The Ogham Script
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The Ogham/Ogam script remains a unique written form that was prevalent across parts of Ireland, Wales and the other parts of the British Isles during the Post Classic Period and into the early Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:1]  Also known as the written form of Primitive Irish or Proto-Goidelic, Ogham has fascinated academics in the fields of linguistics, archaeology and Celtic studies alike for revealing multiple insights into the early Irish people, their movements across modern day Britian and Ireland, and how the language existed before the influence of Latin crept into Irish society.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will examine the writing style of the Ogham script, what it may have been used for while also exploring the significance of Ogham to the early Irish people before it began to decline from use and what caused the decline of Ogham. [1:  Clare Connelly, ‘A PARTIAL READING OF THE STONES: A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF IRISH AND SCOTTISH OGHAM PILLAR STONES’ (unpublished Master of Science in Anthropology, The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2015), p. 1.]  [2:  Damian McManus, with Internet Archive, A Guide to Ogam (1991; Maynooth : An Sagart, 1991) <http://archive.org/details/guidetoogam0000mcma> [accessed 19 February 2026]; Fionnbarr Moore, Early Medieval Munster: Archaeology, History, and Society, ed. by Michael A. Monk and John Sheehan (Cork University Press, 1998; repr., Cork University Press, 1998); John Higgitt, Katherine Forsyth, and David N. Parsons, Roman, Runes and Ogham: Medieval Inscriptions in the Insular World and on the Continent, ed. by John Higgitt, Katherine Forsyth, and David N. Parsons (Shaun Tyas, 2001) <https://eprints.gla.ac.uk/142766/> [accessed 2 February 2026].] 

 
Ogham was a runic style script found mostly on stone markers across several Irish counties and was formatted in lines, primarily one vertical line with between one to five smaller lines cut on one side or through the vertical line to identify the chosen letter character.[footnoteRef:3] The script is made up of twenty characters, broken up into four divisions with five characters each. [footnoteRef:4] The different groupings aid academics interested in Ogham to learn the character alphabet by recognising the visual similarities. McManus states that a fifth grouping exists for Ogham, that was created at a later time to the original four and was created with less care for the style of the original script and with more influences from both Latin and Greek.[footnoteRef:5] In uses where Ogham has been discovered the translated meanings of the script tends to be fairly short, with most inscriptions being a name of a person with occasional additions such as mentioning the named person’s father or the tribe they belonged to.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  James Carney, ‘The Invention of the Ogom Cipher’, Ériu (Dublin), 26 (1975), pp. 53–65 (p. 53).]  [4:  McManus, A Guide to Ogam, p. 1.]  [5:  McManus, A Guide to Ogam, p. 2.]  [6:  Sarah Künzler, ‘Sites of Memory in the Irish Landscape? Approaching Ogham Stones through Memory Studies’, Memory Studies (Glasgow), 13.6 (2020), pp. 1284–304 (p. 1294), doi:10.1177/1750698018818226.] 
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Figure 1The Ogham Alphabet (Charles-Edwards, 2000)
According to McManus, Ogham itself is not a language but the written form of Primitive Irish.[footnoteRef:7] Experts are still unsure of the true age of Ogham or when it first saw use, archaeological evidence such as radiocarbon dating has placed some of the earliest artefacts with Ogham inscriptions to be in the 4th century AD.[footnoteRef:8] Some scholars such as Carney and others noted in his work however, believe the early Irish people could have been using Ogham for much longer than we currently understand with some suggesting that Ogham could have been used as early as the first century BC.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  McManus, A Guide to Ogam, p. 101.]  [8:  ‘A Fragment of an Iron-Age Quern and an Ogham Stone’, Peritia (Turnhout), 20 (2008), pp. 297–314 (p. 303), doi:10.1484/J.Peri.3.636.]  [9:  Carney, ‘The Invention of the Ogom Cipher’, p. 56.] 

