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The Hand in the Scriptorium: The Men Who Saved the Gods

Sometime around the year 1100, a monk at Clonmacnoise bent over a sheet of calfskin and copied out the deeds of gods that the Church he served had come to Ireland to abolish. His name was Máel Muire mac Célechair. The book he helped to make survives, worn and incomplete, as Lebor na hUidre, the Book of the Dun Cow, sixty-seven leaves of vellum now held in the Royal Irish Academy in Dublin under the shelfmark 23 E 25. It is the oldest surviving manuscript written substantially in the Irish language. Into it went an early and unfinished text of Táin Bó Cúailnge, the boyhood feats of Cú Chulainn, the voyage of Bran to the Land of the Living, the feast of Bricriu, and the strange tale in which two supernatural swineherds quarrel, pass through a series of shapes, and are reborn at last as the two bulls whose fight ends the great cattle-raid. A Christian monk set these pagan things down in ink. The whole tradition rests on that act and others like it.

He belonged to a place that paid in blood for its wealth. The Annals of the Four Masters record that in 1106 Máel Muire was killed by raiders in the middle of the great stone church at Clonmacnoise, one of the richest monasteries in Ireland and one of the most often attacked, plundered across its history by Irish kings, Norse fleets and, later, the English. The monastery stood where the main land route across the midland bogs met the Shannon, which made it a centre of learning and a target in the same measure.

The book's name is itself a relic of that reverence. Lebor na hUidre means the Book of the Dun Cow, and a tradition recorded later held that its first vellum was cut from the hide of a cow that had belonged to Ciarán, the sixth-century founder of Clonmacnoise. The story is legend rather than fact, and it attached to the manuscript long after the pages were written. What it records is not the book's origin but its standing, the sense that this particular gathering of pagan tales had become a holy object in its own right.

Choosing to copy sagas was not a small decision, because the raw material was costly. A large manuscript consumed a herd. The Book of Kells is reckoned to have taken the skins of about a hundred and eighty-five calves, and while Lebor na hUidre was a plainer book, every leaf still meant a slaughtered animal, a prepared hide and the labour of a trained hand. When a monastery spent that outlay on the wars of Cú Chulainn rather than on scripture alone, it was making a judgement about what deserved to last.

The physical book shows that no single mind produced it. In their diplomatic edition of 1929, R. I. Best and Osborn Bergin distinguished three hands in Lebor na hUidre: an original scribe they called A, Máel Muire himself, marked M, and a later reviser known as H, who scraped the vellum clean in places and wrote his own version over the erasure. H did not merely copy. He rewrote, so that the text of the Táin in the book is partly his reworking laid over an older layer. The date of his intervention is disputed, and how long after Máel Muire he cut into the page cannot be stated with confidence. What the erasures prove is plain enough. The book holds an argument across time about what the stories should say, not one clean act of transmission, and there is no pristine original waiting beneath it.

The stories were older than any surviving book that carries them. The language of the earliest layer of the Táin has been dated by Rudolf Thurneysen and others to the eighth century, roughly three hundred years before the copy in Lebor na hUidre. Earlier manuscripts existed and are lost, and the scribes themselves refer to exemplars now gone. So the men who saved the gods were the last in a chain rather than the first, and the chain runs back into a period from which almost no Irish books survive at all.

The clearest sign of how such scribes regarded their material comes from a slightly later manuscript. The copy of the Táin in the Book of Leinster ends with a colophon in Latin in which the scribe steps back from what he has just finished. He calls the tale a fabula rather than a historia. He warns that some of it is the deception of demons, some the invention of poets, some plausible and some not, and some meant only for the entertainment of fools. The same man had copied out the longest heroic saga in the language and then, in the margin of his own labour, refused to vouch for it. That mixture of care and disavowal is the exact posture in which most of Irish mythology reached the page.

Why Christian clergy spent costly vellum and trained labour on the exploits of Lug, the Dagda and the Morrígan has a mainly institutional answer. In early medieval Ireland the monasteries held a near monopoly on writing, and the men inside them were often drawn from the same aristocratic learned families that had always kept the native senchas, the inherited lore of pedigree, place and story. Máel Muire's own descent runs that way. He belonged to the Uí Chuinn na mBocht, a hereditary ecclesiastical family long settled at Clonmacnoise, and his grandfather Conn na mBocht, who died in 1059, appears repeatedly in the annals. The clerical and the secular learned classes were not sealed off from each other. A monastic school taught Latin grammar, the reckoning of the calendar and scripture, while the vernacular tradition of law, genealogy and saga went on in the same houses, often in the same families.

The monks had a further technique that made the work defensible. Rather than present the old powers as gods, they recast them as ancient kings and invading peoples, mortals who had once ruled Ireland and then died. The pseudo-history called Lebor Gabála Érenn carries this furthest, giving the Túatha Dé Danann reigns counted in years and fitting them into the king-list of prehistoric Ireland, so that Lug and the Dagda appear as early monarchs rather than deities. The device is called euhemerism, after the Greek writer Euhemerus, and the next chapter follows it in detail, because the move that made the material safe to write also worked the first great distortion into it. The point to hold here is blunter. The fullest surviving record of Celtic paganism was set down by the institution that had replaced it, by men who could treat it as old history precisely because they no longer believed it was true.

What survives is narrower than the wealth of the tales suggests. Lebor na hUidre is the oldest book written mainly in Irish, but it is not the oldest Irish writing. That belongs to the glosses which Irish monks wrote between the lines of Latin scripture and grammar in the eighth and ninth centuries, carried to the Continent and preserved in the libraries of Würzburg, Milan and St Gall. The great narrative collections are later and few. The Book of Leinster, compiled around 1160, carries the fullest early Táin, the polished version scholars call Recension II. The Yellow Book of Lecan, written around 1400 by members of the Mac Fhirbhisigh learned family and now in Trinity College Dublin, preserves an older and rougher recension alongside the copy in Lebor na hUidre. A handful of such books, several of them damaged, stand between the modern reader and silence.

