
Symbolism or Substance? Gaelic interpretation and translation 

A chàirdean,  

My name is Alasdair MacCaluim and I have a background both in Gaelic development and in 

translation. I also have a little knowledge of issues around interpretation as I worked as Gaelic 

Officer at Historic Scotland for a while and work at the Scottish Parliament as Gaelic Development 

Officer where my work involves both translation and working with our events and exhibition team 

on interpretation for exhibitions. 

Firstly, I should say that I feel a bit of imposter syndrome today. I am a translator but I don’t have 

any qualifications in translation. At present, there isn’t any training available for Gaelic translators or 

interpreters. All Gaelic translators are self-taught. For this reason, you might already know a lot of 

what I’m saying - I may well be teaching granny to suck an egg, or as we say in Gaelic, ag 

ionnsachadh lite do do sheanmhair (showing your granny how to make porridge).  

Many Gaelic issues are similar to translation and multilingual interpretation issues in general but 

there is also a unique minority language component and a unique Scottish component.  

I’ll start with Gaelic itself, move on to translation and then finish by looking at interpretation.  

I’m going to take it for granted that you know a little about the history and present situation of 

Gaelic already and I’m not going to say to much about this. You’re welcome to ask me questions at 

the end. All I’ll say just now is that at present, there are around 60,000 fluent Gaelic speakers, many 

thousands more learners, recently boosted by Duolingo and that there are around 6000 children in 

Gaelic medium education in Scotland. Also, Gaelic has a measure of official status through the Gaelic 

Language (Scotland) act 2005 which has led to an expansion in the level of translation and 

interpretation. 

Background to Gaelic: 

- Fluency/literacy issues 

- Underdeveloped corpus planning 

- Standardisation: No dialect issues 

- More Gaelic written than ever before 

The most obvious point to consider is that all Gaelic speakers are bilingual (with the exception of 

some pre-school children). This raises some interesting issues for translation and interpretation.  

Also, many fluent speakers are not literate or confidently literate in Gaelic.  

In fact, almost all Gaelic speakers find it much easier to read and write English than Gaelic.  

This is central to understanding Gaelic translation and interpretation. 

Corpus planning is rather underdeveloped at the moment. There is no formal structure to create 

new dictionaries or vocabulary though I understand that Bòrd na Gàidhlig are working towards this 

gradually.  

New words in Gaelic tend to come into the language via the Gaelic media, particularly BBC Radio nan 

Gàidheal. Social media has also helped to create and popularise new Gaelic words, both serious and 

light-hearted.  



Two notable coinings in the last year or two have been hamadan and fearmonachadh. Hamadan is 

the Gaelic for “gammon” in the political sense. It comes from the word hama – ham and amadan – 

idiot fused together! Fearmonachadh comes from the word fear – a man – and searmonachadh – 

preaching put together. Can you get what it means? It means – mansplaining.  

 

While new words for topical and everyday things come about without too much trouble, this isn’t 

the case for more obscure, technical or specialist terminology that we talk about more rarely.  

The more Gaelic is used, the more it is used for and the less that people listen to traditional media 

like radio and TV, the bigger this gap will become.  

Some specialist vocabularies have been created like the HES Gaelic thesaurus, and the SNH Gaelic 

nature words database and the An Seotal school database. There is also a very useful Gaelic place 

name resource, Ainmean-àite na h-Alba – Gaelic place names of Scotland which determines the 

recommended forms of Gaelic place names but even this isn’t complete as yet.  

The most important Gaelic resource at present is Am Faclair Beag – an excellent online dictionary 

produced on a voluntary basis by Michael Bauer with help from various other people. I like to think 

of it as DIY punk corpus planning!  

Some translators borrow many technical and new words from Irish as they do have a good corpus 

planning system and words can be borrowed when they are similar to Scottish Gaelic and could be 

readily understood by Gaelic speakers.  I personally use the Irish terminology database tearma.ie 

every day.  

