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INTRODUCTORY NOTE !

THE aim of this series of booklets is to give a broad, (
vivid and informed survey of Irish life and culture, X

past and present. Each write is left free to deal with Tt

~ bis subject in bis own way and the views expressed ‘
in any booklet are not necessarily those of the Committee. ’
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little doubt that Irish narrative tradition has on the whole
been essentially oral. That this was the universal rule at least
1ill the nuddleofdwsevend:ecnmry no scholar would deny.
Thatxthasahobemthemlefortwohundmdympast,
both in Ircland and Gaelic Scotland, where the folkuale is
concerned, is also an undeniable fact. Thurneysen, however,
mdmofwhatwﬂlfmlmgmundnmdaxdmuscon
ancient Irish storytelling,’ + believed that, from the cighth and
ﬂﬁmhmwduon.ﬁbembodyoﬂmhnmnvcmdmon
: by means of manuscripts.
Hew'mmm the work referred to, has undoubtedly
| that the 1 ipt tradition of a tale, once it had

mminmﬁy to have been carried
- ofotalmdmon.though




repeated singing of one and the same song, the slow
dictation, and my frequent interruptions often dispersed
the excitement which is necessary to the minstrel for
good singing. He was only able to dictate in a tired
and negligent way what he had produced for me a little
before with fire.

And the Chadwicks themselves a few pages later (183) say
that * the weariness of the singer, and the consequent lapses
efmmoryandﬂaggingm:ivemconmdybmught
home to us as we draw towards the close of Radlov’s poems,
which offer a striking contrast to their brilliant opening scenes.”
" When we think of the well.constructed narratives which
even the unlearned peasant narator tooday can produce,
d when we judge of the greater power of Old Irish storys

ok e o e e G
had his whole sland gilded with red gold.



would have contained many elaborate passages reminiscent
of the opening passage just quoted, would have been much
better knit than the manuscript version, and would have
ﬁhnmbmuormalhounmtdl. Moreover, in the tale
originally told, not the opening, but some episode in the
nnddleotcndwouldpmbablyhavemostawakmcdoux
ation. For it is the law of oral narration that the story
utheoftheaudmcebegmmaﬂ’oct

becnablc,uthemmof‘ '
cloquence of the moment of oral
smb«bm&kpm&vﬂanh@'




a fitting consort for a king. Indeed, from the differences
observable between different genres of storytelling, from
references in literary texts to storytellers of different ranks in
society, and from analogy with the first steps of an ascending
scale still to be noticed in Gaclicspeaking districts,™ it may
baaomiudedthztinancicmhclmdawholchicnrchyof
; existed, ranging from the humble teller of folktales
;wthcﬁlt who as well as being a learned poet, master of
senchus (history) and dimnshenchus (placelore), had been
rained to narrate ‘ the chief stories of Ireland to kings, lords,
-_-aménablm"' From a text in eighth.century Irish, for
‘exam we learn that Mongin son of Fiachna, an East
ﬁmmdiedabmtm 625, was told a story by
. mn@nﬁnm&nmmm

(fairs), whezc. under the plmmgﬁ

welfth-century filid di
:dlnndfmdh,miu&h&m&
the numbsers are hardly to be taken
knowmaﬂmmﬂy



E2 hlhubmkhanmmptwﬂbemndctodambcdm

- tales, the Heroic tales, and the King tales.
Fﬁmmﬂﬁsdeomameulﬁrmeddzmgxmdwdop:

~ ment after the Old and Middle Irish periods.”* They will
"Mbemmdofmanpambookkt.tobcmuded

MYTHOLOGICAL TALES
the oldest period of Irish tadition down to the
’_‘Iﬂﬂimmdlmtpnkmnmdyofaspmfolk
human beings, but normally concealed from
,'%ﬂl&lsﬂkd'QﬁImhmdmon. known




