change in government and the new Fianna Fáil government (at least initially) generally favoured both the Gaelic script and the traditional spelling (Ó Cearúil 1999). Thus, the original of the new 1937 Irish constitution was printed and signed in Gaelic type — unlike the 1922 constitution or the copies used by the Stationery Office (Humphreys 1987; Ó Cearúil 1999) — and Blythe’s order was retracted.  This led to an arbitrary discrepancy in practice, whereby different departments continued to use different types, and repeated disagreements, notably between the Department of Education and the Department of Finance (McGrory 2018). The same 1932 change in government, writes Brian Ó Cuív, ‘was sufficient to bring about the abandonment of a plan for an ordered change-over in the school from Gaelic to Roman type’ (1969: 26). Over the years, there were several more or less failed attempts to implement a policy change in favour of the Roman type for schoolbooks, largely promulgated by the Department of Finance. Reasons cited against the Gaelic typeface generally point to considerations of cost, pertaining specifically to the cost of having to cast new founts for typesetting, or of procuring extra typewriters in Gaelic.[endnoteRef:6] Government policy regarding the printing of Irish in general in the first half of the twentieth century thus vacillated significantly. [6:  See also Department of Finance Circular 15/31, 18 April 1932 (Scheme for production of works of general literature in Irish: form of type to be used in printing), cited in Kelly 2002. The circular is not available in the government repository.] 

In fact the earliest public notice of a policy change in the sphere of education occurred as early as 1928, when the Civil Service Commissioners issued a notice, printed in the Irish Times on 31 July, that as of 1 July 1930 all State Examination Test Papers in the Irish language would be issued in Roman type only, and that from 1 July 1933 candidates would be required to use the Roman script in writing Irish (Ua Murchadha 1928: 6). The stated motivation for this change was to help the Irish language movement, followed by the explanation that 

It is held that in the case of small country newspapers Gaelic type font is a great expense, which is not justified by the amount of use it gets. Similarly in country solicitors’ offices typewriters in Gaelic lettering are not often found. (Irish Times 1928: 9)[endnoteRef:7] [7:  Where anonymous, newspaper articles are listed by title of the newspaper in the bibliography.] 


Anticipating a potential backlash to the announcement (whether on the part of the commissioners or the author is unclear), the article continues that ‘It is not thought that any embarrassment will be caused to pupils, as they will have ample time in which to familiarise themselves with the change’.
 	If deliberations were held internally among TDs regarding this decision at all that year, they never made it to the Dáil. The response from the teachers and the Gaelic League, however, was far from mild. The INTO Central Executive issued a resolution protesting against the arbitrary action of the Civil Service Commission citing that ‘introducing new difficulties to teachers, pupils, and enthusiasts, … will be detrimental to the progress of the language’ (Irish Times 1928: 5). At the INTO Congress held in April 1929, the commissioners were compared to ‘three Mussolinis’ and ‘Nero’, and called ‘lunatics’, with complaints ranging from the detrimental effect of the policy on their study of Irish, to the time wasted with red tape while urgent action was needed to preserve the living language (Irish Times 1929b: 11).
At the annual Gaelic League conference on September 4th, Dr. E. P. MacEnri protested that ‘it was a great scandal that three persons who had no knowledge of Irish should have taken it upon themselves to make this change without consulting either the Gaelic League or the universities’, reminding all that ‘in a few years a new Government might come along and revert to the Irish print’ (Irish Times 1928b: 8). In line with MacEnri’s observation that the type would interfere with pronunciation, Seumas Ó Grianna observed that 

the Roman type [would] interfere with the study of Irish by children, but it would also interfere with grown-up native speakers. From the opinions expressed by teachers throughout the country, he believed that the new script would make a mess of everything, and the teaching of the last five years would have gone for nothing. (ibid.)

