
Copula Review 

Identification Statements 

We have so far been concentrating on "classification" uses of the copula, where we say "X is a Y", as 

in "Bríd is a woman". One of the challenges of that use is word order, as Bríd, the subject of the 

sentence, shows up at the end of the sentence in Irish: 

 Bríd  is   a woman 

 

 is   a woman  Bríd   (Is bean í Bríd) 

Although you can have two indefinite nouns in a classification sentence, the most common situation is 

like the sentence above, where a definite, specific person or thing is identified as a member of the class 

indicated by the indefinite noun. Where you have a copula linking a definite noun to an indefinite 

noun, the indefinite directly follows the copula and you get this backwards (to English ears) word 

order. (In my dialect, definite nouns in copula sentences generally get an "echoing" pronoun in front of 

them, but that's not true everywhere.) 

Identification sentences link two definite nouns, and come closer to English word order. 

 Bríd is the teacher 

 is Bríd the teacher   (Is í Bríd an múinteoir). 

If we think of the copula as a way to link two nouns, we want to remember: 

 If one of the nouns is indefinite, it comes directly after the copula (opposite word order from 
English), and we have a classification sentence. (If we have a rare case of two indefinite nouns, 
the predicate, that is, the class, comes first.) 

 If we are linking two definite nouns, we put them in English word order, subject first. But a definite 
noun cannot directly follow the copula. We put a pronoun "buffer" (that we don't translate) between 
the copula and the subject: Is í Bríd an múinteoir. Is é a athair an captaen. 

 If the subject is a pronoun, linked to a definite noun, we put the pronoun first (English word order), 
and we generally use the emphatic form: Is mise an múinteoir, is tusa an dalta. 

Double Pronouns 

The wrinkle occurs when the subject is é, í, iad. When any of those pronouns is the subject, it gets 

repeated: Is í an múinteoir í. There are a couple of ways to think about this: 

 I tend to think of the first í as really just part of the subject, the buffer + definite noun phrase, the 
second one as the subject, which puts us back in subject last word order.  

 It may be easier to think of the first pronoun as the subject, and just remember the rule to put a 
copy of that pronoun at the end of the sentence! 

Recognition: the Pronoun Clue 

You need to understand all that stuff above to produce proper copula sentences, but recognizing what 

type of copula sentence you have, and what word order applies to the translation, is fairly 

straightforward: 

 If a pronoun follows the copula, it's an identification sentence, subject first. 

 If a noun follows the copula, it's a classification sentence, subject last. 



PRACTICE 

Decide whether each of the following is an identification or a classification usage: 

An sibhse na mic léinn nua? 

Nach ceoltóirí maithe iad? 

An peileadór maith é Séan? 

Is é Séamas an cúl báire? 

Nach iad sin na cnoic is airde? 

Is tús maith leath na hoibre. 

Is cathair shlán cathair ghlan. 

Nach í an chathair ghlan an chathair shlán? 

Is é an chéad teach ar an mbóthar é. 

Ní hé lá na goithe lá na scolb. 

Nach é a chuid airgid féin é? 

An tusa an chéad duine eile? 

Arbh é Columbus an chéad duine a bhain amach Meiriceá? 

HOMEWORK 

Create related pairs of classification and identification sentences. This takes some work, so just do as 

many as you have time for. Here are a couple of examples of what I'm after. 

 Is aisteoir é John Wayne.  Is é John Wayne an t-aisteoir sa scannán Red River 

 Is múinteoir í.    Is í an múinteoir í. 

 Is amhránaí é.    Is é Joe an t-amhránaí atá ag casadh anois. 


