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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The making of this translation has been very much an aside to other
things. It is fifteen years since I was first tempted to do it. I had just
found the oldest version of the Deirdre story and been struck by its
superiority over the usual one, and I thought ! would look closer at the
rest of the Ulster stories. | was unprepared for the difficulties in the
way of this mild curiosity. There were plenty of ‘retellings’ in the book-
shops, but actual translations were scarce, and those I could find were
generally dull. I emerged with the conviction that Lady Gregory's
‘Cuchulain of Muirthemne’, though only a paraphrase, gave the best
idea of the Ulster stories. This merely emphasised the dearth, for her
book, even as a paraphrase, seemed lacking in some important ways,
refining away the coarse elements and rationalising the monstrous and
gigantesque; as well as this, the Tdin B6 Cuailnge, the prose epic which
1s the centre-piece of the Ulster cycle — and the oldest vernacular epic
In Western literature — seemed inadequately represented.

The Tdin, or Cattle Raid, is the nearest approach to a great epic that
Ireland has produced. For parts of the narrative, and for some of the
ancillary stories, achievement at the highest level of saga literature may
fairly be claimed. It seemed extraordinary that, for all the romanticised,
fairy tale, versified, dramatised and bowdlerised versions of the Ulster
cycle, there had never been a readable translation of the older version of
the Tdin, tidied a little and completed from other sources — nothing in
English to give an idea of the story as we first have it. So I undertook
the present translation, and completed it as time offered. It is not
intended as a scholarly work (for which [ had neither motive nor
equipment) but as a living version of the story, leaving as few obstacles
as possible between the original and the reader.

Grateful acknowledgement is made to all who in any way helped with
this translation, in particular

to Bérd Scoldireachtai Cémalairte for a six-month fellowship in 1963,
which enabled the main translation to begin; to the Minister for
"Finance for permission to take advantage of the fellowship; and to
Professors James Carney and David Greene and the late Donagh Mac

Donagh for their help in this matter;
to Southern Illinois University for the time and facilities to finish the

translation;

to Professor John V. Kelleher of Harvard University, Professor
Proinsias MacCana of University College Dublin and Mr. Gene C. Haley
of Harvard University for the help detailed in the Introduction;

to Professor David Greene for his help in connection with some

amendments to the first edition;
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to Liam Miller for his endless forbearance and enthusiasm;

and to my wife Eleanor for her help at all stages of the work.
LK.

ARTIST’S NOTE

Any graphic accompaniment to a story which owes its existence to the
memory and concern of a people over some twelve hundred years,
should decently be as impersonal as possnble

The illuminations of early Celtic manuscripts express not personality
but temperament. They provide not graphic comment on the text but
an extension of it. Their means are not available to us today — either
temperamentally or technically — but certain lessons may be learned
from them relevant to the present work,4n particular they suggest
that graphic images, if any, should’ grow spontaneously and even
physically from the matter of the printed text.

If these images — these marks in printer’s ink — form an extension
to Kinsella’s Tdin, they are a humble one. It is as shadows thrown by
the text that they derive their substance.

L. le B.
Carros, France
November 1968



INTRODUCTION

MUCH of early Irish literature has been lost. Much of

what survives is contained in a few large manu-

scripts made in medieval times. Among their miscellaneous contents
are four groups of stories:

— mythological stories relating to the Tuatha Dé Danann (‘the Tribes
of the Goddess Danu’) an ancient divine race said to have
inhabited Ireland before the coming of the Celts;

— the Ulster cycle, dealing with the exploits of King Conchobor and
the champions of the Red Branch, chief of whom is Cichulainn,
the Hound of Ulster;

— the Fenian cycle, stories of Finn mac Cumaill, his son Oisfn, and
the other warriors of the fiana; and

— a group of stories centred on various kings said to have reigned
between the third century B.C. and the eighth century A.D.

The oldest of these manuscripts — Lebor na hUidre, familiarly known

as the Book of the Dun Cow — was compiled in the monastery of

Clonmacnoise in the twelfth century. It contains, in a badly flawed

and mutilated text, part of the earliest known form of the Tdin Bé

Cuailnge. Another partial version of the same form of the story, also

flawed, is contained in a late fourteenth century manuscript, the Yellow

Book of Lecan. Between them these give the main body of the Tdin

as used in chapters II to XIV of this translation.

The origins of the Tdin are far more ancient than these manuscripts.
The language of the earliest form of the story is dated to the eighth
century, but some of the verse passages may be two centuries older,
and it is held by most Celtic scholars that the Ulster cycle, with the
rest of early Irish literature, must have had a long oral existence before
it received a literary shape, and a few traces of Christian colour, at the
hands of the monastic scribes.

As to the background of the Tdin, the Ulster cycle was traditionally
believed to refer to the time of Christ. This might seem to be supported
by the similarity between the barbaric world of the stories, uninfluenced
by Greece or Rome, and the La Téne Iron Age civilisation of Gaul and
Britain. The Tdin and certain descriptions of Gaulish society by Classical
authors have many details in common: in warfare alone, the individual
weapons, the boastfulness and courage of the warriors, the practices
of cattleraiding, chariot-fighting and beheading. Ireland, however, by
its isolated position, could retain traits and customs that had disappeared
elsewhere centuries before, and it is possible that the kind of culture
the Tdin describes may have lasted in Ireland up to the introduction of

Christianity in the fifth century.