At the next AGM in 1929, the Gaelic League accepted a resolution to request the Civil Service Commission to withdraw the rule made by them with regard to Roman type (Irish Times 1929a: 3). 
That is not to say there were no supporters for the change. Among the well-known defenders was Osborn Bergin, professor of early and medieval Irish at UCD, who was of the opinion that it was for the good of the Irish language movement, remarking that the Irish alphabet was not an Irish invention, but simply a more conservative form of the Latin alphabet. An unnamed respondent commented that ‘it might lead to some determined effort to cope with … “this ‘h’ disease” from which the Irish language suffers when it is printed in Roman type’ (Irish Times 1928a: 9). Lord Ashbourne, incoming president of the Gaelic League, observed that the Roman characters were used by the Scottish Gaels (Irish Times 1928b: 8), while Mr. Jones, the only delegate at the INTO Congress opposing the resolution, observed that ‘Irish could never become a commercial language until Roman print was used’ (Irish Times 1929b: 11).
Issues concerning the use of both typefaces finally appear in the Dáil debates in 1929, regarding the printing of schoolbooks. The problems caused by the new policy for exam papers do not feature until a protest is reported to the Dáil by Frank Fahy TD (1919–43, then Fianna Fáil) in May 1931 (Houses of the Oireachtas 1931). In a debate with the then Minister for Education John O´Sullivan (1926–32), Fahy stated that protesters complained that this usage ‘is unfair to candidates, that native Irish speakers did not know what language it was, and [that they] consequently did not answer the papers because the questions were set in Roman script’. Fahy himself commented ‘I personally do not mind which type is used, but I say that three or four persons who were not primarily educationists were responsible for having this type introduced, and it is becoming more or less compulsory’. Extending his comments to An Gúm, he further noted that the type ‘should certainly not be made compulsory by the Government […] The teachers did not want it. I believe that the majority of the inspectors did not want it, and most of the writers of Irish certainly are opposed to it’ (ibid.). Tomás Ó Deirg, who would become the new Minister for Education in March 1932 (and, with exception of a short period in 1940, remained in post until 1948), seconded the view that there should be a choice and expressed his personal appreciation for the cló gaelach. He advised that, rather than force a decision upon people, the minister ought to consult with the Gaelic League and with those actively working with the language, almost all of whom oppose the Roman font (ibid.).
	Both speakers agreed that no choice should be imposed from above in the matter of printing in Irish, yet what is wholly missing from the debate is a concern for the issue that arose in the instance reported by Fahy, namely that students of Irish were confronted with their language, during a high-stakes event, in a manner alien to them. From the context it seems unlikely there was any prior communication issued to them about this change of typeface. Rather the use of the rómhánach appears to have been a surprise, as the students failed to recognise that the questions were in Irish. This raises serious questions about the understanding the commissioners had of the effect of the policy on students, of their expected level of literacy and the teaching they would have received, as well as of the impact of a change of typeface on an individual’s reading experience. An example such as this demonstrates how what may initially have seemed a relatively minor change, resulted in a situation which effectively alienated the speaker from the written form of their language — a topic that would gain more traction in later years. Notably problematic is that government at this point in time did not feel called to clarify or alleviate the problem in any direct way. 
	By and large, a transition to Roman in the long run was envisioned by multiple government parties; the question largely hung on ‘when’. A year and half later, in his new post, Ó Deirg would confirm his general position on the change to the Roman type for printing in Irish, adding:

I do not think any Minister should take it upon himself to change the type, no matter how much he may feel aggrieved, without having some expert academic opinion on the question. I do not think the language is yet in a sufficiently safe position to enable us to make the change, although I recognise that, perhaps, the balance of the argument is in favour of the Roman type, if the circumstances that we have here were not present.

It is unclear at what point exactly the state of the language would have been considered ‘safe’ enough to make the transition (had there been an improvement rather than a decline), but the question of the use of Gaelic or Roman type in print, and notably in school books, was thus allowed to continue unresolved for another couple of decades.

Schoolbooks in Irish
In the earlier decades, the reluctance to decisively opt for one or the other meant that both types were printed side by side. Book reviews published in this period are typically accompanied by indication of the typeface used so that readers may select books in their preferred type. The Department of Education itself issued no official regulations but pursued a policy of selected admixture. In this period, a single statement was published on the practical guidelines, by Minister for Education John  O’Sullivan: 

There is no rule requiring that MSS. or textbooks, works of general literature, or Irish translations offered to the Department for publication must be in any particular form of script, nor is there any rule to the effect that such works as were accepted for publication must be printed in Roman type. Authors are, however, encouraged to agree to the publication of their books in the modern type, which is generally called Roman type, and in order to provide a supply of Irish school texts and general reading therein, a certain proportion of published works must be issued in that type. This proportion in the present financial year is one book (in Roman type) out of three (published). When a translator is commissioned or employed by the Department to prepare an Irish translation of a book, the Department reserves the right of deciding the type in which the translated work is published, and all such translations would be printed in the modern (or Roman) type. Of the twenty-one books already published by the Department, sixteen are printed in the older type, described in the question as Irish type.’ (Houses of the Oireachtas 1929) [my emphasis]

