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Preface

CURRY'’S Manuscript Materials, Hyde’s Literary His-
tory of Ireland, and Eleanor Hull’s Textbook of Irish

Literature are out of print, and De Blacam’s Gaelic
Literature Surveyed deals mainly with the later period. No ade-
quate account of Irish literature is now available. This little
book is an attempt in that direction. It is not my purpose to
provide a history of the literature, nor have I done much in the
way of criticism. I have sought merely to present the imagina-
tive literature of Ireland in a coherent order, choosing only the
best that has survived, so that a wider public may become fa-
miliar with its content and with its forms.

The Ulster Cycle has been fully analyzed by Thurneysen in
his admirable book, Die irische Helden- und Kinigsage (Halle,
1921); and both the heroic cycles have been discussed by the
Chadwicks in the larger framework of their great study, T/e
Growth of Literature (Cambridge, 1932). The Adventures, Voy-
ages, and Visions were studied long ago by Alfred Nutt in the
first volume of The Voyage of Bran (London, 1897); and . the
Visions are the object of a separate study by St. John D. Sey-
mour, Irish Visions of the Otherworld (London, 1920). There has
been no attempt at a history of Irish poetry, and I have there-
fore supplied references in chapter viii more freely than else-
where. The early nature poetry has been well discussed by Ken-
neth Jackson in his Early Celtic Nature Poetry (Cambridge,
1936).

Many of the sagas have been examined by T. F. O’Rahilly
in his Early Irish History and Mythology (Dublin, 1946), where
he applies his great knowledge to the tasks of bringing order
into the mythology and of sifting history from legend; and the
little book by the late Marie-Louise Sjoestedt, Dieux et héros
celtigues (Paris, 1940) is well written and full of ideas. Those who

Vv
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wish to know something about the men who composed and
handed down the stories and poems here described should read
Robin Flower’s last book, T/e Irish Tradition (Oxford, 1947).

In the Introduction I have drawn freely upon Thurneysen’s
Irische Helden- und Konigsage. Chapter iv has been taken from
my Cycles of the Kings (London, 1946). Some parts of the book
have appeared already in J. T. Shipley, Encyclopedia of Litera-
ture (New York: Philosophical Library, 1946), and my thanks
are due to the editor and the publisher for permission to reprint
them here. My thanks are due also to my friend Osborn Bergin
and to the editor of Studies for permission to use his editions and
translations of bardic poems, and to Messrs. Constable for the
use of the translations by Kuno Meyer. References to editions
and translations of the texts discussed have been given only
where they seemed to be of special interest, since all this infor-
mation will be found in the excellent bibliographies by R. I. Best.

For advice and help I am indebted to my friends, Blanche
Boyer, George Bobrinskoy, Benedict Einarson, and Gerard
Murphy, and to Professors M. L. W. Laistner and Theodore
Silverstein.

MyLeEs DiLLoN
Un1versiTy oF CHICAGO
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Introduction

HE Celtic invasion of Ireland is probably to be identi-
I fied by the appearance there of late Bronze age culture,
which has been dated ca. goo B.c. This late Bronze age
migration came from the northern Rhineland and eastern and
northern France and was apparently a sequel to the disturbance
which led to the first migrations of the Celts from their ancient
settlements north of the Alps. The evidence of archeology sug-
gests that the Celts came to Ireland by way of Britain; and their
route has been traced through Cumberland and Wigtownshire
into northeastern Ulster. This has, indeed, been the place of
entry for most invaders in prehistoric as in historic times. It has
long been held that the first Celtic speakers to come to Ireland
spoke the dialect of Celtic which is characterized by the preser-
vation of 1E ¢* whence they are known as Q-Celts in contrast to
the P-Celts of Gaul, who later invaded Britain. But Professor
O’Rabhilly has completely reversed this judgment and maintains
that the earliest Celtic inhabitants spoke a Brittannic dialect
and that the Q-Celts came directly from Gaul sometime between
150 and 50 B.c. O’Rahilly’s theory would account for the fact
that the language of the ogam inscriptions and the Old British
forms that have been preserved diverge so little. But the evi-
dence of archeology must be reckoned with, and the linguistic
evidence used by O’Rahilly is not convincing. The whole ques-
tion now awaits further study.

The Celts found before them in Ireland a non-Indo-European
people, of whose language we know nothing. Of their culture we
know only what archeology can tell, for they have left no writ-
ten documents. They built the megalithic monuments and for
tresses which remain in various parts of Ireland, a cause of won-
der and admiration; and they were skilled in the use of metals
and in the engraving of ornament on stone and metal objects.
The culture that they practiced came to Ireland from the Iberi-
an peninsula, apparently by way of Brittany and Cornwall. The
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Celts came, therefore, as the first Indo-Europeans to reach Ire-
land, bringing with them an aristocratic tradition and a highly
organized society. The description which Caesar and Polybius
have given of Gaulish customs well fits the old Irish world as we
know it from the sagas, and there are points of resemblance be-
tween Hindu and Irish tradition in language and custom which
suggest that the first Celtic invaders of Ireland brought with
them a social system that had its roots in Indo-European times.’
But for the first nine centuries or more they are beyond the
range of historian or linguist, for the art of writing was unknown
to them when they came, and they acquired it only in the first
centuries of the Christian era.

From the heroic sagas, however, we get a picture of pre-
Christian Ireland which seems genuine. It 1s not historical, for
the record 1s not in the form of history, and the texts of the
earliest sagas are not earlier than the eighth century. But they
have evidently a long oral tradition behind them and probably
reflect the social and political conditions of the time which they
claim to describe, namely, the first century before Christ. In
addition to the sagas, the law tracts are an important source of
evidence. The earliest of them are much older than the sagas
and may have been written in their extant form in the sixth or
seventh century; and they, too, are clearly based on ancient oral
tradition and reflect, in some respects, a pre-Christian society.
But the work of editing and interpreting them is still incom-
plete, and there 1s no satisfactory account of the evidence which
they contain.? For the early Christian period we can learn some-
thing, too, from the lives of the saints, which Stokes and Plum-
mer have interpreted.

Irish society was based upon monarchy. The king (7) reigned
over his people (fuath) as judge in peace and leader in war, but
he was not the lawgiver. Laws were adopted by the people in
assembly (oenach), only the freemen having franchise. It was a

1. “The Hindu Act of Truth in Celtic Tradition,” Modern Philology, XLIV (1947),
137; ‘Celtic and the Other Indo-European Languages,” Transactions of the Philological
Society, X (1947), 153 G. Dumézil, Servius et la fortune (Paris, 1943), p. 243.

2. There 1s a lot of information in the excellent notes to his edition of Crith Gablach
by D. A. Binchy (Dublin, 1941).

X1l
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hierarchical society, divided into many degrees which were
based partly upon nobility, partly upon learning, partly upon
wealth. Society is often presented as consisting of nobles
(faith) and churls (aithech). A general term for the privileged
class 1s aire (g. airech), and the aire was not necessarily a faith:
he was a freeman and enjoyed the rights of franchise, witness,
contract, and legacy. If he possessed large herds and many
plows, he was a driugu (g. briugad, Eng. ‘brewy’) and enjoyed
almost the same dignity as a faith. Also inferior to the faith was
the dc-thigerna (‘young lord’). The lower grades of aire included
a class of clients who rented cattle from members of the wealth-
ler classes and were distinguished as soerchéle ‘free client’ or
doerchéle (“unfree client’), according to the terms of their con-
tract. A more general classification of society divides the people
into soer (‘free’) and doer (‘unfree’), the latter class including,
besides the aithech, the slave (m. mug, g. moga; f. cumal, g.
cumaile) and the household servant (m. gilla; f. inaily).

Above the petty king (77 tuaithe), whose territory was in some
cases approximately that of one of the modern counties, stood
the provincial king (r7 céicid); and in the Christian period at
least, perhaps even from the time of Cormac mac Airt (third
century), there was a High King of Ireland (ardrz) over all.

Pre-Christian Ireland was divided into five provinces (cdzced,
lit. ‘fifth’). The northeastern province is called by the name of
its people, Ulaid. The name is preserved in the modern ‘Ulster,’
which covers a wider territory. The second syllable of the mod-
ern form derives from ON s#40ir ‘steadings,” as 1n ‘Leinster’ and
‘Munster.” The southeastern province is also named from its
people Laigin (Eng. ‘Leinster’), and so 1s the western province
Connachta, sometimes na teora Connachta ‘the three Con-
nachts.” The southwestern province is Mumu (g. Muman, Eng.
‘Munster’). The fifth province is Mide (‘The Middle One,’
called Media by Giraldus Cambrensis, Eng. ‘Meath’). But in
the Christian period this province of Meath drops out of the
reckoning, and two provinces are recognized in Munster,
Urmumu (‘East Munster,” Eng. ‘Ormond’) and Desmumu

X111
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(‘South Munster,” Eng. ‘Desmond’).?® The cédiced 1s divided into
tuatha (‘peoples’) ; and the term fuath 1s used both for the people
and for their territory. The fuath comprises smaller units known
as tricha cét (‘thirty hundreds’), which Giraldus identifies with
the Welsh cantref, an area comprising a hundred dwellings. He
tells us that there were in his time one hundred and seventy-six
tricha cét in Ireland. Thurneysen has therefore suggested that
the Irish term, in its common use as a military unit, means not
three thousand men but the force that a population of approxi-
mately three thousand could raise. This would mean that thirty
persons were reckoned for each dwelling (Zes).3

The kings and the greater nobles dwelt 1n fortified inclosures
(dtn or raith) of earthwork, within which were a number of
wooden buildings. Beside the inclosure was a lawn (faithche),
which served perhaps as a home pasture. The cow provided the
main supply of food (milk, butter, cheese, curds); but bread and
porridge (/itiu) were also important items. At a banquet beef
and pork were served, and beer (coirm) was drunk. Wine ( fin)
was a luxury. The cow was also the unit of value in affairs of
business, for there was no coinage.

Warriors were armed with shield (sczazz), sword (claideb), and
spear (gae) and sometimes with two javelins (s/eg). They wore
beards and went bareheaded* into battle. At least the greater
heroes went 1n a chariot (carpat). Victory in battle was com-
pleted by bringing home the heads of the slain enemies. The
challenge to single combat is a prominent feature of the heroic
tradition.s

Life was spent largely in warfare, and the raiding of a neigh-
boring territory for cattle was a favorite adventure. One such
raid is the theme of the chief saga of the Ulster Cycle, “The Cat-

2a. O’Rabhilly maintains that this division of Munster was a learned invention (Ear/ly
Irish History and Mythology [Dublin, 1946], p. 175).

3. Die irische Helden- und Kénigsage (Halle, 1921), p. 77.

4. The helmet (cathbarr) seems to be a later fashion; and Windisch suggests that it
may have been a cap worn only by princes as a badge of rank (TBC, Introd., p. xviii).

5. The use of the war-chariot, the taking of heads, and the challenge to single combat
were all practiced among the Gauls (see G. Dottin, Manuel d’irlandais moyen |Paris,

1913], pp. 262, 270, 275).
X1V
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tle-Raid of Cooley’ (T4in Bé Cualnge). A favorite pastime of the
nobles was jfidchell (Welsh gwyddbwyll, lit. ‘wood-skill’), some
board-game ordinarily rendered ‘chess’ by the translators of the
sagas. The boys played hurley, and in the Ulster sagas the king
took pleasure in watching them at play.

Some features of primitive magic play a large part in early
tradition. The practice of fasting against an enemy was common
in Ireland, as 1t was in India, and it was even a recognized pro-
cedure under Irish law in order to compel a defendant to make
atonement or to consent to arbitration. Another powerful in-
fluence on conduct was the notion of gezs,% an absolute prohibi-
tion from doing certain things. These gessa may be quite arbi-
trary, and they vary with individuals. Sometimes they seem re-
lated to the totem cult, as when Ca Chulainn (‘Hound of Cu-
lann’) may not eat the flesh of a dog, or Diarmait, whose life-
span was united with that of a boar, may not join in a boat-
hunt,” or Conaire, whose father was a bird, may not hunt
birds.® But Conaire was subject to many other gessa, and by
transgressing them he went to his death. Sometimes they are
apparently the result of a desire to avoid a set of circumstances
which had once led to disaster, as when the king of Connacht is
under geis not to sit in autumn on the mounds of Maine’s wife.?
(Maine, son of Medb of Connacht, was killed by Conchobar,
and his wife Ferbe died of grief.)™ In some cases a gezs 1s 1m-
posed by one man upon another, often by means of a successful
exploit, as when C& Chulainn lays a gess upon the Connacht-
men, binding them not to pass the ford until someone has re-
moved the branch which he has thrust into the ground.”

The Irish often raided the neighboring coasts of Britain, and
it was from one such raid, about the end of the fourth century,

6. Lit. ‘prayer, request,” the verbal noun of guidid ‘prays’ (Gk. woféw).
7. See p. 48.
8. Seeip. 27-

9. BR, pp. 4, 21.
10. IT, 111, 516, 756; Thurneysen, Heldensage, p. 359.

11. See p. 6. This form of geis is a commonplace of modern Irish folk tales, often
imposed by the winner of a card game.
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that the boy Patrick was brought to Ireland as a slave. Later he
returned to convert the people to Christianity, and with Chris-
tian learning the Irish acquired the art of writing.

Latin learning came to Ireland in the fifth century not as a
discipline imposed by conquerors but as the medium of a new
religion of peace and holiness. The Irish already had a long tra-
dition of native learning, which had grown up in the druidic
schools and was preserved by the fi/id by oral transmission, as
in the Brahman schools of India. They practiced writing in a
cryptographic script called “ogam,” which is preserved in many
inscriptions on stones and is based on the Latin alphabet; but
there is no evidence that the alphabet itself was used in pre-
Christian times or that there was any writing on parchment.
With the coming of Christianity, however, the use of the Latin
alphabet was applied to the native language, and religious and
secular learning flourished side by side. Thus i1t 1s that we have
in Irish the oldest vernacular literature in western Europe. The
manuscript tradition of the Irish language goes back to the
sixth century, within a hundred years or so of the death of St.
Patrick, although the earliest surviving manuscript containing
Irish material, the Wiirzburg Codex, is not earlier than A.p. 7oo0.
The oldest Irish documents, except the ogam 1nscriptions, are in
verse and are largely encomiastic or satirical poems. Apart from
their linguistic importance, they sometimes contain fragments
of historical tradition of considerable value, for example, the
stanzas attributed to Lugair Lanfili, whom Meyer placed in the
sixth century, and those of Colman mac Lénéni, edited by
Thurneysen (ZCP, XIX, 193). The most remarkable of these
early poems is the tamous Zmra Choluim Chille, preserved in the
Liber hymnorum, which is said to have been composed by Dallan
Forgaill in honor of St. Colmcille, who successfully defended the
order of fi/id at the Assembly of Druim Cett (A.D. §75) against
the charge of abusing their privileges.” It may be that the
rhythmical texts in the great legal compilation known as the
Senchas Mdr go back also to this early date (see ZCP, XVIII,

12. See p. 172. Thurneysen expressed himself in favor of the genuineness of this tra-
dition (ZCP, XX, 373).

XV1



Introduction

102), and we should then have a considerable amount of mate-
rial; but the detailed study of these texts from the linguistic
point of view has yet to be made. The written tradition has
lasted for almost fourteen centuries, and the material is of great
extent. We shall confine ourselves to an account of the imagina-
tive literature in prose and verse, to the exclusion of history,
grammar, law, and other learned writings. Hagiography and
purely devotional literature will also be disregarded.

Irish literature is preserved partly in great folio vellum manu-
scripts, of which the earliest surviving was written about the
end of the eleventh century.*® The vellums of the late fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries are of smaller size, and in the seven-
teenth century the use of paper became common in Ireland.
These manuscripts are, for the most part, miscellaneous collec-
tions of prose and verse, sacred and profane. We find legend, his-
tory and hagiography, bardic poetry and lyric poetry, medical
and legal tracts, Old, Middle, and Modern Irish side by side.
The manuscripts are miniature libraries.

Three manuscripts are of special interest on account of their
early date and the importance of their contents. The Book of the
Dun Cow (Lebor na Huidre, LU), written before 1106 and now
preserved in the Royal Irish Academy in Dublin, contains many
of the heroic sagas. The Book of Leinster (Lebor Laigen, LL),
written before 1160 and now preserved in Trinity College, Dub-
lin, contains history, genealogy, saga, and poetry. Rawlinson
B o2 (Rawl.), contains twelve leaves written in the eleventh
century in which the Annals of Tigernach are recorded, and
seventy leaves written in the twelfth century which are devoted
to historical matter, law tracts, dinnshenchas,** and copies of
Saltair na Rann and the famous glossary of Cormac mac Cuilen-
ndin (1 9o8). It is preserved in the Bodleian Library at Oxford.
There are four great vellums which are closely associated in

13. A few poems and fragments of prose, besides the glosses, are contained in Latin
manuscripts of earlier date. There is a brief account of the chief collections of manu-
scripts in J. F. Kenney, Sources for the Early History of Ireland (New York, 1929), p. 64.

14. ‘History of Places.” This is a collection of legends in prose and verse, purporting
to explain the names of famous places, rivers, lakes, or hills (see Thurneysen, Heldensage,

p. 36).
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place and time, all written in the late fourteenth or early fif-
teenth century and all in the west of Ireland—T4e Yellow Book
of Lecan (YBL), The Great Book of Lecan (Lec.), The Book of Hy
Many (HM), and The Book of Ballymote (BB). Of these, the
first is of special importance, as it contains the earliest extant
form of Té4in Bé Cualnge, the central saga of the Ulster Cycle.
The other three have many texts in common, and there
iIs some reason to believe that BB derives in part from
the same source as Lec. Their contents are largely his-
torical. YBL 1is in the library of Trinity College, Dub-
lin, and the other three are in the Royal Irish Academy.

Three other folios may be mentioned—7%e Lebor Brecc or

‘Speckled Book of Mac Egan’ (LB), written in the late four-
teenth century; The Book of Fermoy (F), written in the fifteenth
century, both now preserved in the Royal Irish Academy; and
The Book of Lismore, written 1n the fifteenth century, which i1s
in the possession of the Duke of Devonshire. For sacred texts
Lismore and LB are important sources. All these manuscripts,
except The Book of Fermoy, have been published in facsimile -
editions. Approximately a hundred vellums have survived, of
which some sixty are now in the Royal Irish Academy. The

whole collection of the Academy amounts to more than thirteen
hundred manuscripts. There are probably as many as two thou-
sand Irish manuscripts now in existence; but some of these are
mere transcripts of no independent value, and a great many
were written in the late eighteenth and even in the nineteenth
century and contain nothing that is not available in earlier and
better copies. The practice of copying manuscripts continued
in Ireland until recent times, for the printing of books in Irish
began late and was not common until the middle of the nine-
teenth century. Indeed, the last of the professional scribes,
Joseph O’Longan, died only in 1880. Keating’s History of Ire-
land, written ca. 1640, was the last important book in western
Europe to circulate in manuscript. It was first printed in an
English translation by Dermod O’Connor (1723); but manu-
script copies in Irish were being made for a hundred years after
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that. The complete Irish text was not available in print until
1908.

So far as the kinds of literature are concerned, it may be said
that there are no drama and no rhetoric and that, although
there 1s plenty of historical material, there i1s nothing in Irish
that one can set beside Herodotus or Thucydides or Livy or
Caesar until Geoffrey Keating compiled his great narrative. In
Ireland, as in Wales, poetry and legend are the substance of
literature.

