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PuBLISHER’S PREFACE

FirsT published in France in 1940, and then re-published
in English translation in America in 1982, Gods and Heroes
of the Celts holds the key to an essential structure of the
Celtic world, one which gives rise to a complicated and
richly textured mythology. Magic is alive here, as is ritual
— but this is a magic and a ritual that belong to a culture
whose understandings are vastly different than our own.

For the linguist Sjoestedt, the mythologies of Ireland
contain the proofs of an underlying difference of mind, a
way of thinking that is characterized by a continuous en-
gagement between the natural and supernatural worlds. Here,
within the oral and written traditions of early Ireland, the
two worlds interpenetrate, reflect, and continue each other,
with this constant communication ensuring a single, organic
unity, and the continued survival of the tribe.

When Sjoestedt began her work on Gods and Heroes of the
Celrs, she recognized the difficulties that this complex and



vi Publisher’s Preface

shifting world view might present to a reader trained in the
traditions of the Indo-European gods. For Sjoestedt, an on-
tological difference between the Celtic and the Homeric
mind triggers the movement of the entire book, as the
language of mythology, geography, history and tradition
reveals a constantly circular, spiraling, interconnection of
multiple relationships. From this quite different tradition
— and in this quite different mind — the boundaries of the
natural and supernatural are mutable, magical, and form a
third territory: a border land of movement and balance
among the goddesses, gods, heroes and warriors of the tribe.

Sjoestedt’s splendid gifts of interpretation and syntheses are
an essential contribution to an understanding of the unique
balance of female and male powers found in Celtic myth-
ology. Within her clear analysis of myth and tradition,
Sjoestedt explores the underlying elements of early Celtic
religion, as that religion was formed in careful com-
panionship with the world of social and civic order. Much
like the work of her contemporary, Marija Gimbutis,
Sjoestedt approaches her subject with a seriousness honed by
an extensive scholarship and a true sense of wit. The essential
matrix of thinking that Sjoestedt defines is a clear outline
for future studies of Celtic mythology — a wonderfully
open and engaged writing filled with the grace of both a
storyteller and a scholar.

Eileen O Malley Callahan
Berkeley, 1994



THE FIRST ENGLISH TRANSLATION

PREFACE

HIS is the last work of the brilliant French scholar
whose name it bears. Marie-Louise Sjoestedt was pri-
marily a linguist, and some of her work in Early and Mod-
ern Irish is of the first importance. With this book she en-
tered the neglected field of Celtic mythology. Diexx et Héros
des Celtes was published in Paris in 1940 and has not, I
think, been widely noticed. But it deserves the attention of
those who are interested in the matter, and I hope that an
English translation will bring it to a wide circle of readers.
The author’s approach to the problems she discusses is
new, and it will probably arouse criticism. She establishes
two ‘oppositions”: for the gods a category of mother-
goddesses who are local, rural spirits of fertility or of war,
sometimes in animal form, often in triple form, and a cate-
gory of chieftain-gods who are national, protectors of the
people, magicians, nurturers. The marriage of the
chieftain-god with the mother-goddess assures the people
of protection, and symbolizes the union of man with the

vii
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fertile soil. For the hero the opposition is between the tribal
hero, represented by Cu Chulainn, and the hero outside the
tribe, represented by Fionn.

The Book of Conquests is a mediaeval work of fiction so that,
while it is the most convenient place of reference for the
matter it contains, it remains a secondary witness. With
regard to the author’s statement that the texts are silent
about matters of eschatology (page 7), it may be said that
the Voyages and Vision Tales might have been given more
consideration.

But it was not the author’s intention, within the scope of
this short exposition, to exhaust the subject. Her purpose
was to discover what is characteristic of Celtic mythology,
and in this direction she has made important progress.

The gods of the Celts, as they are presented here, are
quite unlike the gods of classical mythology. They are not
patrons of love or war or of various crafts, nor have they a
home in heaven. They differ among themselves, within the
two categories already mentioned, not so much in function
as in name, and it is suggested that the multiple names re-
flect various local origins. The Irish Other World is not
given much prominence, for gods and men dwell together
upon Irish soil in an uneasy partnership.

The work of translation has been an act of piety to the
memory of a friend whose death is a grave loss to Celtic
studies. Some additional notes have been supplied by the
translator, and a few items have been added to the bibliog-
raphy for the benefit of English readers. The early recension
of the Book of Conquests has been substituted for O’Clery’s
version in the quotation on page 15, as Macalister’s edition
of the former was not available to the author.

—Mpyles Dillon
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INTRODUCTION

Tl—us little book does not attempt to give a general ac-
ccunt, however summary, of the Celtic mythologies.
There are good studies in which the known facts have been
collected, and it would have been superfluous to repeat
them. These works are cited in the bibliography. [Ed. note:
Thebibliography has been updated for this edition.]  have
abstained, too, from attempting a comparative interpreta-
tion of the myths, not because the attempt would be vain in
itself, but because it seemed better to leave comparison to
the specialists. Ifa student of Celtic can put into some order
the rather confused traditions, it is by staying upon his own
ground. This outline is intended only to present some
groups of facts which may be regarded as characteristic of
the Celtic attitude towards mythology, and to present them
from the point of view of Celtic studies, and even, so far as
possible, from the point of view of the Celt himself.

This prescription involves two corollaries. On the one
hand, one must free oneself from conceptions borrowed

1
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from outside, and particularly from those of Greek or
Roman tradition. It would seem that that goes without say-
ing; and yet the religious notions inherited from the classi-
cal world have such a hold on the imagination of western
man that we have difficulty in not introducing them even
where they are out of place. When we are tackling a strange
mythology, we seek instinctively an Olympus where the
gods abide, an Erebus, kingdom of the dead, a hierarchy of
gods, specialized as patrons of war, of the arts or of love.
And, seeking them, we do not fail to find them. Caesaris a
good example of this error. He does not hesitate to recog-
nize among the Gaulish gods Mars, Mercury, Apollo, Jupi-
terand Minerva.! Did the Celtsacknowledgea similar divi-
sion of functions? Had they a notion of their deities compar-
able to that which the Greeks and Romans had of theirs? It
is important to consider the question without prejudice.
On the other hand, if we must ask the Celts themselves
for the key to their mythology, it is proper to believe the
evidence they have left us, unless there is proof to the con-
trary. This too would seem to go without saying; and yet it
must be said, if only to avoid the reproach of naiveté. The
mythographers of mediaval Ireland have drawn a picture of
Celtic paganism so different from what we know, or think
we know, of Indo-European paganism that it at first arouses
suspicion. When they describe the ancient gods as prehis-
toric tribes who once laboured and fought upon the soil of
Ireland, and still dwell there invisibly present, side by side
with the human inhabitants, there is a great temptation to
see in this notion, for which there is an analogy in various
primitive mythologies, the result of a secondary process of
euhemerization, or of a confusion between the gods and
the fairies or the dead. I believe that we should not dismiss
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lightly the evidence of the texts. Those who composed
them were indeed Christians, but only a few generations
separated them from paganism. Our manuscript tradition
takes us back in many instances to the eighth century, when
the conversion of Ireland, begun in the fifth century, was
neither very remote nor, probably, very profound. It is im-
prudent therefore, without good reason, to repudiate the
ideas that these authors had of the mythical world of the
Celts, to which they were much closer than we can ever be.
In the belief that there is a greater risk of error in too much
scepticism than in too little, I have decided to follow the
native tradition. It may be found, in the course of the inves-
tigation, that this tradition has remained, down to its latest
developments, more faithful to certain constants of primi-
tive imagination than it appears at first.

I have mentioned the mythical world of the Celts. Has
this expression any meaning? We do not know the “Celts,”
but only Gauls, Irish, Welsh and Bretons. And we know
that these peoples differed widely in social organization.
Kingship, which playsan important role among rhe insular
Celts, survived only in traces in the Gaul that Caesar knew.
On the other hand, our knowledge of the religion of these
peoples derives from documents of unequal value, differing
in date and in kind. For the Celts of the continent we have
the names of deities, figured sculptures of the Gallo-Roman
period, some passages of Greek and Latin authors who were
always inclined to interpret the fragmentary and summary
information they had in the light of their own ideas; for the
insular Celts we have an abundant literature, but it is rela-
tively late and marked here and there by Christian influ-
ence. Are we justified, under the circumstances, in suppos-
ing that there were at least types of religious notions com-
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mon to the wholearea, if notacommon mythology? And, if
so, can we hope to recover the traces of them from docu-
ments that are not exactly comparable?

Of course there can be no question of a Common Celtic
period in mythology, such as we suppose for the language.
What we know of the decentralized character of society
among the Celts, and of the local and anarchical character of
their mythology and ritual excludes that hypothesis. There
are indeed some striking agreements of detail, as, for exam-
ple, between the name of the Irish god Lug and that of the
Lugones who were worshipped in Spain and Switzerland, or
of the city of Lyons, Lugudunum (The Fort of Lug); between
the Badb Catha (The Raven of Battle), a warrior-goddess of
Ireland, and Cathubodua who is mentioned inan inscription
of Haute-Savoie; or again between the champion Ogmaand
the Gaulish Ogmios described by Lucan.? In the last in-
stance the phonology of the name of Ogma shows that Irish
has here borrowed from Gaulish.? So, too, if we find the
Gaulish Dexs Mars Segomo in Munster, it is apparently be-
cause the cult had been introduced in the historical period
by immigrant communities.* One must therefore be cau-
tious in interpreting as evidence of a primitive unity corre-
spondences that are sufficiently explained by the close rela-
tions, either of peace or of war, which never ceased to exist
among the Celtic peoples bordering the western seas.

In the absence of common religious origins, we shall seek
certain religious attitudes, certain forms of mythological
imagery that are common to the whole Celtic area. The
names of the deities, and doubtless also the plotting of the
myths, may differ; but the types seem nonetheless analo-
gous, and, even more than the elements of each system, the
equilibrium which controls them seems here and there to
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be similar. The formal contrasts make the structural re-
semblance all the more striking.

This structural unity of the Celtic world, as it appears in
the sphere of religion, finds its expression and its explana-
tion inasocial phenomenon, namely the existence inall the
Celtic communities about which we have information of a
class of sacred men, everywhere remarkably similar. It is
the class of druids (Gaulish 8povide; Irish drui, pl. druid:
W. dryw), from which that of the poets (Gaulish bardus;
Irish bard; W. bardd; or Gaulish vates; Irish f4ith) cannot be
separated.

This is not the place for adiscussion of the druids,? nor for
an attempt to define their relationship to the sacred poets,
who seem to have inherited in some Christian Celtic soci-
eties a part of the ancient attributes of the druids. But one
cannot understand the conditions in which the myths must
have developed, nor their transmission and diffusion, un-
less one bears in mind the fact that there was a class (not
necessarily a caste.in the Hindu sense) whose duty it was to
preserve the traditions which constitute the religion, the
learning and the literature of the social group. The profes-
sional organization of this class transcended political divi-
sions (what Caesar tells us of the general druidic assembly,
and of the relations between the druids of Gaul and of Brit-
ain agrees with what we know of the activities of the official
poets of Ireland and Wales), and ensured a certain unity of
conception in space, in spite of local differences, while its
manner of recruitment and of technical training ensured
the permanence of the tradition in time.

The strong cultural tradition of the scholar-magician
classof fi/id,® the poets of Ireland,, and the spiritual continu-
ity which it embodies, are responsible for the survival of
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traits that are plainly archaic and lead us straight back into
pagan times, even in the literature of the later mediaval
period. We shall have occasion to point out that a passage
from the epic tales, which in its present form goes back only
to the eleventh century, reflects the civilization of La Tene.
This archaism, which is characteristic of the continental
Celtic world, and even more notably of Ireland, shows itself
in unexpected ways, not only in the mythology but also in
the ritual. It will be enough to cite one example. I take it
from Giraldus Cambrensis, who wrote his Description of Ire-
land about 1185 A.D. In it he describes a “barbarous and
abominable” rite of enthronement practiced by an Ulster
clan. “The whole people of that country being gathered in
one place, a white mare is led into the midst of them, and he
who is to be inaugurated, not as a prince but as a brute, not
as a king, but as an outlaw, comes before the people on all
fours, confessing himself a beast with no less impudence
than imprudence. The mare being immediately killed, and
cut in pieces and boiled, a bath is prepared for him from the
broth. Sitting in this, he eats of the flesh which is brought
to him, the people standing round and partaking of it also.
He is also required to drink of the broth in which he is
bathed, not drawing it in any vessel, nor even in his hand,
but lapping it with his mouth. These unrighteous rites
being duly accomplished, his royal authority and domin-
ion are ratified.””

Knowing the attitude of Giraldus to Irish affairs, one
might suspect a scandalous calumny, if the authenticity of
this iepos yduos were not guaranteed by its agreement
with another royal rite attested at the opposite side of the
Indo-European world, namely the rite which accompanies
the horse-sacrifice,.the-Hindu asvamedha.® After the wives
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of the king have made a ceremonial circuit of the victim, the
principal spouse (mahisi) approaches it and submits to a
simulated union which is expounded by the priest in an ex-
plicit liturgical commentary. Then the victim is dismem-
bered. While in Indiait is the king’s wife who unites herself
to the animal incarnation of the powers of fertility, in Ire-
land it is the king himself who accomplishes the rite (not
symbolically but actually) with a female incarnation of the
same powers. This agrees with what we shall see of the part
played by the mother-goddesses, who often appear in ani-
mal form; and it must be compared with the various mythi-
cal episodes describing the union of the chief god with one
or other of these deities.

We see that an Irish tribe, though Christianized centur-
ies before, preserved down to the later Middle Ages, and in
all its primitive brutality, a hierogamic rite which belongs
to the most ancient level of Indo-European religion. It is
not an accident that this rite was preserved by the Hin-
dus on the one hand and by the Celts on the other, while
the horse-sacrifice, as it appears elsewhere in the Indo-
European area, does not present the same sexual character.
It is well known that a remarkable similarity of religious
vocabulary has been observed in the two fields at opposite
extremes of the Indo-European area, and that the similarity
can be explained by a feature of social organization, name-
ly the existence in both fields of that class of sacred men
to whom we have already referred, the Celtic druids, the
Hindu brabmins, and, in a more developed formtheRo-
man flamens.®

This example suffices to prove that late documents may
faithfully preserve religious facts which date from very early
antiquity. This can often be verified in Ireland, where very
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archaic forms of art and types of imagery have been kept
alive, one may say, down to the present day. We are thus
dispensed from offering any excuse for making the Irish
tradition the basis of this discussion. It is due not to any
personal prejudice but to a necessity inherent in the sub-
ject. It is chiefly in Ireland that Celtic paganism survived
long enough to be committed to writing. And everything
tendsto suggest tiarif the oral tradition of Gaul before the
conquest had been written down and had been preserved for
us, it would have revealed a mythological world not very
different, and certainly not more “primitive” than that to
which the medival Irish texts give access. So, without
wishing to attribute to the whole Celtic world the different
series of myths which we shall have to consider, I do not
think there is any great disadvantage, for the purpose of a
general survey such as [ propose to outline here, in abstain-
ing from a comparison of the different Celtic peoples one
with another, and in using the term “Celtic” sometimes
with reference to facts that are directly attested only in Irish
tradition.

This Irish tradition is represented by a vast collection of
texts.!® There are prose tales, often interspersed with lyric
poems, which modern critics divide into cycles (the Mytho-
logical Cycle, the Ulster Cycle, the Ossianic Cycle, the
Cycle of the Kings), and which the native scholars classified
by types (Raids, Elopements, Voyages, Birth-Tales, De-
structions, Death-Tales, etc.). There are didactic and narra-
tive poems like the Dindshenchas, a collection of traditions
concerning the femarkable places of Ireland; and glossaries
and various treatises, such as the glossary of the king-
bishop Cormac (+908), or the Céir Anmann (Etymology of
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Names). These are literary documents, of which none is ear-
lier than the eighth century in the form in which we possess
it. Hence it is necessary to use them with caution, and one
cannot admit an isolated fact as having any religious signif-
icance unless it is confirmed by comparison with the other
features of ritual or mythology, for it may be a secondary
embellishment. But the the texts are anonymous and tradi-
tional, and this compensates in great measure for their rela-
tively late date: they are the common patrimoney of the
sacred class of filid, trustees and guardians of legendary
themes and of forms of art which they hand down from gen-
eration to generation.

Less traditionalist and more recent, the literature of
Wales also preserves elements of ancient myths in the sto-
ries collected under the title Mabinogion (tales for recital by
apprentice bards? or ‘enfances’?) to which we shall some-
times have to refer in connection with the Irish evidence.

From this ample and diverse collection of documents,
with the many verifications which they permit, we may
hope to arrive at a presentation neither too arbitrary nor
very unfaithful, of the ancient mythology of the Celts. Will
this presentation be complete? The investigation of the in-
sular tradition leaves one with a sense of something miss-
ing. One searches in vain for traces of those vast conceptions
of the origin and final destiny of the world which dominate
other Indo-European mythologies. Was there a Celtic cos-
mogony or eschatology? Must we suppose from the few
allusions, vague and banal as they are, which Caesar!! or
Pomponius Mela'? have made to the teaching of the druids,
thata whole aspect, and an essential aspect, of this mythical
world is hidden from us and will remain hidden? Should we
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explain the silence of our texts by the censorship of Chris-
tian monks, who were nevertheless liberal enough to allow
the preservation of episodes much stained with paganism,
and features most shocking to the Christian mentality? One
may hold an opinion on the matter. In the present state of
our knowledge the question cannot be decided. In matters
of mythology, as in all historical research, one must some-
times be content with ignorance.

— Marie-Louise Sjoestedt
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CHAPTER ONE

THE MYTHOLOGICAL PERIOD

ADISCUSSION of the mythological world of the Celts
encounters at once a peculiar difficulty, namely, that
when seeking to approach it you find that you are already
within. We are accustomed to distinguish the supernatural
from the natural. The barrier between the two domains is
not, indeed, always impenetrable: the Homeric gods some-
times fight in the ranks of human armies, and a hero may
force the gates of Hades and visit the empire of the dead.
But the chasm is there nonetheless, and we are made aware
of it by the feeling of wonder or horror aroused by this viola-
tion of established order. The Celts knew nothing of this, if
we are entitled to judge their attitude from Irish tradition.

Here there is contiuity, in-space and in time, between
what we call our world and the other world—or worlds.
Some peoples, such as the Romans, think of their myths
historically; the Irish think of their history mythologically;
and so, too, of their geography. Every strange feature of the
soil of Ireland is the witness of a myth, and, as it were, its
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crystallization. The supernatural and the natural penetrate
and continue each other, and constant commmumitatior: be-
tween them ensures their organic unity. Hence it is easier to
describe the mythological world of the Celts than to define
it, for definition implies a contrast.

This omnipresence of the myth in Ireland is specially
evident in two collections of stories, the Dindshenchas or
“Tradition of Places,” which is the mythclogical geography
of the country, and the Lebor Gabdla or “Book of Con-
quests,” which is its mythological prehistory. The myths
indeed involve both time and space, and the importance of
remarkable places, the mystic virtues that belong to them,
are closely bound up with events which happened during
the period when other peoples, human or divine (one can
hardly say exactly which), controlled the land now occu-
pied by the Gaels. but which the Gaels possessed only in
partnership with their mysterious forerunners.

This mythological period can be defined as “a period
when beings lived or events happened such as one no longer
sees in ourdays.”'T Christian texts sometimes betray this no-
tion6f atime when other laws than those we know governed
the world. “In that fight,” says the author of The Battle of
Mag Tured, “Ogma the champion found Orna the sword of
Tethra a king of the Fomorians. Ogma unsheathed the
sword and cleansed it. Then the sword related whatsoever
had been done by it; for it was the custom of swords at that
time, when unsheathed, to set forth the deeds that had been
done by them. -And therefore swords are entitled to the
tribute of cleansing them after they have been unsheathed.
Hence also charms are preserved in swords thenceforward.
Now the reason why demons used to speak from weapons at
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that time was because weapons were worshipped by human
beings then; and the weapons were among the (legal) safe-
guards of that time."?