X The Tdin

The Tdin itself, considered as a unit, lacks a number of essential
elements: the actual motive for the Connacht invasion of Ulster, the
reason for the sickness of the Ulster warriors throughout most of the
action, the reason for Fergus’s opposition to Conchobor and for the
presence of a troop of Ulster exiles in the Connacht army.

The last three of these elements are supplied in separate tales.

Many remscéla, or pre-tales, lead up to the Tdin. Though not strictly
part of the story they are important tributaries. Some tell of the origins,
wooings and adventures of the kings and heroes of the cycle. The first
section of this translation consists of a group of remscéla chosen for
their contribution to an understanding of the plot and motivations of
the Tdin. Their sources are identified in the section of detailed notes
beginning on page 255. A separate series, not represented in the transla-
tion, deals with Connacht’s build-up of alliances for the war on Ulster
and the arrangements for provisioning the armies.
. The motive for the invasion, given in chapter I of the translation, is
supplied from a later form of the Tdin, four centuries younger, of which
the most famous copy is contained in another major manuscript
compiled in the twelfth century, the Book of Leinster.

The language of the Book of Leinster version of the Tdin is dated to
the twelfth century, and the story survives complete. The author or
compiler was at pains to produce a consistent and integral narrative.
Perhaps because of its completeness the Book of Leinster Tdin has had
considerable attention from editors and translators; among others, there
is an abridged translation by Standish Hayes O’Grady in Eleanor Hull’s
‘The Cuchullin Saga,” published in 1898; the text, with a German
translation, was published by Ernst Windisch in 1905; d'Arbois de
Jubainville published a partial translation into French in 1907, and
Joseph Dunn a full translation into English in 1914. It is also the version
employed by Lady Gregory in ‘Cuchulain of Muirthemne,” one of Yeats's
source-books. Most recently, in 1967, the Dublin Institute for Advanced
Studies published a new edition of the text, with an English translation,
by Cecile O'Rahilly

Of the earlier version only one English translation has been published
— by Winifred Faraday, in 1904 — but it is incomplete, and difficult
to read with any pleasure, partly because it transmits the flaws of the
text so accurately.

These might be thought sufficient grounds for choosing the Lebor na
hUidre/Yellow Book of Lecan version for a new translation, but there
is also strong reason in the actual quality of the earlier recension. The
compiler of the Book of Leinster Tdin had, besides a care for complete-
ness, a generally florid and adjectival style, running at times to an
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overblown decadence. It has seemed better, despite the defects of the

earlier text, to try to give an idea of the simple force of the story at
its best.

This early text is the work of many hands and in places is little more
thap the mangled remains of miscellaneous scribal activities, There are
major inconsistencies and repetitions among the incidents. On occasion
the narrative withers away into cryptic notes and summaries. Extra-
neous matter is added, varying from simple glosses and comments to
wholesale indiscriminate interpolations from other sources, in some
cases over erased passages of the original; Frank O'Connor, in ‘The
Backward Look,” his short history of Irish literature, says that, as a
result, ‘the Cattle Raid has been rendered practically unintelligible’.
Many of the defects can be remedied, however, and a reasonably
coherent narrative extracted, with a little reorganisation. This the
present translation has attempted to do, taking it as a principle that any
interference with the text as it stands, even when it seems most
necessary, should be kept to a minimum.

As far as possible the story has been freed of inconsistencies and
repetitions. Obscurities have been cleared up and missing parts supplied
from other sources, generally the Book of Leinster text, but this has
been done as economically as possible, sometimes with only a word or
phrase. The passages introduced by the compiler or interpolator, where
they are not involved in this tidying process, have been left undisturbed;
they will be readily recognised by the changes in style. Such matters
are noted (it is hoped adequately) as they occur, together with any
changes in sentence order or other similar amendments. A reader who
is anxious to know how the text actually runs should be able to restore
the original disarray.

Nothing has been added in the translation beyond a very occasional
word or phrase designed to keep the narrative clear; these additions are
noted. But there are two aspects of the translation not fully ‘covered
by guarantee.’ The first has to do with the main purpose of the
work, which is to give a readable and living version of the story:
it is that no attempt has been made to preserve the actual texture of
the Irish narrative. Sentence structure and tense, for example, have
been changed without hesitation; elements are occasionally shifted
from one sentence to another; proper names have been substituted
for pronouns, and vice versa; a different range of verbs has been used;
and so on. This is not, therefore, a literal translation. But it is a close
compromise with one, and tries not to deviate significantly at any

point from the original.
The second exception has to do with the verse passages: greater
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freedom has been taken with the verse than with the prose, though
the sense and structural effects are followed with reasonable faith-
fulness. For one category of verse, however, the guarantee has to
be withdrawn completely — the passages of rosc or retoiric which
occur in ‘stepped’ form throughout the translation. In the original these
are extremely obscure. This is partly because, as is generally believed,
they are more archaic, but it seems likely that in some instances, where
the utterance is ‘deep’ or prophetic, the obscurity is also deliberate.
Scholars have preferred on the whole to leave these verses unattempted,
but it seemed worthwhile to try to make some sense out of them,
especially where something central to the action is going on, as in the
long sequence in chapter VI. The aim has been to produce passages of
verse which more or less match the original for length, ambiguity and
obscurity, and which carry the phrases and motifs and occasional
short runs that are decipherable in the Irish. It is stressed that they
are highly speculative and may reproduce little if anything of the
original effect. It would have been impossible to attempt these rosc
passages without expert help, and for most of those in the Tdin itself
this was given with much tolerance, patience and generosity by Dr.
Proinsias Mac Cana of University College, Dublin. His suggestions were
offered as starting points for the imagination and they have undergone
much violence in the process that followed, for which the translator is

solely responsible. No attempt has been made to follow the Irish verse
forms.