Moreover the background and atmosphere of the tales, redolent
of marvel, preternatural power and strange loveliness, are
such as one would expect in a mythological cycle. In this
respect the Irish mythological tales remind one of the Welsh
Mabinogion, in which many Tiatha Dé Donann names occur
in Welsh form,—Dony as Don* Mac ind Oc as Mabon,*
Lug as Lleu, Niiadu as Nudd, Mananndn as Manawydan, Goibniu
as  Govannon,—suggesting that the spirit and some of the
characters of the two groups of tales go back to the primitive
paganism once shared by these two Celtic peoples.
Inukﬁof&lelndxMytbologalcydewemzythadbxc
expect to find much of the mythology of the primitive Celts.
It is to be noted, however, thatmythology largely the creation




of Irish mythology, for in it almost the whole Itish pantheon SRR LR o
appears. Its theme, a battle in which the Tdatha DéPDonann ;xc in In:lh trha:i;mn coz:m:ntlyﬁp[me& 1t 4
defeat the Fomoiri, is reminiscent of Greek traditions con- l;sh i cv:nsxmnd‘de; i to the Ttath
cerning the defeat inflicted on Cronus and his Titans by : Erz::e;se i P gods. It would:
Zeus and the Olympian gods, or of Scandinavian traditions : b fila ymlbetween e
concerning wars between Aesir and Vanir. St

A

The Fomoiri are normally pictured as unpleasant spirits ‘i :;&u;?:u;f ;ndb:g:topan unity mdm
dwelling overseas to the north of Ireland. There is a vagueness, onpr as O’Rahilly would have had
however, in Irish tradition concerning them which is in _ g:tb Maige Tuired is named in the
marked contrast with the clear characterisation and wealth 1 supra (p. 13) as  tale thava fill 8 1
of detail about individuals which has been handed down : e ofhow u " wm‘.—.

‘concerning the Tdatha Dé Donann. Indeed the vagueness
is such that it has permitted so great an expert as T. F. O’Rahilly
suggest that between the Fomoiri and the Tdatha Dé
bottom no real distinction.’ss Greek tradition
_ theTm:.hawcve: when compared with Greek
concernil d:eOIympwngods.umad:ed




older text. But the first paragraph of this second text clearly
implies knowledge on the part of the reader of something
corresponding to that introduction. This second manuscript
tale was first written down probably in the thirteenth century.
While in general theme it agrees with the older text, in style
and in detail it is quite independent of it.

The third manuscript tale is entitled Oidheadh Chloinne
Tuireann, © The Death of the Children of Tuireann,” and is
M in many cighteenth and nincteenth-century manu.
scripts. It describes the coming of Lug in a form completely
different from that given in the old text and, in addition,

~ as its main theme, the obtaining by the three sons of Tuireann,

I.u;‘ bd:mt,ofmagicamclatobeuwdb}'hlmmthe
) wﬂxvmwmumofthcdmhofd:et}mcm




The doorkeeper asked the Samildinach:* ‘ What
art dost thou practice? For no one without an art enters
Tara.” ‘ Question me,” he said: ‘I am a wright” The
doorkeeper answered: * We need no wright. We have
a wright already, Luchta son of Ldachaid.” He said:
‘ Question me, doorkeeper: I am a smith.” The door~
keeper answered him: ‘We have a smith already,
Colum Cfailleinech of the three new processes.’” He
said : * Question me: Iama champion.” The doorkeeper
answered : ‘ We need thee not. We have a champlon
already, Ogma son of Ethliu.” He said again: * Question
~me: I am a harper.” ‘ We need thee not. We have a

b@ﬁakﬂdy,AbdlsonomelnmwhomdaeMen
- ‘Three ememmnd in dl/mounds. He sald




unlikely that anything corresponding to cither sentence would
have been heard in the story as told in the ninth century, It
will be noticed too that the doorkeeper knows that Lug is
called the Samilddnach, though that name had not been
given him in the conversation upon which his knowledge
of the stranger’s identity is supposed to be based. Such a
lapse from the canons of good storytelling would hardly
have occurred in a genuine telling of the tale.