Primitive Irish is also known as Proto-Goidelic and belongs in the Celtic linguistic branch categorised by Edward Lhuyd.[footnoteRef:10] As an early form of Goidelic, the closest living languages to Primitive Irish would be Modern Irish, Scottish Gaelic and Manx.[footnoteRef:11]  While not directly related to Primitive Irish or Ogham linguistically, Latin can be argued as a key influence that shaped the Irish language into a form more recognisable today.[footnoteRef:12] In some instances, stone markers in Wales have been discovered containing both Ogham and Latin which could suggest how connected Irish and Latin would become. However, as Edwards suggests, the markers containing both scripts could simply be one group reusing an older marker and adding their own script at a later date.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Hickley Raymond, The Oxford Handbook of Language Contact, ed. by Anthony P. Grant (Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 332.]  [11:  Raymond, The Oxford Handbook of Language Contact, p. 332.]  [12:  ‘The Language of Early Ireland’, in The Oxford Handbook of Irish English, ed. by Raymond Hickey (Oxford University Press, 2024), p. 25.]  [13:  Nancy Edwards, Life in Early Medieval Wales (2023; 1st edn, Oxford University Press, 2023), p. 116.] 

It seems that the Ogham script and Latin overlapped and were in use in Ireland and Wales at the same time for some period. This may suggest that Latin influenced later forms of Ogham scripts as can be seen in the fifth grouping identified by McManus. The adaptability of Ogham could have contributed to its longevity as a written form. The ancientness of the script may have recommended it as a script for commemorative stones and markers of land ownership, giving it weight, authority and endurance.
In Ireland there have been over 358 Ogham stones discovered with the largest concentration of Ogham stones being found in the south-western regions of Munster, where over 252 have been found.[footnoteRef:14]  What this could suggest is that this particular region was either the origin point for the Ogham script, the largest populated region with the highest literacy rates or that Ogham markers in other areas have been moved or lost. Munster is situated on the south-western part of Ireland and the placement of ogham stones spreads across most of the south, with small pockets across the north. Ogham stones have also been found across the Irish sea in Wales, Scotland, Cornwall and the Isle of Mann. [footnoteRef:15] [14:  Moore, Early Medieval Munster, p. 23.]  [15:  Fionnbarr Moore, ‘The Ogham Stone of County Kerry’, in Medieval Treasures of County Kerry, ed. by Griffin Murray (Kerry County Museum, 2010), p. 7.] 
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Figure 2 Map of Ogham stones across the British Isles (Nora White, 2021)
While Ogham artefacts have been found across the British Isles, the largest concentration outside of Ireland has been discovered in southwest Wales, primarily the counties of Pembrokeshire and Carmarthenshire.[footnoteRef:16]  This part of Wales was known in early Middle Ages as the kingdom of Dyfed and it is suggested in later manuscripts such that the kingdom saw Irish migration into the area to the extent that even its royal family were originally from Irish descent.[footnoteRef:17] The existence of multiple authentic Ogham stones in this region is pretty solid evidence supporting the claims in the manuscripts from the 8th century, of the early Irish migrations into Wales. [16:  Nora White, Ogham Stones, ed. by Ian Doyle (The Heritage Council, 2021), p. 6.]  [17:  Bruce Coplestone-Crow, ‘The Dual Nature of the Irish Colonization of Dyfed in the Dark Ages’, Archive, Proquest, Cardiff, 1981, p. 1 <https://www.proquest.com/openview/74f164c8807d0ee83acd283b8072404e/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=1819581> [accessed 10 March 2026].] 

The placement and purpose of the Ogham stones remain an interest to scholars today with McManus suggesting the majority of the stones were used as a type of memorial or a grave marker.[footnoteRef:18] While other suggestions to the stones’ purpose also include markers to signify sacred places, possible boundary markers between tribes or markers to show land has been granted to someone.[footnoteRef:19]  In the Munster region of Ireland where Ogham could have possibly originated from, Moore notes that the majority of Ogham stones discovered have been in places of social or cultural importance to the people of the time. [18:  McManus, A Guide to Ogam, p. 128.]  [19:  Moore, Early Medieval Munster, p. 24.] 

The Munster Ogham stones are found in a variety of contexts: one hundred and eight occur in fifty-four ecclesiastical sites, two are associated with ringforts, two with promontory forts, seven with earthen mounds, two with stone cairns, three with small enclosures and eighty-four are derived from souterrains.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Moore, Early Medieval Munster, p. 23.] 

