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INTRODUCTION

EARLY 1n the great medieval compilation of Fenian lore called 7ales
of the Elders of Ireland (Acallam na Senorach; herenafter designated
Tales, hitherto rendered as The Colloguy of the Ancients) St Patrick’s
guardian angels come to him to give him the heavenly advice he had
sought. Ancient warriors, survivors from an older, more heroic and
magnificent age, have presented themselves to him and he has been
both fascinated and troubled by their appearance and their stories.
The advice of the angels, given ‘with one voice’, 1s the following:
‘Dear holy cleric, these old warriors tell you no more than a third of
their stories because their memories are faulty. Have these stories
written down on poets’ tablets in refined language, so that the hear-
ing of them will provide entertainment for the lords and commons of
later times.’

Ever since that time tales of Finn and his famous band of warriors
have enjoyed a long and varied literary life in both oral and written
form. Their battles, their feasts, their great hunts, and their adven-
tures 1in the Otherworld have fascinated audiences throughout the
Gaelic world. By a curious turn of literary history these same stories,
albeit 1n a somewhat diluted form, have also profoundly influenced
modern European and American literature. In the 1760s the High-
lander James Macpherson, at the behest of the literary Edin-
burgh elite of the mid-eighteenth century, collected, embellished,
and published versions of Fenian narratives. As etiolated ghosts
of their former robust selves, deploying a language of lofty and
sublimely heroic inanity, these Macphersonese tales of ‘Ossian’,
Finn, and their companions left a permanent mark on literary
history. Fenian heroes and their stories contributed form and
substance to eighteenth-century thinking about the nature of
literary and epic tradition in general, and to the idea of a national
British epic in particular. Fully implicated in the evolution of
eighteenth-century aesthetic values, in the concept of original
genius, of theories of the passions, and the cult of natural feeling,
these heroic figures from a Celtic past penetrated deeply into

the heart of European and American romantic and revolutionary
movements.
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Tales of the Elders of Ireland: Contents

Despite the importance of Macpherson’s versions of these tales to
modern literature, they exist as accidents of cultural history and
tell us little about the real nature of Fenian heroic tradition in Gaelic
Scotland, let alone in Ireland, its homeland. Without doubt 7ules
forms the most important literary contribution to that native
tradition—indeed i1t 1s the longest original literary text in medieval
Irish hiterature; 1t concerns the adventures of Finn and his com-
panions 1n a heroic setting in the past as told to St Patrick by Cailte,
an old fian (Fenmian) retainer. There 1s a frame-narrative telling of
the journeys of saint and warrior throughout the length and breadth
of the early Christian Ireland of the late fifth century. There are
hundreds of stories and poems in the work, representing a huge
mass of medieval Irish literary traditions, from pseudo-history,
myth, saga, bardic eulogy, and hagiography; these are arranged and
represented 1n a great variety of ways. Certain grand themes are
reiterated throughout the collection: the greatness of Finn as a
leader of warriors, the tragic rivalry between Finn’s family and the
family of Goll mac Morna which constantly threatens to disrupt the
well-being of the old pagan body politic; the privileged relations
between the heroes of the fiam and the inhabitants of the Irish
otherworld, the people of the goddess Danu, those divine dynasties
inhabitating the side, or fairy residences, of Ireland; the constant
insistence on the value of music, poetry, and storytelling itself;
the Christian moral code which the stories involving St Patrick
exemplify and the general harmonizing of the values of the warrior
¢lites, the royal dynasties, and the Church.

Some of the individual pieces that go to make up the whole may
indeed be older than the period of compilation of 7ales but the frame
device afforded by the relationship of saint and hero and the mark-
edly clear and uniform expository prose style provide a coherent
outline that makes the entire work eminently readable. The end 1s
lacking 1n all the manuscript copies of the work but from the general
structure of the compilation it 1s hardly likely that a great deal has
been lost. It is not attributed to a specific author in any of the four
manuscript witnesses to the work and i1s normally dated by scholars
to the end of the twelfth century, though the present translators
consider the early thirteenth century as a more likely date.
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Tales: Literary Contexts

The lore of place-names in medieval Irish literature

Tales has often been described as a ‘compilation’ or ‘collection’; but
terms such as these hardly convey accurately or do justice to the
obvious care and skill which have gone into the construction of the
whole work as we have it. The basic framework holding the hun-
dreds of stories together 1s provided by two major literary structures,
themselves of primary importance to medieval Irish literature in
general. One is the extremely important genre of the Dinnshenchas
collection, the lore of place-names and the sum of underlying stories
relating to an area and its name. This is one of the most deeply
embedded and persistent strands in all of Irish literature and pro-
vides the main structuring device and raison d’étre of Tales. In the
greatest of early Irish sagas, the 7Tdin Bo Cuailnge (The Cattle Raid
of Cooley), for example, many scenes are constructed on just such an
aetiological model. In the period 1n which cycles of Fenian tales were
taking shape as a viable cultural project there was already in literary
circulation a considerable mass of narratives, some of it authentic
tradition, some of it the invention of Irish ecclesiastical men of
learning, which provided an appropriate legend to account for local
place-names. By the time these place-name story cycles appear in
twelfth-century manuscripts such as the Book of Leinster, they have
taken on the character of a national onomastics-based legendary with
a double prose and poetry structure. Indeed the first mention of the
existence of 7ales occurs as a note to one of these collections in the
late fourteenth-/early fifteenth-century Book of Ballymote.

The Patrician connection

The second strand shaping the form of the compilation is that of
Patrician hagiography. From the authentic Confessio of Patrick in the
fifth century, through the various biographies of the saint from the
seventh to the ninth century, through the related materials collected
in the Book of Armagh, culminating in the more voluminous Irish
Bethu Phdtraic of the ninth century, certain Patrician hagiographical
stock scenarios are repeated and embellished; these in turn furnish
the basic narrative frame element of 7ales. Of these, the most import-
ant 1s the missionary itinerary; Patrick’s evangelizing activities as
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developed by his various biographers involve him in an ever-
widening circle of conversion taking in larger and larger areas of
Ireland. In Muircht’s Life these activities are centred around the
great meeting at Tara with the high king of Ireland; this 1s the major
occasion for demonstrating the dramatic meeting of pagan and
Christian world views and powers.

Frequently in Patrician and other early Irish hagiography there
are encounters with particularly dangerous and lawless individuals
and groups, brigand (diberg) types who occupy remote areas.
Enshrined 1in Tirechan’s Life of Patrick 1s a key story involving a
‘good’ pagan who conducts a dialogue with Patrick from beyond the
grave, telling the tale of his death at the hands of a hostile band
called a fian: ‘1 was the swineherd of Lugair king of Irraaith. The
fian of the son of Macc Con murdered me in the reign of Cairbre Nia
Fer.”' Mention of the almost certainly mythical king, Cairbre Nia
Fer, should alert us here that we are not dealing with real historical
detail but with a churchman’s pseudo-historical construction of the
past. In Muirchu’s Life we have an example of one of these violent
men of action, the Ulsterman Macuil mocu Grecae, ‘residing 1n a
mountainous, wild and high place in Druim moccu Echach, where
he daily exercised his lordship by taking up most wicked devices of
violence and killing passing travellers with cruel criminality’.” Thus,
two of the major 1deas of the framing device, the journeys around
Ireland and the encounter with an individual from the heroic and
violent pagan past, are a contribution from Patrician hagiography.

Even given the propensity of the Fenian warriors of 7ales to pre-
fer the wild to the settled life, 1t 1s, nevertheless, manifestly a far cry
from the barbarous fian figures of early hagiography to the high
social status of the Fiana and the refined chivalric heroism of Fenian
patterns of behaviour in our text. A brief account of the develop-
ment of the Fenian tradition, first as a socio-historical fact, and
second as a literary phenomenon, 1s in order i1f we wish to have a
clear image of what such figures might have represented to a later
medieval audience.

' Ludwig Bieler, The Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh, Scriptores Latini Hiber-
niae, 10 (Dublin, 1979), 154/155.
* Ibid. 102/ 103.
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Fian and Fianaigecht
Origins

From the earliest occurrences and usages of the term fian (plural
fiana) to describe a certain group of armed men 1n Irish historical
and legal sources, McCone, the most recent scholar to have studied
the phenomenon, arrived at the following definition: “The early Irish
fian catered for the propertyless males of free birth who had left
fosterage but had not yet inherited the property needed to settle
down as full landowning members of the t#ath [1.e. the local unit
of territorial self-government in early Ireland].”” In this socially
recognized unit of the fian specific types of raiding-group activities
were condoned. McCone has further connected fian behaviour
with various manifestations of young warrior cults in other Indo-
European areas, in particular, the close relationship between the
Irish grouping and the Germanic Mannerbund.

While it is certainly attractive to view aspects of the institution as
part of a common Indo-European tradition it 1s more realistic to study
its historical development among the Celtic peoples themselves. It 1s
possible that Celtic warbands formed the basis of the expanding mili-
tary profile of L.a Teéne Celts in Europe from the fifth century on, and
that their experiences as mercenaries in the armies of great Mediter-
ranean empire builders such as Philip and Alexander of Macedonia
provided a powerful incentive to the continuance of such institu-
tions. Raids on the rich centres to the Mediterranean south and the
opportunistic exploitation of the civilized and wealthy centre by the
barbarian periphery continued to provide the historical circum-
stances which favoured the survival of the warband institution among
the Celtic and Germanic border peoples into the Roman period.

