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ABSTRACT 

It has often been remarked that the Welsh warrior-king Arthur and the warrior-hero 

Fionn of the Irish tradition have similarities in character. Oliver Padel, in his Arthur 

in Medieval Welsh Literature, discusses briefly the similarity between the Arthur of 

the earliest Welsh literature and Fionn, noting that the Arthur of the early Welsh is 

“much closer to that of Fionn in Irish literature, or Robin Hood in medieval English... 

as seen in these texts, Arthur and his men constitute a Welsh equivalent of an early 

Irish fían”.1 Similarities between the two heroes have been remarked upon by various 

scholars, but not explored in depth. Where it has been examined, by scholars such as 

Rebecca Shercliff and Kevin Murray, these examinations have been brief and have 

focused only on the earlier material. 2  

Furthermore, very little work has been done on the characterisation of Fionn in the 

Early Modern Irish material (that is, material written in early modern Irish, from 

around the 12th century onwards) and as a result his characterisation in this period is 

largely assumed to be the same as in previous centuries or to be ‘different’; but the 

extent to which it may be different is not discussed, nor is it given much attention. 

This thesis aims to fill that gap in scholarship, and to examine the characterisation of 

Fionn in this later material, alongside that of Arthur. This has helped to illuminate 

the status of these characters in this period, through a typological investigation 

unencumbered by genetic relationships.  

 
1 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, pp. 32–3. 
2 Rebecca Shercliff of the University of Cambridge, completed an unpublished undergraduate 
dissertation on the topic, which focuses largely on the similarities between the early 
characters of Arthur and Fionn. I am deeply indebted to her for allowing me access to her 
work. Kevin Murray explores very briefly the similarities between the two, focusing on early 
warrior and hunter motifs, in his The Early Finn Cycle, pp. 146-9. 
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The first chapter focused on analysis of both characters through a discussion of their 

leadership and a terminological analysis of texts. This made it possible to better 

determine the roles that Fionn and Arthur were expected to be playing in their tales. 

Chapter 1 shows that Fionn was in some texts being presented as a king; of the fíanna 

and also over large swathes of Ireland. Additionally it shows that the role of Cormac 

mac Airt in the early modern texts was not as pronounced as had previously been 

thought. It also re-establishes Arthur as an Emperor or Chief lord as opposed to 

‘king’ and examines his role as background or sedentary leader, questioning why he 

played so little a role in the texts which are famous for him having been in them, and 

what this means for his character.  

Chapters 2 and 3 examine Fionn and Arthur, respectively, within the context of 

courtly literature, and the virtues of pite, mesure, and largesce. It demonstrates that 

Fionn fits well within this context and frequently displays these virtues within the 

Early modern material. Comparatively, Chapter 3 demonstates that Arthur does not 

fit so well within this courtly context as Fionn, and that his courtliness must instead 

be determined through analysis of his representatives; the knights of his court.  

This research shows that the differences between Fionn and Arthur in this period 

perhaps outweigh the similarities, and also that a typological analysis of the 

character of Fionn in the Early Modern period has shown to be beneficial to 

understanding further his characterisation at this point in time, as well as how he 

fits within the milieu of similar characters from the period.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The character of ‘the hero’ in the Welsh and Irish literatures of Middle Ages saw 

extensive development from the 7th and 8th centuries to the later ‘romance’ period of 

the 14th and 15th centuries. The heroes of literature reflected contemporary ideals of 

heroism, and the ideals associated with them, and as the historical heroes changed 

with time, so too did those in literature. It is unlikely that either Fionn or Arthur 

ever existed, however the presence of this debate must be acknowledged. The Fionn 

material was likely set in the third to fourth centuries, around the floruit of the 

pseudohistorical king, Cormac mac Airt. 3 The ninth-century text Annales Cambriae 

places Arthur in the early sixth century, recording that he was present at the Battles 

of Badon in 516 and Camlann in 537.4 Green argues that Fionn is a character who 

began as a fantastical figure and was later historicised, in comparison to characters 

such as Charlemagne who were historical figures that acquired a body of fictional 

legend based on their deeds.5 Arthur is clearly a character of the same ilk as these 

two, but in which direction his legend moved is a subject of much debate.6 

Leadership of a band of warriors was similar to kingship in this period. Unlike the 

kings of later medieval literature, who sat on a throne and presided over large 

swathes of land and vassals who swore loyalty to them, kings prior to the arrival of 

the Vikings in both Ireland and Wales would have been heads of a band of heroes 

 
3 This is debated: an eighth-century source interpolated into the AU gives him an obit of AD 
366 which Byrne suggests is likeliest to be accurate; Byrne, Irish Kings and High-Kings, pp. 65-
6. 
4 Morris, Nennius, p. 85. 
5 Green, Concepts of Arthur, pp. 8-9. 
6 The subject is frequently debated in Welsh scholarship. For the most recent discussions on 
the historicity of Arthur, see Oliver J. Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’ in Cambrian Medieval 
Celtic Studies, Vol. 27, (Aberystwyth, 1994) pp. 1-31, and T. Charles-Edwards, ‘The Arthur of 
History’ in The Arthur of the Welsh, edited by Rachel Bromwich, A. O. H. Jarman, and Brynley 
F. Roberts (Cardiff, 1991), pp. 15-32. 
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and men who were great warriors known for their military prowess.7 They would 

have ruled over much smaller areas of land than their later counterparts, as both 

Britain and Ireland at this point were broken up into smaller, petty kingships, 

although they should not be seen as identical.8 In Ireland these areas of land were 

known as the túath; the basic territorial unit in Early Medieval Ireland, of which 

there were probably around one hundred and fifty at any given time between the 5th 

and 12th centuries, each of which would have been ruled by its own king.9 In Wales 

similar units of land were called cantrefi and these were particularly important for 

the administration of Welsh law.10 A king might hold one cantref or several cantrefi, 

depending on the size of his kingdom. 

Leadership at this stage was very much affected by the strength one could exert and 

maintain in a warrior aristocracy. As a result, power changed hands frequently in the 

Early Middle Ages. Following the decline of the Roman Empire in Britain, there was 

no longer any form of centralised government although the concept of one leader 

ruling the whole country remained and was incorporated into the literature. The 

best example of a king in early Welsh literature whose territories extended over the 

whole of Britain is Bendigeidfran (also known as Bran the Blessed) who appears in 

the second Branch of the Mabinogion. He is high king of the Island of the Mighty 

and was able to muster the ‘entire island’ including princes such as Pryderi vab Pwyll 

of Dyfed.11 Ireland was never under Roman rule and it is arguable that this is why 

their notions of kingship developed differently, without the creation of monarchies 

 
7 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, p. 11; Byrne, Irish Kings, p. 7. 
8 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, p. 11; Davies, Patterns of Power in Early Wales, p. 34-42. 
9 Byrne, Irish kings and High-kings, pp. 7-8. See also the section on the ‘Túath’ in Kelly, Early 
Irish Law, pp. 3-6. 
10 ‘cantref’ in Celtic Culture, p. 339. 
11 Davies, ‘Branwen’, pp. 22, 28. 
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as seen in much of the rest of Europe although they did develop the notion of 

powerful, centralising dynastic kings, known as high-kings. 

The Arthur of the earliest literature is a king or emperor commanding land in 

Britain.12 Historia Brittonum is a 9th-century historical text which covers the history 

of the Britons and is commonly regarded as the earliest concrete reference to 

Arthur.13 The Historia records that Arthur fought against the Saxons ‘with all the 

kings and military force of Britain’.14 This would suggest that he was able to 

command allegiance from the various kings of early Britain, and it is this concept of 

Arthur which survives into the literature.  

Fionn was not a king, but he was leader of a band of the fíanna, independent warrior 

bands composed usually of landless young men and women, and the literature 

records that he commanded a group of warriors in the name of the pseudo-historical 

Cormac mac Airt, High-King of Tara.15 Tara became associated in the 11th century 

with an immemorial high-kingship of Ireland, and High-kings that came to be 

associated with it are a mixture of fictional and historical kings who were purported 

to have had control over the whole of Ireland.16 Within the literature, Fionn and his 

band were being employed as protectors of Ireland, a militia that enforced and 

 
12 In the HB he is ‘Dux Bellorum’ (Duke of War), in the 10th or 11th century Welsh poem Gereint 
uab Erbin  he is ‘Emperor’, and in arguably the earliest Welsh tale of the Mabinogion (CO) he 
is ‘chief of the kings of the Island’. (Morris, Nennius, p. 76; Bollard, "Arthur in the Early Welsh 
Tradition”, pp. 11–23; Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, p. 183) 
13 Another possible one-line reference to Arthur is in the early Brittonic poem ‘Y Gododdin’. 
However, the date of the text is in question. For further discussion on the topic, see Charles-
Edwards, T.M., ‘The authenticity of the Gododdin: an historian's view’, in Bromwich and Jones, 
eds., Astudiaethau ar yr hengerdd: cyflwynedig i Syr Idris Foster, pp. 44–71, or Dumville, D.N., 
‘Early Welsh Poetry: Problems of Historicity’, in Roberts, ed., Early Welsh Poetry, pp.1-16. 
14 ‘Tunc Arthur pugnabat contra illos in illis diebus cum regibus Brittonum, sed ipse dux erat 
bellorum’ (Morris, Nennius, p. 76); Fordham University, Medieval Sourcebook: Nennius: 
Historia Brittonum, 8th Century, online at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/nennius-
full.asp [Accessed Online: 13:30, 09/01/17] 
15 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, pp. 103-4; ‘Cuach Cormaic’, in Stokes, Irische Texte 3, p. 99. 
16 Byrne, Irish kings and High-kings, p. 269. 



4 
 

supported Cormac’s rule as high-king in places that Cormac was not able to enforce 

power on his own behalf.  

This thesis does not aim to posit a genetic link between the two characters, nor to 

trace later medieval characteristics into the earlier period. Instead it is to be viewed 

as a typological analysis of two characters who are considered to be similar in the 

early period and who hold similar levels of prominence in their respective 

literatures, in order to examine their characterisation after the twelfth century.  

This thesis will focus largely on characterisation as a key aspect of Fenian and 

Arthurian literature. Large scale character studies are rare in Medieval Welsh and 

Irish studies; Morris' The Character of King Arthur in Medieval literature remains one 

of the few texts that truly focuses on creating a biography of King Arthur, for 

example.17 It analyses in detail Arthurian literature from a variety of corpora, with 

the aim of identifying key 'tropes' or characteristics that are largely consistent across 

texts. Some large-scale character studies also exist for characters within Medieval 

Irish literature; Tadhg Ó Síocháin’s 2018 character study of Caoilte, Doris Edel’s work 

on Cú Chulainn, Fergus, Ailill, and Medb, and Eamon Greenwood’s analysis of 

characterisation in the Táin all lay the foundations for work on characterisation 

within medieval Irish studies.18 

One key component of modern character studies is the argument put forth by 

Mangolin that “characters are first and foremost elements of the constructed 

narrative world”.19 This is perhaps more pertinent for medieval character studies, as 

 
17 Morris, The Character of King Arthur in Medieval Literature, (1985) 
18 Ó Síocháin, Caoilte sa Luath-Fhiannaíocht, (Unpublished PhD thesis, 2018); Edel, D., Inside 
the Táin, (2015); Greenwood, E. M., “Characterisation and narrative intent in the Book of 
Leinster version of Táin bó Cúailnge”, 1997). 
19 Margolin, U., ‘Characterisation in Narrative’, p. 7. 
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we are constrained not only to the constructed narrative world, but also to the 

contextualisation of that narrative world within its historical world. Furthermore, 

one must also contend with the influence of different translators and/or copyists on 

the characterisation of arguably well-established characters such as Arthur and 

Fionn, and their use within different genres of literature. Hagiography, for example, 

has a far different aim as a didactic text than, perhaps, a piece of heroic courtly 

literature. The aim of this PhD is to analyse Fionn and Arthur’s characters drawing 

inspiration from the work of Morris, Ó Síocháin, Edel, Greenwood, and 

contemporary literary studies; to examine whether there are traits or characteristics 

of Fionn or Arthur that are present in large numbers of texts, and whether or not 

these can be classified as part of their "character" (if such a thing can be identified).  

The following sections will provide an analysis of the current state of scholarship 

surrounding the characters of Fionn and Arthur. 

FIONN MAC CUMHAILL 

Fionn mac Cumhaill is the eponymous hero of the Fenian cycle or Fiannaíocht, a 

body of Gaelic literature which contains material spanning from poems and stories 

of the 7th and 8th centuries to Scottish folk ballads collected in the 20th century. In 

the earliest tales, Fionn is portrayed as a warrior and hunter who frequently interacts 

with the Otherworld and supernatural forces. He leads a band of men known as his 

fíanna who live in the forests of Ireland, hunting and living off the land in order to 

survive and acting as a small standing army for the High-King (in this case, Cormac 

mac Airt) at any time their services might be needed.20 

 
20 Murray, The Early Finn Cycle, p. 55. 
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The fíanna were based on historical bands of men who would have been very similar 

to the fíanna presented in the legends of Fionn. They were groups of youthful 

warriors who had not come into their inheritance, usually as their fathers were still 

alive, and the youths were thus landless with no legal status.21 In this state they 

roamed the country, living a hunter-gatherer lifestyle outside the boundaries of the 

medieval Irish túath. 

Singularly these men and women were known as fénnid, the plural of which was 

fíanna. Nagy suggests that these fían bands would have functioned as a means of 

“siphoning off undesirable elements from the social pool [and] providing an outlet 

for rambunctious behaviour… often expressed in bestial terms”.22 For the young men, 

their time in the fíanna would allow them to learn how to be men, and progress from 

childhood to adulthood. The fían bands were often hired as mercenaries and used to 

fight wars in Ireland. Mentions in law tracts, annals, and certain religious texts seem 

to suggest that the fían bands were still active in the pre-Viking era.23  

Whilst the fíanna presented in the Fenian cycle are for the most part presented as 

heroes and defenders of Ireland, early (particularly Christian) sources suggest that 

the fíanna and the ‘diberga’ (another band of men who were similar to the fíanna) 

were “bands of bloodthirsty brigands” who were “a menace to society”.24 The image 

presented by the ecclesiastical sources is one of an “inherently violent and antisocial 

institution dangerous to the settled community”.25 There was no one single fían band 

in Ireland, instead there appear to have been many of them in Ireland at any one 

 
21 Ó Cróinín, Early Medieval Ireland, p. 88; McCone, ‘Werewolves, cyclopes, díberga, and 
Fíanna: juvenile delinquency in early Ireland’, pp. 10-11. 
22 Nagy, ‘Fían’, in Koch, J. T., Celtic Culture: a Historical Encyclopaedia, p. 743. 
23 Nagy, ‘Fían’, p. 743. 
24 McCone, ‘Werewolves’, p. 3. 
25 McCone, ‘Werewolves’, p. 6. 
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time.26 The Fenian cycle includes another fíanna rival to Fionn’s; that of Fothad 

Canainne, a deadly opponent of Fionn’s.27 

Fionn’s birth and early life are outlined in the Macgnímartha Finn (‘The boyhood 

deeds of Fionn’). The Macgnímartha is a short and incomplete text from the twelfth 

century, which survives in a fifteenth-century manuscript.28 The text tells the story 

of Fionn’s early life in what Nagy calls a “‘bare bones’ summary of a traditional 

tale”.29 The short and clipped nature of the text could suggest that this was to serve 

as a guide for a storyteller who would expand to include his own anecdotes 

regarding the deeds.30  

The text relates that Fionn is the son of Cumhall, the leader of the fíanna, and 

Muirne, the daughter of a druid. In the story Muirne is abducted by Cumhall and left 

pregnant and alone after Cumhall is killed whilst fighting the High King, Conn. 

Conn arranges for Muirne to be cared for by his sister (another druid), under whose 

protection she gives birth to a son whom she names Deimhne. The child is brought 

up in secret by the druid and a warrior woman named Liath Luachra. From them he 

learns how to be a great warrior. He also studies under the druid Finn Éces who is 

pursuing the Salmon of Knowledge. It is here that Deimhne burns his thumb on the 

salmon whilst they are cooking it, and gains both the wisdom of the salmon and the 

name Fionn. His first battle is with a fire-breathing man of the Síd named Aillén. In 

 
26 For more on this, see Meyer’s introduction in Meyer, Fianaigecht, pp. ix-xv. 
27 For a more detailed discussion of the fían bands, see Meyer, Fianaigecht, pp. ix-xvi; Nagy, 
Wisdom of the Outlaw, p. 42; MQuillan, ‘Fionn, Fothad, and Fian’, pp. 1-10. 
28 Nagy, Wisdom of the Outlaw, p. 7; Meyer, “Macgnímartha Find”, pp. 195–204, 508. 
29 Nagy, Wisdom of the Outlaw, p. 7. 
30 For more on this type of storytelling and orality in general, see Fulton, H. ‘Orality and 
Literacy in Early Welsh Literature’, in Chwileniwm: technoleg a llenyddiaeth, Davies, S., in 
Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies, and Roberts, B., ‘Oral Tradition and Welsh Literature: A 
Description and Survey’ in Oral Tradition, Vol. 3/1-2 (1988), pp. 61-87.  
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defeating him, Fionn saves Tara from being razed to the ground and earns 

leadership of Conn’s fíanna. 

The stories of the Macgnímartha show a close parallel to both the story of Perceval 

in Le conte du Graal and the Boyhood deeds of Cú Chulainn.31 Each of these three 

stories focuses on the growth and development of a young hero, to the point at 

which he is worthy of becoming an adult warrior. Some similarities can also be seen 

in the Welsh Peredur (which is related to that of Perceval) wherein Peredur must 

also defeat an otherworldly knight (or ten) before Arthur will accept him as a 

member of his court. This concept of a young boy earning his right to adulthood 

through his deeds is an important one, particularly within the context of the fíanna 

who would not have had any legal status.32 Indeed, Ó Cathasaigh’s The Heroic 

Biography of Cormac mac Airt includes the attacking and slaying of monsters as a 

key stage in a mythical boy’s development to manhood.33 In the Fiannaíocht 

material, this stage is played out in many of the legends surrounding Fenian heroes, 

including that of Fionn himself, with the fíanna providing the vehicle for this 

change. Nagy argues that becoming a member of the fíanna appears in the literature 

to be a “rite de passage” in the transition from youth to adulthood.34 As with other 

contemporary literatures, Fiannaíocht requires that a boy shows himself to be 

worthy of manhood through his deeds. 

Fionn’s deeds as a man are represented in the literature which follows on from the 

Macgnímartha and his ascension to leader of the fíanna. Here he is painted as a 

warrior hunter, rígfénnid (lit. king-fénnid, although it is more likely to here 

 
31 Murphy, Ossianic Lore, p. 18; Mackillop, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, p. 318. 
32 McCone, ‘Werewolves’, pp. 7-8. 
33 Ó Cathasaigh, The Heroic Biography of Cormac Mac Airt, pp. 3-4. 
34 Nagy, Wisdom, p. 20. 
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encompass the meaning ‘leader’ or ‘head’, see Chapter 1), and a borderline 

otherworldly creature who uses his abilities to defeat various threats to the island. In 

the earliest traditions, heavy emphasis is put upon his abilities as a seer and prophet 

as a result of his acquisition of otherworldly knowledge as a youth either during the 

Salmon of Knowledge incident recounted above, or through shutting his thumb in a 

door to a fairy mound (an alternative tradition found in ‘Finn and the Man in the 

Tree’ amongst other texts).35  

One of the longest texts in the corpus of Fenian literature summons members of the 

fíanna to relate the deeds of Fionn, several centuries after his death. Acallam na 

Senórach is a prosimetric work over 8000 lines in length, which dates to the first 

quarter of the thirteenth century.36 The stories are related by two Fenian warriors 

(Oisín, son of Fionn, and Caílte, Fionn’s nephew) who have survived long enough to 

relate the stories to St Patrick. It was likely written as a way of justifying recording 

the Fenian literature in light of the reform of the church in the twelfth century and 

the growing emphasis on moving away from recording secular material in 

ecclesiastical centres.37 Framing a piece of ‘pagan’ material around St Patrick 

legitimises the recording of Fenian material by the clergy, as Patrick himself was 

interested in the stories surrounding Fionn.  

SCHOLARLY DISCUSSIONS OF FIONN 

As one of the principal characters in Medieval Irish literature, the body of scholarly 

material surrounding Fionn is vast. Most recently, Fionn has been extensively 

discussed in seminal works such as Nagy’s The Wisdom of the Outlaw,  Dáithí Ó 

 
35 Ó hÓgáin, ‘Magical attributes’ p. 223. 
36 Dooley, ‘The date and purpose of Acallam na Senórach’, pp. 97-126. 
37 Dooley and Roe, Tales of the Elders of Ireland, p. viii. 
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hÓgáin’s Fionn mac Cumhaill: Images of the Gaelic Hero, and Kevin Murray’s The 

Early Finn Cycle. The breadth of the literature surrounding Fionn is so large that it is 

perhaps worthy of its own study. Here it will hopefully suffice to briefly outline the 

key schools of thought surrounding Fionn, and why his character has survived so 

well in medieval literature.  

Unlike Cú Chulainn, who exists as an Ulster based hero, fenian material is recorded 

in literature from all over Ireland, and the dindsenchus (place name lore) associated 

with Fionn covers the whole island.38 As a man living almost as an outlaw, existing 

only in society’s liminal spaces and not in any one province, his popularity is not 

restricted by political allegiances. His liminality is not bound solely to moving 

between the boundaries of land. The fíanna live not only outside the territorial 

boundaries of the land, but also outside the boundaries of Irish law, remaining 

“legally, socially, and politically marginal”.39 Furthermore, Fionn straddles the 

cosmological boundary of the real world and the Otherworld, embodying aspects of 

both. Fionn can move effortlessly between Ireland and the Otherworld and the 

liminality of his home adds to the ease of storytelling as redactors are not bound to 

any singular area.40  

Despite not being bound to a single province, Fionn is surrounded by a wealth of 

dindsenchus binding him to the land of Ireland. These stories serve as explanations 

as to how certain places received their names, usually as a result of an adventure that 

 
38 He has later come to be regarded as a ‘national hero’ (Murphy, Duanaire Finn III, p. lxxxvi), 
although at the time in which the Fenian material was being recorded, there was no concept 
of Irish nationality in terms of political unity, instead contemporary concepts of ‘nationality’ 
would have had only cultural significance. For further discussion, see Ruairí Ó hUiginn, 
‘Fíannaigheacht, family, faith, and fatherland’, in The Gaelic Finn Tradition, ed. G. Parsons and 
S. Arbuthot, (Dublin, 2012), pp. 151-162.  
39 Scrowcroft ‘On Liminality in the Fenian cycle’, p. 98. 
40 See Aisling Byrne, Otherworlds: Fantasy and History in Medieval Literature, (2005). 
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took place there and was led by Fionn and his men. In much of the literature, he is 

seen defending Ireland from all otherworldly and foreign forces who would seek to 

threaten it. As such, he was bound intrinsically to the land from the very earliest 

days of the lore.41 Ó hÓgáin suggests that this connection was so strong that it could, 

indeed, indicate a mythical origin of Fionn himself.42 

As a warrior bound so tightly to the land, it is not surprising that there is an 

argument to suggest that Fionn was once one of a pantheon of Irish Gods, of whom 

very little record survives today. The name ‘Fionn’ comes from the Proto-Celtic 

/*uindo-/ which means ‘white' or 'bright'. Derivatives of the stem are found in 

several Indo-European languages, denoting wisdom, insight, and discovery. For 

example, the Irish words fios meaning wisdom, fionnadh meaning illumination or 

revelation, and fionn meaning white or blond all derive from this root.43 The name of 

a deity, Vindonnus, whose name is cognate with Find (Fionn), is found amongst the 

Gauls. Various scholars have suggested that Fionn may have once been deified as 

'Vindonnus' and that a euhemerised version of that tradition has come down to us in 

Ireland.44 

The commonly accepted argument for Fionn’s status as a divine figure is that 

outlined by Murphy in the introduction to his Duanaire Finn. He argues that Irish 

gods have been shown to have more than one name, and that the Irish god Nuadha 

(Welsh: Nudd) had once been known by the name Umhall (who is the Umhall of 

Cumhaill, and was said to be Fionn’s father).45 His argument can be outlined thus:46 

 
41 Ó hÓgáin, ‘Magic attributes’, p. 214. 
42 Ó hÓgáin, ‘Magic attributes’, p. 214. 
43 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, p. 5. 
44 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, p. 5. 
45 Murphy, ‘Introduction’, pp. lxxx-lxxxi. 
46 Murphy, ‘Introduction’, pp. lxxx-lxxxi. 
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1. One Noende is listed in the mythological part of the Laud Genealogies as the 

son of Umhall.  

2. An anecdote in the Book of Leinster applies the powers of the God Lugh to 

‘Noine’, of whom it has been prophesied that his maternal grandmother will 

die as a result of his birth. 

3. Noende and Noine are variations of the same name, and as Noende is 

mentioned in the mythological part of the genealogies, it is probable 

therefore that he is a god. 

Murphy thus concludes that Fionn’s father was once believed to be a Celtic god who 

had Nuadha as one of his names. Furthermore, on this basis Murphy argues that had 

Fionn’s father been a god, then it is possible that he too was once a deity.47 Whilst 

this does appear to be rather a leap, much of the Fionn scholarship from the last half 

century has been coloured by Murphy’s arguments, which were themselves based on 

folkloric arguments that are no longer accepted by literary historians.48 Although 

there has been a move away from Murphy’s arguments in the last twenty or thirty 

years, they still influence a lot of basic assumptions about the character of Fionn.  

Murphy argues that godly ancestry could explain Fionn’s many associations with the 

Otherworld and his super-human physical and mental abilities. He makes note of 

Fionn’s cognate in the Welsh Tradition, Gwynn ap Nudd, who was recognised as a 

representative of Annwn up to the 16th century and a leader of the Tylwyth Teg; 

otherworldly creatures from Wales who are similar to the Irish síd.49 Fionn shares 

many of his traits and indeed the etymology of his name with the Welsh character 

 
47 Murphy, ‘Introduction’, p. lxxxi. 
48 This is discussed in detail in “Chapter 1: Medieval Scholars and modern nativists” in 
McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present, particularly pages 1-9. 
49 Murphy, ‘Introduction’, p. lxxxi. 



13 
 

Gwynn ap Nudd. Gwynn, like Fionn, is presented as a ‘magic-warrior huntsman’ 

famous for his prominent role in hunting the giant magical boar the Twrch Trwyth 

in the Welsh Arthurian tale Culhwch ac Olwen.50 Like Gwynn, Fionn is also famous 

for hunting boars, and this theme appears in many of the Ossianic tales.51  

However, the recent work of Patrick Sims-Williams suggests that the similarities 

between these characters is not quite so significant as has been previously thought. 

He argues that there are limitations to viewing such philological evidence as proof of 

common origins, as it does not indicate that there was a common Celtic figure called 

*Windos, only that such a character was being talked about in both languages prior 

to the sound-changes that differentiated the forms Finn and Gwynn.52 Further he 

argues that this could have occurred as no more than a product of cultural contact in 

the Irish Sea Province.53 In light of the work of Sims-Williams, Murphy’s argument 

that the existence of a Welsh cognate of Fionn provides ‘proof’ that Fionn was once a 

divine being of common Celtic origin is no longer convincing. Instead, perhaps the 

most one can suggest is that Fionn shows some traits which are also present in Irish 

deities such as Lugh or Nuadha, but there is no definitive evidence to prove that 

Fionn was ever a deity.  

At the centre of divine arguments surrounding Fionn are his supernatural abilities. 

His abilities have been discussed in part above; as a result of his encounter with the 

Salmon of Knowledge (also recounted above), Fionn is imbued with a certain degree 

of prescience and knowledge, and a large number of the lays which survive are 

prophecies purported to have been made by Fionn.54 He is also often given 

 
50 Foster, ‘Appendix G: Gwynn ap Nudd’, p. 204. 
51 Padel, Arthur, p. 25. 
52 Sims-Williams, Irish influence on Medieval Welsh literature, pp. 9-10. 
53 Sims-Williams, Irish influence on Medieval Welsh literature, pp. 9-10. 
54 Meyer, “Macgnímartha Find”, pp. 195–204, 508. 
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superhuman qualities; although he does not have an obvious physical supernatural 

change like Cú Chulainn’s warp spasm (a supernatural change he often undertakes 

just prior to a battle), he fights with an otherworldly vigour. Often, this strength 

shows itself in his impact upon the land as he physically alters the landscape. 

Furthermore, he and the fíanna are sometimes portrayed as giants.55 

Murphy argues that Fionn is ‘consistently pictured as a warrior-hunter, head of a 

band of warrior-hunters’.56 Ó hÓgáin suggests that this image of Fionn as a warrior, 

leader, and defender of Ireland springs from an Uí Fáilge hero-cult of the late 5th and 

early 6th centuries.57 He also notes three phases of the Fionn legend; solitary seer 

figure, a wise leader of a small fíanna band, and finally the leader of great army.58 

These changes were gradual but marked by changes in tradition, in Ireland and 

elsewhere. The early material reflects 4th-5th century society in Ireland and Fionn is 

presented there as a roving warrior who lived in the forests of Ireland rather than in 

any specific territory. These oldest tales are filled with battles, interactions with the 

otherworld, and hints of a divine origin. Here, he is a seer figure of high adventure 

and a heroic warrior, but retains a transitory lifestyle, not bound by constraints of 

geography or, even, chronology.59 Fionn is shown to be a war leader very similar to 

the early Arthur presented in the Welsh material (see below). He functions as a 

warrior and protector of the land, embarking on various adventures and surrounded 

by a group of followers who periodically help him out in these adventures. However 

from the 10th century onwards, there began to be changes made to the material; 

Parsons highlights the introduction of associations with Cormac mac Airt, high king 

 
55 Ó hÓgáin, ‘Magic attributes’, p. 209. 
56 Murphy, ‘Introduction’, p. xiii. 
57 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, p. 31, taking information from Hogan, E., Onomasticon Goedelicum, 
(Dublin, 1910). 
58 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, p. 151. 
59 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, p. 119-20. 
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of Ireland, and with a fort at Almhain, rather than having no land and living as an 

outlaw as he had been previously, Fionn now had a geographical base.60 Here he is 

solidified as the warrior leader of a band of fenian heroes, sworn in service to Ireland 

and its protection. A third watershed moment in the development of the Fionn Cycle 

was the composition of the Acallam na Senórach in the twelfth century. This text 

solidified more strongly Fionn's associations with Cormac and Almhain, and made 

him a defender of Ireland, accepted by St Patrick. The AS also fixed Fionn’s literary 

background as a warrior, hunter, and seer, leader of Cormac mac Airt’s troops. This 

text marked a move towards the validation of study of and interest in Fionn and his 

men within a Christian society.  

