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CHAPTER ONE

	The Ulster Cycle and the Mythological Landscape of Ancient Ireland

	

	

	To begin with Cú Chulainn is to begin with vellum and lampblack, with the scratching of quill on calfskin in the cold scriptoria of medieval Irish monasteries. The hero of the Ulster Cycle did not arrive in the modern world on horseback, sword drawn; he came instead through centuries of careful, and sometimes careless, transcription, through the hands of monks who copied what they heard and what they inherited, annotating the margins with commentary that mingles Christian theology and pagan wonder in equal measure. Without those scribes, and without the great manuscript collections they produced, the story of Cú Chulainn, his birth, his rages, his loves and his lonely death would have dissolved as completely as the spoken breath from which it first arose.

	The most important of these manuscript collections is the Lebor na hUidre, the Book of the Dun Cow, compiled at the monastery of Clonmacnoise around 1100 CE and named, according to tradition, after the hide of Saint Ciarán's favourite animal. It is the oldest surviving manuscript to contain substantial portions of Irish mythology in the vernacular, and it is here that many of the Ulster Cycle tales appear in their earliest written form. The manuscript is fragmentary, sections have been lost, pages torn away and entire episodes truncated, yet what remains is extraordinary, a window onto a literary tradition of considerable antiquity and sophistication.

	Alongside it stands the Lebor Laignech, the Book of Leinster, compiled around 1160 CE and containing, among many other things, the longest and most complete version of the great cattle raid epic, the Táin Bó Cúailnge. Further material is preserved in the Yellow Book of Lecan, the Book of Ballymote, and a handful of other medieval compilations. Together these texts constitute the primary evidence for the Ulster Cycle, and together they present the scholar and the reader with a body of literature that is at once deeply archaic in its subject matter and thoroughly medieval in its mode of transmission.

	The scribes who copied these stories were, almost without exception, Christian monks working in an Ireland that had been thoroughly converted for five or six centuries by the time they set pen to vellum. This creates an interpretive puzzle that has occupied scholars since the nineteenth century. How much did the monastic copyists alter what they received? How much did their theological framework shape, suppress, or transform the pagan material they were preserving? The question is unlikely to be fully resolved, but the evidence suggests that the monks were, on the whole, more respectful custodians than might be expected. They rationalized where they could, inserted occasional Christian glosses, and sometimes expressed discomfort with the material's more extravagant supernatural elements. But they largely copied what was before them, apparently motivated by a genuine antiquarian pride in the literary and historical heritage of Ireland. The gods became supernatural beings of ambiguous status; the heroes remained heroes.

	Oral Roots, Written Branches

	Behind the manuscripts lies a tradition of oral storytelling whose age we can only estimate. The professional Irish storyteller, the filid (plural filí), occupied a position of enormous social prestige in early Irish society, ranking alongside kings and bishops in the hierarchy of honour. The filí were not mere entertainers; they were the keepers of genealogy, history, law, and praise, and their craft demanded decades of training. A fully qualified ollam, the highest grade of poet, was expected to have committed to memory some three hundred and fifty major tales and a further two hundred minor ones. The stories of Cú Chulainn and the Ulster heroes would have formed a central part of that repertoire.

	This oral tradition almost certainly predates the manuscripts by many centuries. Scholars have identified within the Ulster Cycle texts linguistic features, metrical forms, and cultural assumptions that point to an origin in the Iron Age, roughly the last few centuries before the Common Era, though the texts as we have them are products of the medieval Christian period in their current form. The world described in the tales is recognizably pre-Christian: there is no church, no priest, no afterlife of reward and punishment. Instead there are druids and their prophecies, warriors and their honour-price, the elaborate code of the fénichus, and a cosmos populated by gods who are not remote but intimately, dangerously present.

	The transition from oral to written was not a single event but a gradual process, likely beginning in the seventh or eighth century as Irish monasticism developed its extraordinary scriptorial culture and the filí began to collaborate with or were supplanted by the lettered monks. What survived was shaped both by what the storytelling tradition chose to preserve and by what the monastic scribes found worth writing down. The result is a literature that bears the marks of multiple hands, multiple purposes, and multiple centuries, yet retains a remarkable coherence of spirit and vision.