How Ireland fitted into the common culture of the late LL.a Téne
world and the kind of contacts she had with Mediterranean culture
in general, and the Roman world in particular, is still unclear. That a
warband institution continued on in Ireland 1s most probable. It may
be of some significance in this respect that many of the first mentions
of fian bands from early Irish sources are connected with raiding
expeditions directed against late and post-Roman Britain and the

* Kim McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature (Maynooth,
1990), 205.
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Continent. Such seems to be the context for the Irish traditions
surrounding the continental exploits of the famous Niall Noigiallach
and his immediate successors. The Irish Annals provide us with a
number of early examples of raids specifically described as fian
expeditions. A typical example 1s that of the rigfhéinid, Maelumai
mac Baitain, great-great-grandson of Niall Noigiallach, whose
exploits and death are recorded in some detail at 610 by the Annals of
Tigernach. 'These raiding bands seem to have had some basic internal
organization with strong leader loyalty. They are usually identified as
‘the Fian of X’ and there are often fraternal and ritualized linkages as
well.

The fian and Irish law

How these groups, who may or may not have had some mercenary
soldier aspects, might fit in with the legal picture of the fian from the
Irish law tracts 1s not entirely clear. Certainly in the thinking of early
Irish jurists they have a recognized place in society. The phase of
legally licensed delinquency for young adult aristocratic males (and
sometimes females) may be of relatively brief duration if the young
man comes early into a sufficient landed inheritance. It may last
much longer if inheritance i1s blocked or too meagre to afford suf-
ficient status. The phrase 1n the late Old-Irish text, Tecosca Chormaic
(The Teachings of Cormac), expresses this succinctly: ‘Everyone 1s
a fian until inheritance.’

The fian may have achieved social respectability in other ways
also. McCone suggests that they had some connection to two specific
figures in the early Irish socio-legal schema, the aire échta (‘the lord
of slaughter’, licensed to exact a limited vengeance in an inter-
territorial blood feud) and the fer-gniae (‘the king’s champion’,
resolver of disputes by single combat on behalf of the king).* Inter-
estingly, the fer-gniae also enforces the payment of a woman'’s bride-
price when all other means have failed and this 1s a role which we see
Finn engage in several times 1n 7ales.

The fian and the Church

In early Irish secular society the fian is a tolerated institution and
there is a long line of secular-wisdom literature right down to

* Ibid. 212.
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the twelfth century endorsing the fian as an aspect of a healthily
functioning society. But 1t 1s clear that the institution was not one
favoured by the Church which during the centuries of conversion
and long thereafter waged a keen struggle for the minds, hearts, and
general resources of Irish aristocratic youth. A rhetorical contrast
was soon established between the disruptive hooliganism of the fian
members, the maicc badis (‘sons of death’), and the good young Chris-
tians, maicc bethad (‘sons of life’). In a number of Irish saints’ Lives
this antagonism between the saint and the brigand becomes the occa-
sion of an impressive display of the saint’s superior power and the
resulting conversion of the fian members.’

Thus, it 1s not simply 1n Patrician hagiography alone that a con-
test, which frequently turns into a fruitful dialogue between the saint
and the man of violence, becomes a staple of Irish hagiography and
secular saga. One cannot discount the possibility that the Church
and fian bands may have known dramatic encounters of a more
specific kind. Monastic lands do seem, 1n many instances, to have
been uncleared or boundary territories, and it i1s precisely in the
monastic expansion into these marginal areas, hitherto the zone of
the di-berg or fian, that some of the tension and also the perceived
affinities between the two social types may have been generated.’

This aspect of territorial and social marginality affected the
Church and the old warband institutions during the century and a
half of conversion, but the Church moved rapidly into a central and
dominant role in Irish society. Once established, 1t also felt obliged 1n
Ireland, as elsewhere in medieval Europe, to mediate and mitigate
the effects of endemic violence in society. Thus it i1s likely that the
Church was the major agent in the demise of the fian as a viable
social institution. A paradox emerges when we consider the matter
of 7ales; why do we have, in the twelfth century, well after the point
where the fian seems to have lost its social role and creditation, a
literary flowering based on fian lore? One other related point must
also be considered: if we have up to now been concerned with estab-
lishing the reality of fianaigecht (‘the tradition of the fiana’) as a
social institution, where do we search for the origins of the rich cast

> Richard Sharpe, ‘Hiberno-Latin Laicus, Irish Ldech, and the Devil’s Men’, Eriu, 30

(1979), 82—92.
* Padraig O Riain, ‘Boundary Association in Early Irish Society’, Studia Celtica, 7

(1972), 12—29.
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of literary characters found in the separate episodes of 7ales? Who,
exactly, are these ‘old men’?

Finn
Finn and the fiana

The figure of Finn 1s attested in some of the earliest Irish historical
sources, but he 1s by no means the earliest fian leader of note in the
literary tradition. He and Cailte, the Fenian representative in 7ales,
occupy a prestigious place in Leinster genealogical tradition as the
grandsons of Nuadu Necht, founder of all the major Leinster dynas-
ties. This 1s an obvious error. Finn’s listing as the grandson of
Nuadu Necht 1s contradicted by the information also given at this
point in the genealogies that Finn is ua Baiscne, hence grandson of
another figure entirely. Our Finn 1s an obvious substitution for the
Find File (Find the poet), great-grandson of Nuadu Necht mac
Rossa Ruad. The mistaken identification. with Find File may have
helped to give rise to one of the most persistent features of the
Fenian tradition of Finn: that he 1s a poet who has visionary know-
ledge of events. This 1s an aspect of Finn richly represented in 7Tales
and also 1n a text called 7The Boyhood Deeds of Finn, roughly con-
temporaneous with our work, which, imter alia, describes how he
acquired his magic ‘thumb of knowledge’ as a young boy. This 1s also
the tradition of Finn which we find in one of the most interesting
literary Fenian pieces of the ninth century, Reicne Fothaid Canainne
(The Poem of Fothad Canainne), the tragic story of another young
fian leader. This poem also contains a reference to Cailte.

The references to Oisin, the son of Finn, are earlier than this, but
the three figures do not appear together until the tenth century. It 1s
at this time also that a fairly consistent patronymic, Finn mac
Cumaill (occasionally Umaill) emerges, but considerable variation
persists in many aspects of the emerging ‘heroic biography’ of Finn,
with confused traditions concerning his tribal affiliation, wives,
place of residence, and death-tale. By the late Old-Irish period Finn
1s described as one of many royal fian leaders appointed by the great
king of Irish pseudo-historical tradition, Cormac mac Airt. By the
twelfth century Finn has become his unique taisech teglaigh ‘captain
of the house troop’.
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Tales of Finn

Despite Finn’s popularity throughout the Gaelic world from the
later Middle Ages down to our own day, few tales of Finn are found
in the early literary period. Towards the end of the tenth century we
see emerging the convention of a master list of tales that poets are
normally required to know as part of their professional expertise.
These lists provide a convenient point of reference for assessing the
impact of a literary tradition of the cycle of Finn, as this tradition
enters into the literary record on a more formal level. In one such list
in the Book of Leinster, a codex from the middle of the twelfth
century, we find four or five tales listed relating to Finn. Two of these
are romantic stories, 7ochmarc Ailbhe ('The Wooing of Ailbhe), and
Aithed Grainne re Diarmait (The Elopement of Grainne with Diar-
mait), and these have survived as separate prose tales in their own
right. Tochmarc Ailbhe exists as a late Old-Irish tale and shows Finn
on terms of equality with Cormac, high king of Ireland —this detail,
of course, being an historical anachronism. Of the two, the latter
story, dealing with the tragic love triangle between Diarmait,
Grainne, and Finn, 1s much the more famous, surviving as a modern
Irish tale with many versions, and 1t has often been cited as an
analogue, if not a source, for the European romance tradition of
‘Iristan and Isolde. Another storv in the list, Uath Beinne Etair (The
Cave [or Horror| of Howth), may be an offshoot of this, an incident
relating to Diarmait and Grainne’s flight, which now figures separ-
ately in the manuscript tradition. A lost tale, Uath Dercce Ferna ('The
Horror of Derc Ferna) or Echtra Fhind 1 nDerc Ferna (‘The Adven-
tures of Finn 1n Derc Ferna), 1s also listed.

Whatever may be the ultimate origins and the development path
of a widely dispersed Fenian tradition, it i1s undeniable that the
largest growth seems to occur in the Dinnshenchas or ‘lore of place-
names’ genre which 1s rapidly achieving outstanding literary popu-
larity and elaboration in the period between the tenth and the twelfth
centuries. In the Dinnshenchas collections such as we have them in
manuscripts dating from the twelfth to the fourteenth century there
are numerous references to Fenian place-name associations (though
none of these correlates exactly with material in 7ales). Whether
associated with the Dimnshenchas evolution, or for other reasons
which we shall discuss presently, we can note this Fenian growth
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from the observations of the twelfth-century scholar, Gilla in
Choimded ua Cormaic, that in his day there were 120 stories about
the fiana which every genuine fi/i (professional poet) could recite. We
also see the inclusion of Fenian saga materials, “The Causes of the
Battle of Knock’, in the great eleventh- to twelfth-century codex
from the monastery of Clonmacnoise, Lebor na hUidre (The Book of
the Dun Cow).

