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t is_ al veryl great privilege forl mel to have beenl asked tol givel thel first
\&?2) Anders Ahlqvist lecture. Anderslis being honoured for hisl outstanding
) scholarly land Ipersonal |qualities, |and | of | coursel Iforl Ithel limmense
((_)Z\ contribution he has'madelto Celtic Studies in Finland. Thel quality that

I'should like tolimention today! is_hisl singular generosity, as friend, as
scholar, as teacher, and as_ mentor. His generosityl was_ oncelagain/to the forelwhen
Anders and T discussed this/lecture. It becamel ¢lear that hel did hotl covet this kind
ofl tribute during his lifetime [ evenlifl everybodyl elsel felt that it was nhol more than
hisldue. He suggested,  and I readily agreed, that thisiwould be a good opportunity
torhonour the'memory of Mairtin- Ol Briain, Wwho died-inf March 2004 at the age of
51.Mairtin, la_lfine[]Celtic Ischolar, Iwas_la_Icolleague_lof |Anders’s lin I National
University_ of Ireland, Galway. He was__al graduate_ of University_ College Dublin,
where I mayi say that heas my first student_ of Early Irish,[and I hisl first' teacher
of it. Hisl scholarshipl ranged widely: he3wasl equallyl at easel with Old,/ Middleland
Modernl Trish, and with language, literature and folklore. Besides hisl friendship
withlAnders, hel had Ja particular lconnection with Helsinki, forl he 'spokelJat a
symposiuml herel ten years ago, and hisl paper onl fThel Conception and Deathl of
Fionn Macl Cumbhaill’s’ Caninel Cousin’ wasl included inl thel proceedings| of that
conference, CelticallHelsingiensia,l 'which 'was Ipublished in 11996 byl lthe/ [Finnish
Societyof Sciences and Letters (Ol Briain'1996). Mairtin‘was truly_fa’scholarand a
gentleman’.[His death at thelagel of 5 1/was algreat/blow to Irishischolarship,’and’he
1sthugely missed byl those of s who were his friends.

Anllimmensel | body |of Inarrative/ llorel |has/ Icomel |down |to lus/]in/ | Irish
manuscripts,land the earliest surviving tales are probably to'be  dated to the seventh
orl thel early eighthl century.Literacy inl thel vernacular came’ early to Ireland. We
know! that! therel werel Christians inl Ireland in 431A.D.[ forl Pope Celestinel sent
theml a bishop'in/that year. TheselIrishl Christians must have’ had men among them
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whol_werel literatel in Latin. [Some_degreellof literacy’ in/the Irish languagel was
present evenl earlier’ thanl thel fifth century, however: evidencel for this/is found/in
thelnature of thel ogamlalphabet. Thel oldest surviving records’ of the Irish language
arel ogam inscriptions_incised in stone. Something under four hundred of these
inscriptions survive,  and they’ generally consist of al personal namelin the  genitive
case,l accompanied, morel often’ then not, byl thel namel of that person’s father or
otheri lancestor.[ Thel learliest linscriptions’ /probablyf Idatel Itol Ithe/ Ififth land Isixth
centuries, and some may! belong to the fourth (McManus[1991,40).. The invention
of thel ogaml alphabet cannot bel later’ than the fourth century (MacManus[ 1991,
41), and Ahlqvist (1983,/10) has/ suggested that'it may date tolthel énd of thesecond
centuryl or’ the beginning of thel third. Wel know! nothing of thel identity of the
inventori of this/ lalphabet, but wel can bel surel that he knew! Latin and that his
invention entailed an analysis’ of the  Irishl language. It is possiblel that ogam/ may
havel beenl u1sed tol inscribe onl wooden! tabletsl what' D.A.[ Binchy( (1961, 9) called
‘an’ elementary’ typel of written literature’ [ but nothing of the kind survives. The
onlyl suchl tablets that wel havel arel six that werel found in/ Springmount Bog (near
Ballymena, County’ Antrim)in 191 3: they have/beenl dated tol thellater years of the
sixth century (O.Cuivi 1984, 87)and bear portions of the psalmsin Latin.
Theliterature that' survives from/ thel early Irishl period, in Trishl and in/Latin,
1s” ithe iproduct lof Jan lintellectual elite ‘thatl lincluded Jecclesiastical Ischolars and
learned poets (filid, singularfil{). The filid were the. most prestigious| of the des'ddna
(‘menl of art’) inl earlyl Ireland: they’ werel highly' trained andl theirl power largely
resided iinl their rolel as purveyors of praise ‘and blame.[ The filid seem tol have
arrived at an earlyl accommodation withl thel Church. The sixth/ centuryl monastic
Saintl Colml Cille (Columba)/is' traditionally represented as al defender of the filid,
and this seems to have’ an historical basis.[In thellifel of Colml Cille[written/in the
seventh century by his kinsman Adomnan, Colml Cille is' depicted asl al patronl of
thelIrish' language poets, who would entertain theml and invite theml tol sing songs
of theirt ownl composition.[ Colm’ Cille/ wasl the subject of the Amra Choluim Chille
‘TheEulogy_of Colml[ Cille’ [ whichlisl attributed to_the fi/i Dallan Forgaill and.is
generallyl considered tolhave been composed shortly after the saint’s death.
Another poetl wholis considered to bel emblematicl of fthe fusion of native
tradition_and Christianity in’ sixthl century Ireland’ (Watkins 1976,/ 275) is_.Colman
mad Lénéni (died ¢.[606). Colman/ivas a fi/i whol becamela ¢leric latel inlife. Some
fragments’ of his worki havel beenl preserved, and inl onel of the surviving quatrains
clearly_ dating from[his[timel as’al cleric, Colman/uses legallanguagelto say that his
poeml has not been composed. for earthly reward, but rather for the grace of God
(Watkins 1976,1274-75).[ Thelword used for ‘grace’in this_.connectionlis.hot (as.one
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might expect) a borrowing from/ Latin, but rather’ a nativel Irish word rat/ that is
used_of thel fief given byl a lord to his vassal or ‘client’ . Colman’s talent and skill as
a fili/ which hel had been using inl thel servicel of secular kings,  will_henceforth be
devotedtol praisel of God.