X1X
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1re Ulster Cycle

PIC and romance go hand in hand in Irish literature, for
the two great cycles of heroic tales express sometimes
one mood, sometimes the other. The association of sor-

row with beauty is the motif of one of the oldest stories; and it
has, indeed, been shown that the legend of Tristan and Isolt
derives from Irish originals.* The classification into cycles is
modern. The native tradition classified the stories by types, and
we have two old lists of sagas so arranged. The types there
recognized are Destructions, Cattle-Raids, Courtships, Battles,
Cave Stories, Voyages, Tragedies, Adventures, Banquets,
Sieges, Plunderings, Elopements, Eruptions, Visions, Love
Stories, Hostings, and Invasions. A story was just a story,
whether the matter was legend or history, and the boundary be-
tween these two was of less interest in medieval times than it is
today. The title of a story about Gormflaith, a well-known his-
torical person of the tenth century, appears beside that of the
love of the legendary Hag of Beare for Fothad Canainne.?

The Ulster Cycle 1s so called because its heroes belong to
the Ulaid, a people of northeastern Ireland. Their king, when
the events narrated are supposed to have taken place, was Con-
chobar, and his palace was at Emain Macha, close to the city
of Armagh. Its site is marked by the remains now called ‘Navan
Fort,” about two miles west of the city. The central figure of the
cycle is Cth Chulainn, an Irish Achilles, whose father, according
to one tradition, was the god Lug of the LLong Arm; and many
of the stories celebrate his valor and his might. Conall Cernach

1. See p. 43. 2. O’Curry, MS. Mat., 584.



Early Irish Literature

and Loegaire Buadach are warriors who sometimes challenge
the primacy of Ct Chulainn. Bricriu Nemthenga (‘of the poi-
sonous tongue’) is a troublemaker who delights 1n provoking
quarrels. Fergus is a rather mysterious figure. He 1s abnormally
virile. (His name means ‘manly force.”) He was once king of
Ulster but was persuaded by his wife Ness to resign the king-
dom to her son Conchobar.3 Ailill and Medb are king and queen
of Connacht, and their daughter is Findabair (Gwenivere).

The form of the stories is a combination of prose and verse,
the main narrative in prose, while any heightening of the mood
may be marked by the use of verse, ordinarily so that the poems
are spoken by one of the characters. This literary form appears
first in ancient India, and Oldenberg has suggested that it is the
earliest form of literature known to the Indo-Europeans.4 These
Irish sagas appear to preserve the primitive form of epic tradi-
tion in which the verse is only incidental.s It was later perfected
in the Icelandic sagas, and it is generally believed that the
Norse acquired it in Ireland. Most of the stories are quite short
and describe a single episode; but there is one long text, the sub-
ject of which 1s a raid by the Connachtmen against the Ulaid,
and which may be classified as a prose epic, T@in Bé Cualnge,
“The Cattle-Raid of Cooley.” The theme is epic, for it is the de-\
fense of Ulster by one man, who stands alone against a whole |
army. The conflict of loyalties so dear to epic literature is pres-
ent here, too; for in the army of Connacht there are exiles from
Ulster, chief among them Fergus, who 1s the foster-father of Ca
Chulainn, and Fer Diad, who is his dearest friend.

The traditional date of the heroes of these stories is the cen-
tury before Christ, and the state of civilization which they pre-
sent accords well with the tradition. The Ulster Cycle reflects,
therefore, an older world than that of any other vernacular liter-
ature in western Europe, earlier than the German tradition of

Huns and Burgundians, which is the only other early cycle. It
3. Kaikeyl persuaded her husband, Da§aratha, to bestow the kingdom upon her
son Bharata and deprive Rama, who was his eldest son (Ramayana i. 22-23).
4. Hermann Oldenberg, Die Literatur des alten Indien (Stuttgart, 1903), p. 45.

5. See Windisch, Tdin Bé Cualnge, pp. xIviii—xlix; Geschichte der Sanskritphilologie
(Strassburg, 1920), 11, 404.
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The Ulster Cycle

shows us a society which is still pagan, and a life much like the
life of the Gauls as the ancients have described it. Naturally,
then, the stories are more primitive in form and in the manners
that they reveal than are the medieval sagas of Iceland or the
French romances. The authors delight in what is marvelous.
Magic i1s still potent, and gods interfere in the affairs of men.
We are impressed not by the nearness to life, the dignity, the
experience of the Norse sagas but by quite other qualities—
richness of imagination, delight in color, and a remarkable
sense of beauty. This sensitiveness is most often expressed with
regard to the beauty of nature, and, indeed, the early nature
poetry makes one of the finest chapters of Irish literature.

TAIN BO CUALNGE
TueE CATTLE-RAID OF COOLEY

In the earliest form in which we have it, the great T4in is far
from perfect. It is a conflation of two recensions and dates prob-
ably from the ninth century. The earliest manuscript is LU (ca.
A.D. 1100); but here the text has been heavily interpolated by a
later hand, and much has been erased and re-written.” The other
manuscript, YBL, 1s of the fourteenth century. It is believed
that the story was committed to writing in the middle of the
seventh century® by a fi/i who was acquainted with the Latin
learning of the monasteries and wished to record the native
heroic tradition in a worthy form. There are signs which show
that he knew the Aenceid: The fury Allecto (vi. 313) appears as
Allechtu; and it has been suggested that the narrative of the
boyhood feats of Ch Chulainn, which interrupts the story, was
intended to match the recital of Aeneas in Books 11 and ii1. In
the twelfth century an unknown author composed from the
mangled version preserved in LU a harmonized text of the great
epic, and his work is preserved in the Book of Leinster and 1n a

6. See W. Ridgeway, ‘The Date of the First Shaping of the Cuchulain Saga,” Pro-

ceedings of the British Academy, 11 (1905-6), 135. Windisch demonstrates this well in
the Introduction to his edition of the Té4in.

7. The source of the interpolations is represented by the text of the 74i» in BM Eg.
1782 (fifteenth century), which has been edited by Windisch (ZCP, IX, 121).

8. Thurneysen, ZCP, XIX, 20g9.
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sixteenth-century manuscript in the Royal Irish Academy. This
recension presents, of course, a later stage of the language and
is of less interest to linguists. The sterner form of the oldest tales
has given way to a more flowing style, and there is a free use of
alliterative epithet, well suited to the oral recitation for which
these stories were intended. It is a fine achievement, and if the
style of the ‘Composer,’ as he is called, later gave rise to excesses
of bombast and turgid repetition, that takes nothing from the
merit of his work. The later manuscript of the Composer’s text,
which is much better than LL, to judge from the variants in

Windisch’s edition, is still unpublished.

‘Once when their royal bed had been made ready for Ailill
and Medb they conversed as they lay on the pillows. “It 1s a
true saying, girl,”” said Ailill, “that the wife of a good man is
well off.” “It i1s true,” said the girl. “Why do you say so?”
“Because,” said Ailill, “you are better off today than the
day I wed you.” “I was well off without you,” said Medb.
“I had not heard or known 1t,” said Ailill, ““but that you were
an heiress and that your nearest neighbors were robbing and
plundering you.” “That was not so,” said Medb, “for my
father, Eochu Feidlech son of Finn, was high king of Ireland.”’
And she went on to boast of her riches, and he of his.

Their treasures were brought before them, and it appeared
that Medb had possessions equal to those of Ailill, save for a
splendid bull, Whitehorn, which had belonged to Medb’s herd
but had wandered into the herd of Ailill because it would not
remain in a woman'’s possession. All her wealth seemed to Medb
not worth a penny, since she had no bull equal to that of Ailill.
She learned that there was one as good in the province of Ulster
in the cantred of Cualnge, and she sent messengers to ask a loan
of i1t for a year, promising a rich reward. If the reward was not
enough, she would even grant the owner the enjoyment of her
love. The messengers returned without the bull and reported
the owner’s refusal. “There i1s no need to smooth over diffi-
culties,” said Medb, ‘for I knew that it would not be given freely
until 1t was taken by force, and so it will be taken.’

4
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Medb summoned the armies of Connacht and Cormac son
of Conchobar and Fergus son of Roech, who were in exile from
Ulster at the time, and set out to carry off the precious bull. Be-
fore the expedition started, she consulted her druid for a
prophecy.® He told her that she at least would return alive.
Then she met a mysterious prophetess who rode on the shaft of a
chariot, weaving a fringe with a gold staff, and she asked her to
prophesy. The woman answered: ‘I see crimson upon them, I
see red.” Four times Medb appealed against this oracle, but each
time the answer was the same; and the prophetess then chanted
a poem in which she foretold the deeds of Ch Chulainn.

On the first day the army advanced from Cruachain as far as
Cuil Silinni,* and the tents were pitched. Ailill’s tent was on
the right wing of the army. The tent of Fergus was next, and
beside it was the tent of Cormac son of Conchobar. To the left
of Ailill was the tent of Medb and next to hers that of Finda-
bair, her daughter. Medb drove through the camp to see which
troops were most eager and which most negligent, and she ob-
served that the Galidin (Leinstermen) excelled all the others.
She returned to Ailill with this report and proposed that the
Galibin should be massacred before they advanced further, lest
they should turn against Connacht in the battle. But she was
persuaded merely to distribute them among the other troops,
so that they could not combine against her. Fergus was appoint-
ed to guide the army, for the expedition was a revenge for him.
He had been king of Ulster for seven years and had gone into
exile when the sons of Uisliu were killed in violation of his guar-
anty and protection. And so he marched in front. But he felt a
pang of longing for Ulster and led the army astray northward
and southward while he sent warnings to the Ulstermen. But the
Ulstermen had been stricken with a mysterious sickness which
afflicted them in times of danger, the result of a curse laid upon
them by Macha, a fairy whom they had wronged.” Ca Chulainn

9. So the Greeks consulted the oracle at Aulis. 10, Near Tulsk, County Roscommon.

11. This noinden Ulad (‘sickness of the Ulstermen’) has been most recently discussed

by M.-L. Sjoestedt (Dieux et héros des celtes [Paris, 1941], p. 39), who regards it as a sur-
vival of the practice of the couvade, here as a propitiatory rite in honor of the Mother-

Goddess who was also goddess of war.
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and his father, Sualtam, were exempt from the curse, and they
set out to oppose the enemy. They arrived at Ard Cuillenn,*
and C Chulainn told his father to go back and warn the Ulster-
men to depart from the open plains into the woods and valleys.
He cut an oak sapling with a single stroke, and, using one arm,
one leg, and one eye, he made it into a hoop, wrote an ogam on
it, and fixed it around a stone pillar. Then he departed to keep a
tryst with a girl southward at Tara.

The Connacht army reached Ard Cuillenn and saw the ogam.
Fergus interpreted 1t for them. (His interpretation is in verse.)
Any man who advanced farther that night, unless he made a
hoop 1n the same way, would be slain by Ca Chulainn before
morning. Ailill decided to turn aside into the forest for the
night. In the morning C Chulainn returned from his tryst and
found the army at Turloch Caille Mobire, north of Cnogba na
Rig.*3 There he cut off the fork of a tree with a single stroke and
cast it into the earth from his chariot, so that two-thirds of the
stem was buried in the earth. He came upon two Connacht war-
riors and beheaded them and their charioteers. He set their
heads upon branches of the tree-fork and turned their horses
back toward the camp, the chariots bearing the headless bodies
of the men.** The Connachtmen decided that the army of Ulster
must be before them, and they sent Cormac son of Conchobar
to reconnoitre, for they knew that the Ulstermen would not
harm the son of their own king. Cormac advanced with three
thousand men, but he found only the tree-fork and the four
bleeding heads. When the rest of the army came up, they won-
dered at the sight. (Fergus chants a poem in which he bids the
druids explain this marvel, and they answer in verse.) Fergus
declared that 1t was geis for them to cross the ford at which the
tree-fork stood until some one of them had removed it with one
arm, standing in a chariot, as it had been cast. Medb bade him

12. Crossakeel, County Westmeath.
13. Knowth, County Meath.

14. This may be an instance of ‘publication of slaying,’ as practiced by the Germans
(see F. Mezger, “The Publication of Slaying in the Saga and in the Nibelungenlied,’
Arkiv for Nordisk Filologi, LXI [1946], 208). y
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do it himself. Seventeen times Fergus tried, and each time the
chariot broke asunder, until his own chariot was brought him
and he drew the tree-fork out of the ground.

Ailill decided to camp in the forest, southwest of Kells, and
ordered a feast to be prepared and music provided. And when
they had feasted and listened to music, Ailill asked Fergus who
1t could be that had killed four men so suddenly, and he named
many of the famous warriors of Ulster. Fergus answered that it
was none of these, but the boy C Chulainn, his own foster-son
and foster-son also to Conchobar, king of Ulster. (Here follows a
long account of the boyhood feats of Ch Chulainn.)

On the next day the army moved eastward, and C Chulainn
went to meet them. He surprised Orlam son of Ailill and Medb
and killed him, and the next day he killed three more with their
charioteers. The army advanced and devastated the plains of
Bregia® and Muirthemne,* and Fergus warned them to beware
of Ci Chulainn’s vengeance. (His warning is in verse.) They
went on into Cualnge and reached the river Glaiss Cruind, but
it rose against them so that they could not cross.*” A hundred
chariots were swept into the sea. C@ Chulainn followed hard
upon them seeking battle, and he killed a hundred men. Medb
called upon her people to oppose him in equal combat. ‘Not I,
not I said each one from where he stood. ‘My people owe no
victim, and if one were owing I would not go against Ca Chu-
lainn, for it is not easy to fight with him.” That night a hundred
warriors died of fright at the sound of Ca Chulainn’s weapons.

Medb sent a messenger to summon Ca Chulainn to a parley
with her and Fergus, but he would accept no conditions; and
for the next three nights the army lay without pitching their
tents and without feasting or music, and Ca Chulainn killed a
hundred men each night. The messenger was sent again to ask
for terms, and he refused all that were proposed. There was one
condition that he would accept, but he would not himself de-
clare it. Fergus was able to tell that Ca Chulainn would agree to

15. In southern County Meath.
16. The country around Dundalk, County Louth.
17. The Scamander rose against Achilles (//7ad xi. 305 ft.).
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single combat with a warrior each day, if the army would ad-
vance only while the combat lasted and would halt when the
warrior had been killed until another was found. Medb decided
to accept the proposal, because it would be better to lose one
man every day than a hundred every night.

(There follows a long series of single combats at a ford, with
CG Chulainn always the victor. Medb sometimes breaks faith
and sends many warriors together. Once she sends six, and he
kills them, and another time she sends a hundred, but Ca Chu-
lainn overcomes them all.)

Meanwhile Medb turned northward to Dan Sobairche,*® and
C4 Chulainn followed her. He turned back to protect his own
territory and found Buide son of Ban Blai, with twenty-four
followers, driving the Brown Bull of Cualnge, which they had
found 1n Glenn na Samaisce in Sliab Cuilinn. The bull was ac-
companied by twenty-four of his cows. Ca Chulainn challenged
Buide and killed him, but, while they were exchanging casts of
their spears, the great bull was driven off, ‘and that was the
greatest grief and dismay and confusion that C Chulainn suf-
fered on that hosting.” Medb plundered Dén Sobairche, and
then after six weeks the four provinces of Ireland with Ailill and
Medb and those who had captured the bull came into camp to-
gether.

Lug then came to help Ca Chulainn (for he was his father)
and told him to sleep for three days and nights and that he
would stand before the army. While Ca Chulainn slept, Lug put
herbs into his wounds so that he was healed in his sleep. Mean-
while, the boys of Ulster came and fought three battles against
the army. They killed three times their own number, but all the
hundred and fifty boys were killed. Then C Chulainn awoke,
‘and his spirit was strong within him, and he could have gone
to an assembly or a foray or a tryst or an ale-house or to one of
the chief assemblies of Ireland. “How long have I slept now,
warrior?” saild Ca Chulainn. “Three days and three nights,”
said the warrior. “Alas for that!” said CG Chulainn. “W hy so?”’
sald the warrior. ““The hosts have been all that time without at-

18. Dunseverick, County Antrim.
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tack,” said Ca Chulainn. ‘“Indeed they have not,” said the war
rior. ““Who has attacked them?” said Ca Chulainn. “The boys
came south from Emain Macha, a hundred and fifty kings’ sons
of Ulster, and they fought three battles against the hosts in the
three days and three nights that you have slept, and three times
their number fell by them, and the boys fell.””’

(Now the story tells at length of the vengeance of C Chu-
lainn for the boys of Ulster. This is a rhetorical passage to which
the ‘runs’ of modern folk tales correspond. The dressing of the
charioteer and the arming of the hero are described in many
words. The distortion of C Chulainn in his frenzy is presented
in a long passage. His war-chariot is armed with scythes. A list
of his victims is given.) ‘Ca Chulainn killed a hundred and
thirty kings in the Great Slaughter of Mag Muirthemne, and
great numbers of dogs and horses and women and children and
lesser people and mere rabble, for not one man out of every
three of the Men of Ireland escaped without an injury to his
leg or his head or his eye, or some lasting blemish.’

After his fury and his great distortion, C Chulainn showed
himself in all his beauty to the women and girls and poets, for he
did not think honorable the frightful shape he had worn the
night before. ‘Beautiful was the lad who came then to show him-
self to the hosts, Ch Chulainn son of Sualtam.’ (Here his beauty
is described in a long rhetorical passage.) Medb hid her face
behind a fence of shields lest he should cast at her, but the girls
asked the Men of Ireland to raise them on their shields to their
shoulders to see the beauty of Ca Chulainn. At last Medb called
upon Fer Diad to oppose C Chulainn. Fer Diad was foster-
brother of the hero. (This is the climax of the series of single
combats. The dialogue between Medb and Fer Diad is set in ten
stanzas of eight lines, aaabcccd, six lines of six syllables ending in
a disyllable, the two 4-lines having five syllables ending 1n a
monosyllable.) Fer Diad has been threatened with disgrace if he
refuses and is offered rich rewards if he consents. He laments his
misfortune but cannot suffer dishonor. Fergus goes out to warn
Ct Chulainn that the terrible Fer Diad is coming against him,
and again the dialogue is in verse (eleven quatrains). Fer Diad

9
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bids his charioteer harness his chariot, and the charioteer begs
him not to go. (Here the eight-line stanza 1s used again.) He sets
out, and Ct& Chulainn goes to meet him. (The language here 1s
highly rhetorical, and the dialogues are repeated in verse after
the prose. The whole episode makes 1,200 lines of the text.)

For three days Fer Diad and C& Chulainn fought, and neither
gained any advantage over the other. Each night Ca Chulainn
sent leeches and herbs to heal the wounds of Fer Diad, and Fer
Diad sent a share of his food to Ca Chulainn. On the fourth day
the choice of weapons lay with C4 Chulainn, and he chose the
‘play of the ford.” Then Fer Diad was afraid, for he knew that
it was in the ford that Ca Chulainn used to defeat every enemy.
For a long time they fought equally, and at last C& Chulainn
called for the gae bolga, the mysterious weapon whose use he
alone had learned from Scathach, the woman-warrior. (It was a
spear which entered the wound as one point but made thirty
points within.) Loeg set the gae bolga on the water, and Ca Chu-
lainn sent 1t against Fer Diad, and so Fer Diad was killed. Ca
Chulainn lamented the death of his friend. (There 1s a fine
poem here.)* He was himself prostrate from his wounds.