Fenian narrative 1s a growth literary industry in this period. It is
generally assumed that what we are witnessing in the twelfth century
in the sudden popularity of the lore of Finn and his companions is
the emergence into visibility of ancient popular tradition. Other lit-
erary factors are also at work. The fact that Finn becomes the arche-
type of this new wave of literary heroes rather than, say, Fothad
Canainne, a figure who 1s equally well represented in the literature of
the tenth century, may owe something to the conflation of Finn with
the Find File of earlier Leinster genealogical distinction. This has all
the advantages and fictional leeway that a key genealogical pole pos-
ition, and a pre-existing reputation for poetic knowledge, affords a
Leinster composite ‘Finn’ to the detriment of all other fian heroic
contenders. In addition, the use of Fenian material in the expansion
of the genre of Dinnshenchas points to a learned process of develop-
ment by ecclesiastical authors. It has been suggested that Finn’s
origin may lie among the vassal peoples of Leinster; such groups as
the Osraige are politically prominent in the tenth century, and the
ecclesiastical families of the Laigis and the Fothairt, who produced
the great Leinster codex, The Book of Leinster, are also proud of
their own family traditions. The association of Femian adventure
with the uatha or ‘monstrous’ happenings in the tale lists also points
to an ecclesiastical rather than a popular impetus for the advance-
ment of Fenian matenal.

The Fenian lay

By the time of the compilation of the great Book of Leinster in the
mid-twelfth century, Fenian narratives can be seen to constitute a
distinctive type and are considered worthy of collection as part of a
large and important compendium of tradition. Obviously, a Leinster
heroic figure is attractive for a predominantly Leinster-orientated
collection. There are a number of Fenian items of a new type in the
volume. The short verse-narrative form, though not unrepresented

e ———————
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in earlier tradition, became strongly associated with Fenian stories at
this ttime. This form 1s called /aoidh, a term found 1n the earlest
literature for a short dramatic poem, often used as battle incitation.
The plural phrase laoithe Fiannaidheachta (‘Fenian lays’) describes
the form of choice of subsequent Fenian narrative tradition.

Tales 1tself, however, reveals no special interest in this type of
narrative poem or in the /aoidh-designated forms that preceded 1it,
namely poems of heroic exhortation or heroic verse dialogue, well
represented under this name in the Fer Diad and Ca Chulainn seg-
ment of the 74in Bo Cuailnge. ‘Fenian lays’ are indeed present in
Tales—the charming story in Chapter I of Finn’s miniature other-
world musician, Cnua Der6il, and his wife, 1s one example of a typical
Fenian ‘ballad’ form; but what we most often find 1s that several
stories, told mainly 1n prose in 7ales, rely on pre-existing /aoithe.
Such models, 1t 1s clear, are here broken down and refashioned into
stories of a different complexion, and we can only discern the older
laoidh behind them by the occasional awkward fit between the new
prose and the stray fragments of verse that are preserved to embel-
lish the new composition. A good example of this kind of transform-
ation 1s furnished by another story from Chapter I, the tale of
Artuair, the British prince who stole the Fenian hounds and carried
them off to Britain.

Music, storytelling, and the Fenian world

As one reads 7ales one 1s struck by two aspects of the narrative
which must also have been of great importance to the medieval audi-
ence of the work, namely the repeatedly expressed pleasure of the
tales’ listeners in the stories they are hearing and their extreme
delight 1n the qualities of good musical performance. Patrick inter-
ests himself in both music and storytelling and we opened the Intro-
duction with one of Patrick’s many endorsements of the benefits and
the aesthetic value of the Fenian tales. We know from an external
contemporary witness, Gerald of Wales, that Irish musicians were
renowned 1n Europe for their distinctive style and the subtlety of
their music. The author of 7ales 1s deeply interested in promoting
the values of music in an aristocratic social setting. Thus music is
frequently described as having an otherworldly, seductive power
and 1ts best practitioners are otherworld beings themselves. The tale
of Cas Corach, the musician companion of the Fenian storyteller
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protagonist (Cailte, 1s the exemplary case. As we follow his appear-
ances through the web of the master narrative we are brought close
to what may have been the circumstances in which Fenian stories
and music came together to create a new cultural genre.

When Cas Corach first presents himself to Cailte, he is described
as a scolog, a student, though he 1s already endowed with prodigious
otherworldly musical abilities and 1s the son of an o/lamh (highest-
ranking professional man of art or letters), so may himself legitim-
ately aspire to that same high office. He says he has come to Cailte to
add to his educational repertoire by learning the art of telling Fenian
tales: ‘ “This 1s what has brought me, a desire to learn knowledge and
true lore, storytelling and the great deeds of valour of the Fian. . . .”
Thereupon he took his dulcimer and performed music and min-
strelsy for them and put them all to sleep. “Well, dear Cailte, what
answer do you give me?” he asked. “You shall obtain everything you
came here to request, 1f you have the art and skill to learn 1t, all the
deeds of valour and of arms that the Fian did.”’

When Cailte rejoins Patrick with Cas Corach in attendance the
conjunction of storytelling and music 1s brought forward again. The
clerics are eager to hear from Cailte: “The clerics asked him for tales.
He told them of the adventures he had had that year. “Where 1s
Broccan the scribe?” asked Patrick, and Broccan answered. Patrick
said, “Let everything that Cailte relates, from the day he parted from
us at the pillar on the Hill of Usnagh until this very time, be written
down and preserved by you.”’ Patrick then invites Cas Corach:
‘Now sing for us, Cas Corach, something of your art and of your own
skill.” A detailed description of his performance follows: ‘He took up
his dulcimer, tuned it, and played it until he brought a strain of
music on it.” The audience 1s seduced by the music and, when he has
finished, Cas Corach asks Patrick for his reward; Patrick replies:
‘You shall have Heaven, and may this be one of the three arts in
which one may find profit until the end in Ireland. Though a man of
your art may encounter great inhospitality, if he make music and tell
tales, the inhospitality will disappear. And men of your art will be
bedfellows of kings through eternity, and will prosper provided they
are not slothful, with but one man of a hundred of them i1n Hell.” As
a newly minted Christian, Cas Corach, the otherworldly Fenian
apprentice, is indeed rewarded in 7ales, if not with heaven then with
royal bed-sharing of another kind. He makes a most prestigious
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marriage into the family symbolic of the most powerful monarchs
of twelfth- and early thirteenth-century Ireland.

The greatest significance of Cas Corach’s achievement, however,
1s the witness it bears to the coming together of music and storytell-
ing in a new genre of performance. That this new genre may have
encountered some opposition 1s hinted at by Patrick’s mention of
difficulty quoted above. We know from the later thirteenth-century
poem book of the Magauran family that competition for patronage
between the eulogistic poets and Fenian performers was intense and
may well have forced the new Fenian genre into an inferior cultural
ranking in the course of the century. It may also be that Fenmian
performances, such as are implicit in the Cas Corach episode, trav-
elled to Scotland at this time along with praise poetry and achieved a
strong position in the less structured world of Scottish Gaelic cul-
ture. In the description of Cas Corach’s act with its triple-layered
musical introduction we are very close indeed to the standard
twelfth-century descriptions of the performance of Breton lays, as
described 1in Gottfried von Strassburg’s 77istan und Isold. The term
‘lay’ 1s generally thought to be of Celtic derivation though attested
only 1n Irish; certainly the word came into continental use generally
in the twelfth century to describe short verse-narrative pieces
accompanied by music, and 1s used most often to designate a story of
Breton origin.

‘Thus 1t would seem that we have here described in 7ales a very
significant and rich moment of cultural creativity for Irish literary
tradition. The role of poets in providing praise poems for their aris-
tocratic patrons 1s being formalized and practised 1n a vigorous new
way. There 1s a strong scholarly agenda of preserving both existing
and new narratives in a written form. Interest in and demand for the
‘Matter of Finn’ 1s growing and is already being deployed in Dinnsh-
enchas and hagiographic contexts. Music and storytelling are moving
into an ever closer relationship with each other. It remained for a
medieval Irish author to combine learning, contemporary perform-
ance interests, and invention in order to bring together a collection of
tales that might satisfy an Irish aristocratic audience on a national
scale. Such ambitious ‘national’ projects were already being realized
at this time on many levels; in the writing of the great codices them-
selves, in the Dinnshenchas verse compilations and in the national
collections of Irish saints’ Lives. Indeed a phase of this latter project
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has clear points of contact with 7ales. In the ‘Leinster Legendary’
phase of that collection, the same pool of Fenian materials is pressed
into service to glorify the twelfth-century status of the south-eastern
monasteries of Ferns, New Ross, Glendalough, and St Mullins.’

Tales of the Irish Elders

The matter of Tales

As a literary invention, nothing quite like 7a/es had appeared before
in Irish literary tradition. At first reading, the structure of 7ales
seems quite simple, so simple indeed that no clear agenda or con-
temporary raison d étre other than pure entertainment seems initially
to suggest 1tself. The old Fenians, Cailte and Oisin, find themselves
the only survivors of the fian band of Finn mac Cumaill and, in their
sadly altered state, they bid farewell to each other and begin their
separate adventures. Cailte soon meets with St Patrick and there-
after, with the exception of a few adventures undertaken singly in
otherworld destinations where Patrick could hardly be expected to
go, he accompanies the saint on his evangelizing journeys around
Ireland. There are two major circuits of Ireland and the great meet-
ing held each year at Usnagh at which they meet with Oisin and are
the guests of the high king, Diarmait mac Cerbaill. During these
travels Cailte gives an account of the various place-names they
encounter, thus reconstructing, in Fenian colours, an heroic legend-
ary of Ireland.

