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JANUARY

Grief






The last words my father said to me were ‘Happy New Year’. By the evening of New Year’s Day he was back in hospital, drowning in his own fluids. The doctors recommended ceasing all treatment and he was moved into a side room to begin dying. His only surviving brother came to say goodbye, baffled by the injustice of the situation – that he, the eldest child, should be the last one standing, his four younger siblings all gone before him. An Indian priest came to administer the Last Rites. My youngest brother-by-the-same-father, unbaptized, the son of my Scottish Protestant stepmother, stood silently, uncomprehending, while I mouthed the responses to the Catholic sacrament with no belief other than that this is what our father would have wanted.

We went home to sleep. My stepmother took the night shift, whispering memories to her unresponsive husband, playing songs to him on her phone. Around 6 a.m. we got the call: the time was near. My brother and I got into the car and he drove the journey along dark roads to the hospital. I tried to think of some profound life advice that I might have received from my father. He had once suggested that I spice up a stale relationship by having an affair, but that didn’t seem like a suitably solemn lesson, although I had indeed followed the advice at the time. (It didn’t help.) Nothing else came to mind.

My brother and I arrived at the hospital and kissed our father’s forehead. At 8 a.m. we realized the coffee shop had opened and we slipped out to buy oversized Americanos. My brother poured seventeen sachets of sugar into his black coffee. I muttered to him, ‘If Dad dies while you’re adding all these fucking sugars I will never speak to you again.’

We walked back to the ward. Dad had died, with my stepmum at his side, while we were adding endless sugar to coffee, and that somehow seemed right, and we hugged and cried and I left the room to tell a nurse that Dad was gone.

One medieval Irish poet, speaking of grief, wrote ‘my heart is a clot of blood’. My heart was a clot of blood as I sat in the hospital coffee shop sending messages, receiving condolences, waiting for my eldest brother-by-the-same-father-and-mother and his daughter to arrive at the hospital, and for my father’s body to be prepared in the mortuary.

Sometime in the middle of the eighth century, the poet Blathmac, son of Cú Brettan, wrote of the Crucifixion that:


The whole world grew dark,

the land shook under gloom.

At the death of noble Jesus

great rocks broke asunder …

A stream of blood gushed forth – too severe –

so that the skin of every tree became red.

There was gore on the surfaces of the world,

in the treetops of every great forest.

It was fitting for God’s elements,

beautiful sea, beautiful sky, this earth,

that they should change their aspect

when keening their hero.



I stepped outside for a while and saw that the January sky was very blue. But nothing changed, the world did not grow dark, there was no gore in the treetops, the elements did not shake. The world kept turning, but my heart was a clot of blood.

A friend sent me a collection of poetry, A Scattering, by Christopher Reid, and I devoured it. The crystalline poems told the story of his wife’s illness and death, and his own grief. I saw myself and my father reflected in one particular poem, ‘The Unfinished (I)’, where Reid wrote of the ‘rigmarole / of unheard farewell’. There was agony in something so simple, so gentle: ‘Sparse breaths, then none – / and it was done.’ I would leave the book beside my father’s coffin at his wake.

Although he had lived in England for thirty-five years, my father had requested a traditional Irish wake. This was to be followed the next morning by a private committal at the crematorium. Our English friends and neighbours were unfamiliar with the idea of a wake: some were uncomfortable with the coffin in the house; even more were confused by the sight of folk musicians setting up in the living room. By the end of the night, after more than a hundred people had passed through our door and we were drunk, singing and dancing in the kitchen to a Dubliners album, almost everyone had been converted to our rituals of death. Blathmac, son of Cú Brettan, had written about keening for Christ, his whole poem an address to Mary, asking to join with her in lamenting the death of her son. Our public mourning had been bacchanalian and we had run through the entire emotional spectrum, fuelled by copious amounts of alcohol.

In the morning, we followed the hearse to the crematorium, where a priest spoke the words of committal and we howled and keened and drowned in our private grief. And then it was done. We drove home, and opened up a box of Filipino cigars which my father had mysteriously acquired at least fifty years previously and had saved, waiting for some special occasion which never came. My youngest brother had been preparing them carefully for days, with thin slices of apple and orange to moisten the old, dry tobacco. We shared one of them, passing it round like a joint, while drinking cans of Guinness in the back garden. My brother’s efforts had paid off: our throats were filled with rich smoke.