While C&4 Chulainn lay exhausted, single champions from
Ulster came out to oppose the Men of Ireland (the Connacht
army). But Sualtam, Ca Chulainn’s human father, had heard
in the distance the clamor of battle and said: ‘Either the sky is
bursting or the sea is ebbing away or the earth is breaking asun-
der, or 1t 1s the clamor of my son fighting against unequal odds.’
He came to where Ca Chulainn was and began to lament and
pity him. And Ca Chulainn sent him to Emain Macha to arouse
the Ulstermen. Sualtam came to the palace and cried out: ‘Men
are being killed, women are being carried off, cattle are being
driven away!” Three times he called, but there was no answer;
for it was a geis for the Ulstermen to speak before their king,
and 1t was a geis for the king to speak before his druids. At last
Cathbad the druid asked who was killing men and carrying off
women and driving cattle away, and Sualtam told the news of
Cé Chulainn’s long defense of Ulster. The druid answered mere-

19. It has been finely rendered by Sigerson in his Bards of the Gael and Gall (London,
1907).
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ly that the man who had so insulted the king by speaking un-
bidden deserved to die. As Sualtam went away in anger, his
shield turned against him, and the edge of the shield cut off his
head. Conchobar said that there was too much noise. ‘The sky
1s above us and the earth below and the sea all about us. Unless
the firmament with its showers of stars falls down upon the
earth or the earth bursts asunder in an earthquake or the blue-
bordered furrowy sea flows over the hair of the earth, I shall
bring back every cow to her byre and yard and every woman to
her home and dwelling, after victory in the battle.’

Then Conchobar sent out a summons to the Ulstermen, and
they came from east and west and north and advanced that
same night as far as Iraird Cuillenn. Conchobar went ahead and
brought in a hundred and sixty heads and a hundred and sixty
women whom he had rescued. ’

Meanwhile, Ailill announced that he had now plundered
Ulster from Samain until spring and that he would wait no long-
er for the Ulstermen. They must come to Mag A1 and fight him
there if they would. But, before departing, he sent out a scout
to see whether the Ulstermen were coming into the plain of
Meath. (Now the story gives a description of the approaching
enemy as .reported by the observer, in the manner beloved to
these sagas.?® It makes more than five hundred lines of prose.)

That night the Morrigu,* daughter of Ernmass, came to in-
cite the armies against each other. (Her incantation is in archaic
alliterative verse, the sense of which is obscure. It is followed by
exhortations in the same meter by Loeg, Ci Chulainn’s chari-
oteer, and by Sencha the druid, addressed to the Ulstermen.)

In the morning, when the sun was up, the Ulstermen at-
tacked, and the Men of Ireland came to meet them. Three times
the Men of Ireland broke through northward, and each time
they were driven back. Then Conchobar himself went into the
field, where the enemy had been advancing, and found Fergus

20. This feature is doubtless borrowed from Homer I/iad iii (reuxoorowia). It recurs
in ‘Bricriu’s Feast’ (see below, p. 22) and in “The Destruction of Ua Derga’s Hostel’ (p.
30).

21. She was an evil spirit who took delight in the deaths of men (see M.-L. Sjoe-
stedt, Dieux et héros des celtes, pp. 44—45)-
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opposed to him. They fought shield to shield, and Fergus struck
three mighty blows upon the shield of Conchobar so that it
screamed aloud. But, remembering that he was an Ulsterman,
he turned his anger against the hills, and three hills were shorn
of their tops by his sword.

CG Chulainn heard the scream of Conchobar’s magic shield
where he lay prostrate from his wounds. He rose up in"a heroic
frenzy and seized no mere weapons but his war-chariot, body
and wheels, to wield against the enemy. Fergus had promised,
if ever he and C Chulainn should meet in the battle, that he
would retreat before him. When C4 Chulainn now came against
him, he led his company out of the fight, and the Leinstermen
and Munstermen followed them, so that only Ailill and Medb
and their sons with nine battalions remained in thé field. At
noon Ca Chulainn came into the battle. At sunset he had de-
feated the last battalion, and of his chariot there remained a few
ribs of the body and a few spokes of the wheels.

Meanwhile, Medb had sent the Brown Bull of Cualnge to
Cruachain, so that he at least should come there, whoever else
might fail to come. Then she appealed to Ca Chulainn to spare
her army until it should go westward past Ath Mér,?? and he
consented.

Fergus watched the army as it went west from Ath Mbr.
When Medb lamented the disaster, he said that a drove of
horses led by a mare could have no luck.

When the Brown Bull came to Cruachain, he uttered three
mighty bellows, and the Whitehorned Bull heard that and came
to fight him. All who had returned from the battle came to
watch the bull-fight. They watched until night fell, and when
night fell they could only listen to the great noise of the fight.
The bulls traveled all over Ireland during the night, and in the
morning the Brown Bull was seen going past Cruachain with
the Whitehorned Bull on his horns. He galloped back to Ulster,
scattering fragments of the dead bull’s flesh from his horns on
the way, and when he came to the border of Cualnge, his heart

broke, and he died.

22. Athlone, County Westmeath, where they would cross the Shannon into Connacht.

12



The Ulster Cycle

The finest of all the Ulster stories is that of the ‘Exile of the
Sons of Usnech.’ It is the earliest form of the love motif in Irish
literature, the motif which later became famous in the story of
Tristan, apparently a French adaptation of Irish tradition. The
text as we have it may date from the eighth or ninth century. It
1s preserved in the Book of Leinster and in the Yellow Book of
Lecan and 1s one of the ‘prefatory tales’ (remscéla) of the Téin.

LONGES MAC NUSNIG

TrE ExiLE oF THE Sons or UsNEcH

The Ulaid feasted one day in the house of Fedlimid, the
chronicler of King Conchobar, and as the feast came to an end,
a girl-child was born to the wife of Fedlimid; and a druid
prophesied about her future. (The prophecy is pronounced in
two long poems, parts of which have not yet been satisfactorily
explained. Most of the text is clear. Her name is to be Derdriu.
The child will grow to be a woman of wonderful beauty and will
cause enmity and trouble and will depart out of the kingdom.
Many will die on account of her.)

The Ulaid proposed to kill the child at once and so avoid the
curse. But Conchobar ordered that she be spared and reared
apart, hidden from men’s eyes; and that he himself would take
her for his wife. So Derdriu was intrusted to foster-parents and
was reared 1n a dwelling apart. A wise woman, Leborcham, was
the only other person allowed to see her.

‘Once the girl’s foster-father was flaying a calf outside in
the snow in winter to cook it for her; and she saw a raven
- drinking the blood in the snow. Then she said to Leborcham:
“Fair would be a man upon whom those three colors should
be: his hair like the raven, and his cheek like the blood, and
his body like the snow.” “Grace and prosperity to you!” said
Leborcham. “He is not far from you, inside close by: Noisi
the son of Usnech.”” ““I shall not be well,”’ said she, “until I see
him.”
‘Once that same Noisi was on the rampart of the fort sound-
ing his cry. And sweet was the cry of the sons of Usnech.

13
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Every cow and every beast that would hear it used to give
two-thirds excess of milk. For every man who heard it, 1t was
enough of peace and entertainment. Good was their valor
too. Though the whole province of the Ulaid should be around
them in one place, if the three of them stood back to back,
they would not overcome them, for the excellence of their de-
fense. They were as swift as hounds at the hunt. They used to
kill deer by their speed.

‘When Noisi was there outside, soon she went out to him,
as though to go past him, and did not recognize him. “Fair 1s
the heifer that goes past me,” said he. “Heifers must grow
big where there are no bulls,” said she. “You have the bull
of the province,” said he, “the king of the Ulaid.” “I would
choose between you,” said she, “and I would take a young
bull like you.” “No!” said he. Then she sprang toward him
and caught his ears. “Here are two ears of shame(?) and
mockery,” said she, “unless you take me with you.”’

Noisi sounded his cry, and the Ulstermen sprang up as they
heard it, and the sons of Usnech, his two brothers, went out to
restrain and warn him. But his honor was challenged. ‘We shall
go into another country,’ said he. “There 1s not a king in Ireland
that will not make us welcome.” That night they set out with
150 warriors and 150 women and 150 hounds, and Derdriu was
with them.

Conchobar pursued them with plots and treachery, and they
fled to Scotland. And they took service with the king of Scot-
land and built a house around Derdriu so that they should not
be killed on account of her. One day the steward saw her and
told the king of her beauty, so that he demanded her for wife;
and the sons of Usnech had to flee and take refuge on an 1sland
in the sea.

Then Conchobar invited them back and sent Fergus as a
surety; but when they came to Emain, Noisi and his followers

were killed, and Derdriu was brought to Conchobar, and her
hands were bound behind her back.
When Fergus and Cormac heard of this treachery, they came
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and did great deeds: three hundred of the Ulaid were killed, and
women were killed, and Emain was burnt by Fergus. And Fer-

gus and Cormac went to the court of Ailill and Medb, and for
sixteen years the Ulaid had no peace.

But Derdriu was for a year with Conchobar, and she never
smiled or raised her head from her knee.

‘And when the musicians came to her, she used to say:

“Though you think the fierce warriors fair, who march

proudly over Emain, more proudly used they to march
to their house, the brave sons of Usnech. . ...

Sweet to Conchobar, your king, are the pipers and
horn-blowers, sweeter to me the cry of the sons of

Dear was the gray eye which women loved. It was
fierce against an enemy. After a visit to the woods, noble
course, delightful was his cry through the black forest.

I do not sleep; and I put no purple on my nails. Joy
comes not into my mind, since the sons of Usnech do not

Joy is not for me in the assembly of Emain which
nobles fill, nor peace nor happiness nor comfort, nor a big
house nor fair ornament.”

‘And when Conchobar was comforting her she used to say:

“Conchobar, what are you doing? You have caused
me sorrow and tears. As long as I live, I shall not love
you.

What was dearest to me under heaven, and what was
most beloved, you have taken him from me,—a great
wrong—so that I shall not see him till I die. . . ..

Two bright cheeks, red lips, eyebrows black as a chafer,
pearly teeth bright with the noble color of snow. . ...

Do not break my heart. Soon I shall die. Grief is
stronger than the sea, if you could understand 1t, Con-

chobar.”
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‘ “What do you hate most of what you see?”’ said Concho-
bar. “You,” she said, “and Eogan son of Durthacht.” “You
shall be a year with Eogan,” said Conchobar. He gave her to
Eogan. They went next day to the assembly of Macha. She
was behind Eogan in the chariot. She had prophesied that
she would not see two husbands on earth together. “Well,
Derdriu,” said Conchobar. “You look like a sheep between
two rams, between Eogan and me.” There was a big rock in
front of her. She thrust her head against the rock, so that it
shattered her head, and she died.

‘That is the exile of the Sons of Usnech, and the exile of
Fergus and the Tragic Death of the sons of Usnech and of
Derdriu. Finit. Amen. Finit.’

This story 1s preserved in a modern version, composed, per-
haps, in the fifteenth century, which has great merit. It has been
the victim of rather fastidious censure by scholars who had ac-
quired a taste for the Cistercian bareness of the early sagas and
could not appreciate the baroque in literature. It is this second
version which 1s the source of Lady Gregory’s modernization
and so of the works of Yeats, James Stephens, and A. Synge
too, probably used this adaptation, but his great play is very
much his own creation.

Another story excels in its restrained emotion. When C Chu-
lainn was in the east, learning feats of arms from Scdthach so
that he might win the hand of Emer, he fought against another
woman-warrior, Aife, an enemy of Scathach; and he overcame
her and had a son by her. All this is told in a long saga called
“The Wooing of Emer.” The boy is to come to Ireland when he
grows to manhood, and he is not to tell his name on the demand
of a single warrior. “The Tragic Death of Aife’s Only Son’ tells
of the boy’s coming to Ireland and of his death by the hand of
his own father. It is the story of Sohrab and Rustum, the theme
also of the Hildebrandslied, evidently an ancient Indo-European
motif. The Irish text is very short, so short that we must sup-
pose that the manuscript versions of these stories served merely
as an outline which the reciter could develop as he went along.
It 1s preserved in YBL and is of the ninth century.
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AIDED OENFIR AIFE

TuaeE TraGgic DeEaTH oF AIFe’s ONLY SoN

The men of Ulster were assembled at Tracht Eisi, when they
saw a boy coming on the sea in a boat of bronze with gilded
oars. He was performing strange feats, bringing down birds
alive with his sling and then releasing them. He would scatter
them out of sight by a trick of his hands and then sing to them
so that they flew back to him. The Ulstermen were alarmed and
sent a champion to meet him and prevent his landing or dis-
cover his name. Condere goes first, but the boy defies him. Then
the mighty Conall Cernach goes down, the boy hurls a stone
from his sling, and Conall falls. The boy binds his arms with the
strap of his own shield. ‘Let someone else oppose him! says

Conall Cernach.

‘Ca Chulainn was practicing his feats as he approached the
youth, and the arm ot Emer daughter of Forgall was around
his neck. “Do not go down!” said she. “It 1s a son of yours
that is down there. Do not murder your only son! Refrain, O
eager son of Soailte. It is not brave or wise to oppose your
valiant son. . . . . Turn toward me. Listen. My advice 1s good.
Let Ca Chulainn hear! I know what name he will tell, if the
boy down there 1s Conla, Aife’s only son.”

“Then C& Chulainn said: “Forbear, woman! I heed not a
woman’s advice. . . . . Make not your womanish talk of gen-
tle conduct. . . .. The good spear drinks good liquor. Though
it were he, indeed, woman,” said he, “I would kill him for the
honor of Ulster.” .

‘Then he went down himself. “You play well, boy,” said
he. “But your play is cruel,” said the little boy, “that two of
you do not come so that I might tell my name to them.”
“Should I then have taken a child along with me?”” said Ca
Chulainn. “You shall die, if you do not tell your name.” “Be
it so,”” said the lad.

“The boy came toward him. They smote each other. The
boy shaved his head with his sword by a measured stroke.
“This is enough of insolence,” said Ct Chulainn. “Let us
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wrestle then!” “I shall not be able to reach up to your belt,”
said the boy. The boy got upon two stones, and he thrust
Ca Chulainn between the stones three times. And the boy
did not move either of his feet from the stones, and his feet
went into the stones up to his ankles. The mark of his feet is
there still. Hence is named The Strand of the Track in Ulster.
“Then they went into the sea to drown each other, and the
~ boy put him under twice. He went against the boy in shallow
water and played him false with the gae bolga. For Scathach
had taught the use of that weapon to none but Ca Chulainn
alone. He cast it at the boy through the water so that his en-
trails were about his feet. ““That is what Scathach did not
teach me!” said he. “Woe to you who have wounded me!”
‘“It is true,” said CG Chulainn. He took the boy in his
arms and bore him away, and he carried him up and cast him
before the Ulstermen. “Here is my son for you, men of Ul-
ster!” said he.’ '

Two other stories of this cycle deserve special mention: “The
Feast of Bricriu’ and ‘The Story of Mac Da Thé’s Pig.” The
first 1s, after the great Téin, the longest and perhaps the most
finished of the Ulster sagas. The central motif 1s that of the
Hero’s Portion (curad-mir) at a feast, an echo of what Poseido-
nius tells about the ancient Gauls (/thenaeus iv. 40). Here, too,
occurs the Champion’s Ordeal, in which the hero is invited to
cut off a giant’s head on condition that he will lay his own head
on the block at the end of a year. Kittredge has shown that it is
the source of the episode in Sir Gawayne and the Green Knight.
The second story is motivated also by the competition for the
Hero’s Portion and 1s notable for its lively dialogue. Both these
tales are pure comedy, and they provide a contrast to the noble
tragedy of Deirdre and the story of Conla’s death, the purely
heroic temper of the Tédin, and the gentle romance of Té4in Bé
braich or Serglige Con Culainn. Only the first will be considered
here. It 1s preserved in LU and dates from the eighth century.
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FLED BRICRENN

Bricrivu’s FeasT

Bricriu of the Poisonous Tongue made a great feast for Con-
chobar mac Nessa and for all the Ulstermen. For a whole year
he was gathering food, and he built a splendid house at Dan
Rudraige in which to serve it. The house was built in imitation
of the Craebruad at Emain Macha, but it was even grander in
material and style and ornament. The arrangement within was
like that of the Banquet Hall at Tara, nine couches from the
hearth to the wall, and in front, above them all, a royal couch
for Conchobar, which was decorated with precious stones and
ornaments of gold and silver, making night as bright as day.
Around the royal couch were twelve couches for the twelve
champions of Ulster. For himself Bricriu built a sunroom out-
side with glass windows all around, so that he could look into
the big house, for he knew that the Ulstermen would not let him
join them.

Then Bricriu went to Emain Macha to invite the Ulstermen
to his feast. ‘We will not go,’ said Fergus and the others, ‘for
more of us would be dead than living after Bricriu had set us
against each other.” Bricriu said it would be worse for them if
they failed to come, for he would set kings and chieftains and
warriors and lords against each other so that they would all be
killed. Conchobar refused to go. Then Bricriu threatened to set
father against son and mother against daughter?? and to set the
two breasts of every woman in Ulster in conflict so that they
would strike against each other and rot away. ‘It is better to
go,” said Fergus, ‘or it will happen as he says.” ‘Let a few of the
chief men of Ulster discuss it, if you wish,” said Sencha son of
Ailill. ‘Evil will come of it,” said Conchobar, ‘if we do not take
counsel.’

The Ulstermen decided to go to the feast on condition that
Bricriu would not enter the house, and they set out from Emain
Macha, each king and chieftain with his retinue in splendid

23. Father and son, mother and daughter, are two of the eight ‘unions’ recognized
by Irish law (R. Thurneysen and Others, Studies in Irish Law [Dublin, 1936], p. 129).
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array. Bricriu set to work at once. He came to Loegaire Buadach
and praised his valor and fame and asked why he had not
claimed the Hero’s Portion of Emain forever. ‘If I wished i1t,’
said Loegaire, ‘I should have it.” Bricriu promised him the
headship of the warriors of Ireland if he would take his advice,
and Loegaire consented. Then Bricriu described the Hero's
Portion of the feast that he had prepared: a milk-fed hog; an
ox that had been fed only on milk, grass, and corn; and a hun-
dred wheaten loaves baked in honey. ¢ “Since you are the great-
est warrior of Ulster,”” said Bricriu, ‘it is to you it should be giv-
en, and it 1s for you I have appointed it. When the feast 1s ready
to be displayed at the end of the day, let your charioteer rise up,
and the Hero’s Portion will be given to him.” “There will be
dead men there, or it will be done,” said Loegaire. Bricriu
laughed at that, and he was content in mind.” Then he went to
Conall Cernach and to C& Chulainn, in turn, and told them the
same thing, and each agreed to claim the Hero’s Portion.

When Bricriu had displayed his feast to the Ulstermen, they
asked him to leave the hall as he had promised; and, as he went
out, he bade them give the Hero’s Portion to the greatest war-
rior among them. The carvers arose to divide the food, and at
once Loegaire’s charioteer claimed the prize for his master. The
charioteers of Conall and C4 Chulainn claimed it, too. The
three warriors sprang up and seized their weapons and began to
fight, Loegaire and Conall against Ch Chulainn, so that one side
of the house was like a blaze of fire from the clash of swords and
spears and the other was like a flock of white birds from the dust
of the shields. The house was in a tumult, and Conchobar was
angry at the unfairness and untruth?4 of two men attacking one.
But none dared to hinder them until Sencha, the druid, told
Conchobar to separate the men. ‘For Conchobar was the earthly
god of the Ulstermen at that time.’