Thelindications__arel thatl inl early Ireland storytelling waslal function_of the
filid | but wel cannot say what thel relationshipl may have been between! thel stories
narrated by the filid and thosel that survivelinl the. manuscripts.[Some scholars have
emphasized thosel featuresl of thel material that reflect anl inheritance from/ Celtic or
evenl |Protol Indol European! Iculture, 'whilel lothers/ Thavel ichosen’ tol Thighlight' ithe
innovative_character_of thel tales, and theecclesiastical and Latin influences on
their formation. These need not bel mutuallyf éxclusivel positions. In what/ T havelto
say, 1 shall referf froml timel tol time to inherited features of thel material, but I $hall
also’be at pains/ to point tol ways in[whichl thelharrativel literature!is at onel with/ the
laws and thelwisdomlliterature.

Irishl tales werel classified according to their titles._ Somel of these havelto.do
with major eventsl inl thel lifel of anl individual, suchl as comperta (‘conceptions’),
aitheda | (‘elopements’), tochmarca | (‘wooings’), echtrai | (‘expeditions/] [to[] the
Otherworld]’), immrama {sea voyages’ [ and aitted Y aideda (‘violent deaths’). Others
relate imomentousllor’ Jcataclysmic levents! lin/ thel lsocial Jland political history’ lof
population/ jgroups, such as cathal (‘battles’), tomadmann (‘eruptions [of lakesl lor
rivers]’), tochomlada ] (‘migrations’), oircnd | (‘slaughters, | destructions’), togla
(‘destructions’),land tdnalbd (‘cattlelraids’).

Modernl commentators_havel found it convenient tolclassifyl ithe imaterial
according to_cycles.. Mythological Cyclel deals with/ the gods and goddesses, and 1
would prefer to_speakof the Cycles of the Gods_and_Goddesses (O Cathasaigh
1983,11). Thel Ulstert Cyclel depicts a Heroic' Agel in/ Treland’s  past,l andl celebrates
thelacts_of a warrior caste. The Fenianl cyclel also_recounts! thel heroicl deeds of
fighting 'men, but thesel are lhunter warriors, land thel Ulster and [Fenian cycles
‘differt | profoundly’ | in[ | theirl | characters,[| their | milieu, | their | ethos | and(| their
provenance’ (Rees & Rees 1961, 62). Thel Cycles of the Kings focus on the lives of
prehistoricand historic kings,[ and have to do as well withl the  activities of saints
and poets.[The Irishl churchlalso produced a formidablel humber of Saints’ Lives,
first'in Latin’and thenlin Irish.

What I propose to doltodaylis tol focus onl a few of the more important texts.
The account’ whichl I shall givel of thel material Wwill be al somewhat personal one,
and T havel no doubt that my' biases will be readily apparent. I begin with Cath
Maigel Tuired ‘The BattleLlof Mag Tuired’ (Gray 1982), whichlis'by.commonl consent
thelmost important of our' mythological tales. Thel text/ that has'comel down would
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seeml tol be lal lcomposite 'work lput together by lan leleventh lor ltwelfthl century
redactor mainlyl from ninthl century material (Murphy' 1955,19),land it deals[with
a_conflict'between the Tuatha Dé Danannl and thel Fomoiri, culminating in a great
battle[ att Mag Tuired (Moytirra, Co. Sligo)_in whichl thel Ttatha Dé Danannl are
victorious. This/ battlel is_ included inl thel schemal of legendary prehistoryl which
cameltolbelknownlas Leabhar GabhdlaEireannThe Bookl of the Taking of Ireland’,
often referred tol‘as “The/ Book of Invasions’,['and which tells_ of six prehistoric
invasions_of Treland (Rees & Rees 1961, 104). 1t isLalso_concerned with/ the origin
of physical features, boundaries, and hames, and with thel genesisl of Trish/ customs
andlinstitutions. The last threel finvasions’_were those of the Fir Bolg, Tuatha Dé
Danann, and thel Children_of Mil or Gaels. Thel first’ battle_of Mag Tuired was
fought betweenl thel Tuatha Dé Danannl and thel Firf Bolg.[ Ourf text is' concerned
with'the‘secondbattle, infwhichlthe[TtathalDé Danann vanquished the Fomoiri.

The Ttatha Dé Danannl (‘Thel Tribes_of thel (Goddess Danu’) are_inl large
measure Irishitreflexes of thelgods/ of thel Celts, and it is possible tol seelamong them
somel intimations ofl a Celtic pantheon/ (Mac Canal 1970,/ 23—41). The Fomoiri,
whose hamel derives from fol‘funder’[# mor ‘spectre’ [ arelmalevolent'and somewhat
shadowy  personages. Thel hero of the Ttatha D¢ Danann, the young god who
leads them(to victorylatt Mag Tuired, is Lug, the Irish reflex of al Celtic.god wholis
commemorated | in | numerous | Continental | place hames, | and | whose' | Welsh
equivalent is  called Lleu. According to CathMaigel Tuired,the Tiatha Dé Danann
king of Treland, Ntuadu, had an’ arm/lopped off in/ battle. He  hadl tol relinquish/ the
kingship,[forf an Irish king wasl required to be. inblemished. Helwasl succeeded + at
thel Ibehestl lof Ithe l7womenfolkl lof Ithe | Ttatha IDé Danann/ ] by |Bres, lwhose
relationship to thel Tuatha Dé Danannl was throughl his'mother.[ His father was of
the[Fomoiri:'he had come over thel sea tol Ireland, impregnated Bres’s' mother, and
left her.[Bres/ Iproved ito bel la thoroughly unworthyl king,land 'the 'Tdatha Dé
Danannl forced him[ to abdicate.l Nuadul in’ thel meantimel hadl beenl fitted with/ a
silverrarm,and helagain/became king.[Bresiwent into exile, and gathered togethera
great’army' to invade Ireland.