The Richest of the Celtic Mythologies — and the Only One Written at Home

Everything known about the religion of the continental Celts comes from outsiders or from mute objects, never from a story the Celts told in their own words and wrote down themselves. Julius Caesar gave part of the sixth book of his Gallic War to the druids and the gods of Gaul, whom he described under Roman names, listing the chief deities as Mercury, Apollo, Mars, Jupiter and Minerva. Greek writers preserved more. Diodorus Siculus, Strabo and Athenaeus recorded Celtic feasting, head-taking and the standing of the druids, drawing largely on the lost work of Posidonius, who travelled in southern Gaul around the beginning of the first century before the common era. Inscriptions and carved altars from Roman Gaul and Britain add divine names such as Taranis and the horse-goddess Epona, and the images add attributes, but they carry no story. No Gaulish myth survives as a myth. The continental gods are a gallery of names and reliefs stripped of the tales that once gave them meaning.

Even the names Caesar gives cannot be trusted to map onto the Irish gods. When he wrote that the Gauls honoured Mercury above all, he meant a Gaulish deity he chose to call by a Roman name, and scholars have long suspected that the god behind his Mercury was Lugus, the continental counterpart of the Irish Lug. The identification is reasonable and unprovable. Caesar's interpretatio, his habit of translating foreign gods into Roman ones, screens the Gaulish deities behind Roman masks and leaves their own natures largely hidden.

Ireland had a native script of its own before the monks, and even that carried no mythology. Ogham, an alphabet of strokes cut across the edge of a stone, was used mainly between the fourth and sixth centuries, and about four hundred inscriptions survive, most of them in the south of Ireland. Almost without exception they record personal names, marking a grave or a boundary. The one form of writing the pre-Christian Irish are known to have used tells the reader who a man's father was and nothing about his gods. Narrative had to wait for the parchment and the Latin alphabet that came with the Church.

The few threads that cross between the continental and the Irish evidence show how thin the reliable links are. The Irish god Lug bears a name related to that Gaulish Lugus, which is often connected with place-names such as Lugudunum, the Roman name of Lyon, though the etymology is disputed. The parallel is linguistically real. It yields a shared divine name inherited from a common Celtic past and little beyond that, because no Gaulish story of Lugus was ever written down against which the Irish Lug might be measured.

Ireland is the great exception, for two reasons that met there on a scale found nowhere else. It was never taken into the Roman Empire, so its native learned order was not overlaid and gradually replaced by Latin civic culture, as happened across Gaul and much of Britain. When Christianity came in the fifth century, in the mission traditionally associated with Patrick around 432, it brought literacy, and within a few generations Irish scribes were writing their own language beside Latin. The learned class adapted instead of dying out. What it produced is generally recognised as the earliest and most extensive vernacular literature of medieval western Europe outside Latin and Greek, a mass of saga, verse, law and genealogy that runs across the surviving manuscripts to thousands of pages. Proinsias Mac Cana's Celtic Mythology, published in 1970, remains a standard guide to its shape.

The claim that Ireland preserved the only Celtic mythology written at home needs one qualification, because Wales preserved a mythology of its own. The Four Branches of the Mabinogi, with Rhiannon, Bran the Blessed and the magician Gwydion, survive in Welsh in the White Book of Rhydderch, copied around 1350, and the Red Book of Hergest, copied between about 1382 and 1410. That is genuine insular Celtic myth, recorded in a Celtic language by insiders. The Irish claim is therefore not that it stands alone but that it is the earliest and the largest. The Welsh manuscripts postdate Lebor na hUidre by more than two centuries, and the surviving Welsh material is slight beside the Irish. Wales left four branches. Ireland left many dozens of tales across four traditional groupings and several centuries of copying.

The scale can be measured in the medieval catalogues. The prefaces to the tale-lists, edited by Proinsias Mac Cana in 1980 as The Learned Tales of Medieval Ireland, set the ideal repertoire of an ollam, a poet of the highest grade, at two hundred and fifty principal tales and a hundred subsidiary ones. The surviving lists name only about a hundred and eighty, and a large share of those are texts now lost, known to the modern reader by title alone. The tradition that reached the page was already a selection from something larger, and what survives today is a further selection from that. Even after the losses, what remains is older and more abundant than anything comparable in the Celtic-speaking world.

Four Cycles and a Living Folk Memory: The Shape of the Whole

Modern readers meet Irish mythology already sorted into four cycles, and the scheme is best treated as a convenience rather than a fact of the medieval sources. The first, usually called the Mythological Cycle, gathers the tales of the Túatha Dé Danann and the successive peopling of Ireland, with Cath Maige Tuired, the account of the battle of Mag Tuired, at its centre. The second, the Ulster Cycle, sets Cú Chulainn, King Conchobar and the warriors of the Ulaid around the royal seat of Emain Macha, and contains the Táin. The third, the Fenian or Ossianic Cycle, follows Finn mac Cumaill and his war-band through a wilder, more pastoral country, and was recited and rewritten in verse into the modern period. The fourth, the Cycle of the Kings, attaches its tales to rulers treated as historical, among them Cormac mac Airt and Conaire Mór.

This fourfold map took shape in nineteenth and twentieth century scholarship rather than in the medieval schools, and no single scholar can fairly be named as its author. Its convenience has made it standard, and this book uses it. Medieval Irish scholars sorted their material on a different principle. The tale-lists classified stories by the kind of event they turned on, using categories such as tána or cattle-raids, tochmarca or wooings, aitheda or elopements, echtrai or expeditions to the otherworld, immrama or sea-voyages, and togla or destructions. A poet was reckoned by how many wooings and destructions he had by heart, not by how many stories he could tell from a given cycle.