In recognition of the increased popularity of the Roman type, the Department felt that a minimum amount of books should be published in this type. It is striking that this particularly concerned translations into Irish commissioned directly by the Department. From this statement, one might conclude that school children were thus presented with a balance of typeface in their text books and with an increasing number of translations in Roman type, besides many other books in Gaelic type. However, over the next twenty years the balance would begin to shift in favour of publication in Roman type.
In a letter in the Irish Times in 1951 which attracted a flurry of responses, publisher Seán Sirseal Ó hÉigeartaigh defended Roman type and claimed that the Gaelic type was obsolete and unsuitable for modern print work. Ongoing antipathy towards the Roman type, he argued, was largely due to prejudice and unfamiliarity. This he blamed on the Department of Education, which had neglected to take ‘steps to have the spelling of Irish in Roman lettering taught to schoolchildren’, despite pressure from Comhdháil Náisiúnta na Gaeilge apparently (Irish Times 1951a:7). As a result, he wrote, ‘children leaving school are not equipped to read 90% of the matter currently available in Irish’. Rather, he would see the Gaelic letter removed from the school, since ‘much time is wasted in teaching the children to recognise and write two scripts’. In a meeting of the Typographical Institute held a few weeks later, the same publisher tabled a motion that the Gaelic type was obsolete. The motion was defeated, but Tomás Ó Muircheartaigh, Vice President of the Gaelic League, noted that while practically all government printing was in Roman, Gaelic script was used for instruction in schools — a situation which called for teaching children to read Irish in Roman instead (Irish Times 1951b: 4). In a lecture held for the INTO in Galway in 1956, Pádraig Ó Concheannain voiced a similar complaint concerning an ongoing restriction on Irish text books in Roman type, which he saw as modern and international as opposed to the archaic and obsolete Gaelic type (Irish Times 1956: 7). Likewise, Donncha Ó Laoire, secretary of Comhdháil Náisiúnta na Gaeilge thought ‘that the continuance of the usage of Gaelic letters was driving a wedge between the work of the school and the little that was being done to provide reading material for […] readers of Irish’ (Irish Times 1957: 7). By that time, however, some schools had of their own accord switched to teaching on the Roman type, even though the majority of the text books were still in Gaelic type (Times Pictorial 1953b: 2). The disconnection that had arisen in the intervening years between the publication of Irish language books in both scripts (together with an increase in books in Roman) on the one hand, and the teaching of Irish in Gaelic script in schools on the other, had started to cause friction among both publishers and teachers.
	 It was indeed not until the 1950s that the issue gained momentum again in both parliamentary and public discourse, in part because the question of typeface now became part of the debate around spelling and grammar reforms. While efforts to reform the spelling of the language date back to the turn of the last century, An Taoiseach De Valera had been seeking to establish an official revision of spelling throughout the 1930s and 1940s; following the failure of two Committees to agree on a new standard, he worked alongside Liam Ó Rinn, Chief Translator of the Oireachtas Translation Section, and T. F. O’Rahilly, Director of the School of Celtic Studies, DIAS, on a new standard for the 1945 popular edition of the constitution (Ó Cearúil 1999). Their work ultimately led to the publication of new spelling standards in 1945 and revised grammar standards in 1953. Both were ultimately combined in An Caighdeán Oifigiúil (1958). As with the script, the reforms had both supporters and opponents. The ongoing resistance to the standardization of the language is neatly encapsulated in an argument between James Dillon TD (1932–65, then Fine Gael) and Minister for Education Patrick Hillery (1959–65) in 1963, in which the former vehemently protested against the publication of standardized texts of the books of Peadar Ó Laoghaire ‘in bastard Irish, which no one speaks and which no one ever has spoken’ (Houses of the Oireachtas 1963). 
The succession of reforms, however, also gradually led to problems for publishers, who found themselves forced to accommodate the different revisions even as older books were still in circulation. In 1953 this situation resulted in a significant shortage of school texts, especially in secondary schools. In an interview, Dan S. Magee, secretary of the Irish Publishers Association, outlined the impossibility of keeping up with changes. While there were enough primary schools to justify the cost of reprints, this was not the case for secondary schools. With books existing in three dialects in Irish type, the sector was now faced with introducing Roman type and new grammar changes on top of spelling changes, leading publishers to face huge losses without support from the Department of Education. In his personal view, ‘these changes, one after another, are killing the language rather than helping it’ (Times Pictorial 1953b: 3). It is of note that he suggested that all of these problems could be solved in the long-term by standardizing grammar, spelling, dialect and printing in Roman type.
	Even as reforms of the language were gradually implemented and protests increased, however, decisive action on the matter of the typeface was postponed by successive governments. Ó Fionnáin records that it was Minister for Education Richard Mulcahy (1948–51, 1954–7) who was expected to issue an order for the introduction of the Roman type alongside spelling reform in schools in 1948 following the publication of An Caighdeán Oifigiúil (2015: 75). However, as Mulcahy was not himself a supporter of the Roman type, he never issued the order. In answer to questions in the Dáil in March 1950, as to whether he would introduce the Roman type in the future to give students a chance to familiarise themselves with the language in that script, he gave a similar enough answer to Ó Deirg before him. 