In Cath Maige Tuired, 1.ug comes_as_al stranger to Tara, traditionally thelseat
of thel kings of Ireland, and seeks admittancel to/ Nuadu’s court. Helis  opposed by
anl officiall of Nuadu’s, Wwhol asks him/ repeatedlyl to hamel a skill that would entitle
him[ to_enter Tara.[LLug names_a remarkable. number of skills, one by one, and is
told eachl timel that/ therelis alreadyl a practitioner of that skill'in Tara. Helis hot to
be bested, however: helasks whether there is'anyonelin Tara who! possesses_all of
thosel skills,”and of course there is ho suchl person. Thel king then decrees that Lug
should bel admitted tol Tara. At first Lug sits_in/ thel sage’s seat, but. Ntuaduldecides
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that |Lug Iwill_Jbel just Ithe[lonelltolIliberatel /the  ITuatha | Dé 1 Danannfrom/Ithe
depradations/ lofl the/ [Fomoiri.l Hel thereforel changes places with Lug, who  thus
becomes/king.

Lug’s_father was[ Cianl_of thel Ttuatha [Dé Danann_and his_mother was[a
daughteriof Balor of the Fomoiri.[Balor had aldestructive éye that would disablelan
entirearmy’_if theyl looked at it. Inl thel decisive act of the[battle,[T.ug casts a sling
stonel atl Balor’s_eyel that carries_it throughl his_head, solthat it is[the. Fomoiri that
look atit. Balor dies, and byf killing hisl ownl maternal grandfather, Lug ensures
victory! for thel Tuatha Dé Danann. Hel goes onl to sparel Bres’s life, andlinl return
Bres'has/ tol teveal thel secrets of plouging, sowing, and reaping.

CathlIMaigel1Tuired is_thel Trishl iversion_of ithe IWarlof the Gods, an Indo_]
European/themel that is/well knownl from Greekl and Scandinavian mythology’ and
canl bel lseen linl Indian Jand Persian imythology' lasl well. |Georges IDumézil has
interpreted  this themel in terms/ of thel tripartitel structurel that hel posited for Protol’]
Indo Europeanl lideology. 'Thisl Icomprises three! functions: the lsacred, lincluding
sovereignty; physical Iforce; land 'al ithird Ifunction, Ifertility, that lincludes/ Ifood
production. [ In/the[War of the. Gods:Dumeézil sees a contest betweenl a group who
arel competent in the first and second functionsland one/ wholarel competent in'the
third. Thel first of thesel groups/ vanquishes the second and incorporatel them, thus
achieving competence’ in’ alll threel functions. In thel Irishl version, thel Tatha Dé
Danannl did not actuallyl incorporate thel defeated Fomoiri, but theyl did acquire
competencelinl agriculture/ whenl thelbattlel was over' and Lug wrested the  secrets of
ploughing,sowing and teaping from  Bres (Dumézil 1968, 289-90). Moreover, Lug
achieves victories overl Nuadul (who!l tries to’ exclude Lug from/thel seat of kingship
at Tara), Balar (onl thel battlefield), and Bres[(who!is obliged tol yield uipl thel secrets
of lagriculture inl exchange for his life): inthis  sequencel he establishes/ his prel |
eminencel inl kingship, physical forcel and food production, thereby encompassing
all three of thel domains_which belong to_the tripartite_structure (O Cathasaigh
1983,71-73).

Bres’s/ reign’ stands’ inl contrast tol that of [Lug. His  relationship with/ the
Tuatha Dé Danannlis & contractual one, and,lass Dumézil (1943,230-41) has seen,
hisfailure tol fulfill his obligations tolhis people signals/the breakdownl of thelsocial
contract: a king is_ obliged to_show _generosity tolhis subjects, and Bres. declines to
dolso. What'is'inl question herelis/the relationship'between i and tuath.[ There was
a hierarchyf of kings inl earlyl Ireland, but evenl the most powerful of kingsl was
basically rulerf of a' single tuath (Byrne[1973,41).[ The teciprocal pair tuathand riis
of Indo Europeanl origin: the[small tribal unit (*feutal ) ruled byl a powerful chieftain

'Therelis auseful accountin Rees & Rees[1961,(112.
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(*reg) belongs 'to ithel lreconstructed lexicon lof Indo European (Watkins 12000,
xxx1v).[In Cath Maigel Tuired the Tuatha Dé Danannl arel variouslyl called Tatha Dé
orl Taath D¢, but in thosel iparts of the  text that recount thel reignl of Bres, the
singularislalwaysused. Moreover, the election of Bres to the kingshiplis described
inl technical legal language: for thel obligations/ that thel king must dischargel tol his
peoplel thelword used is folad, and it is his failurelin this  respect thatl prompts his
tilath_to_depose him (O Cathasaigh 1986, 149). Thomas CharlestEdwards (1994)
has/ shownl that the/ Trish law tract Crith Gablach describes a contract between king
and people:theking haslobligations((folad) tolhis people, and they have obligations
to him.[ He observed! that thel contractual approachl to kingshiplin Crith[\Gablach is
unlikely to haveits roots/in tanonl law,[ fnor is it to bel explained by anyfinfluence
from Greek orl Romanl political thought for it stems from/ native ideas of lordship
and contract’(CharlesrtEdwards[1994,119).[Welmayladd ' here that'those[very same
‘native’ideasl of lordshipland contract’l find narrativel expression in' thel account of
Bres’s(teignlin CathlMaige Tuired.