We are given no explanation as to how Oisin and Cailte—figures
who are traditionally assigned to the third century—could have sur-
vived on into the Christian fifth century to meet Patrick. The author
of Tales also flies in the face of traditional conventions on the syn-
chronization of Irish kings with Patrick’s mission by making Diar-
mait mac Cerbaill (d. 565) the high king rather than Loegaire and
providing fictitious names for the regional monarchs. Other recen-
sions of 7Tuales revert to the traditional alignments of kings and
Patrick’s mission. Diarmait is the pivotal king in Tara tradition; his
reign marks the transition from pagan to Christian kingship. The

" The idea of a Leinster Legendary has been popularized by Richard Sharpe in
Medieval Irish Saints Lives: An Introduction to ‘Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae’ (Oxford,

1991 ), passim.
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change serves to emphasize the fictional status of the text and directs
the reader to look for its significance in other than antiquarian, his-
torical exactitudes and verisimilitudes. The more precise significance
of this shift from the traditional Loegaire to Diarmait may well be
that the author of 7ales wished to signal a western bias to his work.
Diarmait is considered as the founding patron of the great Shannon
monastery of Clonmacnoise, a monastery much patronized by the
kings of Connaught right down to the beginning of the thirteenth
century.

Paradoxically, then, it 1s this cavalier treatment of the ‘canonical’
materials of learned tradition that releases the text and allows it to
convey meanings of a more up-to-date kind, in particular, meanings
that direct the reader’s attention to the families and interests of the
Patrician Church 1n the west and the Connaught kingdom 1n the late
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. Thus, for example, the name
of the king of Connaught for much of the narrative 1s Aed mac
Muiredaig, and by means of this unhistoric personage the reader 1s
encouraged to consider the ambit of the Sil Muireadaigh dynastic
line that provided twenty-four out of thirty kings of Connaught
from the time of the founder of the line, Muiredach Muillethan (d.
702), to the death, in 1224, of Cathal Crobhdearg, the king almost
certainly reigning at the time 7ales was composed. Inevitably then,
attention 1s drawn to this dynasty and the reader 1s alerted to the
potential importance of all scenes involving this family. This 1s of
considerable interest in its own right as establishing a real historical
context for the work but 1t also reveals something of the literary
strengths of the text. However much a modern reader may be
attracted by aspects which scholars have characterized as ‘charming’,
‘romantic’, and ‘mythical’, its effectiveness 1s very much that of a
text grappling with real social 1ssues and deploying an impressive set
of considerable literary devices to convey these concerns.

The story-cycle form generates a complex switching back and
forth between the various levels of narrated action. From Patrick’s
initial questions to the strangers flows a series of landscape-coded
reminiscences about Cailte’s heroic Fenian past. These are balanced
by incidents in which Cailte acts directly to demonstrate his continu-
ing power and scenes where Patrick himself 1s shown in his pastoral
relationship to various people whom they encounter. Human and
otherwordly time and place are also spliced together, as individuals
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appear who are inhabitants of the world of the old gods as construed
by early Irish literati. The Tuatha Dé Danann (‘Peoples of the God-
dess Danu’) appear and interact with the main heroic and saintly
characters.

In addition, we are constantly reminded of the central importance
of the Christianization of Ireland in effecting the transition from an
oral and pagan past to a literate and Christian present. Much atten-
tion 1s paid to this process in the text; Patrick himself, in the incident
quoted at the beginning of the Introduction, 1s anxious about his
pleasurable response to the old stories. In thanking the old men he
worries: ‘May victory be yours, Cailte, with my blessing. You have
lightened our spirits and our mind, even though our religious life 1s
being disrupted and our prayers neglected.” Having received the
positive message of the angels, quoted above, Patrick resolves any
further residual ambiguity about the value of secular storytelling by
baptizing Cailte and his companions and enjoining on them submis-
sion to that superior book, the Gospel of the true God. When the
angels, Aibelan and Solusbrethach, speak of the function of the tales
as providing entertainment for lords and commons 1n later times,
one must also correspondingly take into account the ways in which
Tales as a whole may be responsive to the concerns of its contempor-
ary audience. Many of these concerns will be reflected through the
Patrician ‘present’ time of the collection’s setting. What these con-
cerns might be, to whom they speak, and by whom they are spoken,
we shall see presently.

Methods: ‘An intricate business is storytelling!’ exclaimed Patrick

The sheer number of incidents, places, and characters in the work
can be, at first reading, bewildering and chaotic, as Patrick’s
endorsement of the old saying shows. Perhaps the clearest structure
in the narrative is the idea of the itinerary itself. W. Stokes, the
nineteenth-century editor of the text, was disconcerted at not being
able to identify any but a few of the place-names. Modern scholar-
ship has made little advance since then, leading to the conclusion
that most of the place-names, both old name and ‘new’ Fenian appel-
lation, are probably themselves part of the literary fiction. There are,
however, major blocks of narrative determined by the movement of
the characters from province to province. The place-names in these
actual interprovincial journeys are identifiable, so it is possible to
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establish some sense of narrative order based on these regional
itineraries. Once this grid is established the reader naturally then
seeks to know how the subsidiary arrangements of incident and story
relate to each other and to overarching thematic concerns.

In order to understand how theme and structure interact, it may
be helpful to take the first significant chunk of narrative, from the
time Cailte meets Patrick to the time they first separate—the Pro-
logue and first two chapters of the text—and try to ascertain how
this segment of the whole work 1s organized. The first part takes
place in the central kingdom of Meath; the second takes place 1n
Munster at one of the Patrician monasteries of modern County
Limerick; the third sees the protagonists in the environs of the royal
inauguration site of the Connaught kings, Carn Fraoich (Carnfree).

Part 1

The action of Part I takes place over two days and is divided 1in two
by the baptism of Cailte. After the introductory matter of the hospi-
tality of the old Fenian mentor, nurse, and provider, Cama, and after
the separation of Oisin and Cailte, the latter encounters Patrick and
his clerics. Saint and warrior display their complementary power:
Patrick blesses the old residence of Finn, without knowing the
Fenian significance of this ‘Fortress of the Red Ridge’, and he blesses
the warriors so that their demons leave them; Cailte finds water for
Patrick, furnishing the same water which will be used for his own
baptism while at the same time evoking the Fenian legendary past of
the spring. Thus pagan and Christian powers supplement each other
appropriately. With dinner offered by the saint comes entertainment
as Patrick, after sharing his meal with the Fenians, elicits from them
a dazzling evocation of the generosity and splendour of old Fenian
feasting.

‘Then comes the first true narrative, the story of Artuir’s theft of
Irish hounds and the recompense of British horses. As we proceed
through these early poems we are given an introduction to the
Feman cast of characters and already in the story of Artuir, the
young fian candidate, some of the ideological concerns of the work
are beginning to surface. A kind of democracy of heroic excellence
and mutual co-operativeness 1s being advocated and certain key les-
sons on the behaviour of the youthful members of the military caste
are being inculcated. Artuir’s greed is rebuked and his politically
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untrustworthy (Welsh) foreignness is redeemed by the superior
returns to the fiana of British cavalry mounts taken as recompense
for his theft. This may well reflect the growing consciousness of the
increased role of cavalry in twelfth-century Irish warfare and the
presence of British mercenaries on the Irish military scene even
before, but especially in the first years of the Anglo-Norman inva-
sion, that 1s, in the period of our text.

After Cailte’s baptism comes another round of stories of the past
divided 1in two by the incident of Fulartach’s appeal for Patrick’s
help in the recovery of his inheritance. The poem on the hunt of
Arran leads oft—a poem of idyllic sensuous pleasure in the innocent
bounty of the natural world. It provides an example of the kind of
lyric poetry which 1s traditionally associated with Finn the poet
throughout Irish tradition and with which 7ales 1s liberally sprin-
kled. The 1sland 1s a Fenian locus amoenus, one of many in the work.
To hunt 1n Arran 1s to have a pure fian experience, to know some-
thing of the untrammelled bounty of an ‘other’ world. This 1s fol-
lowed by a tale where ‘elsewhere’ conveys a far more profound
charge of social wish-fulfilment. Again it is a story about the expect-
ations of the young: the three sons of the king of Ireland expect in
the traditional course of things a share in their father’s inheritance,
but the father claims to hold his land by sword-right and bids them
go out and similarly carve out an inheritance. Unwilling to resort to
violence the brothers turn to a magical solution; wealth and adult
status come to them through the generosity of the otherworld and
the actual mansion which Patrick spotted 1s that built for them by
Aengus Oc himself. The fort is abandoned after a time but the fabu-
lous brothers live on for ever with the Tatha De.