	The Four Cycles of Irish Mythology

	Irish mythology is conventionally organized by scholars into four great cycles, each with its own cast, concerns, and chronological horizon, though the boundaries between them are frequently porous and the traditions interpenetrate in complex ways. Understanding where the Ulster Cycle sits within this larger framework is essential to appreciating its particular character.

	The earliest in the mythological sequence is the Mythological Cycle proper, which concerns the successive invasions and settlements of Ireland by supernatural peoples: the Fomorians, the Partholonians, the Nemedians, the Fir Bolg, and finally the Tuatha Dé Danann, the divine race who will figure so prominently in the Ulster Cycle as well. These stories are gathered chiefly in the Lebor Gabála Érenn, the Book of Invasions, a medieval synthesis that frames Irish prehistory in quasi-biblical terms even as it preserves older mythological material.

	The Ulster Cycle itself, sometimes called the Heroic Cycle or the Red Branch Cycle, is the second great body of tradition, set in a loosely defined heroic age that the medieval compilers associated with the period around the turn of the Common Era, roughly contemporaneous with the reign of Conchobar mac Nessa in Ulster and with the Roman Empire in Britain. Its dominant mood is martial and tragic, its characteristic mode the single combat and the cattle raid, its presiding emotion a kind of luminous grief for the brevity of heroic excellence.

	Third comes the Fenian Cycle, or Ossianic Cycle, centred on the figure of Fionn mac Cumhaill and his warrior band, the Fianna, and associated with a later era, perhaps the third century CE and with a different geography, the landscapes of Munster and Leinster rather than Ulster. Where the Ulster Cycle is aristocratic and court-centred, the Fenian tradition has a more democratic, outdoor quality; its heroes hunt and wander rather than feast in mead-halls, and its tone tends toward the elegiac and the lyric. The fourth cycle, the Historical Cycle or Cycle of the Kings, blends mythological material with pseudo-historical accounts of the Irish high kings, and need not detain us here.

	The Ulster Cycle in Particular

	The Ulster Cycle comprises some eighty or so individual tales of varying length and complexity, organized loosely around the court at Emain Macha (identified with the archaeological site of Navan Fort in County Armagh), the kingship of Conchobar mac Nessa, and the deeds of the Red Branch warriors, the Craeb Ruad, whose champion is Cú Chulainn. The tales range from brief anecdotes of a few hundred words to the monumental Táin Bó Cúailnge, which in its longest version extends to something approaching the scale of a short novel.

	Within the cycle, scholars customarily distinguish three types of tale: the remscéla or preliminary tales, which provide the background to the great cattle raid; the Táin itself; and the larger body of tales that record the births, courtships, adventures, and deaths of the Ulster heroes. The cycle has its own internal chronology, its own geography of named places most of which can be identified on a modern map of Ireland, and its own elaborate social world governed by the codes of honour, hospitality, and warrior obligation that defined aristocratic Irish culture.

	What gives the Ulster Cycle its peculiar power is not simply its collection of thrilling stories, though those stories are often thrilling in the extreme. It is the way the cycle manages to combine epic grandeur with intimate psychological observation, to hold the heroic ideal and its inherent tragedy in a single steady gaze. The heroes of the Ulster Cycle are not the serene, armoured figures of later romance tradition; they are volatile, passionate, sometimes absurd, capable of pettiness and terror and devastating tenderness in the space of a single episode. They are, in this sense, remarkably human which makes their superhuman capacities, and their fated destruction, all the more affecting.

	A Landscape of Story

	The Ulster Cycle unfolds across a landscape that is simultaneously mythological and meticulously real. The tales are anchored in specific, named places, fords, hills, plains, lakes, and mountains most of which correspond to identifiable locations in the modern Irish landscape, particularly in Ulster and along the great corridor between Ulster and Connacht that would have constituted one of the main routes of invasion and cattle-driving in the pre-medieval period.