Anlequally” importantideological concern’in Cath \Maige \Tuired is that of
kinship, and the contrast between Lug, wholis related tol the Ttatha Dé Danann
through hisl father, and Bres_ wholis_related to  them! through his mother. Bres’is
what is'’knownl as/ al ‘sister’s' son’land thel Tuatha Dé Danannl arel his maternal kin.
Thel eighthl century poetl Blathmac sonl of \Cu Brettan son of Congus of thel Fir
Roiss in(what is'now Countyl Monaghan wrotelat length' about Christ in Verse that
heladdressed to Christ’siimother, Mary' (Carney 1964). For him/Jesus was[a_‘sister’s
son’of thel Israelites. and their slaying of him was fingal, which[is_ the crimel of
slaying a member of one’sl ownl kindred. ThisWwas’ a particularly heinousl crimelin
early Ireland, as it was the_duty’ of the kindred to_avengel the  deathl of onel of their
members, and this' would not bel practicablel if thel perpetrator’ bf thel crimel was
himself lal kinsman. In Cathl|Maige | Tuired, Bres 'fails hisl maternal kinsmen; lin
Blathmac’s/ presentation’ of thel story of Christ, thelIsraelites fail their  sister’s son. T
mayl add that Blathmad also sees their slaying of Christ asl a repudiationl of their
legal'obligation torhim aslord (O Cathasaigh 1986,130-31).

The conceptual framework of CathlMaigel'Tuired is reflected inl thel waylin
whichl anl eighthl centuryf Irishl poet interpreted and presented thellifel of Christ,’and
alsolin Crith\Gablach,swhichl Charles. Edwards (1986, 73) has described as fonel of
thel few outstanding pieces of social analysis in early. medieval Europe’. Somel at
least of thel contents of Cath Maigel Tuired were inherited fromloral tradition, but'the
ideology' ithat it expresses was clearly’ of wvital ‘concern’ in thel literatel Christian
community’of éarlylIreland.
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The Ulster Cyclel celebrates the exploitsl of the Warriors/ of the[Ulaid,[and especially
those of Cu Chulainn. The king of Ulster is_Conchobor, and his_court is att Emain
Macha (now! INavanl Fort, near IArmagh). Therel sl al statelof endemic_warfare
betweenl thel Ulstermen and thel people of Connacht who werel ruled by  Ailill'and
Medb;l their courtis at Craachul (nowf Rathcroghanl in' Countyl Roscommon). The
traditional date’ of the Ulster heroes(is the century before Christ. Thel centerpiece of
thel cyclelis Tadin Bd Cuailnge ‘The Cattle. Raid of Cooley’ [ often referred tolas the
Tain (O’Rahilly 1976; Kinsella 1970). It tells_of_anl invasion__of Ulster byl a__great
army (‘thel menl of Ireland’) led byl Medbl andl Ailill; its[ purposel is to carry off the
Brownl Bull froml the” Cooleyl peninsulal in what isrnow Countyl Louth. Thel raid
lasts[ for’ thel lthree[ Imonths_lof Jwinter; |during ithis[ timel the_menl lof Ulster Jare
debilitated, andits defencelfalls tol Ct Chulainn. Clustered around the Tdin therelis
a_groupl of foretales,[ whichl providel background informationl onl circumstances in
whichlthe raid took place and the personages/whol were involved onl éither side.

Onelof Ithe Iforetales lis Compert] Conl] Culainn | Howl JCalChulainn ]Was
Begotten’ (Kinsellal 1970, 21-25)..Cu_Chulainn_had al divinel father, Lug,and a
humanlone, Staltaim. According to his birth tale. somelbirds  visited Emain Macha
and devoured its vegetationl to thel veryl roots. The Ulstermen pursued the birds,
whichlled them! to Bruig na Béinne (Newgrange and associated monumentslat the
bend of thel Boyne). Inlearly Irish literature Bruig na Boinnelis alocalization/ of the
Otherworld. Al child was born_during thel night,_and Conchobor’s_sister. Dechtine
tookl the child'backi tol Emain. Thel child died, and Lug appeared tol Dechtinelin’a
dream/telling herfthat'helwasl the father of thel¢hild,’and he'had implanted thevery
same’_childlinto_her_womb. He told her that the  boy would be called Sétantae.
Whenl Dechtinel wasl visibly! pregnant,  Conchobor betrothed her to Sualtaim.[ She
waslashamed to go pregnant to her" husband’s’bed,land she aborted the’boy. Then
she slept withl Staltaim:[shel conceived again and borel a son, Sétantae, wholwas
later' given thelhame Cu Chulainn.

This is.onel of the_ most remarkable_of the.many Irish comperta (Rees & Rees
1961,213-43).[The hero'has'a threefold conception. Helis! first begotten at Bruig ha
Boinnel byl Lug upon’ his unnamed Otherworld consort; then at' Emain by Lug
upon Dechtine; and finallyf by Staltaiml uponl Deichtine. Inl thel first conception,
thel parents larel bothl 'divine; inl the third ithey! are bothl human. Inl ithe lsecond
conception thel father  is divinel and thel mother human. Wel see in this sequence
how!the herolmediates/thel dopposition between god and man.

