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There are many valuable books
on Gaelic placenames. In
‘Reading the Gaelic Landscape’
John Murray goes deeper.

Murray sets out to explain not only
what Gaelic placenames mean, but
also how and why they were attached
and what they tell us about the
development of Scotland.

The result is a book which, in these
pages, could be reviewed by our
nature correspondent Chris Mitchell,
by our Gaelic tutor Ruairidh
MacIlleathain or by Aonghas Padraig
Caimbeul.

It has instead been diverted to the
books column, which will try to make
a fist of it.

‘Reading the Gaelic Landscape’ is
a landscape dictionary, a landscape
history, a teaching aid and both an
academic and household work of
reference.

Most of you out there know what is
meant by a “loch”. If you struggle
with “morbhach” (a tidal grassy
plain), or even with “meall” (a
rounded hill) and “bealach” (a pass),
this is the book for you.

John Murray begins by relegating
the Scots tongue, Gaelic’s supposed
rival as an indigenous language of the
country, which originated in
“Northumbrian English, one of the
three dialects of Old English.”

Murray, the current director of
Landscape Architecture at Edinburgh
University and an accomplished
Gaelic learner, points out that between
the 8th and the 16th centuries
historians from Bede to John Major
recorded Gaelic (or “Irish”) as the
language of the Scottish people.

Placenames justify this analysis.
Excepting Shetland and Orkney,
which were largely immune to Irish
infiltration and were part of Norway
until 600 years ago, Gaelic defines
Scotland’s landscape from Sutherland
to the Tweed. That applies even if it is
Gaelic derived from Norse or French,
and even if it has been phonetically
mangled by Scottish or English
mapmakers.

The exception to this general rule
is not Scots but Gaelic’s predecessor,
Pictish. When you see a “pit” in a
name (Pitlochry, Pittenweem) or an

“aber” (Aberdeen, Aberfeldy) it was
left there by those Pictish tribes who
spoke Brittonic Celtic, or what we
now recognise as a dialect of Old
Welsh.

But Gaelic predominates.
Yoker on the Clyde is the
same as Iochdar in South
Uist. Auchinleck in
Ayrshire is Achadh nan
Leac, Balerno in Lothian
is Baile Airneach and
Moffat in Dumfries and
Galloway is Am Màgh
Fada.

Much of John
Murray’s book is a
translation of such
names - stony field,
hawthorn
settlement, the
long plain...

The result is
often a useful
but dry
catalogue of
the Gaelic
words for
landscape
features.
These
confirm
to us that
Gaelic
has as
many terms for
hills, rocks and water
features as the Inuit have for snow,
and for the same reasons.

Fortunately for the casual reader,
Murray uses the text in between to

digress. The corruption of pronuncia -
tion is, he suggests, as damaging to
Gaelic recognition as its related
misspellings.

A Lowland Scot will pronounce the
“toul” in Tomintoul as

“tool” rather than

“towel”,
and

thereby
move

even
further from

its origin as
Tom an

t’Sabhail. The
same Lowlander will
by the same process render Balloch as

it is now written, and lose irrevocably
its true meaning of “bealach”.

John Murray also points out that
different names for the same places in
different historical maps are
explicable.

A small island in Loch Maree has
been mapped under three different
names. Centuries ago it was Eilean

Giuthais, or Pine Island. It later
became Eilean na Feannaig, or

Crow Island, and finally Eilean
Loisgte, Burnt Island.

Well, why not? The pine trees
were felled for human use and

smaller deciduous trees and shrubs
filled the vacuum. Those new shrubs
were extremely hospitable to nesting
crows. Then the vegetation was
burned down, either accidentally or
deliberately, and a third name was
applied to one tiny part of Gaelic
Scotland.

On the subject of woods, John
Murray uses his exploration of our
Gaelic landscape to look at the Great
Caledonian Forest.

This historical fable has come to
have contemporary relevance.
Essentially, the story is this. Some
Romans, whose countrymen for a
variety of reasons were not much
interested in colonising north of the
Central Belt, wrote that up to and
beyond the Highland Line was one
big jungle.

There the matter stood, a curiosity
of Scottish prehistory, until the 20th
century. Then it was revived by
conservations as evidence of an
idyllic land which industrial Britain
destroyed and which we must restore.
The Great Wood of Caledon is some

conservationists’ Jerusalem. They
occasionally invoke the mirage to
influence government policy towards
the Highlands.

If it ever existed in such form, the
woodland had retreated before the
birth of Christ. The Romans on the
ground – as opposed to the storytellers
back in Italy – knew that. They built
the Antonine Wall between the firths
of Forth and Clyde of stone and turf.

When the Gaels arrived a couple of
centuries later, they found very little
woodland to name. In most of the
north and west there was only an
occasional sheltered coille. As they
were people who religiously gave a
name to every islet, every hillock,
every rock, the absence of Gaelic
forests in Scotland is significant.
“Place-name evidence,” writes John
Murray, “does not support the case for
continuous woodland cover at the
time of progressive Gaelic colonisa -
tion and settlement.”

Those are useful conclusions. The
reasons for understanding as well as
reviving the Gaelic placenames of
Scotland are more profound. We may
begin properly to comprehend the
meaning and purpose of our human
place in this living landscape. “We
will develop the ability,” concludes
John Murray, “to see landform,
seascape and colours in ways different
to those possible in English.”

That will not be news to many
readers of the West Highland Free
Press. It is important to everybody
else.
‘Reading the Gaelic Landscape’, by
John Murray, Whittles Publishing,
£16.99
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