I became obsessed with reading autobiographies and memoirs, as though the very act of individuals saying ‘this is me; I have lived’ could mitigate the experience of death. I read Lenny Henry, Who Am I, Again?, in which he recounted the beginnings of his stellar career in comedy, and the racism – both overt and covert, structural and internalized – that he faced. I read Deborah Levy, The Cost of Living, in which she outlined her struggle to live a radical, intellectual life in the face of motherhood and the demands of domesticity. I read Dorothea Tanning, Birthday, in which she strove to carve out her own identity as an artist and writer in the shadow of her more famous husband, Max Ernst. I read B. L. Coombes, These Poor Hands, in which he gave a powerful account of his life as a miner in South Wales in the early twentieth century – the danger, the poverty, the dirty tactics of the mine owners and their fight against their own workers. I read Rob Doyle, Threshold, and I wasn’t sure whether it was memoir or fiction or something occupying the broad territory between the two. I have become conditioned over decades to see all things with my historian’s eyes, and so, to me, Doyle’s account of wanking, drug-taking, hangovers and casual sex was the most medieval of all of the books I read during that time because with his words it was the hardest to distinguish between the authentic and the invented self.

There are a lot of first-person voices in medieval literature but they do not necessarily tell us much about the writer. Writers adopted poetic voices. As in Doyle’s Threshold, the medieval ‘I’ has the potential to be someone else entirely. When a medieval Irish poet says Mé Éba ‘I am Eve’, or ‘I am Líadain’, or ‘I am the Buí, the veiled woman of Beare’, we can’t know who exactly is claiming Eve or Líadain or Buí as their identity for the length of a poem. One brilliant medieval Welsh poet writing in the ninth or tenth century claimed to be a seventh-century royal woman, named Heledd, the sister of Cynddylan, ruler of the kingdom of Powys. This anonymous poet, who adopts the voice of a woman living nearly three centuries earlier, imagines Heledd’s grief over the death of her brother at the hands of an English army. The poem Stafell Gynddylan ‘Cynddylan’s Hall’ describes the empty royal hall, ruined and desolate, a symbol of Heledd’s grief. The poet writes:


Cynddylan’s hall is dark tonight

without a fire, without a bed.

I will weep for a while, then I will be silent.

Cynddylan’s hall is dark tonight

without a fire, without a candle.

Who will give me sanity but God?

Cynddylan’s hall is dark tonight

without a fire, without a light.

Grief for you comes over me.



The person who became ‘Heledd’, for the purpose of poetic creation, laments the ruined hall, without a roof, without a fire, without a war band feasting and women tending them, and her grief seems limitless, leaving her teetering on the edge of sanity. The poet may have been making a universal statement about grief, but perhaps they saw resonances of a historic loss in some particular circumstances of their own time.

There is a popular misconception that people in the Middle Ages didn’t grieve as much or as deeply as we do today. Perhaps because of the extremely high rates of infant mortality, and images in modern culture of the Middle Ages as a time of endemic warfare, people tend to think that societies became numbed to death. But the medieval literature of grief disproves that claim. People suffered from the loss of their loved ones then just as much as we do now: that gave Blathmac the words to keen Christ, it gave a medieval Welsh poet the empathy to become ‘Heledd’.

The image of the ruined hall as a symbol of loss was a common one in medieval literature. The fragmentary Old English poem ‘The Ruin’ centres similarly on a deserted and abandoned hall, after the calamitous death of its men.


Slaughter spread wide, pestilence arose,

and death took all those brave men away.

Their bulwarks were broken, their halls laid waste,

the cities crumbled, those who would repair it

laid in the earth. And so these halls are empty,

and the curved arch sheds its tiles,

torn from the roof. Decay has brought it down,

broken it to rubble …



This destruction spread out from the single hall to entire cities, the ruined buildings an inescapable reminder of loss and abandonment. These big spaces, Cynddylan’s hall, the English ruin, are deprived of their men, their feasting, their war bands.

A van arrived at our house to take away the NHS medical equipment provided to my father during his long years of illness: a hospital bed and the hoist that his Romanian carers used to lift him when they visited first thing in the morning and last thing at night. We were left with his armchair, a hideous beige-brown velour chair – the kind that you plug in, with a push-button control to raise and lower you into a standing or seated position. My father used to sit in it all day, watching police procedurals on TV. The empty space left behind for those Welsh and Old English poets was vast – a fireless hall with crumbling roof, an entire kingdom. My ruined space, my grief, was exactly the size of an empty armchair.