The cycles are a grid laid down later over material that resists it, and the figure of Lug shows how. He is a leader of the Túatha Dé Danann in the Mythological Cycle, the slayer of Balor at Mag Tuired. He is also the otherworldly father of Cú Chulainn in the Ulster Cycle, and he enters the Táin to stand watch over his exhausted son and let him sleep. One god walks across two cycles that the modern arrangement keeps in separate chapters. The medieval material is full of such crossings, which is one reason the tidy fourfold plan should be held loosely.

Beside the manuscripts runs a second channel that the cyclical scheme ignores, and it is the reason Irish mythology can be called living rather than merely recorded. Belief in the sídhe, the people of the mounds, understood as the diminished descendants of the old gods, persisted in Irish oral tradition into the twentieth century, together with the four seasonal festivals of Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane and Lughnasa. The scale of that survival is documented. The Irish Folklore Commission, established in 1935 under the direction of Séamus Ó Duilearga, sent collectors across the country to record living tradition, and its Schools' Collection of 1937 and 1938, in which children wrote down the lore of their own districts, fills hundreds of thousands of manuscript pages. In places this material preserves names and motifs also found in the medieval texts. The relationship between the two channels is not simple. Folklore kept changing and taking in new matter, so a story written down in 1938 cannot be assumed to descend unbroken from 1100. Even so, the survival of the festivals and the fairy-faith into modern memory means the mythology never wholly died into the archive, which cannot be said of Gaul, nor in the same continuous way of much of Wales.

Pagan, Monastic, or Reinvented? The Question Behind Every Tale

The hardest question in the study of Irish mythology is how much of the paganism in the texts is genuinely pagan, and scholars have answered it in opposite ways within living memory. The older position, usually called nativist, held that the sagas are a window onto the pre-Christian Celtic world, carried faithfully by a conservative oral tradition until the monks wrote them down. Its most influential statement was Kenneth Jackson's short book of 1964, The Oldest Irish Tradition: A Window on the Iron Age, which argued that the Ulster tales preserve a recognisable picture of Celtic society as it stood centuries before Christ. Myles Dillon, in Early Irish Literature of 1948, likewise read the tales as a deep reservoir of inherited Celtic and Indo-European matter.

That view was attacked hard in the later twentieth century. Kim McCone's Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature, published at Maynooth in 1990, argued that the surviving texts are the work of Christian monastic authors steeped in Latin learning and scripture, and that many features long read as pagan survivals are better understood as constructions built from biblical and classical models. On this reading the monks were authors shaping the past to their own ends, not passive couriers of a tradition they scarcely grasped. The archaeological support for the nativist case was undercut as well. J. P. Mallory and other contributors to the 1992 volume Aspects of the Táin showed that the material culture described in the Ulster tales does not match the La Tène Iron Age with any precision, and often fits the early medieval centuries of the texts' own composition better than the pre-Christian age Jackson had in mind.

A different tradition of reading has tried to reach the pre-Christian layer sideways, through comparison. Scholars working in the line of Georges Dumézil have set Irish figures beside Indian, Roman and Norse ones, looking for the shared inheritance of a common Indo-European past, and have read the goddesses of sovereignty and the roles of certain gods as survivals of an ancient tripartite scheme. The method can suggest what is genuinely old, since a pattern shared across Ireland, India and Rome is unlikely to be a single monk's invention. It cannot prove that any one Irish tale preserves that pattern intact, and its results are debated. Comparison points to deep roots without telling the reader how much of a given text actually grew from them.

There have also been attempts to read the pseudo-history as garbled myth. T. F. O'Rahilly, in Early Irish History and Mythology of 1946, treated the invasions and the earliest kings as mythological figures and prehistoric migrations dimly remembered and rationalised, a reconstruction that was bold, influential, and in many particulars no longer accepted. His work shows the standing temptation of the field, which is to reach behind the written text for a lost original, whether pagan myth or real event, that the sources do not actually supply. That reaching can rarely be checked. What survives is a body of Christian-era manuscripts. What lies behind them can sometimes be inferred, from the archaic language of a passage, from comparison with Welsh or the wider Indo-European field, or from a scribe's evident confusion where he keeps a detail he no longer understands. Inference of that kind is not evidence, and this book keeps the two apart.

Most scholars now hold a position between the old extremes. They accept that the texts are thoroughly medieval and Christian in the form that survives, shaped by clerical authors with their own aims, while allowing that genuinely old material, some names, some verse, some patterns of belief, persists inside that shaping. The argument has moved from whether the tales are pagan or Christian to how the two are mixed in any given passage, which is a harder and more interesting question. It is answered case by case rather than once for the whole tradition, and several of the answers remain open.

A third layer complicates the question again, because the myths were remade in the modern age. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the writers of the Irish literary revival returned to the medieval material and reshaped it for new purposes. Standish James O'Grady dramatised the sagas for a general readership in his History of Ireland, whose first volume appeared in 1878. Lady Augusta Gregory gave them a smooth and influential English form in Cuchulain of Muirthemne in 1902. W. B. Yeats drew Cú Chulainn, Oisín and the sídhe into a national literature, from The Wanderings of Oisin in 1889 to the Cuchulain plays of his later years. These versions gentled the savagery of the medieval tales and, in the case of Cú Chulainn, turned them toward the politics of nationalism. Any tale, then, reaches the present through as many as three Irelands. There is the pagan substrate, whose extent is uncertain and contested. There is the monastic redaction, which is certain because it sits on the manuscript page. And there is the modern reinvention, through which most readers first meet the stories at all. Sorting those layers is the central discipline of reading Irish myth honestly, and it cannot always be carried through.

What This Book Will Tell, and How Honestly

This book tells each story at full strength before it weighs the evidence, and it does so in that order for a reason. A myth reduced to its verifiable residue before it has been allowed to work as a story is a poor thing, and the force of the telling is much of what makes this material worth the attention. Each chapter therefore renders its tale with as much life as the sources will bear, then turns to the audit: what is firmly attested, what is reconstruction, and where the record simply stops. Where a familiar detail comes from a Victorian retelling rather than a medieval text, the book says so on the spot.

