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Thomas Keyes

God’s Own Alphabet

The alphabet that washed up on the shores of Ireland in the fifth century 
was characteristically Roman and contained almost all the symbols in 
use today, with only minor alterations. If words could be plucked from 
the flowing river of a classical Latin scriptio continua manuscript they 
could be set into this book’s computer-generated sequence of symbols 
with a misleading degree of comfort by the modern reader of text.  
The original scribe, however, wouldn’t recognise the arrangement, for 
although the Romans were already many centuries into the history of 
writing, the word as a physically separated unit did not yet exist. The 
form of writing that we know, and the type of reading we use to deci-
pher it, began their development not in the centre of civilisation but at 
the end of the earth, on an island without cities, with an alphabet that 
wasn’t adopted as an aid to memory or administration but venerated as 
the word of God incarnate.

This essay follows the alphabet from its arrival in Ireland with Saint 
Patrick, to its adoption in New York by the graffiti subculture – a form 
in which it returned, in 1983, to Belfast, just a few miles from where it 
had first landed 1500 years earlier. Graffiti writing is a craft and for much 
of its history the alphabet was primarily a tool of another craft, that of 
the scribe. The parallels in style, technique and even social organisation 
between a modern graffiti writer and an early medieval scribe illumina-
tor are striking. Less obvious are the incremental steps between the  
flowering of these two letter crafts, and their cumulative impact on how 
we read and think. Though the alphabetic symbols have barely altered, 
the layout of the text and the mind that deciphers it have both changed 
radically. This is an attempt to understand these shifts – from a scribe’s 
perspective.
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Insular Majuscule

The alphabet’s first recorded outings in fifth-century Ireland, carried in 
books by Christian missionaries preaching the Gospel, were precarious: 
by his own account, Patrick was repeatedly threatened and extorted for 
bribes. Without even remnants of Roman bureaucracy to graft the  
alphabet onto, it had to be planted straight into an oral Iron Age society 
by attaching it to the Christian stories it carried. Eventually, this worked. 
Little more than a century after these first encounters, kings were vying 
for Patrick’s patronage and books were being carried into battle for their 
apotropaic properties. Ancient geometric designs, embellishing the fine 
metalwork worn by the kings who had threatened Patrick, started  
appearing on Irish manuscripts. They led to the ‘carpet pages’ of the sev-
enth to ninth centuries, that appeared almost woven in their complex 
detail.

Once they’d taken it on, the Irish were not shy in adapting and devel-
oping the alphabet. Some of the simplest and most complex innovations 
ever to occur in the art of letter writing are products of early medieval 
Ireland. The most familiar of these innovations are distinctiones, the 
spaces between words. This is the beginning of the modern text, along 
with punctuation, chapters and references. Such devices were biblical 
study aids, but what they allowed for was the expansion of the alphabet 
into other domains: literally, taking words out of context. By the end of 
the sixth century the Irish language was co-opted into the alphabet. 
Ireland’s pagan oral history was recorded, the legal profession published 
texts on everything from murder to the trespass of bees, and copies of 
the classics from across Europe were hunted down and transcribed. The 
Irish monastic schools became the Ivy League of the literate world.

Looking at the writing style and layout of a typical eighth-century 
Insular Majuscule text, however, practicality doesn’t appear to be the  
intention. The generous text spacing would be considered decadent in a 
modern book. These texts were written on calfskin vellum, each blank 
surface representing hours of labour on a valuable material. Today it 
would be cheaper to write on £20 notes covering the same surface area 
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than to produce the equivalent standard of vellum under the same con-
ditions. The script itself, written by scribes many years into their craft, 
flows in a manner that belies its complexity. These are not a series of 
fixed letter-forms that simply change their sequence for each word; the 
connections between letters are given as much attention as the letters 
themselves, giving endless subtle variety to maintain overall balance. 
This is not a script that can be dissected and usurped into print. 

For all the attention lavished on the script, though – more than in any 
other writing culture before or until recently since – the letters are not 
trusted to deliver the message alone. The word is yet to become the 
dominant form of expression; thoughts do not spontaneously form 
grammatical sentences inside minds. Insular Majuscule rests on the  
vellum within a geometric plane, and when both text and geometry  
appear overtly on the same page, it’s clear what the governing force is. 
The letters submit to the underlying web set by compass and straight 
edge; words yield to the ancient craft of bringing forth an image through 
geometry.
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Insular Minuscule

However lavish these manuscripts appear to modern eyes, the primary 
motivation for some innovations was to save time. This is how Insular 
Minuscule was developed, from the Roman cursive script known as 
Half Uncial, with enough style added to make it palatable to the Irish 
while still being less cumbersome than Insular Majuscule.