The story 1s impossibly Utopian but for a medieval audience the
fundamental message is real enough: inheritance is not guaranteed in
a changing social world but one can hope, in matters of social
injustice, to seek the benefit of arbitration from a higher power or
enter the service of a more powerful and resource-rich patron. Thus
this tale neatly sets the stage for a Patrician display of authority. In a
mirror story, Fulartach, a younger brother who has had to turn to a
diberg or fian state because of his brother’s refusal to share the
inheritance, will be helped by Patrick to gain what is rightfully his.
Patrick, as he does in Tirechan’s Life, curses the ungenerous brother
and the ground swallows him.
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This is an awesome display of ecclesiastical power which will be
repeated in another very important context somewhat further on 1n
the narrative. ‘Pagan past and Christian present” are seen to com-
plement each other in that in both cases a general principle of Irish
partitive inheritance is vindicated and the concerns of the ruvenes
addressed.” As Patrick’s questions elicit more information on the
family of Finn, this concern with the /uvenes becomes specific in the
story of Mac Lugach. Mac Lugach’s difhiculties in the fian and the
long poem on the obligations of retainers that completes his story
serve as the most convincing example yet of the author’s extreme
concern about the problems specific to Irish aristocratic sons to
our author. As Irish kings maintain permanent standing armies
in the field, as the demand for mercenaries grows, and as new
land-clearance and land-conquest projects become necessary for a
growing population in Ireland as elsewhere in Europe, the need for a
literature to cater to these relatively new social conditions becomes
manifest. In the advice to Mac Lugach we read the new chivalric
code of a royal Irish household at the beginning of the thirteenth
century. For such a social situation a literary ‘re-invention’ of the old
fian institution 1S necessary.

Part 11

The centrepiece of Part II, the visit to Munster, is the story of Cael
and Créde. We have already pointed out the literary skill with which
the two narrative levels of Fenian story and Patrician incident are
juxtaposed in Part I. Here one finds a skilful narrative splicing of
a different kind. The main story is embedded in a lengthy sequence
on the hill of Finntulach: it 1s at once the old hunting ground of the
fiana and as such passionately remembered; it is the hill from which
the Fian of Finn set out for the battle of Ventry, hence the site where
they encounter their young colleague Cael and pick up his story;

* The phrase is McCone’s, in his volume of the same title.

” We use the term in the context in which Georges Duby has popularized it (in The
Chivalrous Society, trans. Cynthia Postan (Berkeley, 1977), 118), as a shorthand way of
referring to the specific social problems of aristocratic sons in twelfth-century Europe—
problems of social fulfilment that are directly reflected in the body of contemporary
European romance. It is this very social group, of which the fiana themselves are the
Irish archetype, who are the concern of the work, and they are considered in a variety of
ways which have direct relevance to early thirteenth-century Ireland.
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finally, when the tragic tale of the two lovers is told we return to the
hill for the staging of an exemplary hunt in Patrician time and a
salutary lesson in the churches’ venison-render rights, involving the
young Bran, son of a king of Munster. It has been claimed that the
story of Cael and Créde is not ‘authentic’ in that the poems already
existed as earlier bardic praise poems that are now misunderstood in
their new context. But the point 1s surely that it is the skill involved
in refitting poems from one genre and deploying them in new narra-
tive constructs that is the real and positive literary achievement here.
By such a bricolage a new sensibility 1s advanced; the young hero
seeks his romantic destiny and, through delivery of the poem that he
has learned, can be viewed as having passed a test in the art of
courtly refinement and dalliance. In such terms 7ales can be
regarded as a fully fledged work of European chivalric romance
where values of refined love between hero and heiress are worked
out, albeit tragically, in a uniquely Irish literary fashion.

Part 111

Part III 1s more directly structured around the 1dea of the journey,
though there 1s no long distance travelled, simply a circuit from
Lough Croan and Roscommon to Carnfree, the royal inauguration
site. The reader 1s thus encouraged to focus attention on the signifi-
cance of this site as it 1s finally revealed at the end of the section.
Again there 1s an orderly layering and juxtaposition of story. We
move through tales about the activities of Finn’s immediate family
and some of the more famous incidents from the battle of Mag
Mucruma, already known from other saga contexts, and with which
Finn came to be associated. These tales are divided up by traditional
Patrician incidents of conferring heaven posthumously on the
worthy pagan inhabitants of two graves found by Lough Croan. This
comprises the the first half of the section.

The hinge incident between the two parts 1s one that will assume
the highest structural importance in the entire work. Aed, the son of
the king of Connaught, becomes fatally ill after a game of hurling
and his distraught parents bring his body to Patrick. The saint 1s
moved by their grief and restores the young man to life: ‘A long,
golden basin, filled with water, was then brought to Patrick. He
blessed the water and placed it in a finely worked cup of white silver.
The holy man then went and lifted the fair, purple cowl and put
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three drops of water in the mouth of Aed, son of Muiredach. As the
third drop reached his mouth he sat up completely cured, and put
his hand over his mouth, as if waking after being with a woman or
after heavy drinking, and got up from his bed.” The ongoing story of
this young man, whose first appearance here 1s actually a flashback
inserted awkwardly into the narrative by the voice of the narrator,
will prove to be one of the most significant ideological threads of the
narrative and we will return to his story as the narrative itself does
ON NUMErous 0Cccasions.

In the second segment of Part III further symmetrical pairings of
stories for thematic purposes are evident: the story about Rath Glais
in Connaught 1s spliced with a story about Finn’s main Leinster
residence and afhiliations; the chess-game quarrel, which also takes
place here, 1s joined with a mirror story concerning Finn’s other
Leinster family group, the Ui Thairsig. Furthermore, just as the
exemplary Fenian story of the difhcult ‘squire’, Mac Lugach,
crowns Part I and the Patrician story of the young prince Bran,
rebuked for bad hunting manners, completes Part II, so now other
aspects of the social problems of retainers absorb the remainder of
this narrative block.

The problems of retainer responsibility, violence and self-control,
and social ranking are first rehearsed in a Fenian-time tale, in the
story of the famous Fenian chess game between the king of Lein-
ster’s son and a house retainer of Finn; the end resolution of the
quarrel 1s in the quasi-legal dictum that it 1s better that social
unequals such as a king’s son and a servant never be allowed, in the
apparent democracy of military apprenticeship, to forget their fun-
damental difference of rank. In the companion story the problematic
fate of the old warrior in service receives attention in the Leinster
tale of Garaid mac Morna; he is sorely provoked by the Fian wom-
en’s insults to his masculine social identity, almost to the point of
slaughtering these ladies, who should certainly have known better.
The lesson of self-control inculcated here, which can be read as the
purpose of this whole tale-telling session, is all the more striking in
that there seems to have been an alternative tradition in which
Garaid did actually burn the women, thus provoking one of the
tragic quarrels which beset the relationship in Fenian tradition gen-
erally of the Fian of Finn and that of the family of Goll mac Morna.

What this entire section is leading up to, however, is a discourse of
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far more formal significance. On the hill of Carnfree, the spot
towards which the journey as a whole has been tending, there is first
an extraordinary account of the old Fenians’ prior moment of con-
version to belief in the one true God, a conversion occasioned by a
divine curse of the earth-swallowing kind on the roval retinue of the
king of Tara many years before. Then comes a display of saintly and
roval co-operation such as marked a number of Irish legislative occa-
sions 1n the church reforms of the eleventh and twelfth century:
“I'hen the King of Connaught, Muiredach, son of Finnachta, set out
to proclaim his kingship and rule, and Patrick went off to preach the
faith and religious life, to expel the demons and the druids from
Ireland, to choose the holy and the righteous, to erect crosses, peni-
tential stations, and altars, and to destrov 1dols and spectres, and the
arts of druidism.’ The phrases describing Patrick’s mission are quite
conventional; what 1s novel 1s the active co-operation of the two and
the siting of Patrick’s initiative on the very ground of the roval
inauguration site itself. Beginning with the Synod of Cashel in 1101
and continuing to the patronage extended to the Decrees of the
Fourth Lateran Council by Cathal Crobhdearg O Conchobhair in
1217, the history of church and secular power 1n Ireland 1s inter alia
that of a series of regional and national co-operation projects to
reform the quality of Christian life in Ireland. A key aspect of the
influence of this long reform movement on 7a/es—marriage law and
custom—will now be considered.

The ‘real’ world of Tales

The controlling influence that the native Irish Church, itself the
product of ‘the long twelfth century’ of ecclesiastical reform, wished
to wield through the production and circulation of chivalric texts
such as 7ales 1s at i1ts most direct in the numerous tales that enjoin
monogamy on their protagonists, thus enforcing a break with what
had been long-established Irish law and custom. The words of St
Anselm to king Muirchertach Ua Briain at the end of the eleventh
century may be taken as typical of the attitude of reforming clerics:
‘It has been reported to us, that marriages are dissolved in your
kingdom without any cause, and are exchanged; and that kinsmen
are not ashamed to have intercourse, either under the name of mar-
riage or in any other way, publicly and without blame, contrary to the
prohibitions of canon law.’
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The tone and methods of native Irish clerics are somewhat more
tactful than this. Indeed 7ales itself may be seen as an instructional
tool of some subtlety in the effort to reform the social fabric. In one
such story of exchanged marriage partners Patrick responds with the
witticism quoted earlier, “This 1s an intricate tale!” Of all these tales
of romantic love the most significant are those which deal with the
marriage interests of the provincial dynasties. When next we rejoin,
towards the end of the work, the young man Aed, son of the king of
Connaught, he has married but is in the process of falling danger-
ously in love. Aillenn of the Ttatha Dé has sought him out and he
explains to her his dilemma: that he has promised Patrick to remain
monogamous and, as his royal wife 1s still alive, he must remain
obedient to Patrick’s injunction because of the old debt he owes
Patrick for his resuscitation.