The route runs in seven stages. It opens with the frame, the monks and manuscripts of this introduction and the pseudo-history of Lebor Gabála Érenn, so that the reader knows the nature of the evidence before trusting any of it. It turns next to the gods, the Túatha Dé Danann and the two battles of Mag Tuired, and to the great reversal in which the beaten gods withdraw into the hollow hills and become the fairy-folk. From there it takes the sea-road to the otherworld with Manannán mac Lir, then maps the myths onto the physical country through the Dindshenchas, the medieval lore of places. The heroic centre belongs to the Ulster Cycle, to Cú Chulainn and the Táin and the tragedy of Deirdre. The gentler Fenian world of Finn and Oisín follows, with a different idea of heroism. After the doomed kings and the goddess of sovereignty, the book closes on survival: the festivals, the fairy-faith, the saints who absorbed the old powers, and the modern revival that remade the myths once more.

The back of the book is built for use rather than argument. It carries maps of mythic Ireland and of the named landscape of the place-lore, a table of the four cycles with their main characters and manuscripts, a short guide to the great vellum books, a who's who of gods and heroes with the level of evidence for each, a pronunciation guide to names such as Túatha Dé Danann and Táin Bó Cúailnge, a calendar of the four festivals against their modern descendants, and a frank note on which famous retellings are medieval and which are Victorian invention.

Two convictions shape the whole account. The first is that the layered, mediated text that actually survives is more rewarding than any lost original could be, because those layers are themselves the record of a people reworking its own past across a thousand years of religious and political change. The second is that a mythology still present in the calendar and in ordinary speech, in the customs of Samhain and in the word banshee, is a working inheritance rather than a ruin to be dug up. On that understanding the chapters that follow tell the stories fully and mark their seams as they go.
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Chapter 1 — Written by the Enemy's Friends: The Monks and Their Fake History
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They came in a darkness that hid the sun. According to Lebor Gabála Érenn, the Book of the Taking of Ireland, the Túatha Dé Danann reached the country in dark clouds and settled on a mountain in the west, and for three days their coming blotted out the light. One strand of the tradition says they arrived through the air on those clouds. A later and more sober retelling, given its fullest form by Geoffrey Keating in the seventeenth century, says instead that they came in ordinary ships, burned them on landing, and that the smoke was what darkened the sky, so that people only afterwards spoke of a magical mist. Whether Keating drew that from an older source or reasoned it out himself cannot be settled. The instinct it shows is the one that runs through the whole tradition. A learned Christian takes a god-race descending on Ireland and reaches for a natural cause, a bonfire of boats, that keeps the marvel as a story while draining it of divinity.

What the compilers did with the arrival matters more than how they explained it. They gave the Túatha Dé Danann a slot in a sequence. In the official scheme of Irish origins they are the fifth people to take the island, arriving after the Fir Bolg and before the sons of Míl, set between two mortal migrations as though they were one more boatload of settlers with a better class of magic. They were given a first king and a last king, a set of battles, regnal years, and finally a defeat with a date attached. The most powerful supernatural beings in the Irish imagination were entered into the record as a dynasty. To read the myths at all is to read them through that decision, and this chapter sets out to understand who made it, in what books it survives, why they thought it worth doing, and how a reader can still tell the old bone from the later plaster. The reckoning repays doing once, and doing it warmly, because the same people who bent the material out of true are the only reason a line of it survives.

The Great Books: Lebor na hUidre, the Book of Leinster, the Yellow Book of Lecan

Almost the entire body of early Irish saga survives because of a small number of large manuscripts, and three of them carry the bulk of the heroic and mythological material. They are anthologies, not single works, each one a library bound between wooden boards, and each was made centuries after the tales inside it were first composed. Knowing their character is the first defence against reading them naively, because the book in the hand is never the same age as the story on the page, and the same tale copied into two of them can differ enough to show the hand of the copyist at work.

The oldest is Lebor na hUidre, the Book of the Dun Cow, written at the monastery of Clonmacnoise around the year 1100 and now kept in the Royal Irish Academy in Dublin as manuscript 23 E 25. Sixty-seven leaves survive, damaged and incomplete, out of a book that was once considerably larger. Its importance is out of all proportion to its battered state, because it preserves the earliest copies of tales that stand at the centre of the tradition. Here is the oldest surviving text of Táin Bó Cúailnge, in the rougher version scholars call Recension I, breaking off unfinished. Here too are Fled Bricrenn, the feast of Bricriu, and Serglige Con Culainn, the wasting-sickness of Cú Chulainn, and the voyage of Bran to the Land of the Living. What tells the reader most about the men who made it is the company these pagan tales keep. Bound in the same book are the Fís Adamnáin, a Christian vision of heaven and hell, and the Amra Choluim Chille, a difficult early poem in praise of Saint Columba. The scribes saw no contradiction in setting the deeds of Cú Chulainn beside a vision of the Christian afterlife. To them it was all worth keeping.

The hands in Lebor na hUidre make the point about layering physical. In their diplomatic edition of 1929, R. I. Best and Osborn Bergin distinguished three scribes: an original writer they labelled A, the cleric Máel Muire mac Célechair, marked M, who was killed by raiders in the church at Clonmacnoise in 1106, and a later reviser known as H. The H scribe did not simply add fresh pages. He scraped existing text off the vellum and wrote his own version into the cleared space, so that in places the book preserves his correction of an earlier reading rather than the reading itself. When H can be dated, and how far he stood from Máel Muire, is disputed among specialists and cannot be settled here. The lesson holds regardless. A single medieval manuscript can contain several minds working across generations, one of them deliberately writing over another, and the smooth text a modern translation presents has been quietly reconstructed from that disagreement.