Conchobar and Fergus went between them, and Sencha de-
cided that the Hero’s Portion should be divided among the

24. Fir fer (‘Men’s Truth’) was a rule of conduct according to which a man who of-

fered single combat should not be opposed by more than one (see Thurneysen, Die
irische Helden- und Konigsage [Halle, 1921], p. 81).
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whole company that night, and the dispute referred to Ailill son
of Maga, king of Connacht. When they had eaten and drunk
and were merry, Fedelm Noichride came out of the house with
her fifty women after drinking much wine; and Bricriu saw her
go by. Fedelm was the daughter of Conchobar and wife of
Loegaire; and Bricriu told her that she should have precedence
over all the women of Ulster and the right of first entry into the
banquet hall at Tara. If she went first into the house that night,
she would have that privilege forever. Then Conall’s wife,
Findabair, came out, and he praised her twice as much and gave
her the same advice. Then Emer came with her fifty women, and
Bricriu hailed her as the wife of the greatest man in Ireland. As
the sun is to the stars, so was she to the women of the world in
beauty and nobility and fame and wisdom and eloquence. He
gave Emer the same advice as he had given the other two.

Soon the three women with their retinues began to return to
the house. At first they moved in stately fashion, for none knew
that the others had been warned. Then they began to hurry, and
at last they ran at full speed with their skirts raised to their but-
tocks, each in haste to be first at the door. Sencha ordered the
door to be shut, lest they be killed in the struggle. The three
warriors sprang up to open a way for their wives. ‘It will be a
bad night,” said Conchobar; and he struck the bronze pillar of
his couch with his silver rod so that all sat down. Sencha said:
‘It will not be a battle with weapons this time but a battle of
words.” Each of the women sought the protection of her husband
outside, and they made, then, the Word-Battle of the Women of
Ulster.

Now each of the women made an elaborate speech in praise of
her husband; and when the speeches were finished the husbands
were so excited that they were seized with frenzy. Loegaire and
Conall tore down pillars of the house and let their wives in; but
Ct Chulainn simply lifted his side of the house from the ground
so that his wife and all the other women could come in. When he
let it fall, the whole fort was shaken, and the sunroom fell down,
so that Bricriu and his queen were thrown into the mud among

the dogs of the inclosure.
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The Ulstermen decided that they should all go, with Concho-
bar himself, to the house of Ailill and Medb in Cruachain for a
settlement of the dispute. The noise of their approach caused a
panic in Cruachain, and the weapons fell down from the walls.
‘Until this day,’” said Medb, ‘I never heard thunder without
clouds until now.” Findabair, daughter of Ailill and Medb, went
to the sunroom over the door of the fort and said: ‘I see a chari-
oteer coming into the plain, little mother.” ‘Describe him,” said
Medb, ‘his form and appearance, the stature of his servant, the
color of his horses, the course of his chariot.” Findabair described
the approach of each of the three heroes, one more splendid and
terrible than the other; and Medb recognized them from her de-
scription and responded each time with a rhetorical speech cele-
brating the on-coming warrior. When Ci Chulainn was an-
nounced, she said: ‘It is a drop before a storm. I recognize that
man from his description.” And there follows a long rhetoric,
ending with a command that women go out to meet the war-
riors and that beds be made ready and tubs of cold water pre-
pared, so as to appease their frenzy.

For three days and three nights the Ulstermen were feasted at
Cruachain, and then Sencha explained the purpose of their visit.
Conchobar and his retinue departed, and the three contesting
warriors were left to be judged by Ailill. That night three fero-
cious cats from the Cave of Cruachain were set loose against the
three warriors. Loegaire and Conall fled, and the cats devoured
their food. But C Chulainn stood his ground and warded off the
beast. Conall and Loegaire refused to acknowledge this test, for
they fought not against beasts but against men. Ailill was per-
plexed; and Medb upbraided him for cowardice. If he would not
judge the warriors, she would do it herself. As bronze is to white
gold, so 1s Loegaire to Conall; and as white gold is to red gold, so
1s Conall to C Chulainn. She called them in separately and
gave to each a trophy—to Loegaire a bronze cup, to Conall a
cup of white gold, and to C Chulainn a cup of red gold. The
warriors departed; and, when they produced their trophies at
Emain Macha and C& Chulainn claimed the verdict, the other
two insisted that he had bribed Medb to give him the finest cup.
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The Ulstermen decided to refer the matter to Ct Roi, a pOwW-
erful wizard who lived in the south;* and next day the three set
out for Cathair Con Roi. Ci Roi was away in the land of the
Scythians; but Bldthnat, his wife, made them welcome. When
it was night she told them that each, in turn, must keep watch
at night until C Roi came back. Loegaire kept the first watch,
for he was the oldest. Toward the end of the watch a giant came
up from the sea, took up Loegaire in one hand and rubbed him
between his palms as a chess-piece is turned on a lathe, then
threw him over the wall into the mud. The next night Conall
met with the same treatment. On the third night C Chulainn
was attacked, first by nine warriors, then by a monstrous beast,
and finally by the giant; but he overcame them all. In the
morning he went into the house and uttered a sigh. Blathnat
said: ‘It 1s not a sigh of shame: it is a sigh of victory and
triumph.’

Soon afterward they saw Ca Roi come in, carrying the spoils
which C Chulainn had left outside, and he awarded the Hero’s
Portion to Ca Chulainn and precedence to his wife over the
women of Ulster, and he gave him a reward of gold and silver.
But when the warriors arrived back at Emain Macha that night,
Loegaire and Conall denied that Ca Roi had awarded the Hero’s
Portion to one rather than to another. C Chulainn said that
he had no wish to contend for it, for it would bring no more joy
than sorrow. From that time there was no Hero’s Portion in
Emain Macha until the Strong Man’s Bargain.

One evening when Conchobar and Fergus and the best of the
warriors of Ulster were together in the Craebruad, a huge and
ugly churl came in. He was of terrible appearance, his eyes as
big as cauldrons, each of his fingers as thick as a man’s fist. In
his left hand he carried a block that would have been a load for
twenty yokes of oxen, in his right hand an ax. He announced
to the company that he had come to challenge any one of them,
except Conchobar on account of his kingship and Fergus on ac-
count of his equal rank,? to make a bargain. The warrior was to

25. Cahirconry, the great prehistoric fortress in Kerry, preserves his name.

26. Fergus had been king before Conchobar, and his wife Ness had persuaded him to
yield the kingdom to her son.
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let the churl cut off his head that night, and the churl would
let the warrior cut off his head the next night. But none took up
that challenge, for Loegaire, Conall, and C& Chulainn were
away; so the churl agreed to reverse the bargain. He would give
his head the first night and behead his opponent the following
night. Munremor son of Gerrcenn agreed to the bargain. He
took the mighty ax whose blade was seven feet long and be-
headed the churl. The churl got up, took his head and his ax
and his block, and departed. But on the following night, when
the churl appeared, Munremor was not to be found. Loegaire
was there that night and agreed to the bargain, but he, too, was
missing on the following night; and Conall was no better. At
last, Ch Chulainn made the bargain. He beheaded the churl and
shattered the head, but the churl got up as before. On the fol-
lowing night C& Chulainn was ready to keep his word??” when
the churl appeared. He laid his head on the block. The churl
swung his ax to the rafters, and the noise of his cloak and his
ax and his arms was like the noise of the forest on a stormy
night. He brought it down with the edge uppermost and told Ct
Chulainn to rise. ‘Stand up, C Chulainn,’ said he. “There is not
a champion 1n Ulster or in all Ireland that can claim to be your
equal in bravery and skill and honor. You shall have the first
place among the warriors of Ireland and the Hero’s Portion, and
your wife precedence over the other women of Ulster forever.’

The churl disappeared. It was Ci Roi who had come in this
disguise to enforce his verdict. And from that day C Chulainn
had the Hero’s Portion.

There is a story about the fairy Etain and Conaire the Great,
king of Ireland, which became associated with the Ulster Cycle
and may be noticed here, namely, “The Destruction of Ua Der-
ga's Hostel.?® The dominant theme is the magic power of gessa.

27. ‘What s there to be said / when a man with a right to get it / has come to ask for
your head?’ (Yeats, The Green Helmet).

28. According to the historical tradition, Conaire was a son-in-law of Conn of the
Hundred Battles (second century) and father of Coirpre Misc, from whom the Ms-
crige claimed descent. O’Rabhilly regards this tale as a record in legendary form of an
invasion of Leinster by the ‘Laginians’ and the overthrow of an ‘Ernean’ king (Early
Irish History and Mythology [Dublin, 1946], p. 129).
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Conaire was subject to many gessa, and the tragedy here is that
he 1s caught between conflicting taboos and is therefore doomed.
As the plot develops, he cries out: “All my gessa have overtaken

me tonight.” The tragedy is heightened by the fact that his

own foster-brothers are forced to join in bringing about his

death.

The story is preserved in LU and YBL and belongs to the
ninth century.

TOGAIL BRUIDNE UI DERGA

Tuae DestrUcTION OF UA DERGA’s HOSTEL

Etain was the wife of the fairy king, Midir. She was reborn
as a mortal, and became the wife of Eochaid Airem, king of
Tara; but she returned to Midir. Her daughter’s daughter, an-
other Etain, was a mortal and became the mother of Conaire,
son of Etarscéle. In a well-known passage at the beginning of
the story of Ua Derga’s Hostel, Etain is described:

‘He saw a woman at the edge of a well, and she had a silver
comb with gold ornament. She was washing in a silver basin
on which were four birds of gold, and bright little gems of
purple carbuncle on the chasing of the basin. She wore a pur-
ple cloak of good fleece, held with silver brooches chased with
gold, and a smock of green silk with gold embroidery. There
were wonderful ornaments of animal design in gold and silver
on her breast and shoulders. The sun shone upon her, so that
the men saw the gold gleaming in the sunshine against the
green silk. There were two golden tresses on her head, plaited
in four, with a ball at the end of every lock. The color of her
hair was like the flower of the iris in summer or like pure gold
after it has been polished. She was undoing her hair to wash
it, so that her arms were out from beneath her dress. White as
the snow of one night were her hands, and her lovely cheeks
were soft and even, red as the mountain foxglove. Her eye-
brows were as black as a beetle’s back. Her teeth were like a
shower of pearls. Her eyes were as blue as the hyacinth, her
lips as red as Parthian leather. High, smooth, soft, and white
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were her shoulders, clear white her long fingers. Her hands
were long. White as the foam of a wave was her side, long and
slender, yielding, smooth, soft as wool. Her thighs were warm
and smooth and white; her knees small and round and hard
and bright. Her shins were short and bright and straight. Her
heels were even and lovely. If a rule had been laid upon her
feet it would hardly have shown any imperfections in them,
unless it should crease the flesh or the skin. The blushing
light of the moon was in her noble face, a lofty pride in her
smooth brow. The radiance of love was in her eyes; the flush
of pleasure on her cheeks, now red as a calf’s blood and chang-
ing again to snowy whiteness. There was gentle dignity in her
voice. Her step was firm and graceful. She had the walk of a
queen. She was the fairest, loveliest, finest that men’s eyes
had seen of all the women of the world. They thought she
was of the fairies. Of her it was said: “All are lovely till com-
pared with Etain. All are fair till compared with Etain.”’

The king asked whether he might be her lover, and she said
that it was for that she had come. He asked her name, and she
told him that she was Etain, daughter of Etar, king of the Eoch-
raige from the fairy mounds. She had been sought by many
and had refused them for love of Eochu, for she had loved him
always for his fame and beauty, although she had never seen
him.?® Eochu paid her a fitting bride-price and promised to give
up every other woman for her sake.

Then Eochu Feidlech died, and Cormac Conn Longes of the
Ulstermen married Etain. He had a daughter by a former wife,
and Etain demanded that the child be killed. Two slaves were
sent to bury the child in a pit, but it laughed as they carried it,
and their fierceness failed them. They hid the girl in a byre, and
she grew to be a good seamstress, and no king’s daughter in
Ireland was fairer than she.

Eterscéle, king of Ireland, heard of that and sent for the girl:
for he was childless, and it had been prophesied that a woman
whose family was unknown would bear him a son. But mean-

29. Cf. the love of one unseen (adrstakama) in Hindu tradition. It is a common.
place of Irish legend known as grdd écmaise.
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while one night she saw a bird coming toward her through the
skylight. He laid aside his birdskin and came to her and pos-
sessed her. He said: “They are coming from the king to destroy
your house and bring you to him by force. And you shall be
pregnant from me and shall bear a son, and that boy may not
kill birds, and Conaire shall be his name.” Mes Buachalla was
the girl’s name. |

Then Mes Buachalla was brought to the king, and she bore
him a son, Conaire son of Mes Buachalla. When Eterscéle died,
a bull-feast was held by the Men of Ireland. “They used to kill
a bull, and a man used to eat his fill of it and drink the broth,
and a spell of truth used to be sung over him as he lay. The man
he would see in his sleep would be kmg, and he would die if he
should tell a lie.’

Conaire was in the plain of Life (Liffey), playing with his
foster-brothers, when his foster-fathers came to summon him
to the bull-feast. The man saw in his sleep a naked man coming
at dawn along the road to Tara with a stone in his sling. Conaire
set out in his chariot, and on the way he saw some huge birds
and pursued them. The birds put off their birdskins and at-
tacked him with spears and swords; but one of them protected
him and explained that he must not cast at birds for they were
his own kin. He should go to Tara, for he would be king as a re-
sult of the bull-feast.

Conaire went on naked to Tara, and three kings were waiting
on each of the four roads to Tara with clothes to cover him. He
was received as High King.

The bird-man had warned Conaire that there would be a re-
straint of ‘observance’ (airmitiu) upon him as king, and the ob-
servance was to be as follows: ‘Birds shall be privileged, and
this shall be your observance always: you shall not pass Tara
on your right hand and Bregia on your left; you shall not hunt
the crooked beasts of Cernae; and you shall not stay abroad
from Tara for nine nights; and you shall not spend the night in
a house from which firelight is visible outside after sunset and
into which one can see from outside; and three red men shall not
go before you into a red (derg) man’s house; and plunder shall

27



Early Irish Literature

not be taken during your reign; the visit of one woman shall not
come into your house after sunset; and you shall not settle a
quarrel between two of your subjects.’

There was abundance of peace and happiness and fair weather
in Ireland during the reign of Conaire. But his foster-brothers
murmured because they had been used to plunder. They made
three thefts from one man each year, a pig and a calf and a cow,
to see whether they would be punished and what harm 1t might
bring upon the king’s reign. Conaire failed to punish them, and
they became unruly and began to lead bands of marauders.
They and their companions were exiled to Scotland, where they
joined forces with Ingcél of the One Eye, son of the king of the
Britons. One night in a raid they killed Ingcél’s father and moth-
er and his seven brothers. Then the reavers all set out for Ire-
land to win a plunder for Ingcél in reward for the plunder he
had won.

Conaire went into northern Munster to settle a dispute be-
tween the two Corpres, who were his foster-brothers. He made
peace between them, but it was a gezs for him; and he stayed
five nights ‘with each of them and that, too, was a gezs. On his
way back to Tara he came by Uisnech and found the whole
country in an uproar and the territory of the Ui Néill a blaze of
fire. He was told that law had broken down and the country
was being burned.

“ “What way shall we go?”’ said Conaire. “Northeast,” said
his people. The way they went was to the left of Tara and to
the right of Bregia, and he hunted the crooked beasts of
Cernae and did not see it until he had finished hunting them.
That was a king whom evil spirits exiled from the world, for
terror confused them then, and there was no way that they
could go save by Slige Midluachra and Slige Chualann. Then
Conaire said, as he was on Slige Chualann: “Where shall we
go tonight?” “May I say, Conaire,” said Mac Cécht, cham-
pion of Conaire son of Eterscéle, “that the Men of Ireland
have sought your hospitality at night more often than you
have been seeking for a guest-house?”’” “Fruit comes in sea-
son,” said Conaire.’
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They made for the hostel of Ua Derga, which lay ahead, and
on the way Conaire saw three horsemen in front. Their shirts
and cloaks were red, their shields and spears were red, their
horses were red. They were all red, even their teeth and hair,
both horses and men. They went before him to the house. ‘All
my gessa have overtaken me tonight!” said Conaire.

Meanwhile, the reavers, led by Ingcél and the sons of Donn
Désa, landed in Ireland. The noise of the hundred and fifty
boats as they came to land shook Ua Derga’s Hostel so that the
weapons fell from the racks. Conaire was asked to explain the
noise. ‘I cannot explain it unless it is the earth being rent, or the
Leviathan which encircles the globes® striking with its tail to
overturn the world, or the ship of the sons of Donn Désa that
has come to land. Alas that it was not they! They were affec-
tionate foster-brothers to me. They were a beloved company.
We should not fear them tonight.’

Then Conaire came onto the lawn of the hostel and went in.
They all sat down, and the three red men sat down with them.
Ua Derga came to welcome them; and while they sat there they
saw a woman come to the door after sunset, asking to be let in.
Her shins were as long as a weaver’s beam and as black as
smoke. Her mouth was in her check. She leaned against the
doorpost of the house and cast an evil eye on the king and his
companions. The king asked, since she was a seer, what she
foresaw for him. ‘I see for you,’ she said, ‘that neither skin nor
flesh of you will escape from the house to which you have come,
save what the birds will take in their claws.” “‘What do you
want? said Conaire. ‘Whatever you like,” said she. ‘It is a geis

30. This conception of Leviathan as a serpent coiled around the earth appears also
in Snorri’s Edda: pat var Midgardsormr, er liggr am lond oll (Gordon, Introduction to
Old Norse, p. 16, 1. 382). Professor Theodore Silverstein has kindly supplied me with a
reference to the Pseudo-Bede (ninth century), De mundi constitutione liber: ‘Alii dicunt
Leviathan animal terram complecti, tenetque caudem in ore suo (Migne, PL, Vol. CX| col.
884). The notion of a serpent coiled around the earth, not however identified with Levia-
than, appears in the Coptic gnostic work, Pistis Sophia, trans. Horner (London, 1924),
p. 160. It was no doubt borrowed by the Irish from a medieval Latin text and may have
passed from Ireland to Norway. The immediate source may be the Pseudo-Bede quoted
above, but the remoter source appears to be rabbinical. Rashi, the famous commentator
on the Bible, says that Leviathan is coiled around the earth (see Max Grinbaum, Ge-

sammelte Aufsditze, p. 129).
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for me,” said Conaire, ‘to receive a woman after sunset.” “Though
it be a gess,” said she, ‘I will not go until I have received hos-
pitality tonight.” ‘She answers roughly,” said Conaire. ‘Let her
in, although it be a geis for me.’ '

The reavers were approaching the hostel. Its doors always
stood open, and a great fire had been kindled for Conaire. The
light of the fire shone through the spokes of the wheels of the
chariots that were drawn up outside.3* Ingcél asked what was
the great light. ‘I cannot say, unless it is a fire for a king.” Ingcél
went forward to spy upon the hostel and came back with news
to his companions.

(Now there follows a long and tedious passage in which Ingcél
describes the warriors and others whom he has seen in the hos-
tel, and they are identified by the Irishmen. In the course of it,
most of the events of the battle are foretold, so that, when the
raid actually begins, the end comes quickly.)