Cath Maige Tuired gives us more information about individual
‘members of the ancient Irish pantheon than any other single
tale of the mythological cycle. The otherworld atmosphere

ich gives its special beauty to that cycle is, however, better
in other tales, such as the ninth-century Tochmarc
or ¢ W of Etain,” which tells how Etain, wooed
in the otherworld, was transformed into

may be loosely connected with any
human hero. Thus Seirglige
«Ci Chulainn’s Wmas
Jealousy®, extant in A COmpORs
ninth-century and eleventl
of the presence in it of Ci €
Heroic tales. It tells of the
Chulainn by Fann, wite
resultant journey to her




Celtic mythological themes and motifs which are common
to them all are often preserved in a more primitive form
in the Irish tales. Tales of the Heroic cycle are of interest for
a different reason. They preserve a spirit and tradition which
but for them would have been lost to Europe. For, while
a spirit akin to that of the Irish Mythological cycle has become
part of the general tradition of European literature through
the medium of the French Arthurian cycle, the Irish Heroic
cycle is unique in being the only branch of European
literature which has preserved something of the warrior
and tradition of the ancient Celts as known to writers
ical antiquity. It is in Greek epic literature rather
dieval romantic literature that the Irish Heroic

blood; their success uﬁﬂw
and action Lhem m;&;mlw
ods ma regarded as inscruta
%n life. 'V);/ansthepmfamn the |
a type of war which is émeéﬁ
devoid of strategy, and mmﬁ:ﬂr
prowess of leaders. Desc
life, of the interior of p
and weapons, is universal
Chadwick has_idenifie




the Tm dynanymn be assggned % But the type of civilization
described in the tales points in fact to a much earlier century.
' 'Iihe Ulidian warriors, for instance, are consistently pictured
as fighting from chariots, an early mode of fighting which is
not normally attributed to the warriors depicted in any other
Trish group of tales, but which still survived among British
Celts in the first century before Christ.* The tradition of
- the Ulidian tales may therefore be provisionally regarded as
being based on a real Heroic Age which existed among the
Jlidia nﬁ' Emain Macha perhaps about the first century

ofa bxghet civilization on the borders
as a factor in producing Heroic Ages.

hnSmdyomeoryalsotxut:of

who deliberately prefers for his fa
to long life and litde fame.* On
destinies had awag;ju Ad”““’

t Troy tacitly in the
* Tl écbal Gl 0 wﬂe i‘
Cattlesspoil of Cooley). It tells |
Hound of Culann), %ﬂ




protect Cooley against the Connacht army," and the
occasional appearance of gods to help or oppose warriors
in battle.*
Two main versions of Tdin Bé Cilailgne have come down
to us, 2 mainly Old Irish version, based on mnthzccmury
oral tellings of the tale, and a Middle Irish version, known
as the Book of Leinster version,*” which seems to be an almost
purely literary oomposmon based on the manuscript form of
the mainly OId Irish version. This Middle Irish version was
probably first written about the year 1100, and is preserved
in the Book of Leinster, which was compiled about the
0. It also appears with various modernisations in
several later manuscripts, and though in style it is less natural
ect than the mainly Old Irish version, its unity,
freedom from contradiction make it the version
and retellers of the story.

96 5., seems to consist of two
down in the early ninth century
clumsily joined together by a
added certain episodes told in the
of which the mostfgmgsh omrac
with Fer Diad), which
combat his friend Fer Diad,
champions. The compilati
Lebor na bUidre (Tbe




first of these stories is given as Feis Tige Bricrens (The Feast
of Bricriv’s House). In the oldest manuscript version, that
in Lebor na bUidre, transcribed about A.D. 1100, it is entitled
Fled Bricrend ocus in Curathmir Emna Macha, ocus in Briatharchath
ban Ulad, ocus Tochim Ulad do Chriachnaib A3, ocus Cennach
ind Rianada i nEmain Macha (Brictiu’s Feast and the Emain
Macha Champion’s Portion, and the Word-Combat of
the Ulsterwomen, and the Ulstermen’s Journey to Crliachain
A, and the Warrior’s Bargain in Emain Macha). This long
title indicates the main episodes of the story: (1) the feast
prepared by Bricriu, a wellknown trouble:maker; (2) the
rivalry between Loiguire Btadach, Conall Cernach, and
i Chulainn as to who will be awarded the portion reserved
ﬁh st champion ;s (3) the corresponding word-combat

sween theit 1 ;forprecedeme. (4)thejoum:yk‘:;

None of the extant manuscripts, as Th
out (Heldensage, 447 5q.), preserves for us
but by use of them all a version of the sto
cighth or early ninth century may be res