The second great book is the Book of Leinster, compiled around 1160 in the scriptorium associated with Áed Ua Crimthainn, and containing a note that links it to Finn mac Gormáin, bishop of Kildare. If Lebor na hUidre is a survivor in tatters, the Book of Leinster is a monument, a deliberate compendium of what the learned class thought worth gathering, running to well over a hundred and eighty surviving leaves. It carries the fullest and most polished text of the Táin, the literary version called Recension II, along with a great mass of other matter: a copy of Lebor Gabála Érenn, the metrical Dindshenchas or lore of famous places, the Banshenchas or lore of women, king-lists, genealogies, and an Irish retelling of the fall of Troy called Togail Troí. It is in the Book of Leinster that the Táin ends with the famous Latin colophon in which the scribe, having copied the longest heroic tale in the language, warns that some of it is the deception of demons, some the invention of poets, and some fit only for the entertainment of fools. The volume that preserves the saga most carefully also records a churchman's refusal to believe it.

A book on this scale was an act of wealth as much as devotion. Vellum was made from the skins of calves and sheep, scraped, limed, stretched on frames and cut to size, and a large compilation could consume the hides of a whole herd, so that the surviving leaves of the Book of Leinster represent, quite literally, a small fortune in livestock. The ink was mixed from oak-galls and iron salts, the pigments ground from minerals and imported dyes, the quills cut from goose or swan feathers and worn down by the page. Copying a text of this length took a trained scribe months of daylight labour, seated at a slope in an unheated room, and the marginal complaints about cold hands and failing eyes are the residue of real physical suffering. When the argument here says the dynasties paid for the vellum, it is not a figure of speech. Only a king, a great church, or a wealthy learned family could afford to have the past written down, and what they were willing to pay for shaped what survived.

The third is the Yellow Book of Lecan, written around 1400 by members of the Mac Fhirbhisigh learned family, hereditary historians based at Lecan in what is now County Sligo, and now held in Trinity College Dublin. It is later than the other two by centuries, yet it is indispensable, because it preserves a second copy of the older recension of the Táin. Where Lebor na hUidre breaks off, the Yellow Book of Lecan often allows the text to be completed, and modern editions of Recension I are built by setting the two manuscripts side by side. This is worth dwelling on, because it is the plainest example of how the tradition is reconstructed. No single book gives the whole of the oldest Táin. The editor makes it by stitching a manuscript of about 1100 to one of about 1400, and every reader of a modern translation is reading that stitch without knowing it.

These three are the pillars, but they do not stand alone. Around them sits a wider family of manuscripts that any full account draws on, among them the Book of Ballymote and the Great Book of Lecan, both from around 1400, the Book of Fermoy, and the various manuscripts of the prose and metrical Dindshenchas, down to the paper copies made by scholars into the eighteenth century, when the old learned order was finally dying. Many important tales survive only in these later books, copied by men who no longer lived in the world the stories described. The chain of transmission is long, and every link is a hand that could preserve, shorten, gloss or change. It is easy to picture those hands as mere copyists, but the margins of Irish manuscripts are full of small human notes, complaints about bad vellum and failing light, prayers and scraps of verse, the most famous being the ninth-century poem in which a monk compares his hunt through a text for meaning to his cat Pangur Bán hunting a mouse. Men of that stamp spent their eyesight and their winters keeping the stories alive, and the distortions described below are the distortions of people who cared enough to write the tales down at all.

The tales also came with a native system of classification, which is itself evidence of how seriously they were kept. Medieval Irish tale-lists, preserved in the Book of Leinster and elsewhere, group the stories by type under headings a trained poet was expected to master, several hundred titles in all. There are Táin, cattle-raids, of which Táin Bó Cúailnge is only the greatest; Tochmarca or wooings; Aitheda, elopements; Immrama and Echtrai, sea-voyages and adventures into the Otherworld; Fessa, feasts; Togla, destructions of halls; Catha, battles; and Aideda, the violent death-tales that record how a hero or a king met his end. The scheme matters for two reasons. It shows that the material was organised knowledge, taught and examined, not a loose bag of folk stories, and it gives the modern reader a map, so that when this book turns to a particular tale it can say which of these old categories the tale belongs to and what a medieval audience would have expected from it.

Three Centuries Late: The Gap Between Pagan Ireland and the Page

The central difficulty of the whole subject is a gap in time. Ireland was pagan until roughly the fifth century and Christian well before the seventh. The conversion is documented early: the chronicler Prosper of Aquitaine records that in the year 431 Pope Celestine sent Palladius as first bishop to the Irish who believed in Christ, which shows organised Christianity reaching the island even before the traditional date of 432 for Patrick. The manuscripts described above were written between about 1100 and 1400. Even the composition of the tales, as distinct from the surviving copies, is later than the paganism they seem to describe. Scholars date early Irish texts by the stratum of the language they are written in, since the language changed in traceable ways between the Old Irish of roughly 600 to 900 and the Middle Irish of roughly 900 to 1200. On that evidence Rudolf Thurneysen, in his great survey of 1921, placed the oldest layer of the Táin in the eighth century, with some of its archaic verse perhaps older still. Between the living religion and even the earliest written saga there lies a minimum of three hundred years, and between the religion and the surviving manuscripts more like six hundred.

Into that gap fell the entire institutional structure of paganism. The druids, whom Caesar and the Greek writers describe as the learned class of the Gauls, disappeared as an institution in Ireland once the Church took over the work of literacy and law. No pagan priesthood survived to explain what the gods had meant, which festivals demanded which rites, or how the stories had once functioned as belief rather than entertainment. By the time anyone wrote the tales down there was no one left who worshipped the Túatha Dé Danann. The men recording them were not lapsed pagans smuggling in the old faith. They were Christians for whom the gods were already material for literature and pseudo-history, figures in the national past rather than powers to be feared.