The Fionn cycle benefited from development and re-interpretation by various 

writers during its dissemination. This can be seen in the editing of Fionn’s character 

which continued throughout the subsequent centuries and resulted in a growth in 

Fionn’s popularity, as he remained consistently heroic and exciting for each 

subsequent generation. Moreover, Murphy suggests that by the 16th century the 

popularity of Fionn had superseded Lugh, Cú Chulainn, and Conaire, in Gaelic 

narrative lore.61 

It appears then that as time passed and the religious, political, and ethnic shape of 

Ireland changed, so too did the character of Fionn and his portrayal in the literature. 

Murphy argues that with the influx of Norman ideology in the twelfth century came 

continental ideals and literature, which altered the shape of Ireland’s native 

 
60 Parsons argues that the earliest definite connections between Fionn and Almu appear to be 
the 11th-century Dindshenchus of Almu (Parsons, Revisiting Almu in Middle Irish Texts’, p. 
215). It is possible that there is an earlier connection between Fionn and Almu (suggested by 
Diarmaid Ó Muchadha) in a seventh-century genealogy attributed to Senchán Torpéist. This 
theory is discussed by Parsons (‘Revisiting Almu in Middle Irish Texts’, pp. 213-15) but the 
connection appears to be very tentative.  
61 Murphy, Ossianic Lore, p.5. 
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literature as well as opening the door to Norman literature and other European texts. 

He further suggests that Fionn’s survival in the national consciousness at this time 

was as a hero rather than the supernatural figure he had been presented as 

previously, and the stories diverged further from the otherworldly Fionn who 

embodied traits of the divine.62 The twelfth century was also one which saw vigorous 

reform and change across many aspects of Irish life; notably the coming of the 

Normans and the implementation of Gregorian reform in the church. Dolley argues 

that at the end of the eleventh century Ireland remained “a land apart” from the rest 

of Europe, largely due to the absence of romanitas in their history.63 The arrival of 

the Normans brought with it a closer connection to England and continental Europe 

which in turn altered Irish notions of rule and territorial control as it re-shaped 

society under an Anglo-Norman model.64 This is likely to have had an impact upon 

the portrayal of Fionn in the literature, and is a theme to be discussed further in 

Chapters 1 and 2. 

Shercliff notes that an interesting aspect of Fionn’s character is his age.65 Although 

the tales span all the ages of man, starting with his birth and ending (in various 

different ways) with his death, Shercliff argues that he appears to be permanently 

straddled between child and adult, never fully ascending to adulthood whilst he is a 

member of the fíanna.66 If Nagy’s assertion that membership of the fíanna provided a 

vehicle from boyhood to adult, then perhaps Fionn is unable to become a fully adult 

member of society whilst he remains leader of the fíanna. He does age to an extent, 

 
62 Murphy, ‘Introduction’, p. lxxxvii. 
63 Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, p. 1. 
64 Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, pp. 54-5; That is not to say that Ireland was not in contact 
with Europe prior to the Normans, such an assertion would be entirely erroneous, instead the 
pre-existing connections between Ireland and the continent were strengthened with the 
introduction of Anglo-Norman law, literature, and hierarchies to Ireland.  
65 Shercliff, ‘Arthur and Finn’, p. 9. 
66 Shercliff, ‘Arthur and Finn’, p. 9. 
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getting married and having children, but his vitality does not seem to wane even as 

his children age. Many of the tales focus on Fionn’s youth and vitality, however 

arguably one of the key tales about Fionn is one in which his youth is all but gone. In 

the poem beginning ‘Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn / do hinnioll ré mac Cumhaill’, 

Fionn encounters a woman at the shore of Lake Gullion, and enters the lake 

searching for two of her brooches.67 When he emerges, she is gone and he has been 

turned into an old man by the water. After much difficulty convincing others that he 

is Fionn, they manage to restore him to his youth by demanding it at a nearby síd 

mound. However Fionn requests that his hair retains the colour it was given by the 

water; silver on one side and golden on the other.68 Some stories use this to explain 

why Fionn had white hair; a belief probably borne as a result of the closeness of his 

name to the Irish word for ‘white-haired’. Ó hÓgáin suggests that 'the experience as 

related in the story itself constitutes a rebirth into a new stage of maturity, into the 

'old' Fionn'.69 Although this may well be true, the Fionn of the tales seems to be for 

the most part of indeterminable age within adulthood. Few tales of the Fionn cycle 

explicitly place Fionn into an age group. However, in addition to the boyhood tales 

which show Fionn’s childhood, there are a few tales which show Fionn as an old 

man, notably an 11th-century death tale which exists in fragmentary form in two 

separate manuscripts, and which was collated by Kuno Meyer in 1897.70 In this text, 

it is claimed that; 

“Ar toidhecht arrsaigheachtado Finn hua Baíscne ro-airighset a 

muinnter fair 7 nírleig air. ‘Cidh ma hanaidh-siumh’ ol siat ‘I farradh rí 

Eirenn 7 rothinolfamais-ne chugat?’ ‘Maith lium’, ol se. Anaidh nonbhur. 

Luidh fer dibh leisin feínn iarnabharach. Luid didiu araile, co nach bí 

 
67 Murphy, Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, Poem LXII, pp. 248-297. 
68 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, p.23. 
69 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, p.23. 
70 Meyer, ‘The death of Finn mac Cumaill’, p. 464. 
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acht enfer. ‘Fir tra’, ol se ‘áes airighit na fir forum-sa. Ro fedar-sa im’ rith 

7 im’ leim sin, ar is tair ata mo leim .i. for Boinn 7 ragh-sa dia bruach.’” 

“When old age came on Fionn, his men persuaded him to remain at home. 

Nine men stayed with him to keep him company, but one of these left to join 

the fíanna each day until only one man remained: 'So it is true', he said. 'It is 

age the men notice on me! I will know about that from my running and my 

leaping, for it is in the east that my "Leap" is, on the Bóinn, and I will go to its 

bank.”71 

The story continues with an attempted leap which goes horribly wrong, and in the 

process his head is struck from his body. The image of an ageing hero, past his days 

of glory, being forced to remain behind whilst his band of warriors continued to 

adventure is one which is also present in Arthurian literature. In various of the 

Welsh tales, such as Geraint, Arthur is seen as an ageing hero who is now too weak 

to adventure as he once did. Not many heroes of Medieval literature survive long 

enough to die in old age, and most have violent but heroic deaths; compare, 

perhaps, Cú Chulainn who was warned as a child that he would live a short life but 

live forever in the memory of those around him. Indeed, he dies in a violent and yet 

heroic manner in Aided Con Culainn and only after various gessa (unbreakable 

commandments with terrible consequences) have been broken and magical weapons 

crafted. These heroes are written to be hard to kill, and this is perhaps why Fionn 

has various different death tales written for him, most of which do not occur when 

he is an old man.  

Thus age in the Fenian cycle is a complicated matter. The tales seem reluctant to age 

Fionn or any of the heroes (indeed, in the Acallamh Oisín retains the youth of his 

heyday, despite the fact he should have died several centuries earlier) and instead 

 
71 Meyer, ‘The death of Finn mac Cumaill’, p. 464; trans/adaptation: Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac 
Cumhaill, p. 109. Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, p. 109. 
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make them of largely indeterminable age. This serves to add to the otherworldly 

quality of Fionn and the fíanna, as they appear to exist largely outside the natural 

passage of time and makes the stories adaptable to the audience. This was a 

common theme of otherworlds, which were also known as the places of the ever 

young or Tir na nÓg, and places where people did not age. If Fionn was one of these 

otherworldly creatures then this could go part way to explaining the difficulty of his 

age. Even in the stories where Fionn is presented as an older character, he does not 

die naturally of old age, in his sleep for example, instead it is his stupidity and lack of 

awareness of the limitations of his older body that ultimately led to his death. As a 

result of this attitude to age, the characters in the Fenian cycle seem simultaneously 

child and adult, unable to be fully either. 

Although Fionn has in the past been presented as a deity whose identity has been lost 

through time, it seems more likely that he was instead a human character with 

supernatural abilities who existed on the boundaries of this world and the 

otherworld, able to exist happily in either world, dependent on the requirements of 

the story. Similarly, Fionn is bound to the land without being bound to any one 

people or province. He moves between the provinces of Ireland in much the same 

way as he moves between this world and the Otherworld, making him a flexible figure 

in Irish literature. 

In conclusion, the lore surrounding Fionn shows significant development over time. 

Although he begins as a warrior, the later material turns him into more of a knightly 

figure as he is made to embody many of the continental ideals of courtliness.72 The 

 
72 This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.  
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exact nature of this influence and its similarities to the continental influence in other 

literatures has yet to be discussed, but it is a question of considerable interest.  

This brief study of Fionn has highlighted a number of points of interest. The 

developing notions of nationality and what constituted a hero in the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries seems to have heavily influenced the literature, and this resulted in 

many changes to the character of Fionn over time. As a result, Fionn survives as a 

complex character whose story resonated through the ages and one whose story is 

constantly evolving and adapting.  

ARTHUR 

King Arthur of the Britons is a name which is well-known to all scholars of Medieval 

History and literature, prevalent as he is in the literature of Medieval Europe. Arthur 

is a character adopted by different cultures at different times, portrayed as a great 

British king and saviour of the British peoples. He appears in stories both directly 

about him as well as those which focus on his knights and the members of his court. 

Paradoxically Arthur is more of a background character in Arthurian legend, and the 

Arthurian court seems to be little more than an appropriate setting for a romance 

story centred around one of the knights of his court. Such stories could just as easily 

be set in the court of other pseudo-historical characters such as Charlemagne, or 

even within groups like the fíanna.  

This dissertation focuses on the Arthur of the Welsh tradition as opposed to the 

traditions espoused elsewhere in Europe, although certain European cousins of the 

Welsh texts will be discussed where appropriate. As such, the corpus of texts is 
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somewhat limited and fall into distinct categories which will be discussed in more 

detail below. These are;73  

Verse Prose 

Trioedd Ynys Prydein Historia Brittonum 

Englynion y Beddau Annales Cambriae 

Ymddiddan Arthur a’r Eryr Lives of Sts Padarn, Carannog, Illtud, 

Cadog, Goueznou, and Euflamm 

Ymddiddan Gwenhwyfar ac Arthur Life of Gildas 

Pa Gur Brut y Brenhinedd 

Preiddeu Annwn Culhwch ac Olwen 

Y Gododdin Gereint uab Erbin 

 Peredur 

 Owain 

 Breuddwyd Rhonabwy 

 Historia Regum Brittaniae 

 

These texts are a mixture of those written in Latin, those in Welsh, those that are 

more purportedly historical, and those that are more literary. Furthermore, some 

have detailed accounts of Arthur whilst others have only brief mentions of the king. 

For this reason, whilst each of these texts is useful for a study of a Welsh Arthur, 

some will be used more frequently than others.  

More than one commentator has noted that there are multiple ‘Arthurs’ identifiable 

in the literature that came out of Wales in the Middle Ages. Padel proposed that 

 
73 Descriptions of and references to editions of these texts can be found in Appendix A. 
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there are two very distinct branches of Arthur’s character: that which he calls the 

‘historical’ Arthur; like that seen in Chapter 56 of the Historia Brittonum and whose 

actions are given as historical fact within a defined geographical and chronological 

space, and the more literary Arthur, whose heroic adventures are detailed in prose 

and verse texts from the 11th century to the present day.74 Additionally, a distinction 

can be made between the pre-Galfridian Arthur, of the poems and of Culhwch ac 

Olwen, and the Arthur which clearly shows influence from Geoffrey of Monmouth 

and his Historia Regum Brittaniae, written c. 1137. There is also the curious portrayal 

of Arthur in the romances, where instead of being in the forefront of the action, he is 

an older and more sedentary king who takes a background role in the literature. For 

the purposes of this discussion, the most pertinent of these ‘Arthurs’ are the 

historical Arthur, the pre-Galfridian (and perhaps native?) Arthur, and the Arthur 

which shows the most influence from the Historia Regum Brittaniae.  

The earliest dateable Welsh text that mentions Arthur is not written in Welsh, 

although it was compiled in Wales. The Latin Historia Brittonum, compiled in North 

Wales between 829 and 830, contains two strikingly different portrayals of Arthur, 

paving the way for the two opposing Arthurs found in Medieval Welsh literature and 

suggesting that the legend was already in a dual-state at this time.75 It is not possible 

to know the nature of the legend prior to the earliest references in the Historia, 

though Padel argues that it appears to have had a dual nature as a mixture of 

folklore and history before the 830s.76 It is possible that this could be the case; the 

king is mentioned twice in the narrative, and in each of these instances he is 

portrayed slightly differently. In Chapter 56, an account is given of Arthur as an 

 
74 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p.2. 
75 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh literature, p. 3. 
76 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh literature, p. 4. 



23 
 

historical king who fought the English as Dux Bellorum, including a record of the 

battles in which he fought.77 Jackson ascertains that this is the fullest account of an 

historical Arthur which can be found in the pre-Galfridian literatures.78 This 

portrayal of Arthur in the HB is consistent with the portrayal of other confirmed 

historical kings in Chapters 57-66 which suggests that the historian composing the 

HB believed him to be an historical character and was portraying him as such. 

Whilst the Arthur of Chapter 73 is still being portrayed as historical, the chapter has 

more of a literary flair, recording the mirabilia of the island of Britain, several of 

which correspond with later, fictional, tales about Arthur.79 Here we are given 

reference to the hunting of the great boar (an episode explained more fully in 

Culhwch ac Olwen), the filicide of Arthur’s son Amr, and an incident during which 

Arthur’s dog Cafall left his pawprint in a rock. Padel argues that the mirabilia are “at 

variance with the historical Arthur in Chapter 56” and this certainly seems to be the 

case; the Arthur of the earlier chapter is a great war leader whose list of battles is 

treated as historical, whilst the mirabilia shape him into a man of literary legend, 

whose deeds are more closely associated with magic and mayhem than with any 

historical person.80 It is possible, however, that this disparity can be explained by the 

later literary legends which show an interest in the Arthur of legend and his stories, 

almost entirely eclipsing the historical Dux Bellorum. These episodes are given little 

more than a passing mention but their inclusion suggests that by the ninth century, 

 
77 Historia Brittonum, (ed. Giles), ch. 56. Dux Bellorum is a Latin term meaning ‘Duke of 
Battles’, however the term ‘dux’ was used in Roman writings from the 3rd century onwards to 
denote a general or commander-in-chief or armies. In the Commentarii de Bello Gallico, Julius 
Caesar uses the term solely for Celtic generals, bar once instance in which it is used for a 
Roman war leader without official rank (Thomas Wiedemann, “The Fetiales: A 
Reconsideration,” Classical Quarterly 36 (1986), p. 483) It is possible that the term is being 
used here to create a resonance between Arthur and Roman officials.  
78 Jackson, ‘The Arthur of history’, p. 4. 
79 Historia Brittonum, (ed. Giles), ch. 73. 
80 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p.4. 
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the Arthurian legend already existed in a dual state of an historical Arthur who 

defended Britain against the Saxons, and the literary Arthur who went on heroic and 

miraculous quests. This would support Padel’s assertion that the historical Arthur 

was already being absorbed into legend by the ninth century and his character was 

developing to have a bipartite nature. 

Alternatively, it could be that the mirabilia are helping to give “local concreteness 

and credence” to Arthur by use of notable features in the landscape such as Cafall’s 

rock.81 The next securely datable reference to the Arthurian legend is in line with the 

mirabilia and follows the literary style of Arthur at this point. It can be found in an 

account of 1113, composed c. 1145, which describes a journey made by canons from 

Laon to Britain. They record that on their visits to the South-West they were told 

many local legends of Arthurian origin and describe the country they were shown as 

“terra Arturi” or Arthurian country.82 The Arthur of this material corresponds more 

closely with the Arthur of Chapter 73, and this suggests that the primary 

representation of Arthur at this point was a legendary one, not an historical one, 

perhaps because this is where the interest of the public lay. This would suggest that 

the literary mirabilia episodes were added by the author of the Historia in order to 

re-shape Arthur into a figure of legend, though it seems unlikely that the author set 

out to create a different aspect of Arthur’s character. 

Certainly, Jackson does not believe that Arthur was created by the author of the HB, 

who was “no Geoffrey”, arguing instead that it drew on Welsh tradition and a semi-

historical nature of Arthur before this point.83 This is certainly plausible, as the 

author of the HB seems to have made a conscious effort to be as historically accurate 

 
81 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 4. 
82 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 4. 
83 Jackson, ‘The Arthur of history’, p. 11. 
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as possible, and the history he provides elsewhere in the book can be substantiated, 

in part, by Gildas who mentions the battle of Mount Badon, though he does not link 

it to Arthur.84 Evidence for an early historical picture of Arthur can also be seen in 

the Annales Cambriae (c. 10th century), wherein he appears in 516 at the battle of 

Mount Badon and in 537 at the battle of Camlann. The reference to Mount Badon 

shows close similarities to Chapter 56 of the HB, suggesting that they may have been 

dual elaborations of a single source.85 However, the fact that the AC then goes on to 

mention the battle at Camlann, giving more information than is provided in the HB, 

suggests that there was also a pre-existing historical tradition associated with Arthur 

and it is this tradition which is being shown here. This would suggest that an 

historical Arthur did exist before this point, and was not composed for the HB. 

However, this does not solve the problem of when or how the literary material was 

added to Arthur’s character. 

A largely literary Arthur appears in various saints’ lives, wherein he typically plays 

the role of a warlord who gets in the saint’s way. He appears as such in the lives of 

Cadog, Carranog, Iltud, Padarn, Gildas, Goeznou and Efflam, not all of which exist in 

manuscripts predating 1137, but which seem to be relatively free of Galfridian 

influence. Padel argues that in the lives he acts as a “foil to the saint”, emphasising 

the saint’s virtue and power by contrasting it with that of the legendary king.86 As a 

result, the Arthur here is immediately presented as the Arthur of legend, and this is 

further illustrated by the incidents he is involved in. He is not an evil pagan tyrant, 

but he does appear as such in some of these literary episodes. One of the first 

instances of such an episode is in the life of Cadog, which begins with Arthur at the 

 
84 Williams (ed.), ‘Gildas, De Excidio Britanniae’, p. 61-63. 
85 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 15. 
86 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 7. 
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playing of dice with Cai and Bedwyr when he sees a young woman being abducted. 

His first instinct is to take the woman for himself and it falls to Cai and Bedwyr to 

remind him that they should actually be helping damsels in distress. This shows 

Arthur to a flawed character and yet the life also paints him as “the most illustrious 

king of Britain” meaning that even though Arthur was the premier king of Britain, he 

was still not as perfect or as virtuous as people would imagine him. Jackson would 

argue that this is evidence of “monkish writers seeking to discredit the hero of 

apparently semi-pagan tales”, as introducing such a hero in the stock role of the 

recalcitrant king would give prestige to their own saints.87 Alternatively, it could be 

suggesting that secular leaders will always be ultimately flawed, whilst religious 

leaders like the saints would be as close to perfect as a Christian may possibly be. 

The evidence from such lives shows that Arthur did exist in this literary form 

relatively early on, almost certainly before Geoffrey of Monmouth added to his 

character. It appears likely though, that this representation was, as Jackson 

concludes, coloured by the motivations of the monks who were recording the 

hagiographies and would have thus altered the figure of Arthur for their own gains. 

The story of Culhwch ac Olwen is arguably the “fullest and most informative of the 

Welsh records of Arthurian legend” and it is possibly the story in which Arthur 

features most often.88 The story is pre-Galfridian, c. 1100, and in it Arthur moves 

within a land of magic and wondrous animals, leaving his impression on the 

landscape.89 This Arthur is very much synonymous with the Arthur of the mirabilia; 

an Arthur whose role is primarily legendary and there is no attempt to place him 

within an historical context. Although it could be argued that Culhwch ac Olwen is 

 
87 Jackson, ‘The Arthur of history’, p. 2. 
88 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 12. 
89 Rodway, ‘The Date and Authorship of Culhwch ac Olwen’, p. 43. 
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attempting to give him some historical credence by providing a genealogy on his 

mother’s side, there is nothing provided for his father’s side and as a result an image 

is given of Arthur existing somewhat outside society, not having to conform to 

societal courtly concerns, particularly notions of primogeniture and rights to 

kingship in a patriarchal society. Indeed, it is possible to make parallels between this 

Arthur and the figure of Fionn and his band of brigands in Irish literature.90 These 

men functioned in a very similar role to Arthur, living outside of society and living 

primarily for adventure. They also share the fantastic legends and dindsenchus (or 

place name lore) aspect of their mythology. 91  

The world of Arthur within Culhwch ac Olwen is not necessarily a heroic one, 

however, and is very different to the heroic poetry of Y Gododdin, for example. The 

farcical manner of the taunts and the comedic way in which the story is played out 

are typical of a folk tale, but are leagues away from the heroism of other Arthurian 

texts such as Peredur.92 As a result the Arthur in CO is one who is more farcical than 

heroic. On the other hand, whilst Arthur could be portrayed as more of a comedic 

figure who does not have any real depth of character in the story, he is shown to be 

an energetic campaigner who makes decisions by consulting his men, plays an active 

role in the quests and is functioning as an effective war leader.93 Indeed, Arthur 

“lived for adventure” and this element, whilst sometimes having a comedic effect, 

means that CO arguably constitutes the fullest evidence for the magic and monsters 

aspect of Arthur’s character.94  

 
90 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 20. 
91 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 14. 
92 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, pp. 20-1. 
93 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, pp. 22-3. 
94 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, p. 32. 
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The pre-Galfridian Welsh poetic texts, Preiddeu Annwn and Pa Gur (found in Llyfr 

Taliesin and the Black book of Carmarthen, respectively), which feature Arthur show 

him as a wild, roving man who goes on various adventures across the kingdom, 

making a name for himself and his men. PA has no close parallel in the prose 

literature, although it is possible that it may be related to a reference within CO 

about a journey to Ireland. It may instead be related to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 

assertion that Arthur visited Avalon.95 PG, on the other hand, is more closely related 

to CO and it has a shared knowledge of several episodes.96 This suggests that there 

was a link between the two and that there may have been a pre-established list of 

Arthur’s achievements which was common knowledge at the time of PG’s 

composition. However when Arthur is mentioned in PA, little more than his name 

appears to provide any link between the poem and Arthur himself.97 PG is slightly 

different in this respect as it is supposed to be narrated by Arthur, but his presence is 

not easily substantiated in either. This suggests, perhaps, that the poems could have 

been written first and then simply inserted the name of Arthur to enclose it in the 

corpus of pre-established Arthurian literature. Certainly the poet of PA who was 

writing as Taliesin, is likely to have simply added the name of Taliesin to give 

credibility to his poem, as it was probably not written by the mythical Taliesin of 

Welsh legend, and thus it seems possible that he could have done the same in 

inserting Arthur into the poem.98  

Jackson would argue that the singular line in Y Gododdin which refers to Arthur 

would not only be the earliest mention of the king, but also the most convincing 

 
95 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 13. 
96 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 13. 
97 Jackson, ‘The Arthur of history’, p. 13. 
98 See the discussion in Haycock, M., Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin, 
(Aberystwyth, 2007), pp. 33-6. 
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case for an historical Arthur.99 The line, which reads “Though he was no Arthur” 

implies that Arthur was a well-known character of history or legend, that warriors 

aspired to emulate.100 If Y Gododdin is a sixth-century composition, this would 

suggest that Arthur existed as an historical personage within the sphere of common 

knowledge as early as the sixth century; there would simply be no reason to mention 

him so casually, with no explanation, if this were not the case. However, more recent 

analysis has thrown the dating of Y Gododdin into question and it now seems highly 

unlikely that this was a line which was written in the sixth century.101 Thus it cannot 

be argued that the line in Y Gododdin is the best evidence for an historical Arthur. As 

it stands, the information in Y Gododdin is so difficult to date and so limited that it 

should not perhaps be given any significance in a study of the character of Arthur.  

It is therefore possible to see a dual state of Arthur’s existence in the ninth and tenth 

centuries, before the influence of Geoffrey of Monmouth. At this point, Arthur 

existed as both the historical warlord and as a mythological figure around whom 

legend could be fostered. It is possible that, as Padel suggests, the literary Arthur 

came first and he later acquired pseudo-historical associations, although it seems 

likely that there was an historical Arthur who existed very early on in the Arthurian 

record and it is perhaps more likely that the literature grew up around Arthur. 

Indeed, the Welsh literature does not seem to focus primarily on Arthur and his 

story, instead building around the legend and focusing on his knights and those who 

were more loosely associated with the King. This makes it seem less probable that a 

medieval Welsh audience would have a particular interest in creating an historical 

personage around a literary figure of Arthur as he was never the focus of the 

 
99 Jackson, ‘The Arthur of history’, p. 3. 
100 Stanza 99, Y Gododdin. 
101 See Charles-Edwards, T. M., “The authenticity of the Gododdin: an historian’s view”, pp. 44–
71. 
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Arthurian body of literature. Whichever came first, it is certainly possible to argue 

that the dual strand of Arthurian legend persists until the present day, where still 

historians and literary analysts alike are continuously examining Arthur in both his 

aspects.102 However Sims-Williams argues that one should not distinguish between 

the historical and mythical traditions associated with Arthur, because it is very 

difficult to separate them.103 Certainly, the two go hand-in-hand to help build an 

overarching image of who Arthur was in medieval Welsh literature. 

Arthurian literature changed most significantly through the work of Geoffrey of 

Monmouth in the twelfth century when he composed an entirely new narrative 

explaining Arthur’s birth, his campaigns, and finally his death. Through Geoffrey, 

Arthur became “king and international warlord”, a popular view which spread widely 

throughout Western Europe.104 Although the material of the Historia Regum 

Britanniae contained more of the historical than the literary Arthur, it was still 

entrenched in the mythological material which surrounded the king. Surprisingly, 

however, Arthurian literature in Wales and on the continent became much more 

focused on the literary Arthur after this point. All of the romances bar CO post-date 

Geoffrey’s literature and it is very easy to see the influence of his more flamboyant 

style, and that of the French ideals of chivalry and honour. Although the Arthur of 

Peredur, Owain, Gereint, and Breuddwyd Rhonabwy is often taking on a more 

background role, his appearance in these stories is more clearly influenced by the 

work of Geoffrey. It is possible to draw some comparisons between Breuddwyd 

Rhonabwy and the hagiography of Cadog as both feature Arthur having to heed the 

advice of his knights rather than thinking for himself, and also begins with the 

 
102 Charles-Edwards, “The authenticity of the Gododdin: an historian’s view”, p. 23. 
103 Sims-Williams, ‘The Early Welsh Arthurian poems’, p. 34-5. 
104 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, pp. 1-2. 
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playing of a game. Thus it is possible that this sedentary Arthur, the leader who 

could not think for himself and who spent his days playing games rather than 

leading armies would have been a common representation of Arthur at the time.  

Most scholars believe that Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Arthur was not really his Arthur 

at all, instead using evidence such as CO to show that he was in fact a figure of folk 

tale long before Geoffrey added to his story in the HRB.105 However, one instance in 

which it is possible to see some influence from Geoffrey is in the aforementioned 

Laon account. It is interesting that the Laon canons of 1113 mention an incident in 

which Arthur is thought to still be alive, suggesting that the debate over the ‘death’ 

of Arthur was a legend which pre-dated Geoffrey of Monmouth, although Padel 

suggests that at this point the legend of Arthur’s return may not have been linked to 

the defence of Britain as Armes Prydain, a 10th century text, makes no mention of 

Arthur, though it does mention Myrddin.106 This suggests, perhaps, that although 

Geoffrey did not create the myth surrounding Arthur’s death and potential 

resurrection, as the first to link Arthur and Myrddin in literature he created the link 

between the resurrection and the salvation of Wales, a theme which was prevalent in 

medieval Welsh popular culture, if not in the literature, where many people believed 

Arthur would return to save Wales from the Normans.107 

Morris argues that within the Arthurian material, it is possible to remove any 

extraneous character such as Lancelot, or Guinevere without issue, but to remove 

Arthur is to see the entire world of the romance fall apart.108 The same could 

arguably be said of Fionn; much of the material within the Fenian cycle could quite 

 
105 Jackson, ‘The Arthur of history’, p.1. 
106 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, pp. 9-10. 
107 Knight, Merlin, pp. 25-6.  
108 Morris, Character of Arthur, p. 2. 
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easily remove Oisín or Caoilte, but to remove Fionn would result in a breakdown of 

the world which has been built around him. However, this view is problematic. 