My parents separated when I was a baby – perhaps even a little before that; the chronology of my early life is fuzzy – and I lived with my father from when I was three years old. He was drunk for most of my teenage years and ill for most of my adulthood. But he was warm and charismatic, and keen for me to have opportunities denied to him. He had left school at the age of fourteen and never had the chance of any further education. In the first few days of 2008, he had lain in intensive care after suffering a major haemorrhage caused by gastric varices (which in turn were caused by cirrhosis of the liver), as I sat beside him making the final edits to my PhD thesis, waiting for him to regain consciousness. As I checked footnotes and corrected typos, he detoxed: thrashing and moaning, lashing out at nurses and shitting himself. He recovered, never drank again, and lived another twelve years, his body slowly crumbling from alcoholic liver disease, diabetes and Parkinson’s.

I submitted the PhD thesis, graduated from Cambridge, and went on to a career very different from the various jobs he had lost, pulling pints and drinking the bar owners’ profits. He always missed Dublin, but there had been few jobs there in the early 1980s and he’d had no choice but to emigrate. He was proud of me and I was proud of him, this man who had reared me, at a time when it was unusual for fathers to have sole custody of a child. He was my favourite person in the world. It would have been fitting for God’s elements that they should change their aspect when I was keening my hero.

At the mortuary, we had been handed a NHS leaflet on dealing with grief. One of its sensible pieces of advice is not to make any major life changes in the first year of losing someone close to you. In medieval literature, characters are not given self-help pamphlets. When they suffer grief, they destroy mountains, raze kingdoms, tear their hair out and scorch the earth. I just sat numbly at the kitchen table, drinking gin and sending unwise WhatsApp messages to ex-lovers.

A lot of Irish people know, or think they know, the story of Longes mac nUislenn ‘The Exile of the Sons of Uisliu’, popularly called the ‘Deirdre story’. Sometimes known as ‘Deirdre of the Sorrows’, she was an object of fascination for Irish romantic-nationalist writers like Æ Russell, W. B. Yeats and J. M. Synge. Retold in modern literature as the story of a tragic heroine, who commits suicide after being torn from her lover, the original Old Irish story is far more complex and ambivalent. In the oldest extant version of the tale, Derdriu is the child of a royal storyteller and his wife. While her mother is serving Conchobar, the King of Ulster, and his assembled warriors, the unborn Derdriu cries out from her womb. The sound unsettles the men who were gathered there and Conchobar’s wizard is called to decipher the meaning of the ominous cry. In two poems, rich with the imagery of colour – blue eyes, black brows, white teeth and red bloodshed – the wizard prophesies that Derdriu will grow up to be very beautiful, but also the cause of great slaughter; that – like Helen of Troy – her beauty will be blamed for terrible deeds and many deaths. The response of the Ulster warriors is that the unborn child should be killed, in order to prevent the prophecy from coming true. But Conchobar, King of the Ulstermen, has already been seized by lust at the description of the adult Derdriu: he goes against the will of his people, and he earmarks Derdriu to be reared as his sex-slave.

The girl is reared away from society, by foster-parents, and the only other adult who has access to her is a female satirist. Her upbringing, away from the norms of ‘civilized’ culture, leaves her unable to act in a manner deemed appropriate for a young woman within the community. Her existence is outside the bounds of the social order, in part because her very reason for being – to satisfy Conchobar’s lust – is itself outside the moral order of society. In one of the most famous images of early Irish literature, one day she sees her foster-father flaying a calf in the snow, and a raven drinking the blood which has spattered on the ground. In spite (or because) of the innate violence of the scene, Derdriu announces that she would love a man who possessed those three colours: lips as red as blood, skin as white as snow, hair as black as a raven. Her satirist companion, Leborcham, replies that, as luck would have it, there is a man nearby who meets her requirements: Noisiu. Derdriu experiences lust of her own, and falls in love with him from that physical description alone.

Not long after, she sees Noisiu in the flesh and engineers a situation whereby she walks past him, pretending – like a teenager in a nightclub – that she hasn’t seen him. He greets her as a ‘fine heifer’ and she comments on the lack of ‘bulls’ in the vicinity. He realizes who she is and, remembering the wizard’s prophecy, notes that she has the ‘bull’ of the territory, that is, King Conchobar. Derdriu responds that a young bull would be more to her taste, and – having clearly learned some lessons from Leborcham – she uses the techniques of satire, threatening Noisiu with mockery and public shame, if he does not take her. Her sexual forthrightness and agency would have seemed shocking (though perhaps also thrilling) to a medieval audience.