What the vanished religion left behind is not silence but a different kind of evidence, one that does not tell stories. Pagan Ireland survives in the ground rather than on the page, at the great ceremonial sites and in the objects deposited at them, and it is worth setting that record beside the texts, because the two rarely meet. The royal sites the sagas name as the seats of kings, Tara in Meath, Emain Macha at Navan Fort in Armagh, Cruachan at Rathcroghan in Roscommon and Dún Ailinne in Kildare, were real places of assembly and ritual long before the tales were written. At Navan Fort archaeologists uncovered the remains of an enormous circular timber building some forty metres across, raised around a great central post that tree-ring dating places at 95 or 94 before the common era, and this structure was not lived in but deliberately filled with stones, set alight, and buried beneath a mound, apparently as a single vast act of ritual. The saga tradition remembers Emain Macha as the capital of the Ulster heroes. The spade finds a monument whose purpose the tales never explain.

The same gap shows in the smaller finds. The Iron Age Irish deposited fine metalwork in rivers, lakes and bogs, almost certainly as offerings, among them the bronze horns from Loughnashade beside Navan and the gold objects of the Broighter hoard from County Derry, which include a model boat complete with tiny oars. They carved stone images whose meaning is now lost, the three-faced head from Corleck in County Cavan, the squat figure known as the Tandragee idol, and the granite Turoe Stone in County Galway with its flowing La Tène ornament. Most striking of all are the bog bodies, among them the Iron Age men known as Old Croghan Man and Clonycavan Man, both recovered in 2003, whose violent deaths and placement near old territorial boundaries have led Ned Kelly of the National Museum of Ireland to argue that they were sacrificed kings or failed candidates for kingship. That interpretation is not certain and rests on inference rather than any text. It is the honest shape of the pre-Christian evidence: rich, physical, plainly religious, and mute. Not one of these objects or sites comes with a story attached, and every narrative reaches us from the Christian centuries, which is exactly why the question of how far the tales preserve the older world is so hard to answer.

One structure does seem to have survived the wreck of the old religion largely intact, and that is the calendar. The Irish year turned on four festivals whose names are still in use: Samhain at the start of November, when the boundary with the Otherworld was thin and the dead and the síde were abroad; Imbolc at the beginning of February, associated with Brigid and the first stirring of spring; Bealtaine at the start of May, marked by bonfires and the driving of cattle between them; and Lughnasa in August, the festival of Lug and of the first harvest. These were not invented by the monks, who had no motive to promote pagan feasts, and several of them left roots deep enough to persist as folk custom and to shape the Christian calendar laid over them. When the tales set their turning-points at Samhain, as they constantly do, they are keeping a genuine piece of the older world, and the four festivals will serve throughout this book as fixed points where the myths and the lived religion of pagan Ireland can be seen to touch.

What bridged the gap was not the priesthood but the poets. The filid, the professional learned poets, inherited many of the functions the druids had held: the keeping of genealogy, the lore of places, the praise and satire of kings, and the custody of story. Their profession was graded, hereditary and prestigious, its highest rank, the ollam, said to require years of training and the mastery of hundreds of tales, and it survived the conversion by coming to terms with the Church, so that the same families often supplied both monastic scholars and secular poets. Oral tradition carried by such professionals is a serious thing, capable of preserving verse and formula across centuries with real fidelity. But it is not a recording device. Oral material is reshaped in each generation to suit new patrons and new tastes, and a tale written down in the eleventh century had passed through many mouths, each free to trim and embellish. Faithful transmission and constant alteration are both true at once, which is why the record resists easy dating.

The temptation has always been to leap the gap and treat the sagas as eyewitness reports of the Iron Age. This is the nativist reading, given its most confident form in Kenneth Jackson's 1964 lecture, published as The Oldest Irish Tradition: A Window on the Iron Age, which argued that the Ulster tales show Celtic society much as it was centuries before Christ. There are genuine reasons the argument seemed strong. Some features of the tales match what classical authors report of the continental Celts with striking precision. The warriors fight from two-horse chariots, take the heads of the men they kill, and quarrel at feasts over the champion's portion, the best cut of meat reserved for the greatest hero. That last custom is not only described in Fled Bricrenn, where the heroes of Ulster come to blows over the curadmír, it is also reported of the Gauls by Posidonius, whose account survives through Diodorus Siculus and Athenaeus. A match that close between a Greek ethnographer of the first century before Christ and an Irish tale written down a thousand years later is hard to put down to accident, though it proves only that the custom is old, not that the story built around it preserves anything else from so far back.

The difficulty is that other evidence pulls hard the other way. J. P. Mallory and his fellow contributors to the 1992 volume Aspects of the Táin examined the material culture the tales describe, the weapons, ornaments, chariots and buildings, and found that it does not fit the La Tène Iron Age with any accuracy. Much of it fits the early medieval centuries of the texts' own composition far better than the pre-Christian age Jackson had in view. The honest conclusion sits between the two positions and is now held by most scholars. Some deep continuities are real, particularly in institutions and social custom, where a professional learned class had every reason to preserve the old forms. But the tales are not transcripts of pagan Ireland. They are early medieval compositions with older elements held in suspension, and no amount of confidence turns them back into a window with clear glass. Where the record does not tell us whether a given detail is ancient or invented, the honest answer is that we do not know, and this book will give that answer often.

Why the Monks Bothered: Pride, Pedigree and the Love of a Good Tale

The monks bothered for several reasons at once, and none of them was embarrassment. The first was genealogy, which in early Ireland was not idle curiosity but the title-deed to power. Kingship and status depended on descent, and the ruling dynasties needed pedigrees that reached back through the generations to a prestigious origin. The learned men who kept those pedigrees carried them past recorded history into legend, and the origin-legend of the Gaels supplied the trunk from which every royal line could branch. This was intensely practical work. Once the scheme was in place, the northern Uí Néill and the Connachta could trace themselves to Éremón, and the Munster dynasties to his brother Éber, so that the story of the taking of Ireland doubled as a map of who was entitled to rule where. To write the pseudo-history was to write the charter of the families who paid for the vellum.