It has been shownl that thel lives of many! traditional heroes follow a largely
uniform plot orl jpattern, which! is sometimes! icalled the heroic biography. 'The
conception andbirthl of the hero islan essential part of thel patter./ Other eépisodes in
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Cul Chulainn’s heroic biographyt arel his' Boyhood Deeds, whichl are’ recounted in
thel coursel of the cattle taid in the Tdin; Tochmard Emire 'Thel Wooing of Emer’,
whichl tells how he overcamel formidable obstacles tol win the  handl of Emer in
marriage; Serglige IConICulainn ‘Thel /Wasting Sickness_of ‘Ca IChulainn’,[ dealing
with'his adventures_in thel Otherworld; and the story of his violent death.

Welhavel seenl that' Ct Chulainn’s father Lug was_ a herol among the gods,
andthat he  distinguished himself as a’king,as a warrior, and in the.domain  of food
production. Ctl Chulainn, onl thel other' hand,[is'a martial hero. Thel old wordsl for
suchl @ hero ‘express thelnotions of fury,[ardour, tumescence, speed. The herolis the
furiousl one possessed. of hislown/ tumultuous' and blazing energy’l (Sjoestedt 1949,
58-59.) This aspect of the herolis most dramatically expressed in Cd Chulainn’s
riastrad| the physical distortion that' seizes him whenlhe is angered, and forl which
Kinsellaluses thelinspired term “warpl $pasm’. The martial ethos of thel Ulsterl Cycle
islalsolseenlin/the[wolf cult which iinderlies the names: the king, Conchobor, is the
‘Hound 7T Wolf Desiring One’ [the great warriorf Conall (Cernach) is the[ ‘Hound/
Wolf Powerful One’, and Cu Chulainn himselfl is the {Hound /[ Wolf of Culann’.
Onel of the initiatory episodes in the ‘Boyhood Deeds’ tells how Sétantael faced a
fiercelmastiff and  slaughtered it with his[bare hands. The herol assumes the role
and namel of thel vanquished hound:'henceforth/ helis “The Hound of Culann’.

Cul1Chulainnl received This Itraining asl |al Iwarrior | from thel ]Amazonian
Scathach.[1He Iwasl la Isupreme’ Imasteri |of Ithel imartial Jarts, 'with/ Ja Iformidable
repertoirel of ffeats’ (O’Rahilly( 1976, 173).[In thel coursel of hisl defencel of Ulster,
Cul Chulainnl faces al number of opponentsl in singlel combat, but thel greatest of
them[ waslhis foster brotheri Fer' Diad [ He tool Was trained by Scathach [and in their
encounter in the 7din thel foster brothers perform thel feats thatl they learned from
her.[Inl the_ end, Ca Chulainn achieves_victory byl using a_feat whichl was_ taught
onlyl to him:[ thel deployment of a strangel weaponl knownl as the gael bulga which
enters_la Ibodyllas_al Isinglel barb, Ibut loncel inside Ibecomes_twentyl four. [He lis
remarkable for his words_as well as his_deeds: in/ the singlel combats, hel shows his
verbal ldexterity! las_'well Jas icouragel land Iskill. He lcraves' famel labovel lall lelse:
provided that hisl name livel after him/ hel will bel content withl al short life.” But his
motivation/in'the 7dinlis far from being purely egotistical.[ Helis fiercely loyal to his
mother’s brother. Thel menl of Ulster are’at onel with' Ctl Chulainnlintheir condalbae
(lovel of kindred), and that/ I believel is what determines the outcome’ of thel cattlel |
raid, bringing victory to the Ulstermen over the'invaders.

Finn macl Cumaill (Mod. Ir.[ Fionn Mac Cumbhaill) is/ the leader of a band
(or_bands)_of hunter warriors. Thel Irishl word for suchl al band was fian, and it is
froml this  that thel Fenian Cycle (Early( Ir. fianaigecht| Mod. Ir. fiannaiocht) derives
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itstname. It recounts Finn’s exploits, and thosel of his followers, as/they hunt, fight,
conduct raids,l and live. anl openl airf nomadicllife. It isl sometimes| called the Finn'}
Cycle, and yetlanother name forit is[the Ossianic Cycle, after Finn’s son Oisin, the
Scottish Gaelic form[of which[is_Oisean. Thel oldest texts, whichl are veryl short,
date froml thel seventhl centuryl onwards. Thel twelfth” century sawi thel composition
of Acallamhna Seanorach ‘The Colloquyf of the Ancient Men’ [ and thel formation/ of
a_lballad literature Jabout the[ |Fiana. AcallamhnallSeanorach Ihas recentlyl been
translated by /Ann Dooley and Harry Roeas Tales of the [Elders of Ireland (1999).
Balladsland poems’ continued to be’ composed after the twelfth centurylandthere
werel alsol new! prosel tales. Thel Fenian material is”abundantly represented in the
folki traditionlof thetwentiethl century.

This'was_tol Ibecomel thel Ibest' knownl lof 'thellcycles loutside Irelandl Jand
Scotland, thanks tol the Scotsman, James Macpherson. He published twol works
Fingal (1762) and Temora (1763), and claimed that theyl werel translated from epic
poems| lcomposed byl ‘Ossian’l linl thel third and fourth lcenturies A.D.[ TWhilella
vigorous_debate was to_ensuel as to the authenticity of these[works, they' did enjoy
an enormous voguelinl Romanticl Europe,land thelnames/ of Fingal (Macpherson’s
version lof [Finn), /Ossian land 1Ossian’s ison |Oscari 'werel 'widelyl knownl lin the
nineteenthl century (Knott' & Murphy( 1966,(145—46).