As a large majority of stones markers with Ogham inscriptions have been discovered in religious sites or souterrains, it seems likely that there was a strong ritual aspect to the use of Ogham. The small number of secular uses of Ogham suggests however that it was not exclusively a ritual script.
The most common inscribed material from the time that Ogham was most prevalent was stone. It is possible that other materials such as wood were also used but could have degraded over the centuries. Besides from stone, Ogham has been discovered on other artefacts such as a knife handle made of bone in Orkney.[footnoteRef:21] It has also been discovered occasionally in later Latin manuscripts written in Ireland with these being notable for having Ogham included after its use on stone declined in the later centuries. The presence of Ogham notes found in Latin manuscripts is curious and perhaps suggests that there were scholars who were bilingual who added information in the margins to supplement the Latin text. Perhaps this was to clarify the identity of individuals mentioned by giving their Ogham name. [21:  White, Ogham Stones, p. 17.] 

In her research, Kuenzler remarks on the significance of Ogham as a vital cultural unifier for the early Irish people. Kuenzler explains the political structure of Ireland at the time, which may have a bearing on the value of Ogham.
Pre-modern Ireland had no unified nation state and no imposing central(ised) force in a political sense. Rather, it consisted of unstable and fragmented political territories and alliances, with secular and ecclesiastical competition for power. A lack of centralised political power does, however, not categorically exclude feelings of cultural unity, whether in a religious or cultural sense.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Künzler, ‘Sites of Memory in the Irish Landscape?’, p. 1292.] 

Stone markers, placed within the landscape lay claim to territory in a time when power was unstable and shifting. The use of Ogham represents a cultural unity among the early Irish people.
Kuenzler cites McManus regarding the likely origins of script.
The origin of the script has been the subject of considerable debate.14 Damian McManus (1997: 1), who has produced the most extensive study of script, language, and stones, concludes ‘that the alphabet was designed for the Irish language’ and ‘it is likely that its framers were Irish and probable that they resided in the south of the country, possibly in the fourth century’. [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Künzler, ‘Sites of Memory in the Irish Landscape?’, pp. 1292–93.] 

This is in line with the evidence of the concentration of Ogham stones in the south of Ireland. Kuenzler remarks that the script writers were most likely bilingual. “Whoever they were, the framers were trained in Latin grammar and possessed the sharp analytical skills necessary to apply their knowledge to their native language.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Künzler, ‘Sites of Memory in the Irish Landscape?’, p. 1293.] 

It can be suggested that the introduction of Catholicism to Ireland in between the 5th and 7th centuries may have been the leading factor to cause a language shift amongst the Irish people.[footnoteRef:25] Despite the cultural importance of Ogham, the script began to fall out of use around the 6th century before ceasing to appear in the 10th century.[footnoteRef:26] As Catholicism spread throughout Ireland, the Irish people underwent a significant cultural change. By adopting the religion, Latin would become more widespread due to it being the primary language of Christian scripture.[footnoteRef:27] Latin would also begin to influence the Irish language around this time with many Latin loan words being found in Old Irish.[footnoteRef:28] As the cultural landscape and the written needs of the Irish people had changed, it could perhaps be suggested that the need for Ogham had diminished as its users had gradually switched to Latin as their preferred way to articulate in written form.   [25:  T. M. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland (Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 182.]  [26:  John T. Koch, ‘The Conversion and the Transition from Primitive to Old Irish c. 367 - c. 637’ (Boston Univeristy, 1995), p. 1.]  [27:  Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, p. 186.]  [28:  Pádraic Moran, ‘From Póg to Obair, How Gaeilge Borrowed Everyday Words from Latin’, News archive, RTE, RTE, 24 February 2025 <https://www.rte.ie/brainstorm/2025/0224/1498089-gaeilge-latin-vocabulary-loanwords/> [accessed 11 March 2026].] 

Despite its use for short form messages, such as names on potential memorial stones Ogham remains a vital source of information today. As a distinctly Irish script scholars can use Ogham as a rough timeline to identify artefacts found containing the characters, if the script follows the pattern containing the original four groupings it can be identified as an earlier artefact as opposed to one containing the fifth grouping that was introduced to Ogham at a later date. The existence of the Ogham stones has preserved this ancient script for academics today to see what the Irish language was like before the adoption of Latin characters found in Old Irish, that drastically changed the written form of the language going forward.
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Fig. 4.1. The ogam alphabet
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