For a great deal of detailed information in a short space on the Tdin
and its background, the introduction to Cecile O'Rahilly’s Tdin B6
Ctalnge is recommended. For a proper consideration of the place of the
Tdin in saga literature, or in the Irish tradition, and for comments on
the historical, mythological, symbolic, or other larger aspects, a list of
further reading is suggested on page xxiv.

Scholars and commentators continue to pursue these topics with
fascinating results. For Alwyn and Brinley Rees, for example, in Celtic
Heritage, °...the Tdin appears as an example of the classic struggle
between the priestly and the warrior classes, each of which tends to
usurp the functions of the other.” Heinrich Zimmer saw the pillow-talk
which gives rise to the Tdin as a conflict between Celtic-Aryan father-
dominance and the mother-dominance of the pre-Celtic inhabitants of
the British Isles. Frank O'Connor suggested that the earliest layer of
the story, incompletely preserved in the rosc passages, constitutes the
remains of an ancient ironic anti-feminist poem. T. F. O'Rahilly believed
that the Ulster stories describe the historical circumstances of the
invasion of Ulster by Uf Néill invaders from Leinster (not Connacht),
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the idea of Medb as queen of Connacht —'Medb’ was in fact the
tutelary goddess of Temair, or Tara, in Leinster — being a mistake on

the part of writers who were unaware that Irish tribes did not have
queens,

Discussion of these and similar matters is outside the scope of this
book, but a few features of the Tdin as it is presented here seem to call
for comment. It is quickly apparent, for example, that even allowing
for the later interpolations there is no unifying narrative tone: the
story is told in places with a neutral realism, in places with an air of
folk or fantasy. It is clear also that the verbal or conventional quality
of the narrative counts occasionally for more than consistency:
Finnabair, for example, who dies of shame in chapter XII, is brought
bacl to life and ‘stays with’ Cichulainn for the sake of a storyteller’s
flourish at the end of the Tdin, a flourish that is factually inconsistent
with that at the end of ‘Cichulainn’s Courtship of Emer’. Lists of
heroes, similarly, are very likely to contain some who (taking the story
realistically) are dead or absent; the seven Maine, however many are
killed, remain seven; hero after hero is reluctant to meet Cichulainn
because he is a beardless boy, despite the mounting evidence of his
prowess; Cuchulainn vows to kill Medb whenever he sees her, but
foregoes his chance at the end of the Tdin, ‘not being a killer of
women'— though he has just previously killed the two lamenting
women sent by Medb to deceive him (not to mention Lochu, in
mistake for Medb, in chapter V and Eis Enchenn in ‘Cichulainn’s
Courtship of Emer’.) But these things are familiar in epic literature; to
see them as ‘mistakes’, or even flaws, is to misapply modern conven-
tions and ignore the real nature, and perhaps the oral origin, of the
stories.

One of the major elements of the Tdin is its topography. Place-names
and their frequently fanciful meanings and origins occupy a remarkable
place by modern standards. It is often enough justification for the
inclusion of an incident that it ends in the naming of some physical
feature; certain incidents, indeed, seem to have been invented merely
to account for a place-name. The outstanding example is in the
climax of the Tdin itself, where the final battle (toward which we might
assume the action is leading) is treated very casually, whilg attention
is directed in detail to the wanderings of the mortally-wounded Donn
Cuailnge around Ireland, naming the places as he goes.

This phenomenon is not confined to the Tdin, or the Ulster cycle; it
is a continuing preoccupation of early and medieval Irish literature,
which contains a whole class of topographical works, including prose
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tracts and poems of enormous length composed by the professional
poets, who were expected to recite from them on demand.

The topographical element is important for a full appreciation of the
Tdin. Much of the action consists of the movement of the Connacht
armies across Ireland and back and forth over the country which makes
up part of the present-day County Louth. We can be certain about the
identification of some of the Tdin place-names and certain also that
others are unidentifiable, having been replaced by English names over
the years, or being merely descriptive words or phrases that might
apply to any number of places, or the result of a storyteller’s or scribe’s
rationalisation or fantasy. But there are many names which, short of
complete certainty, can be identified with reasonable confidence. The
Tdin’s sense of place is on the whole much more realistic than its
sense of place-names and their origin, and it is possible to follow the
route of the Tdin in all its essentials.

Maps of the route are given on pages xix - xxiii. Simplified as these
maps are, it would have been impossible to put them together without
expert help. This was provided by Professor John V. Kelleher and Mr.
Gene C. Haley of Harvard University, who have been extraordinarily
generous with the fruit of their researches, and with many suggestions.
Their findings however, are not yet final, and are by no means adequa-
tely represented here. The maps in the present work are designed only
to give enough information to follow the movements of the story.