The reavers attacked the hostel and sounded their cry. ‘Lis-
ten!” said Conaire. ‘What 1s this?” ‘Warriors around the house,’
said Conall Cernach. “There are warriors here to meet them,’
sald Conaire. ‘We shall need them tonight,’ said Conall Cernach.

Conaire killed six hundred before he could reach his weapons.
Three times the hostel was set on fire, and three times the fire
was quenched. After he had taken his weapons, Conaire killed
six hundred more. But the druids that were with the reavers put
a magic thirst on him and took away the water from the rivers
and lakes of Ireland. He asked for a drink. All the water in the
hostel had been used to quench the fire, so Mac Cécht set out in
search of water. He searched the rivers and lakes of Ireland, and
at last he found water in Uaran Garaid in Mag A1,3 for it could
not hide from him.

Mac Cécht reached Ua Derga’s Hostel before dawn, and as he
approached the house he saw two men beheading the body of
Conaire. He killed one of them, and the other ran off with the
head. But Mac Cécht hurled a stone pillar after him and killed

31. Thus the last of Conaire’s gessa was violated.

32. The plain around Croghan, County Roscommon. Uaridn Garaid seems to be a
spring or river.
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him too. Then he poured water into the head and the trunk, and
the head said: ‘Mac Cécht is a good man, Mac Cécht is a brave
man, he gives a drink to the king and does the work of a war-
rior.” Then Mac Cécht went in pursuit of the enemy.

Only nine men fell with Conaire, but of the reavers only five
escaped out of five thousand.

Conall Cernach had received a hundred and fifty wounds in
his shield arm. He went to the house of Amairgin, his father,
and met him at the gate of the inclosure at Teltown.

‘ “Fast dogs have hunted you, son,” said his father. “It
was a struggle with warriors, old soldier,” said Conall Cer-
nach. “What news of Ua Derga’s Hostel? Is your lord alive?”
“No,” said Conall. “I swear the oath of my people, it is a
coward who comes out of it alive and leaves his lord dead in
the hands of his enemies.” ‘“My wounds are not white, old
soldier,” said Conall. He showed him his shield arm. But his
right arm was torn to shreds, for the shield had not protected
it. “That arm gave wounds tonight, son,” said Amairgin,
“and received wounds.” ‘““That 1s true, old soldier,” said
Conall Cernach. “Many a man got a drink of death tonight
at the gate of the hostel.”’
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1he Fenian Cj/c/e

HE second heroic cycle is named from the fiana, whose

adventures it relates. The word fian means ‘a band of

warriors,” and we know that there were such bands of
adventurers in Ireland as early as the sixth century. One troop
of them went to Britain in 603 to help the Irish king of Scotland,
Aedan mac Gabrain, against the Angles.

In the literature three leaders of fiana are mentioned—Finn
mac Cumaill, Fothad Canainne, and Ailill Flann Bec; but only
Finn and his companions became famous. Finn’s company com-
prised two factions, Clann Baiscne, to which he himself be-
longed, and Clann Morna, whose champion, Goll mac Morna,
had slain Finn’s father, Cumall, at the battle of Cnucha (Castle-
knock, near Dublin). The chief heroes of the former, besides
Finn, were his son Oisin (MacPherson’s Ossian), Oscar son of
Oisin, Cailte son of Rbénan, and Diarmait (the prototype of
Tristan), whose beauty no woman could resist. Conan the
Bald, the buffoon of the sagas, was a brother of Goll and be-
longed to Clanna Morna.

Fenian tradition has received a good deal of attention from
scholars in recent years,* and something may be said here about
the interpretations which they have suggested. Van Hamel re-
gards the Fenian legends as a ‘paradigmatic’ tradition, exam-
ples of heroic conduct calculated to inspire heroism and so pro-
tect the country but having also the quality of protective magic.
His 1dea 1s not quite clear to me, as the ‘paradigmatic’ purpose

1. A. G. van Hamel, ‘Aspects of Celtic Mythology,” Proc. Brit. Acad., XX (1934),
207; M.-L. Sjoestedt, Dieux et héros celtiques (Paris, 1941), pp. 109-10; T. F. O’Rabhilly,
Early Irish History and Mythology (Dublin, 1946), pp. 271-72, 318-19.
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seems to be overshadowed by the magical element: “The myth
1s not merely an anthropomorphic fiction, but a precedent
fraught with magical energy’ (p. 209). But one notion emerges
clearly, namely, that the pagan Irish had no gods and revered
an 1deal hero. Finn is the Irish counterpart of the Welsh Arthur.

Mlle Sjoestedt develops the notion of the hero in a very in-
teresting study. She lays stress upon the initiation rites of the
Fenians. They were required to know the twelve traditional
forms of poetry and to submit to certain physical ordeals. When
these requirements had been fulfilled and the warrior had been
admitted to the fian as a féinid, he passed out of his family and
became écland, ‘a kinless man.” An opposition emerges between
Ca Chulainn as hero of the tribe and Finn as hero outside the
tribe; and the ideal of Fenian life 1s found expressed in the story
told by Cailte about a division of Ireland between Tuathal
Techtmar and Fiacha, the sons of Feradach Fechtnach, king of
Ireland. Tuathal took the treasures and the cattle and the forts
and villages; Fiacha took the rocks and estuaries, the fruits and
fish and game. ‘ “Those two shares are not equal,” said the
nobles of Ireland. ‘““The share which you think the worse,” said
Cailte, “is the one that we should prefer.” ’2 The life of wild na-
ture is the choice of the fiana.s

O’Rahilly maintains that ‘Finn is ultimately the divine Hero,
Lug or Lugaid, just like Cachulainn. .. .. Finn’s rival, Goll
(““the one-eyed’”), who was also called Aed (““fire”’) is the sun-
deity, who was also the lord of the Otherworld. The enmity be-
tween Finn and Goll mac Morna is but another version of the
enmity between Lug and Balar and between Cachulainn and
Goll mac Carbada’ (pp. 278—79). O’Rahilly sees in the Fenian
tradition the reflection of an ancient belief in the conflict be-
tween a hero and the lord of the Other World, in which the hero
1S Victorious.

However the legends may be interpreted, there are some
points of contrast between the two cycles which are mere mat-

2. AS, 1. 2468-83.

3. There is a parallel in the later Christian idea of the hermitage as expressed in the
story of Guaire and his brother Marban (p. 157).
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ters of fact but worthy of mention here, as they are pertinent to
the discussion, although none of the scholars cited seems to at-
tach much importance to them. First, there are differences of
time and place. The Fenian Cycle is traditionally assigned to
the third century a.p. at the threshold of the historic period,
three hundred years later than the Ulster Cycle. It is located
mainly in Leinster and Munster, whereas Ulster and Connacht
are the scene of most of the earlier sagas. Thus it represents
southern and eastern tradition, and its gradual spreading may
well be connected with the rise of the Dalcassians of Munster,
who were closely associated with the kingdom of Leinster, and
the decline of the ancient dynasty of the Ui Néill, who had held
the high kingship of Ireland for five hundred years until the
usurpation of Brian in 1002. Then there 1s a difference in manu-
script tradition, and, perhaps connected with this, there are
contrasts in the form and temper of the literature. While a few
of the texts relating to Finn can be dated to the Old and early
Middle Irish period,4itis in the late Middle Irish period that the
Fenian Cycle becomes prominent. The temper of the Fenian
Cycle might be characterized as romantic rather than epic. The
heroic tradition is, for the most part, preserved not in the vivid
narrative which brings the reader close to the action, but rather
as the record of a glorious past, the fierce joy of paganism as it
was remembered in a rather melancholy Christian present. The
whole saga has been Christianized to some degree. Finally, the
characteristic form of the Fenian Cycle is the ballad, and a
great amount of extant Fenian literature consists of Modern
Irish ballad poetry. We have thousands of lines of verse in
which one or another of the warriors recounts the joys and sor-
rows and heroic deeds of Finn and his companions. There are,
however, a number of prose tales as well, the most famous of
which, “The Pursuit of Diarmaid and Grainne,” is discussed
below.s

4. See Meyer, Fianaigecht. These early texts (eighth to eleventh centuries) do not
differ in temper or form from those of the Ulster Cycle.

5. I make no account here of contemporary folklore, which includes a great number
of prose tales. The Ulster Cycle seems to have disappeared from the folklore of Ireland.
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There is a curious legend concerning the wisdom of Finn
which may be given first place. It occurs in a text called Mac-
gnimartha Finn (“The Boyhood Feats of Finn’), most of which
derives from traditions about C Chulainn’s boyhood. It is pre-
served 1n Laud 610 (fifteenth century) and dates from the
twelfth century.

The battle of Cnucha® was fought between Cumall and Urgriu
of the Luaigni. Daire the Red, whose other name was Morna
of the Crooked Neck, fought on the side of Urgriu. Morna had
a son Aed, who had lost one of his eyes in combat with Luchet,
so that he was called Goll (‘one-eyed’). Goll killed Cumall in the
battle, but Cumall’s wife was pregnant and bore a son. The boy
was taken away from his mother and reared secretly in the for-
est for fear of the warriors of the Luaigni? and the sons of Mor-
na. His first name was Demne, but later he was called Finn
(‘fair’ or ‘white’).

When Finn had grown to manhood he went to a certain poet
to learn the art of poetry,® for without it he dared not stay in
Ireland for fear of the son of Urgriu and the sons of Morna. The
poet had waited seven years on the Boyne for the salmon of
Linn Féic, which would bring all knowledge to him who should
eat it. He caught the salmon and gave it to Finn to cook, bid-
ding him not to eat any of it.

“The lad brought him the cooked salmon. “Have you eaten
any of the salmon, lad?” said the poet. “No,” said the lad,
“but I burned my thumb and I put it into my mouth after-
wards.” ‘“What is your name, lad?” said he. “Demne,” said
the lad. “Finn is your name, lad,” said he, “and it is to you
that it has been given to eat the salmon and you are the true
Finn.” Then the lad ate the salmon. That i1s what gave knowl-
edge to Finn, when he used to put his thumb into his mouth

6. Castleknock, County Dublin. The story of the battle is preserved in the Book of
the Dun Cow.

. The story is discussed in relation to the Perceval theme by L. Miihlhausen,
ZCP, XVII, g f. Finn was killed by the Luaigni of Tara at Brea on the Boyne, accord-
ing to one tradition (see Aided Finn, . 69—75; Meyer, The Battle of Ventry, p. 7 5).

8. The person of a poet was sacred (see below).
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and chant by means of teinm laeda [‘‘chewing marrow’]° and
whatever he did not know used to be revealed to him. He
learned the three things which make a poet sacred, feznm
laeda and imbas forosndai and dichetal di chennaib® 1t was
then that Finn made this poem proving his poetic skill:

Summer time, season supreme! Splendid 1s color then.
Blackbirds sing a full lay if there be a slender shaft of
day. ™

The predominance of the Fenian Cycle in the literature begins
with the composition, ca. A.D. 1200, of a long story called Acal-
lam na Senorech (“The Colloquy of the Old Men’), which 1s sec-
ond only to the T4in in length. The early recension, which
breaks off unfinished in the manuscripts, makes some eight
thousand lines in Stokes’s edition. In form it is a frame-story
like the Arabian Nights or the Decameron, the framing story here
being an account of the meeting of the survivors of the Fenians
with St. Patrick. Cailte wanders over Ireland with the saint and
tells him the legends of the hills and woods and lakes to which
they come, in the manner of the Dinnshenchas. Sometimes they
separate, and Cailte travels alone or with Conall mac Néill, king
of Ulster. He meets with kings and saints and warriors and even
encounters some of the ancient gods. Some of the tales he tells to
his various hosts belong to the mythological or historical cycles,
but they are mostly of the high deeds of Finn and the Fenians.

ACALLAM NA SENORECH

TaE CoLLoqQuy oF THE OLD MEN

The text is preserved in the Book of Lismore, Laud 610 (both fifteenth cen-
tury) and in a Dublin manuscript of the seventeenth century. It dates from
the twelfth century.

The Acallam begins with a time when the last survivors of the
Fenians, Oisin and Cailte with a few companions, are wander-

ing 1n desolation. Oisin soon retires to join his mother in a fairy
mound, and Cailte goes on alone. He comes to Inber Bic Loing-

9. For this rendering see T. F. O'Rahilly, Early Irish History and Mythology (Dub-
lin, 1946), p. 336.

10. Three means of divination (see N. K. Chadwick, Scottish Gaelic Studies, 1V
119351, 97)-

11. The poem is quoted in full below, p. 159.
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sig ‘which 1s now called “The Monastery of Drogheda” ’ (this
gives us a superior date, for Drogheda was founded in A.p.
1142), and south across the Boyne to Druim Dearg, where St.
Patrick was. Their conversation begins well:

“ “Was he not a good lord with whom you were, Finn mac
Cumaill that is to say?”” Upon which Cailte uttered this little
tribute of praise: “Were but the brown leaf which the wood
sheds from it gold—were but the white wave silver—Finn
would have given it all away.” “Who or what was it that
maintained you so in your life?”’ Patrick asked. And Cailte
answered: “Truth that was in our hearts, and strength in our
arms and fulfilment in our tongues.”

‘Patrick said again: “Well, Cailte, my soul, what was the
best hunting that the Fenians ever had in Ireland or in Scot-
land ?”” ““The hunting of Arran,” said Cailte. “Where is that?”
said Patrick. “Between Scotland and Pictland,” said Cailte,
““and we used to go there with three companies of the fianna
on Lammas Day, and we would get plenty of hunting there
until the cuckoo called from the treetops in Ireland. And
sweeter it was than any music to hear the cry of the birds
there, as they rose from the waves and coasts of the island.
Thrice fifty flocks of birds frequented it, of every color, blue
and green and grey and yellow.” And Cailte sang a lay:

“Arran of the many stags,
The sea strikes against i1ts shoulder
Isle where companies are fed,
Ridge on which blue spears are reddened.

Skittish deer are on her peaks,
Delicious berries on her manes,
Cool waters 1n her rivers,
Mast upon her dun oaks.

Greyhounds are there and beagles,
Blackberries and sloes of the dark blackthorn,

Her dwellings close against the woods,
Deer scattered about her oak-woods.
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Gleaning of purple upon her rocks,
Faultless grass upon her slopes,
Over her fair shapely crags

Noise of dappled fawns a-skipping.

Smooth is her level land, fat are her swine,
Bright are her fields,

Her nuts upon the tops of her hazel-wood,
Long galleys sailing past her.

Delightful it is when the fair season comes;
Trout under the brinks of her rivers,
Seagulls answer each other round her white cliff,
Delightful at all times 1s Arran!””’

[trans. Kuno Meyer]

St. Patrick travels south and west through Ireland, and
Cailte explains the names of the places they visit and tells
stories of the exploits of the Fenians. They come into Munster
and stand on a hill called Finntulach (“White Mound’), and St.
Patrick asks when the hill got its name. Cailte answers that 1t
was from there the Fenians set out to fight the battle of Ventry
and that Finn gave the hill its name that day. Many of the
Fenians, including Finn himself, were killed in the battle. Cailte
tells that when the Fenians were on their way to fight the battle
of Ventry against the Foreigners, they met Cael, a young war-
rior of Finn’s people, who had seen a beautiful girl named Créde
in a dream and had set out in quest of her. The Fenians turned
aside from their expedition and joined him on his quest. Créde
was the daughter of the king of Kerry, and could be won only
by a man who was poet enough to praise her treasures worthily
in verse. Cael won her, for his fairy nurse had given him a
poem; and Créde joined the Fenians on their journey. On the
last day of the battle Cael was slain, and his body was washed
up from the sea, ‘so that Cael’s strand is the name of that shore
ever since.” The beasts whose life-span were joined to his died
at his death. And Créde came and lay beside his body, and here
1s Créde’s lament for Cael:
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“The haven roars over the angry surf of Rinn D4 Barc:
the wave against the shore laments the drowning of the
warrior of Loch D4 Chonn.

Plaintful is the crane from the marsh of Druim D4
Thrén: she cannot protect her loved ones, the fox of D4
Li pursues her nestlings.

Sad is the note of the thrush in Dromkeen, and sad the
music of the blackbird in Letterlee.

Sad i1s the cry of the stag in Druim D4 Léis: the doe of
Druim Sileann is dead, and the stag of Dileann laments

her.

Sorrowful for me was the death of the warrior who used
to lie beside me: the son of the woman from Doire D4
Dos, who lies today with a cross at his head.

Sorrowful for me that Cael lies dead beside me: the wave
washes his white side; it is his beauty that has left me
senseless.

Sad 1s the voice of the ebbing wave against the strand,
for 1t has drowned a noble, comely man; alas that he
went to meet 1t!

Sad is the sound of the wave against the beach to the
north, breaking over a white rock, weeping for Cael that
he 1s gone.

Sad 1s the fighting of the wave against the beach to the
south: as for me, my day is done, I have lost my beauty.

The strong wave of Tulach Léis makes a heavy spray:
as for me, I have nothing, since it proclaimed the tidings

that i1t tells.’

Sometimes the narrative has an Arthurian flavor, as in the re-
peated mention of generosity as a quality of the Fenians, the
largesce which, for Chrétien de Troies, was the chief of knightly
excellences, or when Cailte discovers two women in distress be-
cause their husbands have abandoned them, and he provides
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them with a love-charm (§G, p. 125 = 48, 1. 952),0r when he de-
livers Eogan Flaithbrugaid from the reaver (§G, p. 148 = 43,
l. 1868). Sometimes we are reminded of the voyage tales, as in
the story of Clidna (S8G, p. 198 = A8, L. 3726) or of the visits
to the Other World, as in those of Sliab na mBan (§G, p. 222 =
AS, 1. goo1) and Assaroe (A4S, 1. 6789, SG, om.). It is entirely
Christianized, and we are told repeatedly that Finn foretold the
coming of St. Patrick and made an Act of Faith before his death.
This is introduced rather absurdly for the edification of the
fairies (SG, p. 147 = A4S, 1. 1825). There 1s a great deal of
legend not found elsewhere, and the compiler seems to have used
the opportunity to record whatever he could find of the old tra-
dition. The Acallam 1s undoubtedly a deliberate compilation by
a single unknown author, from sources now probably in great
part lost. But the question of its sources has not been investi-
gated; it 1s closely related to the Dinnshenchas.

The temper of the Acallam 1s cheerful, in spite of Cailte’s
loneliness and decrepitude and his regard for the heroic past.
St. Patrick and the kings enjoy his stories, and heaven is prom-
ised him for himself and Finn and the other warriors whom he
praises. But in the later ballad version both saint and hero be-
come caricatures, and a different sort of humor appears. Here
Patrick is a bigoted cleric, pronouncing the doom of hell upon
the Fenians, and Cailte or Oisin the defiant pagan. If Finn is in
hell, they say, then God is a poor judge of men. Finn would not
have treated God so harshly. Better to be in hell with Finn than
in heaven with pale and flimsy angels; and, as for the devil and
his torments, the Fenians can take care of themselves. There is
something here of the anticlerical humor which inspires the
fantastic ‘Vision of Mac Con Glinne,’** which Meyer attributed,
indeed, to the twelfth century, and Brian Merriman’s amazing
‘Midnight Court,” written toward the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. But I prefer to quote the ballad of the ‘Blackbird of
Derrycarn’:

12. See p. 143.
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‘Sweet 1s that, Blackbird of Derrycarn,
I have never heard in any place

Music that was sweeter than your voice
As you sit at the bottom of your nest.

The sweetest music in the world,
Wretched is he who does not listen to it,
O son of Calprann of the sweet bells—
And you may sing your psalms later on!