We see that the good cleric does not think of questioning
the truth of a tradition of his time which must have seemed
to himas fanciful as it does to us. At most he feels the need of
explaining it by supposing the intervention of the power of
demons. But how is it that weapons and demons have lost
the power of speech? The scribe who copied the tale of Cu
Chulainn and Fann gives the reason in these closing words:
“That is the story of the disastrous vision shown to Cu
Chulainn by the fairies. For the diabolical power was great
before the faith, and it was so great that devils used to fight
with men in bodily form, and used to show delights and
mysteries to them. And people believed that they were
immortal.”3

In the same way the stone of Fal, a talisman brought to
Ireland by the ancient gods, whose cry proclaimed the law-
ful king of Ireland, is silent today, “for it was a demon that
possessed it, and the power of every idol ceased at the time of
the birth of the Lord.”*

We see that Christian Ireland preserved, as a legacy from
paganism, the belief in a time when the supernatural was
naturat;wherrthe marvellous was normal. This belief is in-
deed characteristic of a mentality common to folklore
(“"Once upon a time, when animals could speak . . .”) and
to various so-called ‘primitive’ peoples. So, in defining the
mythological period, we have borrowed the words used by
Lévy-Bruhl to describe the epoch of the Dema, those ances-
tral creators who figure in the mythologies of the natives of
New Guinea.
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The Book of Conguests is the story of the Irish Dema, re-
touched, no doubt, by clerics anxious to fit the local tradi-
tions into the framework of Biblical history, while its pagan
quality has not noticeably been altered. We shall therefore
summarize it, according to the texts; and if we chance to
include a secondary episode, it will not matter, from our
present standpoint, provided that it be a product of the
same mythical imagination and suppose the same type of
notion as those elements that are most clearly native.

Tradition has little to say about the first race that inhab-
ited Ireland, before the Deluge; and we may suspect it to be
a late invention, intended to make up the number of six
races corresponding to the six ages of the world. One of its
leaders was Ladhra, who had sixteen wives and died “from
excess of women.” He was the first to die in Ireland. The
whole race was destroyed by the Deluge.

Two hundred and sixty-eight years later (Irish annalists
are never shy of exactitude), the race of Partholén landed.
This name has been explained as a corruption of Bartholo-
meus,5 and the legend as a product of the imagination of
Christian monks. But whatever be the origin of the name,
the mythical character of this personage cannot be doubted,
as Van Hamel has shown.” He regards Parthol6n as a god of
vegetation; but, apart from the fact that the activities of
Parthol6n extend beyond the domain of agriculture, it is
important to observe that here, as throughout the prehis-
toric tradition, we have to do not with a single god, one
mythical individual, but with a whole race, of which Par-
tholén is merely, as it were, a nickname. It is hard to define
this race of Partholén in terms of Indo-European mytholo-
gy. Inthe vocabulary of primitive mythology, we may iden-
tify it as the first race of those Dema, the ancestors (mythi-
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cal, not human, according to Lévy-Bruhl’s useful distinc-
tion) who controlled the world, if they did not create
it—the world of the Gael, of course, that is to say: Ireland.

When Partholén landed in Ireland, he found there only
three lakes and nine rivers, but seven new lakes were formed
inhislifetime. He cleared four plainsand “he found no tiller
of the soil before him.” He brought with him the steward
Accasbél who built the first “guest-house”; and Brea who
built the first dwelling, made the first cauldron and fought
the first duel; and Malaliach who was the first surety (guar-
antee is an essential part of the Celtic legal system), brewed
the first beer from bracken, and ordained divination, sacri-
fice and ritual; Bachorbladhra, who was the first foster-
father (fosterage was the basis of the Irish system of educa-
tion); and finally the two merchants, Biobal, who intro-
duced gold into Ireland, and Babal, who introduced cattle.

It was in Partholén’s time that adultery was first com-
mitted in Ireland. Having left his wife alone with his ser-
vant, he found on his return that they had wronged him.
He demanded his “honour-price,” but his wife replied that
it was she who was entitled to compensation, for it was the
owner's responsibility to protect his property:

honey with a woman, milk with a cat,
food with one generous, meat with a child.
a wright within and an edged tool,

one with one other, it is a great risk®

And this was the first “judgment” in Ireland. Hence the
proverb “the right of Partholén’s wife against her hus-
band.”
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The race of Partholén fought the first battle of Ireland
against the Fomorians. The name (Fomoire) isa compound of
the preposition fo ‘under’ and a root which appears in the
German Mabr, name of a female demon who lies on the
breast of people while they sleep (cf. Eng. ‘nightmare’), in
the name Morrigan (queen of demons), and perhaps in the
mmame-of the formidable Marats of the Veda. The Irish form
means “inferior” or “latent demons.” The myth presents
the Fomorians as native powers constantly driven back to
the limits of the world controlled by civilizing races, and
always about to invade it and devour its produce. In Par-
tholdén’s time they had lived for two hundred years in the
islands near the coast, “having no other food.” They fight
against Partholén and his people “‘with one foot, one hand
and one eye,” a monstrous form, or a ritual posture (either
interpretation seems possible), which hasa magic value and
a demonic significance. After seven days they are defeated
and driven off. But we shall soon see them return, for the
Fomorians never lay down their arms. They are like the
powers of Chaos, ever latent and hostile to cosmic order.

On the feast of Beltine, the First of May, the race of Par-
tholén was destroyed by a mysterious plague; but, by this
time, the crafts and institutions by which Celtic society was
maintained had already been established. How did this es-
tablished tradition survive the destruction of the race? How
was it transmitted to later peoples? The mythology, natu-
rally incoherent, does not explain.

The race of Nemed, whose name means “sacred” (cf.
Gaul veunrov ‘sacred place}, then occupied Ireland; after
the country had lain desert for thirty years. In their time
four lakes were formed, two forts were built and twelve
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plains were cleared. But they were unable to control the
Fomorians and finally became their vassals. The land into
which Partholén had brought the precious herds of cattle
became “a land of sheep,” and every year on the Feast of
Samain, the First of November, the people of Nemed had to
deliver to their masters two-thirds of their corn, their milk
and their children. After vain resistance and ruinous victor-
ies, they resolved to abandon Ireland.

The race of Partholén was followed by a fourth race, that
of the Fir Bolg, who arrived on the Feast of Lugnasad. the
First of August, the third great feast of the Celtic year. Vari-
ous tribes came with them, Gaileoin and Fir Domnann, but
all were “only one race and one power.” Unlike their prede-
cessors, these people did not disappear, but left descen-
dants after them. The heroic sagas often mention these ele-
ments of the population as distinct from the ruling Gaels.?
And here the mythology apparently preserves the memory
of actual invasions of foreigners. Perhaps the Gaileoin are
Gauls, the Fir Domnann the Dumnonii of Great Britain, the
Fir Bolg the Belgac. Thus witnesses of a relatively recent
past have come to be introduced between the fanciful Fo-
morians and the divine “Peoples of Dana’: supernatural
and humanace hlended in the crucible of the myth.

“The races of Partholén and Nemed had been clearers of
the plains. With the Fir Bolg we seem to emerge from the
era of agrarian culture. No plains are said to have been
cleared in their time, nor any lakes to have been formed.
Their contribution is proper rather to a warlike aristocracy,
for they introduced into Ireland the Tron Spearhead-and the
system of monarchy. It is said of their king Eochaid mac
Eirc that “no rain fell during his reign, but only the dew;
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there was not a year without harvest.” For (we add the con-
nective on the evidence of several parallel passages), “false-
hood was banished from Ireland in his time. He was the first
to establish there the rule of justice.” Thus there appears
with the establishment of the first Celtic communities in
Ireland the principle of association between-the-king and
the earth—the king’s justice being a condition of the fertil-
ity of the soil—which is the very formula of the magic of
kingship.

The Fir Bolg were soon to be dispossessed by new invad-

who landed on the Feast of Beltine, and defeated the F:r
Bolg in the First Battle of Mag Tured. They won the battle
by their “talent,” and this talent consisted of the power of
magic (draoidbeacht). In distant islands (the “islands of
Northern Greece”) they had learned “magic and every sort
of craft and liberal art, so that they were learned, wise, and
well skilled in every branch of these arts.” From these is-
lands they brought four talismans: the Stone of Fal, which
screamed when the lawful king of Ireland placed his foot
upon it; the sword of Nuada, of which the wounds were fa-
tal; the spear of Lug which gave victory, and the Cauldron of
the Dagda “from which none parts without being satis-
fied.” To these talismans and to their knowledge of magic,
the Tuatha owe their supernatural power. They are “gods”
because they are sorcerers. Moreover, among these Tuatha
only theartisans, those who share this knowledge by which
the divine race enjoys its power, are “gods.” “They consid-
ered their artists to be gods (4ee) and their labourers to be
non-gods (endee).” And this distinction recurs in the epic
formula: “the blessing of gods and non-gods upon you!”
The divine race, like the human, includes, therefore, in ad-
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dition to the privileged classes of warriors and initiated
craftsmen, a common class which has no share in the magic
hierarchy. It is characteristic that this profane element in
society is theagricultural class. In this respect the race of the
Tuatha Dé Danann differs from the preceding races, and in
particular from that of Partholén, of which the agrarian
character is so marked as to suggest a vegetation myth.

Having conquered the Fir Bolg, the Tuatha Dé Danann
soon came into conflict with the Fomorians, to whom they
were opposed in the Second Battle of Mag Tured. This bat-
tle, which is the subject of a long epic tale, is one of the
dominant episodes of Irish mythology, and one of those
most readily susceptible of varying interpretations. Some
have found here a conflict between the forces of disorder and
darkness and the forces of order and light, a sort of Celtic
replica of the struggle of Chthénioi and Ourénioi. And this
explanation does account for one aspect, and clearly the
dominant aspect, of the rivalry which involved the two
races. But we lose perspective by attributing this anarchical
conflict of rival peoples to the essential antagonism of oppo-
site cosmic principles; for the two parties were connected by
a series of intermarriages so complex as to confuse even the
native mythographers, and were forced into opposition by
the same play of political events that governs the relations of
human beings. In order to illustrate the conditions that
govern this mythical world, we shall summarize the origins
of the second Battle of Mag Tured.

In the course of a fight with the Fir Bolg. Nuada, king of
the Tuatha, lost anarm. Any mutilation disqualifiesaking,
so another must be chosen. The chieftains select Bres (The
Handsome), who is a son of the king of the Fomorians, but
was reared by the Tuatha because his mother was one of
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them. But Bres lacks a sense of what is the first duty of a
king, namely generosity. He does not grease the knives of
the chieftains, and “however often they visited him their
breath did not smell of beer.” Worse still, he provides nei-
ther poets nor musicians nor acrobats nor jesters to enter-
tain them. When their poet presents himself before Bres,
he is offered neither bed nor fire, and receives only three dry
biscuits ona small dish. Thereupon he pronounced the first
satire (der) ever to be pronounced in Ireland, the first of
those rhythmic maledictions by means of which the poets,
masters of the power of the word, can bring blotches on the
face of a prince or sterility upon a whole province:

Without food upon his dish,
without cow’s milk upon which a calf grows,
without a man's abode under the gloom of night,

without enough to reward poets, may that be the
fate of Bres!1°

Enraged by his conduct, the chieftains demanded that
Bres abdicate, and he invoked the aid of his father, who
was king of the Fomorians. Thus the fight is joined, and
above the battle of the warriors rages the struggle of wiz-
ards on either side who employ every resource of magic
and countermagic. When the five chieftains who consti-
tute the general staff of the Jwatha (Nuada, Dagda,
Ogma, Goibniu and Dian Cécht) dectde to declare war,
their first care is to mobilize their artisans and make in-
ventory of their magical resources. Their sorcerer promises
to hurl against the enemy the twelve mountains of Ire-
land, their cup-bearer to drain the twelve lakes of Ireland,
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their druid to cause three showers of fire to rain upon
the Fomorians, to deprive them of two-thirds of their val-
our and strength and to retain the urine of their men and
of their horses. Throughout the battle Dian Céch, the
leech,” remains, chanting incantations with_his three
children, beside a well into which the bodies of slain war-
riors are thrown (for deach by violence does not spare the
race of the gods) and whence they emerge restored to life.

Thus a conflict, arising from the revolt of discontented
chieftains, and spreading as a result of the appeal by the
dispossessed king to his natural allies (circumstances
which reflect in the myth political and domestic condi-
tions familiar to Celtic society) ends in the victory of the
divine invaders over the grim Fomorians, who are now fi-
nally expelled from the confines of what is to become the
domain of the Gael.

The sixth and last race to_invade Ireland is that of the
“Sons of Mil,” ancestors of the present inhabitants of the
country. They landed on the Feast of Be/tine, and the first
three inhabitants that they met were the three eponymous
goddesses of Ireland, Eire, Banbaand Fédla. The circum-
stances of the meeting are remarkable. Eire, in welcoming
the invaders, predicts that the island will belong to their
descendants forever. The poet Amairgin thanks her, but
Donn, the eldest of the Sons of Mil, says rudely: “It is not
you that we must thank, but our gods and our magic pow-
ers.” “What is that to you,” said Eire, “for neither you nor
your children will enjoy this island.” Then she asked of
Amairgin that the island should bear her name forever,
and her sisters did likewise; and that is why the island has
three names: Eire, Banba and Fédla. In accordance with



22 Gods and Heroes of the Celts

the prophecy of the goddess, Donn was drowned before he
had found a home in Ireland. He was buried on an island
off the west coast, since known as ““The House of Donn.”
The descendants of the Sons of Mil follow him there after
death.M!

We see how Amairgin secured possession of the country
for his race by conciliating its ancient goddesses, while
Donn failed by his refusal to invoke other gods than his
own. This episode illustrates the attitude of the Celts in
religion, awillingness toadopt local cults and take advan-
tage of the power that attached to them.

Nevertheless, the Sons of Mil demanded of the Tuatha
“combat or sovereignty or agreement.” The Tuatha gave
them nine days’ delay in which “‘to depart or to submit or
to give battle.” When they refused, the Tuatha appealed
to the judgment ofthe poersof their adversaries: ““for if
they givean unjust judgment, our elements will kill them
on the spot.” We see that it is the poet, the sacred one, not
the king or the warrior, who appears asarbiter. Amairgin
decided that the Sons of Mil shoutd-re-embark and with-
draw ‘“‘as far as the ninth wave,” that ninth wave which for
the Celts had a magic power. When the invaders sought to
return to shore they were prevented by a ““druidic wind”
raised by the Tuatha. (Pruidic wind differs from natural
wind in that it blows no higher than the ships’ masts.)
Then Amairgin sang an invocation to the great lady Eire:

1 invoke.the land of Ireland.

Much coursed be the fertile sea,

Sertile be the fruit-strewn mountain,
Sfruit-strewn be the showery wood, . . .}
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The wind abated so that the Sons of Mil were able to land.
As he set his right foot on shore, Amairgin sang again:

1 am the wind on the sea.

I am a wave of the ocean.

1 am the roar of the sea.

I am a powerful ox.

1 am a hawk on a cliff.

1 am a dewdrop in sunshine.

*

1 am the strength of art.
1 am a spear with spoils that wages battle.

*

Who clears the stony place of the mountain?
*

Who bas sought peace (in death? )

Seven times without fear?

*

Who brings bis cattle from the house of Tethra?

*

What man, what god forges weapons ina fort? . . .
Who chants a petition, divides the Ogam

letters . . . 2
A wise chanter.'3

It has been suggested that this poem, which isa tissue of
obscure formulas that puzzled even the medizval com-
mentators, echoes the druidic doctrine of metempsycho-
sis; but it simply expressed the pride of the sorcerer, whose



24 Gods and Heroes of the Celts

art has just brought him triumph over his enemies, and
who now parades his talents and declares his power. For
we know that one of the gifts which all primitive peoples
attribute to their sorcerers is that of shape-shifting.

These two incantations of Amairgin mark with ritual
pathos the solemnity of the moment when man proclaims
his sovereignty over the earth, by virtue of the magic pow-
ers of the poets which have prevailed over the forces op-
posed to them. They Hllustrate too the duatattitideof man
towards these forces: religion in the invocation, addressed
to the eponymous goddess, the local “Mother,” to obtain
the fertility of the region of which she is still mistress; and
magic in the explosion of pride on the part of the sorcerer
who is the embodiment of the art which will enable him to
prevail even against the gods. We shall find everywhere
amongst the Celts the dialectic of these two attitudes, re-
ligionand magic. And if one of the two should be empha-
sized, it is thesecond. We have seen that the Irish regarded
the gods as master magicians, so that the sacred and the
magical are not distinct notions. Their relations with
these gods are primarily relations of constraint, only sec-
ondarily of deference. We shall observe the same behav-
iour in the hero, always struggling againstrhe supernatu<
ral and seeking to doTmmmateit, to pursue it into its own
territory and conquer it with mere weapons.

The Sons of Mil gave battle to the Tuatha, killed a great
number of them, including the three eponymous goddes-
ses, and put them to flight. The Book of Conquests de-
clares that they were expelled from Ireland. But the com-
mon tradition, which is confirmed by modern folklore,
contradicts thisassertion. Like the Dema to whom we have
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compared them, the Tuatha ‘“‘returned underground,”
where they continue to live, in those mounds where the
peasant of today still believes them to dwell. We must now
examine the status of the supernatural after the mytholog-
ical period comes to an end, and the modus vivend: that was
established between the two races destined to dwell to-
gether upon Irish soil.



CHAPTER TWO

THE GODS OF THE CONTINENTAL CELTS

HILE we depend on the witness of the insular Celts

for the myths, we have for the images some docu-
ments concerning the Celts of the continent. These docu-
ments are of two sorts: texts of ancient writers, and Gaulish
or Gallo-Roman inscriptions and monuments. The Latin
and Greek texts are brief, categorical, and suggest concep-
tions analogous to those familiar in other mythologies; and
therefore they are reassuring. The inscriptions (mere names
orepithets of divinities)and the monuments (insofar as they
are purely Celtic, for we must reckon with the possibility of
Roman influence) give us only allusions which are not easy
to interpret and which throw only a little light upona world
of obscure notions. One is tempted to use the textsasastart-
ing point in order to explain the monuments, and so to fit
the fragments of the puzzle into the ready framework that
some paragraph of Caesar provides. But this temptation is
to be avoided, for it is safer to wander without a guideinan
unmapped country than to trust completely a map traced

26
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by men who came only as tourists and often with biased
judgment. We shall proceed therefore as though no Greek
or Roman had ever visited Celtic territory, and examine
first the native documents. Then we shall be ready to com-
pare our findings with what other writers have reported.
The first fact that strikes one is the multiplicity of the
names of gods, and the fewness of the examples of each of
them that occur. According to an early estimate, which is
probably not subject to any notable correction, of the three
hundred and seventy-four names attested in the inscrip-
tions three hundred and five occur only once.! The names
most frequently mentioned are those of the gods Grannos
(nineteen times) and Belenos (thirty-one times), And the
goddesses Rosmerta (twenty-one times) and Epona
(twenty-six times). Names of Gaulish gods are legion, and
the number has not been explained by those parallel proc-
esses of syncretism and expansion which elsewhere have re-
sulted in defining and establishing the features of the gods.
In the Gallo-Roman period, when the native cults became
integrated in the imperial religious system, asingle Roman
deity represents a multiplicity of local gods whose memory
is preserved in the epithet of the imported foreigner. Thus
fifty-nine different epithets are joined to the name of Mars:?
Mars Teutates is the Teutates that we know from Lucan;
Mars Segomo is Segomo whose cult appears in Munster and
whose name occurs in that of the Irish hero Nia Segamon
(Champion of Segomo);3 Mars Camulus is the disguise of a
god Camulus, identical, no doubt, with Cumall, father of
the hero Finn (see chapter VII); Mars Rudianos (The Red)
recalls the name of the horse-god Rudiobos,* forthe horse

and the colour red are associated with the land of the dead
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and with gods of war throughout Celtic territory. This is
evidenced by the red trappings of the Morrigan and by the
three red horsemen from the kingdom of Donn, lord of the
dead, whose appearance in The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hos-
tel announces his approaching doom to king Conaire.® Thus
amultiplicity of local tribal gods whom he has supplanted,
appears under the unity of the imperial cult of Mars.