A strong element in the sagas is their directness in bodily matters: the
easy references to seduction, copulation, urination, the picking of
vermin, the suggestion of incest in ‘How Cuchulainn was Begotten’,
and so on. This coarseness was a source of some uneasiness to Lady
Gregory (‘I left out a good deal I thought you would not care about
for one reason or another’, she wrote to the people of Kiltartan), but
it seems very mild to a modern reader — an effect of the same directness
with which the story treats killing and mutilation. If Fergus's adultery
with Medb calls for special comment it is only because their relation-
ship is of central importance in the Tdin, from the clash over the
Galedin at the beginning of the expedition to the true curtain-line
uttered by Fergus at the end of the great battle. Their encounter in the
wood, where Fergus (clearly not up to Medb's demands) loses his
sword, is the source of continual phallic joking in the Tdin until the
sword is restored before the battle and Fergus goes out to pour his
released fury on Conchobor, the old usurper.

Probably the greatest achievement of the Tdin and the Ulster cycle is
the series of women, some in full scale and some in miniature, on
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whose strong and diverse personalities the action continually turns:
Medb, Derdriu, Macha, Nes, Aife. It may be as goddess-figures,
ultimately, that these women have their power; it is certainly they,
under all the violence, who remain most real in the memory.

The story, as the Tdin ends, is not finished; other tales continue the
action. The most important of these for the plot are:

Cath Ruis na Rig, ‘The Battle of Ros na Rig’, telling of Ulster’s war of
reverge for the Tdin, and how Cichulainn killed Coirpre, king of
Temair;

Aided Con Roi, ‘The Death of Curoi’, telling how Cichulainn treach-
erously murdered Ciroi after being shamed in battle by him;

Brislech mér Maige Muirtheimne, ‘The great Carnage on Murtheimne
Plain’ (not to be confused with the episode of the same title in the
Tdin B6 Cuailnge) and Aided ConCulainn, ‘The Death of Cutchulainn’,
telling of Ulster's defeat at the hands of her united enemies, and how
Cichulainn was killed by the sons of Coirpre, Ciroi and Calatin (the
Gaile Déna of the earlier version of the Tdin); and

Dergruather Chonaill Chernaigh, ‘Conall Cernach’s Red Onslaught’,
telling how Conall Cernach avenged Cichulainn’s death. -

But these tales, though they bring the action further, do so in a very
different mode, one that is characterised by high fantasy and a free
recourse to the supernatural, so that a sequel to this translation would
be a very different kind of book. These stories are also much inferior
in quality on the whole to the earlier Tdin and the best of the remscéla;
in them the faults of slackness and bombast evident in the later Tdin
are magnified to a high degree.

There is another group of tales— among them some of the best in

the Ulster cycle — which deal with exploits not directly related to the
Tdin. Of these the most important are:

Serglige ConCulainn ocus aenét Emire, ‘Cichulainn’s Sickbed and Emer’s
One Jealousy’, telling of the goddess Fann's love for Cichulainn and
how she lured him to the underworld;

Fled Bricrenn, ‘Bricriu’s Feast’, and Scél mucce Maic Dathé, ‘The Story
of Mac Dathd’s pig’, telling of the struggles for precedence among the
Ulster heroes;

Tochmarc Ferbe, ‘The Courtship of Ferb’, telling how Maine Mérgor,
a son of Medb and Ailill, courted Gerg’s daughter, and how Conchobor
attacked the wedding-feast and killed Gerg and Maine and their follow-

ers;
a group of ‘Death Tales’ of the Ulster heroes;
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Togail bruidne Da-Choca, ‘The Ruin of Da-Choca’s hostel’, telling of the
struggles for the succession after Conchobor’s death; and

Siaburcharput ConCulainn, ‘Cichulainn’s Demon Chariot’, telling how
Cuchulainn’s spirit was called up by St. Patrick to help in the conversion
of Laegaire, king of Ireland, to Christianity.



MAPS

Maps II and IIl in the following section indicate the route of the
Connacht armies as described in the Tdin. The itinerary on pages 63/65
of the translation matches this route only in parts, and has been ignored
In preparing the maps.

The maps in this edition have been specially drawn by Don Farrell.
No published map could be found which would give a general idea
of the nature of the terrain and at the same time show enough of the
present-day towns and other features to enable the reader to associate
the route of the Tdin with its modern setting; a list of equivalents is
given, therefore, overleaf. The events in Cuailnge may be followed on
the Irish Ordnance Survey one inch map No. 71.

In the maps, as in the translation, the names of the provinces are
given in their modern form and all other names in their old Irish form,

standardised by reference to Thurneysen'’s list in Die irische Helden- und
Koénigsage



THE ROUTE OF THE TAIN

Cruachan :
Cuil Silinne :

Granaird :

Iraird Cuillenn :
Cuil Sibrille :
Ath Gabla:

the river Nith :

Ath Lethan :

Ath Carpat :

Cuinciu :

Finnabair Chuailnge :

the river Cronn :
Bernas B6 Cuailnge :

Glenn Dailimda :
Bélat Ailiuin :
Liasa Liac:

Glenn Gatlaig :
Dubchoire :

Ochaine :
Delga :
Focherd :

Ath Da Ferta :
Muid Loga :
Ath Firdia:
Smirommair :

Tailtiu :

Gairech :
Slemain Midi :
Ath Luain:

County Roscommon
Rathcroghan.
in the townland of Ardakillan.

County Longford
Granard.

County Meath

Crossakeel.

Kells. .

a ford on the Mattock, near Kellystown,

County Louth

the Castletown river.

Dundalk Harbour.

the Big Bridge, in Dundalk.

Slievenaglogh.

the High Rath, north of The Bush in the
Carlingford peninsula.

the Big River, in the Carlingford peninsula.
the Windy Gap, above the source of the Big
River.

the valley above Omeath,

a passage over the Flurry River at Ravensdale
probably at Ballymakellett.

the valley above Ballymakellett.

a ‘black cauldron’, or recess, in the north
side of Glenn Gatlaig.