Conchobar is enraged at the loss of his sexual plaything and Derdriu, accompanied by Noisiu and his brothers, along with their retinues, all flee to a neighbouring kingdom. Conchobar’s army pursues them throughout the island of Ireland and they are forced to take refuge in Britain, where a local king allows Noisiu and his brothers, the eponymous ‘sons of Uisliu’, to join his army as mercenary soldiers.

My father, too, had been a mercenary in the service of a British monarch. After leaving school at fourteen, he had a succession of factory jobs, and he knew that opportunities for him in Dublin were limited. He followed in the footsteps of his brothers and enlisted in the Royal Air Force. He worked as a storeman throughout his time as an RAF serviceman and, in a singularly undistinguished career, left the forces sixteen years later at exactly the same rank he had entered. But advancement had not mattered to him, and neither had any questions of ethics or national loyalty in joining the British armed forces, although of course the RAF and the Royal Navy were the preferred options for Irishmen who didn’t want to face the possibility of having to serve on Irish soil. (Since British troops withdrew from Northern Ireland in 2007, increasing numbers of Irish men and women, mostly from disadvantaged backgrounds, have joined the British Army, in addition to the Air Force and Navy, although it is rarely spoken about in either country.) What mattered to my father was a regular income and the chance to see the world, and that is what he got, with postings at various times in Kenya, Germany and what is now the United Arab Emirates. Although he returned to Ireland after his period of service, he never lost his ‘grateful immigrant’ mentality and was quite happy to return to England in the 1980s. That the sons of Uisliu sought temporary refuge in the service of a British king is an early literary reflection of the long-standing relationship between the islands of Britain and Ireland, a relationship that is fraught and complex and full of bloody violence.

For Noisiu and his brothers, their respite is short-lived because the British king also comes to desire Derdriu: he does not want to kill Noisiu outright but (with echoes of the biblical story of King David and his betrayal of Uriah the Hittite over David’s lust for Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba) he sends the sons of Uisliu into the most dangerous battle situations in the hope that they will ‘accidentally’ be killed. When this fails, he decides to act decisively to take Derdriu for himself, so she, and the brothers, and their retinues, escape once again, this time to one of the islands between Britain and Ireland.

Back in Ulster, the people are angry at what has happened and encourage Conchobar to bring the sons of Uisliu back to Ireland safely. In accordance with medieval Irish law – betraying the early medieval context in which the author was writing, rather than the Iron Age society in which the action is set – Conchobar sends guarantors of their protection, one of whom is the warrior Fergus mac Róich. However, Conchobar is acting duplicitously and has arranged for Fergus to be distracted from his responsibilities with feasts and carousing, and thus Fergus leaves Derdriu, Noisiu and the rest of their entourage to make their way back to Ulster in the care of his son, Fíachu. Conchobar has made a pact with one of his former enemies, Éogan mac Durthacht, King of Fernmag (Farney in modern-day Co. Monaghan), who is waiting at Emain Macha, Conchobar’s royal stronghold, to do Conchobar’s dirty work. He ‘greets Noisiu with the point of his spear’, as the author puts it, in response to which, Fíachu ‘put his arms around Noisiu and pulled him down and covered him’, so that the spear goes through the body of Fíachu, Fergus’s son, and kills him along with Noisiu. Noisiu’s brothers are ‘hunted’ and killed, and Derdriu is captured and brought to Conchobar, her hands bound.

We are faced with two grieving characters: Derdriu, who has lost Noisiu, her lover, and Fergus, who has lost Fíachu, his son. Their reactions could not be more different. Fergus’s grief is externalized: he torches Emain Macha, and he and his comrade, Dubthach, engage in a battle, against their own king and community, which leaves three hundred dead. Dubthach slaughters the young women of Ulster and, in the aftermath of the massacre – all of which had, of course, been prophesied from the outset – Fergus, Dubthach and their retinues leave Ulster and go into exile in Connacht, and ‘there was weeping and trembling in Ulster every night for sixteen years’.

Derdriu’s grief, by contrast, is internalized. For a year after Noisiu’s death she hardly eats or sleeps, and she never smiles. Her head bowed, she recites poems, remembering Noisiu’s beauty and lamenting his death. The second of the poems the author gives Derdriu is shot through with colour and despair.


Conchobar, hush!

You have brought me grief compounded by sorrow.

As long as I live, surely,

your love will be of no interest to me.

You have taken from me – great crime –

the one I thought most beautiful on earth,

the one I loved most.

I will not see him again until I die.

His absence is my despair,

the absence of the son of Uisliu.

A black gravestone over his white body

once so well known among men.