Compared to its predecessor, this script is a pleasure to write. Letters 
have fewer strokes so require fewer pen lifts, and there is little variation 
in the ways letters are attached. Most of the necessary shapes can be 
achieved by twisting the nib or alternating pressure. Scribes were begin-
ning to tread a fine line, as the pressures of time and, later, money, forced 
speed on the craftsman. Each script that emerged over the coming  
centuries was an attempt by its creators to keep pace with the ever- 
increasing speed of production while not sacrificing the beauty of the 
craft. It was the offspring of an Insular Minuscule script that became the 
reigning style in Europe and carried the written word into the Middle 
Ages.

Luxeuil Minuscule

The Irish monk Columbanus set out from Bangor monastery on the 
shores of Belfast Lough to arrive in Gaul around 590, wanting to re- 
establish the waning influence of Christianity after the collapse of 
Rome. He travelled throughout Europe founding monasteries, advising 
kings, rebuking popes and writing lengthy letters on church doctrine 
and issues of the day, as well as poetry and hymns. One of his monaster-
ies in Gaul, built on the ruins of the former Roman fort of Luxovium, 
was Luxeuil. It became the most famous monastery of the age, its school 
attracting the sons of kings from all over Europe. Columbanus was later 
exiled after his criticism of the ruling dynasty but the monastery  
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he founded continued to thrive, producing its own script, Luxeuil 
Minuscule.

The script is a classic ‘charter hand’, designed for legal charters and 
sensitive documentation. It was deliberately difficult to read for those 
not familiar with it, yet surprisingly quick to write. The forms that  
appear most complex are composites of several letters combined that 
contain fewer strokes than the same letters written separately.

Corbie Minuscule

Corbie, a daughter house of Luxeuil, developed its own version of this 
script, which later caught the eye of the Northumbrian monk Alcuin. 
As one of Charlemagne’s closest advisors, he was given the task of stand-
ardising Latin script and pronunciation across the Holy Roman Empire. 
The Emperor never mastered Latin himself but was aware of the reputa-
tion of the Irish schools. So in the ninth century, for the first time, an 
education policy was developed. Based on the work of ascetics in  
monastic clusters of rural mud huts, it still forms the basic principle of 
state-endorsed learning. Corbie Minuscule became Carolingian 
Minuscule and would take the alphabet into the Gothic era.

The Irish monks may have believed the alphabet to be sacred but they 
didn’t entrust writing with the mystical capabilities and monopoly over 
thought that we grant it today. The well-ordered, spaced-out text with 
its neat cursive options that had developed to spread the light of God, 
now escaped from its ascetic parents. Having been introduced by the 
church into the royal courts of Europe – and as the church itself became 
a land-owning bureaucracy and political power-broker – the alphabet 
turned ugly and grew up to dominate all of society, willingly literate  
or not.

The incursion began with an obscure ritual developed within the 
Irish church during the years in which it remained outside the adminis-
trative control of Rome. This period lasted from the arrival of Patrick in 
the fifth century until the Synod of Whitby in 664, when King Oswiu 
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favoured the Roman argument over the Irish for the calculation of 
Easter. The Irish version of confession, however, survived. Known as The 
Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation, it prepared the minds of the 
congregation to be read as books. Columbanus himself may have intro-
duced this ritual into Europe, where it was later adopted by the medieval 
Catholic Church. The old public rituals of penance for sin were now 
internalised. Images of the Book of Judgment appeared on church walls, 
reminding everyone that their inner thoughts could become text. 
Thoughts and words were becoming inseparable. The congregation 
could be persuaded to believe their thoughts could be ‘read’, and the  
alphabet could move towards excluding the unwritten entirely.

In England, the total victory of the alphabet over the mind occurred 
on 3rd September 1189. This date, the coronation of Richard I, was  
retrospectively established nearly a century later as the boundary of 
‘time immemorial’: the legal limit of memory. Reaching back beyond 
that date, your legal claim was considered to be established. From that 
date onwards, though, documentary evidence was required to settle a 
dispute in court. There had for some time been a legal limit on memory 
but it had shifted to allow for the mortality of those who possessed the 
memory. Now, preserved in writing, artificial memory was made legally 
necessary, and thus made permanent. The alphabet didn’t just have a life 
of its own; it had become immortal, independent of God, his scribes 
and the geometric artwork that had questioned its supremacy.