Trumpet Hill.

an ancient fort west of Dundalk.
Faughart.

a ford on the river Fane, at Knockbridge.
the town of Louth.

Ardee.

Smarmore.

County Meath
Teltown.

County Westmeath
Garhy.
Slanemore.

Athlone.
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PRONUNCIATION OF IRISH WORDS

Reasonable English phonetic equivalents for the various proper names
might have been used in the translation; the original orthography has
been preferred, however, even though many of the words sound
very odd pronounced as in English.

The following guide to pronunciation is very rough, and subject to
exceptions, but may be some help.

consonants

Consonants at the beginning of a word have the same value as in
English (c always = k). Elsewhere

b=v

c=gork

ch is guttural, as in German

d = dh (as in ‘then’)

g = gh, a soft guttural

m = v (Fedelm and Leborcham are exceptions)

t=d

s followed or preceded by e or 1 = sh

th = th, as in ‘thin’.

vowels

Short vowels have the same value as in Latin. Long vowels (marked
with an accent) are pronounced awe, ay, ee, owe, 00 (accents are not
shown on capitals).

ai = a in the first syllable (Ailill, Maine) and 1 elsewhere

(Cuchulainn, Emain)

a final e is sounded (Laegaire, Maine)

iu = u but with the 1 slightly sounded (Derdriu)

ui = i but with the u slightly sounded (Cuillenn)

ei = e (Deichtine, Murtheimne)

A pronunciation is suggested overleaf for some of the more important
proper names in the stories; the stressed syllables are printed in bold

type:



XXVl

persons

Aife :

Ailill :
Amargin :
Badb :
Bricriu :
Cathbad :
Conchobor :
Cuchulainn :
Deichtine :
Derdriu :
Dubthach :
Emer :
Etarcomol :
Eochaid :
Fedelm :
Fedlimid :
Ferdia :
Finnabair :
Galedin :
Laeg :
Leborcham :
Laegaire :
Lugaid :
Mac Roth :
Maine :
Maine Athramail :
Medb :
Morrigan :
Nemain :
Noisiu :
Scathach :
Sétanta :
Sualdam :
Uisliu ;

ee - fe

al -1l

av - ar - ghin
badhv /bive

brik - ru

kath - vadh /kaff - a
kon - chov - or/kon - chor
koo - chull - in
dech-tin-e

der - dru

duv - thach/duff - ach
ay - ver

ed - ar - kov - ol
(y)och -1

fedh - elm

fedh - lim - idh/fe - lim - i
fer-di-a
fin-av-ir

gal - (y)owe -in
loygh

le - vor - cham
loygh-i-re

loogh - idh/loo - i
mok - roth

ma - ne

ma - ne ath-ra-vil
medhv/mayv

mo - ree - ghan

nev - 1n

noy - shu

skaw - thach

shay - dan - da

soo - al - dav

ish - Iu

The Tdin



places, and other

Ath :

Ath Ferdia :
Ath Gabla:
Ath Lethan :
Benn Etair:
Brug :

Colptha :
Conaille :

Craeb Ruad:
Cruachan Af:
Cuailnge :

Cuib :

Dub :

Dun Sobairche :
Emain Macha:
Femen :

Fid :

[raird Cuillenn :
Lugmod :

Mag :

Mag Af:

Mag mBreg :
Mag Murtheimne :
Midi :
Midluachair :
Sid :

Sinann :

Siulr :

Sliab :

Sliab Fuait :
Sliab Mondairn :
Tain :

Tethba :

Pronunciation of Irish Words

awth

awth ir-di-a
awth gav-la
awth leth - an
ben ayd - ir
broogh /broo

kolp - tha
kon-il-e

krayv roo - a

kroo - a - chan ee
koo - ling - e
k(w)iv

duv

doon sov -ir-che
ev-in ma - cha
fev - en

fidh/fee

ir - ard k(w)il-en
loo - vodh

magh

magh ee

magh mray

magh mur - thev - ne
midh - 1

midh - loo - a - chir
sheedh |

shin - an

shoo - 1r

shlee - av

shlee - av foo - 1d
shlee - av mon - dirn
toyn

teth - va/teff - a

XXVil
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BEFORE THE TAIN

HOW THE TAIN BO CUAILNGE WAS FOUND AGAIN

THE P O ET S of Ireland one day were
gathered around Senchédn
Torpéist, to see if they could recall the ‘T4in B6 Cuailnge’
In its entirety. But they all said they knew only parts of it.
Senchan asked which of his pupils, in return for
his blessing, would travel to the land of Letha to learn
the version of the Tdin that a certain sage took eastward
with him in exchange for the book Cuilmenn. Emine,
Ninéne’s grandson, set out for the east with Senchan’s
son Muirgen. It happened that the grave of Fergus mac
Roich was on their way. They came upon the gravestone
at Enloch 1n Connacht. Muirgen sat down at Fergus’s
gravestone, and the others left him for a while and went
looking for a house for the night.
Muirgen chanted a poem to the gravestone as though
it were Fergus himself. He said to it:

‘If this your royal rock

were your own self mac Roich
halted here with sages

searching for a roof
Cuailnge we’d recover

plain and perfect Fergus.’