The plurality of names over the whole territory suggests
that these were _tfibal gods, the gods of communities or
groups of communities, for their distribution seems to be
political or geographic rather than functional. And this
suggestion is confirmed by a useful observation made by
Vendryes.® It is well known that one of the gods most fre-
quently represented on Gaulish monuments is Tricephalus,
a three-headed or three-faced god. We have thirty-two effi-
gies of him, most of them from Northern Gaul. Fifteen of
the more archaic examples were found in the territory of the
Remi. We may therefore consider Tricephalus to bea god of
the Remi, at least in origin. Again, the cult of the Matres is
widespread intheRhineland and especially among the Tre-
viri. Butin one instance we find Tricephalus represented on
asteleat Trier, and he appears surmounted by the three Ma-
tres of the Treviri who seem to trample him under foot. This
monument may be compared with a stele discovered at
Malmaison, on which Tricephalus is associated with anoth-
er group, the pair consisting of Mercury and his companion
Rosmerta. But here the positions are reversed and Tricepha-
lus seems to dominate the divine pair. Thus each of the two
peoples has symbolized the triumph of their own god over
foreign or hostile gods. No doubt Vendryes is right in re-
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garding such evidence as an indication of the national char-
acter that the Remi attributed to their Tricephalus and the
Treviri to their Matres.

This tribal character of the god is directly expressed in
the name of a Gaulish god Teutates mentioned by Lucan:
“and those who propitiate with horrid victims ruthless
Teutates, and Esus whose savage shrine makes men shud-
der, and Taranis whose altar is no more benign than that of
Scythian Diana.”? Teutates has been supposed to be one of
the great Gaulish gods, but this hypothesis is invalidated
by the fact that he is mentioned elsewhere only in a single
inscription, and was adored probably only by some obscure
tribe. The name indeed means simply “(the god) of the
tribe” (G. touto-, teuto-, lIr. tiiath ‘tribe’) 8 a title which cor-
responds to a familiar formula of Irish sagas: “‘I swear by the
god (or gods) by whom my people swear.” Every Gaulish
people had, then, its Teutates, and adored him each by a
differentmane; or by one of the titles: Albiorix (King of the
World); Rigisamus (Most Royal); Maponos (The Great
Youth); Toutiorix (King of the Tribe); Caturix (King of Bat-
tle); Loucetius (The Brilliant One), which are perhaps no
more than means of invoking the god without profaning his
name, by a precaution analogous to that suggested by the
Irish formula. How did these gods of peoples or tribes ap-
pear to the imagination of the Gauls? Without discussing
the effigies in detail, we shall note some general features.®

First of all, the triple figures are important, gods with
three heads orthreefaces-and-groups of chree goddesses’
The number three plays a large part in Celtic tradition; the
“triad.” a formula which combines three facts or three pre-
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cepts, is a genre which dominates the gnomic literature of
both Wales and Ireland, and triple personages or trios are
prominent in the epic tradition of the two peoples.

Another notable fact is the more or less marked zoomor-
phic character of the effigies, sometimes expressed in a
more evolved form of the same mythological type by associ-
ation of an animal with the god. Anexample is furnished by
Cernunnos (The Horned One), the god whose cult is most
widely attested. He is represented with the horns of aram or
adeer, squatting on the ground. The posture recalls that of
the Buddha, but it must have been habitual to the Gauls,
whose furniture did not include any sort of chair. He is
often accompanied by one or two horned serpents, and the
horned god with a serpent recurs on the famous Gunde-
strup vessel. Certain variants present a female deity, or a
three-headed figure, of the same type.

This zoomorphic element appears more clearly in the
female than in the male effigiesT oneof the most familiar
goddesses is Epona, whose name means ““The Great Mare”
and who appears on horseback accompanied by a mare with
her foal, or feeding some foals; the Welsh Rhiannon, “The
Great Queen,” has been recognized as a Tmare-goddess
comparable to Epona.!® We find also a bear-goddess, Artio,
and there can be no doubt that the name Damona, formed
like Epona, means “The Great Cow” (cf. Ir. dam ‘ox’).

These female deities fill a big place in the religious world
of the Gauls. They can be divided into two classes. The first
is that of the tutelary goddesses,!! who are connected with
‘the earth itself and with local features, wells or forests, or
again with the animals that frequent them, and who con-
trol che fercilitv of the earth. as is shown by the horn of
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plenty which is one of their attributes. Such are the Matres
and Epona and the goddesses of water (Sirona in eastern
Gaul and Brixia, the companion of Luxovius, the water-
god of Luxeuil) or of forests (Dea Arduina of the Ardennes).
The second class, which is smaller, is that of the goddesses
of war: for example, Andarta of the Vocontii, or Andrasta
who was invoked by Boudicca before she went into battle,
or Nemetona whose name resembles that of Nemain, one of
the three Morrigna of Irish tradition.(see page 45). The two
types of which the one represents the powers of fertility, the
other the powers of destruction, appear separatély on conti-
nental ‘territory. We find them confused in the persons of
the same divinities in insular tradition, which represents in
this respect, as in others, a less analytical and more archaic
conception than the Gaulish.

Many of the goddesses often appear as companions of a
god. Brixia and Luxovius have been cited; and Sirona is
usually associated with Grannos, sometimes with Apollo;
Nemetona appears on the monuments beside Mars, who
has, no doubt, been substituted in these cases for some Cel-
tic war-god; Rosmerta is likewise the companion of Mer-
cury. But the pair who appear most frequently are Sucellos
and Nantosuelta. '

Sucellos, “The God of the Mallet,” whose name means
“Good Striker,” has been identified with Dispater, ancestor
of the Gauls, of whom Caesar tells us. The appearance of
this bearded god, dressed in the short tunic which was the
national costume of the Gauls, and expressing strengthand
authority and, at the same time, a certain benevolence, ac-
cords well with one’s idea of a father-god, and recalls in
many respects the chief god of the Irish, the Dagda (see
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chapter three). His attributes are the mallet, weapon of the
“Good Striker.” and the cup or dish, symbol of abundance,
and here there is a striking parallel with the two attributes
of the Dagda, the club which fells his enemy and the inex-
haustible cauldron which ensures abundance to his people.
These divinities have, therefore, the two characteristics
that define the function of a father-god, who is at the same
time a warfior, and therefore protector and nurturer. The
name of the companion, Nantosuelta, is obscure, but the
firstelement is recognizable as meaning “river” (cf. W. nant
‘stream’). We find, then, on Gaulish soil an association of a
father-god with a local river-goddess which is confirmed by
an episode of Irish mythology in which the Dagda is associ-
ated with the Boyne, the sacred river of Ireland (see page

- er pairs might be added to this class. In the region
of Salzbach a “god of the mallet” is associated with the god-
dess Aeracura who appears with a horn of plenty or a basket
of fruit, attributes of the Matres. In the mythology of the
insular Celts we shall find again these pairs, consisting of
the chief god and one of the Matres, and there is no doubt
that they present one of the fundamental notions of Celtic
religion.

Tribal gods and mother-goddesses: is it possible to go
beyond this general characterization of the Gaulish divin-
ities? Can one find the trace of a separation of functions and
activities? The attempt has been made on the strength of a
paragraph of Caesar which has been often quoted and
which must again be quoted here. We declined to begin
with this testimony, but it must now be considered.

Caesar uses these words: “Among the gods they most
worship Mercury. There are numerous images of him;
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they declare him the inventor of all arts, the guide for
every road and journey, and they deem him to have the
greatest influence for all money-making and traffic. After
him they set Apollo, Mars, Jupiter and Minerva. Of these
deities they have almost the same idea as other nations:
Apollo drives away diseases, Minerva supplies the first
principles of arts and crafts, Jupiter holds the empire of
heaven, Mars controls wars.”"12

Thus the great gods of the Celts would seem to corre-
spond more or less exactly to the great gods of the Romans
and would have divided among them, as these do, the var-
ious domains of human activity. Such a coincidence is 2
priori surprising. In view of the profound divergence in
mentality and social structure which we observe as be-
tween Romans and Celts, one must wonder at sucha simi-
larity in their religious ideas; and a comparison of this text
with the Gaulish documents confirms the suspicion.

If we consider the goddesses, we have noticed among
the mother-goddesses divinities of water and forest, god-
desses of fertility who protect certain animals, and god-
dessesof war, but nowhere a Minerva, patroness of the
arts. This does not mean that some mother-goddess did
not play this part. And indeed we shall find a patroness of
the arts among the insular Celts in the triple Brigit. Cae-
sar may have observed this quality in some Gaulish god-
dess unknown to us, or even in one of those we do know
but not in this connection. The quality familiar to him,
and therefore immediately intelligible, prompted a hasty
identification calculated to satisfy him and to mislead us.
Caesar’s testimony is important inasmuch as it throws
light on an aspect of the mother-goddesses which is con-
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firmed by Irish tradition, and about which Gaulish tradi-
tion is silent. But by accepting it as it stands we should
form a false notion of the complex goddesses of the Celts.
In the case of the gods we are in the same situation. We
can well believe that Gaulish gods were warriors, artisans,
healers, and that they presided over certain phenomena of
the heavens. Which people has not attributed these vari-
ous activities to its gods? But if we seek, for instance, the
contrast between a god of war and a god of arts and crafts,
then difficulties arise. This is illustrated by the contradic-
tions of scholiasts who have tried to reconcile the inde-
pendent evidence of Lucan with the system outlined by
Caesar. In a passage cited above Lucan enumerates three
gods adored by Gaulish tribes; Teutates, Esus and Taranis.
There is nothing to suggest that these are three great
Gaulish gods, still less that they are the three principal
gods of the Gauls, a conception which, as we have seen,
does not correspond to any reality. But in the light of Cae-
sar’s testimony, one is led to establish some equivalence
between these gods and those that he has defined; and the
scholiasts of Lucan have made the attempt.!3 The name
Taranis, which means “Thunderer” (cf. Ir. torann ‘thun-
der’) indicates an identification with Jupiter. But, as be-
tween Esus and Teutates, which corresponds to Mars and
which to Mercury? There is so little correspondence that
the two scholiasts have answered the question in contra-
dictory terms, so that we find both Esus and Teutates
identified with each of the two Roman gods. We have seen
that in fact Tgutates is simply *‘the god of the tribe”; and he
must have been regarded sometimes as a god of war and
sometimes as a god of industry, according as he was in-
voked in times of war or peace. No doubt it was the same in
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the case of Esus, whose name may mean “master,” if the
comparison with Latin erus be correct.'® Lucan describes
him as the blood-thirsty master of warlike tribes, but on
the altars of Trier and Paris he appears as the gracious pa-
tron of a peaceful corporation of builders.'® Similarly the
Irish Lug is an artisan of many talents, even a healer, but
also a warrior whose spear never misses its mark. General
and complete efficiency is the character of all the Celtic
gods, and we see them fighting or giving help and coun-
sel, according to the needs of their people.

However, there is one point in the testimony cf Caesar
which must be remembered, and it requires interpreta-
tion. It is the pre-eminence that he accords to the Gaulish
Mercury over the other gods, including the lord of heav-
en. This conflicts so strongly with the notions that were
familiar to him that we are bound to accept it; and, more-
over, itis confirmed by insular tradition. But we must not
rush to the conclusion that the Gauls distinguished a god
of arts and crafts as opposed to a god of war, and preferred
one to the other. The cult of Mars, who is adored under
fifty-nine different titles, is no less widespread in Gallo-
Roman Gaul than that of Mercury, who possesses only
nineteen titles. We must rather suppose that the Gauls
gave precedence in their divine world to the craftsperson
over the warrior, and that both qualities could be com-
bined, and were normally combined, in one divine per-
son. This, at least, is how we should explain, in terms of
Celtic mythology, the fact which impressed Caesar, and
which he explained in Roman terms.

Some general characteristics have emerged from this
rapid survey: the multiplicity of divine persons, some-
times in triple form. sometimes in animal form: tribal
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character, marked in the case of the gods; local character,
especially in the case of the goddesses; the importance of
female deities, goddesses of war or mother-goddesses; the
frequent association of these females with tribal gods; the
lack of differentiation of functions as among the gods; and
the importance of the craftsperson in the celestial hierar-
chy. These characteristics appear only as shadows in our
picture of the religious world of the Gauls, for our imper-
fect knowledge permits merely a sketch; but we shall ob-
serve them again, more clearly drawn, and emphasized by
the rich colour of a living mythology, in the epic tradition
of the insular Celts.



CHAPTER THREE

THE MOTHER-GODDESSES OF IRELAND

T isaremarkable fact that the relative importance of gods
Iand goddesses in Irish mythology varies considerably ac-
cording to the documents that one examines. In the “histor-
ical” tradition which has been summarized in the first chap-
ter, the principal role belongs to colonizers, inventors or
male warriors, and female persons intervene only in epi-
sodes. On the other hand, in the ““geographical’ tales of the
Dindshenchas the female divinities fill a much larger place.
This is explained by what has already been observed from
Gaulish evidence, namely, the national or tribal character
of the gods and the local character of the goddesses. It is not
an accident that the former dominate the historical myths
and the latter the topographic myths.

Without attempting to collect all the myths concerning
the many goddesses of Ireland, we shall notice some facts
which are characteristic of the chief qualities presented by
these deities.

To the earliest stratum of tradition belong some persons
of whom the literature has but little to say. Only a few scat-
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tered references reveal their names and their function. They
are the mothers of the gods. Anu, or Ana, mater deorum bi-
bernensium, “‘nurtures well the gods” according to Cormac
the Glossator. Munster owes its fertility to Anu, goddess of
prosperity, and she is adored there: the “Two Paps of Anu”
in that province are called after her.! Anu has been more or
less confused with Danu, or Dana, from whom the Tuatha
Dé Danann (Tribes of the goddess Dana) take their name;
and these are sometimes called merely Tuatha Dé, ““Tribes of
the Goddess,” as though she is the goddess par excéllence.

To the same class as Anu and Danu belongs the other
goddess par excellence, namely the.triple Brigit—or perhaps
there were three sisters Brigit—who is adored by poets,
smiths and leeches.? She survives today in the Christian
saint Brigid, who is for the Irish the most excellent saint,
just as the pagan Brigit was the most excellent goddess.
The saint has faithfully preserved the character of the god-
dess: being a mother-goddess, she watches over childbirth,
and modern folklore makes her the midwife of the Blessed
Virgin; as goddess of prosperity, she brings abundance to
the country hearths which she visits, leaving her footprint
in the ashes; as seasonal goddess, she has her feast on the day
of the great pagan feast of purification, Imbolc, the First of
February; and finally, as triple goddess, she is propitiated
by the sacrifice of a fowl buried alive at the meeting of three
waters.® Thus the cult of these great goddesses manifests
its endurance. Religions succeed one another, gods die and
are forgotten, but the peasant of the Highlands still, after
thousands of years, continues to honour with a humble rit-
ual those powers more ancient than the gods.

One might ask whether Anu, Danu and Brigit, these
“mothers” who resemble each other so closely, are really
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distinct deities or merely different names for the same per-
son. I think that in this form the question is meaningless.
We must dismiss the notion of one deity who is titular, as it
were, of a particular function, in favour of the notion of di-
verse realizations of a single religious idea, groups of dei-
ties, probably local—at least in origin—who are not iden-
tical but equivalent, having evolved among different peo-
ples, perhaps at different times, from the same generative
impulse. We shall find at every point of the epic tradition
similar figures as mothers and teachers, no longer gods but
heroes: Buanann (The Lasting One), “Mother and nurse of
heroes;""* Scathach (The Shadowy One) to whom Cu Chul-
ainn goes to complete his training as a warrior, and who
reveals to him the secrets that make him invincible (see
chapter six).

Another group of deities illustrates complementary as-
pects of the same type, namely the seasonal goddesses, pa-
tronesses of the great feasts of Ireland and of the sacred
places where these feasts are celebrated: Macha, or rather
the Machas, Carman, Tailtiu, Tea and others.

Tradition distinguishes vatious Machas, eponyms of the
Plain of Macha, of the Citadel of Macha(Emain Macha, cap-
ital of pagan Ulster), of the Hill of Macha (Ard Macha, me-
tropolis of Christian Ireland), and patronesses of the As-
sembly of Macha which was held at the time of the feast of
Lugnasad, the First of August. They form a series from the
most ancient mythical prehistory down to the beginning of
the Christian era, from Macha, wife of Nemed, leader of the
third race to inhabit Ireland, to Macha, wife of the peasant
Crunnchu, who was a contemporary of king Conchobor.
And it s certainly notanaccident that they bear the name of
the warrior-goddess, one of the three Morrigna. To what
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degree are these personages originally distinct one from an-
other, and different from the warrior-goddess? In what
measure are they to be explained as secondary develop-
ments, as myths invented to explain some obscure rite
which was a vestige of the cult of some goddess of the past?
From our point of view it does not matter much. What does
matter is that for a long time the imagination of the Celts
persisted in gathering around a particular feast, or a partic-
ular place, or a particular complex of ritual, a given type of
mythological symbolism.

The characteristics of a goddess of fertility, who presides
over the rites of childbirth, are clearly recognizable in the
myth of Macha;thewife of Crunnchu.® One day Crunnchu,
arich peasant widower, seesa beautiful young woman come
into his house. She says nothing but at once sets about the
duties of the house. Having gone around the room in the
ritual manner, clockwise, she goes into his bed. She be-
comes pregnant by him, and from that day everything
prospers in the house. The time comes when Crunnchu
must go to attend the provincial assembly of Ulster, and
Macha warns him not to mention her name there. But when
he sees the king’s horses racing, Crunnchu, forgetting the
prohibition, exclaims that his wife is swifter than they are.
King Conchobor accepts the challenge and orders that the
woman be brought to race against his horses. In vain Macha
asks foradelay since her time is at hand. She must accept the
ordeal or see her husband put to death. Undoing her hair,
she enters the race and reaches the post before the horses;
but then she criés out and dies, giving birth to twins, “The
Twins of Macha,” in Irish Emain Macha, from whom the
capital of Ulster is named. Before she dies she curses the
men of Ulster and predicts that for nine times nine genera-
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tions they shall suffer the sickness of childbirth in the
height of war and in the hour of greatest danger. This is the
origin of the “Novena of the Ulsterman,” thatcurse which
afflicted all the males of the province for five nights and four
days. Another story explains it differently: after Ci Chul-
ainn had lived for a year with the fairy Fedelm of the Long
Hair, she appeared naked before the men of Ulster, and
from the sight, they were afflicted with this strange dis-
ease.® But through the different versions there appears the
constant relation between the curse and a goddess who was
the spouse of a mortal.

The ethnological significance of this “novena’ has been
discussed by scholars,” and the question raised as to
whether it is a form of the coxvadk practised by various prim-
itive peoples, who impose upon the husband of a woman in
childbirth the same seclusion and the same precautions as
upon the mother. The “novena” differs from the coxvade in
that the men are subject to it not as individuals, whenachild
is born to them, but collectively. It is clearly a collective rite,
asymbolic mime in honour of the mother-goddess; and the
myth of Macha supplies also the explanation of another rite,
namely the women's races which were a special feature of the
Assembly of Emain. The fact that the rite of childbirth is
attached not to the day of the feast but to a time of war is
anomalous, and calls for explanation. Perhaps it was indeed
a resource employed “in the hour of greatest danger” in
order to propitiate the Mother-Goddess, who would then
appear to have been a protectress in war as in peace. The
warlike character of another Macha makes this view prob-
able.

At that time, the story says,? three kings, Dithorba, Aed
and Cimbéeth, reigned alternately in Ireland, each for
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seven years. Aed died, leaving a daughter, Macha The Red,
but when her turn came, Cimbéeth and Dithorba refused to
entrust the royal power to a woman. She gave them battle
and put them to flight, and reigned for seven years. Mean-
while Dithorba died, leaving five sons, and they, in due
course, claimed the kingdom from Macha. But she refused
on the ground that she held it not by right of inheritance
but by right of conquest, and she conquered the sons as she
had conquered the father. Macha then married the other
royal claimant Cimbiéeth, and made him chief of her mer-
cenaries. She visited the five sons of Dithorba in the guise of
a leper. They were seated around a campfire eating boar’s
flesh, and she ate with them. Then one of them said: “The
woman (ca#lleach, which is to this day the word for a local
goddess) has beautiful eyes. Let us lie with her.” And he
brought her into the forest. She bound him then by force
and returned alone to the fire. “Where is he that went with
you?" asked the brothers. *“He is ashamed to return toyou,”
she said, “after lying with a leper.” “There is no shame in
that,” said they, “for we should all do as much.” She led
them into the forest one by one, and bound themall. Then,
having reduced them to slavery, she made them build the
rampart of the future capital, Emain Macha.