Brighter than a meadow his glistening cheeks

red his lips, his brows beetle-black,

his shining, pearly teeth

the noble colour of snow.

Well known his bright clothes

among the warriors of Britain;

fair and brilliant his cloak – a noble union –

with its fringe of red-gold.

His satin tunic a true treasure

with its hundred gems – a gentle number –

and as decoration, clear and shining,

fifty ounces of white gold.

A gold-hilted sword in his hand,

two spears with javelin points,

a shield with a rim of yellow gold,

and a boss of silver.

Fair Fergus betrayed us

after bringing us across the great sea;

he sold his honour for beer,

his great deeds are no more.

Although the Ulstermen might gather

around Conchobar upon the plain,

I would forsake them all openly,

for the company of Noisiu son of Uisliu.

Break no more my heart today.

I will reach my grave soon enough.

Sorrow is stronger than the sea

if you are wise, o Conchobar.



Sorrow is stronger than the sea but there can be colour in grief. Derdriu recalls Noisiu’s red lips, his white body, his rich clothing, his black gravestone. I think of that bright blue sky the morning of my father’s death.

As the prophecy that began the tale looked forward with horror, Derdriu’s lament at the end of the story looks back with grief. Conchobar, however, is not done with her, and he asks Derdriu what she hates most in the world. She says she hates two men: first, Conchobar, and second Éogan, the king who killed Noisiu. So, Conchobar decides to send Derdriu to Éogan for a year, to be used by the man who killed the man she loved. In a perverse echo of the language of ‘heifers’ and ‘bulls’ that filled her first conversation with Noisiu, Conchobar remarks that Derdriu, standing between him and Éogan, is ‘a ewe between two rams’. In the face of such unendurable treatment, and in fulfilment of the prophecy, Derdriu takes her own life, smashing her head against a rock.

There are so many rich seams of meaning in that story: judgement on Conchobar’s lust and deceitfulness, and on powerful men generally, with Conchobar’s actions echoed in those of the British king and Éogan mac Durthacht. There’s meditation, through the use of prophecy, on free will and whether we are all victims of fate. There’s commentary on the acceptable bounds of female agency. And there’s a portrait of two opposing responses to death – Fergus’s raging, savage destruction (drawing, no doubt, on his guilt as much as his grief), in contrast with Derdriu’s eloquent, internal suffering which was eventually too great to bear.

Sometimes when I give lectures to my students about this tale, I can barely read Derdriu’s lament aloud without my voice cracking, as the words seem to bear the weight of my every loss. We bring ourselves to the study of the past, whether we wish to or not, and, for a brief moment, before the students run headlong into discussions about whether or not Derdriu is a feminist icon, or whether the tale is a subversion of the supposed ‘heroic ethos’, a silence hangs in the air and I wonder whether they too know that feeling: that we are all both Fergus and Derdriu. We have let down our loved ones in some vague way and now it is too late to fix anything. We have all sold our honour for beer at some time or other. The sadness is too great to go on, and all that is left is the desire to burn it all down, strike out with our sword, and lose ourselves in blood and pain and slaughter. Instead, I sit at the kitchen table with another drink, dashing my head against invisible rocks.

All expressions of grief which survive from the Middle Ages are, by definition, public expressions of grief, because they were written down. It is difficult enough to know what is in the private depths of a person’s heart when they are right in front of us, let alone when they’ve been dead for a thousand years. The best we have is public or communal statements, preserved for posterity. Literacy in medieval Ireland was a deeply Christian phenomenon and many – perhaps most – medieval Irish authors lived in religious communities following a monastic rule. Monastic thought could be suspicious of unregulated emotion. Excessive laughter was to be avoided just as much as excessive anger; apathy was to be avoided as much as lust. The goal was to move away from base and transient human experiences and to focus the mind on the eternal, the unchanging, the transcendent. Thus Fergus’s immoderate rage was seen as a negative thing – ‘hostility destroyed the world’, as the author of the earliest surviving version of the Táin (a medieval saga narrative) wrote – as was Derdriu’s depression. Neither was supposed to be viewed as noble or heroic or admirable, even if they may seem so to you now. Fergus’s exile and Derdriu’s death were the tragic consequences of too much emotion, although in both cases Conchobar’s lust was the excessive and uncontrolled emotion that was ultimately to blame.

Perhaps the most extreme example of the negative consequences of unchecked emotion was the story concerning the origins of idol-worship. The narrative has its origins in the Bible, in the Greek Jewish book known as Wisdom. There we are told that a young man died and his father was so consumed by grief that he commissioned the building of a statue of his son.