There 1s considerable pathos in the tale as the frustrated lovers
movingly declare their mutual love for each other.

‘Is that your final judgment?’ asked Aillenn. “That I may not be given to
the king as long as that woman 1s with him?’ ‘It 1s indeed,’ said Patrick.
‘But, holy cleric,’ she said, ‘by the truth of your word, if the wife of the
king die before I do, then will I be given to him?’ ‘I say in the witness of
my truth,” said Patrick, ‘if she die before him, you will be given to him.’
Aillenn then wept copiously and heavily. ‘Do you love me, dear girl”’
asked the king. ‘I do indeed,’ she said. ‘“No one of the crowd of humanity 1s
dearer to me than you,” said the king, ‘but I am not able to break the

agreements and defy the command of the Adze-Head [Patrick] and of
God.” Aillenn went off to her sid [fairy mound] after that, and remained
there until the story alludes to her again.

But the happy outcome is at hand near the end of the work. The first
wife eventually dies and Patrick declares the lovers free to marry.
Their wedding forms a virtual ending for 7ales as we have it. Patrick
solemnizes their union and, as a reward for the king’s obedience to
the law of the Patrician—read twelfth-century reformed—Church,
proclaims a future blessing on the dynastic line. All this has the
direct irony of undoubted comment on the sexual mores of Irish
princes of the day. Cathal Crobhdearg, king of Connaught until
1224, 1s remembered by the western annalists as a man who scrupu-
lously observed monogamy in his personal life; in a few short years,
however, these same annalists condemn the whole line descended
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from his brother, Ruadhri O Conchobhair, the last high king of Ire-
land. It was his wretched adulterous habits and his defiance of the
reforming church, they comment, that lost the kingship of Ireland
for the western kings.

The great charm of 7ales has always been the sheer prodigality
and bounty of its storytelling couched in the deceptive simplicity of
its prose. As readers we can have an emotional rapport with the old
hero, Cailte, to a degree not possible with the heroes of earlier saga
tradition, because his tears of remembrance bind us with him to a
nobler, deeply felt past. The very names of places and people dis-
solve into an unlimited and seductive promise of story within story
within story. Every part of Ireland is a kind of palimpsest manifest-
ing various levels of a legendary past. Its imaginative allure should
not, however, blind us to the very real concerns refracted through
the distant mirrors of the world of the old heroes and the old gods.
Through these reflective surfaces and through the grid of a Patrician
lore of holy as well as legendary places, there 1s a clear space of the
present thirteenth century, of a real Ireland facing a new century of
unknowable challenge. For all its romanticism and heroic nostalgia,
the text presents itself as an instrument of vital engagement with a
very real world.




NOTE ON THE TEXT AND TRANSLATION

THERE are 1n all four manuscript witnesses to 7ales. Three of these
are from the fifteenth century, namely: MS Laud 610, Bodleian
Library, Oxford; The Book of Lismore, Library of the Duke of
Devonshire; and MS Rawlinson B 487, Bodleian Library, Oxford,
and also a copy of MS A IV, Killiney from the sixteenth century.
Of these texts the most complete i1s that contained in the Book of
[Lismore, a southern manuscript, though the Laud text 1s probably to
be dated somewhat earlier (¢.1450). LLaud contains material allegedly
drawn, according to some marginalia, from a now lost Book of the
Prebend of Cong, an important western Cistercian foundation much
patronized by the O’Connor kings of Connaught. Rawlinson B 487
was written for Sadhbh O’Malley, wife of the Sligo chieftain of that
name, and 1s hence also a western text. The manuscript contains a
copy of Cath Fionntragha (The Battle of Ventry) one of the great
battles supposedly fought by Finn and his men against a foreign
invader and referred to in the Acallam. 'The Franciscan manuscript
copy 1s also western in provenance; its text has been influenced by
the expansive, alliterative prose style typical of early modern Irish
tales. It 1s thus markedly different from and probably younger than
the other three manuscript versions, and although it shares some
features in common with a later medieval recension described below,
it can hardly be said to amount to a second recension of the work.
LLismore also contains the only copy of yet another Acallam in
which the principal characters are Patrick and Oisin rather than the
Patrick and Cailte of our text. This 1s normally called the Acallam
Bec, “I'he Little Colloquy’, to distinguish it from 7ales, “The Great
Colloquy’, and 1s probably to be dated a little later. At some further
point, probably in the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century, yet
another Acallam was assembled from both the earlier ones. This
version included also a richer selection of those short narrative
poems that subsequently became the generic norm for the transmis-
sion of Fenian story tradition. It is this later Acallam which was
copied repeatedly in the paper manuscripts of the modern period.
This translation 1s based on the readings of the main manuscripts
of Tales. We have checked the text against the facsimile edition
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of the Book of Lismore and against microfilms of the Bodleian
Library manuscripts. It proved impossible to obtain a microfilm
of the Franciscan Library manuscript. The work of O’Grady and
Stokes, the scholarly giants of the last centurv who worked on the
text, has been, of course, indispensable, as has the current work
being produced by a number of scholarly fellow Celticists. We are
indebted to their insights and to the helpful suggestions of many
friends.

In presenting this text we have tried to offer a faithful translation
of the prose contents of the work. This has been both easy and
difhcult: difficult, because the syntactical arrangement of the narra-
tive 1n a relaxed paratactic style makes 1t necessary to break down
this prose continuum into more manageable English units, thus run-
ning the danger of breaking the inimitable flow of the original
Irish text; easy, because the prose style of 7ales 1s clear and lucid by
contrast with the florid and exaggerated hyper-alliterative language
which, at the time 7ales was written, was fast becoming the standard
of Irish literary prose narratives. Some of these rhetorical tendencies
alreadv appear in the Franciscan manuscript version. We think it
important to present the prose of 7ales as faithfully as we can for two
reasons: first, because it reveals something of the strong tradition of
beautifully functional prose-writing in Ireland stretching from the
earliest extant sagas to the magisterial power of Geoffrey Keating’s
great historv of Ireland, Forus Feasa ar Erinn (An Encyclopedia
of Ireland), in the seventeenth century. It 1s Keating’s prose which
has dominated a modern consciousness of a ‘serious’ prose stvle
for modern Ireland and so it 1s good to be reminded that this clear
and dignified sense of language has roots in the medieval period.
Second, the only existing translation of the bulk of the work, that
of O’Grady, suffers from the excesses of what was the fashionable
translation style of heroic material in the nineteenth century. It 1s
always entertaining but often inaccurate and impossibly pseudo-
medieval 1n 1ts posturing.

The poetry of Tales has been largely neglected by editors and
translators except for the scholarly re-edition and retranslation of
some of the poetic gems in the early part of the work. We cannot
make exaggerated claims for the poetic brilliance of the bulk of the
poems; medieval Irish poetry suffers from an excess of conventional
phrasing, especiallv from the filling up of lines with trite tags for the
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sake of metrical completion. We have tried to present a readable
version of all the poems, with a prudent reduction where necessary
of these repetitive line-fillers. We have omitted only those poems
(four in number) which occur only in the Franciscan manuscript
and about which we have doubts as to their proper placement and
appropriateness. Near the end of the Franciscan text there 1s a frag-
ment stemming from another Fenian tale; this too we have omitted.

The profusion of personal names and of place-names constitutes a
major attraction of the text and also poses a problem to translators.
Are these people and places real? The answer 1s mainly no for the
people, partly yes for some form of the place-names. We have trans-
lated the place-names—whether real or imaginary—because of their
variousness and their evocative beauty. To i1dentify all the places
found 1n 7ales 1s beyond the scope of this translation; where a place
1s significant or very well known, or marks a clear phase of a journey,
we have added its modern Anglicized equivalent in square brackets.
We have also translated the personal epithets; we have, however, left
intact after their first translated citation the names and epithets of
the significant figures who are always thus known in Irish saga
or pseudo-history. Notes on many of these places and people is
provided in the Explanatory Notes.




GUIDE TO THE PRONUNCIATION OF
IRISH NAMES

Consonants

Imitial ‘p’ and °t’ are pronounced approximately as in English and
initial ‘c’ 1s always pronounced as in ‘cat’. Non-initial ‘c’, ‘p’, and ‘t’,
are usually pronounced as English ‘g’, ‘b’, and ‘d’. Imitial ‘b’ and ‘m’
are as 1n English, but in other positions are often pronounced as ‘v’.
Initial ‘d’ and ‘g’ are as in English, otherwise often as ‘th’ in ‘other’
(‘dh’ 1in the phonetic transcription) and ‘gh’, a sound like the ‘g’ 1n
German “Tage’. The digraphs ‘ph’ and ‘th’ correspond to ‘ph’ as in
‘philosophy’ and ‘th’ as 1n ‘thin’. The digraph ‘ch’ corresponds to
the ‘ch’ in German ‘machen’. Consonants followed by ‘1’ or ‘e’ are
palatalized, 1.e., followed by a ‘y’-sound, as ‘p’ in ‘pure’, vs. ‘p’ in
‘poor’. Final -y’ following a consonant is not a vowel sound, but
simply indicates that the consonant 1s palatalized. The name A:i/ill
(alyily), for example, has only two syllables,

Vowels

There 1s no simple correspondence of Irish to English vowels. Irish
vowels, for example, may simply indicate that a neighbouring con-
sonant 1s or 1s not palatalized, much as the ‘¢’ in English ‘cane’; as
opposed to ‘can’, merely indicates the quality of the preceding
vowel. In the rough phonetic transcription supplied with the list of
names the following equivalences apply: ‘a’ as in ‘father’ when
stressed, as 1n ‘woman’ when unstressed; ‘e’ as mn ‘pet’ when
stressed, as 1in ‘mother’ when unstressed; ‘1’ as in ‘pit’; ‘o’ as 1n ‘pot’;
‘u’ as 1 ‘put’; ‘uw’ as in ‘mood’; ‘ow’ as in ‘sown’; ‘aw’ as 1n ‘saw’;
‘ey’ as 1n ‘they’; ‘ee’ as in ‘feed’; ‘oy’ as in ‘boy’.