A great mist suddenly formed around him — for the
space of three days and nights he could not be found. And
the figure of Fergus approached him in fierce majesty,
with a head of brown hair, in a green cloak and a red-
embroidered hooded tunic, with gold-hilted sword and
bronze blunt sandals. Fergus recited him the whole T4in,



2 How the Tdin was found

how everything had happened, from start to finish. Then
they went back to Senchan with their story, and he
rejoiced over it.

However, there are some who say that the story was
told to Senchdn himself after he had gone on a fast to
certain saints of the seed of Fergus. This seems reasonable.

There are seven tales that prepare for the Tdin Bé
Cuailnge :
How Conchobor was Begotten, and how he took the
Kingship of Ulster
The Pangs of Ulster
Exile of the Sons of Uisliu
How Cuchulainn was Begotten
Cuchulainn’s Courtship of Emer and his Training in
Arms with Scathach
The Death of Aife’s One Son

The Quarrel of the Two Pig-keepers and how the Bulls
were Begotten

Some say that the tales before the Tdin should also include
Cuchulainn’s coming to the house of Culann the smith,
Cuchulainn’s taking up arms and mounting into his
chariot, and Cuchulainn’s journey to the boy-troop in

Emain Macha. But these three tales are given in the body
of the Tdin.

gv




HOW CONCHOBOR WAS BEGOTTEN, AND HOW HE
TOOK THE KINGSHIP OF ULSTER
the daughter of Eochaid Sdlbuide of the

N E yellow heel was sitting outside Emain with
her royal women about her. The druid Cathbad from the
Tratraige of Mag Inis passed by, and the girl said to him:

"What is the present hour lucky for?’

‘For begetting a king on a queen,’ he said.

The queen asked him if that were really true, and the
druid swore by god that it was: a son conceived at that
hour would be heard of in Ireland for ever. The girl saw
no other male near, and she took him inside with her.

She grew heavy with a child. It was in her womb for
three years and three months. And at the feast of Othar
she was delivered.

The boy Conchobor was reared by Cathbad and was
known as Cathbad’s son. Conchobor rose to great dignity
seven years after his birth, when he took the kingship of
Ulster This is how it happened.

His mother Nes was living by herself. Fergus mac Roich
was king in Ulster at that time, and he sought Nes for his
wife.

‘Only if I get something in return,” she said. ‘Give my
son the kingship for a year, so that they can call his son
the son of a king.’
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‘Let her have that,” everyone said. ‘You'll still be king,
even though we call him by the name of king.’

So the woman slept with Fergus, and Conchobor was
called ‘king of Ulster.” Nes immediately set about advising
her son and his foster-parents and everyone in his house-
hold. They were to steal everything from one half of the
people and give it away to the other half. She gave the
Ulster warriors her own gold and silver — all this was in
hopes of what her son would get.

In a year to the same day the time was up. Fergus called
back his pledge.

‘We’ll have to talk about this,” the men of Ulster said.

They gathered together and talked: they felt greatly
insulted that Fergus had given them over, like a dowry,
while they were grateful to Conchobor for all he had given
them. They decided, ‘What Fergus sold let it stay sold;
what Conchobor bought let it stay bought.’

In this way Fergus parted with the kingship of Ulster

and Cathbad’s son Conchobor became high king of a
province of Ireland.

Ulster grew to worship Conchobor. So high was their
regard for him that every man in Ulster that took a girl
in marriage let her sleep the first night with Conchobor,
so as to have him first in the family. There was no wiser
being in the world. He never gave a judgment until it
was ripe, for fear it might be wrong and the crops worsen.
There was no harder warrior in the world, but because
he was to produce a son they never let him near danger.
Heroes and battle-veterans and brave champions went
before him into every fight and fray, to keep him from



The Kingship of Ulster IS

harm. Any Ulsterman who gave him a bed for the night
gave him his wife as well to sleep with.

His household was very handsome. He had three
houses: Craebruad, the Red Branch; Téte Brec, the
Twinkling Hoard; and Craebderg, the Ruddy Branch. The
severed heads and spoils were kept in the Craebderg. The
kings sat in the Craebruad, red being for royalty. All the
javelins and shields and swords were kept in the Téte
Brec; the place twinkled with the gold of sword-hilts and
the gold and silver glimmering on the necks and coils of
grey javelins, on shield-plates and shield-rims, and in the
sets of goblets, cups and drinking-horns.

Ochain was there, Conchobor’s shield, the Ear of

Beauty — it had four gold borders around it;

Ciichulainn’s black shield Duban;

Lidmthapad — the swift to hand — belonging to Conall

Cernach; |

Ochnech belonging to Flidais;

Furbaide’s red-gold Orderg;

Cuscraid’s triumphant sword Coscrach;

death-dealing Echtach that belonged to Amargin;

Condere’s angry Ir;

Nuadu’s Cainnel — a bright torch;

Fergus’s hacking sword Leochain;

the fearful Uathach that belonged to Dubthach;

Errge’s Lettach;

Menn’s Brattach;

Noisiu’s joyful Luithech;

Nithach the wounder belonging to Laegaire;

the bloody Croda of Cormac;

Sencha’s resonant shield Sciatharglan;

Celtchar’s Comla Catha, the Door of Battle;

and other shields beyond counting.
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Also beyond counting were Conchobor’s household and his
houses. There were one hundred and fifty inner rooms,
each of which held three couples. The houses and rooms
were panelled with red yew. In the centre of the house
was Conchobor’s own room, guarded by screens of copper,
with bars of silver and gold birds on the screens, and
precious jewels in the birds’ heads for eyes. Over Con-
chobor’s head was a rod of silver with three apples of
gold, for keeping order over the throng. If it shook, or
he raised his voice, everyone fell into such a respectful
silence you would hear a needle drop to the floor. At any
given time in Conchobor’s room there were thirty noble
heroes drinking out of Gerg’s vat, which was always kept
full. This was Ol nguala, the ‘coal vat’ that Conchobor
took with him from Gerg’s Glen when he killed Gerg.