If you knew as I do

The story of the bird,

You would weep bitterly,

You would pay no heed to God for a while.

In Norway of the blue streams

The son of Cumall, whose cups were of gold,
Found the bird you see now:

That 1s its story surely.

Derrycarn is that wood in the west
Where the Fenians used to stay:
The blackbird was placed there

Because of the beauty and pleasantness of its trees.

The song of the blackbird of Derrycarn,
The lowing of cattle from Faill na cCaer
Is the music to which Finn slept at sunrise,

And the call of the wild duck from the LLake of Three
Fords.

Grouse around the hill of Cruachain,

The whistling of the badger of Druim Da Loch,
The voice of the eagle of Gleann na fFuath,
The cry of the cuckoo of Cnoc na Scoth;

The baying of the dogs of Gleann Cain,

And the scream of the blind eagle of the chase,
The cry of the hounds in the morning
Returning from the beach of red stones.
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When Finn and the Fenians lived

They held dearer the mountains than the church:
Sweet to them were the blackbird’s notes,

The ringing of bells was not sweet.’

There are a number of modern Irish prose tales, among them
Feis Tighe Condin (‘The Feast of Conan’s House’), Bruidhean
Bheag na hAlmhaine (‘The Little Brawl at Allen’), An Bhruidh-
ean Chaorthainn (‘The Hostel of the Rowan Tree’), Cath Gabhra
(‘The Battle of Gabhra’), and Cath Finntrégha (“The Battle of
Ventry’); but the great prose tale of the Fenian cycle is the
‘Pursuit of Diarmaid and Grdinne.’*3 A version of this story
must have existed as early as the tenth century, for it 1s men-
tioned in a document of that time; but the surviving version 1s
Modern Irish, and the earliest manuscript belongs to the seven-
teenth century.

Grainne was the daughter of Cormac mac Airt, king of Ire-
land, and was wooed by Finn; but, like Deirdre in the Ulster
story, she fled from the old man with Diarmaid, and she, too,
caused the death of her lover. According to early tradition,
Grainne was already wedded to Finn when she fell in love with
Diarmaid. Finn divorced her and was expelled from Tara.
Later he was permitted to return, and he wooed and won Ailbe,
another daughter of Cormac. But the tradition that Diarmaid
and Grainne eloped and lived in the forest is old too, for the
title, Aithed Grainne ingine Corbmaic la Diarmait ua nDuibni
(“The Elopement of Grainne Daughter of Cormac with Diar-
maid Grandson of Duibne’) occurs in a tenth-century list of
sagas; and, while this story has not been preserved in an early
form, there is a text of the tenth century, called Uath Beinne
Etair (‘The Cave of Benn Etair’), which describes an episode of
their flight from the vengeance of Finn.

It 1s clear that the story of Grainne is a variant of the story
of Deirdre, the tragedy of a young girl betrothed to an old man
and of the conflict between passion and duty on the part of her

13. These modern stories make less use of verse than do the early ones, and when
verse 1s introduced, it is mere ballad poetry which repeats the prose narrative.
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lover. In both cases death is the price of love. It has been shown
by Gertrude Schoepperle that these two stories represent the
Celtic source of the story of Tristan and Isolt, and that “The
Pursuit of Diarmaid and Grdinne’ preserves a number of mo-

tifs which recur in French and German versions of the great
romance.*#

TORAIGHEACHT DHIARMADA AGUS GHRAINNE:
THE Pursurt or DiaArMAID AND GRAINNE

One day Finn rose early in the morning and sat alone on the
green lawn at Almhain. Oisin and Diorruing followed him, and
Oisin asked why he was up so early. Finn answered that he was
without a wife since the death of Maighnéis daughter of Garadh
Glandubh son of Morna, and a man without a worthy wife was
not wont to sleep well. “‘Why are you in that state?’ said Oisin.
‘For there 1s not a woman in Ireland on whom you would set
your eye that we would not bring to you by favor or by force.’
Diorruing said that he knew a girl worthy of Finn, Grainne the
daughter of Cormac son of Art. Finn sent the two warriors to
Tara to ask Cormac for Grainne. Cormac said that she must de-
cide for herself, and he brought the warriors to the sunroom
which he had built for Grainne.® Grainne’s answer was that if
Finn was worthy to be Cormac’s son-in-law he was worthy to
be her husband; and Cormac consented and invited Finn to
come to Tara a fortnight from that day.

Finn assembled the seven battalions of the regular fian and
went to Tara. Cormac was on the lawn to welcome them, with
the chiefs and nobles of the men of Ireland, and he brought

14. Tristan and Isolt (London, 1913). This book provides the documentation for the
great article by Gaston Paris, “Tristan et Iseut,” Revue de Paris, April, 1894, p. 138.
Thurneysen has shown that the Irish saga of Cano son of Gartnan presents another
parallel (ZRP, XLIII, 385). Here even the name of the old king, Marcan, coincides with

French tradition.

15. The summary is based upon O’Grady’s edition (Transactions of the Ossianic
Society, Vol. III [1857]), the source of which is not stated by the editor. This text 1s
not satisfactory, but there is no other published. An interesting oral version is available
in SG, I1, 83, where references to Scottish oral versions will be found.

16. This is the famous Sunroom of the Single Pillar (see my Cycles of the Kings
[London: Oxford University Press, 1946}, p. 58).
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them into the banquet hall. Finn was seated at the king’s right
hand. The other guests sat each according to his rank and in-
heritance. A druid who sat in front of Grainne arose and chanted
poems in praise of her ancestors. Grainne asked the druid why
Finn son of Cumall had come. ‘If you do not know,” said the
druid, ‘it is no wonder that I do not know.” ‘I want to learn 1t
from you,’ said Grainne. ‘Well,’ said the druid, ‘he has come here
to ask for you to be his wife.” ‘I wonder,” said Grainne, ‘that
Finn does not ask me for Oisin, for it would be fitter to give me
such as he than a man who is older than my father.” And she
asked the druid the names of the fenian warriors she saw at the
banquet—Goll, Osgar, Caoilte, and Mac Luighdheach. “Who
is that freckled man of fair words,” said she, ‘with curly black
hair and ruddy cheeks, on Oisin’s left hand?” “That 1s Diarmaid
Ua Duibhne of the white teeth and radiant look,’ said the druid,
‘the best lover of women and girls in all Ireland.” It 1s a goodly
company,’ said Grainne.

Grainne called her maid and bade her bring a gold cup. She
filled it and told the maid to bring it to Finn and say that she
had sent 1t. Finn drank, and at once he fell asleep. Then Cormac
and the queen and Cairbre son of Cormac drank and fell asleep,
and everyone who drank from the cup fell fast asleep. Grainne
got up from where she was sitting and sat between Oisin and
Diarmaid. First she asked Oisin would he accept her love, and
he said that he dared not accept a girl who had been promised
to Finn. Then she asked Diarmaid, and he, too, refused her.
“Then,” said Grdinne, ‘I put you under gessa of destruction,
Diarmaid, unless you take me from this house tonight before
Finn and the kings of Ireland arise from their sleep.” She told
him that she had seen him one day playing hurley on the lawn
of Tara and that she had loved him ever since and would never
love any other.

Diarmaid asked Oisin what he should do, and Oisin said he

must observe the gessa. Osgar said the same, ‘for he is a wretch-

17. According to the oral tradition, Diarmaid had a ‘love-spot’ on his forehead, and
any woman who saw it fell in love with him. He wore a cap to cover it, but his cap
fell off at the game, so that Gréinne saw the magic ‘love-spot.’
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ed man who violates his gessa.” Caoilte said that, although he
had a good wife, he would prefer Grdinne to the wealth of the
world.

Then Diarmaid took leave of his companions, and he and
Grainne set out westward from Tara to Athlone and across the
Shannon into Clanrickarde until they came to a forest. They
went into the forest, and Diarmaid made a house there with
seven doors to it.

Finn went in pursuit of Diarmaid and Grdinne; and Oisin,
Osgar, Caoilte, and Diorruing were along with him; but they
tried to protect Diarmaid against the vengeance of Finn. As
they came near the forest where he was hiding, Osgar sent Bran,
Finn’s hound, to warn him of danger, and Bran came and laid
his head on Diarmaid’s breast. Diarmaid understood the warn-
ing, but he would not try to escape, and Grainne was much
afraid.

Then 1t was revealed to Aonghus of the Bruigh, Diarmaid’s
divine foster-father, that his foster-son was in danger; and
he came to the forest to the place where Diarmaid was hiding
and offered to take him and Grainne away. Diarmaid allowed
Grainne to go with Aonghus but refused to go himself, for
Grainne had compelled him to elope with her against his will.
Aonghus took Grainne under his cloak and went his way until he
came to Ros Da Shoileach, which i1s now called Limerick.

Finn and his companions arrived at the hut and Diarmaid
went to one of the seven doors and asked who was there. ‘No
one here is an enemy of yours,” they said, ‘for Oisin son of Finn
1s here and Osgar son of Oisin, and the chiefs of Clann Baoisgne
with us; and come out to us, and none will dare to harm you.” ‘1
will not go out,’ said Diarmaid, ‘until I find the door at which
Finn is waiting.” He went to each door in turn, and from all but
one he got a friendly answer. At the seventh door he found
Finn himself, and there he leaped out over the door and over
the heads of the Fenians and escaped through the forest. He
followed the track of Aonghus and Grdinne and came to Ros Da
Shoileach. When Griinne saw him come, her heart was in her

mouth for joy.
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Aonghus left them then, but he warned Diarmaid never to go
into a cave to which there was only one entrance or to an island
to which there was only one approach, not to eat food where he
cooked it or to sleep where he ate it. Diarmaid and Grainne
traveled on, with the Shannon on their right until they came to
the river Laune. There he killed a salmon and cooked 1t, but
they went across the river to eat it, and from there they traveled
westward before they slept. But Diarmaid kept himself from
Grainne, and he had left uncooked meat in the hut as a sign to
Finn that he had not sinned with Grainne, and he had left seven
uncooked salmon on the bank of the Laune.

The Green Fenians came from the sea to attack Diarmaid,
and he overcame them in many encounters. (The episode is told
at length, and various wonderful feats of Diarmaid are intro-
duced.)

Then Diarmaid and Gréainne returned eastward to Ros Da
Shoileach, which is now called Limerick, and turned northward
by Sliabh Echtghe®® and into the cantred of Ui Fhiachrach. As
Grainne walked beside Diarmaid, some muddy water splashed
onto her leg, and she said: ‘Diarmaid, though you are brave in
battle, I find that the splashing water is more daring than you
are.” “That 1s true,” said Diarmaid, ‘and although I have kept
myself from you for fear of Finn, I cannot endure your re-
proaches any longer. It is hard to trust a woman.’ Then for the
first time Diarmaid O Duibhne made a wife of the king of Ire-
land’s daughter. They went into the forest, and Diarmaid built
a hut there; and that night he slew a deer, and they both ate
and drank their fill of meat and spring-water.

The next day Diarmaid went to the Surly Norseman and got
his permission to hunt freely, provided he never touched his
magic berries.” But when Grainne learned of the berries, she
longed for them, for she was pregnant, and she demanded that

18. Slieve Aughty in County Clare.

19. The Surly Norseman (Searbhdn Lochlannach) was a giant with one eye in the
middle of his forehead, who guarded a quicken tree, the berries of which had magic
powers. He who had eaten three berries was free from all sickness, and if he were a
hundred years old, he would be as though he were but thirty.
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he break his pact. Diarmaid asked for the berries and was re-
fused. There was only one weapon with which the giant could be
killed, an iron club which was attached to a ring that he wore
around his waist. But Diarmaid contrived to wield the club and
killed the giant. Then he and Gréinne ate of the berries and
climbed into the tree; and the berries below were bitter in com-
parison with the berries above.

Finn came in pursuit, and he stopped under the tree in which
Diarmaid and Grainne were hiding. He and Oisin began to play
chess. “They were playing cleverly, and Finn turned the game
against Oisin so that there was only one move open to him.
““There 1s one move that will win the game for you, Oisin,” said
Finn, “and I challenge all those around you to show you that
move.” Then Diarmaid said so that Grdinne heard it: “I am
sorry, Oisin, when you cannot see that move, not to be able to
show 1t to you.” “It is worse for you, Diarmaid,” said Grainne,
“to be in the Surly Norseman’s bed at the top of the quicken
tree, with the seven battalions of the Fenians around you, seek-
ing for your life, than for Oisin to be without a move.” Diar-
maid plucked one of the berries and dropped it on the piece to
be moved. Oisin moved that piece, and so won the game against
Finn.’

Three games were played, and each time Diarmaid dropped a
berry on the piece to be moved, so that Oisin won the game.
Finn knew who was at work and called upon Diarmaid to show
himself. In answer Diarmaid arose, took Grainne in his arms,
and gave her three kisses in the presence of all the Fenians.
Finn’s men attacked him. Aonghus came to help him as before
and carried Grainne away to Bruigh na Bbinne. Diarmaid
leaped from the tree over the heads of his enemies and escaped;
and he followed Grainne to the Bruigh.

After further adventures in which Finn attempted to capture
Diarmaid, Aonghus made peace between them. Cormac gave
his other daughter to Finn, and Diarmaid and Grainne settled
peacefully at Rdith Grdinne in Céis Chorainn.?® Grainne bore
four sons to Diarmaid, and they lived in peace for a long time,

20. In County Sligo.
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and people used to say that there was no man in his time more
prosperous than Diarmaid.

One night as Diarmaid lay asleep he was awakened by the
cry of a hound on the scent. Griinne persuaded him to lie still,
but again and a third time he heard it, and he arose to follow it.
Grainne warned him of danger. He went to Ben Gulben and
found Finn alone on the mountain. The Fenians were hunting
the wild boar of Ben Gulben, and Diarmaid was under gessa
never to hunt a pig. Finn told him of his gessa,?* but Diarmaid
would not abandon the hunt, and Finn left him alone on the
mountain. Diarmaid foresaw his doom and remembered
Grainne’s warning. When the boar attacked him, his weapons
were useless against it, and he was mortally wounded. Finn and
the Fenians came up and found him dying. This was the ven-
geance of Finn. ‘I am glad to see you so,” said Finn, ‘and 1t
is a pity that the women of Ireland cannot see you now, for you
have exchanged beauty for ugliness.” Diarmaid reminded Finn
that he could heal him if he would, for a drink from the hands of
Finn had the power of healing. Finn refused at first, and Diar-
maid reminded him of many services he had done. Osgar plead-
ed with Finn, and he went to fetch water; but as he came from
the well, he let the water flow through his fingers when he re-
membered Grainne. Twice he did this, and the third time, when
he came with the water, Diarmaid was dead.

Grainne lamented Diarmaid and exhorted her sons to avenge
him. Aonghus came to fetch the body of his foster-son and
brought it to Bruigh na Béinne.??

Not all the ballads are in the form of a dialogue with St.
Patrick. Many of them tell merely the adventures of the Fe-

21. Finn explains the gessa. Diarmaid’s father, Donn O Donnchadha, had killed the
child of a certain steward named Roc, and Roc changed the dead child into a pig and

put gessa on 1t, that 1ts life should last as long as Diarmaid’s and that Diarmaid should
be killed by it.

22. In the manuscripts the end of the story varies. Sometimes Grainne exhorts her
sons to vengeance; sometimes she is said to mourn Diarmaid until her death; sometimes
she 1s finally reconciled to Finn (see RC, XXXIII, 161, n. 2). There is no satisfactory
edition of the text, and the earliest manuscript is still unedited. The folk tradition
differs widely. Here Grainne is often presented as a lewd woman, Diarmaid as a chaste
hero; and when his chastity has been proved, Grainne is buried alive.
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nians; and there is one connected with this story which may be

quoted here. It is a sleep-song sung by Grdinne for Diarmaid
during their flight:

‘Sleep a little, just a little, for you need not fear a little,
boy to whom I have given my love, Diarmaid son of

O Duibhne

Sleep soundly here, noble Diarmaid:
I shall keep watch for you, beautiful son of O Duibhne.’

She remembers others who slept soundly when in danger, and
then thinks of being perhaps separated from Diarmaid:

“To separate us 1s to separate two children of one home,
to separate body and soul, warrior from the lake of Car-
man,

The hound of Caoinche will be loosed upon your track;
Caoilte will run well.

May neither death nor evil overtake you, to send you to
sleep forever!’

The animals around them sense danger. They do not sleep:

“The stag in the east does not sleep; he does not cease to
call:
even though he is in the forest, he has no thought of

sleep.

The lively music does not cease in the twisted branches

of the trees;
they are noisy there: even the thrush is not asleep.

Tonight the grouse does not sleep, in the deep rough
heather;
sweet is the note of his clear voice: amongst the streams

he does not sleep.’

Fenian ballads are found in scores of manuscripts and may
still be heard in Scotland and in Ireland from traditional seana-
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chies. The most important collection is in the manuscript known
as Duanaire Finn (“The Poem-Book of Finn’), which has an 1n-
teresting history. It was written in Ostend and Louvain in 1626
and 1627 by two scribes, for Captain Sorley O’Donnell, prob-
ably one of the Wild Geese, a soldier of fortune on the Conti-
nent. The Irish Franciscans had a convent at Louvain then, as
they have again now, and the scribes may have been friars. The
manuscript returned to Louvain, if, indeed, it was ever delivered
to O’Donnell; and during the French Revolution 1t was trans-
ferred with the Louvain collection to St. Isidore’s in Rome. In
1872 these manuscripts were sent to the Franciscan Convent in
Dublin, where they are now preserved.

5O



I11

OQQQQQOOQQQOOQOQ*)Q*OQﬁ‘OOOQ‘}QOQOOﬁQO*&QOOGQQ@@Q‘QQOQOO

17/e Mythological Cycle

HE mythological cycle is not well preserved in the lit-

I erature. In the sagas of the Ulster and Fenian cycles
there are references to supernatural beings who are
imagined as dwelling in fairy mounds. Some of these sites are
actually prehistoric burial mounds, notably the famous Bruig
na Boinne, now known as New Grange, in County Louth; others
are natural formations. The beings themselves are called s#de
(pl.), while s7d (sing.) is the word for a fairy mound. The king of
these fairies is the Dagda (“The Good God’). Oengus Mac Oc
1s a son of the Dagda and dwells in Bruig na Bbinne. Another
son Bodb lives in Sid al Femen in County Tipperary. Midir,
husband of the beautiful Etain, lives in Bri Léith (‘Mound
of the Gray Man’) near the village of Ardagh (County Long-
ford). Manannan mac Lir (‘Son of the Sea’) reigns in the
Isle of Man. (He appears in Welsh tradition as Manawyddan
fab Llyr.) NtGadu Airgetlam (‘Silver Arm’) is apparently a pa-
tron of fishing, Diancécht a patron of healing. Lug mac Ethnenn
(‘Son of Ethniu’), also called Lug Lamfada (‘Long Arm’), is the
god whose name 1s widely known over Celtic-speaking territory
in the place-name Lugdunum. He is the divine father of Ca
Chulainn. Besides Etain, the wife of Midir, may be mentioned
Fand (‘The Gentle One’), the wife of Manannan and daughter
of Aed Abrat (‘Fire of the Brow’), and L1 Ban (‘Beauty of Wom-
en”), wife of Labraid LGathlam ar Chlaideb (‘Swift Hand at
Sword’). Donn 1s the god of the dead and dwells in Tech Duinn
(‘Don’s House’), an island off the coast of Kerry. Bres mac

Elathan, Echaid Iuil, Eogan Inbir, Failbe Find, Riangabar,
§1
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whose son Loeg is Cti Chulainn’s charioteer, and Senach Sia-
borthe are among other fairy beings whose names occur. Ca Roi
is not of this company but is a sort of wizard, lord of Cathair
Con Roi, the mighty stone fortress now known as Cahirconree
on the Dingle Peninsula in County Kerry. These beings do not
appear as gods in the accepted sense. They are not adored or
served by sacrifice or otherwise. They are supernatural beings
with magic powers, who sometimes interfere in the affairs of men.

