








































































































































































































































































































































































































How the Irish Saved Civilization 125

in stately picture puzzles. Even alphabets, those most abstract and
frozen forms of communication, embody an esthetic, which
changes depending on the culture of its user. How unlike one
another the carved, unyielding Roman alphabet of Augustus's
triumphal arches and the idiosyncratically homely
Romano-Germanic alphabet of Gutenberg's Bible.

For their part, the [rish combined the statelyletters of the Greek
and Roman alphabets with the talismanic, spellbinding simplicity
of Ogham to produce initial capitals and headings that rivet one's
eyes to the page and hold the reader in awe. As late as the twelfth
century, Geraldus Cambrensis was forced to conclude that the
Book of Kells was “the work of an angel, not of a man.” Even
today, Nicolete Gray in A History of Lettering can say of its great
“Chi-Rho” page that the three Greek characters—the monogram
of Christ—are “more presences than letters.”

For the body of the text, the Irish developed two hands, one a
dignified but rounded script called Irish half-uncial, the other an
easy-to-write script called Irish minuscule that was more readable,
more fluid, and, well, happier than anything devised by the
Romans. Recommended by its ease and readability, this second
hand would be adopted by a great many scribes far beyond the
borders of Ireland, becoming the common script of the Middle
Ages.

(Cooe vetsmoem puscisumef T
Cluasparces agummousg:deonsu;

Irish majuscule or half-uncial, Book of Durrow, seventh century
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Irish minuscule in the Saint Gall manuscript of Priscian's Grammar (¢. 850)

As decoration for the texts of their most precious books, the
Irish instinctively found their models not in the crude lines of
Ogham, but in their own prehistoric mathematics and their own
most ancient evidence of the human spirit—the megalithic tombs
of the Boyne Valley. These tombs had been constructed in Ireland
about 3000 B.C. in the same eon that Stonehenge was built in
Britain. Just as mysterious as Stonehenge was built in Britain. Just
as mysterious as Stonehenge, both for their provenance and the
complexity of their engineering, these great barrow graves are
Ireland's earliest architecture and are faced by the indecipherable
spirals, zigzags, and lozenges of [reland's earliest art. These massive
tumuli, telling a story we can now only speculate on,'* had long
provided Irish smiths with their artistic inspiration. For in the
sweeping lines of the Boyne's intriguing carvings, we can discern
the ultimate sources of the magnificent metal jewelry and other
objects that were being made at the outset of the Patrician period
by smiths who, in Irish society, had the status of seers.

Brooches, boxes, discs, scabbards, clips, and horse trappings
of the time all proclaim their devotion to the models of the Boyne
Valley carvings. But this intricate riot of metalwork, allowing for
subtleties impossible in stone, is like a series of riffs on the original
theme. What was that theme? Balance in imbalance. Take, for
instance, the witty cover on the bronze box that is part of the
Somerset Hoard from Galway: precisely mathematical yet

24 surprisingly coherent theory, found in Martin Brennan, The Boyne Valley Vision
{Portlaoise, 1980}, is that the carvings on the Boyne tombs constitute an ancient sky
map and calendar, predictive, like Stonehenge, of celestial events.



















































































































































































































