The scribes did not benefit from the proliferation of their craft. The 
legendary saints and scholars of the Insular period, working from divine 
inspiration, were largely replaced in the Middle Ages by lay scribes in 
workshops, earning a farm labourer’s wage. The Insular style disap-
peared, and despite the aesthetic appeal of many later manuscripts, the 
techniques used were often just time-saving artists’ tricks. Quickly-
drawn vines with no formal rules and dabs of pigment for leaves replaced 
the geometric meditation of a day spent unfurling the tree of life in a 
minutely detailed border.

The spread of the word beyond the monastery walls and into the 
management of the lives of everyday people also had a profound effect 
on the script. As documentation proliferated, parchment became scarce. 
Its quality declined and a tighter script was developed to fit more words 
on the page. Distinctiones were too ingrained to do away with, so the 
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spaces within the letters themselves had to be sacrificed. This was  
the beginning of the early Gothic scripts that were the workhorse of  
the Renaissance, before being captured and set into type.

Gothic Textura

There is no definitive Gothic script. Its styles varied with region, work-
shop and individual. No matter how lowly the status of the average 
scribe, it appears that the need to be creative with the quill did not  
diminish. While the pressure to fit more words onto the page is obvious, 
the lack of compromise on style is, to my eye, impressive. It was this final 
phase of development, creating compact letters that could be joined 
without any variation, which opened the way for the typesetter.

Until this point, the tool marks of the individual maker of a script had 
shaped each letter, in a relationship paralleled in all other material crafts. 
In the mid-1400s, however, Gutenberg’s development of typeset print 
turned the already deconsecrated alphabet into the first mass-produced, 
standardised product of culture. The alphabet always had the potential 
to become a medium to transmit many thoughts; now it had taken a 
leap forward in the march to dominance over all thought.

From set type to digital fonts

The Renaissance and the Reformation spread chaos and information in 
equal measure around Europe at a speed that society was ill-equipped to 
cope with. Proto-states coalesced around increasingly refined vernacular 
languages. The religion once held together by a book split over its own 
doctrine, awaiting dissection by the newly emerging sciences. The hand-
written books of the medieval period had been so laborious to produce, 
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that popes and kings wanting to ban a heretical text could realistically 
order every single copy to be destroyed. Those days had gone. Three 
hundred years into the age of print, the alphabet was still causing trou-
ble, printed in pamphlets that roused the mob to revolution in France. 
In 1798 many of Luxeuil’s manuscripts were destroyed when peasants 
burned the monastic libraries to rid them of title deeds that they  
believed still made them serfs on the monasteries’ lands. Faith in the 
power of the word had come full circle in a millennium of European 
upheaval.

Beyond this point the alphabet becomes so pervasive as to appear  
benign, and by the 20th century it was the obvious code with which to 
label the components of our DNA. The developmental trail of the  
human-sculpted handicraft that we have been following goes cold. By 
the 1970s, it’s fair to say, there wasn’t much else to be expected from the 
scribal tradition. The printing press, after centuries of supremacy, was 
about to lose to computers. Fonts were to be co-opted into the digital 
revolution and the odd bit of advertising work might be thrown to the 
calligraphically-minded designer. Scripts entered churches, but only on 
crumpled wedding invitations.

Ladybird Book of Handwriting

Yet the unbroken line of scribes who had carried the alphabet through 
the last millennium of development continued. As the first cumbersome 
computers were nearly ready to enter the classroom, millions of children 
still sat and learned the now ancient craft of handwriting. The senti-
ments of Columbanus and the regular strokes of Alcuin flowed in this 
faint glimmer of an archaic ritual long-parted from its heyday of saints 
and scholars, battle books and carpet pages. The Ladybird Book of 
Handwriting treated the children of the late 1960s as if the Victorian 
invention of the modern concept of childhood had never taken root. 
They were reinstated as apprentices in the craft of their culture and were 
not patronised: ‘The ballpoint pen is . . . most emphatically discouraged.’ 
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It was in New York and Philadelphia that children first took this craft 
out of the classroom and onto the streets.