Some tales within the Arthurian and Fenian cycles include the heroes only as a 

means of framing the story, with Fionn and Arthur playing very little role at all. The 

three Welsh Arthurian romances, Owain, Gereint, and Peredur (and their French 

counterparts Yvain, Erec et Enid, focus on the eponymous heroes of their respective 

tales who each begin as or become one of Arthur’s Knights.109 Within the stories, the 

heroic deeds are performed by the knights and not Arthur, and in both Peredur and 

Owain Arthur is treated as a somewhat comic character, unable to defend his wife or 

his kingdom, and sleeping at feasts whilst his knights laugh and drink. This aspect of 

Arthur’s character will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 1.  

It is therefore possible to see that the character of Arthur was an immensely complex 

one throughout the Middle Ages. It seems to have undergone a great deal of change 

in the periods before and after the twelfth century, when he first entered properly 

into popular culture. Before Geoffrey of Monmouth, the legend of Arthur had a dual 

nature of both history and literature, however the HRB created a place in which the 

two were combined to form the character of Arthur which has since remained 

“remarkably consistent over a period of more than a thousand years”.110 Alternatively, 

Sims-Williams would suggest that part of the reason for all the changes in the 

Arthurian literature is due to the oral nature of the tradition, as opposed to just the 

 
109 The Romances are so named for their similarity to three French romances by Chrétien de 
Troyes; Perceval, Erec et Enide, and Yvain ou le Chevalier au Lion. There is much contention 
over the date of Y Gododdin with some assertion that it may be as early as the sixth century. 
This argument is found mainly in the earlier scholarship of Ifor Williams, and Kenneth 
Jackson, although some modern scholars including John T. Koch also follow this line of 
reasoning. Most modern scholars (Dumville, D.S. Evans, and Myles Dillon leading the way) 
now believe that parts of the text may be earlier, but that the vast majority of the text could 
only be 11th century at the earliest. For the purposes of this discussion, the date is not relevant, 
and it will thus be treated as if contemporary with the thirteenth century manuscript (Llyfr 
Anerin) in which it is found. 
110 Padel, ‘The Nature of Arthur’, p. 31. 
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influence of Geoffrey.111 Whatever the reason for such a change may have been, it is 

clear that it owed a lot to Geoffrey and that the character of Arthur was one which 

remained fluid throughout the Middle Ages.  

THE ARTHUR OF THE IRISH AND THE FIONN OF THE WELSH 

It is important to note here that there exists a tradition of Arthurian literature in 

Irish, as well as some material relating to Fionn in Welsh material of the later middle 

ages (as well as the potential links to Gwynn ap Nudd, discussed above).112 Good 

introductions into the Arthur of Medieval Irish literature can be found in Nagy’s 

article on ‘Arthur and the Irish’ in Fulton’s Companion to Arthurian literature and 

the chapters by Erich Poppe and Aisling Byrne in Arthur in the Celtic Languages.113 

The most comprehensive discussion of Fionn in Medieval Welsh literature was 

undertaken by Patrick Sims-Williams in his Irish influence on Medieval Welsh 

literature, wherein he investigates the various representations of Fionn in Medieval 

Welsh poetry.114 Although both of these bodies of literature are in need of thorough 

analysis, inclusion within this discussion was deemed to be beyond the scope of the 

thesis. 

  

 
111 Sims-Williams, ‘The Early Welsh Arthurian poems’, p. 36. 
112 Sims-Williams, ‘Fionn, Deirdre, and Lebarcham’, p. 310. 
113 Nagy, ‘Arthur and the Irish’, pp. 118-127; Poppe, ‘The Earliest Irish Material’, pp. 486-88; 
Byrne, ‘Irish Translations and Romances”, pp. 489-509. 
114 Sims-Williams, ‘Fionn, Deirdre, and Lebarcham’, pp. 310-12. 
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THESIS QUESTIONS 

Given the large repository of studies on both Fionn and Arthur in the early medieval 

period, this thesis will focus solely on material which appears to have a later 

provenance. This will be done in order to investigate whether the oft mentioned 

similarities between the characters of Fionn and Arthur appear in the later material as 

in the earlier. In particular, the thesis will use the tropes of courtly literature as a 

means by which to examine the material and the characterisation of both Fionn and 

Arthur. This will be a literary rather than mythological comparison of the two 

characters. The ultimate aim of this will be to determine the nature of Fionn and 

Arthur’s characters in the later medieval period and whether there is a difference in 

how scholarship has presented them compared to how they are portrayed within the 

texts. This will ask what kind of leaders they are, which virtues and characteristics 

were associated with these characters in the late medieval period, and how Fionn and 

Arthur fit into medieval notions of kingship. This is not to posit a relationship 

between them, but instead to investigate both characters within the later medieval 

period. As they had already been considered to be similar, I hoped that a concurrent 

analysis of both characters would give context for each other and would contribute to 

scholarship on the characterisation of both Fionn and Arthur.  

The first chapter focuses on the roles that Arthur and Fionn played as leaders of 

men, investigating them in terms of the terminology used in their descriptions, 

whilst simultaneously looking at contextual clues to analyse how these portrayals fit 

with contemporary notions of kingship and leadership in the later Middle Ages. It 

will discuss the way in which the characters are portrayed in terms of leadership, and 

whether they can both be called ‘king’, particularly in the case of Fionn whose exact 

role is somewhat difficult to determine. Both characters have been largely affected 
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by the interpretations of later writers and editors, who have cast their own biases 

into the texts, and who have ultimately dictated the way in which Fionn and Arthur 

are remembered in popular culture. An analysis of Fionn and Arthur, and how they 

fit within stereotypical leadership roles will help to determine whether these aspects 

of their character are similar in their later legends, or whether similarities in 

leadership can only be said to exist between the earliest iterations of Fionn and 

Arthur’s characters, as well as beginning to shed light on whether these 

characterisations show evidence of courtly ideals.  

The remainder of the thesis will form a deeper analysis of the two characters, with a 

focus on examining how the characters of Fionn and Arthur fit into the literary 

context of post 12th century medieval literature, as it is the characteristics and values 

of these characters that are the focus of this thesis. In order to analyse this, I have 

chosen to focus on selected courtly virtues and whether or not these characters, in 

their native traditions, embody these virtues. Arthur is remembered primarily for his 

role in the creation of the courtly literature genre, and it is this courtliness which is 

most commonly evoked, and arguably characterises the Arthur of the later Middle 

Ages.  

Chapter 2 will examine the character of Fionn in relation to courtly virtues, to build 

a clearer picture of his characterisation. This will make it possible to build a profile 

of Fionn’s character in post 12th century Irish texts, and to determine whether there 

is a convergence of their characters in the later period of their character 

development. Following on from the analysis of Fionn, Chapter 3 will focus on the 

courtly aspects of Arthur’s character, and to use an analysis of these virtues as a lens 

by which it is further possible to examine the character of Arthur; either through 

analysis of Arthur himself or through an analysis of his proxies.  
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One of the key problems in investigating the relationship between these two 

characters comes in the difference in the dissemination of their two legends. The 

corpus of material surrounding Fionn Mac Cumhaill is so large that it constitutes one 

of the four principle cycles of Early Irish Literature. The material spans hundreds of 

manuscripts, and most tales exist in more than one recension. The cycle also includes 

modern Irish and Scottish ballads of the 19th and 20th centuries, as well as folk tales. 

Comparatively, the Welsh Arthurian legend survives in 28 texts, the majority of which 

are written in Welsh although a handful were composed in Latin. Some of these texts 

contain no more than a sentence or two referencing Arthur, and there are only five 

prose tales which fully explore his character in any depth. The corpus of literature 

surrounding Arthur is furthermore divided into two branches of text type; texts which 

show the literary Arthur, and texts which show an ‘historical’ Arthur. There is 

occasionally overlap between the two, but it is important to note the differences in 

his portrayal between these text types.  

In order to ensure that the Fiannaíocht material is a valid comparator to be used 

alongside the Arthurian and also to shed light on a body of material which has been 

hugely neglected, I have chosen to focus on the material which was composed 

contemporaneously to that of the Welsh; that in Early Modern Irish. Some other 

material may be referenced if relevant, but the bulk of the material will come from 

this period. There are about one hundred and fifty fenian texts, of varying lengths and 

types, which are written in early modern Irish or late middle Irish, and fit within the 

post 12th century grouping. After reading and summarising each of these texts, I 

narrowed down the selection based on those which were most directly relevant to 

each chapter; with a total of around 40 texts to provide a sample of Fionn material, 
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some of which are relevant to more than one chapter. Full descriptions of the 153 text 

corpus can be found in Appendix B. 

Using these texts, I hope to be able to gain a better understanding of the 

characterisation of both Fionn and Arthur in the later medieval period. This will be 

done through an examination of their role as leaders and the exact roles these men 

play within their own tales, whether as king or warrior-leader, as well as through the 

lens of courtly virtue and the courtly romance genre. This will lead to a greater 

understanding of the characterisation of these characters in the Early Modern 

period, both within their own literatures and within the milieu of similar 

contemporary characters.  

 

  



38 
 

CHAPTER 1: DEFINING THE LEADER 

In the literature of the later medieval period, Fionn and Arthur are both leaders of a 

band of men, and some women, dedicated to protecting their territories from any 

threat, be it worldly or magical. Many of their stories focus on their leadership, and 

the way in which they command their men. Most often they are portrayed as leaders 

willing to risk their lives for their men, but occasionally they appear as leaders who 

are willing to risk their men’s lives for themselves. In order to gain a fuller 

appreciation and understanding of the characters in question, it is necessary to 

explore this aspect of their characterisation in greater detail.  

Both feature as leaders of groups of men who serve and protect their country, and 

this aspect of their character appears throughout the development of the Fionn and 

Arthur legends, and often leads to comparisons between the two. However, the 

nature and definition of this leadership changes and develops in the later material 

with which we are concerned. In the earliest Arthurian material, Arthur is an active 

leader of a band of adventurers in a role which could certainly be said to share 

similarities with the early Fiannaíocht. Yet in the later Welsh and continental 

material, notably that which has seen influence from HRB, Arthur has changed to 

become much more of a figurehead than a warrior, playing a role which is far more 

sedentary than that he plays in the earlier material.  

The following chapter will argue that Fionn’s character undergoes a similar 

transition, as he transitions from a roving leader of the wild spaces to a man of 

wealth and position who acts in a manner more befitting to a noble than an outlaw. 

His exact role and position is somewhat more difficult to determine than Arthur’s; 

he is the leader of the fíanna, an elite military force dedicated to the High-king of 
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Ireland, and clearly has a status in society above that of a typical outlaw, or perhaps 

that of an historical member of the fíanna. The status of the fían chief, or 

rígféinnidh, is not made clear in the early Irish laws which never explicitly state the 

status of a leader of the fíanna in early Irish society. As an outlaw, it is likely that he 

had no legal status and this is why the term does not appear in legal texts. 

Understanding precisely what a rígféinnidh was has become more convoluted due to 

misinterpretations and mistranslations of key terminology surrounding Fionn 

(discussed in further detail below), which has sometimes caused Fionn to be 

remembered as a king of the fíanna.  

In order to investigate the nature of Fionn and Arthur’s leadership in these later 

texts, it is also necessary to contextualise the literature. In the eleventh and twelfth 

centuries, both Wales and Ireland underwent a series of political upheavals and 

changes in leadership which may go some way to explaining this change in portrayal, 

if they occurred as a result of contemporary attitudes to leadership. Neither Wales 

nor Ireland ever reached a stage wherein they had one supreme monarch. Both 

countries were divided among multiple kin-groups, often each with their own king, 

linked only by common laws and language in the time of our earliest records 

through to the arrival of the Normans (and even, arguably, under Norman rule).115 

Each of these kin-groups saw fluctuations in their power over time, and some were 

able to create and maintain power that stretched over large portions of their 

respective countries. These powerful kings are sometimes referred to as ‘high-kings’ 

and are the closest that Wales and Ireland came to having a single political entity 

united under one monarch; although it is necessary to bear in mind that even when 

these ‘high-kings’ were in power, Ireland remained politically fragmented and it is 

 
115 Byrne, Irish Kings, p. 7. 
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possible they were unable to wield true political power outside of their own kin-

group. The rule of these kings was not absolute; several degrees of kingship, some of 

which were subject to others, created a hierarchy of kings without creating a 

monarchy such as those seen elsewhere in Europe. Nevertheless, the nature of Welsh 

and Irish kingship was not static between the fifth century and the fifteenth, and the 

notions of kingship, as well as the duties and qualities attributed to kings, fluctuated 

with time perhaps through the influence of continental concepts of kingship and the 

changing political landscapes of their neighbours. 

This is likely to have had an effect on the literature being written as the perception 

of what it meant to be king changed, as did the size and scope of their perceived 

territories. Both Welsh and Irish literature would most likely have been written 

against a background of an extensive oral tradition, and the terminology used to 

determine status would be, to some extent, the product of the time contemporary to 

the original scribe.116 The literature was in a constant state of flux and would have 

been reworked and rewritten, likely incorporating contemporary concepts of 

kingship. This must be taken into account when examining the literature 

surrounding Fionn and Arthur and thus it would be prudent to analyse the changing 

nature of kingship in Ireland and Wales from the earliest iterations of the Fionn and 

Arthur legends, to the most recent. For both characters, it is prudent to focus on the 

nature of kingship in the early medieval period, despite our interest in the literature 

 
116 Much of the literature of the Medieval period shows evidence to suggest that they were 
written to be memorised, such as repeated quatrains and aspects of the narrative presented in 
groups of three, which may indicate an oral tradition. A full analysis of whether or not the 
legends of Fionn and Arthur are the product of oral traditions is beyond the scope of this 
thesis, but needless to say both traditions include several of the features noted as typically 
‘oral’ in nature. For a more extensive introduction to orality in Medieval Welsh and Irish 
traditions, see S. Davies, ‘From Storytelling to Sermons: The Oral Narrative Tradition of 
Wales’ in Oral Tradition, Vol. 18/2 (2003): pp. 189-191, and J. Nagy, ‘Orality in Medieval Irish 
Narrative: An Overview’, Oral Tradition, Vol 1/2 (1986): pp. 272-301, respectively.  
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of the later, as it is necessary to see the context into which fit both Arthur and 

Cormac mac Airt (and with him, Fionn). 

IRELAND 

In 1953, Binchy described early Irish society as tribal, rural, hierarchical, and 

familial.117 Although this is a somewhat outdated view of society (today one would 

certainly have issue with the term ‘tribal’) it is still, perhaps, the best way of 

explaining the organisation of early Irish society and, in particular, early Irish 

Kingship.118 If one substitutes ‘tribal’ for provincial, or perhaps ‘regional’, the picture 

of society given is clearer.119 Ireland from its earliest days until the sixteenth century 

was divided into various provinces and tuatha (territorial units) many of which would 

have had their own leader termed rí ‘king’. These different familial groups meant that 

at any one time between the fifth and the twelfth centuries there were probably no 

less than one hundred and fifty kings in the country.120 Each of these kings would 

have been subject to the fluctuations of power in the country; only maintaining 

power and control through martial superiority and kin-based support networks. 

These kings were not all of the same status and there were several different degrees 

of kingship in Ireland, each with varying degrees of responsibility.121 The rí tuaithe 

‘local king’, would have had very limited judicial and legislative powers that were 

 
117 Binchy, ‘Secular Institutions’, p. 54 in Early Irish Society, ed. Dillon (Cork, 1954). 
118 When I refer to ‘Early Irish Society’ I am referring to the society and structure of Ireland 
prior to the arrival of the Normans in the twelfth century, acknowledging that this society 
altered due to the influx of Scandinavian immigrants during the Viking Age (c. 800). 
119 These groups cannot be categorised as tribal as they each followed the same religion, 
language, and law making them more like modern day counties than tribes. Furthermore, 
‘tribe’ is a problematic term promoting misleading stereotypes and an outdated notion of 
societal structure that can negatively alter perceptions of these familial and social groups. For 
more on the controversy of the term ‘tribe’, see Mitchell, Clyde J. 1970. "Tribe and Social 
Change in South Central Africa: A Situational Approach" in Gutkind, Peter C. W. Editor. The 
Passing of Tribal Man in Africa, p. 83, and Fried, Morton H. The Notion of Tribe. (Cummings 
Publishing Company, 1975).  
120 Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, p. 7. 
121 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, p. 28. 
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restricted to his own tuath.122 Although these kings may have functioned 

independently, they were often subject to an over-king which meant that they would 

serve under the king of neighbouring tuatha, providing him with tribute or hostages 

in exchange for protection. These overkings would have been unlikely to exercise 

direct sovereignty over the people subject to the rí tuaithe, instead serving as a liege-

lord of sorts.123 The overking would then in turn be subject to the king of a province 

or the Ardrí ‘High-king’.124 The Ardrí is not found as ‘Ardrí’ in the earliest law tracts, 

which led some scholars to believe that the station must have been a late creation.125 

Instead, Liam Breatnach has argued that the term is in fact attested in its earlier 

form of airdri in the seventh-century law text Cáin Fuithirbe, and as ardrech in the 

eighth-century Pseudo-historical prologue to the Senchas Már.126 This king, if he 

existed, would have been paid tribute by the overkings and their subject kings, in 

turn providing protection for the kings beneath him. This is the role Cormac mac 

Airt plays in the Fiannaíocht; he hires the fíanna to maintain the protection of the 

island, from foreign and otherworldly foes alike.  

These kings would not have had the same status as kings in England or in France in 

a similar period, as the territories they controlled were much smaller, and the 

powers they exercised not so great as their foreign counterparts. As a result of the 

differing degrees of kingship, Irish kings would not have been perturbed by the 

excessive number of other kings in Ireland; not even the pseudohistorical High-King 

of Ireland would have ruled without lesser kings throughout the country. It appears 

that the notion of a supreme monarchy was one which came only through the 

 
122 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, p. 11. 
123 Binchy, ‘Secular institutions’, p. 54. 
124 Binchy, ‘Secular institutions’, p. 54. 
125 Breatnach, L., ‘‘Varia VI: 1. The Earlier Form of lour “enough”. 2. The Preterite of 
sichid/seichid “says”. 3. Ardri as an Old Compound’, Ériu 37 (1986), pp. 191-3. 
126 Breatnach, L. ‘Varia VI’, in Ériu, vol. 37, (1986), pp. 192-3.  
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continued contact between Ireland and Wales, and their neighbours in England, 

Scotland, and on the continent; although high-kings are present in early Irish 

material, they are rarely present in historical sources, and rarely rule Ireland without 

other, lesser, kings in other territories. 

Pre-Viking divisions of power in Ireland, for example, were extraordinarily complex. 

In the part of Ireland known today as Munster, stretching from Cork in the West to 

Waterford in the East, Ó Corráin argues that the Eóganacht held the majority of 

political power in the province until the tenth century.127 The Eóganacht themselves 

were split into two groups, the Western Eóganacht who controlled Loch Léin and 

Raithliu, and the Eastern Eóganacht who controlled Caisel, Áine Cliach, Airther 

Cliach, and Glennamain, with a further three subgroups, the Eóganacht Ninussa, 

Eóganacht Ruis Airgit, and Eoganacht Ua Cathbada, who fell into decline before the 

end of the 8th century.128 Already, the division of power is split between various 

groups, in just this one section of Ireland. However, in addition to the splits within 

the Eóganacht, Ó Corráin argues that the Eóganacht had as many as fifteen sub-

kingdoms, ruled by other, non-Eóganacht, groups who paid fealty to the 

Eóganacht.129 This suggests a large number of individual groups, ruled over in a loose 

hegemony by the Eóganacht. 130 Similar divisions could be found across Ireland; 

Connacht had more than twenty distinct territories between the eighth and twelfth 

centuries.131  

With Ireland thus divided, the majority of political and military power lay in the 

hands of a few select kin-groups, who were able to build sustained power over 

 
127 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, pp. 1-9. 
128 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, pp. 1-6. 
129 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, pp. 6-8. 
130 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, p. 9.  
131 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, pp. 9-14. 
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several generations. These power bases changed in size and number over time, 

dependant always on the control of resources such as agricultural land and 

ecclesiastical seats of power. Yet these established seats of power were not, nor could 

they ever be classified as, monarchical structures. Several families, such as the Uí 

Néill, were able to build positions of power spanning multiple centuries by using 

military might as well as utilising propaganda to suggest that this power was an 

inheritance from the immemorial past.132 The Uí Néill were the foremost dynasty in 

Ireland prior to the coming of the Vikings and continued as such up to the twelfth 

century, claiming their right to precedence partially through illustrious ancestors 

such as the pseudo-historical Cormac mac Airt; the high-king whom Fionn is 

supposed to have served.133 There were two branches of the Uí Néill, the Northern 

and Southern Uí Néill, respectively, and by the 740s the kingship of Tara alternated 

between the Cenél Eogain of the Northern Uí Néill and Clann Cholmáin of the 

Southern Uí Néill. These kings were the most powerful in Ireland and took 

precedence over all others, though Ireland was rife with smaller subkingdoms who 

paid tribute to Uí Néill kings. However there was still no single king of a united 

Ireland and even the powerful Uí Néill were unable to exert dominance over the 

whole island largely due to the internal dynastic strife which caused the split 

between the Northern and Southern branches.  

Although it was usually larger dynasties such as the Uí Néill and the Eóganacht that 

were able to create and maintain power, there are instances in which smaller off-

shoots of large dynasties were able to branch off and build a sustained power-base. 

An example of such an off-shoot is that of the Uí Briain, who were formed around 

 
132 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, pp. 14-27; Lacey, Cenel Conaill and the Donegal 
Kingdoms, p. 351. 
133 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, pp. 14-23. 
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the figure of Briain Boru, an eleventh-century member of the Dál gCais who 

succeeded in briefly uniting the whole of Ireland under his rule, overthrowing the Uí 

Néill’s hegemony of high-kingship in the process.  

Ireland saw the first main changes to its political structure following the invasions of 

the Vikings in the eighth and ninth centuries. By the ninth century, the Vikings had 

become part of Ireland’s political make-up, with the formation of permanent 

military settlements and Hiberno-Norse alliances, the Vikings were soon accepted as 

a source of financial and military power.134 Following this change, control of Viking 

towns soon became as important as the control of ecclesiastical centres to 

burgeoning political powers. The age of the Vikings also saw a change in 

terminology, and in the post-viking period there was a move away from using the 

term ‘rí’ to refer to the lesser kings of Ireland. After this point, the title of rí was 

reserved for the ruler of a large territory similar in size to a modern county, and the 

former rí tuath came to be controlled by a vassal-chieftain, subject to the king. 135 

From the beginning of the eighth century petty kings who represented the 

aristocratic family within a túath began to be referred to in the Annals of Ulster as 

dux (tuísech in Irish).136 This also lead to a change in the responsibilities of the rí, as 

territories were larger and kings played a more direct role in legislation.137 There was 

a brief period between the death of Briain Boru in 1014 and the arrival of the 

Normans around a century and a half later, in which Ireland was ruled by a series of 

‘high-kings’ who theoretically ruled the whole island. However, the kingship was not 

without opposition, and alternated between the dynasties of the Ua Briain, the Uí 

 
134 O Corrain, ‘General Vikings in Ireland’, p. 17 
135 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, p. 11. 
136 Ó Corráín, Ireland before the Normans, p. 29. 
137 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, p. 11. 
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Néill, the Uí Cheinnselaig, and the Uí Briúin.138 As such, there was no clear, single, 

body of power prior to the arrival of the Normans in the twelfth century. Anglo-

Norman Ireland was a vastly different political scene, and the backdrop against 

which the later Fiannaíocht material was composed and is thus, perhaps, where our 

attention should be concentrated.  

The Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland did not occur in one fell-swoop, perhaps due 

to the fractured nature of the country and the lack of a centralised monarchy. 

Instead it took place in several stages, beginning in the late twelfth century. It does 

not appear that extensive changes to societal structure occurred immediately and 

certainly not across the whole of Ireland. The introduction of new Anglo-Norman 

positions in the hierarchy of society, such as the baronies created in Meath and 

Louth by Hugh de Lacy, would likely correspond to pre-Norman divisions of land 

and power, although there certainly seems to have been an introduction of new 

terminologies.139 The divisions of power themselves, however, do not seem to have 

changed to a great extent.  

Anglo-Norman accounts differ in their assessments of how exactly the submission of 

Irish kings to Henry II occurred, and what these submissions entailed, but all agree 

that a number of Irish kings submitted to Henry in the late twelfth century.140 Some 

historians such as Orpen have taken this to mean that the Irish kings entered into a 

full feudal relationship with Henry, although this has been challenged more recently 

by W. L. Warren who argues that a tenurial relationship had not been formed.141 

Irish sources agree that there was a submission of Irish kings to Henry II, although 

 
138 Byrne, Irish Kings and High-Kings, p. 279.  
139 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, pp. 13-15. 
140 Flanagan, Irish Society, Anglo-Norman settlers, Angevin Kingship, p. 172. 
141 Orpen, Ireland under the Normans, I, pp. 285-6; Warren, Henry II, p. 202; Flanagan, Irish 
Society, Anglo-Norman settlers, Angevin Kingship, pp. 172-3. 
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they are not necessarily contemporary. The only contemporary annals are those of 

Inisfallen from Munster, where it is said that Kings Diarmait Mac Carthaig of 

Desmond and Domnall Mór Ua Briain “came into [Henry’s] house”, which has been 

interpreted by Flanagan to be an indication of submission of one king to another.142 

She maintains, however, that this submission appears to be similar to submissions 

obtained in earlier periods through an exchange of hostages, and therefore an 

agreement to maintain peace, but not necessarily to indicate vassalship of one king 

to another.143 Thus whilst the terminology used to denote status may have changed 

with the incursion of Anglo-Norman language and legal systems, it is possible that 

there was some continuity in this period with the survival of pre-Norman hierarchies 

of power in Ireland, in conjunction with those introduced by the settlers.  

WALES 

Much like Ireland, Wales eventually emerged as a country with four distinct 

kingdoms; Gwynedd, Powys, Deheubarth, and Morgannawg, each of which was 

ruled by different familial groups. Power was balanced delicately between these four 

kingdoms, and from the fifth to eleventh centuries the power base often shifted 

between North and South Wales. In Welsh history, there are very few men who 

could have been termed ‘King of Wales’, and those that could be categorised as such 

usually kept their kingdoms together only until their death, at which point the 

kingdom would be split between his heirs; sons, brothers, cousins, nephews, or 

uncles would all be equally eligible for a claim at kingship. This caused centuries of 

dynastic strife and made it very difficult to establish any form of strong and stable 

government, sustained across generations. One of the primary families in Wales 

 
142 AI, 1175.5; Flanagan, Irish Society, Anglo-Norman settlers, Angevin Kingship, pp. 173-4. 
143 Flanagan, Irish Society, Anglo-Norman settlers, Angevin Kingship, p. 174. 
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during this time was the second dynasty of Gwynedd, and it was from Gwynedd in 

the North that most of the ‘Kings of Wales’ emanated.  

Unlike Irish, there is no precedent in Medieval Welsh Law for an over-king being 

legally different to any other type of king. Welsh law is usually known as ‘Cyfraith 

Hywel’ and it is generally accepted that the laws are attributed to the 9th century 

Welsh king, Hywel Dda; one of the few kings who was able to unite Wales. There are 

three separate redactions of the main bodies of Welsh law (known as the Cyfnerth, 

Blegywryd, and Iorwerth redactions), as well as other legal texts such as the triads, or 

the Cyfraith damweinau which cover more specific responses to individual situations. 

These laws claim that; 

Hywel da… Oed eida6 ef Kymru yny theruyn nyt amgen petwar cantref 

athrugein deheubarth a deuna6 cantref g6yned. A thrugein tref 

trachyrchell. Athrugeint tref buellt. Ac y ny teruyn h6nn6 nyt geir geir 

neb ar nunt 6y. A geir y6 y geir 6y ar pa6b. 

Hywel the Good… when Cymru was in his possession in its bounds, to wit, 

three score and four cantrefs of Deheubarth, and eighteen cantrefs of 

Gwynedd, and three score trefs beyond the Cyrchell, and three score trefs of 

Buellt; and within that limit, the word of no one [is] before their word, and 

their word is word over all.144 

This implies that Hywel possessed large swathes of land from all over the country 

(Gwynedd in the North, Deheubarth in the South West, Buellt and ‘trefs beyond the 

Cyrchell’ in the South and Mid-East) and that he had no kings under him who were 

entitled to rule. It is of course possible that this was a form of propaganda used to 

fortify and strengthen his kingship, but that he was able to claim the laws as his 

without any dissension in the immediate context of their composition or in the 

 
144 Wade-Evans, Welsh Medieval Law p. 1; Trans: Wade-Evans, Welsh Medieval Law, p. 145. 
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centuries that followed, does suggest that he had enough political power to claim 

kingship of Wales. The laws detail clearly who the officers of the court are and their 

entitlements from the king. It does not imply that there were any degrees of kingship 

like those seen in Ireland, nor do they allow for such a possibility. 

However, it seems likely that over-kingship was not a concept unknown to Welsh 

kings, certainly those of the sixth century. Higham notes that both Cadwallon and 

Maelgwn of Gwynedd, who reigned in the sixth century, were over-kings with 

several subject Welsh kings and were also tenant kings subject to Anglo-Saxon 

kingdoms.145 In the later ninth-century the king of Glywysing, one Hywel ap Rhys, 

and his neighbouring kings in Gwent were subject to the overlordship of Alfred the 

Great.146 Furthermore, Owain Gwynedd in the twelfth century had several subject-

kings in both Gwynedd and Ceredigion.147 This suggests that in early medieval Wales 

there was indeed some form of over-kingship, or that certain powerful dynasties 

(such as the second dynasty of Gwynedd) were seen as more powerful than the 

branches associated with lesser kingdoms. 