Basically, corpus planning is piecemeal and ad hoc and there are large gaps.   

All I’ve said so far sounds a bit negative but it’s not all bad news. One thing that Gaelic has in its 

favour is its high level of standardisation by minority language standards. There are a few grey areas 

in grammar at high level  which can be frustrating for translators, but Gaelic spelling is highly 

standardised, grammar is fairly standardised and there are few significant differences between 

dialects.  

Best of all, more Gaelic is written and read in Gaelic than ever before and social media has really 

helped due to being informal with less emphasis on spelling and grammar.  

Translation 

All these factors have an impact on translation.  

As I’ve already said, there is no translation training in Gaelic. This means that quality can be variable, 

and people don’t generally have a good theoretical background like you all have.  

The amount of Gaelic translation has been greatly increasing in the last 20 years, particularly since 

the Gaelic language act 2005, with a greater range of material being translated. So far, however, the 

amount hasn’t been enough to result in specialisation by translators. Translators are almost all 

general translators with the only example of specialisation being literary translation and, to a much 

smaller extent, translation for schools.  



Unlike translation in general, translation into Gaelic and into other minority languages is not only 

done by native speakers. Highly literate and confident native speakers are rather rare as few have 

been educated through Gaelic. I’d say that numbers of translators are around half and half between 

native speakers and learners.  

Interestingly, there is often a mismatch between the vocabulary and areas of confidence of native 

speakers and that of learners. As time goes on too, the boundary between native speaker and 

learner is blurring with the addition of many re-learners of Gaelic and pupils from Gaelic medium 

education etc. Cooperation between translators,whether native speakers or learners, is key in 

ensuring that translation is good.  

To give a good example of the difference, I watched a short video made by the Crofting Commission 

in Gaelic recently that looked at the link between crofting and Gaelic. One of the participants talked 

about the Gaelic vocabulary of crofting and used all sorts of words I wasn’t familiar with to discuss 

different types of potatoes and different ages of sheep and cows. But then she used the English for 

parsnips, raspberries and strawberries. If it had been me, I’d have known strawberries and 

raspberries and parsnips easily but would have struggled with the rest.  

The type of Gaelic used in interpretation can cut right through this line. If you are translating about 

the Arnol Blackhouse in Lewis for example, there will be lots of vocabulary relating to peat cutting 

and parts of old buildings and animal husbandry which local people will know and may have local 

variations. If you get it wrong, people will notice! For properties with less of a connection to local 

traditions like, say a castle or a library or the Scottish Parliament, this is less the case.  

Linguistically,  Gaelic has its own quirks. Long strings of adjectives praising things in English don’t 

translate well – things like “come and see our amazing, spectacular, dramatic sights”. After all, this is 

Scotland where in Scots “No bad” is actually high praise!  Gaelic is a similarly modest language! 

There is also no Gaelic for yes or no. You answer with the positive or negative form of the verb you 

are using, and it doesn’t work for stand-alone imperatives like NO NUKES or Ulster says NO. This can 

be difficult for signage and interpretation. In the parliament for “No thoroughfare” we had to use 

“chan eil seo na thrannsa” – this is not a corridor.  

Some common words are just hard to translate – this happens with all languages of course, but two 

words that come up really often in the tourism sector are particularly difficult. First amongst these is 

“experience” as in visitor experience. In Gaelic, you can of course experience something – fiosraich 

rudeigin – but there isn’t a word for experience as in visitor experience and there are no easy work 

arounds. Unfortunately, visitor experience appears in virtually every news release I have to translate 

relating to tourism or recreation!  

Also, very difficult to translate is the word “attraction” which is used in virtually every tourism 

related news release and website I’ve ever translated!  

Another old favourite is the word to “engage”. It is a word which in my opinion means both too 

much and yet too little at the same time in English and is thus nigh impossible to translate.  