Finnl was assigned al place in/the synthetic historythat was concocted in/ the
Irishi schools: helis  there said to havel beenl captainl of thel professional soldiery of
Cormac macl Airt in  theléarly third century A.D.[Gerard Murphyi pointslout (Knott
and Murphy 11966, 1147—48) that both the bldest storiesl about Finn and modern
folklorel point definitely to Finn’s'having beenl originally @ mythological figure,[and
he showsl that Finnl is' comparable in somel important respect to the’ god Lug. Just
as Lug opposes| thelonel eyed Balar, whose eyelused tolburn/ uplwhatever it looked
onl directly,l Fionnl likewise hasl for his' chief opponent  Aodh wholwas nicknamed
Goll:'l/Aodh means ‘fire’ and Goll meansl fonel éyed’. Finn’s opposition  to  what
Reesand Rees havel called ‘a supernatural malevolent burner’’(Rees & Rees 1961,
66)is_a_recurrent’ element inl thel cycle.. Onel of thel manifestations_of this burnertis
Aillén mac Midnal who, blowing firel from/ his' mouth, burned Tara every' Samain.
Finnl kills Aillénl as helis about tol escapelintol a sid (Dooley & Roe 1999,/52-54).
Another point of comparison, which'has been hoted byl Alwynland Brinley' Rees,[is
that Finnlousts/ from[the sid of. Almulhisimaternal grandfather Tadg son of Nuadu,
whol wasl responsiblel for thel slaying of Finn’s/ father byl Goll/[/Aodh, and that in
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tales recorded inl thel modern period, Balor (who it will be remembered is Lug’s
maternal grandfather) is tesponsible for thel deathl of Lug’s father.

Like |CtuChulainn, Finnlis/lcredited iwitha_ number_of ‘Boyhood Deeds’
(Nagy( 1985, 209-18), fort whichl wel depend uiponl what Murphyt describes| thisl as
thel‘poorlyconstructed but valuable’account’of an'incompletel text inl al manuscript
of the!fifteenthl century.[Finn, Wwel are told, was born_afterf the slaying of his father,
and he waslbrought up/ secretly inl thel Wwild byl twolwomen Warriors (fénidi) because
his{life was in danger.[ Helis triumphant inl contests withl other boys, shows himself
superior tol hisl elders at deer hunting, and acquires’ arms and vanquishes’ al wild
beast. Hel avenges| hisl father’s  killing and acquires’ his father’s treasure.l Hel then
goes_on to acquire[wisdom: he studies_the craft of poetrylunder Finn Eices (The
Poet Finn).[ Onel day he burns his' thumbl onl the’ salmonl of wisdom’and when he
bites his' thumbl truthl isl revealed tol him. Thel fthumb’ of wisdom’[is his/ from/ then
on. Al furtherl defining adventure awaits him:he slays. Aodh, son of Fidga, with a
poisonousl spear that hel has/ lacquired froml [Fiacail (‘Tooth’) son lof Conchenn
(‘Doghead’), a spearl that,[if left inl the sid, could causel rabies in the land. Thislis
Finn’s Samain (Halloween) ladventure: he acts: when the side larel open and the
murderousl Aodhlis passing froml one sid to another. Finnl acquires’ the spear as a
reward for'his'wonderful deed.

Thel {Boyhood Deeds’ of Cul Chulainn and of Finnl define’ theml as/ heroes.
Andwelseelinlthesel adventures thatl thel heroism/ of onel Wwill bel veryf different from
that of the other. As' Nagy' (1984) has shown,[ Cu Chulainn’s 'Boyhood Deeds’
havel to_dol with thelintegration__of thel hero_into_ Ulster society, whereas_those_of
Finnemphasize his” extral social character. Sjoestedt drew’ a distinction between
‘the_herol_of thel tribe’ (Ct_Chulainn) and fthel heroes_outsidel thel  tribe’ (the fian]
warriors).[ This[ distinction has Wwonl wide acceptance,land. it is’appropriatel to quote
Sjoestedt’sltemarksiat some length:

‘Passing froml the/legend of Cil Chulainn tol thellegends of the Fiana,one has
the impression of éntering a heroicd world whichlis'hot onlyfdifferent from/that
in whichl the  tribal hero moves, but irreconcilablel withl[it.. The twol bodiesl of
tradition havel somel conceptions/in' common:thel samel fusion’ of warrior’ and
magician in thel person lof herolmagicians, thel samel constant’ coming and
going betweenl thel world of menl and the world of the Side,| betweenl sacred
and profane. But inl lother rrespects thel lcontrast lseems icomplete. It lis not

“Murphyipresentstwolfurther points’of comparison (Knott-and Murphy 1966, 147-48). First, that
placesl in Europel are/ called after Lug (as wel have seen) and after’ Finn; examples of the latter
include Uindobona ¥ Viennal in Austria, and hames in Switzerland and France. Secondly, both of
theml appear in Welsh! tradition: Lugl as Lleu, and Finnl as thel magic' warriort hunterd Gwynl ab
Nudd.
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merely lal difference’ of formallicharacter, 'details of imanners, techniques of
warfare [ here_on foot_or onhorseback, there in al chariot; it is a differencelof
function, [...] of thel position whichl the herol bccupies’ inl society’ and in/ the
world.[ Cal Chulainnl finds hisl placel quite naturally, thoughlit is’ al dominant
place,lin/ Celticlsociety  as'we know it hot only from thelsagas but fromlhistory
[...].Finnwith[his bands_of warrior (fiana)_is_ by definition_outside_thel tribal
institutions: hel is thel living negation of ithel spirit_ which 'dominates them’
(Sjoestedt 1949,(81).