In the person of this second Macha we discover a new as-
pect of the local goddess, that of the warrior and dominator;
and this is combined with the sexual aspect it a specific
manner which reappears in other myths, the male partner
or partners being dominated by the female.

Going farther back in time, we encounter Macha, the
wife of Nemed, of whom we are told only that she died in
the plain of Macha which her husband had cleared, and
which he “bestowed upon his wife so that it might bear her
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name."® This third_eponym appears as an agrarian deity,
companion of one of the mythological ancestors, one of the
Dema, of Ireland.

We shall see in the case of other goddesses, associated
with other sacred places or other feasts, these different ele-
ments of which the three Machas present various combina-
tions: the maternal reproductive element, which predomi-
nates in Macha, wife of Crunnchu; the agrarian element
(which is merely another aspect of the first, since the notion
of fertility is the same) in the wife of Nemed and also in the
wife of the farmer, Crunnchu, who belongs to the peasant
class which the Tuatha treated as an uninitiate crowd (see
page 19); the_warlike element, compeunded with the sex-
ual, in the daughter of Aed.

The feast of Lugnasad, which in Ulster was held at Emain
Macha, was held in Leinster at Carman and at Tailtiu. Tail-
tiu owes its name to Tailtiu, daughter of Mag Mér (Great
Plain) of the race of Fir Bolg. After the defeat of this race by
the Tuatha Dé Danann and the death of her husband, she
became the wife of a chief of the Tuatha. With an axe, she
cleared all Ireland “where she was held in captivity.” Thus
she made of the forest-covered region of Breg a plain “all
covered with clover.” She died from the exhaustion of this
effort. The men of Ireland sang a lament for her, and her
foster-son, the god Lug, established the feast of Tailtiu in
her honour. This feast lasts for a month, fifteen days before
Lugnasad and fifteen days afterwards. As long as it shall
continue to be held, there will be “corn and milk in every
house, peace and fair weather for the feast.” Even St. Patrick
himself respected this ancient pagan tradition. “Victorious
was the proud law of nature; though is was not made in obe-
dience to God, the Lord was magnifying it.”'°



44 Gods and Heroes of the Celts

Carman, “leader of an army in many battles,” was the
mother of three sons, “The Fierce, The Black and the Wick-
ed.” The four of them devastated Ireland, the mother by her
sorcery which “destroyed the juice of nourishing fruits,”
and the sons by plundering, until they were defeated by the
Tuatha Dé Danann. The sons were compelled to depart from
Ireland, leaving their mother as a hostage, and “‘the seven
things (amulets?) which they worshipped.” Carman died of
grief in her captivity, asking that a feast should be held in
her honour forever.

Other g@@sﬁMyatroness of the As-
sembly of Tara, who was “held in captivity,” according to
tradition, like Tailtiu and Carman; and Tlachtga, who
bore three sons at a single birth, each by adifferent father,
and died, like Macha, in giving them birth. All the great
assembliesof Ire]and are thus placed under the invocation
of local deities, mothers, clearers of plains, mistresses of
the fruits of the earth, which they bestow in plenty when
propitious, or, when hostile, they destroy. Survivors of
races anterior to the race of men, and even to the race of the
gods, they are often imagined as held in captivity by the
actual possessors of the soil who have had to overcome
them by violence before conciliating them by ritual
means. They are personifications of the powers of nature,
earthy forces, which man must conquer in order to make
them serve him.

We know only those goddesses who presided over the
great provincial assemblies and have thus found a place in
the literary and aristocratic tradition. Probably more nu-
merous were those whose cult was limited to certain rural
communities and has left no trace. The name of one of
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these has come down to us by chance, that of Mongfhinn,
the sorceress, who died on the eve of Samain, and to
whom, as an old Ossianic tale says, “‘the women and
common people address their prayers.”!! It is an instance
of the preservation of one of these ancient conservative
cults by the less cultivated classes, while they have fallen
into the background of the epic tradition, ousted by the
prestige of the great male gods.

We have seen that some of the mother-goddesses appear
also as warriors; and there is a group in whom this warlike
character is dominant. The goddesses of war are imagined
as forming a trio, a notion which survives on British terri-
tory in the dedication of the Benwell inscription Lamiis
Tribus (to the Three Lamii).!? The persons of the trio are
not always the same. The Badb (Crow) and the Morrigan
(Queen of Phantoms) are accompanied sometimes by
Nemain (Panic) and sometimes by Macta-Nemzi7 and the
Badb also occur as wives of the ancient war-god Né#, and
their names appear in the plural as terms for the group of
three sisters (Morrigna) or for supernatural beings who
haunt the battlefield (Badba).

‘It is remarkable thavtie gods of slaughter have been
personified as women in Irish mythology. The epic tradi-
tion knows no equivalent for Ares or Mars; the god Nét
plays no part in it and is scarcely more than a name to us.
There are plenty of fighting gods; indeed all the gods of
the Celts are fighters. But these goddesses of war are not
necessarily fighters. While the Dagda, Lug or Nuada
wield the club or the spear or the sword, the Morrigna and
the Badba reign over the battlefield, “the garden of the
Badb,” without having to join in the fray. Or, if they do
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take part, they need not strike a blow in order to confound
anarmy. The Cattle-Raid of Cualnge says: “Nemain, that is
the Badb, caused confusion in the army so that the four
provinces of Ireland massacred each other with their own
spears and their own weapons, and that a hundred warri-
ors died of terror and heart-failure that night.”!3 On the
eve of the Battle of Mag Tured, ¢ghe-Marrigan promised her
help to the Dagda. But it was magic, not military help:
she would deprive the enemy leader of “the blood of his
heart and the kidneys of his courage,” like the Australian
sorcerer who removes from his victim *‘the fat of his loins.”
And before the battle she sends her allies two handfuls of
blood.' Even when the goddess is induced to take part
directly in the fight, it is not in the guise of a warrior that
she attacks the hero Cd Chulainn.'® She comes as an eel
which winds itself round his legs while he fights at the
ford, orasawolfdriving frighveriéd herds of cattle against
him, or as a red cow without horns. Thus wherever the
Morrigan appear in warfare it is by some mystical influ-
ence, or by sorcery, or in some animal disguise. These
war-goddesses are not warriors. They leave the use of weap-
ons to the divine combatants, to the gods of the tribe. In-
deed they have no weapons. It is noteworthy that the two
descriptions in the sagas of the equipment of the Badb and
of the Morrigan mention chariot, horse and clothing, but
no weapons, whereas in the case of warriors, the descrip-
tion of weapons is one of the favourite commonplaces. The
goddesses in whom the destructive and inhuman powers
of slaughter are personified contrast in this respect with
gods who preside over warfare as a human activity, an art
and a profession. It is a symmetrical opposition, even
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more rigorous than the opposition between mother-
goddesses as personifications of fertility and the great an-
cestral farmers and artisans. Thus for production and de-
struction, in peace as in war, a double principle is in bal-
ance, the female goveraing-thenatural event the male gov-,
erning the social event.

‘We have had occasion to mention the animal transfor-
mations of the Morrigan. This zoomorphism is an impor-
tant feature of many Irish goddesses, while the gods pre-
sent only some feeble traces of it. Lug is perhaps a raven-
god inorigin,'® but nowhere in Irish mythology does this
quality appear. On the other hand, the Badb Catha (Raven
of Battle) appears to the hero Cu Chulainn in the form of a
crow, and likewise the Morrigan comes in the form of abird
and alights beside the Bull of Cuailnge to incite him with
a prophetic incantation.!” By their triple nature and by
this semi-animal nature, the Irish goddesses are related to
the types of deity that we encountered among the conti-
nental Celts; andreveatamentatity more archaic thafi that
which finds expression in the persons of the male gods who
are clearly anthropomorphic and simple, that is to say, not
in groups of three.

These goddesses of war sometimes appear in association
with an anonymous male companion. The motif is ob-
scure, but other mythological themes perhaps provide the
explanation of its significance. One of the most striking
descriptions occurs in the episode of the meeting between
Cu Chulainn and the Badb already cited.

One day Cu Chulainn is suddenly awakened by a cry so
terrible that he, the fearless hero, falls out of his bed in
alarm. He rushes out naked in his confusion, and his wife
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Emer has to pursue him, bringing clothes and weapons.
He mounts his chariot and sets out in the direction from
which the cry was heard. He sees a chariot approaching, to
which a single red horse is harnessed. This nightmare
horse has only one leg (sorcerers often have one hand and
one foot, see pages 16, 95); the chariot pole passes through
its body and is held by a peg in the middle of its forehead.
In the chariot isa red woman with red eyebrowsand a long
red cloak down to the ground. Beside the chariot goes a
man bearing a fork of hazel (a tree which has magic proper-
ties), and driving a cow. Ci Chulainn, who is the guardian
of the cattle of the province, protests against the theft of
the cow. The woman gives him an answer. *“Why does not
the man answer?” asks the hero. “‘That is not a man,” says
the woman. “He is certainly not a man,” says Cu Chul-
ainn, “since it is you who answer me.”” He then asks the
strangers’ names, and they answer in an unintelligible
rigmarole the terms of which are vaguely threatening:
“cold wind""; “cutting”’; “terror.” Finally in exasperation
at the woman'’s sarcasms, the hero leaps onto the chariot,
but everything disappears and there is left only a black
bird, the Badb.

In other stories we find this same pair with even more
demoniacal attributes. An example is the adventure of
king Conaire in The Destruction of Da Derga's Hostel: he
meets a man with one arm, one eye, and one leg, armed
with an iron fork, and carrying on his back a roast pig
which is still squealing. He is accompanied by a woman
with a huge mouth, whose pudenda hang down to her
knees. A similar monstrous woman comes that night to
ask the king for hospitality, and, when asked her name,
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she recites “on one foot and one hand” a litany of thirty-
one names, including Badb, Macha and Noinden (Novena)
the name of the curse inflicted upon the men of Ulster by
the malediction of Macha.'® The sexual character of the
Badb, and her connection with a rite of childbirth, pro-
vide the link between the mother-goddesses and the god-
desses of war.

This diabolical pair reappear in Welsh tradition, in the
Mbanagi of Branwen which elsewhere betrays strong Irish
influence. The king of Ireland tells how one day he saw
emerge frofirthe Lake of the Cauldron a huge man of gross
appearance carryifig a cauldron, and accompanied by a
woman twiceas big. The cauldron was a cauldron of resur-
rection: if a dead man were thrown into it, he came out
alive but deprived of speech. The woman was pregnant
and was to bear a man fully ar !9 This cou-
ple, consisting of a mother-goddess, who combines war-
like and sexual qualities, and a companion bearing in one
instance a fork, in the other a cauldron, belongs to the
same class as the couples which consist of the Gaulish god
with the mattet and Nantosuelta, or the Dagda with his
club and histauldron and the Morrigan (see chapter four). It
presents an even earlier state of tradition, as is shown by the
predominance of the goddess over her male companion,
which reflects a matriarchal notion in conflict with the so-
cial order of Celtic communities in historic times. This is
evidenced by the scandal caused to Cu Chulainn by the con-
duct of the Badb in the episode cited.

The mythological motif in question explains one of the
strangest personages of heroic tradition —namely-Queen
Medb, warlike spouse of a comparatively negligible hus-
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band, Ailill, king of Connaught. An ancient deity has
been identified beneath the quasi-historical features of
this Irish Boudicca.2? The mere fact that there is a sacred
tree of Medb (Bile Medba) is in itself significant. And,
moreover, some of the most characteristic features of the
mother-goddesses can be traced in her whom the poet calls
the “queen-wolf,” the sight of whom deprives men of
two-thirds of their strength, and who, like Macha, out-
runs horses on the track.?! The text entitled “The Num-
ber of Medb’s husbands”?? lists the different husbands,
whom, kings as they are, this imperious person reduces to
the rank of mere confederates. One of her companions pre-
sents strongly marked mythological traits. He is Fergus,
her lover, whose name means “virility” and who is also
called Ro-ech (great horse). He eats seven times as muchas
an ordinary man; he has the strength of seven hundred
men,; his nose, his mouth and his penis are seven fingers in
length; his scrotum is as big as a sack of flour. He needs no
less than seven women when separated from his wife Flid-
ais. Flidais is a woodland deity and travels in a chariot
drawn by deer. She reigns over the beasts of the forest, the
herds of Flidais, as Tethra reigns over the creatures of the
sea, the herds of Tethra.?? Just as Nét, the war-god, has two
companions, Nemain and Badb, it seems that Fergus has
two partners, Flidais the forester and Medb the warrior.

The personality of Medb represents in the euhemerized
literary tradition the complete type of adeity who is at the
same time a mother and a warrior. We find the completion
of this same type in popular tradition in the redoubtable
cailleacha (old women) who haunt the countryside in Ire-
land and Scotland, and to whom the mamau (mothers) of
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Wales correspond. It is not our purpose to pursue the de-
velopment of these mythical figures in modern folklore,2*
but it is necessary to point out the persistent vitality of a
notion which is deeply rooted in Celtic soil.

Scholars have noted the absence of a Celtic goddess of
love, equivalent to Venus or Aphrodite. This lacuna has
been explained in unexpected ways, as due to the chastity
of the Celt or to the predominance of the maternal element
over the amorous.?% But the comprehensive and undiffer-
entiated activity of Celtic deities that we have observed
shows that the impression of a lacuna is illusory. Most of
the Celtic goddesses show more or less marked sexual
character. To wonder that we do not find a goddess pre-
senting this character to the exclusion of all others is to
judge Celtic mythology by foreign standards, and so to
condemn oneself to a misconstruction of its intimate
system.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE CHIEFTAIN-GODS OF IRELAND

E have seen that the Irish imagined their gods as
forming groups similar to the family groups which
are the basis of Celtic society, tuatha (tribes) placed under
the invocation of a mother-goddess Dana. Certain strongly
individualized persons stand out from these groups as
chieftain-gods of the Twatha: the Dagda, Lug, king Nuada,
who are seconded by the champion Ogma, the smith Goib-
niu, the leech Dian Cécht, and a whole company of magi-
crarsand craftsmen. We shall consider here only two of
these figures, chosen because they represent two distinct
notions and doubtless two different moments of the reli-
gious thought of the Celts. These are the Dagda and Lug.
The god who is ordinarily known as the Dagda is also
called Eochaid Ollathair, Eochaid “‘Father of All” or “Su-
preme Father.” This epithet does not mean that he is in fact
the father of all the other gods; we know from the genealo-
gies that he is not. It expresses merely the paternal character
inherent to the notion of chieftain in a patriarchal society,

52
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where the chieftain’s power is felt to be of the same nature as
that of the father, being, at least in theory, the extension
and transposition on the political plane of afather's power in
the family. The Dagda (literally, the “Good God") is not a
name but a title, and an episode of the Bartle of Mag Tured
enables us to establish its exact meaning. At the council of
war held by the gods of the Tuatha, each one announced
what he proposed to do in the common cause. When the
Dagda’s turn came he said: “All that you promise to do I
shall do myself alone. “You are the good god,’ said they, and
from that day he was called the Dagda.”! We see that the
adjective has no moral import, but has rather the value that
we give it when we say that someone is “‘good at” some-
thing. And indeed the Dagda is good at everything. He is
not only first among magicians, but he is a formidable
fighter. Under his club the bones of warriors are “like hail-
stones under the hooves of horses.” He is an artisan who
builds fortresses for the Fomorians, when their king, Bres,
has reduced the Tuatha to vassalage. His superiority rests in
this omnipotence which derives from his omniscience. And
his omniscience is expressed in another of his titles, Ruad
Ro-fhessa (Lord of Perfect Knowledge), “for it is he that had
the perfection of the heathen science, and it is he that had
the multiform triads.”?

The figure of the chieftain-father bears the stamp of a
primitive style which redactors have deliberately pressed to
a grotesque extreme. Hideous and potbellied, he wears a
cowl and a short tunic like that of the Gaulish god of the
mallet; but in Irish sagas long garments are a measure of the
dignity of the wearer, and this tunic is the ordinary attire of
churls. His boots are of horsehide with the hair outside, like
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the shoes of rawhide still worn today by the fishermen of the
western islands. The enormous club, mounted on wheels,
which he drags along, is so heavy that eight men would be
required to carry it, and its track in the ground is as deep as
the dyke which marks the frontier of two provinces. With
one end of the club he can kill nine men; with the other he
restores them to life.3 Lord of life and death by means of this
magic club, he is also lord of abundance by means of his
inexhaustible cauldron, from which “no one goes away
without being satisfied.” We have had occasion to notice
the analogy between these two attributes and the wooden
fork and the cauldron of the companion of the mother-
goddesses on the one hand, and the mallet and purse, or
horn of plenty, of the Gaulish Sucellos on the other. The
Dagda reminds one indeed of the god of the mallet. Not
that he is the same person, but he belongs in some degree to
the same type, and he is an independent but comparable
realization of the same notion of a chieftain-god, being both
a “good striker” (Su-cellos) and a nurturer.

This barbarous power, which manifests itself in battle in
the killer, is manifest under an orgiastic form in an episode
of great mythological significance in the story of the Battle
of Mag Tured.* The Dagda went, during the period of the
feast of Samain, into the camp of his adversaries, the Fo-
morians. They made hima porridge “for he wasa great eater
of porridge.” They filled the king’s cauldron, which held
twenty measures of milk and as many more of flour and fat.
And into it they put goats and sheep, halves of pork and
quarters of lard; and the whole mixture was boiled. Then it
was poured into a hole dug in the ground (as is still done
today on the day of Semain with the food offered to the spir-
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its), and Indech, leader of the Fomorians, ordered the
Dagda to eat it all under pain of death. The Dagda took his
ladle, which was “‘sobig thata man and a woman could have
lain together in it”’; and not content with eating the whole
meal, he scraped the hole with his finger and ate even the
gravel at the bottom. The ordeal thus imposed upon the
Dagda recalls those which are imposed periodically and rit-
ually by a people upon their chief. Inancient China, during
the drinking bout of the long night, ““the king, who must
show his ability by various exploits, must prove it above all
by filling himself as tight as a water skin.”® After the feast
the Dagda has intercourse with his enemy’s daughter, not
without difficulty, for his stomach is greatly distended, and
she promises in return to serve him against her father with
her magic powers. While the redactors delighted in em-
phasizing the grotesque obscenity of this double episode,
one can recognize it as a ritual manifestation of the powers of
voracity and sexual vigour which are attributes necessary to
the prestige of a barbarous chieftain.

Another episode, no doubt a doublet of the former and,
also connected with the feast of Samain. is even more explic-
it. The Dagda has a rendezvous witha woman. He finds her
by the river Unius in Connaught, in the act of washing,
“with one foot south of the water and one foot north of the
water.” Nine loose tresses hang about her head. They have
intercourse, and the place is called *“The Bed of the Cou-
ple”eversince. Thiswoman wastheMorrigan. Shewarns
himoftheplansofhisenemiesand promisesheraidinthe
battle.®

Thus the chieftain-god is united on a ritual date with a
goddess whose protection fie thus wins for his people. Is she
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a mother-goddess or a goddess of war? We have seen that no
clear line can be drawn between these two. Here the Mor-
rigan is associated with a river, and we are reminded of an-
other motif of the myth of the Dagda, namely his union
with Boann,” wife of Nechtan (who is doubtless a god of the
*waters);and eponym of the sacred river, the Jordan of Ire-
land. The pair prolong the night for nine months, so that
when day breaksa son, Aongus, is born, whose name means
“unique force,” and Who 15 atso called Mac iz Da O¢, ~the
son of the two young ones.” This title cannot be justified if
we understand ‘young’ as referring to the real age of the par-
ents, for the Dagda is certainly not young in this sense. It
must allude to the eternal youth of the pair, chieftain-god
and mother-goddess, whose ritual union at this date of
Samain, when the Celtic year is born, is the guarantee of the
ever renewed vitality of the tribe, being a symbol of the
union between the tribe, represented by its chief, and the
river-goddess who fertilizes its territory. This sexual ele-
ment which is so marked in the myth of the Dagdais illum-
inated by a comparison with the hierogamic rite practised
by the king of an Ulster tribe, not with a river-goddess but
with a mare, the incarnation of some animal goddess, some
Epona, and merely another type of mother-goddess (see
pages 4 and 19). These pairs are analogous to the pair con-
sisting of Sucellos, the “good striker,” and his companion,
the river-goddess Nantosuelta.