All Irish names are stressed on the first syllable. The names listed
below form but a small percentage of the names in the text, and the
reconstructed pronunciations are approximate. The modern pro-
nunciation is given in cases in which there has been substantial

phonetic change.
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Personal names

Aed (eydh; mod. ey)

Aedan (eydhawn; mod. eyawn)
Aengus Oc (eynghus owg)
Aibelan (eevyelawn)

Aife Fholtfhinn (eefye oltyin)
Ailill Olamm (alyily owlam)
Aillbe Ruad (alyvye ruwadh)
Aillén (alyeyn)

Aine (anye)

Airnélach (arnyeylach)
Aithirne (athyirnye)

Amairgen (avyirghyeny)
Artair (artuwry)

Bé Binn (byey vyiny)

Becan Boaire (byegawn bowirye)
Benén Mor (byenyeyn mowr)
Blathnait (blawthnity; mod. blawnity)
Bodb Derg (bodhv dyergh)
Bricriu (bryikryu)

Broccan (brokawn)

Cael (keyl)

Cailte (keeltye)

Cairbre (karybrye)

Cerball (kyerval)

Ciaban (kyeeavawn)

Cleitech (klyeydyech)

Clidna (klyidhna; mod. klyeena)
Cnu Deroil (knuw dyerowly)
Colmian Ela (kolmawn eyla)
Conaire (konirye)

Conall (konal)

Conn Cétchathach (kon kyeydchathach)

Créde (kryeydhye; mod. kyrey)
Dagda (daghdha)

Derg Dianscothach (dyergh dyeeanskothach)

Diarmait (dyeearmidy)
Dinertach (dyeenyertach)

XXXV
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Dithrubach (dyithruvach)
Duban (duvawn)

Duibne (divnye)

Eirge (eyrgye)

Eithne (ethnye; mod. ehnye)
Eochaid (eochidhy; mod. ochee)
FEogabal (eoghabhawl)
Eogan (eowghan)

Etain (eydeeny)

Faelan (feylawn)

Femen (fyevyen)

Ferdoman (fyerdovan)
Fergus (fyerghus)

Fiacha (fyiacha)

Finn mac Cumaill (fyin mak kuvaly)
Finnchad (fyinchadh)
Gabran (gavrawn)

Garad (garadh)

Garb (garv)

Guaire (guwarye)

[Labraid (lavridy)

L1 Ban (lyee vawn)

LLiaman (lyiavan)

Lir (lyr)

LLoegaire (leyghirye)

Lug (lugh)

Lugaid (lughidy; mod. luwee)
Mael Dain (meyl duwny)
Maine (manye)

Manannan (mananawn)
Medb (myedhv; mod. myev)
Midir (myidhyir)

Mil (myeel)

Modarn (modharn)

Morna (morna)

Muiredach (miryedhach; mod. miryeech)

Nuadu (nuwadhu)
Oisin (osyeeny)
Oscar (oskar)
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Ronan (rownawn)

Sadb (sadhv)

Scothniam (skothnyeeav)
Sechnall (syechnal)
Suibne (sivynye)

Tadg (tadhg)

Irén (trveyn)

Uchtdelb (uchtdyelv)

Place-names

Alba (alba)

Almu (alvu)

Baile (balye)

Benn Etair (byen eydary)
Brega (bryegha)

Bruig (brughy)

Dal nAraide (dawl naridhye)
Druimm Cain (drumy keen)

- Dn ar Sléib (duwn ar slyeyvy)
Loch Linngaeth (loch lyingeyth)
LLochlann (lochlan)

Macha (macha)

Assorted

Cenél Conaill (kyenyeyl gonily)
Erainn (eyrany)

fian (fyian)

fidchell (fyidhchyel)

geis (gyeys)

Lia Fail (lyeea foyly)

LLugnasad (lughnasadh)
Samain (savany)

sid (syeedh)

Trogan (troghan)

Tuatha Dé Danann (tuwatha dey danan)



SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

Editions and Translations

S. Hayes O’Grady (ed.), Agallamh na Senorach in Silva Gadelica, vol. 1
(London, 1892); partial trans. in vol. 11 (text of Lismore).

W. Stokes (ed.), Acallamh na Senorach in Irische Texte, vol. iv (Leipzig,
1900); translation gaps of O’Grady filled in, much poetry omitted.

D. Hyde (ed.), ‘An Agallamh Beag’, Lia Fail, 1 (1924), 79—107; the ‘Little
Colloquy’, partial edn.

N. Ni Sheaghdha (ed.), Agallamh na Seanorach, 3 vols. (Dublin, 1942,
1945); edn. of ‘Later Colloquy’ (A4S 2) with apparatus in Irish.

Myles Dillon (ed.), Stories from the Acallam, Mediaeval and Modern Irish
Series, Vol. 22 (Dublin, 1970); sections in normalized Irish, with notes
and glossary.

Historical Background

Thomas Bartlett and Keith Jeftrey (eds.), A Military History of Ireland
(Cambridge, 1996).

Ludwig Bieler, Four Latin Lives of St. Patrick, Scriptores Latin1 Hiber-
niae, 8 (Dublin, 1971).

The Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh, Scriptores Latin1 Hiber-
niae, 10 (Dublin, 1979).

Art Cosgrove (ed.), Medieval Ireland 1169—r1534, New History of Ireland,
1 (Oxford, 1987).

Myles Dillon and Nora K. Chadwick, The Celtic Realms (London,
1967).

A.B.E. Hood (ed. and trans.), St. Patrick, His Writings and Muirchu’s Life
(London, 1978).

Kim McCone Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature,
Maynooth Monographs, 3 (Maynooth, 1990).

Kathleen Mulchrone, (ed. and trans.), Bethu Phatraic: The Tripartite Life
of Patrick (Dublin, 1939).

Thomas F. O’Rahilly, Early Irish History and Mythoelogy (Dublin, 1946).

Alwyn Rees and Brinley Rees, Celtic Heritage: Ancient Tradition in Ireland
and Wales (Llondon, 1961; repr. 1973).

Richard Sharpe, Medieval Irish Saints’ Lives: An Introduction to Vitae
Sanctorum Hiberniae’ (Oxford, 1991).

Katherine Simms, From Kings to Warlords: The Changing Political Structure
of Gaelic Ireland in the Later Middle Ages (Woodbridge, 1987).




Select Bibliography XXXIX

Literary Background

Alan Bruford, Gaelic Folk-tales and Mediaeval Romances: A Study of the
Early Modern Irish ‘Romantic Tales’ and their Oral Derivatives (Dublin,
1969).

J. E. Caerwyn Williams and Patrick K. Ford, The Irish Literary Tradition
(Cardiff/Belmont, Mass., 1992).

Tom Peete Cross and Clark Harris Slover, Ancient Irish Tales (New York,
1936; rev. edn. Dublin, 1969).

Georges Duby (trans. Cynthia Postan), The Chivalrous Society (Berkeley,
1977).

David Greene and Frank O’Connor, A Golden Treasury of Irish Poetry:
A.D. 600—r1200 (London, 1967).

Edward Gwynn, Poems from the Dindshenchas, Royal Irish Academy, Todd
Lecture Series 7 (Dublin, 1900).

The Metrical Dindshenchas, Roval Irish Academy, Todd Lecture
Series 8—12 (Dublin, 1903—35).

Kenneth H. Jackson, A Celtic Miscellany (London, 1951; Harmonds-
worth, 1971).

Eleanor Knott and Gerard Murphy, Early Irish Literature (London, 1966).

Proinsias Mac Cana, Celtic Mythology (London, 1970; 2nd edn. Feltham,
Middlesex, 1983).

The Learned Tales of Medieval Ireland (Dublin, 1980).

Eoin Mac Neill, Duanaire Finn: The Book of the Lays of Finn, Part 1, Irish
Texts Society, 7 (London, 1904).

Kuno Mever, Fianaigecht, Roval Irish Academy, Todd Lecture Series 16
(Dublin, 1910).

Gerard Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The Book of the Lays of Finn, Part 11,
Irish Texts Society, 28 (London, 1933).

Duanaire Finn: The Book of the Lays of Fionn, Part 111, Irish Texts

Society, 43 (Dublin, 1953).

The Ossianic Lore and Romantic Tales of Medieval Ireland (Dublin,

1955, 2nd edn. Cork, 1971).

Early Inish Lyrics (Oxford,1956; repr. 1977).