In the pseudo-history of the monasteries and in the later
sagas, these gods or fairies are called Tuatha Dé Danann
(‘peoples of Dé Danann’). Thurneysen suggests that the name
Dé Danann first belonged to three mythical beings—the broth-
ers Brian, Iuchair, and Iucharba. How the others came to be
called their ‘people’ remains obscure. In the sagas they are
sometimes called Fir #ri nDea (‘Men of the Three Gods’) (RC,
XII, 76, § 60) and the ‘Three gods of Danu’® are mentioned
(1bid., p. 82, § 83). The historians taught that Ireland was in-
habited by the Tuatha Dé Danann before the Irish came. There
was a race of giants, the Fomoire, who were enemies of the Tu-
atha Dé. They lived on 1slands and came in ships over the sea.

Much of this tradition is recorded in the Dinnshenchas, or
‘History of Places,” and the Céir Anmann, or ‘Fitness of Names,’
learned compilations of the Middle Irish period; it also appears
in the account of the Tuatha Dé Danann and Fomorians in the
Lebor Gabala, or ‘Book of Invasions.” This is a fictitious history
of Ireland from the earliest times down to the coming of Chris-
tianity, which Thurneysen has declared to be, in its extant
form, mainly a prose redaction of the ‘historical’ poems of Gilla
Caemain (T 1072).2 It makes tedious reading but is important
because 1t was regarded as authoritative by native historians
down to the seventeenth century.3 It will not be further consid-

1. Danu is the mother of Vytra in the Rig-Veda (see A. MacDonnell, Pedic Mythol-
ogy, p. 158).

2. For the dating of the Lebor Gabila see Gwynn, Metr. Dinds., V, 110; T. F.
O’Rahilly, Early Irish History and Mythology (Dublin, 1946), p. 193, n. 2.

3. It 1s now being edited for the first time by R. A. S. Macalister, Lebor Gabdla
Erenn, Vols. I-1V (Dublin: Irish Texts Society, 1938—41). A summary of the account of
- the Tuatha Dé Danann is given in IV, g8-105.
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ered here. Only the sagas of the cycle concern us, and they are
not many.

The ancient list of tales in the Book of Leinster preserves a
few titles of mythological stories now lost. Of those which have
come down to us, four are early in their extant form: “The Tak-
ing of the Fairy Mound’ (De Babaiil int Stda), “The Dream of
Oengus’ (Aislinge Oenguso), “The Wooing of Etain’ (Tochmarc
Etaine), and ‘The Battle of Moytura’ (Cath Maige Tured). Four
others have been preserved only in late Middle Irish or Modern
Irish recensions: “The Battle of Moytura at Cong,” “The Nour-
ishment of the Houses of the Two Cups’ (Altram Tige Dd Me-
dar), “The Fate of the Children of Tuirenn’ (Oidheadh Clainne
Tuireann), and “The Fate of the Children of Lir’ (O:idheadh
Clainne Lir), of which the last seems to be a comparatively
modern 1nvention.

‘The Taking of the Fairy Mound’ is a mere anecdote, too
brief in its extant form for recitation before an audience, which
tells how Oengus, son of the Dagda, persuaded his father to be-
stow his dwelling at Bruig na Bbinne upon him for a day and a
night. When the Dagda claimed it back, Oengus explained that
‘day and night’ means ‘forever’; and so Oengus remained lord
of the place. It is described as a wonderful country. Three fruit
trees are always in fruit. There is a roast pig and also a vat of
fine liquor, which never diminish. This description corresponds
to those of the Other World beyond the sea, to be considered
later. Beyond the sea or beneath the fairy mounds, it was ap-
parently the same.

“The Dream of Oengus’ tells of a mysterious sickness of Oen-
gus, which can be cured only by the love of a girl whom he has
seen 1n a dream. It is the motif of some of the best of the early
sagas—ZFEchtra Conli, Echtra Cormaic, Imram Bran, Serglige Con
Culainn; but in all of those the lover is human.4 Here Oengus
himself is smitten. At the request of the Dagda, Bodb discovers
the girl. She spends one year in human form and the next in the
form of a swan. For some reason not stated, Oengus waits to ap-
proach her until she has become a swan. He then goes in human

4. These tales are discussed in chap. v.
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form to the lake, where he has been told to find her and calls her
to him. She will come only if he promises to allow her to return
to the lake. Oengus agrees. He puts his arms around her and
changes into a swan himself. They fly round the lake together
three times, so that his promise is not broken, and she stays
with him.

The story of Oengus and the Bruig occurs in a different form
in “The Wooing of Etain,” which is one of the two principal sur-
viving tales of the cycle, the other being “The Battle of Moy-
tura.” There are indeed three stories about Etain, but they form
a sequence and appear so in the two manuscripts that contain
them. She is the mother of the Etain whom Etarscéle saw wash-
ing at the well and who became the mother of Conaire according
to one tradition.’ In this tale she 1s at first the wife of Midir, and
the dearest, gentlest, loveliest in Ireland; and then after a thou-
sand years she i1s reborn as a human and becomes the wife of
Echaid Airem, king of Ireland, but she returns with Midir to
fairyland. There i1s a strange beauty here which perhaps no other
Irish story shares. The temper of love is there and the power of
magic—this is a pure fairytale—and a happy ending. And the
form 1s unique, for it is one story in three episodes, a comedy in
three acts.

TOCHMARC ETAINE

TaeE WooinGg oF ETAIN

The text i1s preserved in the Phillipps leaves from the Yellow Book of Lecan
and in a fragmentary state in The Book of the Dun Cow. It dates from the
ninth century.

I. The Dagda wins the love of Boann, wife of Elcmar, who
in this story 1s lord of the Bruig. She bears him a son, Oengus,
and he is sent to Midir at Bri Léith to be fostered. He is called
In Mac Oc “The Young Son,’ for his mother said ‘Young is the
son who was begotten at the break of day and born between it
and evening.” (The Dagda had sent Elcmar on a journey and
had bewitched him so that nine months seemed only a day; and
on his return his wife had recovered from her sickness.)s® When
Oengus discovers that the Dagda is his father, he goes to claim

5. See pp. 2§, §7. sa. Cf. the legend of Amphytrion.
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acknowledgment and a grant of land. The Dagda instructs him
to surprise Elcmar by force and extort a promise of the lord-
ship of the Bruig for a day and a night, and to hold it against
him until Elcmar submits the case to him for decision. The de-
cision 1s in favor of Oengus, for ‘it is in days and nights that the
world 1s spent.’

Midir visits Oengus, and, in satisfaction for an injury he suf-
fers at the palace, he demands the fairest maiden in Ireland.
She is Etain daughter of Ailill, king of the northeast. Oengus
goes to ask her from her father, but he demands a high price.
Twelve plains must be cleared for his people and twelve rivers
made to water the plains and bring up fish from the sea, and for
himself he must have her weight of gold and silver. All this is
provided, with the Dagda’s help, and the beautiful Etain be-
comes the wife of Midir; and for a year they stay at the Bruig.

Midir returns home W1th Etain. Fuamnach, his first wife, a
dreadful, cunning woman, strikes Etain with a quicken rod and
changes her into a pool of water. The water turns into a worm,
the worm into a purple fly of wonderful size and beauty. Its
music 1s sweet, and the air is fragrant around it. The fly attend-
ed Midir and went with him as he went, and he knew that it
was FEtain. Fuamnach drove her away by creating a magic
wind which carried her out onto the rocks and waves of the sea,
and for seven years she was in misery. Oengus found her and
rescued her, but again Fuamnach drove her off; and this time
she came to rest on the roof of a house in Ulster and fell into the
cup of one of the women in the house. The woman, wife of Etar
of Inber Cichmaine, swallowed her, and she was reborn as
Etain daughter of Etar. It was a thousand and twelve years
from the time of her birth as daughter of the fairy Ailill to the
time of her birth in the house of Etar.

II. When Eochaid Airem became king of Ireland, the people
refused to pay tribute to a king that had no queen. He sent out
messengers to find the loveliest girl in Ireland. She was Etain
‘daughter of Etar, and he married her. His brother Ailill fell sick

6. This is the subject of a poem of Cinaed Ua Hartacdin, still unpublished (LL,
20841-209546).

55



Early Irish Literature

with love of her, and none could cure him. Eochaid went on his
royal circuit of Ireland, leaving Etain to attend to his dying
brother, so that his grave might be dug, his lamentation made,
his cattle slain. One day when they were together, Ailill con-
fessed to Etain the cause of his sickness, and she said that she
was willing to heal him with her love but not in her husband’s
house. She appointed a tryst on the hill above the inclosure, but
each night for three nights a magic sleep overcame Ailill at the
appointed hour, and each night a man like Ailill came in his
stead. It was Midir of Bri Léith, seeking his lost wife.

On the third night Etain questioned the stranger, and he re-
vealed himself and told her that she had once been his wife in
fairyland and that he had paid a great bride-price for her in
plains and rivers and gold and silver. He asked her to go with
him, but she would not leave her husband without his consent.
When she returned to the palace, Ailill was healed of his sick-
ness, and they rejoiced that her honor had not suffered.

II1. On a lovely summer day Eochaid climbed onto the ter-
race of Tara to gaze over the plain. A handsome stranger ap-
proached. He was Midir of Bri Léith. ‘I know you not,’ said the
king. ‘But I know you,’ said the stranger. He invites the king to
play chess and brings out a silver board with golden men. They
play for a stake, and Eochaid wins. Next morning at sunrise the
prize of fifty grey horses with enameled reins is on the plain at
Tara, and Midir is there again. ‘What i1s promised is due,’” he
says. Three times they play, and each time Eochaid wins and
exacts great prizes from Midir. The fourth time they play for a
stake to be named by the winner, and Midir wins the game.
‘What would you have from me?’ said Eochaid. ‘My arms
around Etain and a kiss from her,” said Midir. Eochaid was si-
lent. ‘Come a month from today, and that shall be given you.’”

A month from that day, Eochaid had assembled warriors
around him, and the doors were locked. But Midir appeared in
the banqueting hall. He was fair at all times, but on that night
he was fairer. “‘What is promised is due,” he said. Eochaid per-

7. Yudhigthira staked his wife Draupadi upon the dice and lost her (Makabharata
[Poona ed., 1944] i1. §8. 31—43; cf. “The Adventure of Cormac,’ p. 110).

56



The Mythological Cycle

mits him to take his prize. Midir embraces Etain and rises with
her through the roof of the house. They fly away in the form of
two swans.

Fochaid and his men resolve to dig up every elf mound in Ire-
land until Etain is restored to him. First they attack Sid al
Femen, the home of Bodb, because it was in that direction that
the swans were seen to ﬂy. Failing to find her there, they turn
against Bri Léith. Midir comes before them and promises to re-
store Etain. On the next morning fifty women appear at Tara,
all like Etain in form and dress, and Eochaid is in doubt Wthh
one to choose.? Etain is the best at serving drink of all the wom-
en of Ireland, so the women are set to serve drink from a vessel
placed in the middle of the hall. It came to the last two women.
One of them poured out first. “This is Etain,” said Eochaid, ‘and
it is not herself.” “Truly it is Etain, though it is not her serving,’
said they all. And the other women went away. But it was not
Etain. Midir came later, and, having bound Eochaid to peace,
he told him that Etain was pregnant when she came from Tara
and that the girl he had chosen was his own daughter. But she
had already lain with him and soon bore him a daughter. Eoch-
aid said: ‘I and my daughter’s daughter shall never look on
one another.” And the child was cast out and left in a dog kennel
at a herdsman’s house. The herdsman and his wife found the
lovely child in the kennel. They reared her, without knowing
who she was; and she prospered, for she was the daughter of a
king and queen. Her eyes saw nothing that her hands could not
embroider. One day Etarscéle’s people saw her and told the
king. He took her by force and made her his wife. So she 1s the
mother of Conaire son of Etarscéle.

This brings us to the opening chapter of the story of “Ua
Derga’s Hostel,” which has already been discussed and belongs
to another cycle. But there the herdsman’s fosterling, Mes
Buachalla, is not identified with Etain.

The chief saga of the mythological cycle, however, 1s “The
Battle of Moytura,’ for it tells with much circumstance of the

8. So Damayanti had to choose Nala from among the gods who had assumed his
likeness (Mahabharata [Poona ed., 1941] 1ii. §4. 10-25).
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victory of the Tuatha Dé Danann over the Fomorians, and
many of the leaders on both sides are introduced. Though 1t 1s
preserved only in a manuscript of the sixteenth century, the
language is early, perhaps ninth or tenth century, and the mat-
ter is genuine pre-Christian tradition. Its value, however, is
rather mythological than literary, for the narrative 1s rambling
and formless and has been used as an occasion for recording
lists of names and miscellaneous fragments of mythology.?

CATH MAIGE TURED
TuE BATTLE OF MOYTURA

The Tuatha Dé Danann were in the northern islands of the
world learning the arts of heathendom, and there they obtained
the four treasures: the Lia Fail, a stone which used to scream
under every king of Ireland when he was inaugurated; the spear
of Lug; the sword of Nuada; and the Dagda’s Cauldron. They
made an alliance with the Fomorians, and Balor gave his daugh-
ter Ethne to Cian son of Diancécht, of the Tuatha D¢, and a
son was born to them, Lug of the Long Arm.

The Tuatha Dé then came to Ireland with a great fleet to
seize it from the Fir Bolg, who dwelt there at the time. They
burned their boats on the beach so as to have no thought of
escape, and from the smoke of the great fire it was thought that
they had descended upon the country in a cloud. They fought
the Fir Bolg at Moytura and were victorious, and the Fir Bolg
retired 1into the i1slands of Arran and Islay and Man and Rath-
lin. But Nuada, the king, lost his arm i1n the battle, so that
Diancécht made him a silver arm. He was now unfit to be king,
and the kingdom was given to Bres son of Elatha, whose father
was a Fomorian and whom they had adopted. His mother was
of their own people. Bres oppressed the people and allowed the
Fomorians to exact tribute from them. Ogma was made to carry
firewood and the Dagda to build earthworks. Bres did not grease
the knives of his guests, and their breaths did not smell of ale.
The people complained and called upon him to surrender the

~ 9. The text has not yet been critically examined. It has been most recently discussed,
with a translation, by Father Gustav Lehmacher, Anthropos, XXVI (1931), 435.
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kingship. He asked for a respite of seven years, which was grant-
ed under guarantees, and Bres departed to the land of the Fo-
morians to raise an army. Balor, king of the Isles, and Indech,
king of the Fomorians, assembled their hosts from Lochlann
westward to Ireland, and they made a bridge of ships from Inse
Gall to Ireland. Never came to Ireland a host more horrible than
that host of the Fomorians.

A long digression follows in which the preparations of the
Tuatha Dé are described. A curious passage tells of the coming
of Lug to the court, where Nuada again reigns as king.™ Lug is
here called Samilddnach (‘possessing many arts together’). The
doorkeeper asks him what art he practices ‘for none enters
Tara without an art.” Lug says: ‘I am a carpenter.” “‘We do not
need one; we have a carpenter.” Lug says: ‘I am a smith.” “‘We
have a smith.” Lug says: ‘I am a champion.” “‘We do not need
one; we have a champion.” Lug claims to be harper, hero, poet,
historian, sorcerer, leech, cupbearer, and brazier, and bids the
doorkeeper ask the king whether he has any man who possesses
all these gifts. If so, the stranger will not seek admittance. Nu-
ada orders that he be tested in the game of chess, and the stran-
ger wins the game. “That was told to Nuada. “Let him into the
inclosure,”” said Nuada, “for never before has a man like him
come into this fort.” > And Nuada decided to intrust him with
the defense of Ireland. Lug sent the Dagda to spy upon the Fo-
morians and to delay them until the men of Ireland were ready
for battle. The Dagda visited their camp and asked for a truce.
They agreed, but compelled the Dagda to eat an immense meal
of porridge in which goats and sheep and swine were the trim-
mings, and he staggered away, barely able to walk. He encoun-
tered a daughter of Indech, who promised to use her magic
against her own people.

The Fomorians advance to battle. The Tuatha D¢ are assem-
bled, and Lug asks the various craftsmen what magic powers
they have. Goibniu the smith, Diancécht the leech, Credne the
brazier, Luchta the wright, Ogma the champion, and Morrigan,

10. A similar episode occurs in the Welsh story of Kulhwch and Olwen (J. Loth,
Mabinogion, 1, 252).
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a witch who is usually associated with slaughter in battle, all
are questioned and promise their help. Likewise, the cupbear-
ers, sorcerers, druids, witches, Cairpre, the satirist, and the
Dagda himself say what they will do against the enemy.

Now comes the account of the battle, with shouting of war-
riors and clashing of shields. Many are slain, but the Tuatha Dé
have a magic well into which dead and wounded are thrown,
and they emerge restored. The Fomorians discover it and close
it with a heap of stones. Lug and Balor of the Poisonous Eye
meet in the fray. ‘He had an evil eye. It was opened only on the
battlefield. Four men used to raise the lid from the eye with a
peg.”* An army that he looked upon through that eye could not
resist in battle though they were many thousands. The way in
which the poison came to it was this. His father’s druids were
making a magic brew. He came and looked out of the window,
and the steam of the brew went into it, so that the poison of the
brew was in it ever afterwards.” Balor’s eyelid 1s raised, but Lug
1s ready for him and casts a stone from his sling which knocks
the eye out through the back of his head. It is thus turned upon
the Fomorians themselves, and twenty-seven of them fall dead
beside it. The Fomorians flee to their ships; and the slain are as
many as the stars of heaven, the sand of the sea, the flakes of
snow, the drops of dew on the grass, the crested waves in a
storm. Finally, the she-demon, Morrigan daughter of Ernmas,
proclaims the victory to the royal heights and fairy hosts of
Ireland and to the chief lakes, rivers, and estuaries. She prophe-
sies the end of the world and the plagues and punishments and
misfortunes that will take place.

There 1s another story entitled “The Battle of Moytura of
Cong’ commonly known as ‘The First Battle of Moytura,’
which narrates the victory of the Tuatha Dé over the Fir Bolg,
referred to at the beginning of the saga we have just considered.
The text 1s later than the other and is clearly a mixed one, but
1t has not been studied in detail. The early part derives from the
same sources as the Book of Invasions, according to which the

11. Cf. the eyes of Yspaddaden Penkawr, the lids of which had to be raised with
forks (Loth, Mabinogion, 1, 299).
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Fir Bolg and the Tuatha Dé are different branches of the family
of Nemed. The second part of the story describes the friendly
meeting of the two parties after the Tuatha Dé arrive in Ire-
land and their subsequent dispute about the division of the
country between them.