The figure of the Dagda in its essential features is thus
clearly defined. A chieftain-god, he is regarded as-thefa-
ther of his people; by hisknowtedge; their chief magician;
by his club—a primitive weapon whose purpose has been
forgotten in the sagas—their defender; by his cauldron,
their nurturer. His orgies of food are at the same time




The Chieftain-Gods of Ireland 57

demonstrations of vitality and a ritual of plenty. By his pe-
riodic unions with the deities of the earth, he ensures their
protection for his people and consecrates in his person the
union of earth and man. We have here a mythico-ritual
complex which belongs to the most ancient deposit that
Irish tradition has preserved.

The figure of the god Lug appears to be the product of
religious ideas that are less archaic, and of a more advanced
culture. But it derives from common Celtic sources, and
the correspondences that can be identified, as between one
people and another, make it possible to trace some primi-
tive elements. The name of the god, which may mean
“crow,” and the fact that this bird—ﬁgures in the armorial
bearings of the city of Lyons, Lugudumum(fortress of
Lug), are evidence of the zoomorphic character that we
have observed in the Gaulish gods and the mother-
goddesses.® The continental inscriptions dedicated to the
Lugoues, and certain Irish legends which mention two
brothers of Lug, bearing the same name, who died in early
youth, reveal the triple form frequent in these deities. But
the legend of the god has eliminated these two features.
While the goddesses have preserved something of the ‘flu-
idity’ (to borrow the term used by Lévy-Briihl) that char-
acterizes a primitive world in which the limits of individ-
ual and species are not yet fixed, the male gods belong toa
more advanced system of imagery in which the principle
of identity is more rigorously applied, so thatevena myth-
ical figure is no longer imagined as at once simple and tri-
ple, animal and man.

Lug is functionally a chieftain-god like the Dagda; but
he is in contrastto-the Bagdaimmmany respects. He is the

product of a different aesthetic: young, beautiful, pure
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from all the gross or obscene elements which are an inte-
gral part of the figure of the Dagda. He is as different from
the Dagda as a classical Apollo from a primitive idol. His
weapon is not the club but the spear, the Irish casting-
spear which was a sort of javelin. And he also uses the
sling, for it was with a sling-stone that he killed Balor of
the poisonous eye, chief of the Fomorians. He is called
Lamfhada (Lug of the Long Arm), and the epithet refers
not to his solar nature, as has been supposed, although
there is nothing in the mythology to confirm it, but to his
manner of warfare. Lug can wound from a distance by
means of his casting weapons, and in this respect he differs
from the Dagda, who wields the ancient club, as the
young representative of technical progress differs from an
old chieftain with antique weapons, witness of an out-
moded culture.

Another of Lug’s titles confirms this quality. He is
called the Samilddnach, literally “he who possesses at the
same time (sam-) many (:/) skills (dén),” the many-skilled.
A story tells® that when he presented himself at the as-
sembly of the Tuatha, the porter asked him before admit-
ting him: ““What skill have you, for no one is admitted to
Tara unless he have some skill?” “I am a carpenter,” said
Lug. “We do not need you,” is the answer, ‘for we have a
carpenter.” “Iamasmith,” said Lug Butthe Tustha have
asmith. LugThen insists that he is also harper, poet, his-
torian, champion, hero and sorcerer. The Tuatha have
among them specialists inall these crafts, but they have no
one who combines them all. And so they receive Lug into
their company.

We see that the title Samildinach does not characterize

Lug as a god of crafts a sort of Celtic Mercury, in contrast
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with gods of war or magic; for magic and warfare are
among the gifts of which he boasts in this passage. And in
what follows we find him taking the partof awarrior when
he kills Balor in single combat, and of a magician when,
before rushing into the battle, he goes around the army
“on one foot and with one eye,” singing an incantation,
the old trick of magic that was used in the first battle of
Ireland (see page 16).

Lug and the Dagda are thus opposed, not as having dif-
ferent functions (both can perform every function, being
masters of all knowledge), but inasmuch as they represent
different and certainly successive conceptions of that
knowledge from which man expects the mastery of the
world, and which he regards as the first attribute of his
gods and the source of their power. These two concep-
tions find expression in the two titles of the gods: the Dag-
da is the Ruad Ro-fhessa, the “Lord of Great Knowledge,”
knowledge one and undifferentiated; the young Lug is the
Samildanach, possessed of many skills, expert in the vari-
ous specialties into which the unity of primitive culture is
separated with the advance of technical ingenuity. The
Dagda maintains the prestige which attaches to ancient
things. Lug enjoys the popularity belonging to new fa-
shions. Thus the heroic sagas have adopted Lug and made
him the father of Cu Chulainn, but not the Dagda, who
trad o place ina world dominated by new conceptions and
a new aesthetic.

The other gods of the Tuatha, king Nuada, the champi-
on Ogma, and the local chieftains, each of whom reigns
over a separate domain and commands his own troops, as,
for example, Midir of Bri Léith in County Longford, or
Bodb of Sid ar Femen in Tipperary, all these represent
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merely variants, more or less individualized, of the type of
the Chieftain-God. But we must distinguish one class of
gods, who, though reckoried among the chiefs of the
Tuatha Dé Danann, are akin in some respects to the class of
mother-goddesses. These are the sea-gods, among whom
the most prominent is Manannan Son of Ler, one of the
most poetic figures of Celtic mythology.

Manannan mac Lir takes his name from the Isle of Man
(Irish Inis Manann). He appears also in Welsh mythology
as Manawyddan ab Llyr. His original domain excends

~therefore across the Trish Sea. Poets describe him travel-
ling over the sea in his chariot; and the chariot is the ordi-
nary vehicle of the goddesses, from Morrigan to Flidais,
but not of the other male gods. For him the sea is a plain
sown with purple flowers, and the speckled salmon are
leaping lambs. Thus he appears to the navigator who voy-
ages in search of The Land of Youth (T#r na #0¢) and of the
Isles of the Blessed. One tradition, which preserves a
memory of the multiple nature of the god, distinguishes
four Manannans.!? The faculty of assuming animal form is
attributed, not indeed to the god himself, but to his son
Mongan:

He will be in the shape of every beast,
Both on the azure sea and on land,
He will be a dragon before hosts . . .
He will be a wolf of every great forest.

He will be a stag with horns of silver

In the land where chariots are driven,

He will be a speckled salmon in a full pool,

He will be a seal, be will be a fair white swan. !
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Behind Manannén, and, as it were, eclipsed by him, we
can perceive other, more ancient sea-gods: Ler, father of
Manannién, who is for us only a name; the Fomorian Teth-
ra, of whom it is said that fish are his ‘cattle,” just as the
beasts of the forest are the “cattle” of Flidais; Nechtan, if,
as is probable, his name is etymologically cognate with
that of Neptune.!? A name or a petrified formula are all
that survive of these forgotten gods. If the gods of the sea
have certain traits in common with the goddesses of the
earth, the chariot in which they travel, a multiple form,
the association with animal species, they differ from
them, it seems, in one respect. While the goddesses sur-
vive, the sea-gods succeed each other. It would appear
that each new group of invaders brought their own sea-
god and annexed for him the newly conquered seas, but
that they adopted the local goddesses who were attached
to the soil, an immovable legacy from their predecessors.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE FEAST OF THE FIRST OF NOVEMBER

THE day on which the race of men triumphed over the
race of gods marks the end of the mythical period when
the supernatural was undisputed master of the earth, and
the beginning of a new period in which men and gods in-
habit the earth together. From that moment the great prob-
lem of religion becomes important, the problem of the rela-
tionship between man and the gods. The mythology states
the circumstances in which the charter regulating this rela-
tionship was established once and for all.!

The power of the vanquished gods was still considerable.
Since they controlled the fertility of the soil, they could re-
duce men to submission by denying them its fruits. Thus
they deprived the Sons of Mil of harvest and of milk, and so
compelled their king to treat with them. It was agreed to
divide the country into two equal parts. The poet Amairgin
made thedivision: the Tuatha Dé Danann received the lower
half of Ireland, the territory under the earth, and the Sons of
Miltheupper half, the surface of the earth. It was thus that

62
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the gods, retiring under ground, took possession of those
mounds, some prehistoric tamuli, others natural forma-
tions, which the Irish peasant still regards as the habitations
of the fairies, and which the Dagda long ago distributed
among his people, appointing one Sid for Lug and another
for Ogma. Not only mounds and caves but also deep waters
belong to the gods. Beneath “Bird Lake” in Connaught
there is a $id. and it is from there that king Crimthann Cas
once saw the spirit Fiachna come forth to ask for help
againsta hostile chieftain-god. He led the king and his war-
riors back into his domain under the lake.? The sea covers
one province of this hidden world, T#r fo Thuinn (The Land
under the Waves). Even the islands perceived or imagined
out in the ocean, all those rerrae incognitae over which Man-
annéan and Tethra hold sway, belong to the share of the di-
vine race with which man has divided the world. Not only
the recesses of the earth, regions under ground or beneath
the ocean, but also the mysterious frontiers of the world
controlled by the Sons of Mil, all that lies outside the nar-
row circle that is lit by the bright and comfortable light of
the fires of men, belongs to those invisible and powerful
neighbours, the people of the Sid, des side. So too for the
primitive the supernatural world begins with the wilder-
ness, almost at the gates of his village.

The poets delight in describing this hidden world, often
in the gayest colours and in terms of highest praise. In this
Land of Youth (T#r na nOc), this Delightful Plain (Mag
Mell) rich in fruits and flowers, men and women, eternally
young and divinely beautiful, dwell in palaces sparkling
with precious stones and metals, intoxicated with mead
from an inexhaustible vat, lulled by the music of many
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birds or by the melody of an apple branch with flowers
of crystal whose sound soothes grief and brings peaceful
slumber. This idyllic life has however its episodes of war-
fare. For those peaceful pleasures, love, intoxication, mu-
sic, chariot-races, are not enough without the favourite
pastime of the Celt, which was war. Causes of battle were
not lacking between the chieftains of neighbouring Side,
and sometimes one of the parties seeks the aid of a human
king or hero, offering him in payment for his services the
love of a fairy mistress.

Other stories describe this supernatural world in less fa-
vourable terms. There are fortresses guarded by monsters,
into which the hero must force his way to do battle, sword
in hand, with hostile deities. One such is the kingdom of
Shadow (Scath) where Ci Chulainn makes a raid (see page
o1). The question arises whether we should regard these
two types of myth as representing opposite conceptions of
the supernatural world, one gay and the other horrible.
Should we distinguish two supernatural regions and identi-
fy the happy Land of Youth as a Celtic Olympus or Valhalla,
where the gods dwell, and the gloomy region of Scéth as a
Hades or Erebus, kingdom of the dead? There is nothing in
the native tradition which authorizes us to suppose this du-
alism. There is no irresolvable conflict between the two
types of story, and the transition from one to the other is
quite easy. The violence which prevails in the kingdom of
Scith is not unknown in the blessed §id, and there too man
sometimes arrives by force in search of plunder. The myths
of Samain discussed below are evidence of this. These differ-
ent abodes are inhabited by the same race, a race which is
not the race of men living or dead. If it is described in vari-
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ous lights, sometimes favourable and sometimes forbid-
ding, it is because the relations which it maintains with
men are various. In the stories in which the hero is invited as
an ally by the folk of the Sid the poet delights’in describing
the magnificence of the welcome he receives and of the
abode he visits. But if it is an account of the exploit of one
who is not afraid to make war upon superhuman adver-
saries, the blackest colours are used to paint the dangers
which he encounters and the terrors which he overcomes.
Thus the same people appear in a quite different light, ac-
cording as they are approached as hosts or as enemies.

These folk of the Sid who lead a life so like that of men, an
ideal reflection of the life of the warlike Celtic aristocracy,
do not differ much from men except in one respect. Being
eternally young, they are, we are told, immortal. This at
least is what Cailte, the Ossianic hero, says of one of them:
“I'am mortal, for I am of the race of men, but she is immor-
tal, for she is of the race of the Tuatha Dé Danann.”’ Never-
theless we have accounts of the death of one or another of the
people of the Tuatha, and we know that they can even be
killed by men. Thus Finn slew with his spear the spirit
whose fiery breath set Tara in flames. And this is not merely
part of the incoherence that Celtic mythology allows. The
apparent contradiction is resolved, when we consider the
notion of immortality in the light of what may be called the
intemporal character of the §id.

The people of theS7Z may be mortal by accident, liable to
wounds, and subject to a violent death which, for the prim-
itive, is the most natural sort of death. They are nonetheless
immortal in essence, inasmuch as they know nothing of old

ageandti 3 y live inawor
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which is not subject to time. It is a constant law of the su-
pernatural world that whoever enters there escapes from
‘human time. When Bran and his comrades, having dwelt

in the Isles of thé Biessed;-aresetzed-wrthmostalgia and
want to see again the SHores of Their-native-countey—their

hosts are careful to warn them that they must refrain from
setting foot on land. When they have come within calling
distance of the shore, they question the Irishmen who have
gathered there, asking whether they remember Bran mac
Febail. “We know no one of that name,” they say, “but our
old stories tell of Bran.” One of Bran’s companions cannot
resist the attraction of his native soil, but hardly has he
touched it when he falls in ashes to the ground.? This pas-
sage has been interpreted as evidence that the Islands are a
land of the dead, and Bran and his companions ghosts. But
these navigators came alive into the Islands, and alive they
dwelt there for centuries, which seemed to them as short as
years. The moment that one of them abandons that world
beyond time, the centuries passed fall upon him at once,
and re-entering the world of human time he dies.

Nera, on his return from the §id, has a similar experi-
ence, but in reverse. When he rejoins his companions, hav-
ing passed three days in the §i4, he finds them around the
campfire by which he had left them, before dishes which
have not had time to cook during his absence. Just as our
measure of time is foreign to theS7d, so also is our measure of
space. A mound of modest dimensions contains a whole
people with their dwellings and lands. Although in close
proximity, the'two worlds, situated on different planes, are
not subject to the same dimensions.

The two races, one imperishable if not immortal, and
the other subject to decay, are nevertheless regarded as
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equal in rights and dignity: “There are only. two races of
equal (cwdruma) rights in Ireland, the Sons of Mil and the
Tuatha.” They maintain neighbourly relations with each
other whether friendly or hostile. They receive each other’s
exiles, as is the practice between human clans. When the
three sons of the king of Ireland are refused a portion by
their father, they visit the Twatha and fast against them, ac-
cording to the Celtic procedure of the hunger strike—
which goes back to Indo-European tradition, for we find it
in India. The Tuatha, yielding to this pressure, give them
wives and fortunes in the $74, and they remain there.* Con-
versely, Finn takes into service in his warrior band (see page
100) a deserter from the Sid, who is dissatisfied with the
lot appointed to him by his people.

The two worlds are thus in frequent contact and ex-
changes are possible, but they are nonetheless distinct and
mutually almost impervious, each race respecting the es-
tablished modus vivendi and abstaining from trespass upon
the domain of the other. However, there is a time when the
invisible magic partition which separates them is with-
drawn, and the two worlds are in free communication, the
two planes become one, as was the case in the mythical peri-
od. This happens during the night of Samain (from the
thirty-first of October to the first of November), the eve of
theCeltic New Year. This night belongs neither to one year
nor the other, and is, as it were, free from temporal re-
straint. It seems that the whole supernatural force is at-
tracted by the seam thus left at the point where the two years
join, and gathers to invade the world of men.

The feast of Samain is one of the four great feasts of the
Celtic year, one of the four periods at which peoples nor-
mally dispersed over territories that had no great centers
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of population came together for a social and religious pur-
pose, and were assembled for some days in a sacred place, a
sort of temporary sanctuary, to celebrate the feast. Samain
(the first of November), “the Pagan Easter,” and Cét-
shamain, or Beltine (the first of May) divide the year into
two seasons, the cold season (Gaulish Giamon-, Irish gem-
red. Welsh gaiaf), and the hot season Gaulish Samon-,
Irish sam-rad. Welsh haf ). This division is common to the
whole Celtic world, for we find traces of it in the Coligny
Calendar and in modern Welsh usage (Calan gaiaf, Calan
Mai).® Each season is divided, at least in Ireland, into two
halves by the feasts of Imbo/c (the First of February), now
the feast of St. Brigid, and Lugnasad (the First of August).
We see that the Celtic calendar is regulated not by the solar
year, by solstice and equinox, but by the agrarian and pas-
toral year, by the beginning and end of the of carttle
raisingand agriculture. So, too, Celtic mythology is dom-
inated by goddesses of the earth, and one looks in vain for
solar deities. These two connected facts betray the same
orientation of religious thought.

The feast of Lugnasad. placed under the protection of
various mother-goddesses (see page 39), that of Imbolc. St.
Brigid's Day, on which, according to Cormac the Glossa-
tor, the lactation of ewes begins, and Beltine, which gets
its name from the great fires between which the cattle
were driven to protect them against sickness, have a
marked agrarian character. And this character is not alien
to Samain—for every feast tends to be a total celebra-
tion—but it is driven into the background by other char-
acteristics which give to this feast its sombre and fanci-
ful acmosphere. Samain is not the feast of any one tutelary
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deity, but rather of the whole world of spirits, whose in-
trusion upon the world of men takes on a threatening and
warlike air.

Samain is the time when the tithes levied upon the har-
vest of the fruitful season are offered, in this barren season,
to thespirits. These sacrifices take on the charactermot of
offerings to guardian powers but of a heavy tribute im-
posed on man by the powers of destruction. Thus the race
of Nemed is forced to deliver to the Fomorians “two-
thirds of their milk, their corn and their children.” So,
too, until the coming of Saint Patrick, according to the
Dindshenchas, the Irish used to offer on the first of Novem-
ber to Crom Cruaich, or Cenn Cruaich (The Curve of the
Mound or The Chief of the Mound) “the firstlings of every
issue and the chief scions of every clan.” The king of Ire-
land, Tigernmas, and the men and women of Ireland used
to prostrate themselves before him “‘so that the tops of
their foreheads and the gristle of their noses and the caps of
their knees and the ends of their elbows broke, and three-
fourths of the men of Ireland perished at those prostra-
tions.”® The description is fantastic, but it evokes the
memory of a bloody rite based upon terror.

There is a whole cycle of myths about the time of Sam-
ain. They tell of meetings, usually hostile, between two
worlds. The Battle of Mag Tured is essentially a myth of
Samain. The legend of Muirchertach mac Erca, who was
attacked by the people of the Sid and perished, half-
drowned in a vat and half-scorched in the burning of his
house (a double death which recalls sacrificial rites), is a

myth of Samain.” The strange story of the lntoxication of the

Ulstermen,® which tells the wild escapade of the heroes
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wandering through Ireland confused by darkness and in-
toxication, and escaping only with difficulty from death
“in a white-hot house,” evidently of sacrificial character,
is a myth of orgic frenzy proper to this night of confusion.

Among these stories there is an episode of the Adventure
of Nera,® which illustrates the relations between men and
the folk of the §7d at this exceptional time. Nera, a warrior
of Ailill, king of Connacht, set out into the forest on a fan-
ciful adventure which we may here neglect. On his way
home he finds the king’s house at Raith Cruachain in
flames, while a hostile army is engaged in collecting the
heads they have taken. He follows the army and enters the
Cavern of Cruachu, a cave from which fantastic animals
are sometimes seen to emerge, and one of the Side of Ire-
land. He becomes the husband of a woman of the §7d. She
tells him that the burning of Raith Cruachain is an illu-
sion, but that it will become reality if the §id is not de-
stroyed the next Samain night. Nera returns to his com-
panions, whom he finds seated peacefully around their
fire. The warriors must only wait till the next Samain
night, the night “when all the Side of Ireland are open,” to
make their attack. When the fated time comes, they at-
tack and plunder the §id, and carry off their booty. Nera
alone remains in the Sid, and he will live there with his
wife until the Day of Judgment.