Mar is eol don Teachta, tá litriú nua caighdeánach tar éis teacht i bhfeidhm i gcóir leabhar scoile, agus ba leor go fóill an saothar ar na páistí teacht isteach ar an litriu san gan cló ná fuil taithí acu air a chur siar orthu ins an am chéanna.
Rud eile dhe, ní heol dom go bhfuil aon éileamh ag na Bainisteoirí ná ag na múinteoirí ar an gcló Rómhánach do bheith ins na leabhra scoile.
Nuair a bheid taithí maith ag na páistí ar an litriú nua sa gcló Ghaelach, beidh sé luath go leor annsan a bhreithniú ar cheart an dara cló, sé sin, an cló Rómhánach, a chur in úsáid, ach fé mar tá an scéal ins na scoileanna fé láthair, is é mo thuairim nach maitheas ach díobháil a dhéanfadh sé dhá chló bheith le foghlaim ag na páistí. (Houses of the Oireachtas 1950a)


This time the argument for deferral was not just that the timing was not right, but that changing to the Roman type while spelling changes are implemented would be far too confusing for children. Of note here, in contrast to the earlier debate, is a shift in attitude, in that the problem has now become one squarely centred in the educational sphere and there is real concern for the experience of the children and the potential harm that could arise from making so many significant changes to the language simultaneously. Once the children are familiar with the new spelling, he argued, it will be early enough to consider whether the second font, the cló rómhánach should also be introduced. 
Despite a number of questions on the topic in the Dáil (Houses of the Oireachtas 1950b; Houses of the Oireachtas 1954; Houses of the Oireachtas 1957), the Department of Education had hardly changed its policy, as per a statement issued in October 1953, to the effect that ‘No official steps have been taken to abandon the Gaelic script, but publishers have been asked to use the Roman script in some of the material so as to familiarise the child with both’ (Times Pictorial 1953a: 2). Specifically this meant provision was made for the introduction of ‘some pages in Roman type into textbooks’, together with a request for teachers to teach children how to read Irish in the cló rómhánach (Kelly 2002; Ó Murchú). Unfortunately, it was precisely such admixture that led to increasing frustration among teachers and children. In 1957, when asked to relieve the confusion among school children, the recently appointed Minister for Education and the Gaeltacht Jack Lynch (1957–59) opined that:

I am not aware that there is any confusion among school-children arising out of the use of both Roman and Gaelic type in school textbooks in Irish. As both types of characters are widely used I consider it to be to the advantage of pupils to be enabled to read either type with ease. (Houses of the Oireachtas 1957)

	Notwithstanding these concerns or the opinions of successive Ministers, support in favour of the rómhánach grew steadily, and it was ultimately Minister for Education Patrick Hillery who ordered the halt to the use of the cló Gaelach in 1963. According to the Minister, who was questioned on whether the standardization of school books represented an attempt at suppressing ‘original’ Irish texts of well-known authors, the text books were standardized, graded and printed in Roman type for the purpose of teaching the language (Houses of the Oireachtas 1963). Yet the concerns voiced in those earlier years were not fully resolved.  It is worth considering the following extract from a lengthy and passionate speech in the Dáil by Richie Ryan TD (1959–82, Fine Gael) only two years later, in 1965, in which he reflected on his own experience of dealing with both the changes in spelling and typeface. 

	Since [the forties] two radical changes have taken place in the appearance and form of Irish. First of all, the spelling itself was contracted so that words which we once knew at sight and did not require to spell out were no longer familiar to us, and it required a considerable exercise of self-discipline to read the new appearance of the Irish language which was produced within a matter of five or ten years after many of us left school.

Since then, a further operation has been performed. The Celtic script with which we were familiar has been thrown aside. It is not an unusual thing now for children going to school to ask their parents how to spell words in Irish and for the parents to spell them in correct Irish as the parents learned it and for the children to be slapped in school the following day for producing compositions with Irish words which have been misspelt. 