There are real issues in Gaelic with Polysemy too where one word in Gaelic can be used to translate 

several different words in English. Professor Donald MacAuley once coined the famous example 

“Thug a’ Chomhairle-chomhairleachaidh comhairle dhan Chomhairle” which could be used to 

translate the consultative group advised th council. This is a particular issue for translating about 

nature where there can be confusions about the names for lesser known and similar plants and 



animals. Anybody translating something to Gaelic relating to ferrets, pinemartins, weasels, stoats 

and polecats will feel my pain! 

Use of English loanwords in translation and interpretation can also be contentious and differs 

between spoken and written language.  

Loanwords are seen by some reflect negatively on the language. Use of loanwords is often used to 

make fun of the language by non-Gaelic speakers and this can cause sensitivity. Interestingly, the 

words particularly picked out while teasing Gaelic speakers  for using loanwords are almost never 

from English but rather are words like macaroni or spaghetti or television, video or helecopter!  

All Gaelic speakers use loanwords in speech to a greater or lesser extent. In formal writing, however, 

things can be more complex. Things which are perfectly acceptable to say might not be as welcome 

in writing.  

I happen to know the three people personally who were featured in the film I mentioned about 

crofting for example and I’m sure that they would use the Gaelic for strawberry or raspberry in 

formal writing even though it doesn’t feel natural for them in daily conversation in the community.  

I’d say that there is a hierarchy of acceptance of new words or technical words by Gaelic speakers. 

- Firstly, use of a word from Gaelic roots 

- Followed by use of an assimilated English word 

- Followed by use of an unassimilated English word with Gaelic spelling 

- Finally, the use of an English word written in its English form (not all English words can be 

rendered into Gaelic spelling). 

My friend Peadar Morgan of Bòrd na Gàidhlig coined a new term “machismo cànain” – “language 

machismo” a few years ago to refer to people who resist using English words under any 

circumstances!  

There’s nothing wrong with avoiding English words where Gaelic equivalents exist of course, of 

expressing it in a way which avoids these words or where new words could be created in Gaelic that 

could readily be understood. This is what translators normally do. This can be taken to extremes, 

however.  

Sometimes words can be near-impossible to translate, and a Gaelic translator can find themselves 

criticised for not translating words that have been borrowed unassimilated into most major world 

languages! 

On the other extreme, people will criticise people for using “artificial” words in Gaelic where they do 

make efforts to create or use new words – even relatively simple and easily understood ones.  I’d 

suggest that this is sometimes due to downright bad translation in the past – translation that can’t 

be understood because it’s not very good and not because it’s new-fangled! There is also probably 

an emerging distinction between those who read and write a lot of Gaelic and use it for a lot of 

domains and those who do not.  

Most people are probably in the middle, wanting to see writing and translation which they can easily 

understand but which doesn’t have too many loanwords or calques. The purpose of language and 

translation is communication – normally at least! (Though not always as I’ll say later) 



One way of getting around particularly difficult words is by using occasional glosses. If I have to 

translate a word that is specialised, technical or just very difficult, I sometimes gloss it in English in 

brackets afterwards if I don’t think people will understand it otherwise.  

I have a theory that people who read Gaelic often have different standards for Gaelic than they do 

for English. In English, we often read and hear words we don’t know – new words or specialist 

words. In situations like these, we accept that we don’t know them and either work them out from 

the context, let them wash over us without finding out what they mean or look them up in a 

dictionary. 

With Gaelic, I find that people tend to assume first that a word they don’t understand it actually a 

bad translation of something they should understand. With bilingual documents, people will tend to 

turn it over to see the English to check out the word. If this happens two or three times, the reader 

will tend to leave the Gaelic version behind and continue with the English. I call this the “three 

strikes and you’re out” principle!  

With sparing use of glosses, you can show either what the word means or alternatively that they 

really don’t know what the word means in English either and don’t need to worry!  

Glosses are controversial, however, and some translators disapprove.   

Translation: 

- No translation training 

- No specialisation 

- Not always by native speakers (Gavin will know the Gaelic for melon – he’s a learner!) 