The burning of Raith Cruachain is only an illusion, but
this is not true of the burning of Tara, which is the subject
of another myth.!® Every Samain night Aillén mac Midh-
na, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, comes forth from his Sid
and vomits against Tara a stream of fire which sets it on
fire. This is repeated for twenty-three years, until Finn,
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having reached the age of ten and taken his place in the
assembly of Tara, kills Aillén. This exploit won him the
command of the Fiana, the warrior bands of Ireland (see
chapter seven).

The theme of all these myths is the same: an attack by
the troops of the other world upon the dwellings of men,
sometimes followed by a successful counter-attack. The
motifs of fire and of water, sometimes associated, appear
in various forms, dwellings set on fire, an iron house made
white-hot, or drowning in a vat, which resemble certain
methods of human sacrifice attested for the Celts of the
continent. We know from the scholiast of Lucan!! that
Teutates was propitiated by the drowning of victims in a
vat, and Taranis by burning them in a wooden vessel.
These savage rites are in accord with the religious atmo-
sphere of a time when the supernatural was a wanton
power and assumed a very menacing character.

Thereare, however, other myths of Sama:n in which the
two orders appear in a different light, for example, the
legend of The Wasting Sickness of Céé Chulainn which tells of
the hero’s visit to the Sid where he enjoys the love of the
fairy Fann.'2 In this myth, the motif of warfare, while not
quite absent, is secondary to the sexual motif. In this re-
spect the episode of the Dagda’s meeting with the Morrig-
an is comparable. What is characteristic of the time is not
the manner of the meeting of the two worlds, but the fact
that they meet. During this night of chaos, the conditions
of the mythical period are renewed and a world normally
closed to men isopened, just asat Rome, on the ritual days
when the stone which closes the entrance to the subterra-
nean region is raised, mundus patet. '3
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The Church, careful to annex earlier traditions that
were difficult to uproot, has made this feast of all the spir-
its into the feast of all the saints, our All Saints’ Day. The
Christian conception has obliterated the specific character
of the Celtic conception, a reciprocal relationship between
the visible and invisible worlds, which permitted men,
when the spirits invaded their world, to attack in their
turn those mysterious dwellings which for one night lay
open and accessible.



CHAPTER SIX

THE HERO OF THE TRIBE

THE world of the Celts appears to be populated with su-
pernatural beings who are co-proprietors of the soil.
Man has won his domain from them either by force or by the
subtle violence of magic; and with them he maintains a re-
lationship of rival powers, friendly and hostile alternately.
In contrast to these beings conceived in his image, but
strangers to his race, the Celt composed a mythical figure
which is purely human, magnified indeed to the extreme
limit of humanity, but not beyond. This is the hero, the
incarnation of the ideal qualities of the race.

There may be analogies between god and hero; but there
is no transition. The opposition between the two is not for-
mal and does not depend on particular characteristics: it is
functional, depending on the part played by the hero on the
one hand and the god on the other in this mythical world
which isdivided into two camps. The hero is in the camp of
men. Gods, spirits, elves, fairies, however one imagines
them, whatever name one gives them, are in the other
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camp. The hero is of our race, the race of the Sons of Mil. He
is one of us. The others, even though they be protectors or
allies, are of another race, that of the Tuatha Dé Danann, or
of some other prehistoric race, in any case utter strangers.

Celtic languages have many names for the hero. The
commonest name in the Irish texts, which were compiled
by Christian monks, is a Latin loanword, /léech, from the
Latin /zicus, and means the “layman” who bears arms, in
opposition to the cleric who is exempt. This term has re-
placed, in the correct usage of a Christian society, ancient
Celtic words which express a quite different conception:
nia, lath gaile, cur (canr), arg, donn.

Nia can be explained as from a stem reit- which belongs
to the root from which the name of Mars Neto is derived and
which recurs in Irish Nith (combat), Welsh nwyd (ardour,
passion). Germanic has a series of similar words for the no-
tions of warlike ardour, hostility and hatred. Another ex-
tension of the same root provides Irish #iab (vivacity, ener-
8y), Welshnwyf (excitement), and, no doubt, also Irishndeb
(holy), holiness being originally imagined as an active
force. The hero is thus here conceived as the ardent one, as
one who overflows with energy and life.!

An analogous conception finds expression in lath gaile.
The second term ga/ (valour) doubtless belongs to the root
of Anglo-Saxongléd (flame). It would then really mean “ar-
dour.” The etymology of /ath is obscure, but the word is not
to be separated from the homonym /ath (rut), a meaning
which sometimes attaches to Welsh nuyf cited above. Here
we have two specializations, one sexual, the other military,
of a single notion of ardour or excitement, which we noted
inIrishnia.
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Cur or caur (cognate with Gaulish xavapos) is connect-
ed with a root which means “to swell”” (cf. Sanskrit sazas
‘strength, power’). The episode in the Cattle-Raid of Cual-
nge. in which Cd Chulainn, in the fury of combat, “inflates
himself and swells like a bladder full of air,"? explains the
connection that is possible between the notions of ““swell-
ing" and of military strength or ardour.

Other terms used occasionally by the poets are arg. cog-
nate with Greek dpyos ‘swift,’ or donn, corresponding to
Gaulish dusius, perhaps cognate with Greek 6w ‘bac-
chant.’ Irish ddsacht (warlike fury) may belong to the same
root.

We see that all the words for ““hero” express the notions of
fury, ardour, tumescence, speed. The hero is the furious
one, possessed of his own tumultuous and blazing energy.

This heroic fury is personified especially in Sétanta-Cu
Chulainn, around whom Irish heroic mythology has crys-
tallized itself. His first name, which he received at birth, is
Sétanta. This name cannot be separated from that of the Se-
tantii whom Ptolemy places on the west coast of Britain op-
posite to the hero’s domain, Mag Muirthemne, across the
Irish Sea.3 Cii Chulainn was thus originally the eponymous
hero of a tribe belonging to the British family of Celts. Yet
he is not an ancestor. While other lesser heroes, such as
Conall Cernach, are ancestors of numerous clans, the hero
par excellence will die without leaving any posterity. The
prestige which surrounds him owes nothing to the venera-
tion in which people hold the great dead from whom they
claim descent. His relationship to his people is a different
one: he is their defender and their champion. He is the ideal
type of youth, of fighter, at once the glory and the living
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rampart of his tribe. Sometimes he is called Sétanta son of
Dechtire, his mother’s name; and this form preserves the
memory of matriarchal conceptions of which we have al-
ready seen traces elsewhere (see page 50).

Two versions of the story of his supernatural birth are ex-
tant.? The earlier of the two will be summarized here.

The fieldsaround Emain Macha had been devastated by a
flock of birds which devoured to the roots everything that
grew there. With some misgiving, for they suspect the
presence of some mysterious power, the people of Ulster
harness nine chariots to hunt the birds. They are led by king
Conchobor, whose charioteer is his daughter, or, as some
say, Tiis sister Dechtire. They follow the birds which are in
nine flocks, with twenty in every flock, tied in pairs with
chains of gold, and singing sweetly. Night overtakes the
hunters near Brug na Béinne, the most famous fairy dwell-
ing in Ireland and the home of the Dagda. The chariots are
unharnessed, and two warriors go in search of a lodging.
They come to a little house inhabited by a man and a wom-
an. In their necessity, they bring the whole company there,
and by some miracle the house proves big enough to shelter
them all, and the food enough to satisfy and intoxicate
them. During the night the woman gives birth toason. At
the same time a mare foals twin foals which are bestowed
upon the newly-born child. These will become the two fa-
mous horses of the hero, The Grey of Macha and The Black
of Saingliu.

According to the second version, the woman was Dech-
tire herself, who had mysteriously disappeared with fifty of
her companions, and whom the Ulstermen had sought in
vain for three years. According to the first version, the child
is simply given into the care of Dechtire.
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In the morning, the house and its hosts have disap-
peared. Only the two foals and the infant remain. The in-
fant dies. Dechtire is in despair, and the warriors chant the
funeral lament. The hero seems to have died at birth but he
will be reborn. Ina dream, Dechtire sees a strange man ap-
proach her. He reveals that he is the god Lug. It is he who
has brought her into the $i4. She will bear a son who will be
the son of Lug—or rather, according to another tradition,
presenting a different conception, this child is Lug himself:
thus this divine birth is a reincarnation. Dechtire becomes
pregnant. The Ulstermen, unable to understand this mys-
tery, accuse Conchobor of begetting a child in drunkenness
upon his own sister who slept beside him, in the promiscu-
ity of the primitive Celtic home.® In this way there appears
in the myth, beside the motif of divine origin, the motif of
incestuous origin, which was also sacred and is of frequent
occurrence in the heroic sagas.

Conchobor betroths his sister to the warrior Sualtaim.
But Dechtire, ashamed to marry in her condition, causes an
abortion. She becomes pregnant again, and this time the
child is born and lives. Tradition says that this child is the
same that was born once before and that was about to be
bornasecond time, so that Sétanta is called the “son of three
years” because he “was born three times.” We see that the
triple form which characterizes so many Celtic divinities re-
curs in the person of the hero, not simultaneous here, but
successive, and thus compatible with the unity of a human
being.

First a name is chosen for the child: Sétanta. Then he
must have foster parents, for the Celtic infant was not reared
by his own parents, but was entrusted to other members of
the clan. The bond created by this fosterage was regarded as
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more sacred than the natural bond. While other children
have only one foster father and one foster mother, the educa-
tion of the future hero requires the collaboration of the most
eminent representatives of the tribe, as though he belonged
from that moment to the whole community: the poet
Amairgin rears him, but the Irish Nestor, Sencha, teaches
him wisdom, the hero Fergus teaches him the use of wea-
pons, and the druid Cathbad teaches him the arts of the
gods of magic.

He grows to the age of seven years without record. Then,
taking his wooden weapons, childish toys, he sets out to
join the hundred and fifty boys who are reared at the king’s
palace. Here begins the series of initiation feats from which
he emerges triumphant to take his place among grown
men.®

From the moment of his entrance into the company of his
equals in age, he displays that insolent excess, that vBets
which Greek wisdom condemns as a defiance of fate, but
which the Celts seem to have regarded as the great virtue of
a hero. Having refused the protection of his elders he is at-
tacked by all the hundred and fifty boys who throw at him
their hundred and fifty hurley sticks. He wards them off, so
cleverly that not one of them strikes him (a feat that we shall
observe again, page 101, in the initiation of a candidate for
the fiana). Then for the first time there comes over him the
terrible contortion which is the manifestation of his warlike
valour. He revolves in his skin so that his feet and knees are
behind, and his calves and buttocks in front. His hair stands
on end, and on the tip of each hair there is a drop of blood,
or, in other versions, a spark of fire. His mouth, wide open
so that his gullet is seen, emits a stream of fire. One of his
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eyes recedes into his skull so far that aheron could not pick it
out. The other, as big as a cauldron, protrudes onto his
cheek. A strange emanation called the "hero’s moon™ rises
from his forehead “as thick as a whetstone.” From his skull
rises a stream of black blood as high as the mast of a ship.

These contortions have a parallel in Celtic tradition and
also in Scandinavian. The huge eye in the middle of the
cheek, the streams flowing from the skull and the mouth,
the strange sign on the forehead, are features that we find on
the head of Ogmios upon the coins of Armorica.” These are
therefore images common to the insular Celts and to their
cousins on the continent. And the sign “as thick as a whet-
stone” has been compared to the whetstone fixed in the
head of Thorr, the grimace of Sétanta to that of the viking
Egill when he “‘lowered one eyebrow to his chin and raised
the other to the roots of his hair.”8 In both cases we have to
do with a sort of stigmata, signs of the initiation in warfare
which the hero’s first exploit confers, and at the same time
manifestations of the fury which characterizes the fierce ber-
serkir of Scandinavia as well as the Irish heroes.?

Sétanta pursues his adversaries in triumph to where the
king sits, and leaps over the king's chessboard. He leaves
them scattered on the ground, and their foster parents come
to pick them up. Then he presents himself to his uncle, and
requires that the other boys shall be under his protection in
future, and not he under theirs as is the custom.

This entrance of the hero into the social circle, entrance
by force as it might be called, recalls, in spite of the difter-
ence of circumstances, the début of a certain Welsh hero.
When the young Kulhwch comes to present himself to his
uncle, King Arthur,!® the porter, in conformity with the
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rule of the court, refuses to admit him, because the banquet
has begun, but offers him meanwhile abundant hospitality.
The youth replies to this courteous offer by threatening, if
he is not admitted at once, to utter three mortal shouts (the
shout, knownas ““louder than theabyss,” wasalegal form of
protest) such that all the pregnant women on the island will
abortand the others will suffer such agony that their wombs
will turn within them and they will never conceive. When
his request is granted, he enters on horseback, although all
the other heroes used to dismount at the gate. It seems to be
the rule for a great hero to enter always by violence, even
into his own social group, and that, before becoming a
member of society, he must establish himself against it in
disregard of its customs and even of the royal authority.

Having taken his place at the head of the boys of his age,
Sétanta has to face a series of ordeals. First there are phan-
toms and their terrors. One evening on the field of battle,
where he has gone in search of the king who has been
wounded, he meets “‘a man with half a head bearing on his
shoulders half a man.” The man asks him to relieve him of
his burden, and, on his refusal, throws it onto his shoul-
ders. They fight and the child is thrown down. Then the
voice of the Badb is heard from the corpses. “Here is a poor
apprentice-hero,” said she, “trampled under foot by a
phantom.” Sétanta gets up then, cuts off the monster’s head
with his hurley stick (for he has no other weapon), and goes
off driving the head like a ball before him across the battle-
field.

After the phantom comes a ferocious beast, the famous
hound of Culann, the smith, who alone protected all the
herds of his master, and whom it took nine men to hold in
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leash. One evening when the Ulstermen were feasting at
the house of Culann, and the dog had been turned loose for
the night, Sétanta, who had been forgotten, arrived and
found himself face to face with the beast. The Ulstermen
did not dare to go out, for fear that they would be torn to
pieces. But the child hurled his ball into the brute’s throat
so that he tore out its entrails. All rejoiced. Only Culann
lamented his loss. Then Sétanta undertook to protect Cu-
lann and his herds and the whole plain of Muirthemne in
place of the dog, so that none should take a beast without
his knowledge. “You will be called henceforth ‘The
Hound of Culann’ (C# Chulainn),” said the Ulstermen.
Thus Sétanta received his definitive name, his name as a
man, at the moment when he solemnly assumed the func-
tion, which was to be his, of protector of the land and
property of his people.

He now needs only a warrior'’s equipment, and the
druid who knows the auspicious and inauspicious days
muist appoint the time. Once when Cathbad was instruct-
ing his hundred pupils, one of them questioned him about
the virtue of that day. Cathbad replied that he who should
take arms on that day would be famous forever throughout
Ireland for his exploits. Cti Chulainn overheard this, and
went to Conchobor to ask for arms, pretending to have
been sent by Cathbad. The king sent for arms, but the
child broke fifteen sets of weapons until the weapons of the
king himself were brought. Then Cathbad arrived and
explained the ruse, adding that he who should take arms
that day would die young. But Cu Chulainn preferred a
short life followed by lasting fame to a long life without
glory. He repeated the ruse to obtain a chariot, the chariot
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of the king himself. Then he set out, in celebration of his
taking of arms, for his first excursion beyond the limits of
the province. On the way he met Conall Cernach, older
than he, who was on duty at the frontier to offer a welcome
to every poet and combat to every warrior who should pre-
sent himself. Ci Chulainn offered to relieve him, thus an-
nouncing that he considered himself fit to perform this
duty of guardian of the territory which seems to be the
function of the Celtic hero. Repulsed by Conall, who
thought him fit to receive a poet, but not a warrior, he
went on his way and penetrated into strange, that is to say
enemy, country. He defied in single combat the three
sons of Nechta Scéne, who had killed more Ulstermen
than were left alive, cut off their heads, and returned to
Emain Macha. On the way he brought down a flock of
swans without killing them, with two shots from his
sling, and tied them with the reins of his chariot. Then he
captured a deer, subduing it with a mere glance, and thus
proved his magical ascendancy over animals as well as his
skill asa hunter. He arrived in view of Emain, in magnifi-
cent style, “the deer trotting behind, the swans flying
overhead, and the three heads in the chariot.”

But the sentry at watch on the walls of Emain was
alarmed to see him returning still a prey to the violent ec-
stasy which did not distinguish friend from enemy. And
indeed the chariot, as it came before the rampart, pre-
sented the left side, in violation of a tabu (geis). This was
another deliberate infraction of the consecrated order. “'I
swear by the god by whom the men of Ulster swear,” cried
Cu Chulainn, “that if there is no man to give me combat, I
will shed the blood of all those in the fort!” “Let naked
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women go to meet him!” said the king. And Mugain, the
queen, and her women did so. While he was thus confused
(the Christian redactors interpret this as a sign of mod-
esty!!), he was seized and plunged successively into three
vats of cold water. The first burst asunder, the second
boiled in great bubbles, the third became warm. Having
been calmed by this means, he could be readmitted to the
household without danger.

How should we understand the intervention of the
women in this episode? Should we take it, with the redac-
tor, asa means of causing the transgressor to be ashamed of
his absurd misbehaviour? (“These are the men that you
will have to fight,” said the queen.) Or as an expedient
analogous to that which Caesar attributes to the women of
Gergovia for the purpose of turning the fierceness of a war-
rior towards thoughts less bloody?!? Or again as recourse
to the magic of sacred nakedness'3 as a propitiatory rite?
We know that the women of Britain appeared naked in
certain religious ceremonies.!? This episode, coming at
the end of a series of initiatory ordeals, becomes clear if we
compare it with scenes of a sexual character which accom-
pany the tribal initiation of young men in various primi-
tive communities.'®> The young man enters into the class
of men, to whom commerce with the women of the tribe is
permitted. He has sexually come of age.'$

The queen then dresses him in a tunic and a blue cloak
held by zsitverbrooch—his manly garments; his7oga 7/-
rilis. Then he takes the place at the king’s knee which he
shall occupy henceforth. Let us pause to consider the per-
sonality of the candidate at the moment when he has been
accepted as a hero.
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He is beautiful, of a beauty rather baroque than classic,
which corresponds in some points to the ideal suggested
by the figurines on Gaulish coins, and the descriptions
given by ancient historians of the continental Celts.'” His
hair, of three colours, “brown on the crown of his head,
red in the middle and fringed with gold,” forms a triple
braid before it falls in ringlets on his shoulders. A hundred
strings of jewels decorate his head, a hundred collars of
gold glitter on his breast. His cheeks are flushed with four
colours, yellow, blue, greenand red. Seven pupils shine in
each eye, his hands have seven fingers, his feet seven toes.
Thus the sacred number is inscribed all over his person.
Holding nine captured heads in one hand and ten in the
other, he juggles with them, parading happily before the
people and offering himself to the admiration of poets,
craftsmen and women.

Such is, at least, his normal appearance, when he is not
aprey to those contortions which have earned him the title
of contortionist and which resemble those of the shaman.
Another title of the hero expresses the truly demoniac side
of his nature: he is called the siabartha, a term often ap-
plied to elves and phantoms, and formed from a root ex-
pressing the notions of illusion, magic prestige and sor-
cery.'8 Thus the personality of the hero combines the fea-
tures of warrior and magician.