This is an abomination and I do not care what expert view there is in the Department to justify it. This policy has done untold harm to the revival of Irish. It has alienated the affection of the first generation to be educated in Irish schools under the system of what is now called compulsory education. It has set up a barrier between parents and their school-going children. At a time when it was necessary to cultivate goodwill and to encourage the use of Irish, to have introduced these two wholly unnecessary artificial operations and make Irish a stranger to the minds of the generation who spent ten or 15 years at school was an appalling thing and cannot be justified. (Houses of the Oireachtas 1965)


What speaks most from this tirade, is a sense of disconnection and alienation, and the immense frustration of having to face a new level of inaccessibility caused by successive changes to the written form of the language— much in the same way as that reported in the 1930s regarding examination in Irish. In his view, the policy has effectively served not only to distance older speakers from their language, but also from their children. It has created a barrier in the process of intergenerational transmission, which was so crucial to the survival of the living language and to the revival movement. Looking back at the aims of gaelicization formulated in the 1920s, Joseph Hanley, as far as back as  1922, summarized that ‘One of the most important national duties of the present generation of Irish men and women is to preserve and hand down the Irish language in its native purity, as a living tongue’ (Irish Independent, 23 Nov 1922, qtd in Ó hUallacháin 2010: 11). In this respect and others, the history of the script in Irish education highlights the continuous (and ongoing struggle) towards revitalisation of the language and the inability of successive governments to strike the right balance to facilitate this.

The Legibility of the Scripts
A theme underlying both previous debates is that concerning the perceived legibility of Irish in each script. As the underlying interpretations of the script and its legibility in relation to the language do not often feature in the policy debates, I will here highlight some key prisms through which the general and semi-scholarly public made sense of the debate around the legibility of the seanchló. The question of legibility (or perceived legibility) revolved primarily around the perceived ability of the ‘Roman’ letters to represent Irish sounds and around the way in which lenition of consonants was represented in Roman type — a problem affectionately known as the ’h-disease’.
	This conflict between the cló gaelach and the cló rómhánach was, however, above all, intimately tied to the identification of the scripts as polar colonial opposites, in that one was overtly associated with the English language and the other with Irish. Summarizing with the benefit of hindsight, a contributor to the Irish Times wrote in 1997 that ‘In the 1950s there was considerable reluctance in some quarters to accept that Irish was still Irish if written in the "English" alphabet. This reluctance was in part irrational and no doubt it had some basis in Anglophobia.’ (Mac Gearailt 1997: 11). This segregation was regularly extended to the script and to the relationship between script and sound. For instance, Ó Cuiv cites an anonymous opponent of the cló gaelach who declared ‘Tis very hard to bring the Irish sounds out of the English letters’, whom he criticized on his error of judgment in linking letters to sound quality:

He was willing to reject Roman type—and with it all the varieties of typefaces and so on which had come with centuries of printing and book-production—in the mistaken belief that the letters themselves inevitably determine in some way the sounds which we make in speech. (1969: 25)

However, the notion that the Roman script was simply not suitable for Irish was not an uncommon argument. A Mr. Kennedy, writing to the Irish Times in 1951, noted that the Gaelic script ‘was designed to express the Irish language with speed, economy and beauty’, and that languages built on specialised alphabets could only ‘be written approximately, and with great difficulty, in Roman characters’ (Kennedy 1951: 5). A major aspect of the problem is that the cló gaelach allows for convenient marking of lenition (séimhiú) with a buailte or dot above the affected letters, while this is traditionally represented in Roman type by adding a h after the letter. The large number of offensive ‘h’s and the resulting ‘dreadful spellings’ were considered the primary objection to printing in Roman type (‘Beda’ 1928: 4). At the Gaelic League meeting in 1928, Dr. Mac Enri protested against the use of Roman type on the grounds of injury to the eyes and interference with pronunciation, while fellow member Seumas Ó Grianna argued that the Roman type would ‘interfere with the study of Irish’ among children as well as affect grown native speakers (Irish Times 1928b: 5). The INTO Kildare branch in November of that year adopted a resolution ‘with special condemnation of the adoption of the letter ‘h’ as an aspiration mark’ (Irish Times 1928d: 4). As mentioned above, the strange appearance of Irish printed in Roman for those used to the cló gaelach caused many to complain that Irish could not be read in this way, or only with difficulty (e.g. Irish Times 1927: 6; ‘Beda’ 1928: 2). This argument remained forceful throughout the period. In 1965, when debating the Páipéir Bán um Athbheochan na Gaeilge, senator Patrick M. Quinlan (1957–77, NUI) expressed his discomfort with the Roman script as follows: 

Again, perhaps it is due to upbringing on that but, having been brought up on the Irish script, I can never get used to this Roman script with all those h's cluttering up the words and masking the beauty of the word itself. It may be that the only reason that can be advanced for it is an economic one in relation to printing. Yet, to me, at any rate, Irish writing loses a great deal when it does not stand in its native setting, that is, in the Irish script with the síniú fada, the séimheadh and the urú. (Houses of the Oireachtas 1965b)
 