These were not anonymous scribes but named men of learning whose work can be dated. The verse that forms the backbone of Lebor Gabála is ascribed to poet-historians of the tenth and eleventh centuries, among them Eochaid ua Flainn of Armagh, who died in 1004, Flann Mainistrech, lector of the monastery of Monasterboice, who died in 1056, Tanaide, and Gilla Cóemáin, who was active around 1072. These were the great synthesisers, men who commanded both the native genealogical learning and the Latin framework of world history, and who put the origin-legend into verse so that it could be memorised and taught. Modern scholarship, in particular the work of John Carey on the Irish origin-legend, has shown how their poems were gathered, harmonised and prefaced with prose to build the compilation we now have. Knowing their names matters, because it replaces a vague medieval Church with particular scholars holding particular loyalties and working for particular patrons, and it was at their desks, not in some collective monastic fog, that the gods were fitted into the calendar of the world.

The politics were not abstract. The kingship of Tara, which the pseudo-history treats as the high-kingship of all Ireland reaching back into legendary time, was in reality a prize contested by the dynasties of the historical period, above all the Uí Néill, who dominated the north and midlands and had every interest in a national past that made Tara the ancient seat of a single sovereignty they could claim to inherit. A legend that ran the kingship of Ireland in an unbroken line from the Túatha Dé Danann through the sons of Míl down to the present was worth a great deal to whichever family currently held Tara. Other centres pulled the material their own way, so that the versions preserved at different monasteries and by different learned families do not always agree, and the disagreements track the rivalries of the men who paid for them. The origin-legend was never neutral. It was a live instrument of politics, revised as the balance of power shifted, and its air of settled antiquity is itself part of the artifice.

The second motive was pride of a larger kind, the wish to give Ireland a past as dignified as those of Rome and Israel. The educated Irishman of the eleventh century knew his Bible and knew the framework of universal history transmitted through the chronicle of Eusebius and Jerome, the history of Orosius, and the encyclopaedic Etymologiae of Isidore of Seville. In that framework every people worth the name had an origin traceable to the sons of Noah and a place in the sequence of world empires. A nation with no such story was a nation with no standing. So the Irish learned class built one, deriving the Gaels from Japheth through a wandering line that passed through Scythia, Egypt and Spain before reaching Ireland, and synchronising each stage with biblical and classical events. The same impulse that produced Virgil's account of Rome descending from Troy produced, in Ireland, both the Book of Invasions and an actual Irish version of the Troy story, Togail Troí. Ireland was writing itself into the family of civilised nations.

The tools for the work were Christian, and they carried a Christian idea of time. Pagan myth has no single chronology; its events happen in an eternal once-upon-a-time. Biblical history, by contrast, is a line running from Creation through the Flood and the patriarchs to Christ and onward. To wire Ireland into that line the synthetic historians had to date the invasions relative to the Flood and to Abraham, to give the god-race regnal years, and to turn a timeless mythology into a chapter of world history. This was not vandalism. It was the natural act of men who understood the past as a single ordered sequence under God and wanted their own country to have an honourable place in it. The distortion was the by-product of a serious intellectual project, not a careless accident.

The last motive is the simplest and the easiest to forget. They loved the tales. The care lavished on the language of the great sagas, the relish of a well-turned boast or a set-piece single combat, the sheer bulk of story preserved far beyond anything a dynasty's pedigree required, all point to men who found the material magnificent. The Book of Leinster scribe who disowned the Táin in Latin had still copied every word of it first. That mixture of duty, learning, pride and pleasure is why the myths survive, and it is a more generous explanation than accident. The monks did not preserve the gods in spite of Christianity. They preserved them because, as heirs to both the Church and the native learned tradition, they could not bring themselves to let so much go.

The Book of Invasions: Six Takings from Cessair to the Milesians

The grand product of all this was Lebor Gabála Érenn, the Book of the Taking of Ireland, a synthetic pseudo-history in prose and verse assembled in the eleventh century and surviving in several recensions of increasing elaboration. It was edited in five volumes for the Irish Texts Society by R. A. S. Macalister between 1938 and 1956, an edition still standard and still, in its interpretations, much criticised. The work sets out to tell the whole story of how Ireland was peopled, in a sequence of takings, each wave displacing or absorbing the last. The number is usually given as six, though the recensions vary and the count depends on whether the first, pre-Flood arrival is included. The scheme owes a clear debt to earlier synthetic writing, including the Irish origin-legend already sketched in the ninth-century Historia Brittonum associated with the name of Nennius, which sends the ancestors of the Irish from Scythia by way of Spain.

The first taking is that of Cessair, said to be a granddaughter of Noah, who reaches Ireland with fifty women and three men shortly before the Flood, in one telling because she could not be admitted to the Ark and fled to the western edge of the world to escape the waters. It does her no good. All of them drown when the Flood comes, save one. Fintan mac Bóchra survives by passing through a series of animal shapes across the centuries, living on into Christian times as a witness able to recount everything that happened. The device is transparent and rather beautiful. It gives the compilers an eyewitness to bridge their own gap in time, a survivor who carries the story from before the Flood to the age of writing. A parallel figure, Tuan mac Cairill, does the same work in a separate tale, living through many bodies and finally telling the whole history of Ireland to a Christian saint. Two such survivors are two attempts to solve the same problem, which is how a Christian scribe can claim to know what happened before there was anyone to write it down.

The second taking is that of Partholón, who arrives after the Flood and brings the first works of settlement. Lebor Gabála credits him and his people with a string of beginnings, the first clearing of plains, the first cattle and ploughing, the first ale, the first guest-house, and the first battle fought on Irish soil, against the sea-borne Fomorians. Then his people die, all of them, in a single week of plague, and the tradition sets their mass grave at Tallaght, whose Irish name Tamlachta was understood to mean a plague-burial. The third taking is that of Nemed, whose descendants suffer under those same Fomorians, imagined as monstrous oppressors who exact a cruel tribute from a stronghold on Tory Island off the north-west coast. The Nemedians are all but destroyed, and the survivors scatter abroad, which sets up the returns that follow, since the later peoples are descended from these refugees.