	Emain Macha, the capital of Ulster and the seat of Conchobar's court, is identified with Navan Fort near Armagh, a large circular earthwork whose archaeological layers span some four thousand years of human activity. Excavations have revealed evidence of a remarkable ritual structure dating to around 95 BCE, a vast circular building of timber, immediately filled with stones and burnt, which suggests the kind of dramatic, possibly sacrificial ceremony that the mythological tradition might be expected to preserve in distorted form. Whether the Ulster Cycle stories reflect historical memories of this site or whether the mythological association came first and the identification followed is impossible to determine with certainty. What matters is that the landscape carries the stories, and the stories illuminate the landscape in ways that have been culturally productive for two thousand years.

	The great plain of Mag Muirthemne in what is now County Louth is Cú Chulainn's particular territory, the land over which he keeps watch and which he defends at such terrible cost during the cattle raid. The River Dee, the Boyne, the mountains of Slieve Gullion, these are not merely a backdrop but participants, imbued with memory and meaning, the sites of specific deeds whose echoes persist in the placenames that still mark the Irish countryside. This practice of dindshenchas, the lore of places, was a formal literary genre in medieval Ireland, cataloguing the mythological and legendary explanations for placenames throughout the island. It reveals the degree to which the Irish landscape was understood as a text, every hill and ford and river a chapter in a story that stretched back beyond memory.

	The Politics of Province

	The Ulster Cycle is not merely a body of heroic adventure stories; it is also a literature saturated with political meaning. The central conflict of the cycle between Ulster under Conchobar and Connacht under Medb and Ailill reflects genuine and long-standing tensions between the northern and western provinces of Ireland that predate the literary tradition and outlasted it. Understanding this political subtext is essential to understanding why the stories take the form they do and why certain characters occupy the roles assigned to them.

	In the mythological geography of early Ireland, the five provinces, Ulster, Munster, Leinster, Connacht, and the central province of Meath were understood not merely as administrative regions but as cosmic categories, each associated with particular qualities, directions, and symbolic values. Ulster was the province of battle and conflict; Connacht of learning and magical wisdom; Munster of music and the feis, the ritual feast; Leinster of prosperity and hospitality; Meath, occupying the centre, of sovereignty and kingship. The conflict between Ulster and Connacht is thus not merely a territorial dispute but a clash of cosmic principles, a collision of opposed forces that could only produce the kind of epic violence the cycle describes.

	Within Ulster itself, the political situation is complicated by a history of dynastic rivalry and treachery that the cycle encodes in its narrative. The figure of Fergus mac Róich, once king of Ulster, displaced by Conchobar through a stratagem involving his mother Ness, and subsequently exiled to serve Medb's court embodies the internal contradictions of Ulster's political order. His presence in Connacht's army during the Táin, fighting against his former comrades and his former homeland with a divided heart, is one of the most poignant expressions of the cycle's interest in the costs of political loyalty and betrayal.

	The Cosmological Framework

	To read the Ulster Cycle without understanding its cosmological framework is to miss half of what is happening in any given scene. The world of these stories is not the world of secular history, where events unfold according to the logic of cause and effect, politics and economics. It is a world where the divine and the human interpenetrate at every point, where the outcome of a battle may be determined by the disposition of a goddess, where a man's fate is inscribed before his birth, and where the landscape itself is alive with powers that no merely human intelligence can fully comprehend or control.

	The Irish cosmological imagination is structured around a fundamental distinction between this world, the mortal world of time, decay, and death and the Otherworld, a realm variously called Tír na nÓg (the Land of Youth), Mag Mell (the Plain of Delight), Tír Tairngire (the Land of Promise), and by many other names, each emphasizing a different aspect of a reality that is always elsewhere, always somehow more than the visible world can contain. This Otherworld is not the underworld of classical tradition, a realm of shadow and punishment; it is rather a perfected version of this world, where beauty and pleasure are unending, where there is no sickness or age, where the feast never exhausts itself and the music never stops.