Classical scholars are familiar with the
Priam’s house in Book VI ofrhé liad |

fifty apartments of polish :
whctchmssonsdhpt’




- ofthe Branchsred palace at Emain Macha ; but it excelled
"._d&hmmofmdaymmamalandamﬁce in

rchitec mpxﬂmmdﬁontals in splendour
mﬂn@hm in grace and nobility, in railings and
nﬁmhmmhadbeenmademtdmgtothcphn
- of the Tech Midchdarta.® It had nine cubicles from
wall: each bronze frontal was thirty fect in height
‘fthonchow:nthcﬁomofdm




M%Mﬂdkﬂmdwdnmﬁomthlshmnfmh and the by inviting both parties for the same day he
Champion’s Portion undisputed; and thy wife shall always problem would be solved by the rival |
mﬁs bmqwenngzhallbeﬁxcthcwomm of Ulster.” 7 without compromising intervention on his
Cennach ind Rianada is the oldest known version of the ! minpocdonefdae&;tmnwaf!«,
beheading motif, which is of interest to Arthurian scholars milch-cows have been kept feeding it for se
ivywmnfiuappeammmmlmhunmula The 8 it was out of rancour it used to be fed, in
finest of these is the fourteenthcentury alliterative English dwwhﬁwhm

poem known as Sir Gawayne and the Green Kni which The question was asked how the
"“'J-muffomgdmeenmlﬁmc.th Bnmuwwudmmﬁ
‘The other Ulidian story which tells of wordy argument maccotdngcgmh

mmdlmmotedndydmnpusﬂm
trait referred to by Posidonius; for in it, as in
mmm.dwmumnymwblows




respectful greetings to one another in paragraph 15 of the tale
are likewise far more primitive in tone than cotresponding
courtly exchanges in the Iliad®” This meeting of Cet and
Conall forms the high light of the story. It offers a fine exam ple
of the sudden magnificent external response to a dl(ﬁcult
situation which is a feature of all heroic traditions.

Cet, the chief Connacht champion, had by his taunts
mmma]y shamed several Ulidian claimants to the honour
~ of divi the pig. Hehadjustsettledlumselftocarven

’VM Conall entered the hall.

The Ulidians joyfully welcomed Conall, and Con-
- removed his hood from his head and waved it.
Iangladthatou: food has beenptepared said
0 is apportioning it2>  That has been

¢ mwhoudomgn. said Conchobar,

v it Is it true, Cet,’ said Conall,




were here, he would match thee with battle-victory for = In a review of Thutneysen’s Irische

bm‘lwx:tory It is bad for us that he is not in the house.’ L Wolfgang Schultz (ZCP, XIV,
‘But he is,” said Conall, drawmg Anluan’s head from k- Irish Heroic tales are essentially W
his belt; and he hurled it on to Cet’s chest so that | to their being treated as distinct fro
blood flowed over his lips . | More than twenty years later T. F.
Then Cet left the pig and Conall sat down by it. e | making Early Irish History and Mythology
Conall’s hurling at Cet of his brother Anluan’s head is E | on the mythological nature of the Heroic.

perhaps more barbaric than anything described in the Iliad,
though Achilles’ action in Book XXII, when he dragged
Hector’s naked corpse behind his chariot, gloaung over .
‘iﬂ!mbeﬁxcdncya of Hector’s aged parents, is essentially A

s horrifying to civilized minds. b

~ As is so often the case with Irish manuscript versions of
the recorder of Scéla Mucce Maic Dd Thd, having
¢ fine passage more or less as it would have been

by Actually (he writes, p. 271) -
' wholly mythical i m_oﬂyn.‘ w

events, which include a battle
htmen andshe triumphant
inin, ofthe



be readily recognised by mythologists as deities whose original
divinity had been forgotten.® Mythologists therefore, may
well prefer, with Schultz and O’Rahilly, to insist on the
mythological aspect of the Heroic cycle. The student of
lit , on the other hand, will prefer, with Thurneysen
and the Chadwicks, to insist on the realistic human treatment
: characters and the general historicity of the background
st which they are depicted.
the tales connected with the cycle the historical
t may be of very slight importance indeed. These
classified with the Heroic cycle merely for reasons
ence, and may equally well be assigned to other
Con Culainn ocus Oenét Emire, is a case in