Recent'scholarship has/ éxplored thel éxtent tolwhich flannas, the activity of the fian,
liesl butsidel thel tribal institutions, andl this' exploration has focused primarily on
diberg,which has the. meaning‘brigandage’ [ and in Old Irishl denotes in  particular
thel activity' lof lorganized bandsl of Kkillers! that had theirl ownl ‘code  of lconduct,
entailing & vow_of evil_and thel wearing of diabolical_marks.. McCone (1986, 6)
suggests_that ffiannas denoted fian activity in__general, whereas diberg had a more
specialized referencel tol a particularlyl hastyl aspect of it thatl earlyl churchmenlwere
pronel tol emphasizel inl order’ to  discredit thel institution as"a whole’.. He has also
noted that in' somel sources no significant’ differencelis' made between membership
of a fian andl thel practicel of diberg (McCone 1986, 4-5).. Onel of thosel sources| is
‘TheDestruction of Da Derga’slHostel’ [ which T shall discuss/presently.

Among thelmany kings'wholfeaturelin/the Cycles of the/ Kings,/Cormac imac
Airt land IConairel Mor, Itwo llegendaryl kings| lof 'Tara, larel lof lespecial linterest.
Cormac son of Art and grandson of Connl bof thel Hundred Battles, is al prestige
ancestor of the' U Néill'and the ideal king of Trish tradition (O Cathasaigh 1977).
Inl his/ Birthl Talel wel arel told that he was conceived onl thel eve of the prehistoric
Battle[of Mag Mucrama, in‘which Art andlhisr Munster- ally. Eogan were slain by
Lugaid 'mac ICon,[ lwho! lthereupon’ seized Ithel kingshipl lof 'Tara.[I'Thel child lis
abducted[ byl al shelWwolf,[ whol rears him with her whelps. He isl later’ rescued and
returned tol |his Imotheri Jalong Iwith 'the Iwhelps.[|Onel lday’ | Lugaid Imac’/Con
pronounced a false judgment. The Queen’sl garden had beenl stripped’ of its woad
byfsome sheeplowned by anotherr woman. Lugaid decreed that the sheep shouldbe
forfeit. Cormac macl Airt, who  wasl present,l demurred, saying that only’ the ool
should/ bel forfeit, onl thel principle of fonel shearing for another’: thel woad would
growl again,  and s$o should the[wool. Cormac’s judgment exemplifies firl flathemon
‘theltruth’and justicelof a'ruler’ [and helis elected to the kingship of Taralin placelof
Lugaid.[Cormac’siteignlis' al Golden Agel of peacel and plenty!in Ireland.

Thel central role of firt flathemonl inl thel Irishl ideology! of kingship, whichlis
expressed in harrative form in  the  tales_on Cormac, isl alsol reflected in/ thel Laws
and_in the. Wisdom! texts, ‘and abovel all in Audacht Morainn Thel Testament of
Morann’ (Kelly 1976).[Thislis al seventhl centuryl example of the genrel knownl as
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Speculum! Principuml (‘Mirror. of Princes’). It consistsl of advicel supposedly’ sent’ by
thellegendary judge Morann mac Moinl tol Feradach Find Fechtnach,wholis about
to'be. made king. Much of what' Morann has[to say’ concerns fir flathemon: it keeps
plagues and lightning froml the people, and it ensures peace and prosperityin the
realm, as’ well as' abundance  of milki andl cornl and fish, and fertility among the
people.

Thel tragic storyof Conaire. Mo6r (thel Great)_is_told_in Togail |Bruidne\Da
Derga iThel Destruction of Dal Dergas’slHostel’l (Gantz 1981,/60-106),la_ composite
text' compiled, probably in/ the eleventhl century, froml earlier’ materials, perhaps
including two ninth/ century versions of the story.[ Muchl of thel talelisl devoted to
thel circumstances leading to. Conaire’s_deathlin thel Otherworld abodel (bruiden) of
DalDerga, but it is neverthelessl a biography of Conaire, dealing in turn with his
conception and birth, his' boyhood, his elevation tol kingship,  the goldenl years of
his[reign, landthe events__leading to_his death. Thel circumstances_of Conaire’s
conception’ and birth'indicatel that helis destined forl greatness. The hero’simotheris
alvirgin, lowly_ of status,but not of descent, wholis deliberately rendered difficult of
access. Shelislnevertheless overpowered by a bird that assumes humanl $hape. He
sleeps_withl her and! tells' her that"a son Conairel will be born[ of their encounter.
Andso’it comes| to pass. Meanwhile, Etarscéle, king of Tara, has/taken/theWwoman
as'his wife, and Conairel is' brought up’ asl Etarscéle’s son.  He isl fostered withl the
threesons.of a fian Wwarriorthamed Donn/ Désa.

Whenl |Etarscélel |dies, |Conairel Jis[ lvisited /byl INemglanl 'a bird manl Iwho
declares'himself tolbe king of Conaire’s father’s birds. Helinstructs.Conaire to go to
Tara haked and bearing a $ling. Conairel doesl $0,l and in/ thel meantimel it has been
revealed tol the[3wise[menl there  that! the future king will arrive atl Tara_ in  thisway.
The people of Taral question thel revelation, onl thel grounds that Conairel is"too
young tol bel king. Conairel satisfies/ theml that his_youth[is_nol obstacle, and they
then enthusiasticallylaccept him'as/their king.

At this point wel arel givenl al list of theltaboos/ of Conaire/ Mor|[ listing certain
actions._that hel should avoid_inl his_reign. Thel earlyl years_of Conaire’s_reignl is
described as a goldenlage of great bounty. But a threat to these paradisal conditions
ariseswhen Conaire’s fosterbrothers, the sons of Donn Désa, yearn! for thel thieving
and robbery’and brigandagel and murder whichl their father’and grandfatheruised to
commit. Theyltest the. mettle of the[king by indulging in theft. Whenl this[is brought
to JthelJattention lof Ithe Jking, ThelJdeclines Jtol Jpunish ithem. JAnd Isol they( lare
emboldened to advancelin crimel from/ theft tolbrigandagel (diberg). Now! onel of the
taboos/laid uponl Conaire wasl that there’ should hot belany diberg during hisl reign.
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Hel has brought about! thel infraction of onel of his taboos byl failing tol takel action
against his foster brothers-whenl they had éngaged inthe lesser crimelof theft.