	The boundary between the two realms is real but permeable. It can be crossed by the heroic dead, by the sufficiently brave or sufficiently foolish, by those whom the Otherworld chooses to call. It is especially thin at certain times, above all at Samhain, the festival at the end of October that marked the Irish new year, when the doors between the worlds were understood to stand open and the beings of the Otherworld could move freely among the living. Many of the most dramatic supernatural episodes of the Ulster Cycle are explicitly set at Samhain. The beheading game in Briciu's Feast, the arrival of terrifying strangers at Conchobar's hall, the manifestation of the Morrígan at pivotal moments in Cú Chulainn's career, these are not random intrusions of the supernatural but structured, calendrically appropriate manifestations of an order in which the boundary between worlds is always conditional.

	The Otherworld and Its Borders

	Access to the Otherworld in Irish tradition is most commonly achieved through what the texts call a síde (plural síde), a fairy mound, one of the thousands of prehistoric burial cairns and earthworks that dot the Irish landscape and which the medieval Irish understood as entrances to the underground realm inhabited by the supernatural beings they called the áes síde, the people of the mounds. The conflation of the actual prehistoric dead with the mythological Otherworld inhabitants is characteristic of the Irish imagination: the landscape of the dead and the landscape of the living overlap, and the great earthen monuments of the Neolithic and Bronze Ages become, in mythological time, the fortresses and palaces of a race who have retreated underground but never left.

	The Otherworld is also accessible through water, through lakes, rivers, and above all through the sea, which lies at the western horizon of Ireland and which the tradition understood as the outermost border of the known world, beyond which lay the islands of the immortals. The horse of Cú Chulainn, Liath Macha, emerges from a supernatural lake; the hero's divine father Lugh has associations with both sun and water; many of the women who cross into the mortal world to entangle the heroes in their fates arrive from or are associated with bodies of water. The relationship between the aquatic and the supernatural is constant and deep.

	What makes the Otherworld particularly important for understanding Cú Chulainn is that he is himself a being of dual nature, mortal through his mother Deichtine, divine through his father Lugh and his story is in some sense the story of that duality playing itself out in the mortal world. He belongs fully to neither realm. He is too brilliant, too vital, too marked by divine fire to live as an ordinary man; yet he is too human, too feeling, too bound by mortal time to achieve the serene immortality of the gods. His tragedy is the tragedy of the threshold, of the being who stands perpetually between two worlds and can belong wholly to neither.

	The Tuatha Dé Danann

	The divine race whose member Lugh is, and whose blood flows in Cú Chulainn's veins, are the Tuatha Dé Danann, the peoples of the goddess Danu, though the name's etymology is disputed and some scholars prefer to translate it simply as the divine tribes or the skill-tribes, emphasizing their association with supernatural craftsmanship and knowledge. In the mythological narrative of the Book of Invasions, the Tuatha Dé arrived in Ireland in a cloud of mist, conquered the Fir Bolg at the First Battle of Mag Tuired, defeated the Fomorians, a race of primordial, often monstrous beings, at the Second Battle, and ruled Ireland until they were in turn defeated by the Milesians, the ancestors of the historical Irish people.

	Following their defeat, the Tuatha Dé did not die and did not leave; they withdrew into the síde, the mounds, distributing the underground landscape of Ireland among themselves under the authority of the Dagda, the great divine patriarch, and continuing to intervene in the affairs of the mortal world from their subterranean palaces. They became, in effect, the áes síde, the fairy host of later tradition, though in the older texts they are considerably grander and more terrible than the diminished fairies of later folklore. They are gods: powerful, capricious, possessed of extraordinary magical gifts, capable of both tremendous generosity and devastating destructive force.