THE CHANGING NATURE OF KINGSHIP 

The age of kings and ‘high-kings’ was not to last. With the influx of Norman and 

continental ideas of kingship, the nature of kingship in the islands began to change, 

and there was a dramatic shift in the terminology used to describe the ‘kings’ of 

Ireland and Wales. Following the Treaty of Windsor in 1175 where Ruaidrí Ua 

Conchobair was named ‘Regi Connachtae’ (king of Connacht) as vassal to Henry II of 

England, and the introduction of Prince John as ‘Lord of Ireland’ in 1177, the political 

 
145 Higham, ‘Medieval “Overkingship” in Wales’, pp. 145-59. 
146 Maund, The Welsh Kings, p. 71. 
147 Maund, The Welsh Kings, p. 162-3. 
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landscape of Ireland began to change.148 Although they would arguably have had 

much the same power as the men who had once been termed kings, these men were 

now being referred to as Tighearna ‘lords’ and were seen, certainly by Hiberno-

Norman writers, as subject to the powers of England. 149  

Much like Ireland, when the Normans first arrived in Wales (c. 1067-81), they found 

it to be a fractured land of dynastic strife, turmoil, and bitter rivalries. There was no 

single political unity to conquer, and this made it difficult for the Normans to 

establish their foundations. Unlike England, which could be conquered as a whole 

because it had only one king, Wales had so many seats of power that it was like a 

hydra; you could cut down one dynasty and another would sprout in its place. This 

meant that the subjugation of Wales took much longer, and it wasn’t until 1283 that 

Wales truly came under English rule. However, the terminology used to refer to the 

leaders of Wales in this period shows a vast change, particularly in non-Cambrian 

sources. The last non-Cambrian source to refer to a ‘king of the Britons’ is an entry in 

the Annals of Ulster referring to Gruffudd ap Llywelyn (d. 1063).150 The Welsh Brut y 

Tywysogion refers to two subsequent rulers as kings of the Welsh (Gruffudd ap 

Cynan and Owain Gwynedd) but after the death of Owain Gwynedd in 1170, there is 

a dramatic shift in the terminology used to refer to the rulers of the Welsh in 

Cambrian sources; they are termed ‘Prince of Wales’ (tywysog Cymru) but never 

again king.151 This change is perhaps the result of Owain’s own dealings with Henry 

II, who in 1157 forced Owain to come to terms with him, surrendering his key fort at 

Rhuddlan in the process.  

 
148 Rhymer, Foedera, pp. 31-2 
149 Simms, From Kings to Warlords, p. 11 
150 AU 1039 
151 Jones, Brut y Tywysogion, pp. 76; Rhys ap Gruffudd of Deheubarth (ruler to follow Owain 
Gwynedd) is named ‘Head of all Wales’ in 1197. 
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It is perhaps difficult to discuss concepts of Welsh ‘kingship’ after the death of 

Owain Gwynedd, as the terminology never again moves away from ‘prince of Wales’, 

although several key rulers should be mentioned who, I would argue, could be 

viewed as holding status relative to that of a king. Llywelyn ap Iorwerth was at first 

prince of Gwynedd, but eventually came to be a ruler of all Wales for 45 years until 

his death in 1240. His reign was initially supported and accepted by King John of 

England (who viewed him as a vassal to England), but this partnership began to 

deteriorate in the first quarter of the thirteenth-century.152 Llywelyn was succeeded 

by his only legitimate son, Dafydd, although King Henry III restricted his official 

power to Gwynedd only.153 From this point onwards, the prince-ship of Wales was 

confined to Gwynedd until the brief uniting of Wales under Owain Glyndŵr from 

1400-1410.154 After the death of Owain Glyndŵr, full English rule returned to Wales 

and has remained as such to the present day.155 

HIGH-KINGSHIP 

Whether or not the High-kingship of Ireland had an historical precedent, Ó Corráin 

argues that “by the eleventh and twelfth centuries the poet-historians had elaborated 

in full the concept of a monarchy of all Ireland and had projected it into the pre-

Christian past so that, for their contemporaries, the kingship of Ireland - the political 

unity of Ireland in one form or another - took on the character of an immemorial 

tradition”.156 A similar move was taking place in Wales, where the popularity of 

Geoffrey of Monmouth’s HRB in the twelfth century re-kindled the notion of an 

historical king of a united Britain.  

 
152 Lloyd, A History of Wales, p. 631. 
153 Maund, The Welsh Kings, p. 201. 
154 Davies, A History of Wales, p. 197, 200. 
155 Evans, Wales and the Wars of the Roses, p. 19. 
156 Ó Corráin, ‘Nationality and kingship in pre-Norman Ireland’, p. 8. 
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Byrne lists around fifty kings who could have made any substantiated claim to high-

kingship in Ireland (some of whom were almost certainly mythological), and it is 

unlikely that any of these would have held a kingship resembling that of Cormac 

mac Airt or other mythical high-kings.157 The earliest texts which mention Cormac 

appear to be of ninth or perhaps eighth-century origin and within these he is a high-

king ruling from Tara with control, albeit with opposition, over the whole of Ireland 

(although it is apparent that Fionn did not become associated with him until much 

later; see pp. 74-5).158 Truthfully it is unlikely that any of the ‘high-kings’ listed prior 

to the post-Viking period would have held the power attributed to them by the later 

annalists and poets, who had been influenced by contemporary notions of 

‘monarchy’ and wished to project such notions onto the Irish past.  

Most of these kings ruled ‘with opposition’ (rígh Érenn co fressabra) from other 

powerful families and would likely have been able to exercise power only in the areas 

they ruled directly.159 Instead it is likely that they ruled as the king of a large 

province, perhaps even superficially the whole of Ireland, but they would have had 

lesser subject kings who truly held the power in localised areas. As such they were 

high-king in name only; based on a fictional position found only in an idealised past. 

One high-king that can be corroborated by history is Brian Boru. Brian Boru claimed 

kingship in Ireland between 978 and 1014, and ‘High King of Ireland, and of the 

Vikings, and of the Britons’ (ardrí gaidhel erenn ocus gall ocus bretan) from 1002-

1014.160 He was possibly the first king to come close to ruling over the whole of 

 
157 Byrne, Irish Kings and High Kings, Appendix I, p.275. 
158 The three earliest texts appear to be Cath Crinna, which Charles-Edwards posits may have 
eighth-century origins (Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, pp. 459, 550-51), Cath Maige 
Mucrama which O’Daly dates to the 9th century (O’Daly, Cath Maige Mucrama, pp. 88-93), 
and Tecosca Cormaic, dated by Meyer as “not later than the first half of the ninth century” 
(Meyer, The Instructions of King Cormac mac Airt, p. xi). 
159 Byrne, Irish Kings, pp. 268-272. 
160 Chronicon Scotorum, 1014. 
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Ireland, as he united the Northern and Southern provinces during his reign and 

overthrew the Uí Néill hegemony in the North. This overturning of the Uí Néill was 

arguably his greatest achievement, paving the way for kings of the 11th century to 

claim the prize of Ireland, rather than just one or two provinces. He did not create a 

national monarchy, nor were he or his successors able to sustain a united Ireland.161 

However the records of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, perhaps influenced by 

the Europeanisation of Britain and Scotland to the east, expounded upon this notion 

of high-kingship and projected it back into the immemorial past.162 He is hailed as 

the great protector of Ireland against the Vikings at Clontarf (when in reality, 

Vikings fought on both sides), linked to saints including Patrick and Senán, and used 

by later kings such as Muirchertach úa Brian in the beginning of the 12th century to 

legitimise his rule.163 He is even lauded in one poetic text as one of the four heroes 

‘who most helped Ireland’ (as mó do fhóir Éirinn) alongside the deity Lugh, Fionn, 

and St Patrick.164  

In much the same way as with Ireland, the concept of a ‘High-king of Britain’ (frenhin 

coronog ar ẏr ẏnẏs hon, lit. crowned king of this island) was a pseudo-historical one.165 

The four branches of the Mabinogi present a ‘High-king of Britain’ centred in London, 

to whom the princes of Wales were subject although there is no historical evidence 

for such a high-king.166 Despite this, the high-kingship of the Britons was 

 
161 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, p. 125. 
162 Ó Corráin, Ireland before the Normans, p. 125. 
163 Ni Mhaonaigh, Brian Boru, pp. 45-6. Ni Mhaonaigh argues that the Cogadh re Gaillaib (the 
text containing the biography of Brian) was written in the first decade of the twelfth century 
to legitimise his descendant’s right to rule over the whole of Ireland. He is portrayed in the 
Cogadh as a great and pious warrior, with strong ties to churches (particularly Armagh) which 
would have only strengthened the right of the Úa Brian dynasty to rule in Ireland.  
164 Ni Mhaonaigh, Brian Boru, p. 119-126; Goedheer, Irish and Norse traditions, pp. 50, 55 
(stanza 49). 
165 Parry-Williams, ‘Branwen Ferch Lŷr’, p. 40. 
166 The four branches name two such kings; Bendigeidfran and Caswallon in the second and 
third branches. It is at the beginning of the third branch (Manawydan) that Pryderi the prince 
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remembered by the kings of Gwynedd from the 8th-12th centuries as historical, and 

they adopted the title of ‘King of the Britons’ (rex brittonum).167 The concept of high-

kingship became particularly viable following the writing of HRB, which, although 

never explicitly using the term 'high-king', supports the notion of a kingship of the 

whole of Britain, rather than just one of its regions. Andrews argues that this notion 

of high-kingship, or at least a hierarchy of kingship, can be seen through the 

terminology used to denote Kings and leaders in middle Welsh. She argues that the 

use of terms such as mechdëyrn or amherawdr suggest familiarity with an over-

kingship in Wales, and that he would have had various functions including claiming 

taxes and tribute, having vassal kings, and being able to bestow land amongst his 

subordinates.168 As such, viewing over-kingship in Wales as an historical reality would 

not be erroneous, although this position appears not to have been static and may 

have fluctuated over time. 

HOW DOES THIS RELATE TO FIONN AND ARTHUR? 

From our brief survey of both Irish and Welsh kingship in the early Middle Ages, it is 

clear that kingship and the development of the ideals associated therein were 

continuously evolving throughout the period in which the Fionn and Arthur material 

was being recorded, dependent largely upon the influence of changing political 

powers and external influences. As such, the exact definition of an Irish ‘rí’ or a Welsh 

‘brenhin’ in the 6th century would have been vastly different from that of the post-

Viking 10th century or post-Norman 13th century. The development of these ideals and 

the characteristics associated with kingship would have had a profound effect on the 

 
of the seven cantrefs of Dyfed journeys to pay tribute to Caswallon (Davies, The Mabinogion, 
p. 36). 
167 Morris, ‘Annales Cambriae’, p. 91, Year 950. 
168 Arbennig teÿrnedd is used of Urien, king of Rheged; Poems of Taliesin, no. iii.26. Brenhinedd 
ben is used of God; CBT, 4, no. 17.119.; Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kinship, pp. 108-9. 
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characterisation within both cycles and are likely to have influenced both the way in 

which these characters were written, and how they have been interpreted in recent 

memory. 

The following section will examine the characters of Fionn and Arthur and aspects of 

their leadership in order to determine the form it took in the later Middle Ages, and 

also how their portrayal may have been influenced by contemporary notions of 

leadership. This will involve a two-fold analysis; firstly an examination of the type of 

leadership displayed by the two characters in the tales, and how this corresponds 

both to contemporary historical leaders, as well as those portrayed in similar texts. 

Alongside defining their leadership in terms of semantic interpretation, discussion 

will include an analysis of the terminology used to denote the status of the 

characters. This is taking inspiration from recent studies in Welsh literature which 

have aimed to establish whether the status of twelfth- and thirteenth- century Welsh 

rulers has been reflected accurately in the styles and terms used to describe their 

status in contemporary sources.169 Thus far analyses of this kind have focused on 

acts, chronicles, laws, the biography of Gruffudd ap Cynan, the writings of Giraldus 

Cambrensis, English chronicles and government sources, as well as medieval Welsh 

court poetry.170 A similar analysis of the usage and frequency of terminology in the 

Fenian and Arthurian material should help to illuminate the perceived status of both 

Fionn and Arthur in the later medieval material.  

THE LEADERSHIP OF ARTHUR 

 
169 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kinship in Welsh Court Poetry 1100-1300. Part I: The 
Terms’, pp. 79–109, p. 79. 
170 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kinship’, p. 79. 
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The leadership of Arthur is a central point in the Welsh Arthurian material, as 

Arthur and the court he symbolises are a pillar around which the stories of Arthur 

and his knights are formed. The nature of this leadership, however, is neither 

constant nor particularly easy to define. In much of the earlier material, such as CO, 

Preiddau Annwn, and Pa Gur, Arthur is presented as an active leader who readily 

engages in quests and battles alongside his men. He is often a central part of the 

action, and these are texts which seem to be focused more on the deeds of Arthur 

than on the deeds of the members of his court. This is also the Arthur found in much 

of the historical material, which again presents him in a very active and martial light, 

using militaristic terms to describe his role and title, and showing him to be an 

active participant in the events being described. The three Arthurian romances and 

Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, on the other hand, tend to portray him as more of a 

background character. He is still a central figure in the tales, but instead of 

performing an active role, he instead seems to be more of a sedentary observer. On 

the few occasions that he does attempt to engage in military exploits, he is often 

prevented from doing so by the other members of his court. As such, in these tales 

he serves instead as the backdrop for stories of his knights rather than as an active 

protagonist. This will be substantiated further below. 

Of Fionn and Arthur, only Arthur is categorically referred to as a ‘king’ in post-

medieval thought. To a modern audience influenced by the plethora of Arthurian 

books, films, and television shows, he is thought of as the ‘Once and Future King’, 

the ‘High-King of all Britain’, and is remembered as a great king of Britain with a 

round table and an entourage of knights who fought for justice and peace. The 

picture in medieval Welsh literature, however, is quite different. He is rarely referred 

to by the usual Welsh word for King, brenhin, in the vernacular literature; in fact, 

this happens only two occasions. In most cases he is amherawdyr ‘emperor’ or Penn 
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Teyrned yr Ynys honn ‘chief lord of this island’.171 When he is addressed directly, it is 

usually as arglwyd ‘lord’.172 With the material stemming from Wales, it is only in the 

Cambro-Latin literature that he is frequently styled as king, usually through some 

form of the word ‘rex’.173 

In the continental literature, however, he is referred to consistently as king; in the 

French, for example, he is ‘Le roi Artur’, and in the German he is ‘künec’ or ‘König 

Artûs’.174 It is possible that this is an example of the differing perceptions of kingship 

in Wales and in continental Europe, where most countries had had singular 

inherited monarchical sovereignty since the Carolingian era and the establishment 

of the Holy Roman Empire in 800. Wales had no established monarchy with a king 

of the same status as Arthur and were instead, from the twelfth century onwards, 

subject to the monarchy in England. As such, it is possible that Arthur was being 

presented as a petty king, but this was re-interpreted along the lines of kingship that 

was known to authors outside Britain. This could go some way to explaining the 

difference in terminology used with reference to Arthur.  

TERMINOLOGY - ARGLWYDD 

There are four main terms used with reference to Arthur in the native Welsh texts; 

arglwydd ‘lord’, amherawdyr ‘Emperor’, some form of Penn Teyrned yr Ynys honn 

‘chief lord of this island’, and lastly brenhin ‘king’. The Welsh word for king, brenhin, 

is only used with reference to Arthur twice. Once in Breuddwyd Rhonabwy he is 

referred to as ‘y brenhin’, the king, and in Brut y Brenhinedd there is a reference to 

 
171 Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, various; Culhwch ll.142, 145 (ed. Bromwich and Evans, p. 6). 
172 See Appendix C; ‘Arglwydd’ in GPC, [http://geiriadur.ac.uk/gpc/gpc.html, 28/03/19, 14:45]. 
173 See Appendix C.  
174 See Le mort le Roi Artu and Wulfram von Eisenbach’s Parzival. 

http://geiriadur.ac.uk/gpc/gpc.html
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“Arthur yn [sic] vrenhyn”; ‘Arthur the king’.175 The most common title used for Arthur 

is arglwydd which is used as a term of address for Arthur forty one times in the 

Welsh language texts. This is distinctly different from other Welsh terms also 

denoting ‘lord’ (such as unben, teyrn etc) which seem to imply a lower level of 

status. He is addressed as arglwydd twice each in CO and Peredur, eighteen times in 

Geraint, eleven times in Owain, and eight times in Breuddwyd Rhonabwy.  

In the GPC the meaning given for arglwydd is as follows:  

“Un a chanddo awdurdod neu bŵer dros eraill (e.e. brenin, 

llywodraethwr, meistr), aelod gwryw o’r bendefigaeth a chanddo hawl i’r 

teitl ‘Arglwydd’ (yn enw. ardalydd, iarll, is-iarll, neu farwn), aelod gwryw 

o Dŷ’r Arglwyddi, pennaeth ffiwdal, hefyd fel teitl; perchennog, priodor 

(yn y cyfreuthiau cymreig)”176  

“One who has authority or power over others (eg king, governor, master), 

male member of the aristocracy entitled to the title 'Lord' (in the name of a 

marcher, earl, viscount, or baron), member male from the House of Lords, 

feudal head, also as title; owner, spouse (in Welsh laws)” also “lord, also as 

title, peer (of the realm) feudal lord; owner, proprietor (in the Welsh laws).” 

This indicates a man of high status, who may or may not be a king, but who 

nevertheless demands respect when being addressed. Arglwydd appears to be the 

Welsh equivalent of the Latin dominus; a title which could infer ownership or 

sovereignty, implied a feudal relationship, and which was eventually used as a title 

for Roman Emperors under Diocletian.177 The term is not used solely for Arthur. In 

Geraint the titular character is called arglwydd on twelve occasions by various 

 
175 Richards, Breuddwyd Rhonabwy, p. 11; Davies, Mabinogion, p. 220; Coe and Young, Celtic 
Sources for the Arthurian legend, pp. 50-1.  
176 ‘arglwydd’, http://geiriadur.ac.uk/gpc/gpc.html, [Accessed online: 14:45, 28/03/19]. 
177 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kinghsip’, p. 82; ‘Dominus’ in Encyclopædia Brittanica, 
(Vol. 8, 1911), https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/1911_Encyclop%C3%A6dia_Britannica [Accessed 
Online: 10:46, 01/04/19] 

http://geiriadur.ac.uk/gpc/gpc.html
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/1911_Encyclop%C3%A6dia_Britannica
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characters. Owain is called arglwydd three times, twice in Owain and once in BR, 

whilst Peredur is called lord nine times in Peredur. Various secondary characters are 

also titled arglwydd including Gwalchmai, and other men of status who are 

encountered within the tales. Overall, the term arglwydd occurs seventy times in the 

Welsh Arthurian material.178 In all cases arglwydd is confined to major rulers and 

characters whose status has been established or is already known to the reader or 

protagonist.179 

Each of the men titled with arglwydd is either heir to a kingdom or an earldom and is 

visibly of sufficiently high status to be called arglwydd. It is perhaps notable that 

prior to the determination of their status, these men are called a wr, unben, wrda, or 

maccwyf. Each of these (perhaps bar the last which means ‘squire’) also denotes 

lordship, but this appears to be of a subtly different degree to arglwydd.  

This differentiation is not explicit in their definitions. The GPC defines unben as: 

 “Rheolwr neu lywodraethwr sydd ag awdurdod absoliwt, goruchaf ben, 

teyrn; pennaeth, uchelwr, tywysog, (pen-)arglwydd, brenin, penadur, 

ymherodr”180 

“Manager or governor with absolute authority, supreme head, tyrant; head, 

nobleman, prince, (lord) lord, king, principal, imperial” also “dictator, 

(absolute) monarch, supreme head, autocrat, tyrant, despot; chief(tain), 

nobleman, prince, lord (paramount), king, monarch, sovereign, emperor” 

This seems to follow quite closely with the definition of arglwydd in that it can have 

both monarchical and imperial meaning, and yet there appears to be a subtle 

difference in their usage. Andrews asserts that unben is one of several general Welsh 

 
178 See Appendix C. 
179 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kingship’, p. 83. 
180 ‘unben’, GPC, [Accessed: 11:36, 01/04/19]. 
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terms meaning ‘head, chief(tain)’, which appears to be the way in which it is used in 

the Welsh Arthurian material.181 Unben appears ten times in Geraint, five times in 

Owain, Peredur and CO, and once in Breuddwyd Rhonabwy. Unbennes (the female 

form of unben) is used twice for Enid and once for a lady in the forest in Geraint, and 

once for Luned in Owain.182 Unben is never used to refer to Arthur, but usually to men 

within his court, Earls, or kings (in the case of Y brenhin Bychan). 

Wrda (gwrda), of which wr is a shortened vocative form, is defined thus;  

“Brëyr, gŵr bonheddig, o’r radd nesaf at y brenin, uchelwr, goreugwr, 

pendefig, pennaeth, arglwydd (weithiau am Dduw a Christ); gŵr teilwng, 

dyn rhinweddol, gwas da; arwr”183 

“Brëyr [Welsh word most commonly used for baron], a gentleman, of the 

next rank to the king, nobleman, grandson, boss, head, lord (sometimes for 

God and Christ); worthy man, virtuous man, good servant; hero” also 

“nobleman, peer, chief, lord (sometimes of God and Christ); worthy man, 

good man, good fellow; hero” 

Gwrda, or some derivation thereof, occurs ten times in Geraint, twice in Breuddwyd 

Rhonabwy, and once each in Owain and CO.184 It does not appear at all in Peredur. 

Gwrda is one of the least common terms of address noted herein, and occurs most 

commonly in its plural form, usually referring to groups of noblemen (for example, 

“holl wyrda y kyuoeth” in Geraint meaning “All the Noblemen of the kingdom”).185 

 
181 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kingship’, p. 90. 
182 See Appendix C. 
183 ‘gwrda’, GPC, [Accessed: 11:39, 01/04/19]. 
184 See Appendix C; The increased use of terms of address in Geraint does not seem to be 
particularly significant, instead it appears simply that Geraint met more unknown individuals 
than did the protagonists of the other tales. Further work should be done, however, to ensure 
that this is the case. Unfortunately, this is beyond the scope of the thesis.  
185 Geraint, p. 22; Davies, Mabinogion, p. 156.  
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Otherwise it is usually used upon initial greeting, until a suitable form of address 

based upon status has been established.  

This elevation of terminology after identities have been revealed occurs at several 

points throughout middle Welsh prose. In the middle Welsh Pwyll, when Pwyll, 

prince of Dyfed, first meets Arawn, lord of the Underworld, they both greet each 

other as unben.186 Only once Pwyll discovers Arawn’s rank and his apparent 

superiority to himself does he begin addressing Arawn as arglwydd.187 Thomas 

Charles-Edwards suggests that unben is a term used both to appear courteous 

without acknowledging superiority of status and a term which is polite but non-

committal.188 In other words, it is a term used as a place-holder by men of 

undetermined rank, until a point at which superiority has been established between 

them. He then suggests that the use of arglwydd to address Arawn denotes this 

acknowledgement of superior rank.189 This also seems to be the case in the Welsh 

language Arthurian tales, where Arthur is the only character who is consistently 

called arglwydd (presumably, he is of such renown that his status is not in question) 

and Owain, Geraint, and Peredur are only called arglwydd when they have either 

proven their ability in combat or have been identified as men of Arthur’s court.190 

These ‘short-lived shifts in relative status’ as Charles-Edwards calls them, appear to 

have been standard patterns of address between those of nobility in middle Welsh 

prose.191 It is likely that gwrda and its derivations are a similar place-holder of rank, 

 
186 ‘Pwyll Pendefig Dyfed’ in Parry-Williams, Pedair Cainc Y Mabinogi, pp. 12-13. 
187 Parry-Williams, ‘Pwyll’, pp. 12-13. 
188 Charles-Edwards, ‘Honour and Status’, p. 125. 
189 Charles-Edwards, ‘Honour and Status’, p. 125. 
190 There are three other characters who are called Arglwydd. These are Earls (iarll) or men of 
established rank within the court of an Earl, whose status is never in question. As they only 
appear once in the texts, it is unclear whether other references to them may have used a 
different title, and as such they have not been included in this discussion.  
191 Charles-Edwards, ‘Honour and Status’, p.128. 
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used when the person being addressed is clearly a noble but their exact status is 

unknown.  

It is perhaps also important to note that it is CO, which is arguably the earliest of 

these tales, which contains the smallest number of references to Arthur as arglwydd, 

with only two occurrences of the term. Andrews notes that there was a shift in 

terminology used to style Welsh rulers at around the twelfth century; prior to this 

point they had been rex in Latin or brenhin in Welsh, however after the twelfth-

century major rulers (particularly those of Gwynedd) were called princeps or 

tywysawg, with more minor rulers receiving the dominus or arglwydd title. 192 It is 

possible that this change in terminology is being reflected in CO which, with its 

proposed eleventh-century date, sits on the cusp of this shift. CO has six occurrences 

of brenhin (never used in relation to Arthur) which could suggest it was still holding 

onto the pre-twelfth-century style of titling, although this does not necessarily seem 

to be the case, as Peredur also includes seven forms of the word brenhin (again, used 

for characters other than Arthur), and cannot be earlier than 1200.193 It is perhaps 

notable, however, that the only use of brenhin to refer to Arthur in the Welsh prose 

comes from BR which is also dated to the early twelfth century. The later romances, 

Owain and Gereint, contain only one use of brenhin between them, and that is in the 

name of ‘Y brenhin bychan’ in Gereint. It appears possible that the terminology used 

here is evidence of the shift in terminology that Andrews proposes at the beginning 

of the twelfth century.  

 
192 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of Kingship’, pp. 82-3. 
193 Breeze, ‘Peredur son of Efrawg and windmills’, 2003; It should be noted, however, that this is 
a contested date, and Peredur has in the past been dated anywhere from 1100 to 1275.  
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TERMINOLOGY - AMHERAWDYR 

Amherawdyr, meaning Emperor, is Arthur’s second most commonly used title, 

appearing once each in Peredur and Geraint and the 9th-11th century poem Gereint 

filius Erbin, ten times in Owain and nine times in Breuddwyd Rhonabwy.194 It does 

not appear at all in CO. GPC defines amherawdyr rather shortly as: 

“Ymherodr, hefyd am Dduw”195  

an entry which perhaps suggests that the title is used more often for religious 

purposes than to refer to historical rulers. Andrews notes that amherawdyr (and 

mechdëyrn, a term which does not appear in the Welsh Arthurian material but 

which means ‘king, lord, monarch, emperor’ etc) appears to denote a higher status 

than that of other terms indicating regal authority, such as brenhin or teyrn.196 

It is perhaps important to note that within the Arthurian material this term is only 

ever used to refer to Arthur, and never appears with reference to any other 

character, despite the fact that Peredur at one point marries the Empress 

(amherodres) of Constantinople becoming, perhaps an ‘emperor consort’ of some 

type. It is, however, used in the late twelfth-century tale Breuddwyd Macsen, ‘The 

dream of Macsen’, to refer to Macsen Wledig who is the emperor of Rome.197 It is 

possible then that, despite there being no historical precedent for an Emperor of 

Britain, this is the way in which the earlier tales were presenting Arthur. Rather than 

having the status of a king, he instead holds a status relative to that of the emperor 

of Rome; at least within a Welsh context. As such, within the context of these 

 
194 The ‘amherawdr’ in Gereint filius Erbin is the only example of amherawdr in early poetry. 
195 ‘amherawdyr’ in GPC [Accessed 14:50, 09/04/19], Trans: emperor, also of God. 
196 Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of kingship’, p. 90; ‘mechdeyrn’ in GPC [Accessed 14:50, 
09/04/19]. 
197 “Breuddwyd Macsen” in NLW MS Peniarth 4, p. 45r, 
http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-
page.php?ms=Pen4&page=45r&l=c178l35 [Accessed online: 15:30, 01/07/19] 

http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-page.php?ms=Pen4&page=45r&l=c178l35
http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-page.php?ms=Pen4&page=45r&l=c178l35
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stories, Arthur’s status remains above that of any of his contemporaries and he is 

able to hold status as a supreme king of the lords of the island of Britain.  

TERMINOLOGY- PENN TEYRNED 

It is perhaps, then, the final term to be discussed which is most illuminating with 

regards to Arthur’s status. This term is Penn Teyrned or ‘chief lord/king’. This is used 

on four occasions, three times in TYP and once in CO. The triads also give Arthur 

the “teir lleithiclyvyth Ynys Prydein” (“three tribal thrones of Britain”); one in 

Mynyw (St David’s), one in Celliwig (Cornwall), and the third in Pen Rhionydd (in 

the North).198 The term implies both that Arthur has several kings who owe him 

allegiance and that he is the chief king of all these kings, and also that he holds 

multiple kingdoms that span the width and breadth of Britain. Indeed, in Geraint we 

are told that one church is allocated to Arthur a’y deyrned, ‘and his kings’ and 

another to Gwenhwyfar a’y rianed, ‘and her queens’ implying that both had a 

selection of kings and queens in their entourage.199 It is notable, perhaps, that other 

than forms of address, this is the only title given to Arthur in CO. 