THE PANGS OF ULSTER

What caused the pangs of the men of Ulster?
It is soon told.

TH ERE was a very rich landlord in Ulster,
Crunniuc mac Agnomain. He lived
in a lonely place in the mountains with all his sons. His
wife was dead. Once, as he was alone in the house, he
saw a woman coming toward him there, and she was a
fine woman 1in his eyes. She settled down and began
working at once, as though she were well used to the
house. When night came, she put everything in order
without being asked. Then she slept with Crunniuc.

She stayed with him for a long while afterward, and
there was never a lack of food or clothes or anything else
under her care.

Soon, a fair was held in Ulster. Everyone in Ulster,
men and women, boys and girls, went to the fair. Crunniuc
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set out for the fair with the rest, in his best clothes and
In great vigour.

‘It would be as well not to grow boastful or careless
1n anything you say,’ the woman said to him.

“That 1sn’t likely,’ he said.

The fair was held. At the end of the day the king’s
chariot was brought onto the field. His chariot and horses
won. The crowd said that nothing could beat those horses.

‘My wife 1s faster,” Crunniuc said.

He was taken immediately before the king and the
woman was sent for. She said to the messenger :

‘It would be a heavy burden for me to go and free him
now. [ am full with child.’

‘Burden?’ the messenger said. ‘He will die unless you
come.

She went to the fair, and her pangs gripped her. She
called out to the crowd:

‘A mother bore each one of you! Help me! Wait till
my child 1s born.’

But she couldn’t move them.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘A long-lasting evil will come out
of this on the whole of Ulster.’

‘What is your name?’ the king said.

‘My name, and the name of my offspring,” she said,
‘will be given to this place. I am Macha, daughter of
Sainrith mac Imbaith.’

Then she raced the chariot. As the chariot reached the
end of the field, she gave birth alongside it. She bore twins,
~ a son and a daughter. The name Emain Macha, the Twins
of Macha, comes from this. As she gave birth she screamed
out that all who heard that scream would sufter from the
same pangs for five days and four nights in their times of
greatest difficulty. This affliction, ever afterward, seized
all the men of Ulster who were there that day, and nine
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generations after them. Five days and four nights, or five
nights and four days, the pangs lasted. For nine genera-
tions any Ulsterman in those pangs had no more strength
than a woman on the bed of labour. Only three classes
of people were free from the pangs of Ulster: the young
boys of Ulster, the women, and Cuchulainn. Ulster was
thus afflicted from the time of Crunniuc, the son of
Agnoman, son of Curir Ulad, son of Fiatach mac Urmi,
until the time of Furc, the son of Dalldn, son of Mainech
mac Lugdach. (It is from Curir Ulad that the province and
people of Ulster — Ulaid — have their name.)

EXILE OF THE SONS OF UISLIU

What caused the exile of the sons of Uisliu?
It is soon told.

THE MEN of Ulster were drinking in

the house of Conchobor’s
storyteller, Fedlimid mac Daill. Fedlimid’s wife was over-
seeing everything and looking after them all. She was full
with child. Meat and drink were passed round, and a
drunken uproar shook the place. When they were ready
to sleep the woman went to her bed. As she crossed the

floor of the house the child screamed in her womb and
was heard all over the enclosure. At that scream every-
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one in the house started up, staring at each other. Sencha
mac Ailella said :

‘No one move! Bring the woman here. We'll see what
caused this noise.’

So the woman was brought before them. Her husband
Fedlimid said :
"Woman,
what was that fierce shuddering sound
furious in your troubled womb?
The weird uproar at your waist
hurts the ears of all who hear it.
My heart trembles at some great terror
or some cruel injury.’

She turned distracted to the seer Cathbad :
‘Fair-faced Cathbad, hear me
— prince, pure, precious crown,
grown huge in druid spells.
I can’t find the fair words
that would shed the light of knowledge
for my husband Fedlimid,
even though it was the hollow
of my own womb that howled.
No woman knows what her womb bears.’

Then Cathbad said :
‘A woman with twisted yellow tresses,
green-irised eyes of great beauty
and cheeks flushed like the foxglove
howled in the hollow of your womb.
~ I say that whiter than the snow
is the white treasure of her teeth;
Parthian-red, her lip’s lustre.
Ulster’s chariot-warriors
will deal many a blow for her.
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There howled in your troubled womb
a tall, lovely, long-haired woman.
Heroes will contend for her,

high kings beseech on her account;
then, west of Conchobor’s kingdom
a heavy harvest of fighting men.
High queens will ache with envy

to see those lips of Parthian-red
opening on her pearly teeth,

and see her pure perfect body.’

Cathbad placed his hand on the woman’s belly and
the baby wriggled under it.
‘Yes,” he said, ‘there is a girl there. Derdriu shall be
her name. She will bring evil.’
Then the daughter was born and Cathbad said :
‘Much damage, Derdriu, will follow
your high fame and fair visage:
Ulster in your time tormented,
demure daughter of Fedlimid.