	Among their number are figures who will appear repeatedly in the story of Cú Chulainn. Lugh, the many-gifted sun god, is his divine father and occasional protector. The Morrígan, a triple goddess of battle, fate, and sovereignty, comprising the aspects of Badb, Macha, and the Morrígan proper is at once his most persistent adversary and his most intimate spiritual companion. The Dagda, the Morrígans' consort, watches over the cycle's events with the detached authority of a divine patriarch. Manannán mac Lir, the lord of the sea and guardian of the Otherworld, moves at the edges of the hero's story. These are not remote abstractions but vivid, active presences in the narrative, and their involvement in human affairs is never merely symbolic, it has direct, often lethal, consequences.

	A Literature Outside Time

	There is a final paradox of the Ulster Cycle that deserves acknowledgment before we turn to the hero himself: its relationship to time is extraordinarily complex. The stories are set in a defined heroic age, the compilers thought of it as contemporaneous with the last centuries before Christ, yet the texts as we have them were written down between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries, and the oral tradition behind them may reach back further still. Linguists have identified archaic grammatical forms and vocabulary in the earliest Ulster Cycle texts that suggest a core of material dating to the seventh or eighth century CE at the latest and possibly much earlier.

	This means that the story of Cú Chulainn is simultaneously very old and very recent, old in its roots, which may genuinely touch the Iron Age world the stories describe, and recent in its written form, which belongs to the high medieval period and reflects that period's concerns and aesthetics. Reading the cycle is thus an act of temporal layering, in which the reader must hold multiple periods in mind at once: the imagined heroic age of the stories themselves, the early medieval period when the oral tradition flourished, the high medieval moment of transcription, and the modern moment of translation and interpretation.

	What survives this layering, what persists through all the centuries of transmission, copying, and translation, is something essential in the stories themselves, a quality of presence, of vividness, of emotional directness that continues to exert its power on readers who have no knowledge of Iron Age Ireland, no familiarity with the mechanics of oral tradition, and no particular investment in the dynastic politics of early medieval Ulster. A great story is a great story in any century; and the stories of Cú Chulainn are, by any reckoning, very great stories indeed.



	
CHAPTER TWO

	The Gods Behind the Hero

	Lugh of the Long Arm

	
	

	Before we can understand Cú Chulainn, we must understand Lugh. This is not merely a matter of genealogy, of tracing the divine bloodline that runs from the heavens into the mortal world. It is a matter of essence. Cú Chulainn is not simply the son of a god in the way that a king's son inherits a kingdom and a name; he is understood in the Irish tradition to be, in some deep and literal sense, the god himself made flesh, the divine principle of Lugh clothed in mortal form and sent into the world to burn brilliantly and briefly before the flesh gives out and the god withdraws. To read Cú Chulainn without Lugh behind him is to read by half the available light.

	Lugh belongs to the Tuatha Dé Danann, the divine race who ruled Ireland before the coming of mortal men, and among that already extraordinary company he is exceptional. His epithet, Lámhfhada, of the Long Arm,  refers at once to his physical reach and to the reach of his power, which is wider than that of almost any other figure in the Irish pantheon. He is also called Ildánach, meaning the Many-Gifted or the Master of All Arts, and this name is the key to his character. Where other divine figures are specialists, the Dagda is a master of abundance and earth magic, the Morrígan a mistress of battle and fate, Dian Cécht the healer, Goibniu the smith, Lugh encompasses everything. He is a craftsman, poet, warrior, sorcerer, historian, harper, swordsman, and doctor, simultaneously, without diminishment in any domain. He is totality in the shape of a person.

	His appearance in the texts is invariably radiant. He arrives at Tara in the great tale of Cath Maige Tuired, the Second Battle of Mag Tuired, like the rising of the sun itself, and the porter at the gate, working through the traditional challenge of listing Lugh's skills one by one and being told each time that yes, he possesses it, is eventually overwhelmed by the recognition that here stands a being whose gifts cannot be catalogued because they are, in the end, coextensive with existence itself. The scene is one of the most vivid in all of Irish mythology: the god at the gate, patient, brilliant, inexhaustible, gently insisting on his right of entry until the gatekeeper has no choice but to open.