Graffiti

The debate still simmers as to whether graffiti is an art or a crime. In the 
early 1970s it was neither. In 1971 a reporter tracked down a recent high 
school graduate who featured prominently in this strange new phenom-
enon, and the interview with Taki 183 in the New York Times turned 
this niche hobby into a vocation for a generation of New York’s youth, 
by demonstrating the simplicity of the concept and the status of the pro-
tagonist. It soon became an expensive problem, its criminality elevated 
from misdemeanour to felony. Participants were quick to realise the  
limitations of the letter-writing techniques that had survived to be 
passed down to them through education. With so many people involved 
in graffiti writing the words no longer stood out, and the competition to 
reign through style began.

By the mid1970s, less than a decade from its inception, the graffiti- 
writing subculture had a range of writing styles, embellishment tech-
niques and an accompanying lexicon and code of conduct that cannot 
have been surpassed since the scriptorium that produced the Book of 
Kells was active. The master scribes of this new incarnation were known 
as the style kings. Their achievements and innovations were recognised, 
named and attributed. Hondo painted the first top to bottom train  
carriage, Kase2 invented computer rock style. The scriptoriums were 
now in the train yards; the scribes formed into crews that took on  
apprentices for schooling in the craft. The subculture used both missions 
and patronage to spread, the art world’s brief fascination with graffiti 
lasting long enough to fund its expansion into Europe. Style Wars won 
the Sundance Film Festival Grand Jury Prize for Documentary In 1983; 
the book Subway Art became a bestseller. The alphabet, it seemed, could 
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be brought back into human hands.
But graffiti is just one small offshoot of the evolution of letter styles 

and it is not immune to the alphabet’s seemingly irrepressible growth 
towards the new light of our culture. For the current generation of  
writers the toolkit has expanded beyond spray paint, gloves and bolt 
cutters to include an iPhone, as a train now only needs to run on 
Instagram to get up. Paper, the last physical manifestation of the alpha-
bet, now seems comfortingly nostalgic compared to its new digital  
domain. The individuality of bespoke parchment codices and the quirks 
of a scribe’s hand giving shape to the letters are now reversed, as targeted 
streaming of advertising and digital platforms allow the modern literate 
to construct an identity like assembling flat-pack furniture, consuming 
fragments of set type that can be curated and discarded. A monoculture 
of digital ‘individuality’ now thrives as if independent of the physical 
world, without the need for apprenticeship, study or responsibility.

In entering the post-truth era the alphabet has finally broken free of its 
roots. It was supported first by God, then by facts, but always within a 
cultural value system of learning. Now alternative facts compete on an 
equal platform for entry into the literate mind, without any gatekeepers. 
For all the written word’s achievements and pitfalls over the centuries, 
the mistrust it can now inspire has not been seen since its mythical 
inception.

The Egyptian legend about the invention of letters by the ibis-headed 
god Thoth came with a warning. King Thamus turns down the offer of 
the alphabet as a memory aid for his subjects, claiming that it ‘will train 
ignorant know-alls, nosey know-nothings, boring wiseacres’. Standing  
in an oral culture, it was easy for the king to see the alphabet from the 
outside and recognise its limitations. We don’t have that viewpoint, nor 
can we turn down the offer our ancestors accepted. We interpret the 
world through a prism created by the decisions of successive generations 
of writers, some of which have had profound effects on how we think 
and engage with the world. Just as we have gained enough information 
to know what our culture is doing to the Earth, we have lost the ability 
to collectively interpret it in anything beyond an analytical manner. Our 
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increasing reliance upon the great craft of our culture has dulled our 
other senses. The linear march of historical time pinned down in written 
history distorts our perception of the cycles and rhythms of nature. 
Stories that are no longer fixed to landscapes and their varied inhabit-
ants leave us with a homogeneity of abstract human voices. Yet the 
words I am using to construct these sentences remain, for most of us, the 
only medium through which to articulate the concept of a loss we are 
ill-equipped to define.

Thoth’s letters are a pharmakon, a medicine or a poison depending on 
the translation and possibly the dose. This alphabet is not a benign set of 
symbols that simply aid the transmission of that which already exists, 
nor is it an all-encompassing mode of expression that can encode all of 
creation. What the alphabet becomes is – at least for now – still under 
the influence of its users, for if the AI evangelists get their singularity 
there will be no return. As this civilisation declines we will remain  
immersed in letters, as will the many cultures that have been forced to 
take them up. Literacy, once planted, has proven impossible to uproot 
or even control but it has at times been carefully tended. In between  
tyrannical technological and ideological growth spurts there have been 
unexpected flowerings and fresh shoots emerging at the edges. The  
future could once again emerge in the margins, with those who are  
trying to replant the alphabet as one craft among many, with roots,  
limitations and contradictions.
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