This personality is further defined by a certain number
of excellences and accomplishments, buada and clessa, as
well as a series of personal tabus (geasz). Every Irish hero
has his “excellences” (buada), as every Welsh hero has
his “faculties” (cynneddfan), by which he is distinguished
from ordinary mortals. Thusamong the heroes of Arthur's
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court, Kei can breathe under water for nine days and
nights; he can go without sleep for the same period; he can
become as big as the biggest tree in the forest; his natural
heat is so great that his comrades use it for fire; finally, no
doctor can cure a wound inflicted by him.'®

Some of these faculties are possessed likewise by Cu
Chulainn. We have seen that his ardour can heat three vats
of water. He can go without sleep from Samain until the
following harvest. The wound he inflicts, even upon a
goddess like the Morrigan, can be cured only by himself.
For the rest, he possesses fifteen “excellences” which de-
fine him as an individual accomplished in every respect:
excellence in beauty, in exact judgment (he can judge toa
man the number of an army from the tracks it has made),
inswimming, in horsemanship, in valour (whether in line
of battle or single combat), in counsel and fine language,
and also in taking plunder. He knows too a number of c/es-
sa. those accomplishments in which warriors delight. In
the house called ““Branch-Red,” where the warriors of Ul-
ster assemble around their king, we find the chariot lead-
ers indulging in acrobatics, crossing on a tightrope the
mighty hall which is ninety-five feet long. The saga lists
nineteen clessa of Ci Chulainn:2® che “salmon’s leap,”
which is performed above the chariot in full course, the
feat “above breaths,” which suggests some magic levita-
tion (“he used to fight above the ears of the horses and the
breaths of men”), stretching on a spearhead, which con-
sists in standing on the point of a spear without hurting
one’s feet, the cat’s leap, the wheel turn, and a whole series
of tricks which derive from fakirism. And we may add the
unfailing marksmanship which enables him to kill eight
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of a group of nine warriors with one cast of his javelin and
leave the ninth unharmed.

Amid such a luxury of faculties, Ci Chulainn lacks the
one most precious to a warrior, one which mythology
readily attributes to heroes, namely, invulnerability. In-
deed, after the fight there is not a part of his body without
awound, and he is so shattered that the birds of the air can
pass between his ribs. Celtic legend admits one invulner-
able hero, like Achilles and Siegfried, namely Fer Diad
Conganchness (of skin like horn). But the Irish rightly de-
nied this precious faculty to their typical hero. It could
only serve to diminish him in their eyes, for it offended
against the ideal of Celtic heroism which involved a suici-
dal extreme. One is reminded of the Gauls who fought
naked, as though to expose themselves more freely and
then display their wounds.?!

The superiority of the hero is not confined to the
spheres of warfare and magic: it extends to what we should
call intellectual culture. He is familiar with the secret, if
not sacred, language called bérla na filed ‘the jargon of the
poets,” a mixture of kennings, riddles like those of the
Scandinavian Skalds, and traditional metaphors full of al-
lusions to myth and ritual. When C4d Chulainn comes to
woo Emer,?2 he can converse freely with her in spite of the
presence of her attendants by means of this esoteric lan-
guage. Thus he says that he has slept “in the house of him
who hunts the cattle of Tethra,” meaning a fisherman
(“the Cattle of Tethra” means ““fish”), that he has eaten
“the tabu of the chariot,” meaning horseflesh, for he who
has eaten horseflesh may not enter a chariot for thrice nine
days. Plainly it isalanguage of initiates, and the initiation
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is not restricted to men, as is the custom elsewhere, since
Emer shares it with Cd Chulainn.

The personality of the hero, like that of the god, al-
though dominantly warlike, is not specialized. To the
valour of the warrior, the keen sense of the savage in the
wilderness, he joins the magic skill of the sorcerer and the
culture of the poet (a feature even more prominent in the
Ossianic cycle where the principal heroes are poets). Every
mythical idea of the Celts tends thus, in some measure,
towards totality. Nevertheless this triumphant personal-
ity has a master and a limit. He finds them in the imper-
sonal and multiform doom known as geis. 23

Geis is usually translated “tabu,” and it is, indeed, like
the tabu, an unconditional prohibition, a sort of categori-
cal imperative of magical character. But it differs notably
from the tabu in that the emphasis is most often placed not
upon the objective passive aspect (that an object is in itself
tabu), but upon the subjective active aspect (that a person
is subject to a particular prohibition). Varying with the
individual, it appears as an integral part of the person con-
cerned.

There are some objective geasa, those which are at-
tached to an occupation (we have just seen an example in
the prohibition from eating horseflesh before entering a
chariot, or entering a chariot when one has eaten horse-
flesh, which amounts to the same), to a place (such as the
tabus of Tailtiu), or to an object, as, for instance, the tabus
of the spear of Ailill Olomm. One must not strike astone,
nor kill a woman with it, nor place it under a tooth to
straighten it—this last point brings us back to the age of
untempered weapons.?* Ailill Olomm violated all three
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tabus when he killed Aine: the spear struck a stone after it
had pierced the woman, and was bent, and he straight-
ened it under his tooth. The poison of the spear (or rather
the power of the tabu) penetrated his tooth, his breath be-
came foul, and he became blind and insane.2®

But most geasa are imagined subjectively, as inherent in
the agent, not in the object. The more eminent a person is
and the more sacred he is, the more geasa he has. The king’s
person is thus hedged around with prohibitions. The chief
virtue of a king is to be so-gess. to have “good geasa,”?®
whatever the exact sense of the expression may be. If he is
forced to infringe any one of them, he is undone. As Con-
aire Mor says: “'his geasa have seized him,” and deliver him
defenceless to his enemies.

Cud Chulainn could not fail to have a whole series of
geasa.®” Some, of a moral order, are suspect of Christian
origin. Others can be explained as totemic: he may not eat
thefleshofadeg, and hisname is “The Hound of Culann.”
Another is a well-known form of name-tabu: he must not
give his name to a single warrior. The greater part are in-
herent to his function of protector of the tribe: he is for-
bidden to allow warriors to trespass on the territory with-
out barring their way before morning, if they come by
night, or before night, if they come by day; to allow birds
to feed there without bringing down some of them, or fish
to come up the rivers without catching some, or even a
woman to walk over the land of his people without his
knowledge. In a word, he must ensure not only the de-
fence, but the policing of the territory.

This role of defender, or watchdog, was assumed by Cu
Chulainn on the day that he received his manhood name,
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and he claimed it as soon as he had taken arms, insisting
upon relieving Conall, who was on duty at the frontier.
He fulfilled it throughout the epic which forms the cen-
ter of his cycle, the Cattle-Raid of Cualnge, defending the
ground, alone and face to face, against the four provinces
of Ireland, sleeping only for a moment at midday, “his
spear across his knees and his head on his hand.” He is re-
sponsible not only for the integrity of the territory but for
the property of his people, and for their spiritual treasure
of honour. Thus we have seen him encounter the fantastic
equipage of the Badb as she drives a cow before her, and
prevent the theft, for he is in charge of all the herds of Ul-
ster. And we see him, in the Feast of Bricriu literally offer-
ing his head to safeguard the honour of his people, which
requires that every challenge must be accepted.?® One
evening, when the heroes of Ulster are assembled in the
Branch-Red House, a churl comes in. He is twice as big as
the biggest of the Ulstermen, dressed in a short coarse tu-
nic, which is the garment of the Dagda and of various
mythical persons. He is Cd Roi, the local deity of Kerry. In
one hand he carries an immense block, and in the other an
axe. He says that he has come to seek among the heroes of
the Branch-Red House what he has found nowhere else,
namely one who will accord him the fir fer. “truth of
men,” that fair play which is the warrior’s code of honour,
and which he cannot violate without losing face. Fergus
answers that it would be a shame if none were found there
to defend the honour of the province. The stranger de-
mands that one of the heroes of Ulster (excepting only Fer-
gus and the king) behead him, on condition that the hero
allow the stranger to behead him on the morrow. It is the
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principle of potlatch, of total levy on condition of retribu-
tion.?® The warrior Muinremur accepts the challenge,
and cuts off the churl’s head. The churl picks it up, and
goes off with his axe and his block. He returns the next
day, but Muinremur has disappeared. Two other Ulster-
men accept the ordeal in turn, but they hide when the
time comes for themn to honour their word. Then Ci Chul-
ainn pledges himself. Not content with beheading the gi-
ant, he takes the precaution of cutting the head into small
pieces. But the giant gets up all the same, and returns the
next day. Faithful to the fir fer, Ci Chulainn then places
his head on the block. Cu Roi raises his axe, but lets it fall
so that the back of the axe strikes the blow. Then he awards
to him who has thus saved the honour of his people the
disputed title of first hero of Ulster. He shall be entitled in
future to the “hero’s portion”3® which consists of a caul-
dron in which three warriors could stand, full of pure
wine. It contains a seven-year-old boar which has been fed
only on milk, nuts, wheat and meat, and a seven-year-old
ox which has been fed only on milk, sweet hay and corn,
and a hundred wheaten cakes, cooked in honey into which
have gone five and twenty bushels of flour.3! The first ex-
ploit of C Chulainn, his victory over the thrice fifty boys,
had won him the first place among his equals in age, the
other youths. This new exploit earns him the first place
among warriors.

The hero’s activity is not exclusively defensive. It is of-
fensive also. His duty is not only to protect the goods of his
people, but also to enrich himself and them by profitable
raids. We know that “superiority” in pillage is one of his
buada. Various stories tell of expeditions for plunder di-
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rected either against Scotland, or against mythical peo-
ples or inhabitants of other worlds.32 Thus Ci Chulainn
joins with Cd Roi in leading the expedition against Echde
Horse-Mouth of Scotland, from whom the Irish carry off
his three magic cows, “the spotted ones of Echde,” who
fill with their milk each day the copper cauldron contain-
ing sixty pints which is called their “calf.” Similar raids
bring him against cthe Fir Falgae (a mythical race more or
less confused in epic tradition with the inhabitants of the
Isle of Man), to Scandinavia, where he levies a tribute of
seven hundred talents, and even into that province of the
Other World known as the land of Shadow (Sc4th).

The career of the hero, a résumé and model of human
conduct as the Celt conceives it, would not be complete if
there were no place for marriage; and we do not think that
the legend of the marriage of Cui Chulainn should be con-
sidered a secondary accretion.33 It bears the mark of the
same conceptions that inspire the other sagas: it is under
the seal of social conformity and ritual violence; and it in-
cludes an episode of initiatory character, comparable to
those which mark the earlier stages of the hero’s career.

All the women of Ulster are charmed by Cu Chulainn.
To maintain order the men decide that he must havea wife
of his own. The marriage is thus appointed by a common
decision, in order to remove a cause of social disorder, and
to promote the young warrior (to whom a certain sexual
license was perhaps allowed, to judge from the episode of
the naked women cited above) into the class of married
men. Only the choice of the girl is allowed him, and he
chooses Emer, the daughter of Forgall Manach. Her facher
opposes the marriage, for no apparent reason except the
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ritual conventions which require that every marriage shall
be an abduction. He imposes upoa-the warrior a further
apprenticeship in warfare in the form of a visit to Scathach
(The Shadowy One), who dwells in the Alps(A/p:), or, as
others say, inScotland(A/bx ), in those mysterious borders
of the world which the myth peoples with supernatural
beings.

Cu Chulainn sets out with two companions, who soon
abandon him, in retreat before the terrors of these inhu-
man regions. The hero is the eternal solitary, he who per-
severes when others turn back. Through one adventure
after another, escorted by monsters, guided by talismans,
crossing on a slender cord an abyss peopled with phan-
toms, he arrives at the gate of Scathach’s dwelling, and
breaks it open with the shaft of his spear. Attracted by the
hero’s beauty, Uathach (The Terrible), daughter of Scath-
ach, makes him welcome. He rewards her by attacking
her, breaking her finger, and killing the champion who
rushes to heraid. Having been taken into service by Scath-
ach, he takes advantage of her, when she is instructing her
two sons, to leap onto her breast and threaten her with his
sword. She then grants him three wishes: she will instruct
him carefully, give him her daughter without a bride-
price, and foretell his future career.

Scathach isat war withanother “queen” of thiscountry,
Aife, of whom it is said that she cares for nothing in the
world as much as for her horses and her chariot, and who is
thus akin to those chariot-goddesses whom we have al-
ready encountered. Ci Chulainn conquers her by a strata-
gem and forces her too to grant him three wishes: she will
be the vassal of Scathach, she will sleep one night with
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him, and will bear him a son. This son is Conlaech, whom
his father later kills in single combat without knowing
him. Finally, when he has finished his apprenticeship
with Scathach (the saga gives a list of the c/essa that he has
learnt from her), the hero sets out for home. Before escap-
ing from this fantastic kingdom, he has to slay another
female demon, Eis Enchenn (Birdhead), an old woman
blind of the left eye, like th.¢ daughters of Calatin whom
we shall hear of later.

Thus the hero’s military training, which began within
the tribe, is completed at the court of formidable queens,
who are both teachers and warriors, sisters of the mother-
goddesses, of Anu who nourishes the gods,” and of the
Badb, the chariot-goddess, the raven-goddess. The na-
ture of his connection with these female powers is double:
he overcomes them by violence, and he is sexually united
witlrthem, a double relationship between man and the
supernatural powers which we have already observed in
the myths of the mother-goddesses and in the encounters
between the race of men and the people of the Side. Thus
the men of Ireland reduce Carman to slavery; the Dagda s
united to the Morrigan; the companions of Nera break into
the Sid and plunder it, and Nera takes a wife there. Vio-
lence or hierogamy are the two means by which man can
break down the barrier which separates the two worlds so
as to make contact with the supernatural powers, bring
them under his control, and make them serve his purpose.

After his return, Cd Chulainn tries for a whole year in
vain to enter the dwelling of Emer. Finally one day he ar-
rives in his scythed chariot, performs the “feat of thunder
of three hundred and nine men,” kills with three thrusts of
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his spear three times eight men, who are comrades of
Emer’s three brothers, without harming the brothers
themselves, and leaps over the triple rampart of the fort of
Forgall. Forgall tries to leap over the rampart and is
killed. Cd Chulainn recrosses the triple rampartat asingle
bound, bearing with him Emer, her weight in gold, and
her foster sister. The abduction of the foster sister may bea
survival of group marriage, the family giving the bridge-
groom secondary wives in addition to the chief spouse.
The legend of Conchobor,3* husband of the four daugh-
ters of Eochaid Feidlech, Mumain, Eithne, Clothra and
the famous queen Medb, preserves, perhaps, a trace of an
analogous system of marriage, which combines polygyny
with monogamy, as practised, for example, in ancient
Chinese society.3?

The hero'’s marriage leads him into conflict with tribal
law again, and again the law bends before him without
breaking. It is the custom that the first night of the bride
belongs to the king. But Cd Chulainn, who is accustomed
to be first everywhere, is provoked to the violent fury to
which he is subject. To calm him they resort to an expedi-
ent. He is sent to collect the herds of the province. He re-
turns driving before him all the wild animals of Ulster.
Meanwhile the sages have planned a compromise. The
king cannot renounce his right without violating one of
his geasa. He will spend the night with Emer, but Fergus
and the druid Cathbad will spend the night with them to
guard the honour of Cd Chulainn. Nevertheless, he re-
ceives his honour-price in the morning, and in addition he
is awarded supremacy over all the young men of Ulster,
including the king’s sons.
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A violent death is the necessary crowning of the hero’s
career. Incarnating all human values, and charged with
the whole burden of human destiny, he finds completion
only in death. And yet his death raises a problem. How
shall the invincible hero die undefeated? What force can
break him without lessening his greatness? All the epic
legends encounter the same difficulty, and all avoid it by
the same device, namely by introducing a force that is not
of heroic quality, even opposed to the heroic quality, so
that the hero is not defeated on his own ground, but be-
comes a victim of trickery so that his defeat does not
count. In a world dominated by warlike notions, this
anti-heroic force is betrayal: thus Roland is betrayed by
Ganelon, and Achilles is struck from behind. In a world
dominated by notions of magic, this force is sorcery: Cd
Chulainn is conquered by sorcerers who know how to use
against him the only force that can break him, his own
destiny, or, in Celtic terminology, his geasa.

The circumstances of his death illustrate a certain
mechanism of magic which is specifically Celtic, and it is
worthwhile to recall them in detail .36

Cu Chulainn had killed Calatin the Brave and his
twenty-seven sons long before. But his wife had borne six
posthumous children at one birth, three sons and three
daughters. Queen Medb, planning the hero’s death, made
these children into sorcerers. For that purpose the right
foot and the left hand of the sons are cut off and the left eye
of each of the daughters is blinded, an initiatory mutila-
tionof magicians of which we heard an echo in other myths
(see pages 16, 48). So also Odin paid with one of his eyes
for his knowledge of runes. For seventeen years the chil-
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dren of Calatin go through the world learning magic. For
seven years the sons forge magic spears, to be instruments
of their vengeance. Then Medb assembles the four prov-
inces of Ireland to invade the country of Ci Chulainn, and
the “Great Carnage of Mag Muirthemne” begins. Un-
hindered by the insistence of his people or by evil omens,
the hero rushes into battle. He meets on the way the three
daughters of Calatin who are roasting a dog on a branch of
rowan and singing incantations. Now it is geis for him to
pass a hearth without tasting the food that is being pre-
pared, but it is also ge/s for him to eat the flesh of the dog,
his namesake and perhaps his totem. He is thus caught
between two of hisgeasa, “‘overtaken by hisgeasa,” as king
Conaire said. He takes the dog’s shoulder that is offered
him and places it under his left thigh: his hand and his
thigh wither immediately.

The hero, although now virtually undone, is still for-
midable. In order to disarm him, his enemies resort to one
of the most deadly magic powers known to the Celt, the
power of the word, the weapon of the poets, who can take
away the honour or the life of anyone who denies what they
askbymeans of their satire (7er). When he reaches the
field of battle, Cd Chulainn meets a “chanter” who de-
mands his spear, threatening to satirize him if he refuses.
The hero throws him his spear, but in such a way that it
pierces him and nine men behind him. Lugaid, an enemy
warrior, then casts the first spear forged by the sons of Ca-
latin, but succeeds only in killing Laeg the charioteer. Cu
Chulainn takes the spear out of the body and is armed
again. To a second chanter, who demands this second
spear, he replies that he is bound to grant only one request
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each day in order to protect his honour. The sorcerer then
threatens to satirize the men of Ulster. Now we know that
this hero is the guardian of his people’s honour. He throws
away the second spear for the sake of the honour of his
province, and then, in similar circumstances, a third for
the honour of his race. Lugaid then succeeds in wounding
his disarmed adversary, whose entrails gush forth into the
chariot.

Here the dramatic instinct which is revealed in all this
epic tradition has contrived an effective pause in the midst
of the fracas of the “Great Carnage.” Ci Chulainn asks his
adversaries to allow him to go to the lake for a drink.
Gathering up his entrails, he goes down to the water,
drinks there and washes himself. When a “water-dog”' (an
otter) comes to drink his blood, which has reddened the
lake, he kills it with a cast from his sling. He knows then
that his end has come, for it was foretold to him that his
first exploit and his last would be the death of a dog.
Summoning his enemies, he defies them until “his sight
darkens.” He binds himself then with his belt to a pillar
stone so that he may die standing, while the Grey of Ma-
cha, his horse, protects him in his agony, making *“three
red charges” in which it kills fifty men with its teeth and
thirty with its hooves. Only when a crow perches on his
shoulder and the “hero’s moon” fades from his forehead,
does Lugaid dare to approach and cut off his head. His
sword then falls from his hand and severs Lugaid's arm.
Theright hand is cut from the hero’s body as a reprisal,, and
the head and hand are carried off to Tara.

Conall Cernach, brother-in-arms of Cu Chulainn,
makes haste to recover the bloody trophy. He pursues the
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enemy, kills Lugaid, and recovers the head, which is
placed uponarock, and splits it, burying itself deep in the
stone, in a final manifestation of that ardour, in the most
physical sense of the word, which emanates from the hero.
Conall then brings the head to Emer, together with a
whole garland of enemy heads strung on an osier withe.
Cu Chulainn is avenged, and his widow must now abide
with him in death. Conall digsadeep grave, and Emer lies
upon the dead body, places her lips on the lips of the sev-
ered head, and dies. Conall erects a stone bearing an in-
scription in ogam, and utters the funeral lament. The ca-
reer of the hero, chief of the warriors of Ulster, defender
of the tribe, is at an end. This happened on the day of the
feast of Samain.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE HEROES OUTSIDE THE TRIBE

ASSING from the legend of Cu Chulainn to the legends
Pof the Fiana. one has the impression of entering a heroic
world which is not only different from that in which the
tribal hero moves, but irreconcilable with it. The two
bodies of tradition have some conceptions in common: the
same fusion of warrior and magician in the person of hero-
magicians, the same constant coming and going between
the world of men and the world of the Side. between sacred
and profane. But in other respects the contrast seems com-
plete. It is not merely a difference of formal character, de-
tails of manners, technique of warfare, here on foot or on
horseback, there in a chariot; it is a difference of function,
which is more important, of the position which the hero
occupies in society and in the world. Cu Chulainn finds his
place quite naturally (though it isadominant place) in Celt-
ic society as we know it not only from the sagas but from
history. He has his fort at Din Delgan, his domain of Mag
Muirthemne, his appointed place at the king's knee among
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the other heroes, the firstamong them, it is true, but primus
inter pares. Finn with his bands of warriors( fiana) is by defi-
nition outside the tribal institutions: he is the living nega-
tion of the spirit which dominates them. The two mythol-
ogies present two independent conceptions of the hero.
They do not conflict. They are unaware of each other. How
can they have existed together among the same people at
the same time?