	Origins: The Son of Two Worlds

	Lugh's own origins are, appropriately for the father of a hero of mixed divine and mortal blood, already mixed. His mother is Ethniu, daughter of Balor, the terrible one-eyed king of the Fomorians, that race of primordial, often grotesque beings who represent the forces of chaos, darkness, and destruction against which the Tuatha Dé Danann perpetually struggle. His father is Cian, son of the divine physician Dian Cécht and a member of the Tuatha Dé. Lugh is therefore the child of the two great opposing supernatural races of Irish myth, and his conception is surrounded by the kind of prophetic drama that marks the birth of a world-altering figure.

	The prophecy that set events in motion was directed at Balor himself: he would be killed by his own grandson. Balor's response was the classic tyrant's gambit, he locked his only daughter Ethniu in a tower on the island of Tory, off the Donegal coast, so that she would never encounter a man and never bear the child who would destroy him. Like all such prophylactic imprisonments in myth, this one failed, undone by desire, by cunning, and by the inescapable logic of fate. Cian, seeking a magical cow that Balor had stolen from him, penetrated the tower with the help of a female druid's shapeshifting magic and lay with Ethniu. She conceived, and Lugh was born or rather, three sons were born, since the tradition at this point multiplies the child in the manner of divine conceptions, though two of the three are lost or killed and only Lugh survives to fulfil the prophecy. Balor, learning of the birth, ordered the infants drowned; one was saved by Manannán mac Lir, the lord of the sea, who became Lugh's foster-father and raised him in the Otherworldly realm of the Land of Promise.

	This fostering is crucial. It is through Manannán that Lugh receives the extraordinary equipment that will define him, the horse Aonbarr who can travel over sea as easily as land, the boat that moves at the pilot's thought, the invincible sword Fragarach (the Answerer), and the shining breastplate and helmet that make him untouchable in battle. He arrives at Tara, therefore, fully equipped and fully formed: a being who has absorbed the wisdom of the deep Otherworld under Manannán's tutelage and who now steps into the affairs of gods and men carrying gifts that surpass the imagination of either. That his grandson Cú Chulainn will similarly be equipped by supernatural means, receiving the Gáe Bulg from Scáthach, trained in arts that exceed ordinary human capacity is not coincidence but pattern, the same divine logic replaying itself one generation down.

	The Second Battle of Mag Tuired

	The central event of Lugh's mythology is the Second Battle of Mag Tuired, the great war between the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Fomorians that is narrated at length in one of the most accomplished prose texts in the Old Irish corpus. To understand this battle is to understand what Lugh stands for and what values he embodies, values that will be reincarnated in his son and given mortal expression in the Ulster Cycle.

	By the time Lugh arrives at Tara, the Tuatha Dé Danann are in a condition of humiliated subjection. Their king Nuada has lost his arm in the First Battle of Mag Tuired against the Fir Bolg, and because a blemished king cannot rule in Ireland, he has been replaced, disastrously, by Bres, a man of Fomorian descent chosen for his beauty but possessed of none of the qualities required in a king. Bres is mean with food and hospitality, two unforgivable vices in the Irish tradition. He imposes tribute on the Tuatha Dé, forces their greatest figures to menial labour, the Dagda to ditch-digging, Ogma to wood-carrying and in every way inverts the proper order of things, treating those who should be honoured as servants and those who should serve as lords. The divine community is suffering, diminished, oppressed.

	Into this situation of stalled potential Lugh arrives like the sun breaking through clouds. His immediate effect is transformative: Nuada, whose arm has been restored in silver by Dian Cécht (and later in true flesh and blood by Dian Cécht's son Miach), resumes the kingship, and Lugh is given command of the forthcoming war against the Fomorians. The battle sequences of Cath Maige Tuired are extraordinary in their scope and their strange, incantatory power. Lugh moves through the fight less as a warrior than as a force of nature, chanting spells that sustain the Tuatha Dé's injured warriors, directing the battle's supernatural dimensions with a mastery that no individual skill could account for. He is, in these scenes, not merely a fighter but an animating principle, the intelligence that integrates all the separate gifts of all the divine specialists into a single coherent force.