Moreover, many members of Arthur’s court are said to be kings or sons of kings. The 

court list in CO contains records of many men who are sons of kings such as Gw 

Itardd mac Aedd who was son of the king of Ireland and Sberin son of Fflergant, king 

of Brittany.200 It also includes kings such as Iona, king of France, Dunarth, king of 

the North, Peris, king of France, and Gwilhenhin, king of France.201 In BR Arthur’s 

men are “meibyon teyrned ynys prydein a'e gwyrda” (“the sons of the kings of the 

Island of Britain and their men”) and we are told in Geraint that: 

 
198 Triad 1, in ed. Bromwich, R., Trioedd Ynys Prydein, (Cardiff, 1978, 2nd Ed), p. 1.  
199 Geraint, p. 2.  
200 CO, pp. 8, 11. 
201 CO, pp. 8, 9, 10, 11. 
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A dygyfor a oruc attaw naw brenhin corunawc a oedynt wyr itaw hyd 

yno; a chyt a hynny ieirll a barwneit, canys gwahodwyr, itaw uydei y rei 

hynny ym pob gwyl arbennic ony bei fawr aghennyon yn eu lludyas 

He [Arthur] gathered about him there nine crowned kings who were vassals 

of his, and with them earls and barons, because these would be his guests at 

every high feast unless pressure of circumstances prevented them.202 

A sixteenth-century Welsh text named Pedwar marchog ar Hugain Llys Arthur also 

fills Arthur’s courts with royalty, naming three royal knights of Arthur’s court, one of 

whom was the son of the king of Denmark.203 It is thus clear that Arthur was known 

for having a retinue which included kings and nobles, some of whom are likely to 

have held territories larger than that of Britain. This indicates that titling Arthur in 

this way, as chief king/prince, was an attempt to demonstrate that Arthur’s authority 

superseded that of kings, even of large territories. 

Furthermore, Andrews suggests that Penn Teyrned yr Ynys honn, may well represent 

Arthur’s traditional title.204 It is certainly possible that this is the case, given the early 

dates of both CO and the triads and the fact that in all the later texts, Arthur appears 

to have lost this title, and is instead consistently amherawdyr, a term which 

semantically has the same or very similar meaning.205 It does appear that there may 

have been a move towards a modernisation of this term; in the thirteenth-century 

Dingestow Brut y Brenhinedd, Arthur’s title is modernised from “Penn Teyrned yr Ynys 

honn” to “Yr amherawdyr Arthur” and includes mention of his ‘new’ court at Caer 

Llion on Usk.206 It would thus be possible to conclude that when it comes to 

 
202 BR, p. 5, Trans: Davies, Mabinogion, p. 216; Geraint, p. 1, trans: Davies, Mabinogion, p. 139. 
203 ‘Pedwar Marchog ar Hugain Llys Arthur’, in Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. 250-252 
(dated c. 1510-1544). 
204 Andrews, p. 97 (with ref to HRB). 
205 The earliest Manuscript copy of triad 1 is found in Peniarth 16, dated c. 127.  
206 Owein, l. 1. See also Ystorya Gereint Uab Erbin, l. 27; Historia Peredur vab Efrawc, p. 13.9; 
Breudwyt Ronabwy, p. 5.3–4. Geoffrey, however, uses rex, not imperator, for Arthur, and the 
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terminology, Arthur is not being styled as king in the native Welsh texts; instead he is 

being given a far higher status as chief king/lord or emperor. Although the term 

‘high-king’ is never used to describe Arthur (and rightly so, as it is a Irish legal term) I 

would argue that he is playing an equivalent role in the Welsh material and this is 

certainly the argument presented by an examination of the terminology surrounding 

Arthur.  

ARTHUR AS A SEDENTARY LEADER 

Although the terminology used to describe Arthur implies that he is a great military 

leader who has been able to gain command of kings of large geographical territories, 

the character of Arthur presented in much of the Welsh material is far from that. In 

virtually all the prose Arthurian literatures (excluding, perhaps, Culhwch) Arthur 

acts as either an ineffective or background leader, who leaves the fighting to his 

knights whilst he plays chess (BR) or sleeps (Owain). It is perhaps interesting and 

certainly notable that there is no surviving prose Welsh literature wherein Arthur 

takes the lead role and is the prime focus of the text. Even in verse texts such as PA, 

where the deeds are purely Arthur’s, it could be argued that the focus instead is 

much less on Arthur and more on the poet himself. It thus becomes very difficult to 

build an accurate picture of what kind of person Arthur was solely from the texts 

available to a modern reader. Instead, the focus is on his knights and the eponymous 

characters of the stories. Whilst this does make it easier to follow the story of the 

knights themselves, it means that one has to build a picture of who Arthur is 

through the patchwork of the other stories.  

 
Welsh translator follows suit, e.g. Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of Britain, 
p. 253.81 = Brut Dingestow, p. 185.23. 
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CO contains perhaps the most comprehensive characterisation of Arthur. Although 

the tale is still very much focused around Culhwch and his quest to win Olwen, 

Arthur is an active character. He participates (albeit briefly) in the search for Mabon 

son of Modron, engages in the hunt for the Twrch Trwyth, and uses his own ship, 

Prydwen, to search for the she-wolf Rhymhi (all of which are tasks that must be 

completed in order for Culhwch to marry Olwen. Although he does delegate some 

tasks to his messengers and representatives, he still takes an active role in the quest 

that is the focus of the tale. Here, he is presented as the active military leader 

remembered by history and implied by the terminology.  

This is, however, the only prose tale which features an Arthur who joins the action. 

In Owain Arthur is presented as perhaps an older leader, choosing to sleep rather 

than converse with his knights about adventure whilst they wait for food. Later in 

the tale, the knights of Arthur’s court are fighting an unknown adversary (who turns 

out to be an unrecognised Owain) and Arthur decides he is going to fight him after 

his knights are unable to prevail. He is then prevented from doing so by his men, 

with Gwalchmai going in his place.207 In Peredur, Arthur’s wife, Gwenhwyfar, is 

assaulted by a knight who rides into court, provoking an attack and inciting the men 

of Arthur’s court to meet him in battle in order to avenge the slight. Under Welsh 

law, and the expectations of a king, Arthur should have made an effort to avenge the 

insult to his wife himself or, in lieu of this, have commanded one of his knights to 

avenge the act. Instead we are told that everyone, including Arthur, “estwg y wyneb” 

or “hung his head” for fear of having to avenge this act of great violence against the 

Queen against what they assume to be a vastly powerful knight with magic to 

protect him.208 These incidents, along with the fact that it is his knights rather than 

 
207 Davies, Mabinogion, p. 129.  
208 Peredur, p. 12, trans: Davies, Mabinogion, p. 68.  
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Arthur himself who are the focus of the tale, suggest that he is considered to be too 

important to risk in battle or perhaps that Arthur is ageing beyond his prime 

fighting years, and is thus acting instead as a figurehead and a cause to be fought for.  

Moreover, the character of Arthur in BR is not only sedentary, but also ineffective. 

For the duration of this narrative, Arthur is engaged in a game of gwyddbwyll (chess) 

with his knight Owain (of the eponymous tale). It soon becomes clear that this game 

of chess is mirroring real-life events as a stream of messengers approach the two 

men. They tell them that their men are fighting each other, instead of preparing to 

fight the Saxons, against whom they have all gathered. Rather than attempting to 

discipline or lead his men, Arthur repeatedly responds with a refrain of “dy chware” 

(your move) and continues to focus solely on the game with Owain.209 As well as 

being quite literally sedentary for the majority of this tale, Arthur is also portrayed as 

a man who is more concerned with the mechanics of the game (perhaps mirroring 

the politics of the court) than he is with the lives of his own soldiers. This is 

intended to be a critique of Arthur and is thus likely exaggerated, but it is still in-line 

with the portrayal of Arthur in the romances.  

Alan Bruford in his Gaelic folk tales and mediaeval romances suggested that active 

heroes would traditionally be king’s sons, and that kings themselves were evidently 

too dignified or too sacred to take part in battle unless they are on the point of 

defeat.210 This appears to be what is happening in the Welsh Arthurian tales; as 

Arthur is not only king, but chief king, or emperor, his status is such that he cannot 

be risked in battle. As a result he is functioning as a leader who observes the action 

 
209 ‘Breuddwyd Rhonabwy’, Llyfr Coch y Hergest, p. 137r, col. 564, l. 42 (ed.  Luft, Diana, Peter 
Wynn Thomas and D. Mark Smith. eds. Rhyddiaith Gymraeg 1300-1425, 
http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-page.php?ms=Jesus111&page=137r, 
Cardiff, 2013. Accessed: 13/09/18, 11:44) 
210 Bruford, ‘Gaelic Folk-Tales and Mediæval Romances’, p. 23. 

http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-page.php?ms=Jesus111&page=137r
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from a distance, and sends in his warriors to fight on his behalf. Inevitably this 

means that Arthur becomes a sedentary character in these texts, which in turn 

means that his role becomes smaller. What this does not suggest is that his status is 

decreasing in the later material; instead the very fact that he is sedentary is 

indicative of his high status, one which supersedes that of all the other characters 

within the Welsh Arthurian corpus. 

CONCLUSIONS- ARTHUR 

When one thinks of Arthur, it is as ‘King of the Britons’. However, from what is 

evident in the texts, this is not necessarily the case. Padel suggests that the earliest 

datable reference to Arthur in the HB did not actually refer to him as a king.211 In the 

list of Arthur’s twelve battles with the English, he is depicted as a military leader 

(dux bellorum) who leads British Kings against English settlers, but the context 

implies that the author of the HB did not themselves regard Arthur as a king; instead 

they saw him as having a status which far exceeded that of a king.212 Scholars of the 

Arthur of the Welsh should be aware that Arthur is rarely, if ever, referred to as king. 

That there is so little use of the word ‘brenhin’ in the material relating to Arthur is 

certainly notable, and perhaps lends credence to Andrews’ assertion that his 

traditional title may indeed have been ‘Penn Teyrned yr Ynys honn’.213 This title, or 

any similar, would have no need for Arthur to be titled ‘brenhin’. In the romances we 

are told that Arthur has many kings and sons of kings in his entourage who swear 

fealty to him. In order for this to be the case, Arthur must have held status as an 

over-king; on the occasions that other kings do feature, they inevitably recognise 

Arthur as their superior. It could be argued that in the case of Y Brenhin Bychan, he 

 
211 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, p. 3. 
212 Padel, Arthur in Medieval Welsh Literature, p. 3. 
213 Andrews, The Nomenclature of kingship’, p. 97 
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not only recognises Arthur as his superior but also Geraint, one of Arthur’s knights. 

Although this may suggest that even Arthur’s knights were thought to be superior to 

kings, this is a single isolated incident and thus cannot be considered as fact.  

The stark contrast between the active Arthur of CO and the more sedentary Arthur 

of the romances could be indicative of a marked shift in the way in which kings were 

portrayed in literature, and also their roles within society. If CO is to be accepted as 

having a twelfth-century date, then it is possible that this text stood on the cusp of 

the shift from kings being leaders who used their own might and strength to secure 

their territory, to kings who ruled from a distance and required that their orders 

were carried out by their representatives across the country. However it is perhaps 

also indicative of Arthur’s status as an over-king; in such a position he does not need 

to engage in battle, and instead is able to become far more concerned with politics 

than direct military engagement (which is perhaps suggested by BR). This has the 

inevitable result that Arthur becomes a background character in tales which are still 

more concerned with adventure and exploration. 

Ultimately, the portrayal of Arthur in the Welsh material is as an overlord or 

emperor who commands the loyalties of many kings and is thus able to lead from 

the background. Although this sometimes makes him seem like an ineffective leader 

when set against the earlier Arthurian material wherein he is an active hero, it is 

perhaps more indicative of the context in which it was written.  

THE LEADERSHIP OF FIONN 

Fionn mac Cumhaill, as he appears in the earliest of his tales, is a wild warrior 

leading a band of wild warriors, in service to the High King of Ireland, Cormac mac 
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Airt.214 Murray suggests that often in sources where Fionn was portrayed as the 

leader of the fíanna of Cormac mac Airt, his position would be seen as counterweight 

to that of the king himself.215 Whether or not this is the status afforded to him in the 

texts remains to be seen. The fíanna were themselves a group of landless men and 

women principally occupied with hunting and war in the protection of Ireland, 

sometimes described as ‘a military caste’.216 They tended to live in the wild spaces, 

the forests and woods, without a specified court. Fionn in the earlier stories of the 7th 

to the 12th centuries actively engages; he fights as a warrior, he himself battles 

potential threats to Ireland, and he uses his supernatural knowledge to help progress 

the tales.  

However, by the later medieval romance tales, he, like Arthur, has become more of a 

figurehead, as we shall see below, distancing himself from the action and embodying 

little more than a backdrop for the stories of other warriors emerging from the 

fíanna, such as Caoilte or Oscar, letting them do the fighting whilst he sits back and 

observes, sometimes directing the action and sometimes having the events reported 

back to him as he remains at a safe distance. This follows Ó hÓgáin’s argument that 

Fionn is a character who goes through three stages of characterisation: “The gradual 

development of tradition meant a gradual change in the portrayal of Fionn’s 

background. In the earliest phase he was a solitary seer-figure, then he became a 

wise leader of a small fíanna band, and finally a leader of a great army”.217 It appears 

at first glance that is perhaps this final stage that is most prevalent in the Early-

 
214 Fionn is described in the Lebor na Huidre as the “rígfénnid Herend fri láim Cuind”- the chief 
fénnid in the service of Conn (king of Ireland), (Best, Richard Irvine, and Osborn Bergin (eds.), 
Lebor na hUidre: Book of the Dun Cow, Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, 1929, p. 41). 
215 Murray, The Early Finn Cycle, p. 143.  
216 Entry for ‘fían’, Electronic Dictionary of the Irish Language, 
http://www.dil.ie/search?q=fian&search_in=headword, [Accessed online: 16:46, 14/05/17]. 
217 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, p. 151. 

http://www.dil.ie/search?q=fian&search_in=headword
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Modern characterisations of Fionn. Furthermore, Shercliff describes Fionn mac 

Cumhaill as “an Outlaw who acts like a king”.218 To an extent, this appears to be the 

case; in the Fenian cycle, Fionn is presented as a great warrior of almost the same 

standing as a king. He rules over his band of displaced men, and commands them as 

a king would his people. His court is the forest and the land itself, and it is for their 

protection that he endeavours to strive. 

This chapter will examine in detail the character of Fionn in three Fenian tales 

written in early modern Irish, which are dated somewhere between the 13th and 17th 

centuries, alongside the terminology used for Fionn and his retinue in 26 other texts 

from the same period. This examination will involve looking chiefly at his nobility 

and status, his active engagement in the story’s development, and in what ways his 

characterisation in these areas reflects the political and social milieu in which the 

tales were being composed. Although I have analysed the terminology used for 

Fionn in 29 tales from the Early Modern period, I chose to focus in on three texts in 

more detail for an in-depth analysis of Fionn’s characterisation. These were selected 

to be a representative sample of the 153 text corpus analysed in the appendices, 

around 20%, in order to try and explore a range of texts written at various points 

throughout the Early Modern period, of varying subject matter. These are a mixture 

of verse and prose and were chosen partially due to links with kingship. 

The three tales to be examined in detail are: An Bruidhean Chaorthainn, which exists 

only in 18th century manuscripts or later, although both story and title were known 

to Keating in the 17th century and is probably originally of a 15th-16th century date.219 

 
218 Shercliff, ‘Arthur and Finn’, p. 1. 
219 Groenewegen, ‘Bruidhean (an) chaorthainn’, 
https://www.vanhamel.nl/codecs/Bruidhean_chaorthainn [Accessed 15:53, 31/07/2019]; Mac 
Piarais, Pádraic, Bruidhean chaorthainn: sgéal fíannaidheachta, (Dublin: Conradh na Gaeilge, 
1908). 

https://www.vanhamel.nl/codecs/Bruidhean_chaorthainn
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The second text is Eachtra Bodaig an Chóta Lachtna, which is found in a 16th-17th 

century manuscript, and the third is The Chase of Síd na mBan Finn and the death of 

Finn, which is found in a single 16th century manuscript, but which Meyer argues was 

written in the 13th-14th century.220 Through the lens of these three texts, I will 

examine the changing nature of Fionn’s status in order to determine how his 

leadership was being characterised in the Early modern period. 

As his characterisation changes, so too do the attributes assigned to him. By the 

early medieval or romance tales, Fionn comes to be portrayed as a king or virtuous 

lord, leaving behind the pagan warrior of tales prior to the Acallamh na Senorach. 

One way in which Fionn’s characterisation can be measured is through an 

examination of the terminology used to describe his position in society. To 

investigate this further, I created a database of all the terms used in these three tales 

to refer to Fionn, which can be seen in Appendix D. Also included are terms used for 

his relatives, terms used for groups of people including Fionn, and mentions of other 

leaders of the fíanna. This database also includes references to Fionn from 26 other 

texts, all from the Early Modern Irish period.  

TERMINOLOGY – RÍ/RÍ[G] FÉINNIDH 

There are around ten different terms (of variant spellings) that appear in these 

twenty-nine texts to describe Fionn, and which could be used to denote royalty. 

Term No of times 

airdri 6 

Mentions of Fionn's kinship  3 

Flaith/some variation (incl rígflata) 29 

a rig na b-fhiann 10 

rí 17 

 
220 Summaries of these tales can be found in Appendix B; O'Grady, Standish Hayes, Silva 
Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 1: Irish text, (London: Williams & Norgate, 
1892); Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems and tales 
relating to Finn and his Fiana, with an English translation, (Dublin, 1910). 
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Term No of times 

ardfhlatha 2 

Rí[g]feinnid 32 

poetic descriptions of his 'royalty' 1 

ríg mílid 1 

tigerna/thigerus 2 

 

Of these terms, the two most common are rí[g]feinnid, and Flaith (or some variation 

therein). Rí[g]feinnid is a compound word formed of ríg-, the stem of rí (king) used to 

form compounds, and féinnid, which means ‘a leader of a fian’.221 This compounded 

term is difficult to define. Stokes defines it as ‘a general’, whilst Meyer translates it as 

‘Royal chief of the fíanna’, and there seems to be little agreement as to whether or not 

this word does, in fact, denote royalty, nor imply that Fionn was being thought of as a 

‘king’ or ‘royal leader’.222 Nevertheless, the term rí is used un-compounded to refer to 

Fionn on seventeen occasions in these texts, and Fionn is called ‘rig na b-fhiann’, ‘king 

of the fian’, on 10 occasions. He is also called ‘airdri’, ‘high-king’ six times, and is 

termed ‘righflaith’, ‘royal/chief prince’ and ‘ríg mílid’, ‘royal/chief soldier’ once each.  

Alongside its most common meaning of ‘king’ where used without qualification, eDil 

suggests that rí could also mean ‘head, chief, foremost’ when followed by the genitive 

plural of a class or calling, and it is possible that it was the intention of the original 

authors that it should be read as such.223 However, it is clear that subsequent editors 

and translators, such as Meyer, have interpreted the term to imply that Fionn was 

being seen as a king and was ruling over the fíanna as a king would rule his people. 

The exact meaning is unclear. Given that Fionn is continuously said to have been in 

service to Cormac Mac Airt, the high-king of Ireland, it is unlikely that he would be 

 
221 eDIL s.v. ‘Ríg’, http://www.dil.ie/35266, [Accessed online: 10:18, 15/05/19]; eDil s.v. ‘fían’, 
http://www.dil.ie/21945, [Accessed online: 10:19, 15/05/19]. 
222 Stokes, ‘The glossary in Egerton 158’ pp. 148-214, p. 163; Meyer, “The Chase of Síd na mBan 
Finn and the Death of Finn”, p. 53.  
223 eDIL, s.v. ‘rí’, http://www.dil.ie/35181, [Accessed online: 11:56, 15/05/19] 

http://www.dil.ie/35266
http://www.dil.ie/21945
http://www.dil.ie/35181
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considered a king in his own right. The relationship between Cormac and Fionn, 

despite being a staple of the Fionn cycle, is attested in only fifteen texts within the 

one hundred and fifty-three texts in the Fionn corpus.224 In each of these, Cormac is 

named either as high-king of Ireland or King of Tara. Only one of these texts pre-

dates the twelfth century, and most are composed in late middle Irish or Early 

Modern Irish. The earliest text to include both Fionn and Cormac is the ninth-

century Scéla Moshauluim ocus Maic Con ocus Luigdech, although there is no alliance 

made in this text between Fionn and Cormac; instead Fionn is allied with Mac Con, a 

king of Tara before Cormac, and the murderer of Cormac’s father.225 In some 

redactions of this text, Mac Con willingly abdicates the throne to Cormac, but in 

other versions of the events, Cormac drove Mac Con out by force.226 Whether or not 

this was a willing abdication, that Fionn seems to have served the murderer of 

Cormac’s father in this earliest reference to their relationship suggests that perhaps 

the association with Cormac is a later accretion to the legend; an hypothesis 

supported by the fact that the other 14 texts postdate this first by at least three 

centuries. It is possible, of course, that Fionn’s fíanna was bound to the sovereignty of 

Tara, whomever may inhabit it. This may be supported by the existence of a fochla 

fénneda (‘seat of the fían-champion’) in royal courts, references to which can be found 

in both saga and legal material.227 Regardless of whether or not the fíanna were a 

royal institution, that only 9.8% of the texts in the 153 text corpus associate Fionn 

 
224 These are: Aithreos caithréim infir móir, Cath Crinna, Cumain let a Oissin fhéil, Feis Tighe 
Conain, Fionn and Gráinne, Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn, Fúar ar naghaigh a loch Luig, 
Iss é súd colg in laoch lain, Lige Guill, Maidhim in mhairdin fa ghlonn, Scéla Moshauluim, 
Tesmolta Cormaic ocus aided Fionn, Tóiteán Tighe Finn, Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus 
Ghráinne, Tóruigheacht Ghiolla Dheacair, and Úath Beinne Étair.  
225 Meyer, ‘Ailill Aulom, Mac Con, and Find ua Báiscne’, p. 37. 
226 Macalister, Lebor Gabála Érenn, pp. 337-9; A4M M225. 
227 For more on this, see McCone, ‘Werewolves’, p. 7, and Nagy, Wisdom of the Outlaw, pp. 
256-7; Binchy, Críth gablach, p. 23, ll. 591-2. 
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with a king, be it Cormac or Mac Con, could go some way to explaining why there is 

so much room in the material for Fionn to take on the role of king.  

The sheer abundance of references to Fionn which include rí, in isolation or as a 

compound, (sixty-seven occurrences across these twenty-nine texts) implies that 

there is something to be said for Fionn’s status as a royal leader. Although it is 

possible that ‘rí’ was likely to have originally been used for Fionn to denote a less 

royal and more ‘chiefly’ status, it is clear that this meaning has been lost in some 

texts, and by some editors, who instead interpret it as an indicator of royal status. 

Moreover, it is clear in some texts that Fionn was being portrayed as some kind of 

fíanna-king. In Seilg Locha Léin for example, Fionn is repeatedly called “mo ríg”, and 

his son Oisin is “a mic an rig”.228 In this text, Fionn’s wealth, hounds, and retinue are 

enumerated in much the same way King Arthur’s are in CO, and the impression given 

by this is that Fionn is a man of considerable wealth and power; comparable to that of 

a king.229 He is also given the deference and respect due to a king; even by St Patrick 

himself.230 Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí uses a variety of ‘royal’ terms to refer to Fionn; he 

is ardri and flaith twice each, rí four times, and rígfénnid once.231 This tale begins at a 

fair of the king in Magh Eala, County Cork, although this king is never named. In fact, 

the only ‘king’ named in this text is Fionn. Within the tale Fionn is given an 

abundance of gifts by Fiachra, including the horse that has won all the races at the 

fair, and then goes on to have a great adventure with Cáilte and Oisin as they 

accidentally ask for billeting from a giant and other supernatural phantoms who 

plague them throughout the night. Fionn is treated deferentially by the giant and 

 
228 O’Daly, Seilg Locha Lein, pp. 121-3, 218-9. 
229 Davies, Mabinogion, pp. 183, 184-189. 
230 “my king”, “son of the king”, O’Daly, Seilg Locha Lein, pp. 213-4. 
231 See Appendix  D. 
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called king; it is, in fact, this giant who utters the one instance of rígfénnid.232 It 

would be possible to argue that in this text, Fionn is being portrayed as a king and is 

accepted as such by members of the fíanna and supernatural creatures. It is possible 

that he is perhaps also the unnamed king who convenes the fair, although there is no 

conclusive evidence to support this hypothesis.  

Ó hÓgáin suggests that Fionn’s position as fíanna-king under a high-king was a 

means to preserve the ancient tension between Leinster and the Uí Néill high-

kingship.233 He maintains that Fionn was being seen as a Leinster hero, citing the 

twelfth-century text ‘Bóruma’ in which Fionn defeated the army of Cairbre Lifechair 

(son of Cormac mac Airt) to free Leinster from tribute.234 This seems possible, given 

the abundance of early modern Irish texts which include a tension between Fionn and 

Cormac as a central theme, and may go further in explaining perhaps why Fionn 

appears to have once had a tradition that had him serve Cormac’s enemy. Moreover, 

Ó hÓgáin argues that Fionn’s role as ‘king’ of Ireland’s fíanna puts his alleged 

subservience to Cormac in further doubt, an argument he bolsters with an example 

from the AS, wherein Fionn and Cormac are seated as equal kings in a fair at 

Tailtiu.235 He further proposes that this portrayal of Fionn as king was a novelty of the 

twelfth century as the tradition moved away from the roving warrior character of the 

earlier material.236 Furthermore, it is around this time that Fionn begins to become 

associated with Almu, or Almhain, a starting point for many of the Early Modern 

Fionn texts.237 Almu, a great feasting place and a place where Fionn appears to hold 

court in many of the twelfth and thirteenth century texts, seems to be connected with 

 
232 Stokes, “Find and the Phantoms”, pp, 298-9. 
233 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, p. 105. 
234 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, p. 105; Stokes, “The Bóroma”, pp. 32–124, 299–300. 
235 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, p. 140; Stokes, AS, pp. 93, 67-8.  
236 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, pp. 119-20. 
237 Parsons, Revisiting Almu in Middle Irish texts’, p. 228. 
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Fionn for the first time in 11th century text; Dindshenchus of Almu.238 It is possible, 

then that what we have here is a shift in Fionn’s role to one of ‘king’ with a court 

centered at Almu, a development which is possibly one of the twelfth century. This 

brings Fionn’s character firmly out of the wilderness and allows him to be brought 

into the sphere of the court, a movement which undoubtedly influenced his 

characterization (as will be discussed further in Chapter 2). It may be that the 

association between Fionn and Cormac at this point is evidence of a separate 

tradition or that, as Ó hÓgáin suggests, these two had come to be seen as kings of an 

equal status, who occasionally worked in partnership for the defense of Ireland. 

This possibility is only strengthened through the portrayal of Fionn in texts such as 

the Chase of Síd na mban. Here, Meyer interprets rí[g]feinnid to mean ‘royal chief of 

the fíanna’, and it is quite clear why he has done so within the context of this text. 

Not only is Fionn treated deferentially and of similar status to a king, we are also told 

that he was chief of the fíanna of Ireland, Scotland, the Saxons and the Britons, as 

well as Lewis, Norway, and the hither islands.239 A few sentences later, the text also 

says that Fionn held the kingship of Ireland and Scotland, and the headship of the 

fíanna of the whole World.240  

 
238 Parsons, Revisiting Almu in Middle Irish texts’, p. 215; Gwynn, ‘Dinnshenchas of Almu I’, pp. 
72-7. It is possible that there is an earlier connection between Fionn and Almu (suggested by 
Diarmaid Ó Muchadha) in a seventh-century genealogy attributed to Senchán Torpéist. This 
theory is discussed by Parsons (‘Revisiting Almu in Middle Irish Texts’, pp. 213-15) but the 
connection appears to be very tentative.  
239 “Is annsin éirgis rígfénnid h-Érenn & Alban & Saxan & Bretan & Leódus & Lochlann & na n-
ailén cendtarach…”, trans: “Then rose the royal chief of the fiana of Ireland and Scotland and of 
the Saxons and Britons, of Lewis and Norway and of the hither islands”, Meyer, ‘The Chase of 
Sid na mBan and the Death of Fionn’, pp. 84-5. 
240 “Dóigh ám nírb ingnam ríghi nh-Érenn & Alban & rígfénnidecht in domuin uile do beith ag 
Finn Mac Cumaill mun amm-sin”, trans: “Truly it was no wonder that the kingship of Ireland 
and Scotland and the headship of the fiana of the whole world should be in the hands of Fionn 
son of Cumhall at that time”, Meyer, ‘The Chase of Sid na mBan and the Death of Fionn’, pp. 
84-5. 
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This implies that, in this text at least, Fionn’s leadership of the fíanna was seen to be 

equitable to a ‘kingship’ if he was not, in fact, being regarded as a king. If looking at 

this text in isolation, it would not be unjustified to argue that Fionn was king of the 

fianna and that his kingship covered territories perhaps on par with that of Arthur. 

However, to contrast this, Eachtra Bodaig does not use any terms of nobility to refer 

to Fionn, and all inferences regarding his status must instead be deduced from his 

actions and interactions within the story. Within the text, Fionn is not much more 

than a messenger, sent to retrieve Caoilte and returning instead with the bodach who 

runs the race against the son of the King of Thessaly. In fact, the only real indicator of 

Fionn’s importance in this tale is that a foreign invader comes to challenge him in 

order to acquire the kingship of Ireland. This fits neatly into Fionn’s role as defender 

of Ireland under Cormac mac Airt, and thus does not afford him any great or new 

status. The Fionn of ABC seems to fit neatly into a middle ground between these two 

texts. Four potentially ‘royal’ terms are used for Fionn; ríg féinnidh on 6 occasions, an 

flait féinne (prince of the fíanna) twice, and ríg-teac (king of the house) and 

flaiteamail (prince) once each. He also holds council at the beginning of the tale, 

asking for advice from his men much as would a king, and is able to bequeath any 

land in Ireland to Midac, the tale’s antagonist. This does not necessarily seem out of 

character for a leader of the fíanna; most men who led large armies would have taken 

counsel from his chieftains, and Fionn is also said in much of the Fionn material to 

have been in control of the wild spaces of Ireland. It thus does not seem unlikely that 

he would have been able to give some of this land over to members of his fíanna. In 

this tale, he embodies many of the qualities of a king, and yet is never said to be king 

of Ireland, nor is he given the lofty titles afforded to him in the Chase. His status in 

this tale is somewhat ambiguous; but for a different choice of translation, he could be 
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either ‘king’ or ‘chief’ of the fíanna, and there is little contextual information provided 

to determine this distinction.  