 Supporters of the Roman type would often counter this argument with the observation that the Scots had used the Roman type all along (Irish Times 1928b: 8; Irish Times 1951a: 7). 
As early as 1923 commentators suggested that the solution to the ‘h-disease’ might lie in printing Irish ‘in Roman type, with the necessary dots and accents’, thereby avoiding the insertion of ‘h’, which is ‘detestably clumsy’ (‘Portlairge’ 1923: 8). This solution never proved especially popular, not least because it was considered to pose a problem for the printers having to either cut new founts including the affected letters or combine founts. The lack of development of new typefaces was likewise cited as a hindrance to the flexibility and suitability of the cló gaelach for modern print (Irish Times 1951a: 7). The typeface known as the ‘Nua-Rómhánach’, developed by Liam Miller in 1964 and used to print An Béal Bocht, however, attempted exactly this solution. Refusing to take sides, this font was an admixture of standard English or Times font with Gaelic letter forms for the f, and the t, to allow for the use of the buailte to indication lenition instead of the h (‘Proquidnunc’ 1964: 7; McGuinne 2010).[endnoteRef:8] One might have thought that this would have been considered a welcome development, but unfortunately the typeface has not been taken up at all. While there may be any number of reasons for that, it is hard to escape the conclusion that any form of admixture of the two typefaces, i.e. of the Irish and the English, was ultimately considered hard to stomach for those in either camp.  [8:  This is certainly not the only attempt made at combining features of both types, but certainly the most well-known example. For a full history of Irish Type Design see McGuinne 2010. ] 

None of the arguments cited above are innovative in the period under discussion. That is to say, they have (and to continue to) circulated since at least the nineteenth century, as outlined in detail by Ó Conchubhair (2003) and McGuinne (2010). What is remarkable, rather, is the longevity of these arguments, rooted in a persistence to uphold a separation between all that is Irish and English — to cultivate a distinctive Gaelic culture, to echo the words of T. J. O’Connell (Houses of the Oireachtas 1923).

The Gaelic Script as Irish Heritage 
To delve a little deeper into this opposition between the typefaces, it is worthwhile to look at a further set of arguments often cited, which concern the origin and authenticity of the scripts which they represented. Despite the scripts being contrasted with one another as ‘English’ and ‘Irish’, it was certainly well-known among some commentators that the scripts were in origin incarnations of the same script — this is a topic that recurs again and again across the century (e.g. Irish Times 1951a: 7). That is to say, from a palaeographical point of view, the Gaelic and the Roman script are both versions of the Latin alphabet rather than truly separate scripts, yet where Irish script has remained relatively true to its medieval form, elsewhere the script developed into many other forms, among which Caroline minuscule is a progenitor of our modern (Times New) Roman script (Brown 1993). Consequently Prof. Osborn Bergin, who had no issue with a change towards the Roman script, observed that ‘we have simply been more conservative in Ireland than in the rest of Europe’ (Irish Times 1928a: 9). Likewise, from the point of view of publisher Seán Ó hÉigeartaigh, who was rather frustrated with the cló gaelach: ‘The “Gaelic” letter thus reveals itself as a European form suffering from arrested development, and perpetuated in our midst by one who can scarcely be regarded as having had the best interests of the Irish language at heart.’ (Irish Times 1951a: 7; Irish Times 1951b: 4). The latter reference refers to the fact that the earliest typeface for Irish had been developed in the 1560s and published 1571 by Seán Ó Cearnaigh, ironically on behalf of Elizabeth I, who wished to print an Anglican catechism in Irish as part of an attempt at converting the Irish to Protestantism (Ó Murchú 1977; McGuinne 2010). Consequently, some opponents of the cló gaelach considered it an English invention. However, as Seán Ó Buachalla informed the Typographical Institute, ‘Gaelic type was fundamentally based on ancient manuscripts. The fact that Gaelic type was used by Queen Elizabeth showed that the Irish people were already familiar with it, and understood it.’ (Irish Times 1951b: 4). The inherent difference between these viewpoints, however, resulted in radically different interpretations of the value of the script as representing national heritage. 
Opponents occasionally disdainfully accused those who considered the cló gaelach part of our Irish heritage of ‘sentimental decision-making’, with which a charge of antiquarianism is typically levelled at the script. According to this reasoning, the seanchló is perceived to belong to a distant past which is perpetuated in vain, akin to attempting to write in Shakespearean English. Thus, Ó Concheannainn protested that ‘we are mesmerized by bogus traditionalism which claims that the obsolete alphabet is truly a native job’ (Irish Times 1956: 7). However, as one early letter writer opined, ‘the best of several excuses for this exceptionable treatment of Irish is that in Ireland among the Irish the old local script has never altogether died out, wherefore the charge of anachronism cannot in this case be wholly sustained’ (Boothman 1902: 22). 
The antiquarian argument was contrasted with a claim to a more rational approach, based on practical concerns and a sense that the seanchló simply does not meet the requirements of the inevitable progress of modernity. By way of illustrating this view,  Dudley Fletcher was cited by Ó hUallachán as having said that: “We speak Irish for sentiment, and English for business.” (Irish Independent, 19 Jun 1923, qtd in Ó hUallacháin 2010: 7). In practical terms, the unsuitability of the seanchló for modern print was blamed on the fact that it only contains 18 letters and that therefore non-matching Roman letters would have to be added to render the many borrowed words in the language and on the inability to print in italics (‘Beda’ 1928: 4; Irish Times 1951a: 7). In addition, Ó hÉigeartaigh argued that the decorative value of the Gaelic type was no more than ‘the charm of the unexpected and unusual […] of the kilt and the bagpipe and the thatched cottage’, great for occasional use but not for modern printing (Irish Times 1951a: 7). With these comments Ó hÉigeartaigh effective shelved the cló gaelach as, at most, part of (semi-historic) traditional cultural heritage, but firmly outside the scope of a modern approach to printing and publishing. With the rest of Europe at this time moving to Roman print as well, retaining the ‘old type’ was increasingly considered out of step.