And later, too, jealousy

will dog you, woman like a flame,
and later still — listen well —
the three sons of Uisliu exiled.

Then again, in your lifetime,

a bitter blow struck in Emain.
Remorse later for that ruin
wrought by the great son of Roech;

Fergus exiled out of Ulster
through your fault, fatal woman,
and the much-wept deadly wound
of Fiachna, Conchobor’s son.
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Your fault also, fatal woman,
Gerrce felled, Illadan’s son,

and a crime that no less cries out,
the son of Durthacht, Eogan, struck.

Harsh, hideous deeds done

In anger at Ulster’s high king,
and little graves everywhere
— a famous tale, Derdriu.’

‘Kill the child!’ the warriors said.

‘No,” Conchobor said. ‘The girl will be taken away
tomorrow. I'll have her reared for me. This woman I'll
keep to myself.’

The men of Ulster didn’t dare speak against him.

And so it was done. She was reared by Conchobor and
grew 1nto the loveliest woman 1n all Ireland. She was
kept 1n a place set apart, so that no Ulsterman might see
her until she was ready for Conchobor’s bed. No one was
allowed in the enclosure but her foster-father and her
foster-mother, and Leborcham, tall and crooked, a satirist,
who couldn’t be kept out.

One day in winter, the girl’s foster-father was skinning
a milk-fed calf on the snow outside, to cook it for her.
She saw a raven drinking the blood on the snow. She said
to Leborcham:

‘l could desire a man who had those three colours
there : hair like the raven, cheeks like blood and his body
like snow.’

‘Good luck and success to you!’ Leborcham said. ‘He
isn’t too far away, but close at hand — Noisiu, Uishu’s

son.’
‘Il be ill in that case,’ she said, ‘until I see him.’
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This man Noisiu was chanting by himself one time near
Emain, on the rampart of the stronghold. The chanting
of the sons of Uisliu was very sweet. Every cow or beast
that heard it gave two thirds more milk. Any person
hearing it was filled with peace and music. Their deeds
in war were great also: if the whole province of Ulster
came at them at once, they could put their three backs
together and not be beaten, their parrying and defence
were so fine. Besides this they were swift as hounds in the
chase, killing the wild beasts in flight.

While Noisiu was out there alone, therefore, she shipped
out quickly to him and made as though to pass him and
not recognize him.

‘That is a fine heifer going by,” he said.

‘As well it might,” she said. “The heifers grow big where
there are no bulls.’

“You have the bull of this province all to yourself,’ he
said, ‘the king of Ulster.’ |

‘Of the two,’ she said, ‘I'd pick a game young bull like
you.’

“You couldn’t,” he said. ‘There i1s Cathbad’s prophecy.’

‘Are you rejecting me?’

‘1 am,’ he said.

Then she rushed at him and caught the two ears of his
head.

‘Two ears of shame and mockery,” she said, ‘if you
don’t take me with you.’

‘Woman, leave me alone!’ he said.

‘You will do it,’ she said, binding him.

A shrill cry escaped him at that. The men of Ulster
nearby, when they heard it, started up staring at each other.
Uisliu’s other sons went out to quieten their brother.

‘What is wrong?’ they said. ‘Whatever it is, Ulstermen
shouldn’t kill each other for it.’
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He told them what had happened.

‘Evil will come of this,’” the warriors said. ‘But even so,
you won't be shamed as long as we live. We can bring
her with us to some other place. There’s no king in Ireland
who would deny us a welcome.’

They decided on that. They left that night, with three
times fifty warriors and three times fifty women and the
same of hounds and menials. Derdriu was among them,
mingling with the rest.

They travelled about Ireland for a long time, under
protection. Conchobor tried to destroy them often with
ambushes and treachery. They went round southwest-
ward from the red cataract at Es Ruaid, and to the
promontory at Benn Etair, northeastward. But still the
men of Ulster pursued them until they crossed the sea
to the land of Alba.

They settled there in the waste places. When the
mountain game failed them they turned to take the
people’s cattle. A day came when the people of Alba
went out to destroy them. Then they offered themselves
to the king of Alba, who accepted them among his people
as hired soldiers. They set their houses on the green. They
built their houses so that no one could see in at the girl
in case there might be killing on her account.

[t happened that a steward came looking around their
house early one morning. He saw the couple sleeping.
Then he went and woke the king:

‘I never found a woman fit for you until today,’ he said.
‘There is a woman with Noisiu mac Uislenn who is fit
for a king over the Western World. If you have Noisiu
killed, you can have the woman to sleep with,’ the

steward said.
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‘No,” the king said, ‘but go and ask her every day iIn
secret.’

He did this, but every day he came she told Noisiu
about it that night. Since nothing could be done with
her, the sons of Uisliu were ordered into all kinds of traps
and dangerous battles to have them killed. But they were
so hard in the carnage that nothing came of it.

They tried her one last time. Then the men of Alba
were called together to kill them. She told Noisiu this.

‘Go away from here,’ she said. ‘If you don’t leave here
this night, you will be dead tomorrow.’

So they left that night and reached an island in the sea.

This news reached Ulster.

‘Conchobor,” everyone said, ‘it would be shameful if
the sons of Uisliu fell in enemy lands by the fault of a
bad woman. Better to forgive and protect them — to save
their lives and let them come home — than for enemies
to lay them low.’

‘Let them come,” Conchobor said. ‘Send <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>