Saga and Myth in Ancient Ireland (Dublin, 1961).

‘Acallam na Senorach’ in Myles Dillon (ed.), Irish Sagas (Cork,
1968), 119—34.

Frank O’Connor, The Backward Look: A Survey of Irish Literature (Lon-
don, 1967).

Daithi O hOgain, The Hero in Irish Folk History (Dublin and New York, 19853).

Fronn mac Cumhaill: Images of the Gaelic Hero (Dublin, 1988).

Robert D. Scott, The Thumb of Knowledge in Legends of Finn, Sigurd, and
Taliesin: Studies in Celtic and French Literature (New York, 1930).




x1 Select Bibliography

Critical Studies

James Carney, “Two Poems from Acallam na Senorach’ in James Carney
and David Greene (eds.), Celtic Studies: Essays in Memory of Angus
Matheson rgr2—r962 (London, 1968), 22—32.

Ann Dooley, ‘The Present Time of Acallam na Senérach’, Eigse, 34 (2000,

forthcoming).
Kenneth H. Jackson, Studies in Early Celtic Nature Poetry (Cambridge,

1935).
Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘Fianaigecht in the Pre-Norman Period’ in Bo

Almgvist, Séamas O Cathain, and Padraig O Héalai (eds.), The Heroic
Process: Form, Function and Fantasy in Folk Epic (Dublin, 1987), 75—99.

Kim McCone, ‘Werewolves, Cyclopes, Diberga, and Fianna: Juvenile
Delinquency in Early Ireland’, Cambridge Medieval Celtic Studies, 12
(1986), 1—22.

Joseph Falaky Nagy, The Wisdom of the Outlaw (Berkeley, 1985).

‘In Defence of Rémansaiocht’, Eriu, 38 (1987), g—26.

‘Compositional Concerns in the Acallam na Senorach’ in Donn-

chadh O Corriin e al. (eds.), Sages, Saints and Storytellers: Celtic

Studies in Honour of Professor James Carney, Maynooth Monographs, 2

(Maynooth, 1989), 149—58.

‘Oral Tradition 1n the Acallam na Senorach’ in W. E. H. Nicolaisen

(ed.), Oral Tradition in the Middle Ages (Binghamton, NY, 1995), 77—05.

Conversing with Angels and Ancients: Literary Myths of Medieval
Ireland (Ithaca, NY, and London, 1997).

Mairtin O Briain, ‘Some Material on Oisin 1in the Land of Youth’ in
Donnchadh O Corriin ef al. (eds.), S ages, Saints and Storytellers: Celtic
Studies in Honour of Professor James Carney, Maynooth Monographs, 2
(Maynooth, 1989), 181—99.

Sein O Coiledin, ‘Place and Placename in Fianaigheacht', Studia Hiber-
nica, 27 (1993), 45—60.

Nollaig O Muraile, ‘Agallamh na Seanorach’, in P. O Fiannachta (ed.), An
Fhiannaiocht, 1.éachtai Cholm Cille, xxv (Maynooth, 1995).

Padraig O Riain, ‘Boundary Association in Early Irish Society’, Studia
Celtica, 7 (1972), 12—29.

Harry Roe, ‘Acallam na Senorach: The Confluence of Lay and Clerical in
Oral Tradition’ in Cyril Byrne (ed.), Celtic Languages and Celtic
Peoples: Proceedings of the Second North American Conference of Celtic
Studies (Halifax, Nova Scotia, 1992), 331—46.

Richard Sharpe, ‘Hiberno-Latin Laicus, Irish Ldech and the Devil’s

Men’, Eriu, 30 (1979), 75-92.




A CHRONOLOGY OF FENIAN TALES IN
IRELAND AND SCOTLAND

1200—1400

Acallam na Senorach (Tales of the Irish Elders). This was probably com-
posed 1n the first decade of the thirteenth century.

Acallam Bec (The Little Colloquy). This 1s a compilation similar to
Tales and 1s found with 1t 1n the fifteenth-century Book of Lismore. How-
ever, Oisin rather than Cailte 1s the central figure. It was partially edited
by Douglas Hvde, Lia Fail, 1 (1924), 70—107.

Macgnimartha Finn (‘The Boyhood Deeds of Finn). This incomplete
saga relating how Finn acquired his name and the gift of wisdom 1s prob-
ably of the same date as 7ales. Ed. and trans. Kuno Meyer, Eriu, 1 (1904),
180—90. |

Cath Fionntrdgha ('The Battle of Ventry). This lengthy saga, popular in
both oral and manuscript contexts, 1s found with 7ales in MS Bodleian
LLaud 487 and 1s also referred to in 7ales itself. It has been dated to the
hfteenth century by its editor, Cecile O’Rahilly (Dublin, 1962). Sece
Explanatory Notes pp. 231—2.

The Chase of Sid na mBan Finn. This 1s also the title of a popular
modern Fenian poem. The earlier prose version from a fifteenth-century
manuscript 1s of interest in that it contains an incomplete version of the
death-tale of Finn. Ed. and trans. Kuno Mever, Fianaigecht, Royal Irish
Academy, Todd Lecture Series 16 (Dublin, 1910), 52—99.

14001650

Toraidheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghrainne (The Pursuit of Diarmaid and
Gramnne). There 1s evidence from ¢.1000 for a now lost earlier version of
this tale and other smaller story items from the intervening centuries
indicate a continuing tradition of this tale of love, elopement, and revenge
involving Finn, King Cormac’s daughter, Grainne, and Diarmaid. Ed.
and transl., Nessa Ni Sheaghdha, Irish Texts Society 48 (Dublin, 1967).

Agallamh na Seanorach (The Colloquy of the Ancients). A later medi-
eval version of the Colloguy, this 1s dated by its editor, Nessa N1 Shéagh-
dha, to ¢.1500 (3 vols. (Dublin, 1942—5)). This form of the Colloguy was
copied many times in the Irish paper manuscript tradition.

Duanaire Finn (‘The Poem Book of Finn). This ballad collection was
written 1n the Low Countries 1in 1626 for the exile and adventurer Captain
Sorley McDonald of the McDonalds of Antrim. Some thirty-seven bal-
lads 1n this collection have been dated by G. Murphyv to the late twelfth
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and thirteenth centuries; others are undoubtedly later. Eoin Mac Neill and
G. Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The Book of the Lays of Finn, Irish Texts
Society 3 parts, 7, 28, 43 (London, 1908, 1933, 1953).

1650—present

Some highly popular Fenian narratives from the early modern period with
over fifty oral and manuscript versions found in Ireland and Scotland
are: Feis Tighe Chonain (The Hospitality of Conan’s House), ed. M. Joynt
(Dublin, 1936); Toraidheacht an Ghiolla Dheachair (The Quest of
the Strange lLad), ed. S. Laoide and Ella hOgéin (Dublin, 1905); An
Bruidhean Chaorthainn (The Rowan Tree Fort), ed. Padraic Mac Piarais
(Dublin, 1908); Bruidhean Chéise Corainn (‘The Fortress of Céis Corainn),
ed. S. H. O’Grady, Si/va Gadelica, Vol. I (London, 1892). Other extremely
popular tales, for example, Eachtra Chéadaigh Mhoir (The Adventures
of Cédach the Great), migrated across the Atlantic to the Scottish-Gaelic
communities of Nova Scotia and were recorded there in recent times.

James Macpherson, The Poems of Ossian (LLondon, 1765). The first
instalment, Fragments, appeared 1n 1760 and questions were raised almost
from the outset about Macpherson’s linguistic abilities and literary prob-
ity. Scholarly opinion now considers that Macpherson did indeed have
access to authentic Gaelic manuscripts and that he consulted with sur-
vivors of the old Gaelic learned tradition in Scotland who furnished him
with manuscript materials.

J. F. Campbell, Leabhar na Feinne (London, 1872). This 1s the largest
collection of Scottish Fenian materials by the father of Scottish folktale
collecting. Further Scottish traditional material 1s contained in J. G.
Campbell, The Fians, Waifs and Strays of Celtic Tradition, IV (London,
1891).

Laoithe na Féinne (The Lays of the Fianna) ed. An Seabhach (Padraig
O Siochfhradha) (Dublin, 1941). This is the most extensive collection of
popular Fenian ballads collected from Irish sources.

Poems of Oisin, Bard of Erin, ed. J. H. Simpson (LLondon, 1857). This
interesting collection of living Fenian tales and ballads was gathered by an
English landlord in Co. Mayo 1n the 1850s. ’

The Lay of Oisin by Micheal Coimin, ed. and trans. Tomas O Flanng-
haile from the edition and translation of Brian O’Looney, Transactions of
the Ossianic Society, 4 (1854/9), 227-80. Though O’Looney attributes
this verse account of Oisin’s sojourn in the magical Land of Youth to the
eighteenth-century Co. Clare poet Michael Comyn, there i1s no indication
that the poem is any older than the mid-nineteenth century. It formed the
unacknowledged basis for the young W. B. Yeats’s narrative poem “The
Wanderings of Oisin’, which appeared in 1889.
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J. Curtin, Hero Tales of Ireland (L.ondon, 1894), was a highly popular
anthology of traditional tales, including Fenian materials, collected by an
Irish-American scholar.

Fenian ballads and stories continued to be sung and recited in Gaelic-
speaking Ireland and Scotland down to the twentieth century. For Ireland
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