The Past in the Present
The picture painted by Ó hÉigeartaigh is of course true for the status of the script today. The gaelchló was not abandoned completely. In fact, with the advent of the digital age, more excellent Gaelic typefaces are now available than ever — some might say that therefore abandoning the type showed an astonishing lack of foresight. It has retained its value, though primarily as an antiquarian script and as a marketable cultural heritage commodity. One is now most likely to encounter the Gaelic type on pub fronts, in heritage brochures, or in tourist shops. While it has been used at strategic moments in the past to print culturally significant documents, it is mostly confined to print functions which draw on what Ó Cuív calls ‘its antiquarian and decorative features’ and ‘aesthetic and sentimental’ appeal. In this sense, the script has retained its emblematic power, offering a direct connection to a culturally rich past. In fact, it is a key element of Trinity College’s main visitor attraction, the Book of Kells exhibition, where the book’s beautiful rounded Gaelic half-uncial is on display for millions to see. A parallel can be drawn here with the one other truly different Irish script, that is the Ogham script. Traditionally designed for use on stone and wood, it quickly lost cultural relevance in the face of the advent of the technique of writing on vellum and later paper. Aside from visiting Ogham stones in museums, the Ogham script is now primary found on jewellery in tourist shops. 
Yet an inherent conflict exists in this status quo. While the emblematic power of the script is rooted primarily in its value as cultural heritage and is therefore intrinsically perceived as pre-modern, it simultaneously engenders enough interest to support a multi-million euro tourism and hospitality industry. In its capacity to act as a cultural heritage commodity, it is deeply embedded in modern society. But it is still more than that. For many Irish speakers, the script and typeface retain an emblematic power that speaks to the heart of their community and to their identity as speakers of a minority language.  One of the areas where this is evident is signage. For instance, the use of the cló gaelach on Dublin street signs goes back to the early twentieth century, when city councils began to issue bilingual street signs (green and white in Dublin) with the Irish name in cló gaelach preceding the English name. As Irish did not have legal status at the time, this was one of many forms of civil disobedience used as part of the revival movement, designed to counter the suppression of Irish by the British authorities (Neylon 2020).[endnoteRef:9] Many of those original green and white signs are now lost as Dublin Council began using blue and white signs with a modern typeface from the 1950s onwards, but a few historic cló gaelach signs in the Tenters (Dublin 8) were restored as part of a centenary celebration of the housing development in 2022. The project was well-received by the local community, who commented on the significance and recognisability of the signs for residents as witnesses to the past (Mc Laughlin 2022). The Council does not currently envisage further restoration works, however, and a return to cló gaelach signage, as proposed by Green Party Councillor Ciarán Cuffe in 2017, falls outside the scope of the Official Languages Act (S.I. No. 391 of 2008) (Neylon 2020; Schlindwein 2023).  [9:  See also the highly distinctive 1922 postage stamps overprinted with Saorstát Éireann 1922 or Rialtas Sealadach na hÉireann 1922 in the cló gaelach, available at the Digital Repository of Ireland as part of the Post Office Irish Postage Stamp collection, doi: 10.7486/DRI.p841pb88f. ] 