-

god of the Fir Manach tribe, the
Menapii), by means of an
origin was probably an exped
female warrior called Scithach, |
wains C6 Chulainn 4 a
expedition, in which marvellous incid
atmosphere of marvel which '







tic source.™ Fergus, relying on a promise of Conchobar’s,
ledged lus wotd t the three sons of Uisliu that thcy

: th Deirdre in Scotland. On their return,

C@ﬂdmb&t slew them treacherously, and Fergus,

: ving burnt Conchobar’s residence at Emain, retired to
- Ailill and Medb’s court at Créachain in Connacht.

er of the Remscéla, the ninth-century Tdin BJ Frofch

), is a story which is hard to classify.

‘Carney of the Dublin Institute for Advanced

lic lecture delivered in 1953 in University

: mgwed that it is of monastic ougm.

| ter motif found in saints’ hves.

branch with the red 'bemi@ t
fair face. Findabair use to sa:
anything half or a third as b




representatives of a dynasty, accounts of battles which deter.
mined the course of history, or of incidents which explain
some custom,” though much of the heroic outlook, heroic
grandeur, heroic savagery, and heroic readiness of response
©a dxﬁicult situation, is to be found in certain passages of
them. They represent primitive history rather than primitive
literature, and seldom, therefore, give the modern reader
that aesthetic delight which he obtains from the best tales

~ of the Mythological and the true Heroic cycles.
: ‘The Heroic Age remembered in Ulidian tradition is what
el the Chadwicks describe as the princely type of Heroic Age,
~ such as we find in the Greek Iliad, the Sanscrit Mahabharata,
~or the Teutonic Siegfried tales. This type of Heroic Age
for long. The King tales of Ireland are situated
more akin to the nonvprincely type of
1 the Chadwicks have found existing for
_.‘mdwhldut nugbtbebema:

Niall who established the p
uninterruptedly in Tara fr
to the deposition of Miel Sh
the year 1002.

Eochu Mugmedén v
him which of his sons would

said he, tilla smxthy bdbutnt



of Tara and all Ireland by slaying Art, king of Tara, and
Eégan Mor at the battle of Mag Mucruime in Connache,

The night before that battle Art went with a hundred.
and fifty warriors to the house of Olc Aiche, whose daughter
Achtin  was the most beautiful woman in Ireland.” A chtin’s
father Olc Aiche used to drink, out of a huge vessel, the
milk provided by a hundred cows. Two of Art’s men failed
to carry the vessel to give a drink to Art; but the girl was
able to carry it unaided. She distributed the contents to Art
and his men, and was advised that fortune would be propitious
if she were to give herself to the king, but she refused to do

without h

Aicl es. ‘ Where is my drink 2’ he said.
e vessel with milk for him, ‘I recognize my

' ‘buntxsnotmynulk.thcﬁxstnulk
drink 2” said he: *this is not it Thegul
say to thee2” he asked.  He
would b ;gtopmous y:mded
oL better

him that day, and a tent was
she repeats her father Ole €’s
she demands a sign for hﬂg i\ﬂ
sword and his gold thumb-ring
and they bid goodbye to one another
and the girl was pregnant with
Conn. :
Shortly after his birth Cormac
by a sheswolf, who suckled him v
trapper called Luigne Fer Tri
a year. Achtin, having
Fer Tn and exylnmd 3




raised his knee up’ as a sign of homagc, and Cormac began
‘to exercise kingly functions in Tara in his place
The theme of the rearing of the rightful heir in a distant
- place, far from his enemy, followed by his recognition and
the wmmng of his inheritance, is w1de1y spread in place
and tme. It is known to schoolboys in many countries
through the legend of Romulus, the founder of Rome, which
agrees with the Cormac story in the incident of suckling
%y a wolf. Herodotus in the fifth century before Christ told
it of Cyrus, founder of the Persian empm:, in a form which
, students of Greck mythology recognise as being closely related
- to the legend of Persecus, the legend of Neleus and Pelias,
K] story of the birth of Cypselus, tyrant of Corinth
655-625). In Irish tradition it occurs in many forms,
of y'ou:h of Finn mac Cumaill being the