	The climax of the battle is the fulfilment of the prophecy. Balor of the Evil Eye, whose single great eye, when opened, kills everything it looks upon is about to unleash his terrible gaze on the Tuatha Dé when Lugh drives a stone or a spear through the eye as it opens, pushing it back through Balor's skull so that it turns its deadly force on the Fomorians themselves. The old king falls; the Fomorians are routed; the world is reordered. The grandson has killed the grandfather exactly as foretold, not despite the imprisonment of Ethniu but because of it, because the attempt to prevent the prophecy set in motion the very chain of events that fulfilled it. Fate, in the Irish imagination, is not a passive recording of what will happen but an active force that uses human resistance to achieve its own ends.

	Lugh Across the Celtic World

	One of the most compelling aspects of Lugh's mythology is its reach beyond Ireland. He is not a local deity but a pan-Celtic figure, and his traces can be found across Britain, Gaul, and the wider Indo-European world in ways that suggest an extraordinarily ancient cult with deep roots in the prehistoric religion of the Celtic-speaking peoples. Recognizing this wider context not only enriches our understanding of Lugh himself but illuminates the degree to which Cú Chulainn, as his incarnation, participates in something larger than any single tradition.

	The most obvious parallel is with the god the Romans called Mercury, whom Julius Caesar identified as the most widely worshipped deity in Gaul. Caesar's Gaulish Mercury was the inventor of all the arts, the guide of travellers, the lord of commerce and of the roads, and the deity with the widest domain, a description that matches Lugh's Ildánach quality almost exactly. Across Gaul, inscriptions and dedications to a deity named Lugus have been found in significant numbers; the name is cognate with Lugh, and the deity appears to have been understood in similar terms, a god of light, skill, and total mastery. The city of Lyon in France preserves his name, it was the Roman Lugdunum, the Fort or Hill of Lug, as does the city of Leiden in the Netherlands, and Carlisle in northern England, known in Roman times as Luguvalium.

	In Wales, the figure of Lleu Llaw Gyffes, Lleu of the Skilful Hand, the Long Hand, in the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi is clearly a cognate of Lugh, sharing not only the name's root but several of the same narrative patterns: the mother's curse that prevents him from having a name, weapons, or a wife until he achieves them through trickery; the treachery of a woman; the magical death and resurrection; the final transformation. The resemblances between Lleu's story and Lugh's mythological career are close enough to suggest a shared origin in a Proto-Celtic narrative tradition that predates the divergence of the Irish and Welsh branches of the Celtic world.

	Further afield, scholars have noted structural parallels between Lugh and the Vedic deity Indra, both are champions of a divine community against a force of primordial darkness, both kill a monstrous one-eyed or hundred-eyed adversary, both embody a principle of dynamic, youthful divine energy that overthrows the stasis of tyranny. The comparison is not made to reduce Lugh to a mere reflex of an Indo-European archetype, but to suggest that he participates in a very old, very widespread mythological pattern: the bright young god who defeats the monster of primordial night and restores order to the cosmos. Cú Chulainn, fighting single-handed against Connacht's overwhelming forces, participates in this same pattern at the mortal level, the sole bright champion holding back the dark.

	The August Festival: Lughnasadh

	Lugh's reach into Irish culture was not confined to the battlefield or the mythological narrative. He was also the patron of one of the four great seasonal festivals of the Irish year, the feast of Lughnasadh, celebrated at the beginning of August and marking the start of the harvest season. The festival was said to have been instituted by Lugh himself in honour of his foster-mother Tailtiu, a figure of the earth and sovereignty who had cleared the great plain of Brega in Meath for agriculture, dying of the effort. Lugh's grief for her was memorialized in the festival's assembly, held at the hill of Tailtin in County Meath (now Teltown), which combined funerary games and athletic contests in the manner of the Greek Olympics with a great fair, the making of contracts, the arrangement of marriages, and the trading of goods.

	The timing is significant. Lughnasadh falls at the moment when the year begins its slow turn

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	