In the first encounter the Tuatha Dé are defeated and flee
eastward. For four days the battle goes on. Each day’s fighting
1s described at length, and the fortune of war i1s changing. On
the fourth day Sreng of the Fir Bolg cuts off the arm of Nuada
with a stroke of his sword; but first Aenguba from Hiruaith and
then the Dagda come to his rescue, and he is carried from the
field attended by fifty warriors with their leeches. The Tuatha
D¢ fight bravely without their king. Brian, Iuchair, and Iuchar-
ba, the three sons of Tuirell Bicreo (elsewhere they are the three
Dei Danann, the ‘three gods’) defeat three of the enemy who
oppose them. Eochaid, king of the Fir Bolg, is seized with a con-
suming thirst and leaves the field in search of water, but the
druids of the Tuatha Dé hide from him the streams and rivers
of Ireland.™ The three sons of Nemed follow him, and Eochaid
and the sons of Nemed are slain.

After another day and night both sides are exhausted. Nuada
asks the Dagda how many they have lost, and the Dagda replies
in a long poem which repeats the incidents already told. On the
sixth day the Fir Bolg renew the attack. Nuada 1s challenged to
single combat by Sreng and asks that Sreng fight with his right
arm bound to his side, so that they may meet on equal terms.
Sreng answers that they met on equal terms when Nuada lost
his arm and that he is not bound to this restriction. The Tuatha
Dé decide to offer Sreng his choice of the provinces of Ireland,
provided that peace and friendship be established. Sreng chooses
Connacht, and the Fir Bolg retire there. The Tuatha D¢ elect
Bres as their king, and he reigns for seven years.

The sons of Tuirill Bicreo are the heroes of another story,
“The Tragic Death of the Children of Tuireann (Tuirill),” which

has come down to us only in a modern version, although 1t ap-

12. In “The Destruction of Ua Derga’s Hostel’ Conaire is seized with thirst and
searches Ireland for water (p. 30).
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pears to contain very old tradition. Brian, Iuchair, and Iucharba
kill Cian, the father of Lug, and Lug lays tasks upon them in eric
for his father’s death. These take the form of quests for various
treasures, all of which they obtain, and the performance of a
certain dangerous feat which costs them their lives. It is curious
that these personages, elsewhere the gods of the Tuatha De,
should be presented as victims of the vengeance of Lug. And
Oidhe Chlainne Tuireann 1s not a mere invention by some six-
teenth-century writer, for Thurneysen has edited an interpolat-
ed passage from the Book of Invasions which is the summary of
an earlier and more primitive version of the story, dating in its
extant form perhaps from the eleventh century.*3 Here, indeed,
there 1s no mention of the death of the three, and we may sup-
pose that they satisfied justice by means of their great power as
gods and were reconciled to Lug. I shall not here supply an anal-
ysis of the story, as it is not of primary importance or of great
literary value. The folklorist, however, should not neglect it.
Another modern romance tells of the four children of Lir of Sid
Finnachaid. O’Curry observed (At/antis, 111, 390) that he had
never seen the theme in any early text, and no early reference has
since been recorded. It appears, then, to be a modern invention,
perhaps by the same author who composed the story just re-
ferred to and the modern form of the Deirdre story. These three
are often combined in manuscripts under the title “The Three
Sorrowful Stories’ (Tri Truaighe na Sgéalaigheachta), which
may have been given them by this unknown author, perhaps in
the fifteenth or sixteenth century. But the question has not been
investigated. Strange to say, although the story is well known,
perhaps on account of Moore’s Song of Fionuala, there is as yet
no satisfactory edition of the text. It is brief and is worth our
attention. The narrative is simple and pathetic, without much
artifice. It lacks the magic and the emotion of some of the earlier
sagas, but no one with a sense for a good folktale will fail to en-
joy it.
13. ZCP, X1I, 239.
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OIDHEADH CLAINNE LIR

THE TrAGEDY OF THE CHILDREN OF LIRr

After the Battle of Tailtiu, in which the Tuatha Dé were de-
feated by the Milesians (i.e., the Irish of later times), they as-
sembled in one place from every part of the five provinces of
Ireland and decided to choose a king; for they preferred to be
subject to one king of their own people rather than to different
kings of the Milesians throughout the country. Those who
hoped for election were Bodb, son of the Dagda, Ilbrec of As-
saroe, Lir of Sid Finnachaid, Midir of Bri Léith, and Oengus Oc,
son of the Dagda. But Oengus did not desire it greatly, for he
preferred to be as he was than to be king of the Tuatha Dé.*
Bodb was elected on account of the virtue of his father and be-
cause of his own virtue and because he was the eldest son of the
Dagda.

Lir was offended by this choice, and he left the assembly
without taking his leave of the others. They proposed to follow
him and burn his house as a punishment for this misbehavior,
but Bodb dissuaded them. Lir’s wife died, and he fell into de-
spondency; and Bodb proposed a reconciliation by offering Lir
one of his foster-children in marriage, for the three daughters of
Oilioll Arann had been fostered at his house at Loch Deirgdeirc.
Lir chose Aeb, the eldest of the three, and returned with her to
his dwelling, where a wedding feast was held. Aeb bore him
twins, a son and a daughter, Aed and Fionnguala (‘Fire’ and
‘Whiteshoulder’). She became pregnant again, and again she
bore twins, ‘two sons, Fiachra and Conn; but she died at their
birth. Lir was again despondent and found comfort only in his
children. Bodb gave him Aoife, a sister of Aeb, and they were
married, and Aoife honored and loved her sister’s children.

Bodb often visited Lir for love of the children, and often they
used to go to his palace. When the Feast of Age was held at
Lir’s dwelling, the four children were the delight and entertain-

14. The notion that Lug was independent of the Tuatha Dé appears in “The Tragic
Death of the Children of Tuireann’ (see Macalister, Béaloideas, 1, 15). Here Oengus

seems to be so presented (cf. p. 113).
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ment of all. They used to lie on couches beside their father, and
he would get up early in the morning to be with his children.

Aoife grew jealous of Lir’s love for the children, and she pre-
tended sickness and lay for almost a year as though sick; and
she planned their destruction. One day she set out with them,
as though to visit Bodb, and Fionnguala did not wish to go, for
she had a foreboding of evil; but she could not escape her doom.
When they had gone some way, Aoife said to her people: ‘Kill
the children of Lir, because their father has ceased to love me.
I shall reward you as you desire.” ‘No,’ said they, “‘We will not
kill them. It is evil to think of such a deed, and worse to speak
of it.” Then Aoife sought to kill them herself with a sword, but
her womanly nature prevented her. They came to Lake Derry-
varagh, and she told the children to bathe in the lake. When
they were in the water, she struck them with a magic wand and
changed them into swans.

Fionnguala reproaches Aoife and foretells her ruin. She asks
her to fix a term to the curse that she has laid upon them, and
Aoife says that it will last until a woman from the south shall
be joined to a man from the north, namely, Lairgrén son of
Colman, king of Connacht, and Deoch daughter of Fingein,
king of Munster.”s Since Fionnguala has asked for a term, no
power of the Tuatha Dé can lift the curse until they have spent
three hundred years on Lake Derryvaragh and three hundred
years by the Mull of Cantyre in Scotland and three hundred
years in Erris and around Inishglory. But Aoife relents, and,
since she cannot undo the curse, she grants the swans certain
qualities. They shall have the power of speech and the gift of
singing, so that no music in the world shall be equal to it; and
they shall have their senses and faculties. They shall suffer no
anguish in being in the form of swans. She speaks a lay in which
the curse is repeated, and she laments the anger of Lir which
she has now brought on herself.

Aoife goes to Bodb’s dwelling. He asks for the children, and
she replies that Lir will no longer intrust them to Bodb. He

15. He was present at the assembly of Druim Cett in A.D. §75, according to Keating,
Foras Fessa ar Eirinn, 111, 82.
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sends messengers to Lir, and Aoife’s treachery is discovered.
Bodb changes her into a demon, and she must wander through
the air in this form forever. He and the Tuatha Dé come to the
shore of the lake and stay listening to the music of the swans.
And the Men of Ireland, too, come from every part to listen to
the swans, so that for three hundred years the Tuatha Dé and
the Men of Ireland were by Lake Derryvaragh; and the swans
conversed with them during the day and sang them to sleep at
night. And all who heard that music slept peacefully, though
they were sick or in trouble. All were happy after hearing the
music.

At the end of that time Fionnguala says that it is time to go.
She says farewell to Bodb in a short poem, and the swans fly
away to the Mull of Cantyre. That lonely sea is a place of hard-
ship for them, and their sufferings are described. They are scat-
tered by a storm in winter, and Fionnguala laments in verse
their misery and remembers the happiness of the past. All night
she waits alone on the Rock of Seals, and in the morning she
sees Conn approaching wet and weary. Then Fiachra comes,
and she warms him under her wing; and she says: ‘If only Aed
would come, we should be without complaint.’

By day they wvisit the shores of Ireland or Scotland and at
night they return to Mull. One day when they are in the mouth
of the river Bann, they see horsemen approaching. These are
the two sons of Bodb with a third of the fairy host, who have
been in search of them. They bring tidings of the Tuatha Dé.
Lir and Bodb are well, and all are now assembled at Sid Finna-
chaid for the Feast of Age, peaceful and happy except for the
sorrow because of the absence of the four children of Lir. Fionn-
guala replies in a poem lamenting their fate. The people of Lir
are happy, but his children have a cold dwelling place. They
have exchanged satin for the feathers of swans. The white sand
and the sea water are their food instead of the mead of the hazel
tree. Once they enjoyed the instruction of Manannan, the con-
versation of Bodb, the sweetness of the kiss of Oengus.

At the appointed time Fionnguala says that they must go to
Erris. They suffer great hardship there for a long time. One
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night was the worst of all, when the sea froze from Erris to
Achill. Fionnguala lamented their misery:

‘Sad is the cry of the swans tonight. It 1s an ebb or a
drought that has caused it: no cool water beneath them,
their bodies waste from thirst.

No firm supporting water, no wave washes their sides.
The pleasant sea has frozen so that it is smooth as a
board.

O God, who made heaven and earth and delivered the
six hosts, save, too, this flock. Even the strong become
weak through suffering.’

‘ “Brothers,” said Fionnguala, ‘“believe in the God of truth,
who made the heaven with its clouds and the earth with its
fruits and the sea with its wonders, and you shall have help
and comfort from the Lord.” And they believed and received
comfort and suffered no more from storm or bad weather.’

At the end of three hundred years they returned to Sid
Finnachaid and found the site empty and deserted, without
house or fire or dwelling. They uttered three cries of sorrow,
and Fionnguala spoke a lay:

‘Strange it 1s to see this place without house or shelter.
My heart 1s sad from what I see.

No dogs, no sporting hounds, no women, no stately
kings. I never knew this place to be thus in my father’s
time.

No drinking horns, no cups, no feasting within painted
walls; no horsemen, no happy youths—

Formerly this place was not left to grass and forest. All
that we knew are dead, and we are here. It is strange.’

They returned to Inishglory and remained there until St. Pat-
rick came to Ireland and Mo Chaemoc to Inishglory. One morn-
ing they heard the bell for matins. When the singing of matins
was over, they sang their lovely song, and Mo Chaeméc heard
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it and prayed that he might know who made such music. It was
revealed to him. He took the swans, and he joined Fionnguala
to Aed, and Conn to Fiachra with silver chains, and they stayed
with him and were his delight, and they forgot all their suf-
fering. |

It was then that Lairgrén was king of Connacht, and Deoch,
daughter of the king of Munster, was his wife. She heard the
fame of the birds and desired them for herself, and Lairgrén
came and seized them. But his violent act undid the magic
which disguised them. They were changed back and appeared as
three withered old men and an old woman.

Mo Chaeméc baptized them and they died; and they were
buried, Conn on the right side of Fionnguala and Fiachra on her
left, and Aed in front. And they went to heaven. And Mo Chae-
moc was sad after they were gone.

There 1s another saga of this cycle, published only recently,
which has attracted attention because it seems to provide a
parallel to the French legend of the Holy Grail. The Irish title,
Altrom Tige Da Medar, may be rendered “The Nourishment of
the Houses of the Two Milk-Vessels.” The manuscript tradition
is earlier than that of the story of the Children of Lir, for it is
preserved in the Book of Fermoy (fifth century). The texts agree
in some details of legend, and the later story may have borrowed
from this one. Here, as above, the narrative begins with a refer-
ence to the Battle of Tailtiu, the election of Bodb as king, and
the institution of the Feast of Age. Lir of Sid Finnachaid is of
the company but plays no part in the story. One interesting
mythological feature appears clearly, namely, that Manannan,
while being lord over the Tuatha Dé Danann, is not one of
them. He is, however, a foster-son of their erstwhile king, the
Dagda. He dwells outside Ireland, as always in the cycle (here
at Cruithin na Cuan in Emain Ablach), and belongs to the
nobles of the Land of Promise. These people, who figure largely
in the next chapter, appear to be higher in the order of super-
natural beings than are the Tuatha Dé, who retired after the

Battle of Tailtiu into the fairy mounds of Ireland. Nowhere else
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in the cycle does this distinction emerge so clearly, and 1t seems
to be an old tradition.™

ALTROM TIGE DA MEDAR

TaeE NUrRTURE OF THE Houses oF THE Two MILK-VESSELS

Erimén had defeated the Tuatha Dé Danann at the Battle of
Tailtiu, in which the three kings of Ireland—Mac Cuill, Mac
Cécht, and Mac Gréine—were slain, and again at the Battle of
Druim Ligean. Manannan came to advise them; and he bade
them scatter themselves in the fairy mounds and in the hills and
plains of Ireland. They chose Bodb as king, and Manannan ap-
pointed to them their dwellings in the fairy mounds: Bodb to
Sid Buidb above Loch Dergirt, Midir to Sid Truim, Sigmall to
Sid Neannta, Finnbarr to Sid Meada, Tadg Mor son of Nuada
to Sid Droma Dean, Abartach to Sid Buide, Fagartach to Sid
Finnabrach, Ilbrec to Sid Aeda Easa Ruaid (Assaroe), Lir son
of Lugaid to Sid Finnachaid, Derg Dianscothach to Sid Cleitid.
And he instituted the fet fiada*” and the Feast of Goibniu and
the Pigs of Manannan for the warriors—the feth fiada to make
them invisible, the Feast to protect them against old age, the
pigs to be killed for food and yet survive for their sustenance.
And Manannan told them to lay out their fairy dwellings after
the manner of the households of the Land of Promise, that is,
Emain Ablach.

There was another magician in Ireland at the time, namely,
Elcmar, son of Cairbre Crom, a brother of Sigmall. And Oengus
Oc son of the Dagda was his fosterling. He invited Manannan
to a feast at Bruig na Boinne, and Manannan and the nobles of
the Land of Promise and also the magicians of the Tuatha Dé
assembled there. After three days of feasting, Manannin or-
dered the banquet hall to be cleared, so that he and Oengus

16. On this contrast between the people of the fairy mounds and the Land of Prom-
ise, see Windisch, ‘Das keltische Brittanien,” /KSGH, XXIX, Phil.-Hist. Kl., VI
(1912), 109-12; Loth, Rev. Arch., XXIV (4th ser.; September-December, 1914), 223.

Cf. below, p. 112,

17. The meaning of the term is obscure, but it is a name for the magic power by
which the Tuatha Dé could make themselves invisible.
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were alone. He then informed Oengus that he, Manannin, was
king over all the kings of the Tuatha Dé and senior over their
hosts and the author of their prosperity. He tells him that Elc-
mar 1s not destined to occupy the splendid palace of Bruig na
Béinne and that Oengus should expel him from it. And he
teaches him a spell to that end, the same which drove the rebel-
lious angels from heaven and the Fir Bolg from Ireland and
which the Men of Ireland used against Manannin’s people in
their turn. Oengus asks: ‘Is there a god over our gods?’ “There
1s,” said Manannan. “The one omnipotent God who can over-
throw our gods and whom our gods cannot harm, the powerful
Lord who made heaven and earth, and the sea with its wonders,
and all the four elements.” And he tells the reason for the crea-
tion of Man. The lord of the tenth order of angels rebelled
against God, and those angels were expelled from heaven and
changed into demons, and God created Man; and he takes into
heaven those who obey him and sends those who oppose him to
the prison prepared for the demons. ‘But it is not of that I wish
to speak. Take the advice I have given you.” Oengus agrees to
expel Elcmar from the Bruig.

After Elcmar has been expelled, Oengus holds the feast for
Manannan and for the Tuatha Dé. At the end of the feast he
invites all present to send a child to him in fosterage. Mananndn
returns home, and his wife bears him a daughter, Curcég. She
and the other girls born at that time to the Tuatha Dé are sent
in fosterage to Oengus. The wife of the steward of the Bruig
bears a daughter, Eithne, who surpasses them all in beauty and
virtue. '

The fame of Eithne spreads abroad. Finnbarr comes to the
Bruig to visit the girls, and when they are brought before him,
he stares at Eithne and asks who she 1s, with an insulting re-
mark.*® Eithne blushes and goes away in tears. Oengus turns in
anger against Finnbarr, who humbles himself before him, and

18. Cé hi siud dont an suighi séla? which Miss Duncan has rendered “Who is that who
is sitting on her heel?’ This interpretation seems to me correct, as being capable of an
obscene suggestion. The girls may be imagined sitting on the floor. Finnbarr stares at

Eithne and makes a coarse joke about her posture.
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they are reconciled. But from that moment Eithne will touch
neither food nor drink. For seven days she fasts. Oengus offers
her the milk of his dun cow and the use of a fine gold milk-
vessel. She accepts if she may milk the cow herself. This was one
of two marvelous cows which Mananndn and Oengus had
brought from India, with their gold vessels and silk spancels.
They were in milk at all seasons of the year, and their milk had
the taste of honey and the intoxication of wine. Manannan pos-
sessed the other, the brindled cow, and there were none like to
them.

The news of Eithne reached Cruithin na Cuan in Emain Ab-
lach and the nobles of the Land of Promise; and Manannan
summoned Curcbég and her maidens, including Eithne, so that
he might learn the cause of her trouble, for he recognized every
sickness and knew the remedy for it. Eithne tells him that after
the shame that was put upon her by Finnbarr, she could take
no food save only the milk of the dun cows that she milked her-
self. That night Manannan prepares her food with his own
hands, but 1t avails nothing; but she consents to drink the milk
of his brindled cow, if she may milk 1t. Manannan diagnoses the
case. She 1s no longer of the Tuatha Dé nor yet of the people of
the Land of Promise. When Finnbarr insulted her, her guardian
demon left her, and an angel took his place. She cannot touch
their food, nor will she follow druidry or devilry ever more. She
can take the milk because i1t comes from a righteous land, name-
ly, India, and all men will speak of this nourishment,.the Nur-

ture of the Houses of the Two Milk-Vessels. And the Trinity of
Three Persons will be her God.

So from the time of Erimén until the time of Laegaire son of
Niall of the Nine Hostages, when Patrick came to Ireland,
Eithne lived upon the wonderful milk, for a while with Oengus
at the Bruig and another time at Emain Ablach with Ma-
nannan.

Once in the heat of the day Curcég and her maidens went to
bathe in the Boyne. When they went out of the water to dress,
Eithne did not see them go, for the feth fiada had departed from
her. This rendered them invisible to her and made her visible to
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men. She came out of the river and put on her clothes and
searched in vain for the other women. She came to a garden and
saw a cleric at the door of a church with a book before him,
praising the Lord.

Eithne tells the cleric her story, and he says that he is of
God’s people and that Patrick is his second lord. ¢ “To what
people do you belong, <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>