For a father being afflicted with bitter grief made to himself the image of his son who was quickly taken away: and him who then had died as a man, he began now to worship as a god, and appointed him rites and sacrifices among his servants. (Wisdom 14: 15)



The biblical account goes on to say how the skill and ability of the artist, who sought to create the best representation of the son in order to satisfy his patron, was in part to blame for the people being ‘carried away by the beauty of the work’. Thereafter, men ‘serving either their affections, or their kings, gave incommunicable names to stones’ (Wisdom 14: 21) and this – the beginnings of idolatry – gave rise to awful consequences, such as bloodshed, theft and perjury, which spread across the world as a direct result of the grief of one father for his son.

Some medieval monastic thinkers read this story as a cautionary tale: excess grief unleashing a great evil. One eleventh-century Irish poet composed a poetic version of the Wisdom story, embellishing it with some details from apocryphal literature. The father was given a name: Sarofanes. And Sarofanes’ grief was the world’s undoing.


It closed in, in the space of a moment,

it was boundless after its closing,

grief for him in his heart;

the man became a devil …

A human image of him was made,

solidly, out of every ingot

of the silver and the gold of Arabia.

The clear beauty of the boy was glorious.

An evil-doing devil went

into the image after it was made.

It destroyed the succession of kings,

through swearing oaths on it, through gazing at it.



Our modern sensibilities condition us to feel sympathy for the father’s ‘boundless’ grief. And perhaps the average medieval reader might have felt the same. But monastic ideology sought to contain earthly emotions by highlighting the disastrous events which resulted from them. For this Irish poet, the global phenomenon of idol-worship and its attendant sinfulness was something which could only be remedied by the global spread of Christianity, and he ended his poem by tracing the journeys of Christ’s apostles across the world, bringing with them what the poet saw as the light of truth – the only thing with the power to defeat the darkness of idolatry.

As a modern atheist, it can sometimes be easier for me to relate to sagas like those of Fergus and Derdriu because God is not on the surface of those tales. But the more you read of them, the more you understand about the world in which they were composed, and the more you realize that He lurks beneath every word. The medieval poets who wrote about dead princes and lost lovers, desolate halls and guilt-fuelled rage were no less Christian than those who wrote about keening for Christ or who reworked biblical stories about how paternal grief could unleash evil on the world.

At my father’s committal, the priest spoke his powerful words about death and resurrection and life everlasting. He was kind and gentle and knew full well that the only believer in the room was the dead man in the coffin. But we played out the Catholic rituals of death because what else were we supposed to do? Rosemary and five red roses on my father’s coffin – one rose for his wife, one for each of his four children. An ode to Dublin, sung by The Fureys, played softly as we walked away from him. In a few weeks, I will collect his ashes and bring them home to his city.

I decide to visit one of my best and oldest friends and so, less than forty-eight hours after my father’s committal, I am on a plane to Biarritz and from there a bus to San Sebastián. He meets me at the bus station and doesn’t hesitate to point out that I look terrible: tired, bloated and grey. We have been friends for twenty years, our friendship played out across the UK, Germany, Ireland and the Basque Country. He is a Chilean heavy metal musician and I am an Irish academic: we make an unlikely pair, and yet somehow we have never ceased our conversation. It is the feast day of St Sebastian, and we run down a side street to escape enthusiastic Basque nationalists, marching in Napoleonic dress. We take shelter in a cinema and watch Robert Eggers’ The Lighthouse, with Spanish subtitles, and the floor of the cinema vibrates under our feet from the booming soundscape and I forget my grief and I continue to forget it as we dissect the film in a bar afterwards.

The next day is my friend’s birthday and we eat a fabulous dinner with his ex-wife and his daughter, and then the two of us hit the heavy metal bars and drink shots until the early hours. At some point in the night he has to step outside to do a live interview on Chilean radio, and then we carry on drinking and talking and I realize that there will be life after grief. I am not going to destroy the world and the grief will not destroy me. It is safe for me to enter the depths of sorrow as long as I have friends and family to guide me back to the path towards life. Derdriu had been reared outside of society: she had no friends or community to help her. At least Fergus did not go into exile alone: he took three thousand of his people with him. It is time for me to go back to Dublin, go back to work, mark my students’ January exams and prepare for the new semester, which begins at the start of February.
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FEBRUARY

Mothers






I had phoned my mother that January morning to tell her that my father was dead. I called again a week later to ask if she would be attending his wake or funeral. She said no. She would have a Mass said for his soul at her local church, but she would not be coming to pay her respects. I didn’t hear from her again for a full month: not a call or a text or an email or a message of any kind. Although the silence was, of course, a message of sorts.