- Different levels of acceptance of English loan words and low level of tolerance!  

- Buzzwords / difficult stuff 

- Idea that anything you can’t understand is ‘Bad Gaelic 

- Wildlife 

- Glosses?  

Interpretation: 

As regards interpretation, I have many questions and only some answers!  

This is a developing area where there isn’t a consensus as yet.  

The Gaelic Language Act and the plans drawn up under it should give Gaelic equal respect with 

English but the exact meaning of this is somewhat unclear in practice for interpretation.  

It’s also difficult to find good practice to copy as Gaelic is between the position of language like Manx 

or Cornish which are given symbolic presence only on one hand and Welsh on the the other where 

public sector interpretation tends to be bilingual and says the same thing in both languages. 

Firstly – WHY and WHO? 

Why are we producing interpretation in Gaelic and for whom?  

This isn’t as easy as it sounds! Translation is about communication, but it is also about symbolism! 

Gaelic interpretation is both for Gaelic speakers to read but also to raise the visibility of the language 

to non-Gaelic speakers and perhaps,  to teach them a little about the language. 



The issue of visibility is very important for Gaelic speakers – they feel it is very important to see it in 

the linguistic landscape and for it to be recognised. 

It can sometimes be hard to get the right balance between awareness raising and providing a service 

to the Gaelic community.   

Awareness raising type interpretation typically includes looking at matters like the history of Gaelic 

in the area, at what languages the people in the attraction or its area spoke or explaining local place 

names or picking out particular Gaelic words, perhaps ones that English speakers might recognise. 

Even simple bilingual signage such as “Welcome to XXX museum or castle” plays an important role. 

Gaelic speakers will typically very much welcome such efforts, but this isn’t the same as offering a 

service to Gaelic speakers.  

For example, there was a lot of controversy in the Gaelic world around 15 years ago when a new 

Culloden visitors centre was opened and when Inverness Museum were remodelled. Gaelic had 

been included in a way which drew people’s attention to the language and its history which was 

effective in awareness raising terms. However, the vast majority of the interpretation was in English 

only and some Gaelic speakers were unhappy that they couldn’t have a more fully Gaelic experience 

in the Highland capital, particularly for Culloden given its symbolism as that the outcome of the 

battle had very negative consequence on the language in the following years.  

So, interpretation has to decide whether it for awareness raising or  for practical use for the Gaelic 

community or both. 

The nature and extent of the Gaelic interpretation is also linked to the next question: where? What 

presence should Gaelic have in different areas. 

The issue can be explained in three maps. In the first, we see the maximum range of Gaelic as a 

community language in the middle ages. Gaelic was once widely spoken across almost all of Scotland 

and was spoken by a majority. (Caveat – not all at the same time!) Gaelic speakers tend so see Gaelic 

as being relevant to all of Scotland and being a national language (not the national language).  

Its high point was a very long time ago, however, and for many hundreds of years after Gaelic went 

out of use in the Lowlands it was consolidated as the language of the Highlands. 

We can see the boundary of the Highlands in the next slide. 

In the final slide, we can see the situation today. As you can see, there are few places where there 

are significant percentages of Gaelic speakers – the Outer Hebrides and parts of the Inner Hebrides. 

However, if you look at the bars, you can see the total numbers with there being significantnt 

numbers in Greater Glasgow, Edinburgh and Inverness for example. Today numbers of Gaelic 

speakers are about half and half between the Highlands and Lowlands and a smaller number yet live 

in communities where a majority are Gaelic speakers.  

So, what does this mean for interpretation?  

Theoretically, it shouldn’t mean much as people speak language not places! However,  in Scotland, 

non-Gaelic speakers tend to have a preoccupation about where Gaelic was spoken historically and 

when and “they never spoke Gaelic here” is a frequently heard from opponents of Gaelic and is 

always almost unhistorical. Indeed, one of the reasons for interpretation is to raise awareness of 

Gaelic and its history to reduce such ignorance and increase tolerance.  