TERMINOLOGY - FLAITH 

Alongside rí, another term with royal potential that is often used for Fionn is ‘flaith’, 

or a term derived from this stem. On twenty-eight occasions Fionn is titled ‘flaith’. 

The term is most commonly used to mean a ‘prince’ or ‘ruler’, but can also invoke the 

less royal meaning of ‘chief’ or ‘lord’.241 He is also twice called ‘ardfhlatha’ a compound 

combining ‘flaith’ and ‘ard’ which means ‘high, elevated, or lofty’, and which, when 

used with regards to nobility, implies a distinguished and superior quality noble, and 

is sometimes used to mean one particular grade of nobility.242 As with ‘rí[g]feinnid’, 

this use of ‘flaith’ both for Fionn and his sons (particularly Oisín) provides a 

predicament when it comes to translation. It could mean either ‘prince’ or ‘leader’ 

and it has thus been down to individual translators to make that choice.243 Eoin 

MacNeill, Gerard Murphy, and Whitley Stokes are but a sample of academics who 

have chosen to interpret ‘flaith’ as prince, and thus to elevate Fionn to such a status in 

those tales they have edited.244 In most of these tales, he is acting within the normal 

remits of the head of the fíanna; leading his bands of men in hunts, against enemies 

of Ireland, and on otherworldly quests for fame and glory. To a contemporary of the 

Early Modern Fionn material in the thirteenth to seventeenth centuries, it is possible 

that these actions fit more into the role of a contemporary prince; a royal who was 

not yet bound to the politics of court, and who would instead be charged with leading 

 
241 eDIL, s.v. ‘flaith’, http://www.dil.ie/22281, [Accessed online: 09:51, 16/05/19] 
242 eDil, s.v. ‘ard’, http://www.dil.ie/4041, [Accessed online: 14:13, 20/05/19] 
243 See Appendix D. 
244 See ‘Uathadh damh sa coirtheso’ in [ed.] [tr.] MacNeill, Eoin (ed.), Duanaire Finn: The book 
of the lays of Fionn, 3 vols, vol. 1: Irish text, with translation into English, Irish Texts Society 7, 
(London, 1908), pp. 86, 200; ‘Cumain let a Oissin fhéil’ in [ed.] [tr.] Murphy, Gerard (ed.), 
Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, 3 vols, vol. 2: Irish text, with translation into 
English, Irish Texts Society 28, (London: 1933), p. 336.; ‘Oenach indiu Luid in Rí’, in [ed.] [tr.] 
Stokes, Whitley (ed. and tr.), “Find and the phantoms”, Revue Celtique 7 (1886), pp. 296-7. 

http://www.dil.ie/22281
http://www.dil.ie/4041
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armies to protect the realm. This would further fit with the portrayals of kings and 

princes in chivalric romances, of whom Arthur would be the most famous example.  

It is possible that these royal terms found their way into the Fionn material at a time 

in which the exact nature of a leader of a Fionn band was no longer remembered. 

Whilst it is possible that there may have been a deliberate rewriting of the material to 

fit a specific purpose, it seems more likely to me that contextual clues were taken 

from the earlier tales; his protection of Ireland, his contact with the Otherworld, and 

the noblemen in his retinue, may indeed have led to this interpretation of his status. 

Alternatively it is possible that these terms were intended to be read in the non-royal 

senses, as chief and leader, and it is simply a lack of texts which use the terms in this 

way that has led to so many eminent scholars translating them as ‘king’ and ‘prince’. 

This has in turn led to a problem with perceptions about Fionn’s identity. Should he 

be seen as having royal authority and status in the Early Modern Period? Or has this 

impression stemmed from a misunderstanding of the meaning of certain terms? In 

order to illuminate this question further, it is necessary to investigate the way in 

which Fionn is characterised in this material.  

THE CHARACTERISATION OF FIONN 

In each of the three tales, Fionn is portrayed as a leader of a group of warriors tasked 

with the protection of Ireland from both internal and external threats. In An 

Bruidhean Chaorthainn, the threat to Ireland comes from the heir to the throne of 

Lochlainn and his allies. In Eachtra Bodaig, the son of the king of Thessaly threatens 

invasion unless Fionn can find someone to beat him in a footrace, and in the Chase 

of Síd na mBan, a young Irish man named Fer-lí, possibly affiliated with a fían band, 

although this is not made explicitly clear, makes war with the fíanna, calling on 

various royal allies who eventually switch sides to ally with Fionn.  
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In each of these stories, Fionn remains in the background, and it is instead other 

members of the fíanna who complete the bulk of the action in these tales. In An 

Bruidhean Chaorthainn the vast majority of the fíanna are engaged in a hunt whilst 

Fionn and a small group of his warriors who appear to be tasked with protecting 

him, remain on a hill observing the action rather than directly engaging in the task. 

Recent work by Damien McManus has suggested that this may have simply been the 

way in which hunting took place in Medieval Ireland, with a section of the hunting 

party using their hounds to draw the prey to an ambush site, where the rest of the 

hunting party remained, waiting for the prey.245 However, even if this is the case, it 

still demonstrates a marked difference in the Fionn of early literature, who always 

appears to be taking an active role in the hunt. It is on this hill that they are 

approached by Midac, who proceeds to trap Fionn and the other warriors in an 

enchanted hall, leaving the fían warriors who were active in the hunt to engage in 

battle with the invasive threat. Arguably Fionn’s only contribution to belaying the 

threat is using his thumb of knowledge to discover how they can be freed from the 

hall. Instead, it falls to his son, Ficna, and foster-son, Innsa, as well as Diarmaid Ua 

Duibhne and another young member of the fíanna named Fatha Conán to defend 

the Ford and ultimately stave off the invasion until Oisin arrives with the army of the 

fíanna to destroy the enemy and ultimately free the trapped members of the fíanna.  

In many ways, Fionn is portrayed in this text as an ineffective leader. Initially, he 

fails to properly raise a hostage, who perhaps should have held similar status to a 

foster-son, and thus invites the later attack on the fíanna which came at his hand. If 

Fionn had taken the time to raise Midac as a true member of the fíanna, it is possible 

that he would never have risen to rebel against Fionn. This callousness is underlined 

 
245 McManus, D., Paper on Hunting in Medieval Ireland, Given on 27/10/17, Queen’s University 
Belfast. 
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by the fact that Fionn does not recognise Midac when he appears before them as a 

poet in the wood.246 That it is Conán, the infamous troublemaker of the fíanna, who 

first recognises Midac seems only to highlight Fionn’s ineptitude. Moreover, Fionn 

fails to consider that Midac may have nefarious intentions, despite knowing both 

that he was responsible for the death of Midac’s father, and that Midac has claimed 

that he had been ready to host a feast for the fíanna for fourteen years, but that none 

of them had come to partake of it; implying that this was the fault of the fíanna, and 

not Midac’s own miserliness. This failure on Fionn’s part to recognise the potential 

threat behind Midac’s invitation would be a very dangerous failure for a leader of his 

ilk. Further, he himself does nothing to prevent the invasion invited by Midac, and 

instead the duty for protection of Ireland and the fíanna falls on his men.  

Similarly, in Eachtra Bodaig, it is not Fionn or indeed any of the fíanna who prevents 

the foreign invasion, instead that privilege goes to a giant that Fionn meets when he 

is en-route to fetch the fastest runner in the fían. This giant turns out to be one of 

the sidhe, possibly Manannán mac Lir, and easily wins the race, despite getting 

distracted several times on the way, doubling back on himself, and allowing the son 

of the king of Thessaly to have a head-start whilst he slept.247 Meanwhile, Fionn and 

his entourage sit and observe the race from a distance, and Fionn sends messengers 

to relay the news to him rather than investigating its progress himself. Despite this 

tale framing the fíanna as the saviours of Ireland, none of the fíanna actually 

contribute in any way to the defeat of the foreign threat.  

Although Fionn is arguably presented most convincingly as a king in the Chase, he is 

similarly inactive, declining to actively engage in the hunt for a boar that has been 

 
246 Pearse, An Bruidhean Chaorthainn, pp. 11-12. 
247 Mackillop, ‘Bodach an Chóta Lachtna’, p. 146. 
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the terror of the fíanna for many years, failing to intervene even when many of his 

men have fallen to the creature. Rather than Fionn, it is his grandson Oscar who 

steps in to slay the boar and save the rest of the fíanna. The one exception to Fionn’s 

inactivity comes towards the close of the tale when he realises that it is down to him 

to end the battle. Poignantly, here Fionn realises that, in in a sequence highly 

reminiscent of Cú Chulainn, ““Búaine bladh ina sáegal dó 7 gur bferr dó bas d’fagbail 

na maithmighe do dénum réna naimdib”.248 It is only then that he joins the battle.  

It could be argued that in two of these three tales, Fionn’s greatest contributions are 

intellectual rather than martial. In ABC, Fionn is required both to illuminate Midac’s 

poems, and to use his thumb of knowledge to decipher the solution to their 

entrapment. In the Chase he recounts the death of Failbhe Finnmaisech at the tusks 

of a boar, who they then decide to pursue. Later, he provides the background to the 

origins of his own fairy-made drinking-horn, Midhlethan, to explain why his two 

horn-bearers had killed each other through jealousy. He also utters several prophetic 

lays which serve to progress the action of his men, but which rarely progress his own 

action. It is possible that in this period, Fionn was valued more for the great 

knowledge and judgement he possessed, rather than his military achievements; 

although it is necessary to recall that his intelligence is challenged by Conán in ABC 

when he is unable to recognise Midac.249 This would be served well by further 

investigation which is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this thesis. 

 
248, Meyer, Fianaigecht, pp. 94-5. Trans: “fame was more lasting than life for him and that it 
was better for him to die than to flinch before the enemy”, Kinsella, The Táin, pp. 84-92. In the 
Boyhood deeds of Cú Chulainn as contained in The Táin, Cú Chulainn chooses to take up arms 
on a specific day, despite the fact that anyone who did so on that day would live a short but 
famous life.  
249 Mac Piarais, An Bruidhean Chaorthainn, pp. 11-12. 
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Applying Bruford’s theory in his Gaelic folk tales and mediaeval romances that active 

heroes would traditionally be king’s sons, and that Kings themselves were evidently 

too dignified or too sacred to take part in battle unless they are on the point of 

defeat, then it could be argued that, in these early modern romances, Fionn is 

functioning as a leader who observes the action from a distance, and sends in his 

own warriors to fight.250 Of course this does not necessarily make him a king, as 

many other military or non-military leaders could be said to have done the same, 

both in history and saga. However, when taken within the context of the change in 

terminology surrounding Fionn, I would argue that this strengthens the argument 

for Fionn’s kingship in the early modern texts. As he becomes more defined in his 

role as ‘fíanna-king’, accruing a seat of power at Almu, and taking on perhaps a more 

dangerous role, it is necessary that his characterisation changes to reflect this. It is 

no longer safe for Fionn to be risked in battle; as a warrior his death would have only 

personal consequences, but as a king his death becomes political. As such, this is 

perhaps one reason why Fionn become more sedentary at the same time he becomes 

tied to a geographical landmark.   

CONCLUSIONS- FIONN 

In conclusion, I believe that there is some argument to be made that the Fionn of the 

early modern period was being portrayed, at least in a selection of tales, as a king. 

This progression from wild warrior to noble, and perhaps even royal, leader is one 

which is likely to have been a result of changes to ideology and social hierarchy, 

which meant that the presentation of Fionn as the wild warrior of earlier tales was 

one which had become obsolete by the time in which the romances were being 

 
250 Bruford, ‘Gaelic Folk-Tales and Mediæval Romances’, p. 23. 
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composed. This could perhaps explain why we see the localisation of Fionn at Almu 

in the twelfth century, alongside an emergence of Fionn as a ‘fíanna-king’.  

It is possible that this came in part as a result of the historical decline of the fíanna in 

Ireland. When the earlier Fionn material was being written from the 7th to perhaps 

10th centuries, fían bands existed as a part of Irish society, people knew what they 

were. And so even though they were portraying him as a leader and as, in a sense, a 

king of the fían, they knew that he was not a king, he did not have a court, he did not 

have other nobles in his retinue, he was just a solitary warrior in a band of solitary 

warriors. However there is a sharp decline in historical mentions of fían bands after 

the 8th century, and it is likely that by the time the romances were being written, in 

the 13th-17th centuries, there would have been no fían bands in Ireland and there may 

not have been for 500 years.251 As a result, it is possible, and perhaps even likely, that 

the writers of early modern romances would not have known the exact status of a fían 

outlaw in society (if he had one), and may thus have interpreted his character within 

their own framework of societal structure and the usual framework of contemporary 

tales. Given the rise in popularity across Europe of chivalric tales such as those of 

King Arthur and his knights of the Round table from the 12th century onwards, it does 

not seem unlikely that authors of early modern Fionn romances would have taken 

their inspiration from the society they knew and the tales they were reading.  

Despite the abundance of terminology and evidence to suggest that Fionn was 

fulfilling the role of ‘king’ in the early modern material, one must be careful not to 

make assumptions for all the literature. This presentation of Fionn as king is not 

spread across all the early modern Fionn material; indeed, some texts such as Eachtra 

Bodaig do not use any terms of nobility to refer to Fionn and do not, in fact, present 

 
251 McCone, ‘Werewolves’, pp. 1-22. 
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him even as an effective leader. On some occasions where these potentially ‘royal’ 

terms are used, such as in ABC, we do not see a reflection of that royalty in the 

actions of Fionn, or in his role as leader of the fíanna. It seems most likely in these 

cases that these terms which have royal potential are instead intended to be read as 

indications of non-royal but still distinguished authority. Subsequent editors and 

translators have fallen victim to a misinterpretation of these terms, quite possibly as a 

result of their own contemporary biases regarding the value of Fionn’s character, and 

this has confused scholarship on the characterisation of Fionn.  

CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS: THE LEADERSHIP OF ARTHUR AND FIONN 

It seems almost that the case for Arthur is the opposite for Fionn. The terminology 

used to define Arthur rarely includes the word ‘brenhin’, and he could easily be read 

as a rank of lord or leader which did not necessarily denote kingship. Despite this, his 

characterisation and the actions of those around him demonstrates that he is at least 

of high enough rank to be king, and arguably of even higher rank. Conversely in the 

case of Fionn, the terminology used can imply kingship, although these terms can 

also denote simple chieftaincy or leadership. In some cases this means that Fionn is 

presented as a king, in others, however, there are few contextual clues that point 

towards kingship. As a result, in the early modern material Fionn is portrayed as both 

king and leader and there is little consistency between texts.  

Moreover, both Fionn and Arthur suffer from the curse of the sedentary leader 

within their corpora. In the Arthurian material, the earliest material, which also 

happens to be that most likely to have stemmed from a native Welsh tradition, 

presents Arthur as an active warrior and leader, engaging in his own quests and 

fulfilling his pledges himself rather than delegating to his knights. In the three 

romances, however, which also show signs of French influence, Arthur is shown as a 
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sedentary leader who observes from behind closed doors and whose knights expect 

that he should remain there, and allow them to act as representatives of his court. In 

both Peredur and Owain Arthur attempts to engage himself in battle but is recalled 

by his knights who instead act on his behalf. He also acts in a similar manner in BR, 

allowing his men to fight whilst he remains upon a hill, playing chess with Owain 

(perhaps showing his role as a political leader, rather than a martial one, if the chess 

pieces are thought to represent the men on the battlefield). 

Similarly, the Fionn of the tales discussed is quite often more of an observer than he 

is an engager, and tends to remain in the back of the action, allowing his men to 

fight on his behalf. Of these tales, it is only in the Chase that Fionn engages in battle, 

and he does this only after most of his men have been killed in battle. His military 

engagement is clearly a last resort for the fíanna. It is possible that this move 

towards sedentary leaders reflected contemporary historical shifts away from kings 

or great leaders engaging directly in warfare, and instead bequeathing these duties 

to their men who would fight on their behalf. This offside leadership was generally a 

far more effective military tactic as it ensured the survival of the figurehead around 

which the armies could rally and provided a far lower overall risk. 

Defining kingship is complex, particularly within the context of Fenian and 

Arthurian literature. The concept of a ‘king’ changed vastly throughout the Middle 

Ages, and differed greatly from country to country. Despite being geographically 

close, Wales and Ireland had very different concepts of kingship and these altered 

the way in which kings and warriors are presented in the literature. The way in 

which kings are presented in the literature may not actually be representative of any 

historical kingship in Wales or Ireland, and are perhaps instead the result of the 

perceptions of later authors, influenced by continental ideas of kingship. One must 
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be particularly aware of these changes in status and terminology, not just in 

relationship to kings, when examining the literature surrounding Fionn and Arthur, 

and the notions of kingship surrounding them. These changes in the notion of 

kingship and the development of the political concept of nationality in the twelfth 

century created bodies of literature which projected later political structures and 

ideals into earlier Irish history and appears to have altered the development of 

literary characters such as Fionn and Arthur, as well as historical figures who are 

given mythological associations.  

Kingship in the Middle Ages came to be associated with heroes and warriors, and 

would be subject to certain perceptions of what a good leader should be. For the 

Welsh and Irish, a king would be largely responsible for the protection of his people, 

and the legal status of those directly subject to him. Continental ideas of kingship, 

however, carried with them assumptions of chivalry and diplomacy which would not 

necessarily have been applicable to Arthur, or even Fionn as a figure of protection for 

the island. Thus it is essential that the literature is contextualised within the 

perceptions of its time in order to fully understand the characters of Fionn and 

Arthur.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE COURTLINESS OF FIONN 

This chapter will focus on the courtly virtues present in the literature of the Fenian 

cycle, particularly those virtues which Fionn himself embodies. This will give a deeper 

understanding of the way in which the character of Fionn develops in the later 

period, and should shed some light on the influence, or not, of courtly literature on 

the development of the later Fenian cycle.  

ORIGINS OF THE COURTLY LITERATURE TRADITION AND COURTLY LOVE  

Nathaniel Smith and Joseph Snow use the opening words of their 1980 volume The 

Expansion and Transformations of Courtly Literature, to argue that “the coining of 

the expressions courtly love and courtly literature has caused nothing but trouble”.252 

Indeed, this is a topic which scholars of, primarily, Anglo-Norman and Medieval 

French literature have been grappling with for decades. Some, such as David 

Burnley, choose to focus on what constitutes courtly literature, and which texts 

should be classed as such, whilst others including F. X. Newman and D. W. 

Robertson work instead on the meaning of courtly love and its uses in medieval 

literature. Most of the texts that are discussed by these scholars are from the French 

Arthurian tradition, or are heavily influenced by it.  

Very little work has been done on courtly virtues in Welsh or Irish literature of the 

Middle Ages. In both Welsh and Irish, that which has been done has focused on the 

court poets, and their similarities to the French troubadours.253 As such, the vast 

majority of the ideas and techniques employed in this chapter will come from a 

 
252 Smith and Snow, The expansion and transformations of courtly literature, p. 3.  
253 See Andrews, R. M., Welsh Court Poems, (University of Wales Press, 2007), Fulton, H., 
Dafydd ap Gwilym and the European Context, (University of Wales Press, 1989), and Mac 
Craith, M. S., Lorg na hIasachta ar na Dánta Grá, (Dublin, 1989). 
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background more seated in the French or English traditions. By doing this, I hope to 

show that ‘courtliness’ and courtly virtues, were not present only in literature directly 

linked to the Medieval French courtly romance tradition, but that the influences 

could be felt in literature further removed from the original source of the ‘courtois’ of 

Medieval French.  

The French courtly literature tradition began to emerge in around the 12th century, 

originally to much derision from the church. These stories were mostly based in and 

around a courtly setting, rarely involving those of the lower classes, except as 

background characters with little influence on the story’s progression. It is often 

associated or merged with an ideal of courtly love which was supposed to reflect the 

love a man should have for his overlord or his overlord’s wife. 254 Robertson argues 

that this kind of love should have been a ‘disinterested devotion, somewhat like that 

inspired by the Blessed Virgin during the Middle Ages’.255 However, before long this 

notion of courtly love developed in such a way that it began to excuse adulterous love 

to a certain extent, allowing for extra-marital relations that are intended to be 

accepted or even lauded by the story’s audience. Andreas Capellanus’ De Amore, a 

twelfth-century treatise on Courtly love, says that marriage is incompatible with love 

as “love requires freedom of will on both sides”.256 If one considers the European 

courtly literature of the twelfth to sixteenth centuries as being representative of 

popular opinion, then it would seem that the courtly romances led to a redefinition of 

love that allowed for non-condemnable sex outside of marriage.  

It is necessary, however, to make it clear that there should be a distinction between 

courtly love and courtly literature; one does not necessarily encompass the other. 

 
254 Robertson, ‘The concept of Courtly Love’ p. 8. 
255 Robertson, ‘The concept of Courtly Love’ p. 8. 
256 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 150-1. 
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Courtly literature such as the Arthurian Romances of Chrétien de Troyes or the lais 

of Marie de France often featured notions of courtly love as a central theme to their 

tales, however this was only one of many elements which combined to form courtly 

literature. This tradition focused heavily on protagonists who demonstrated a 

standard of chivalric behaviour which, although never outlined in medieval 

literature or even contemporaneously thought of as such, provides literary historians 

with an idea of the expectations of the medieval knight. This ‘code of chivalry’ or 

‘knightly code’ is a prevailing theme in both academic and popular culture. In the 

late nineteenth century, long after the ideal of the ‘chivalric knight’ had faded into 

obscurity, Leon Gautier outlined what he believed to have been the ‘Ten 

Commandments of chivalry’, as based on medieval romance literature and these 

have vastly influenced later academic writing.257 Several of these are focused on 

obedience to God and the church, but also espouse love for the country in which you 

were born, bravery, truth, charity, and generosity.258  

These values, however, were not always apparent in courtly literature, and an 

attempt to outline such a code should be treated with caution. In Tristan et Iseult, 

extra-marital sex is seen as both a sin and something to be avoided at all cost, to the 

extent that a bare sword is placed between the two eponymous characters at night, 

whereas of the twelve lais of Marie de France, six include adultery which has a 

positive outcome.259 Furthermore, the romances of Geraint and Owain (Erec et Enid 

and Yvain, respectively) are dichotomously opposed in how they suggest a knight 

should act; Owain suffers because he leaves his wife to focus on more military 

 
257 Gautier, Chivalry, p. 26. 
258 Gautier, Chivalry, p.26.  
259 These are Eliduc, Guigemar, Equitan, Yonec, Laüstic, and Milun. 
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pursuits, whilst Geraint suffers because he eschews his knightly duties for his marital 

home.  

This is to say that one can learn a lot about what would have been expected of a 

knight, but it is not necessarily possible to outline a ‘code’; aspects of courtliness vary 

from tale to tale, and Welsh and Irish courtly virtues, whilst they are certainly 

influenced by Anglo-Norman traditions, are somewhat unique and do not necessarily 

follow courtly tradition. To take one example, although aesthetic appeal is an aspect 

of courtliness it appears to feature far more prominently in the Anglo-Norman than it 

does in the medieval Welsh and Irish romances. 260  

 As such, although there are certainly courtly virtues which span each of the 

traditions, the order of prevalence varies and the extent to which Gautier’s ‘Knightly 

code’ may have influenced scholarly writing requires that one should be cautious 

when looking at this topic. 

COURTLINESS IN GENERAL 

That being said, it is possible to outline certain courtly virtues and ideals common to 

most courtly romances; indeed, some are explicitly outlined in the texts. It is three of 

these such virtues that will be used to assess the courtliness, or lack thereof, of the 

characters within the Fenian and Arthurian cycles. My focus will be on pite 

(compassion and charity), mesure (avoidance of excess, self-control), and largesce 

(liberal distribution of wealth and generosity), which are commonly associated with 

attributes that a knight or hero should display.261 These are but few of many, and will 

be discussed in further detail below, which, when combined with courtly and 

Otherworld settings, provide the backdrop within which the vast majority of the 

 
260 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 42.  
261 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 61.  



94 
 

‘courtly romances’ take place. Also closely associated with courtly virtues are those 

that are more explicitly Christian, such as obedience to God and conversion of 

Saracens, although these tend to show more prominence in the English and Anglo-

Norman texts.  

It is primarily the courtliness and courtly virtues present in Fenian and Arthurian 

literature that form the focus of this chapter. These qualities reflected the courtly 

upbringing the heroes were supposed to have had, and their education; derived from 

the education received by nobles at an Anglo-Norman court with an emphasis on 

ethics as the core of education, and which would, by the 15th and 16th centuries, have 

been largely the same education as would be received by the nobility in Wales and 

Ireland.262 Although not identical, the core of this education would have been 

relatively similar. The qualities were a move away from the earlier ‘heroic epic’ type 

found in the French Chanson de Geste and the earlier Fenian tales. However Bruford 

acknowledges that, at least in the Gaelic tradition, the romances were able to draw on 

the earlier native prose traditions.263 

Scaglione attributes this change in literary tradition, from the epic heroic to the 

courtly, in part to an increased emphasis on Platonic ethics as the core of European 

education and learning in the low Middle Ages.264 This began a tradition wherein 

 
262 Scaglione, Knights at Court, pp. 48-9; Orme maintains that the Grammar schools of Wales 
are likely to have followed the practices of Western Europe in what they taught, including 
grammar, literature, and philosophy. See N. Orme, ‘Education in Medieval Wales’, The Welsh 
History Review, Vol. 27, No. 4, (2015, pp. 607-44). Not a lot has been written about secular 
education in Norman Ireland, and the best comprehensive overview seems to be Chapter 7 of 
P. W. Joyce’s A smaller social history of ancient Ireland, which discuses secular and monastic 
education from pagan times to later medieval. Some of his arguments should be read with 
caution, particularly those which deal with pagan learning, as much of this has been queried 
since the book’s publication, however his work on education in Norman Ireland appears to 
withstand the test of time. See P. W. Joyce, A Smaller social history of ancient Ireland, treating 
of the government, military system, and law; religion, learning, and art; trades, industries, and 
commerce; manners, customs, and domestic life, of the ancient Irish people, (London, 1906), pp. 
168-191. 
263 Bruford, Gaelic Folktales, p. 1. 
264 Scaglione, Knights at Court, pp. 48-9. 
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moral ethics and codes were treated as of equal value to grammar, rhetoric, or logic; 

the key staples of a medieval trivium education. As a result, there was a move in the 

literature of the time to adopt these ideas. Parts of the older Indo-European ‘epic’ 

tradition remained, but they were soon merged with the newer chivalric notions of 

knighthood; from the end of the 12th century, equal emphasis was placed on qualities 

which might make the courtier a pleasant companion such as intelligence, humour, 

and charisma, as was placed on military prowess.265  

Within the romances, the typical hero is a knight or great warrior associated with 

the court of a just noble, who goes on a quest that is to act as a bildungsroman for 

the knight, contributing to his development in either love, chivalry, or manhood; 

sometimes all three. They follow the iuevenes — younger members of society — 

described by Georges Duby as 'a mob of young men let loose, in search of glory, 

profit and female prey, by the great noble houses in order to relieve the pressure on 

their expanding power'.266 This description matches both Arthur’s knights and 

Fionn’s fianna; they are young men from noble houses who are sent out in search of 

great adventure, great wonders, and great women. Stories focusing on these 

members of the cycles are often episodic, each relating a different quest or 

adventure. These often teeter on the edges of reality and unreality with supernatural 

creatures co-existing seamlessly with otherwise plausibly historic representations of 

Wales and Ireland. Trips into the Otherworld are the norm rather than the 

exception, and there is not always a clear distinction between where locatable 

geography ends and otherworldly courts begin.  

 
265 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 25. 
266 Duby, The Chivalrous Society, p. 122. 
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The hero of the tale usually begins as both wealthy and eloquent, but on those 

occasions where he does not, such as in Peredur/Perceval, the hero is somehow able 

to transform base and lowly beginnings into the costume of nobility. This is usually 

through some innate nobility or courtliness, presumably passed on through noble 

bloodlines. In Peredur, the titular character is the son of the Earl of York, but has 

been raised in the forest by his mother, with no knowledge of knights or courtliness. 

In fact, when he sees a group of knights for the first time, his mother tells him they 

are angels and he accepts her explanation, replying ‘Yd af i un agel y gyt ac wynt’.267 

Prior to this point in the tale we have already learnt that, despite being a young boy, 

Peredur seems to display super human speed and strength, gathering up hinds from 

the forest, believing them to be escaped goats.268 He later develops naturally into a 

knight, despite having no lessons in ‘courtliness’ and failing to display courtly virtues 

on several occasions (which will be discussed in further detail below), eventually 

marrying the Empress of Constantinople and becoming accepted as a member of 

Arthur’s court. There seems to be an innate courtliness given to these heroes, 

providing that they are of noble lineage, no matter their upbringing.  