Conairel makes' further difficulties/ for himself when! his foster brothers and
theirl companionslin thel crimel of brigandagel are’ brought before himl for judgment.
Heldecrees that'his fosterl brothersishouldbelset free but that the others.should die.
Hel limmediately! Irecognizes 'that ithis/ lis lal Ifalsel judgment, 'and reverses lit. [He
banishes all_of the brigands_ overseas. |As_soon[as_the king’s_ judgment hasl been
given and the brigands havel departed, wel hear that thel perfect peace has broken
downl that had beenenjoyed during /Conaire’s. reign. Conairel finds himself in
circumstances’ that impel him/ tol transgress’ his remaining taboos.[ He takes/ a path
that leads him to his’doomlin'the bruiden. Hel encounters a humber of malevolent
Otherworld beings along the way, and in thel imeantime’ hisl fosterl brothers and
theirt allies return tolIreland and assail Conairelin the bruiden Wwhich/theylset onlfire
threeltimes.[Conaire’s head is cut off, and whenlat length/ thelsevered head is given
aldrink/ of water, Conaire dies.

Conaire’s tragedylis that he allowed his love_ of his foster brothers to_deflect
himl from his” dutyf as king.[In this respect he stands in/ contrast to them:[they love
him[ too,[ but their first__concernlis_ their inherited calling as brigands, and their
primary loyaltylis to  their fellow brigands,[ who!insist that Conairel be/ put to death.
Conaire’s placing of his personal feelings' about! the requirementslof hisl office also
contrasts_iwith ICt_Chulainn’s_iwillingness_inl the 7Tdin to slayl his beloved foster ]
brother Ferf Diad when/thelinterests of Ulster are at stake.

Thel early Irishl storytellers/ werel fascinated by thel transcendental mysteries
of birth and death. T should likel to end with an anecdote’ of threefold death that'is
recounted (in/ Latin) infl Adamnan’s Lifel of Colm/ Cille:

Once, this priest called Findchan, a soldier of Christ,  brought swith him/ from
Ireland to[ Britain a-man_of thelracel of Ulsterl and of royal stock yet wWearingla
cleric’s habit. His name was_ Aed Dub, and it was intended that he should
remain for a humber of years_as a pilgrim in Findchan’s'monastery [ ThiscAed
Dublhad been’ a very bloody man’and had killed many people, among them
Diarmait macl Cerbaill, ordained by God’s[will_as king of all Treland. This
same_Aed, having spent somel time_in pilgrimage,was_ordained priest in
Findchan’s  monastery, but the ordination wasl invalid even though'al bishop
had been brought. Thisl wasl becausel thel bishop had not dared tol placel his
hand on Aed’schead until Findchan (wholhad a carnallove forr Aed) had first
laid'his/tight hand on his'head in/ confirmation.
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Whenl this_ordination was[ later’ made known[ to_thellsaint, e took it ill,
pronouncing thereupon! this fearful judgment lon Findchan and Aed, now
ordained, saying:

‘That right'hand which Findchan,[against the[law' of God and of the Church,
laid onl thelhand of al sonl of perdition will soon grow' rotten. It will givelhim
great pain,land bel dead and'buried before him though hel will livel manylyears
after_his_hand is buried.CAed, however, who was_ordained unfittingly, will
return_asl a_ dogl to his vomit; hel will_again bel a  bloody. murderer and inl the
end, killed byt a spear,'he will fall from wood into water and  dieldrowning,[He
deservedisuchlanl end tollife long agol for killing the king of all Treland.’

Thelblessed man’s prophecy concerning bothl of them/was/ fulfilled. First,(the
right fist of the priest’ Findchan became! rotten and preceded him/ intol the
earth, being /buried lon/Ithe lisland Icalled | Ommon./'TheJmanl himself, lin
accordance with St_Columba’s-words [ lived on for manyiyears. Aed_Dub,
priest in hamel only, returned to hisl old wickednessl and, being pierced byl a
treacherous(spear, he fell from/ the prow! of alshiplinto the waters of a lake’ and
perished (Sharpe1991,138-39).

Inl Trishl tales of threefold death’ anl offencel is committed, there is a prophecy’ that
the delinquent will dielin threel different ways, and in duel coursel the prophecyis
fulfilled.[ Inl this_ short anecdote_Aed Dubloffends in noless than four ways: he
commits| regicide, helis improperlyl ordained, he has’ al greatl deal of blood onl his
hands, and hel commits| al sexual sin.” Thesel offences can/ belinterpreted in term[ of
thelDumézilian functions:tegicideland improper ordination are $ins/in the’domain
of thel sacred; excessivel u1sel of physical forcel islal sinl of the second function; and
sexualitylislassigned to the third. And(the punishment fits thel crime:la good deal of
evidencel supports’ thel view! that! falling throughl thel air, being pierced by  al spear,
and drowning also belong to the first, second and third functions (Sayers-1992;"O
Cathasaighl 1994). This_anecdotelis interesting in  all' sorts_of ways, but nhot thelleast
of theml( s the usel of al symmetrical trifunctional anecdote of threefold death as
evidencel of thel prophetic power of a great Irishisaint. Colml Cille, as/we have seen,
isespecially’associated with' confluencel of hative tradition with' monastic culture It
sl appropriate that thel Life written about al century' after’ his' deathl should contain
suchl a remarkable/product of that confluence.
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