The name fian (warrior-band)! corresponds etymologi-
cally to Old Slavonic ojna ‘war’ and belongs to the root
from which are derived Latin #énzri ‘to hunt,” Avestic va-
naiti ‘conquers, obtains by force,” Sanskrit wndti ‘wins,
conquers,’ vansis ‘warrior,” Old High German winnan ‘to
fight,’ etc., and which expresses the notion of “conquering,
acquiring by warfare or hunting.” The fian was then origi-
nally a band of men who lived by hunting and plunder.
What the epic legends tell us about the fiana confirms what
the etymology suggests.

The fiana are companies of hunting warriors, living as
semi-nomads under the authority of their own leaders.
They are represented as spending the season of hunting and
warfare (from Beltine to Samain) roaming the forests of Ire-
land in pursuit of game, or as guerrillas. The later tales pre-
sent them as the appointed defenders of their country
against foreign invaders, but this is clearly a secondary de-
velopment. During the winter season, from Semain to Bel-
tine, they live mainly off the country like billeted troops.
They are not under obedience to the king, with whom their
leaders are often in conflict. Of these leaders the most popu-
lar is Finn, leader of the Clanna Baoiscne, the fiana of Lein-
ster, who is said to have died in the latter half of the third
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century A.D. at the age of two hundred and thirty. Finn is
the father of Qisin, or Ossian, from whom the cycle of the
fiana is called the Ossianic cycle. Variant traditions which
have been eclipsed by the growing popularity of Finn, gave
the highest honour to other leaders such as Goll, leader of
the fiana of Connaught.

Thefiana are notarace, norare they tribes in the ordinary
sense of the word, nor are they, strictly speaking, a caste.
One is not born a féinid, or member of the fian; one acquires
that status by choice. And one must satisfy rigorous re-
quirements. The candidate must have an advanced liberal
education, being versed in the twelve traditional forms of
poetry; and the heroes of the fiana are poets as well as warri-
ors. A great number of poems are attributed to Finn, the
rig-fhéinid (king-féinid), to his son Oisin and his adopted
son Cailte. Moreover, the candidate must successfully un-
dergo a series of ritual ordeals, analogous to the ordeals of
initiation which candidates undergo before admission into
the secret societies or fraternities which play so large a part
among many primitive or semi-primitive peoples.? The
ordeals are as follows:® a hole is dug in the ground deep
enough for a man to be buried in it to his waist. The candi-
date takes his place there armed only with his shield and a
stick of hazel as long as his forearm. The nine warriors throw
their javelinsat him together. Ifone javelin toucheshim, he
is not accepted into the fien. Then he must braid his hair
and make his way through the forest. All the warriors pur-
sue him, seeking to wound him. If he is caught, or if his
weapons have trembled in his hands, or if a dead branch has
cracked under his foot, or if a live branch has disturbed a
single braid of his hair, he is not accepted. He must be able
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to draw a thorn out of his foot without slowing his speed,
and leap over a hurdle as high as his forehead and pass under
a hurdle as low as his knee.

From the day when, having fulfilled all these require-
ments, he is received as a féinid, he breaks all connection
with his own clan. The members of his clan must pledge
themselves not to claim compensation for his death or for
any injury he may suffer, and he is not bound to avenge
wrongs done to the clan.? He is outside the system of collec-
tive responsibility which is the juridical expression of the
unity of the clan. He is écland (clanless), and has no other
kindred, no social group save the fian. While the féinid is
outside the tribe, he is not on that account outside the law,
for the law recognizes his position, and treats him asan out-
sider, not as a pariah.® The depredations that he does,
which are in fact necessary to his subsistence, for as anécland
he is also dithir (landless), are legal and he is never repre-
sented as a brigand. No longer protected by his people, nor
by their law, he at once acquires the right to secure justice
for himself. “Reprisals” are an appanage of the féinid just
as hostagesare an appanage of the king, says one of the texts.
And it is an axiom of the law that “aking is not aking with-
out hostages.” More than that, the fiana are not merely tol-
erated, they are counted among the institutions necessary
to the prosperity of the tribe provided that they are “‘with-
out excess,” that is to say, provided that they restrict them-
selves within certain limits. Their members have a certain
claim on the community: not only do they live off the peo-
pleduring the winter season, but they have a right of option
upon the women of the tribe. No girl may be given in mar-
riage until she has been offered to the fizna, an exorbitant
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privilege, and one that did not go unchallenged, if we are to
believe the legend which says that it was the origin of their
ruin. The king of Ireland Cairbre wished to marry his
daughter Sgéimh Sholais (Beauty of Light) toa prince, and
the fiana opposed the marriage, claiming the girl for one of
themselves or the payment of a ransom of twenty ounces of
gold. The enraged Cairbre resolved to destroy their power,
and gave them battle at Gabhair (283 A.D.) where he lost
his life but inflicted upon his enemies such losses that they
never recovered.

The féinid lives on the margin of society, in forest and
wilderness where the tribal hero adventures only on brief
expeditions, the domain of the Tuatha, of the people of the
Side, the Celtic spirits of the wilderness. He is in constant
contact with those mysterious powers which the man who
dwells within the tribe, upon the tribal land and close to the
hearth, encounters only rarely, in the chaos of Samain-eve or
by favour of an initiation from the Otherworld. Thus the
myths of the fiana take us directly into the region of the
supernatural.

Living on the margin of human affairs, as advanced out-
posts of the natural world in the supernatural world, the
heroes of the fiana have a part in both these worlds and a
double character.

These heroes, therefore, show traces of that semi-animal
nature, proper to a fluid mythical world in which the spe-
cies are not separated by rigid distinctions, and which we
have seen to be the appanage of various divinities. One of
the wives of Finn (for Finn, in contrast to the monogamous
Cu Chulainn, has a whole series of wives) is a doe named
Saar.® Her child will be a human, if the doe does not lick it:
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if she does it will be a fawn. The doe does not resist the im-
pulse to lick the infant on the forehead, and that is why
Oisin has a tuft of fur on his forehead. His name means “lit-
tle fawn.” Finn's two dogs, Bran and Sgeolan, his most
faithful companions, are his own nephews, sons of his sister
Tuirenn who had been changed into a bitch by a jealous ri-
val’—or so the folklore explains by magic the existence in
the same family of different animal species, a phenomenon
which requires no explanation to a primitive mind.® Finn
himself betrays this double nature, for he was dog, man or
deer, according to the way he wore his magic hood.? He
even possesses the faculty of assuming any animal form, not
indeed as Finn but as king Mongan, if we are to accept the
tradition which makes this king a reincarnation of Finn,
stating that Mongén was Finn, “although he would not let
itbe told.”!® We have seen that another tradition represents
Mongan to be the son of Manannan (see page 60). Thus my-
thology sets him in relationship by transformation either
with the god of the sea, who belongs to the same class as the
mother-goddesses (page 60), or with one of the heroes of the
fiana, who have the same semi-animal nature as those god-
desses, like them inhabiting the wilderness where the con-
ditions of the mythological period still prevail, and im-
mersed in the fluidity of a primitive world from which the
chieftain-gods and the tribal hero have become separated.
To recount the exploits of the fizna and summarize the
tales which describe them would be to repeat much of what
has been said about the cycle of Ct Chulainn and would also
lead us almost inevitably beyond the limits of Celtic my-
thology into questions of international folklore which we
have sought to avoid. Leaving aside secondary develop-
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ments of the cycle, literary or popular, we shall consider
only the fundamental problem which it presents. What are
the fiana? Are they a social institution or a mythological
notion, or both at the same time by transposition onto the
mythological plane of a fact of history?

The Irish annalists admit as a matter of course the histor-
icity of the Fenian Cycle. For the historian Keating (seven-
teenth century) the fizna are a professional army charged
with the defence of the country against foreign invasion.
This conception prevails in the most recent stories, but it
does not correspond to conditions reflected by the earlier
texts, in which the fiana appear constantly at war with each
other or with the royal power, and assume no national func-
tion. And what we know of Irish history does not suggest
the existence of a regular army charged with the defence of
the country.

A second theory is that proposed by Zimmer, who at-
tributed a Scandinavian origin to the cycle.!? The legends
of the fiana would have developed around the chieftains
and the mighty deeds of Viking bands established in Ire-
land. But the hypothesis rests on very hazardous founda-
tions, and, moreover, it is contradicted by the antiquity of
this body of legends whose popularity is attested from as
early as the seventh century, while the Vikings do not ap-
pear upon the coasts of Ireland till the end of the eighth
century. Zimmer's theory is useful only for the analogies it
presents between the world of the fianz and certainaspects
of the heroic world of Scandinavian tradition, analogies
which are to be explained not as loans but from the com-
mon origin of religious ideas in correlation with a particu-
lar social order, Celtic on the one hand and Germanic on
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the other. It is not by comparison with the Vikings who
invaded Ireland in the ninth century that Fenian mythol-
ogy can be explained, but by comparison with the myths
of the Einberjar, the chosen of Odin, or with the savage
Berserkir, the “‘bearskin warriors.” 2 On both sides we find
the same violent life, on the margin of ordered society, the
same fury, the same personalities with animal compo-
nents and the same type of warlike fraternities.

The fact that myths comparable to those of the fiana are
found in the Germanic world obliges us to use caution in
considering a later explanation of the Celtic tradition
which Eoin Mac Neill put forward, '3 although it is attrac-
tive. He seeks the origin of the Fenian Cycle among those
indigenous peoples who inhabited pre-Celtic Ireland, ac-
cording to the Book of Conquests, and whose descendants
constitute in the historic period the aithech-thuatha (serf
tribes). This theory would explain one matter with regard
to the literary development of the two cycles, namely the
small place filled in our earliest manuscript collections by
the legends of the fiana, although they areasancientas the
legends of Cid Chulainn, and were destined to enjoy a pop-
ularity as great and even more lasting. This temporary
suppression would be due to the contempt of the domi-
nant class for the myths of subject peoples, and would
have ceased at a time when racial distinctions had dimin-
ished, and diverse political changes had favoured the pas-
sage intoaristocratic and literary tradition of abody of leg-
end which had been until then relegated to the oral tradi-
tion of the unfree classes.

It is @ priori probable, as we shall see, that the dispos-
sessed classes played a part in the elaboration and diffusion
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of these myths, and certain indications confirm this view.
Many of the numerous genealogies of Finn make him aFir
Bolg. But the striking analogy between the Celtic and
Germanic mythologies, which cannot be held apart, pos-
tulates an Indo-European origin. Thus it is in terms of the
Celtic world that we must explain this type of mythologi-
cal presentation, and it is to the Celtic world that we must
attribute the dualism which comprises in addition to the
tribal hero, the hero outside the tribe.

Perhaps if we examine the native tradition, accepting
quite simply the facts as it presents them, it will furnish
the solution of the problem. The Fenian hero Cailte tells
the nobles of Ireland that king Feradach Fechtnach had
two sons, Tuathal and Fiacha.'® When he died, his sons
divided Ireland into two parts (as the Twatha Dé Danann
and the Sons of Mil had done before): one took ‘“‘the trea-
sure, the herds and the fortresses,” and the other “the cliffs
and estuaries, the fruits of forest and sea, the salmon and
the game.” The nobles interrupt Cailte, protesting
against the inequality of this division. “Which of the two
parts would you have chosen?” asks Oisin, son of Finn.
“The banquets, the dwellings and all the other precious
things,” say the nobles. “The part that you despise,” says
Cailte, “'seems more precious to us.” This was indeed the
opinion of the younger son, who *“chose to throw in his lot
with the fiana,” while his brother inherited the sovereign-
ty of Ireland. On the death of this brother he was to suc-
ceed to the kingdom, leaving to someone else the com-
mand of the fiana.

We see that the good things of this world fall into two
parts: all that is subject to man and fruit of his work be-
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longs to the tribeand to those who live under its laws; wild
nature belongs to the féinid, and is the land of the landless.
In one family vocation may decide which of the brothers
shall be king and which shall become a féinid.

Other motives than vocation may intervene to prompta
hero, or even a heroine, “to throw in his lot with the
fiana.” We have an instance in the story of Créidne.!
Créidne had three sons by her own father, the king of Ire-
land. Fearing the displeasure of his wife, he expelled the
children “from his land and kindred”; and Créidne, to
avenge this wrong upon her father and her stepmother,
went for fiannas. 'She had three companies of nine men on
the warpath with her. She fought on sea as well as on land,
and wore her hair in braids. That is why men called her
Créidne the féinid.”’ She spent seven years in this way on
campaigns in Ireland and Scotland before making peace
with her father.

We see that the fiana are established side by side with
the tribe, and draw upon it, attracting its abnormal ele-
ments, all those individuals who feel out of place, or who
have no place, within the tribe. But they are not mere ag-
gregates of asocial elements; it is not enough that one be
outside the tribe to be in the fian, for admission is restrict-
ed by rigorous ordeals. The fiana constitute a society in-
dependent of tribal society and resting on a basis, not of
family or territory, but of initiation. The non-Celtic ele-
ment of the population, since they found themselves by
definition excluded from the closed tribal society, must
have contributed largely to the formation of this other so-
ciety which was recruited openly and free from racial dis-
crimination. But we have seen that the younger son of a
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royal family could choose the lot of the féinid, and that he
did not thereby forfeit the right to return into the society
to which he belonged by birth. The fiena were not groups
of subject aliens, a theory which accords ill with the pres-
tige and the privileges they enjoyed; they were fraternities
of a type which is known elsewhere in the Indo-European
world, and which were regarded as in some measure neces-
sary to the well-being of Celtic society.

Every society, and especially a closed society organized
in rigid classes, like that of the Celts, includes certain ab-
normal elements for which allowance must be made.
These elements tend naturally to integrate themselves
with the fiana, whose life was one of regulated irregular-
ity. Thus Celtic society provides its own antidote, and
copes with what is asocial by expelling it, while at the
same time recognizing its right and assigning to it a par-
ticular domain.

One can grasp the meaning and functional justification
of the dualism which dominates the heroic world of Ire-
land. The myth of Cd Chulainn is the myth of the tribal
man, the exaltation of heroism as a social function. The
myth of the fiana is the myth of man outside the tribe, the
release of gratuitous heroism. These two conceptions do
not contradict each other, but forman opposition like the-
sisand antithesis, two complementary aspects of the racial
temperament. The social seal which marks the two cycles
from the beginning explains their later destiny. The myth
of Ci Chulainn, a heritage of ordered society, of princes,
scholars and clerics, after dominating for a long time the
literary tradition of the propertied classes, declined and
disappeared with that society and those classes. The myth
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of the fiana, relegated for centuries to the shadow of oral
tradition, shares the longevity of folklore and survives to
this day in the folktales of the people.



CONCLUSION

N travelling through the dense forest of the insular leg-
Iends, and stirring the ashes of the continental Celtic
world, we did not hope to uncover the plan of a vast edifice,
a temple of the Celtic gods, partly overrun by the luxuriant
wilderness and partly ruined by invaders. The indications
are that this edifice never existed. Other people raised tem-
ples to their gods, and their very mythologies are temples
whose architecture reproduces the symmetry of a cosmic or
social order—an order both cosmic and social. It is in the
wild solitude of the veuntov the sacred woodland, that the
Celtic tribe meets its gods, and its mythical world is a sa-
cred forest, pathless and unbounded, which is inhabited by
mysterious powers. Against these powers, man, situated in
the midst of the supernatural, and himself possessed by it,
defends with difficulty by force or by magic his small do-
main, which is always surrounded by invisible tribes and
subject on certain ritual days to direct invasion.

Hence the uneasiness we feel in approaching this world:
we seek for a cosmos and find chaos. A mixture of races,
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human and divine, a multitude of ill-defined mythological
figures, whose activities are not clearly differentiated, share
amongst themselves or contend for a land which we can
hardly recognize as ours, a world which is indeed our world
but pregnant with many “otherworlds.”

For the Celt imagines his gods as dwelling on this earth.
For him there is no “beyond” or “‘elsewhere,” no reservation
to which he can relegate what is sacred, whether for reasons
of respect or of prudence. He is encamped upon a soil that
was contoured of old by his great mythical ancestors, and
formerly under the sway of the Tribes of the Goddess Dana.
Today it is divided between two camps, the camp of men
and the other camp. In this other camp are the supernarural
powers, of whom man has madé Rimself diverse images,
among which there appear two dominant types as leitmo-
tifs of Celtic religious thought, a female type and a male
type. The female type is that of the mother-goddess, single
and triple, local divinities, river-goddesses, goddesses of
seasonal feasts, animal goddesses, mothers and teachers,
incarnations of natural forces of fertility or destruction, for
the series of “‘mothers” merges into that of goddesses of
slaughter so that one cannot establish a clear opposition be-
tween them. This is true at least of the insular tradition
which is more archaic in this respect than that of the conti-
nen:. The male type is that of the chief god, the Dagda or
Sucellos, father, nurturer, protector of the tribe, warrior,
magician and craftsman, the Teutates of universal activity
and total efficiency.

Thus we havea male principle of society to which is op-
posed a female principle of nature, or rather (for it is impor-
tant that we do not find an abstract unity in what the Celt
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conceived as a concrete multiplicity) social forces of male
character opposed by natural forces of female character.
Other Indo-European peoples have projected into this es-
chatology the scheme of a differentiated society, dividing
specialized functions and activities among their gods; and
Celtic mythology shows traces of such a division, but it has
been relegated to a position of secondary importance by the
opposition between the social group and its environment,
between human activity, one and undifferentiated, and the
forces of nature which it must master or conciliate. The
union of the god of the tribe with the goddess of the earth, of
Sucellos with Nantosuelta, of the Dagda with the Morrigan
or with Boann, projects on the plane of mythology what the
union of the king with the animal incarnation of the god-
dess realizes on the plane of ritual, namely the marriage of
the human group with the fertile soil, which is the neces-
sary condition for the prosperity of the tribe and the purpose
of all religious activity.

In the camp of men is the Hero, the incarnation of the
talents necessary to a race which lives in a world saturated
with magic, warlike talents but also magical talents. The
Celtic hero whether he is called Finn or Cd Chulainn the
siabartha (demoniacal), is partly a magician, or, if one pre-
fers, asorcerer(shaman). Neither in the human world nor in
the divine are magician and warrior opposed to each other.
All is magic, and no activity can be effective unless it hasan
element of magic. Irish mythology presents two realiza-
tions of the heroic type, and they are two complementary
aspects of the same force, the social and the asocial, the
normal and the irregular. On the one hand we have the hero
in the service of the tribe, and on the other the heroes out-
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side the tribe. And this dualism reproduces, in some de-
gree, in the camp of men, the dualism we have observed in
the camp of the gods, opposing heroism as a social function
to heroism as a natural force. In many respects Ci Chulainn
may be compared to the chiefs and champions of the gods,
while the heroes of the fizna share in the eternal and chang-
ing quality of the deities of the forest and the waters.

Behind these complexes of mythology, and in correla-
tion with them, one discerns a series of ritual complexes, of
which some continued for a long time to play a large part in
the life of Christian Ireland, while others shared the decline
of the ancient gods: seasonal fertility festivals celebrated in
holy places in honour of the mother-goddesses; the ritual of
warriors, sacrifices of fire and water, the drinking and hier-
ogamy of the feast of the new year; tribal initiation, of which
traces survive in the legend of Cd Chulainn; initiation into
fraternities, attested in the Fenian legends—a whole sys-
tem of magic which is akin in many respects to that which
has been observed in so-called primitive societies and differs
from that which prevailed in the greater part of the Indo-
European domain.
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