A further major part of courtliness in the medieval French and English tradition is an 

obsession with the aesthetic ideal, which led to an increase in descriptive terms; 

sometimes the descriptions of one beautiful woman can spread over several passages, 

describing her appearance in detail, often also including descriptions of her attire and 

her retinue.269 However in the Welsh and Irish traditions physical descriptions are 

 
267 Goetinck, Historia Peredur vab Efrawc, p. 8; Trans: “I will go and be an angel with them”, 
Davies, Mabinogion, pp. 65. 
268 Goetinck, Peredur, pp. 7-8. 
269 In Erec et Enid, for example, Chrétien spends around 50 lines describing the beauty of Enid 
when she and Erec first meet, continuing to add to and emphasise this description in the 
following passages; de Troyes, ‘Erec et Enid’, in ed. D. D. R. Owen, Arthurian Romances, pp. 6-
8. 
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not as common, and where they do appear they are much shorter or are focused on 

male beauty. Tatyana Mikhailova notes that there are no descriptions given in the 

Ulster Cycle for Medb, the Queen of Connacht, or Emer, the wife of Cú Chulainn, 

despite both holding very prominent roles in the cycle, although poetic descriptions 

of more minor characters often contain more detailed descriptions. 270 Where 

descriptions of men are concerned, they are often more focused on the male 

aesthetic, perhaps because they are the ones who are going into battle and thus 

require certain attributes to be able to perform successfully. In Tochmarc Emire, for 

example, emphasis is frequently placed on the beauty of Cú Chulainn, even going so 

far as to say in one version that one of his three faults was that he was too beautiful.271 

The Lebor na hUidre version also details this beauty, describing his eyes, hands, and 

feet, the beauty of his face and the loveliness of his look.272 Comparatively, of Emer 

this text says very little; it says she was beautiful and his equal, but does not develop 

these claims. Although Emer’s beauty is said to be one of the main reasons Cú 

Chulainn woos her, very little attention is given over to descriptions of her physical 

attributes, and attention instead is given over to her abilities, including needle-work, 

fine handiwork, and wisdom.273 When description is given of her physical attributes, 

it is Emer herself who gives them, ensuring that the descriptions do not come from 

the male gaze.274 Findon makes the point that as a result of this lack of physical 

description, she is not being objectified in the same way that heroines of courtly 

romances were often objectified, suggesting a distinction in the way in which Emer is 

 
270 Mikhailova, ‘Portraying a person: Description devices in Ulster saga narrative’, p. 96. 
271 Best, ‘Tochmarc Emere’, in Lebor na huidre: Book of the Dun Cow, p. 308; Meyer, “The 
wooing of Emer”, p. 70. 
272 Best, ‘Tochmarc Emere’, in Lebor na huidre: Book of the Dun Cow, p. 308; Meyer, “The 
wooing of Emer”, p. 70. 
273 Findon, A woman’s words, p. 35.  
274 Findon, A woman’s words, p. 48. 
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described, and the general portrayal of women in the romance material.275 Moreover, 

the formulaic description of Delbchaem in The Voyage of Art son of Conn and the 

Wooing of Delbchaem Daughter of Morgan shows a ‘remarkable resemblance’ to the 

formulaic description of Emer in the Wooing of Emer; similarly her physical 

description is brief (“et ba hailaind an ingin sin”; “fair was the maiden in shape”) and 

precedence is given instead to descriptions of her abilities (although these do not 

include voice and sweet speech, which are perhaps Emer’s key attributes in The 

Wooing of Emer). 276 Similarly, within the Fenian material, little space is given over to 

the description of women. In Cath Chnoic an Áir, for example, Niamh-nuadh-

chrothach is simply called “bean dob’ ailne ná’n ghrian”; ‘A woman more beauteous 

than the sun’ with a red mantle, whilst the description of her husband is given an 

entire stanza.277 In TDG Grainne is described as “an bhan as feárr dealbh 7 déanamh 7 

úrlabhra do mhnáibh na cruinne go cóimhiomlán”; ‘the woman of the finest shape 

and form and speech of the women of the whole world’.278 In Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid 

Glanluadh is similarly described as “an macaom mná dob’ áille snuad,/ com-pAirt gan 

gruaim agus greann”; ‘A youthful woman of the fairest aspect/affectionate, without 

guile, and pleasant was she’.279 On none of these occasions is a women given more 

than a passing aesthetic description, although their deeds may be given more 

discussion or be viewed as having greater value than their looks.  

In Welsh romances, description of women is just as uncommon, with characters 

described in simple detail, many women being reduced to no more than ‘the most 

beautiful woman in the world’, of which there are many, often more than one in each 

 
275 Findon, A woman’s words, p. 35. 
276 Findon, A woman’s words, p. 36; Best, R. I., ‘The adventures of Art Son of Conn, and the 
courtship of Delbchaem’, pp. 168-9, par. 24. 
277 O'Daly, Laoithe fiannuigheachta; or, Fenian poems, pp. 86-7. 
278 Ní Shéaghdha, TDG, pp. 2-3.  
279 Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid, pp. 24-5. 
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tale. Perhaps the most detailed description of a woman comes in Peredur, where 

Angharad Law-Eurog has skin as white as snow, hair as black as a raven, and red spots 

in her cheek the colour of blood.280 Otherwise, women are usually described simply as 

beautiful. Some peripheral characters do receive more detailed description, but 

usually this is done only to increase otherworldliness and mark them out as different. 

Men, however, are sometimes given some quite extensive descriptions, particularly as 

pertains to weaponry and armour. At the beginning of Peredur, for instance, we are 

told that Peredur begins his journey to Arthur’s court on a bony, dapple-grey nag, 

with a saddle made from a pannier.281 Even then though, these descriptions only last 

for two sentences, before the tale moves back to actions. Breudwydd Rhonabwy (the 

Dream of Rhonabwy), a Medieval Welsh text parodying normal medieval dream 

narratives, does utilise heavy description but this is quite possibly done to mock the 

overly descriptive tone of typical dream narratives.282 Moreover, all the human 

description in this text is of men. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE TRADITION 

The genre of Courtly romance developed organically in France from the earlier 

Chanson de geste; heroic epics which grew out of the Greek Homeric epic, and 

loosely correspond to the early Welsh and Irish heroic tradition.283 The late eleventh 

to early twelfth-century saw the introduction to French literature of courtly and 

chivalrous themes with an emphasis on love, helping to distinguish these new stories 

from the masculine military heroism which dominates many of the earlier epics.284 It 

 
280 Peredur, p. 33; trans: Davies, Mabinogion, p. 81. 
281 Davies, Mabinogion, p. 66. 
282 For more on Breuddwyd Rhonabwy as satire, see Lloyd-Morgan, C., ‘Breuddwyd Rhonabwy 
and later Arthurian Literature’ in The Arthur of the Welsh, pp. 183-208. 
283 Kapphahn, Gender and Genre in Welsh Arthurian Literature, p. 16; Ker, Epic and Romance: 
Essays on Medieval Literature, p. 8; Lewis, C. S., The Allegory of Love, p. 2. 
284 "Chivalric romance", in Chris Baldick, ed., Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms Ker, Epic 
And Romance: Essays on Medieval Literature, pp. 3-4. 
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seems to have made a sudden appearance in Languedoc in the late eleventh century, 

and spread over the next few centuries throughout the literatures of Europe.285 

The Welsh and Irish romance genre also developed from the earlier Celtic heroic 

traditions, however the product of this development in Welsh and Irish literature is 

considerably different. Although the chanson de geste transitioned easily into the 

courtly romance genre of the 12th century onwards, there was more friction between 

the Celtic epic heroic tradition and courtly traditions, and it appears that some 

characters simply did not translate as well to the new genre of writing. In fact, 

Roberts suggests that the places in which the Welsh romances flounder are those in 

which the tropes of courtly love fail to translate into Welsh.286 Krista Kapphahn 

highlights in particular the Arthurian character Cai (who becomes Arthur’s foster 

brother in Galfridian tradition). In the few Welsh texts in which he appears, Cai is a 

remnant of the old Heroic tradition, and thus his actions, as seen within the chivalric 

tradition, are often at odds with the virtues and behaviour espoused by the romances, 

although they would have been perfectly acceptable in the earlier heroic tradition. 287 

As such, in the earlier texts, Cai is seen as an active member of Arthur’s court, close to 

the king, however the romances paint him as an obtuse and offensive character, 

whose actions eventually lead to the death of Arthur at Camlann. Cai is not the only 

character to be damaged by his absorption into the romantic milieu; in fact I would 

argue that both Fionn and Arthur’s characters suffer similarly, as the late medieval 

writers attempted to fit pre-Christian heroes into the mould of Christian knights. This 

argument will be developed further below, in the section on Conán in this chapter, 

and that on Cai in Chapter 3.  

 
285 Kapphahn, Gender and Genre in Welsh Arthurian Literature, p. 16. 
286 Roberts, 'The Welsh Romance of the Lady of the Fountain', p. 181. 
287 Kapphahn, Gender and Genre in Welsh Arthurian Literature, pp. 20-1. 
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COURTLINESS AND THE CHURCH 

Initially, the church was opposed to the vision of courtliness espoused by the 

romances, arguing that the “secular ideology of courtliness and Christian theology 

[were] implacably opposed”.288 This was largely in response to the notion put forth 

by the romances; that love outside marriage was acceptable so long as it was worthy, 

and that nobility was as much a way to get to heaven as was Christian piety. 

However by the 14th century, the anti-courtliness of earlier centuries had largely been 

abandoned and instead a “mutual adaptation of courtly and Christian values was 

facilitated by the largely common origins”.289 

Although Ashe argues that courtliness stemmed largely from knights and nobles of 

court who desired a way to measure virtue which was not so closely intertwined with 

the church, it was eventually adopted and manipulated by the church to bring it 

more in line with Christian virtues.290 It certainly appears that, once the church had 

realised that courtly romances were becoming a well-established and popular genre, 

there was some move to influence the representation of courtliness so that it was 

more representative of church values. It is possible that one way in which this 

influence manifested was through the introduction of courtliness to religious 

literature and hagiographies.  

The voyage of St Brendan, when translated into Anglo-Norman by a cleric named 

Benedeit in the early 12th century, was arguably rewritten “with a courtly audience in 

mind”, adapted to suit the courtly milieu of contemporary texts. 291 The Anglo-

Norman Brendan is based on the 9th-century Navigatio sancti Brendani, as opposed 

 
288 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 179. 
289 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 182. 
290 Bragg, Ashe, Van Houts, and Gasper, ‘The 12th century Renaissance’, Time: 35:40-38:30. 
291 Legge, Anglo-Norman literature, p. 13. 
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to the equally 9th-century Hiberno-Latin Vita Sancti Brendani which was arguably 

more popular in Ireland.292 Where the Vita is more focused on Brendan, his life, and 

his education, the Navigatio is more concerned with a single seven-year voyage to 

various fantastic islands, with very little mention of Brendan’s life, written instead in 

a form which is much closer to the Irish immram voyage-tales.293 Short and 

Merrilees, in their edition of the tale, highlight the introduction of vivid description 

by Benedeit with a loss of some of the didactic nuances of the original Latin; indeed, 

Burnley argues that ‘material of interest only to clerks’ was removed or reduced 

whilst the translator emphasised the ‘sensuous richness of descriptions’.294 Legge 

does not hesitate to call the Anglo-Norman Brendan a ‘romance’, and even goes so 

far as to say that Benedeit was partially responsible for the emergence of the courtly 

movement through this text.295 The poem was popular in France and England from 

the twelfth to fourteenth centuries and shows an early influence of church material 

on courtly literature or of courtly literature on church material. In whichever 

direction this influence moved, it demonstrates a mutual acceptance and merging of 

ideologies.  

This was perhaps the beginning of a press for the introduction of churchly or 

Christian values to courtly writing. Three of the most often quoted ‘courtly virtues’ 

are the aforementioned pite, mesure, and largesce. Pite is often characterised by 

compassion and charity or overwhelming emotion, mesure by avoidance of excess 

and self-control, and largesce by liberal distribution of wealth and generosity.296 

 
292 Stifter, ‘Nauigatio Sancti Brendani’, p. 26; Benedeit, The Anglo-Norman voyage of St 
Brendan, p. 2. 
293 Benedeit, The Anglo-Norman voyage of St Brendan, pp. 2-3. 
294 Benedeit, The Anglo-Norman voyage of St Brendan, pp. 20-22; Burnley, Courtliness and 
Literature, p. 126. 
295 Legge, Anglo-Norman literature, p. 12. 
296 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 61.  
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Each of these is present, if not named explicitly, in the majority of Anglo-Norman 

courtly romances and are virtues which are expected in the protagonists, particularly 

if they are knights or lords. These virtues tend to go hand in hand with nobility and 

wealth; one has to have a pre-extant high social standing to be able to bestow 

largesce for example. 297 Burnley argues that these are all courtly virtues and are 

‘intimately connected with virtues as conceived by the church’.298 They are also 

specifically targeted at the most offensively ‘non-Christian’ tropes of courtly 

romances; if one is governed by self-control (mesure) then it is unlikely that one will 

be so overcome with lust as to engage in extra-marital affairs. Furthermore, 

embodying pite will make over-zealous violence less likely, and largesce allows for 

the Christian virtue of humility, whilst still allowing for the procurement of extreme 

wealth.  

In Welsh and Irish literature, the Christian influence is often somewhat more 

complicated, as the characters involved originated from the epic heroic, and often 

pagan, traditions. As with the aforementioned Cai, this can cause some friction with 

the transfer into the courtly tradition. This appears to be intimately connected with 

the notion of Christianising earlier literature, as seen in the AS.299 

EXTANT WORK ON COURTLINESS IN WELSH AND IRISH 

Some work has been done on the court and the influence of courtly literature on 

Medieval Welsh literature, but this has been focused mostly on the three Welsh 

romances; Owain, Peredur, and Geraint.300 The landmark book The Welsh King and his 

 
297 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 72. 
298 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 61. 
299 For more on this see Dooley, A., and H. Roe, ‘Introduction’ in Tales of the Elders of Ireland: 
A New Translation of the Acallam na Senórach, (Oxford University Press, 1999). 
300 Although this thesis does not aim to replicate this work and also examines other Arthurian 
texts, it is perhaps inevitable that a large focus of the analysis has remained on the romances, 
due both to their length and their format, and to the scarcity of other materials available. 
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Court edited by Thomas Charles-Edwards, Morfydd Owen, and Paul Russell 

illuminates the structure of a medieval Welsh court and provides some insight into 

the potential application of such ‘courtly virtues’ in an historical context, however its 

focus is on the laws of court as opposed to courtly literature or virtues.301 The three 

‘romances’, so named for their similarity to the corresponding French tales Yvain, 

Perceval, and Eric et Enid, tend to remain the focus of discussions concerning courtly 

influence in Welsh writing.302 Quite often these analyses are arguing either that the 

Welsh tales developed independently from and inspired the French, or that the 

French came first and the Welsh tales were copying from French originals.303 Very 

rarely do they focus on courtly influence outside of the three romances.  

Discussions of courtly influence on Irish prose is even less common. Discussions 

tend only to involve European correspondences when there is a similar or 

correlating text in another language; discussions of TDG and Tristan et Iseult, for 

example. The vast majority of work on courtly influence focuses on courtly poetry. 

The court poets, ollam in Ireland and pencerdd in Welsh, were responsible for both 

satire and praise of individuals and in the early medieval period were considered to 

have otherworldly powers used to influence the reputation of people in the court.304 

By the latter part of the Middle Ages, following the Norman conquest, there had 

been a marked change from the honour-based poetry of the early Middle Ages, to a 

poetic corpus framed around love. The Irish dánta grádha or love poetry was 

 
301 The Welsh King and his Court, ed. Thomas Charles-Edwards, Morfydd Owen, and Paul 
Russell. 
302 For good discussions of these, see the relevant chapters in Bromwich, R. The Arthur of the 
Welsh, (Caerdydd, 1991), and B. F. Roberts, ‘Tales and Romances’ and ‘The idea of a Welsh 
romance’, in B. F. Roberts Studies on Middle Welsh literature, (Lampeter, 1992). 
303 See R. M. Jones, ‘Y rhamantau Cymraeg a’u cysylltiadau â’r Rhamantau Ffrangeg’, Llên 
Cymry, 4 (1956-7), pp. 2088-27, and R. M. Jones, ‘Y Rhamantau Arthuraidd: ai o Lyfr Gwyn y 
codwyd testun Llyfr Coch Hergest?’, Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies, 15 (1952-4), pp. 109-
16.  
304 Binchy, Corpus Iuris Hibernici, pp. 15, 22, 2295, 2300; Bitel, ‘Tools and scripts for cursing in 
Medieval Ireland’, pp. 5-27; Lewis, C. W., ‘Bardic order, the [2] in Wales’, pp. 176-183.  
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according to Flower “not the direct passion of the folk-singers or the high vision of 

the great poets, but the learned and fantastic love of European tradition, the armour 

Courtois”.305 Those poems which survive are of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

date. 

Similarly in Welsh, much work has been done on the continental influences of 

Dafydd ap Gwilym, a fourteenth-century Welsh poet whose themes often touched 

on aspects of courtly literature such as unrequited love. Helen Fulton’s Dafydd ap 

Gwilym in the European Context, for example, examines Dafydd’s poetry in light of 

continental influences and is a book of note for examination of the influence of 

courtly literature on Welsh poetry.306 

As such it is necessary to investigate in full this notion of courtly virtue and the 

influence it may have had on our material, in order to build a full profile of the 

characters of Fionn and Arthur. This investigation will focus first on the Fenian 

corpus in the following pages, and then on the Arthurian material in Chapter 3.  

HONOUR 

One of the key evolutions from the epic heroic tradition to the courtly literary 

tradition is the way in which honour is earned and displayed. A preoccupation with 

honour was common in both early- and late-medieval tales, where one’s reputation 

and ability to offer surety in legal situations was based entirely upon one’s honour 

price. Indeed, Arthur in the Welsh Culhwch ac Olwen at one point states: 

Ydym wyrda hyt tra yn dygyrcher. Yd ytuo mwyhaf kyuarws a rothom, 

mwyuwy uyd yn gwrdaaeth ninheu ac an cret ac an hetmic 

 
305 Flower, ‘Introduction’, p. 1. For more recent work in Irish see Mac Craith, M. S., Lorg na 
hIasachta ar na Dánta Grá, (Dublin, 1989). 
306 Fulton, Dafydd ap Gwilym in the European Context, (UWP, 1989). 
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“We are noblemen as long as others seek us out. The greater the gifts we 

bestow, the greater will be our nobility and our fame and our honour.”307 

The heroic tales of the early Irish period are particularly concerned with warrior 

honour and military prowess dictating honour in a way which was not so much of a 

concern in the courtly period.308 Honour in the heroic tradition was closely 

associated with fame and reputation; consider Cú Chulainn’s declaration in the Táin 

that in his eyes it was more honourable to die young and be remembered, than live a 

long life and be forgotten.309 This warrior based society was one whose virtues were 

aggression and physical prowess, rather than the courtly virtues associated with later 

romance literature.310 However, Toner argues that authors of texts set within this 

milieu were aware of the dual nature of aggression and violence, that it can be used 

for both good or ill, and that this may have coloured their portrayal of the warrior 

society in these earlier texts.311 It is thus necessary to be aware of this potential 

interpretation when examining the role of honour in the Irish heroic tradition, and 

to set it against evidence from legal and historical texts where possible.  

Wilson notes that Honour in the early medieval period had two social functions; one 

was the marking out of status, and the other was moderation of behaviour through 

the public recognition of proper behaviour and the condemnation of social 

transgressions.312 I would argue that the Irish Heroic tradition reflects most the first 

of these, whilst the romance tradition is far more concerned with the latter, perhaps 

reflecting the interference of the author theorised by Toner. 313 In the early medieval 

 
307 Culhwch ll. 136–8 (ed. Bromwich and Evans, pp. 5–6), tr. Davies, The Mabinogion p. 183.  
308 Wilson, Honour in the Táin, p. 16. 
309 “If I achieve fame I am content, though I had only one day on earth” —Cúchulainn, ‘The 
Boyhood deeds of Cúchulainn’, Kinsella, The Tain, p. 85. 
310 O’Leary, ‘The honour of women in Early Irish literature’, p. 27. 
311 Toner, ‘Conflict and restraint’, p. 2.  
312 Wilson, Honour in the Táin, p. 14. 
313 Toner, ‘Conflict and restraint’, p. 2. 
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tales of the Ulster cycle, Cú Chulainn is praised despite fighting indiscriminately, 

even with women; in, for example, the text named by Marstrander as “The deaths of 

Lugaid and Derbforgaill” he kills one hundred and fifty women in response to their 

mutilation and murder of his foster-daughter-in-law.314 After being denied Emer’s 

hand in marriage in Tochmarc Emire Cú Chulainn storms her father’s fortress, killing 

twenty-four men, abducts Emer, and steals her father’s treasure.315 In the process of 

this, Emer’s father falls to his death from the ramparts. On neither of these occasions 

are Cú Chulainn’s violent actions condemned, and they instead seem to be written in 

a way that encourages the audience to praise or admire him, and supports his status 

as the preeminent warrior of Ulster. Consider also Cú Chulainn’s warp spasm; 

despite the fact that his special ability means that he ceases to recognise friend from 

foe and leads to the building of walls of corpses in the TBC, it is nonetheless 

considered to be a secret weapon held by the Ulidians which ultimately leads to 

their victory in the battle.316 Comparatively, much lower levels of aggression in 

Conán in the romances are condemned, for example in Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal 

he tries to attack Ailne after she insults him, and is rebuked both physically and 

verbally by Oscar for attempting to unsheathe his sword by the side of a beautiful 

woman.317 In La na nDechaidh Fionn na Bhfían, Conán is also rebuked for starting a 

fight which transgresses the social implications of Fionn’s bequeathal of protection 

and somewhat damages the reputation of Fionn’s honour.318 In both cases, the fíanna 

seem more concerned with Conán’s perceived social transgressions than with an 

insult to his status; an attitude which appears to be in opposition to that espoused 

by the earlier heroic tradition. That is not to say that either of these aspects of 

 
314 Marstrander, ‘The deaths of Lugaid and Derbforgaill’, pp. 201-218. 
315 Meyer, “The oldest version of Tochmarc Emire”, pp. 433-57. 
316 Kinsella, The Táin, pp. 150-153. 
317 ‘Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal’, Laoithe Fiannuigheachta, p. 182-3. 
318 ‘La na nDechaidh Fionn na Bhfían’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 242-245. 
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honour is absent from either tradition, instead that the focus has shifted from one to 

the other. This may perhaps be the result of the transition from a warrior-based 

hierarchy in the early period to a feudal one in the latter, but nevertheless this had 

an impact on the way in which honour was perceived in the later Fionn material.  

The earliest Fionn material is very focused on battle and action, with honour 

determined largely through warrior prowess. Bruiden Átha Í,, an 11th-century tale, is 

one concerned very much with revenge and violence; Fionn takes a new wife, not 

necessarily with permission, and when she is kidnapped and killed, Fionn beheads 

Currech, her murderer, then treats Currech’s brother Fothad to a feast where Fionn 

proudly displays Currech’s severed head (breaking a geas — a magically imposed 

prohibition — of Fothad’s).319 Fionn later causes the death of Fothad’s sister and her 

husband. This all leads to an eternal feud between Fionn and Fothad. Finn and the 

Phantoms, another early text in the Fionn cycle is again about battle and Fionn’s 

military prowess, although this time they are fighting against otherworldly creatures 

rather than taking revenge against other men.320 

Noticeably, battle is still a key theme of the early modern Fionn literature. However 

here it is not as closely related to honour, and characters such as Conán are often 

condemned for needlessly engaging in fights (see La na nDechaidh Fionn na Bhfían). 

Instead, honour is more related to behaviour towards others and good deeds, than it 

is a show of power. Within the context of courtly literature, honour and virtue are 

very seated in Christianity and the attributes of a good Christian hero. Obviously 

with the character of Fionn this is a lot more complicated, as a pagan he has no 

reason to act in a particularly Christian manner, 200 years before Christianity was 

 
319 Meyer, “Two tales about Finn”, pp. 241–249. 
320 Stokes, “Find and the phantoms”, pp. 289–307. 
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brought to Ireland. It is interesting then that in terms of virtue in the Fionn 

romances, Fionn fits well into the models of Christian and courtly virtue espoused by 

courtly literature.  

Early Arthurian material is not necessarily more closely associated with honour than 

the later material, but it is in the earliest Arthurian material that Arthur himself is 

the focus of that honour. This is perhaps because none of the Welsh Arthurian 

material is focused on a bildungsroman or development of Arthur himself as a 

character, instead using Arthur’s court as a base around which to build the 

characters of those who are closely associated with him, and whose honour reflects 

on his. Honour is a key theme of Culhwch ac Olwen, a tale in which an unknown 

cousin of Arthur’s named Culhwch approaches Arthur’s court and begs entrance 

from the porter. The porter refuses his request until Culhwch threatens to dishonour 

Arthur in a manner which will be heard across all of the British Isles, including 

Ireland, at which point the porter asks Arthur if the boy is to be allowed entrance. 

When he is, there follows a greeting which repeatedly refers to honour and Arthur’s 

reputation, based upon his nobility, fame, and honour. Much like with the earlier 

Fenian tales, honour in CO is related to status, and thus to power and control. 

Arthur acknowledges that he has such a position in society only because he has a 

reputation as an honourable man, causing others to seek him out. Without this 

reputation, his strength would mean nothing.  

Honour in the romances again follows much more closely the tropes of honour in 

courtly literature than it does the heroic tradition. Again, in the romances, honour is 

more related to behaviour and attitude towards others, alongside good deeds. Owain, 

for example, spends much of his tale proving his power by acting as a key warrior of 

Arthur’s court, but it is when he dishonours his wife by breaking his promise to her 
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that his downfall begins. Here, power means nothing if it does not exist in 

conjunction with honourable actions. Thus what is evident in both the Arthurian and 

Fenian traditions is a move away from honour being primarily the marker of status, to 

a situation in which honour was more associated with a moderation of behaviour and 

the condemnation of social transgressions. What I would suggest, then, is that by the 

early modern period, literature, if not society, had moved towards a demarcation of 

honour based on actions and behaviour, rather than military prowess. 

PITE, MESURE, AND LARGESCE 

In order to investigate the virtues of Fionn and Arthur, and whether or not they 

espouse the virtues attributed to them, I will be adapting the methods used by David 

Burnley in Courtliness and Literature in Medieval England, wherein he looks for 

linguistic evidence forthree virtues which are explicitly outlined in Courtly Literature, 

that is pite, mesure, and largesce, all of which are commonly associated with 

attributes that a knight or hero should display.321  

Pite is most commonly regarded as compassion and charity, particularly when carried 

out with no expectation of material gain. It often requires displays of powerful 

emotion, usually through sympathy or joy at the end of suffering.322 Within the 

material to be discussed below, I will be looking for and remarking upon displays of 

charity, particularly searching for examples of freely given protection or compassion. 

Mesure is self-control and the avoidance of excess. In particular this should be an 

inward restraint, chosen by the individual and not imposed by society.323 In the 

romances this is seen usually as honesty or restraint and these are the examples I will 

be discussing below. However, it is important to note that it is possible that mesure 

 
321 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 61.  
322 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 65. 
323 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 69. 
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was being used by authors in works which were destined for a courtly audience, 

although it did not necessarily reflect the actions of the individuals themselves.324 As 

such, this should be held in mind whilst examining the examples in the texts, as it 

may have influenced the way in which these examples manifest themselves. Mesure 

could also have a physical component, suggesting that beauty was balanced against 

itself, however this will not be a focus of this thesis.  Largesce is a liberal distribution 

of wealth and generosity. Like mesure, this should come as a result of individual 

decision, rather than through societal expectations. It is different from the charity 

associated with pite and is often seen through great displays of charity. Both Welsh 

and Irish traditions acknowledge the importance of generosity, and generosity is in 

fact an essential part of native traditions. As such, discussions of largesce in the 

literature must be weighted against pre-existing notions and expectations within the 

societies this literature reflects. 

Burnley argues that these are the three most important of the courtly virtues present 

in the romances, and that they are particularly valued for their contribution to the 

construction of courtly society.325 Honour is closely intertwined with these, and is, 

perhaps, the reason for displaying these virtues. These when combined with courtly 

and Otherworld settings, provide the backdrop within which the vast majority of the 

‘courtly romances’ take place. These are often closely related to religion, and one 

might consider that Christian and courtly virtue go hand in hand.  

It is important to note that Burnley’s methods of quantifying courtliness have been 

criticised by Joyce Coleman who argues that his pursuit of lexical markers such as 

pite, mesure, and largesce reduces courtliness to a “linguistic construct rather than as 

 
324 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p.64. 
325 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p.64. 
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a value constantly queried and renegotiated across the careers of fictional 

characters”; in other words looking only for linguistic markers and not examining 

the context of those markers.326 Unlike Burnley, I am not searching for the words 

themselves in texts as a marker of courtliness, or their Irish and Welsh equivalents, 

instead I am searching for the values these words represent. As such, these criticisms 

should not hold up against my adaptation of the framework.  

THE COURTLINESS OF FIONN 

The character of Fionn is not often thought of as a courtly one. He is wild, the leader 

of a band of heroes, martial, otherworldly, and dangerous, but rarely is he seen as a 

figure of courtly romances. In fact in TDG, the text from the Fenian corpus which 

perhaps has the most analogues with courtly romance tales, Fionn is characterised as 

entirely un-courtly, transgressing even the most basic of courtly values.327 Despite 

this, the Fionn of the early modern Irish texts appears to have a depth of courtliness 

which perhaps surpasses Arthur. His reputation is foremost as a protector of Ireland 

and of the weak, and he is portrayed as a magnanimous individual capable of 

intelligence and great self-control. Even Ó hÓgáin’s assertion that the twelfth-

century Fionn embodied concepts of the “ideal Gaelic prince and the good Christian 

leader” fails to encompass the full extent of the courtliness that Fionn is capable of 

displaying.328 The following chapter will examine the portrayal of Fionn in a selection 

of around fifteen texts from the cycle which are a mixture of verse and prose, written 

in late middle or Early Modern Irish, and found in manuscripts from the 13th-18th 

centuries in order to determine the courtliness, or lack thereof, displayed by Fionn 

in the early Modern material. The earliest of these are perhaps of twelfth-century 

 
326 Coleman, Review of Burnley, Courtliness and Literature in Medieval England, p. 152. 
327 Ní Shéaghdha, Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne. 
328 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn, pp. 119-120. 