1s of the Mac Con and Cormac incidents
e described or mentioned by Dr. Myles
he Kings, 16435. The ﬁltrtak Cdtb

€), ‘

to which by his uncle Conlae, on
lover, is recorded in the eighth-ct

maic Cuind Cbétcbatbﬂg ('I'he }m

in the menial tasks of mil
cutting rushes, feﬂmlwe\ v




Battle of Mag Léna), a welltold Early Modern King tale,
composed probably by a Munster poet for some O’Sullivan
chieftain in the thirteenth century; the long carlytwelfth,
century semvhistorical compilation which tells of the origin
of the Bérama tribute claimed from the Leinstermen by the
kings of Tara, and of various efforts to exact it. The Bérama
compilation includes the tragic tale of Fithir and Diirine
which, from the story point of view, is better told as an episode
in the latetwelfth-century Acallam na Sensrach or * Colloquy
of the Ancient Men’ which will be described in the booklet
in this series to be devoted to the Ossianic Lore and Romantic
Tales of Medieval Ireland. One of the poets” talelists includes
- Tockmarc Fithirne ocus Diirine, di Ingen Tvatbail (The Wooing
- of Fithime and Diirine, the two Daughters of Ttathal)
- asascparate tale. In the form in which we have it, as an episode

- compilations, it tells how the king of Leinster

the elder daughter of Tuathal, king of

is the tragic Fingal Réndin or ‘ Slaying by Rénin
of his own Kin’, extant in an i p
clearly once welltold tenth-century

narrates the tragic slaying by Réndn king
of his beloved son Méel Fothartaig, who had
accused by his stepmother of trying to ravish
and tales connected with the
Fiachnai (f625), or with the Cc
famous for his generosity d oth



son of Cailchéne’ (extant in a ninth-century version); the :

amusing Aislinge Meic Con Glinne, or * Vision seen by Mac
Con Glinne’ (extant in two twelfth.century versions), in
which Cathal is pictured as afflicted by a demon of gluttony;
and the tale of the Battle of Allen already referred to on p. 47.
- Though tales cither definitely belonging to the King cycle,
such as Serc Gormlaithe do Niall Glindub (Gormlaith’s Love
for Niall Glindub, slain by the Norse of Dublin in g17),%e
or at least closely related to that cycle, came into existence
sporadically in later times when circumstances resembling

~ those of the ancient King period favoured their growth, s
may be said with truth that the originating of King tales
0 an end in the course of the first half of the eighth
cessation of legend-origination about kings
connected with the more orderly behaviour
‘themselves; for even to-day stories tend to be
are rebels against reason rather than about
w the ways of law. It is doubtless,

of the tidle of which

4 however, to a still greater extent due to the growth.

critically rational outlook on thc part of

i kingly tradition, whose function it was to
3 of the past for succeeding generations:

the tendency to rely on written documents

legend-origination to an end among the

kingly tradition. , ks

Of all the King

Destruction of D& D

iy



Wi ‘ lnthztcydg,

C““h’ for insance, noxmlly appess only in

Mmmwmu@m&uhamgbemwhcom
when Dé Derga’s hostel, in which Conaire had taken

- was destroyed. This is the account, typical of the heroic

-M&mm&mmm Conall when

: - amwved battlefield on which his lord

; d-Aifty spears had pierced the arm on which
ﬁmhw&*hmhdd. He travelled till he reached his father’s

W%Mhﬁdﬁddmhnam,andhnmd

there was no shield
* That arm fought this

"Tuuue.oldmm. )

TogdlMDlDapsauk
Conmewonldmwhmr




ady mentioned on p. §3, represents a tradition
1 invasion told from the La,gxman point of
We are fortunate,” he writes (l.c. 140), ‘ in possessing
le account of this invasion, one of them told from
wvpoint of the invaded, the other from that of the

y)» an Irish adaPunon ofthe
Dares bxygun. and Imtbechta



R FURTHER READING

1)

€\l of e Kings (ioss).




da Finn §2.
1 ocus Aided Ctanach Maic Cailchéni gs.