The Fomorians deserve a word here, since they shadow the whole sequence. They are the tradition's enemy, a race bound up with the sea and with the wild, destructive forces of nature, imagined in some descriptions as monstrous and misshapen, and they oppose in turn Partholón, Nemed and finally the Túatha Dé Danann. Yet they are never simply outsiders. The god-race and the Fomorians intermarry, so that Bres, who becomes king of the Túatha Dé, is half Fomorian, and Lug, the greatest of the gods, is through his mother the grandson of the Fomorian champion Balor. The enemy is also the family. This tangled kinship, which the next chapter takes up in full, is one of the clearest signs that we are dealing with something older and stranger than a straightforward war of invaders, and that the neat sequence of separate peoples is a frame laid over a mythology that did not originally keep them so cleanly apart.

The fourth taking brings back one branch of those survivors as the Fir Bolg, who are credited with the first real political ordering of the country. They divide Ireland into its five provinces and establish the institution of kingship, and in the traditional scheme they hold the island until the god-race arrives. The fifth taking is that of the Túatha Dé Danann, the arrival in darkness with which this chapter began. They bring four talismans from four cities in the northern islands of the world: the Lia Fáil or Stone of Destiny from Falias, the spear of Lug from Gorias, the sword of Nuadu from Findias, and the cauldron of the Dagda from Murias. These are not random marvels but the emblems of rule. The Lia Fáil, set at Tara, was said to cry out under the man who was the rightful king, which turned a block of stone into the test of legitimate sovereignty, and the cauldron that never left a company unsatisfied stood for the plenty a good king was meant to bring. The god-race defeats the Fir Bolg at the first battle of Mag Tuired, a hard-won victory in which their own king Nuadu has his arm struck off by the Fir Bolg champion Sreng, a wound that will cost him his throne under the rule that a king must be without blemish. The beaten Fir Bolg are not exterminated but granted the province of Connacht, which is the tradition's way of accounting for peoples it could not simply write out of existence. The Túatha Dé later break the Fomorians at the second battle of Mag Tuired, the war that the next chapter takes as its subject. In Lebor Gabála these events are told not as the doings of gods but as the reign of a dynasty, complete with kings and years.

The sixth and final taking is that of the sons of Míl, the Milesians, from whom the Gaels are descended. Their eponym Míl Espáine, whose name is simply the Latin Miles Hispaniae, the soldier of Spain, dressed in Irish form, gives away the learned origin of the whole pedigree. They come from Spain, guided by the wandering line that runs back through Scota, said to be a daughter of Pharaoh and the source of the name Scoti, and through Goídel Glas, the eponym of the Goídil, who was held to have fashioned the Irish language out of the confusion of tongues after Babel. Reaching Ireland, the Milesians meet the three goddesses of the land, Ériu, Banba and Fódla, and Ériu strikes the bargain that gives the island the name it still bears, Éire. Then their poet Amergin pronounces a great rhapsody claiming the country, a poem that has him declare himself the wind on the sea, the wave of the ocean and the roar of the tide. At the demand of the Túatha Dé the Milesians withdraw beyond the ninth wave. The god-race raises a storm to keep them off, the Milesians break through it, and the beaten Túatha Dé retreat into the hollow hills. From that retreat comes the whole later life of the síde, the fairy mounds, and the long demotion of gods into the people under the ground.

The victors then divide the country. The two chief leaders of the Milesians, the brothers Éber Finn and Éremón, split Ireland between them, Éber taking the south and Éremón the north, and within a year they fall out over which of them should hold the finer land, so that the first act of the Gaels in their new country is a war between brothers in which Éber is killed. The detail is doing familiar work. It plants the ancestors of the historical southern and northern dynasties at the very head of the pedigree, and it explains the division of Ireland as something written into the moment of conquest itself, as old as the Gaels.

The practical value of the scheme lay in exactly this shape. It took a mythology with no chronology and gave it a beginning near Noah and an end in the historical Gaelic dynasties, so that gods, monsters and settler-peoples hung on a single line joined to the Bible at one end and to real kings at the other. Judged as history it is almost entirely fiction, a point its own medieval readers half understood and modern scholarship has established beyond argument. Its worth is not as a record of what happened but as the clearest view anywhere of how the learned class thought, and of the exact machinery by which they turned gods into ancestors.

Euhemerism: How Gods Were Demoted to Ancient Kings

That machinery has a name. It is called euhemerism, after the Greek writer Euhemerus of Messene, who around 300 before the common era argued in his Sacred History that the gods had originally been powerful kings and benefactors, deified by grateful subjects after their deaths. The idea passed into Latin through the poet Ennius and was seized on by the Christian apologists, who found it a perfect weapon. If the pagan gods were only dead men mistaken for divinities, then paganism was not a rival religion but a simple error. Lactantius argued exactly this in his Divine Institutes, and the approach reached the medieval schools through widely read authorities, above all Isidore of Seville. The Irish monks did not invent their method. They inherited a standard patristic technique for handling pagan gods and applied it, with unusual thoroughness, to the gods of their own ancestors.

Applied to the Túatha Dé Danann, euhemerism turns worship into chronology. The gods are given parents and children, genealogies that tie them into the family tree of the invasions. They are given reigns, so that Nuadu, Bres, Lug and the Dagda appear in the king-lists with their years of rule counted out like any mortal monarch. Above all they are given deaths, and the death-tales make the demotion concrete, because a god who dies on a given day in a given place is safely mortal and safely past. Lebor Gabála is specific about them. Nuadu, the first king of the god-race, falls at the second battle of Mag Tuired, killed by Balor of the piercing eye. Lug, who had earlier put Cermait son of the Dagda to death, is killed in turn by Cermait's three sons and, in one account, drowned in a lake. The Dagda takes a wound at the same battle from
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