	The cultural significance of bilingual street signs is no less relevant in modern-day Belfast as it was in revival-era Dublin. In Belfast, where Irish speakers are the minority, the place of the Irish language is under constant pressure, both in the street and in politics.  Irish signs have a history of contention in the region as they are considered an ‘explicit cultural threat’ by unionists; as signifiers of identity in a contested space they are inherently part of the ‘battleground of decolonization’ (Flaherty 2019). Since Brexit, increased tensions between unionists and nationalists regarding the position of the territory, combined with the highly-contested Identity and Language (Northern Ireland) Act 2022, which gave official recognition to the Irish language, have put the visibility of Irish in the streetscape at the forefront of public debate once more. In 2022, a new policy on bilingual street signs was adopted, making it easier for residents to apply for Irish language streets signs, but not without opposition from unionist factions such as the DUP, who labelled the addition of an Irish street sign as ‘cultural branding’ (BBC 2021). The latest development in this ongoing wrangle concerns the font used to print the signs, as the SDLP proposed to use the cló gaelach on Irish street signs, as well as a new font of ‘Belfast character’ for the English signs, in recognition of the fact that ‘street signage can become an iconic part of the visual representation of a city’ (Kenwood 2023). In this instance, the proposal explicitly sought to use the font to express the different identities which make up the city, giving credit to its emblematic power as a marker of identity. Of note, in the context of this chapter, is the comment from opposing Sinn Féin Councillor Róis-Máire Donnelly, who noted that ‘it is not a font that young people in schools would be aware of’ (ibid.), again highlighting the distance created, not just between Irish speakers and a historically significant written form of their language, but between generations of speakers, as a result of the elimination of the cló gaelach from the educational sphere.
I would argue, then, that there is more to be said about its role in the present. I would contend that if we continue to perceive the seanchló as something that (by and large) only has value from an antiquarian point of view, we are missing out on the rich cultural engagement that it has to offer. A key outcome of the effective removal of the Gaelic type from administration and from the primary and secondary sphere, is that generations of Irishmen and -women are growing up to perceive the script as something exotic, old-fashioned, distant, and inaccessible. Most will never encounter it in a classroom at all, never mind in a book. As a result, it is not only speakers of Irish who have increasingly become alienated from the language, as discussed above, but Irish society as a whole is gradually alienated, through lack of education, from a significant part of Ireland’s written cultural heritage, extant in the numerous manuscripts preserved both in Ireland and abroad. Given the strong historical and cultural resonance that the script still holds and given how recently it still had active currency, I cannot help but wonder whether we are not inadvertently continuing to contribute to an increased distancing and disconnection from the Irish literary, cultural, and historical past and its present relevance? While older generations are perfectly capable of reading and writing in the seanchló still, younger generations are often perplexed with the strange letter forms encountered on medieval pages. If we value our written cultural heritage as a society, not merely for economic gains, but for its historical value, it follows that we ought to be promoting access and engagement, and reducing rather than encouraging distance between the public and its heritage. 
	As Ó Murchú pointed out in 1977, the loss of the cló gaelach from primary and secondary education had a knock-on effect at university level, in that students and readers familiarizing themselves with the corpus of modern Irish writing found the earlier editions in classical spelling and printed in Irish type ‘perplexing’ and ‘a substantial impediment to reading fluency’ (1977: 285). The post-1970 generations, when they take up any form of historical research, spend many hours re-learning the older versions of the same script in order to read historical or archival documents. In the past, this may have been a point of only minor concern, but now that so much archival and manuscript material is being digitized, we have to ask ourselves whether that is still the most desirable approach. If the aim of digitisation is to make all these resources more accessible, it follows that we also need to create the ability to access them. By the latest estimate, some 500 manuscripts in insular script, from which the seanchló derives, including the Book of Kells previously mentioned, are available online.[endnoteRef:10] This represents a wealth of archival material readily available as research and teaching materials through which to explore the history of the Irish language, Irish literature, and Irish national history. At a time during which we can perhaps speak of a revitalisation of interest in the language and in local history, national institutions and policy makers might usefully consider the value of re-introducing the script into the national educational programme; not as a substitute for Roman type, but as a complementary skill which may function as a prism through which the connectedness of Irish language, history and culture can be understood. [10:  A full index of all manuscripts in insular script or showing significant insular interventions is being compiled by Joanna Story; see https://le.ac.uk/insular-manuscripts/about-insular-manuscripts.] 
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