Part of the enigma of the first years of my life is the very different accounts given by those who lived through them. I, being too young to remember, have no narrative of my own. I can only sift through the conflicting testimonies, weigh them in my hands, and consider which has the feel of truth. This is what I do now on a grander scale in my job as a historian, but my training started young. One of my mother’s sisters attended my father’s wake. She brought one of her daughters, my cousin, several years older than me, who recalled changing my nappies when I was an infant; more precious crumbs of memory that I could add to my store.

A mother’s love is not guaranteed. When I was nineteen years old, my mother told me to my face that she didn’t feel any maternal instinct towards me. For whatever reason, she simply hadn’t bonded with me. Shortly after my third birthday I was sent to live with my father and stepmother, and at that point my mother’s obligation to me ended. My step-uncle once told me that he would never forget the sight of her handing me over, without complaint or visible emotion. A few years later, she would apply for custody of my older brother, but not me.

Giving birth to a baby created from your own egg, fertilized by the sperm of another human, is the narrowest form of motherhood – motherhood as a product of reproduction. More importantly, there is motherhood as an emotional bond, which is a construct, and that construct comes in many shapes and sizes. The world has always been full of stepmothers, foster-mothers, fathers who do the ‘mothering’, aunts and cousins and grandparents who take on primary caring responsibilities, adoptive mothers, institutions that rear children (for better or worse), and innumerable kinds of almost-mothers, surrogate mothers, ‘they-were-like-a-mother-to-me’s. I was reared by a stepmother who mothered me as best she could, even when I sometimes believed that she was like the mythic wicked stepmother from a fairy tale, and treated her accordingly.

There are probably quite a lot of medieval Irish poems that were written for female ears, but the ninth-century Irish poem Ísucán is one of the few that is explicitly so: ‘Sing a rightful harmony, maidens,’ the poet exhorts. It may well have been written by a woman too, possibly for an audience of nuns and other women living in religious communities. Understanding the poem fully requires a tiny language lesson: you need to know that -án is a diminutive ending in Irish, that is, it is added to the end of a word to convey the sense of ‘little’, so that Colm, ‘dove’, becomes Colmán, ‘little dove’. There is an affectionate or intimate tone to this diminution, in the same way that Robert might become Robbie to his friends, just as I, Elizabeth, am Lizzie to those who love me.

In this poem, Jesus, Ísu becomes Ísucán. How to render that in English? Those who have attempted to translate the poem have gone for things like ‘Jesu-kin’, but that sounds more like a Beatrix Potter character than a declaration of intimate affection for Christ. ‘Baby Jesus’? Too primary school nativity play. Perhaps it’s better to stick with Ísucán, now that you know what it means. To add to the difficulty, the poet uses the -án ending with all sorts of unexpected words throughout the poem, building a sustained atmosphere of affectionate intimacy.


Ísucán,

nursed by me in my little hermitage,

everything is false – even a cleric with great wealth –

except Ísucán.

The fosterling nursed by me in my house,

is not the fosterling of an unfree peasant;

Jesus with the men of heaven,

at my heart every night …

Noble Jesus of the angels,

no ordinary cleric,

nursed by me in my little hermitage,

Jesus son of the Hebrews …



In the Middle Ages, levels of infant mortality were high. Mothers could expect to lose half their children before they reached the age of five. Death in childbirth was also a huge factor in female life expectancy. Babies lost their mothers and other women raised them. It has been suggested that perhaps Ísucán was written for nuns whose responsibilities included fostering orphaned, abandoned and unwanted children, left to be reared by the Church, and that the poet sought to remind them that in caring for these vulnerable little ones they were doing God’s work. Sure, didn’t Jesus say that whenever you did good things for the least amongst us you did those good things for Him? The poet imagines nursing Ísucán, comforting this baby who is also God, and thereby encourages the women in their work by allowing them to see the baby in their arms as Christ.

But there’s more to women than babies, and there’s more to the Ísucán poem than nursing them. The scholar Eleanor Knott (1886–1975), a brilliant woman herself, observed that the poem is also full of sophisticated legalistic vocabulary which had particular resonances in medieval Irish society. The relationship between the woman and Christ is not only a breast that nurtures and a mouth that suckles, but also a complex one of mutual obligation. Jesus is, simultaneously, a vulnerable baby and like a high-king who requires tribute in return for the legal protections He offers. If Ísucán makes grants like an earthly lord – offering the safety and security of the monastery in this life and the promise of heaven thereafter – He demands prayer as His payment. The women who lived in female monastic communities in medieval Ireland knew their legal status, their rights and responsibilities.