Also, if we only aim Gaelic interpretation at areas where Gaelic is spoken by a significant percentage 

of the community, we will rule out most native Gaelic speakers and most Gaelic learners too and 

most of the areas where future growth in Gaelic is likely to come from. 

I think given shortness of money and different levels of interest in different places, however, we do 

need to prioritise. My personal suggestion would be that Gaelic should have some presence in 

interpretation throughout Scotland to raise awareness of the history and present situation of the 

language. Place names and signs featuring Gaelic are a good way to do this.  

In the Highlands, there should be substantial provision for Gaelic speakers too so they can have a 

Gaelic experience of the attraction or exhibition. This should also be the case for national attractions 

such as museums, galleries, historic monuments and archives– regardless of where they are situated 

- and also for attractions of this type in Glasgow and Edinburgh. 

This could be done relatively easily for public attractions and encouragement and support should 

also be given to the private and voluntary sector. 

What is the next question. What should be in the interpretation? 

The next tricky question is what should be in the intepretation. Here I’m going to look at 

interpretation aiming at Gaelic speakers.  

One fact that we can’t avoid is that Gaelic takes up more room than English. Gaelic has a very logical 

spelling system but this is acheived at the expense of length. Typically it takes 1/3 more room than 

the English text. 

And what should we translate? Should we translate the English? Translate summaries of the English? 

Translate or write someting different? 

There is no concensus on this issue! 

If we translate the English, we have to recognise the fact that we are translating something into a 

language which Gaelic speakers will almost all find more difficult to read than the English – which 

happens to be right next to it! If we take this approach then the translation has to be top notch. 

If there is a lot of text and we decide to go for Gaelic summaries, it is important that we give 

consideration to what we are going to translate. This is a serious point –I’ve often seen public bodies 

produce Gaelic summaries of long documents, for example about education, which don’t include any 

reference to the sections of the documents actually talking about Gaelic education!  

Or we could translate or write something that has partially or totally different content to the English. 

For example, some of the panels could be in Gaelic only such as case studies with some other 

content being in English only.  This too is controversial however – some say that it doesn’t give 

Gaelic equality and other say it isn’t fair that Gaelic speakers get an unfair advantage. 

Recommendations: 

So – what are my recommendations for good practice. 

- Consider how Gaelic will be involved from the beginning of a project. Consider things like 

whether the title or the subtitle of the project translate well. 

- Consider getting Gaelic speakers to produce the interpretation (but unlikely in practice) 

- Commission a Gaelic writer to write text in Gaelic based on the key points in the English 

rather than a direct translation 



- Or give the translator leeway to tweak the text to change expressions that don’t work well in 

Gaelic. 

- Make sure that the translator has a contact person in the group to ask questions and to liase 

with.   

- Consider creating language guidlines or cultivating an ongoing relationship with a translator 

or agency to ensure consistency 

- Make sure that the translator has enough time to make a good job of the text and to clarify 

issues! Translators tend to be asked to work to short timescales where there is only enough 

time to complete the work and no more. If it’s a really important project, try and make sure 

that they get the time they need. 

- Make sure that any info about Gaelic in the English translation is correct! Translations are 

often asked for example to translate pieces in English like “this placenames comes from 

Gaelic and means...” with a totally and obviously incorrect meaning given. 

- Make sure that any provision you make for Gaelic is *visible*. Gaelic speakers want to see 

the language so  producing a paper translation of the text with no Gaelic visible in the 

exhibition itself is bad practice.  

- If in a multilingual situation featuring many languages,  Gaelic and Scots shouldn’t be made 

to look like foreign languages as equal respect with English is the name of the game. Also, in 

purely practical terms, Gaelic speakers won’t come and ask for materials in Gaelic such as 

booklets unless they know they are available and won’t ask if it is available in the way that a 

French or Spanish speaker might. 

Finally and most importantly, 

- Try and avoid the words “visitor experience!! 

 