I cannot help thinking of the children reared in Church institutions in Ireland in more recent times: how many felt the warmth and affection articulated in the Ísucán poem? And if there was love to be had, how often was it underpinned by obligation rather than compassion? If I couldn’t force my mother to love me and rear me, how could a baby, torn from its mother and placed in an institution, hope for love from strangers? One thing is certain: too many people did not see that these children born of ‘sin’ were themselves innumerable Christs, Ísucáns, high-kings who deserved tribute, and what they did to the least of them they did to Him.

As with so many of the women of medieval Ireland, the poet who wrote Ísucán is anonymous. They composed their poem in the ninth century and their identity is lost to us, but about a century or so later, someone else came along and claimed that the poem had been written by St Íte. Íte lived in the sixth century, so she can’t be the author of the ninth-century poem (even saints aren’t that miraculous), but people hate not knowing things and would rather invent connections than admit uncertainty, and so Íte’s name has been attached to the poem ever since.

The historical Íte is thought to have founded an important female monastic community at Killeedy, modern-day Co. Limerick. We have no written sources about her from the time she was living, so we can say little more than that, but a later account of her life (unreliable because it draws on all sorts of literary tropes and saintly clichés) tells us that the community also had a school where children were educated. You can see why someone would want to connect her with the Ísucán poem, no matter how anachronistically. But the fact of the matter is that there were numerous women in ninth-century Ireland who would have lived in monastic communities, received an education sufficient to compose poetry, understood their own legal status, have seen nuns fulfilling a need to act in loco parentis, and whose names have disappeared into the great chasm of the past. Any one of them could have written Ísucán.

It is unbelievably difficult to rear someone else’s child. My stepmum raised three children who were not biologically her own, plus two who were. She did her best to treat us all equally, but as a typically sensitive teenager, I couldn’t help but perceive every small, unintended slight as evidence that I didn’t quite belong. In February, though, as I trawled the depths of my grief for my father, my stepmum was the one who comforted me, and I hope I comforted her in return, and I came to appreciate that my chosen family, one constructed from all sorts of parts that don’t quite fit perfectly, can form bonds stronger than blood.

Ties of blood can be pretty shitty, really, when you think about it. A lot of people who are interested in medieval Irish literature focus their attention on Táin Bó Cúailnge, ‘The Cattle-Raid of Cooley’, usually just referred to as the Táin. It’s available in modern English poetic ‘translations’ (‘adaptations’, really, or ‘versions’) by such heavyweight poets as Thomas Kinsella and Ciaran Carson, neither of whom sought to accurately represent any surviving manuscript copy of the text but who rather assembled idealized versions by the standards of twentieth- and twenty-first-century narrative expectations. There are two main versions of the Táin, quite different in many aspects of plot, characterization, tone and purpose, one created in the eleventh century from sources that were a few centuries older, the other written in the twelfth century.

Kinsella and Carson both kind of smooshed the two versions together to create great works of English literature, but they don’t really tell us much about the originals. In both original versions, Ailill and Medb, the King and Queen of Connacht, lead an army of combined forces against the kingdom of Ulster, in an attempt to capture a bull. In both versions, Medb is an infuriatingly idiotic bitch, but she’s even more of an idiotic bitch in the second version than the first. For some reason – perhaps because they’ve never actually read either version of the Táin, or perhaps because they can only read them with modern eyes – some commentators think that Medb is some sort of feminist icon, rebelling against the patriarchy and leading her troops into battle like a triumphant heroine in a fantasy novel. But she’s not. She’s deliberately constructed as a horrible character. She ignores tactical advice, she makes stupid decisions, she has her period at the worst possible moment on the battlefield, creating great lakes of her menstrual blood, and devising all those other strategies that the (probably, though not certainly) male authors of both versions of the Táin came up with to convey their fundamental point that women are not capable of leading armies.

On top of all that, she is portrayed as a bad mother. So single-minded is she in her misguided pursuit of the damn bull, that she is willing to give her daughter, Finnabair, to any man who can kill the one warrior stopping her from taking it: Cú Chulainn. She doesn’t give a toss about Finnabair’s consent or desire or autonomy, but will offer up her daughter just as she offers land and wealth to anyone who can kill Cú Chulainn; Finnabair is simply another treasure to be awarded to
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