113 
 

date (Iss é súd colg in laoich láin, Siothaí Cáilti cía ros fúair) and all are written in 

middle or early modern Irish.  

Fionn plays a relatively active role in texts from the Fenian tradition. Many texts 

focus on him as a protagonist and, where they do not, he is otherwise still a central 

part of the narrative and an active character. As such, it is perhaps easier to 

determine the courtliness of Fionn than of Arthur, as there are more examples of his 

character from which we can draw conclusions as to his courtliness. That being said, 

the actions of the members of the Fianna do reflect on Fionn’s reputation and thus 

some analysis of their behaviour is necessary to gain a fuller understanding of 

Fionn’s characterisation in early modern Irish tales. As such, several key members of 

the fíanna, namely Oisin, Oscar, Caoilte, and Conán, are discussed in this chapter 

with reference to the characterisation of Fionn.  

There is a huge wealth of Irish and Scottish Fionn material from the 12th to 20th 

centuries, and in very few of these does Fionn develop in a linear manner. Instead, he 

could display one attribute or association in a text of the 15th century, and yet in 

another 15th century text, perhaps even in the same manuscript, these attributes are 

metamorphosed, and Fionn is, arguably, an entirely different character; compare 

perhaps Fionn’s treatment of women in Cath Chnoic an Áir to that seen in TDG, or his 

reluctance to fight in Leacht Guill do Chráidh mo Chroidhe compared to the way he 

eagerly engages foes in the Chase of Síd na mBan.329 It is also important to note that 

the material surrounding Fionn is sometimes more closely associated with the 

members of the fíanna than it is with Fionn himself. Whilst Fionn is still the central 

character, these texts can be focused more on other members of the fíanna; Fleadh ros 

 
329 ‘Cath Chnoic an Áir’, Laoithe Fiannuigheachta, pp. 164-193; Ní Shéaghdha, TDG, pp. 16-19; 
‘Leacht Guill do Chráidh mo Chroidhe’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 318-29; Meyer, ‘The Chase of Síd na 
mBan Fin’, pp. 52-99. 



114 
 

fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn, for example, begins with a focus on Fionn but by the end is 

focused entirely on Oscar and how he conquers Europe whilst building his martial 

company.330 As such it is not possible to chart a clear linear development in Fionn’s 

character, instead it is perhaps necessary to also chart the variety of Fionn’s 

depictions in a more thematic manner.  

EXAMPLES OF LARGESCE IN THE FIANNAÍOCHT 

Of the courtly virtues, the first we must turn our attention to is largesce. Largesce is a 

generosity characterised by overt liberality and was an essential character trait of 

virtuous individuals within courtly literature. The issue here, however, is that 

generosity and hospitality were a fundamental part of Irish society prior to the 

creation of courtly literature in the twelfth century. In early medieval Ireland, 

hospitality was an inescapable obligation, a cultural commitment to demonstrate that 

an individual had exceptional merit and honour.331 It appears to have been a necessary 

aspect of Irish life; indeed O’Sullivan suggests that hospitality functioned in Ireland as 

a “system of total services”.332 This would have been a system wherein gifts are 

exchanged freely in a manner that appears, at first, voluntary before being revealed as 

a compulsory and mutually self-interested exchange.333 It seems also that the 

reputation of the Irish for being generous was one which was well known and highly 

regarded; the thirteenth-century hagiographer of St Abbán claimed that the Irish “sed 

hospita <li> tatem plus ceteris nationibus secantur”.334 As this was such a central 

pillar of Irish society, it is initially difficult to see how it might be possible to identify 

 
330 ‘Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 61-75, 170-87. 
331 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in medieval Ireland, p. 14. 
332 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in medieval Ireland, p. 15. 
333 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in medieval Ireland, p. 15. 
334 Trans: “strove to provide hospitality more than any other nation”, Heist, Vitae Sanctorum 
Hiberniae, p. 256, §1. 
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instances of largesce in the Fenian material, when any such instance could be no 

more than a reflection of this aspect of Irish society.  

However, the defining difference between largesce and customs of generosity in 

medieval Ireland appears to be that largesce meant being generous for the sake of 

being generous, and not for any expectation of reciprocity or reward for generous 

actions. The Irish customs of generosity and hospitality, on the other hand, were 

founded on the principal that acts of generosity demanded equally generous acts in 

return, and these demonstrations of liberality were ultimately provided with a view 

to reciprocity.335 Individuals expected that along with their obligation to receive it 

was the recipient’s obligation to reciprocate.336 It was also greatly tied to status; 

being able to bestow and return generosity was the hallmark of a successful 

individual, and to be unable to offer such generosity would lead to both satire and 

shame. Indeed, in a late sixteenth-century poem ascribed to Aodh Diarmuda Mac an 

Bhaird we are told of the plight of Róis daughter of Cú Connact Mág Uidhir who was 

placed in a difficult circumstance when an enormous band of poets arrived at her 

home seeking hospitality and succour.337 In an attempt to avoid the shame and satire 

of being unable to bestow the customary hospitality, she runs her own stores dry and 

puts her household at risk to feed the poets.338 This illustrates at least part of the 

issue with traditional Irish generosity, and the differences between it and instances 

of largesce. Thus within the Fionn material, we will be looking primarily for 

instances of generosity in which there is no expectation of reward, and there seems 

to be no compulsion put upon Fionn to act in this way.  

 
335 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in medieval Ireland, pp. 96, 15. 
336 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in medieval Ireland, p. 15. 
337 McKenna, ‘Poem to Róis, Daughter of Mág Uidhir’, p. 529, verses 4-7.  
338 McKenna, ‘Poem to Róis, Daughter of Mág Uidhir’, p. 529, verses 4-7. 
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Fionn is frequently referred to as generous, quite often in a way which is related to 

and indicative of his nobility. At times, this generosity is displayed through great 

acts of charity and displays of wealth; in the aforementioned Fleadh ros fúair 

Corbmac ó Fhionn Fionn is hosting a feast for Cormac mac Airt, along with the kings 

of Greece, Lochlainn, and Alba when a giant and a gruagach (a goblin or wizard type 

creature) come to the hall to ask someone to fill his enormous cauldron, claiming 

that that man would then be recognised as the most generous man in Ireland.339 

Fionn very quickly agrees to fill the cauldron with as much gold as can be gathered. 

This contribution only serves to give him greater status and respectability. That it is 

Fionn that bestows this generosity, rather than Cormac, is perhaps worthy of 

comment. In the ninth-century Tecosca Cormaic, Cormac mac Airt himself says that 

generosity is one of the many proper qualities of a chief, and yet he allows Fionn to 

fulfil the request, despite the fact this will make Fionn appear more generous than 

Cormac.340 Given that under Irish customs of hospitality, a king’s generosity was 

tightly intertwined with his perceived ability to rule, it is possible that Fionn’s 

decision here to fulfil the request could be seen as an overstepping of his role and 

perhaps an insult to Cormac.341 This would mean then that this act of generosity was 

enacted both with no view to profit, and also with an inherent risk that did not ally 

with traditional Irish views of the requirements of hospitality. I would suggest then 

that this is an example of largesce, and not a relic of this practice.  

In his discussions with Patrick, Oisin often refers to Fionn as “an fear fíal”, the 

generous man, or as a great conferrer of wealth, and makes his generosity out to be 

one of Fionn’s greatest attributes.342 When he argues for Fionn’s place in heaven, 

 
339 MacNeill, Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, pp. 62-3, 171. 
340 Meyer, Tecosca Cormaic, p. 13, §6. 
341 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in medieval Ireland, p. 67. 
342 ‘A Oisín, is fada do shúan’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 212-13. 
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despite Fionn never having believed in God, he claims that “nir ér sé duine fa ór” and 

that “ni roibhe Fionn na coimfhíal ag duine nó ag Día a lámh”.343 As well as being 

generous in great wealth, Oisin also claims that Fionn demonstrated liberality in his 

distribution of food and drink. In Seilg Locha Lein he draws direct comparisons 

between the generosity of Patrick’s clerics, and the generosity of Fionn, making the 

clerics seem miserly in comparison to the great Fionn, telling Patrick that a single 

Rowan berry provided by Fionn was twice the size of a roll provided by Patrick’s 

clerics.344 This implies both that Fionn was generous and that the restraint shown by 

clerics towards food was seen by Oisin as niggardly, and in opposition to the largesce 

that so characterised Fionn. This adds the additional impact of going against Irish 

practices of hospitality. An old Irish metrical Rule discussed by Strachan in Ériu 

specifically warns against being niggardly; “Ni riae, ni écriae”.345 That Oisin directly 

compares the abundant generosity displayed by Fionn to the lack of generosity 

displayed by Patrick serves both to honour Fionn and embarrass Patrick. There is no 

indication within these poems that Fionn received anything in return for this 

generosity, and the implication made by Oisin is that these actions set him apart 

from others, perhaps even that such a level of generosity was unusual. As such, I 

would suggest that this could be considered largesce, although such an inference is 

not certain.  

Furthermore, in Iss é súd Colg in laoich lain the fíanna of Fál claim that “tussa in 

coigeadh gan fheall/ is fear eineach d’iath Eireann” when asking Fionn to bestow 

 
343 Trans: “he never refused anyone as regards gold”, ‘A Oisín, is fada do shúan’, Duanaire Finn, 
p. 214-15; “Neither Fionn nor anyone so generous as he has been kept in bondage by man or 
God”, ‘A Oisín, is fada do shúan’, Duanaire Finn, p. 210-11. 
344 Trans: “Do conairc mé caor caortainn, bam ó faoi dó ná do measgan”, Trans: ‘I saw a berry 
of the rowan tree twice larger than thy roll’, in ‘Seilg Locha Lein’, Laoithe Fiannuigheachta, pp. 
216-17.  
345 Trans: “Be not hard and niggardly”, in Strachan, ‘An Old-Irish Metrical Rule’, p. 199. 
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great treasure (that is, Caoilte’s sword) upon them.346 This notion of Fionn being 

generous in distribution of wealth, particularly towards his own men, appears again 

in Seilg Shléibhe na mBan. Oisin tells Patrick that spoils taken by the fíanna were 

evenly distributed so that;  

Ní bhíodh feindidh dhinn dom dhóigh 

gan léinidh sróil is dá choin 

Gan cotún sídhe séimh 

is lúireach bharraidh ghéir ghlain 

‘s gan ceinnbeirt clochorrdha chorr  

‘s da sleidh a ndorn gach fir” 

“I believe there was no warrior amongst us without a satin shirt and two 

hounds, without a soft smooth wadded tunic and a corselet of sharp clean 

tow, an upstanding jewelled and gilded headpiece and two spears in each 

man’s hand.”347 

Whilst it is possible that this ‘generosity’ was designed to keep the fíanna loyal and 

would therefore have its own reward, that he is being described as one of the five 

most generous men in Ireland cannot be ignored. Moreover, the listed treasures 

above seem to go beyond what would be necessary to arm and equip an army. It is 

entirely possible that this is an example of largesce, but again it is difficult to be 

certain that this is not an example of the reciprocal system of total services espoused 

above.  

An Bruidhean Chaorthainn is a tale in which Fionn’s generosity, alongside his mercy, 

does not provide reward and instead leads to great sadness amongst the fíanna.348 At 

the beginning of the story, Fionn kills a foreign king of Lochlann who was invading 

 
346 “you without deceit are one of the five most generous men in the land of Ireland”, ‘Iss é súd 
colg in laoich lain’ in Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, pp. 128-9. 
347 ‘Seilg Shléibhe na mBan’, in Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, pp. 216-7. 
348 Mac Piarais, Bruidhean chaorthainn: sgéal fiannaidheachta. 
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Ireland and fosters his youngest and only surviving son. Years later the son, Midac, is 

given land and wealth and told to go off on his own and forge a name for himself. 

Despite Fionn’s charity in both raising him and giving him a great deal of wealth, he 

eventually plots revenge on Fionn, trapping Fionn and other members of the fíanna 

in a magical, enchanted hall. Fionn’s grandson is among several warriors killed in the 

ensuing attempt to free the fíanna from the prison and prevent the invasion of 

Ireland by Midac’s force. Again, this appears to be an example of largesce; Fionn’s 

actions are beyond those expected by the terms of hospitality and generosity 

discussed above. In this instance his charity was a positive attribute punished by the 

ungrateful. As a result, this tale seems to focus more on Fionn’s naivety in believing 

that an enemy fostered by the fíanna at a young age would not later betray the 

kindness given to him, particularly as Fionn appears to have put little effort into his 

upbringing. When Fionn encounters Midac whilst hunting in Fermorc, he does not 

recognise him.349 Moreover it is said that Midac lived in his new home for fourteen 

years and yet had no contact with any members of the fíanna he had grown up with, 

suggesting that he had little emotional connection to Fionn or the fíanna.350 This tale 

seems to suggest both that Fionn was naïve in his belief in Midac, but also that if a 

proper fosterage situation had taken place wherein Fionn had made personal efforts 

to engage with Midac, rather than just plying him with wealth, then perhaps this 

betrayal would not have occurred. Here Fionn is generous in material goods, but not 

in emotional exchange and this lack of full generosity is what marks his downfall. 

The tale is in a sense condemning Fionn’s lack of largesce in this instance; although 

he made overt gestures of kindness and generosity, his generosity remained linked 

to money and wealth rather than any true sacrifice to himself, and he thus reaped no 

 
349 Mac Piarais, An Bruidean Caortainn, pp. 8-9. 
350 Mac Piarais, An Bruidean Caortainn, pp. 7-8. 
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benefit from it. As such, this could be classed as largesce as Fionn is giving with no 

thought to reciprocity, but he is also arguably giving with no potential for personal 

loss. As such, although this is perhaps largesce under the definition outlined above, 

it appears to have been a perfunctory action done more through perceived necessity 

than a desire to be ‘virtuous’ or to do a good deed. Thus I would tentatively class this 

as an example of largesce with the caveat that it is an example of largesce carried out 

in a desultory fashion.  

Fionn was evidently fairly generous when it came to distribution of his wealth, 

however there are at least two instances in which he uses this wealth to appease or 

bribe members of the fíanna; as such demonstrating generosity which does not fall 

under the remit of largesce. In the aforementioned Leacht Guill do Chráidh mo 

Chroidhe Fionn offers Goll his weight in gold so that Goll will fight an invader on his 

own, rather than involving the whole fíanna.351 This offer, though seemingly 

generous, also greatly benefits Fionn. Instead of risking his own life alongside those 

of his loyal men, he risks the life of a man with whom he is often at odds. As Fionn 

clearly has an ulterior motive in this case, I would suggest that this is not an instance 

of largesce and is instead a clear-cut example of the medieval Irish practice of 

generosity. Rather than giving for the sake of giving, Fionn is bargaining great wealth 

and great reward for himself, whilst risking relatively little. Similarly in Lá do bhí 

sealg Shléibhe Guillenn a large and intimidating warrior has come before the fíanna 

and appears to be causing dissension amongst them.352 After several arguments 

which nearly come to blows, Fionn begins bribing the members of his fíanna in an 

attempt to get them to stand down. Although this serves to demonstrate just how 

much wealth Fionn has and is able to display, he is motivated to give this wealth so 

 
351 Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, pp. 326-7. 
352 Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, pp. 248-97. 
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as to prevent harm to himself and his men, and would perhaps therefore be incorrect 

to class this as largesce.  

Thus in this brief survey of texts it is clear that Fionn both had a reputation for 

generosity and a desire to be generous, although this was not always without a 

motivation for personal gain. It is somewhat difficult to ascertain whether this 

amounts to largesce as there are often other factors influencing Fionn’s actions and 

choices, although I would argue that there are definite instances of largesce within 

the Fionn material; the instance in Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn for example, 

and the many examples of Oisin arguing for Fionn’s generosity in his dialogues with 

Patrick are, to me, clear indicators that Fionn was demonstrating some actions 

which constitute largesce in the Early Modern Irish period.  

EXAMPLES OF MESURE IN THE FENIAN MATERIAL 

Mesure is to be defined as the avoidance of excess and self-control, particularly this 

should be an inward restraint, and, much like largesce, should be chosen by the 

individual and not imposed by society.353 In the romances this is usually seen as 

honesty or restraint/self-control. Much like largesce, it is possible that some instances 

of mesure in the material are related instead to cosc, or ‘restraint’, examples of which 

exist throughout early medieval Irish material. As such, it is necessary to discuss 

mesure within this context of cosc, in order to determine which actions that could be 

described as mesure are indeed a reflection of this, and not related to cosc.   

Within a warrior society, restraint was as essential as military prowess. The need for 

restraint is a topic often discussed within the Ulster cycle and was closely intertwined 

with fír fer, ‘truth of men’, a warrior code by which these men were supposedly 

 
353 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 69. 
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bound.354 Frequently within this material a lack of restraint on behalf of the heroes is 

framed as a negative but somewhat necessary consequence of warrior society. Cú 

Chulainn’s warp spasm, for example, was triggered by an excess of anger in battle. 

This transformation, which resulted in changes to both his physical and mental 

states, had to be handled carefully as within this state he might kill or injure his own 

people, without being aware he was doing so. Toner argues that such 

acknowledgements of a lack of restraint demonstrates recognition by the author that 

aggression has negative consequences that must be resisted, but also that violence 

can be used for good and ill.355 This, then, demonstrates an awareness that a lack of 

control or restraint could have negative consequences, and that this was perhaps 

intended to be a didactic element of the text. Moreover, the need for restraint is 

explicitly outlined as a necessary element of kingship. The ninth-century gnomic text 

Tecosca Cormaic (‘Teachings of Cormac’) advises that a king should be ‘mild in the 

mead-hall, stern in battle, weak towards the weak, strong towards the strong.’ 356 This 

suggests that a king was expected to be able to regulate his actions in ways that were 

appropriate to the situation, showing that restraint was not a new concept and was in 

fact considered essential to leading. However, it is important to note that in many 

cases within Early Irish literature, restraint was something encouraged in men by an 

external force; usually women. Perhaps the most famous example of this is Emer’s 

warnings to Cú Chulainn in Aided Óenfir Aífe, where Emer begs her husband not to 

fight the young warrior who has arrived at their shores. Despite this attempt at 

restraint as an external force, Emer is unable to prevent Cú Chulainn from fighting 

and killing the warrior who is discovered to be Cú Chulainn’s only son, Connlae.357 In 

 
354 O’Leary, ‘‘Fír Fer: An Internalized Ethical Concept in Early Irish Literature?’, pp. 1-14. 
355 Toner, ‘Conflict and Restraint in Irish Heroic Literature’, p. 2. 
356 Meyer, The instructions of King Cormac mac Airt, p. 15.  
Toner, ‘Conflict and Restraint in Irish Heroic Literature’, pp. 3-4. 
357 Compert Con Culainn and Other Stories, ed. A.G. Van Hamel, p. 14, § 8. 
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this particular instance, the word cosc is used by both Emer and Cú Chulainn, as 

Emer begs Cú Chulainn to show restraint and Cú Chulainn responds that he will not 

seek the cosc of a woman in what he deems to be a military, and thus masculine, 

matter.358 Toner perhaps puts it best when he argues that “when female protagonists 

are used to limit, thwart or expose the excessive martial ambitions of men in the 

medieval tales, […they…] stand for good sense against men’s irrationality”.359 It is thus 

through the words of women or through external influences that the warrior code is 

reigned in (or not) by restraint. I would suggest that this is perhaps where we see the 

key difference between cosc and mesure. Within courtly material, mesure is required 

to be a choice made on behalf of the individual or warrior involved, without any 

external influence. It is thus intended to be a moral choice which does not conflict 

with the warrior code or martial ability. As such, where instances of perceived mesure 

are discussed below, these will be judged on whether they appear to be an internal 

decision, or the result of external influence.  

That they never lied was considered to be a common trait of the fíanna. Oisin 

mentions this at least twice in the texts being examined in this chapter (in Cath 

Chnoic an Áir and Seilg Locha Lein) when he is arguing with Patrick to show Fionn’s 

piety.360 This emphasis on honesty is another example of mesure and the virtue of 

self-control; the fíanna demonstrate regularly that they are able to show restraint 

where other men cannot, refraining from lying at all times. This is perhaps most 

cunningly displayed in the text La da rabhamur a nDún Bó wherein Ireland is 

threatened with invasion by Laigne Mór.361 Instead of going to meet him with an 

 
358 Toner, ‘Conflict and Restraint in Irish Heroic Literature’, p. 6. 
359 Toner, ‘Conflict and Restraint in Irish Heroic Literature’, p. 6. 
360 ‘Cath Chnoic an Áir’, Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 64-93; ‘Seilg Locha Lein’, Laoithe 
fiannuigheachta, p. 200. 
361 ‘La da rabhamur a nDún Bó’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 222-3. 
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army, Fionn travels instead in disguise as a poet and performs for Laigne. When 

Fionn is asked what he would like for payment for his services, he asks for protection 

and a promise to do no harm to them or anything they own in Ireland. After this has 

been agreed upon, Fionn reveals who he is and Laigne attempts to inveigle his way 

out of the bargain by saying he only swore to protect druids, but Fionn assures him 

that he is both a druid and the greatest one in the world. In this instance, Fionn 

never utters a lie. He allows the antagonist to make his own assumptions whilst 

cleverly ensuring that he is always remaining truthful and that his word is never 

broken. As such, Fionn is able to perform deception, without ever compromising his 

honour through dishonesty. This could then be seen as an example of mesure as 

Fionn is able to find a way to use his honesty and strategy to prevent violence. 

The fíanna also display great self-control in other respects. The story Lá do bhí sealg 

Shléibhe Guillenn, or ‘The adventure Slieve Gullen’, is a good example of extreme self-

control amongst the fían. In this text, the fíanna are preparing for a chase when they 

see a dangerous, one-eyed warrior approach.362 Fionn orders his warriors to go and 

meet the champion, and this initiates a series of goading arguments between 

members of the fíanna, most of which are started by Conán. The impression given is 

that these arguments are being caused by the dangerous warrior, who wants to gain 

submission from all they meet and that their intention is to cause in-fighting amongst 

the fíanna. Despite this perceived intention, none of the arguments result in combat, 

and are instead brought to a conclusion either through threats of violence (in the case 

of Fionn and Conán) or through careful mediation by Fionn who appears to recognise 

a need for self-control and quickly diffuses the various situations through bribing his 

men. Although it is not explicitly stated, the implication of this text is that the warrior 

 
362 ‘Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 248-297. 
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Dubh mac Diorfaidh is causing the antagonism between the fíanna, and that this may 

be how he has gained submission in previous engagements. However it is the self-

restraint of the fíanna which causes the warrior’s ultimate downfall, as they are able 

to settle their arguments without fighting, thereby demonstrating the self-control of 

mesure. This shows a great amount of self-control and restraint, as Fionn is able 

prevent a large group of hot-blooded warriors from coming to blows, contrary to the 

supernatural powers of the warrior. The second half of the tale, however, shows that 

this mesure is not always possible; Oisin asks Fionn for half of the captains of the 

fíannafíanna, but Fionn refuses. This eventually leads to a battle between Oscar and 

Caireoill (another of Fionn’s sons) and two-hundred men are killed before Fionn and 

Goll intervene and stop the fight. This suggests that self-control was not, perhaps, 

guaranteed amongst the fíanna, or that it was an attribute that only some members of 

the fíanna displayed.  

In Siothaí Cháilti cía ros fúair Fionn and an assemblage of his men are hunting when 

they encounter a hideous boar who kills all their hunting dogs, except Bran and 

Sceolang.363 Bran manages to corner the boar, and at this point a churl appears who 

threatens the lives of the fíanna if they do not release the boar, binding several of 

them in the process. Although Fionn initially attempts to continue the chase he 

desists when it becomes apparent that he will be unable to free the fíanna in this 

way. He then shows the restraint and diplomacy necessary to manoeuvre the release 

of the fíanna without bloodshed. Once that has been done, the churl transforms the 

boar into a beautiful young man whom, it emerges, is the son of the churl. The 

fíanna are invited to a feast inside a sídh hall, where Fionn sets his eyes upon the 

churl’s daughter; Sgathach. After negotiating her dowry, the churl reveals that 

 
363 ‘Siothaí Cháilti cía ros fúair’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 38-45; 140-9. 
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because he was able to best Fionn without the strength of shields or blades, Fionn 

would be rewarded with great wealth and treasures. In other words, because Fionn 

showed restraint and mercy in letting the boar go, he is being rewarded with great 

treasure. Furthermore, when Fionn, Sgathach, and the fíanna leave the hall for the 

wedding night festivities, Sgathach uses a magical harp to send them all to sleep 

rather than consummating the marriage. When they awaken, the sídh hall and its 

inhabitants are gone, but the treasure remains. Although it would perhaps have been 

in-character for Fionn, or typical for a man of the time, to react heatedly to an 

escaped wife (see TDG), he instead acknowledges that she got the better of him and 

holds back from any revenge. Thus, here mesure is an important part of Fionn’s 

characterisation which allows him to receive all the treasures including Caoilte’s urn, 

about which the story revolves.  

In Leacht Guill do Chráidh mo Chroidhe Fionn again shows self-control in deciding 

not to fight, as he has recognised that the risk outweighs the perceived benefits of 

the action.364 In this tale, two thousand ships from Lochlainn have come to the shore 

of Ireland, led by Magnus the Great, son of the King of Lochlainn. Upon arriving 

they have burned everything in their path and sown great destruction on Ireland. 

Although Magnus has issued a challenge against the army of the High King, Fionn 

decides that it would be a suicide mission to engage in battle, as no one escapes from 

him alive and he has a reputation for killing entire hosts by himself.365 Instead of 

risking the entire fíanna, Fionn hires Goll to fight Magnus, minimising the risk upon 

recognition of the fact that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few. 

Although this could be seen as cowardice, it can also be seen as mesure; despite the 

 
364 ‘Leacht Guill do Chráidh mo Chroidhe’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 318-29. 
365 Leacht Guill do Chráidh mo Chroidhe’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 234-7. 
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fact that the choice to retreat could damage Fionn’s honour, he shows the restraint 

necessary to do so.  

Rather than the martial self-control shown above, the mesure shown in Iss é súd colg 

in laoich láin is more indicative of sound and rational judgement.366 Fionn has a 

magical sword which he has pledged to give to the fíanna, but as he still wants the 

sword, he decides that Ailbhe, the Queen of Tara, should judge how the sword is 

won. She decides that each man who wishes to make a claim for the sword must race 

and the best runner would win the sword. In the race, Caoilte wins and claims the 

sword, but Fionn finishes right beside him and claims the sheath. Ailbhe decrees 

that the sword and its sheath should go to Caoilte. Despite Fionn offering a great 

deal of wealth for the return of the sword, both Ailbhe and Fithiol the wise judge 

that the sword should remain with Caoilte, and Fionn accepts their judgement. Here 

he shows Mesure, respecting the judgement of others and refraining from reacting in 

an impulsive manner, and as a result the tale ends with great praise given to the 

kingship of Cormac and Fionn, who are said to be better than anyone who comes 

after them.367 

These demonstrations of Mesure combine to add a controlled and reflective side to 

Fionn’s character, showing that even under great pressure, he is able to remain calm 

and show an adequate degree of self-control to ensure that he and his men remain 

safe.  

EXAMPLES OF PITE IN THE FENIAN MATERIAL 

Pite is most commonly regarded as compassion and charity, particularly when carried 

out with no expectation of material gain. It often requires displays of powerful 

 
366 ‘Iss é súd colg in laoich láin’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 124-41. 
367 ‘Iss é súd colg in laoich láin’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 138-9. 
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emotion, usually through sympathy or joy at the end of suffering.368 An example of 

this would be perhaps the protection of damsels in distress; a common theme within 

Arthurian romances and other courtly literature. Within the material to be discussed 

below, I will be looking for and remarking upon displays of charity, particularly 

searching for examples of freely given protection or compassion. 

In the fenian tales, pite most often manifests as protection, usually through Fionn 

offering himself and/or the fíanna, as protection or assistance for an individual, his 

word acting as surety in the bargain. A common recipient of Fionn’s protection is 

women. On some occasions they come seeking his help, but on others he offers it of 

his own volition often with little to no thought given to any potential difficulty to him 

that might arise as a result of his giving protection. In Cath Chnoic an Áir, Fionn is 

approached by a woman named Niamh-buadh-chrothach who begs his protection 

from her husband, Tailc mac Treoin, and she claims “Ní gan fáth do tugas fuath/ dath 

an guail do bí ar a ghnéi;/ dá cluas, iarball a’s ceann cait,/ tá ar an b-fear nac mait 

sgéim”.369 She continues on to say that she has travelled the world three times over 

and that Fionn is the first chief to have offered her protection, having said he will 

protect her until the seven battalions of the fían fell.  

When she cannot believe Fionn’s promise because Tailc has the strength of force to 

have already ravaged Greece three times, Fionn replies that there is not a hero under 

the sun who will not find his match against the Fían.370 Here Fionn is offering 

protection against a perhaps otherworldly force that is otherwise unknown to him, 

based upon the reputation and strength of his men, whilst showing no fear and 

 
368 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 65. 
369 Trans: ‘Not without cause did I hate him, / Black as the coal was his skin; / Two ears, a tail, 
and the head of a cat / Are upon the man of repulsive countenance’, ‘Cath Chnoic an Áir’, 
Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 86-7. 
370 ‘Cath Chnoic an Áir’, Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 88-9. 
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accepting the self-sacrifice necessary to offer protection for those less able to protect 

themselves, thereby clearly embodying the virtue of pite. It is perhaps particularly 

notable that he offers protection on this occasion, as the tale begins with a prophetic 

dream and a proclamation by a druid that slaughter awaited the Fían on that day and 

Fionn should thus have recognised that protecting Niamh could be dangerous for the 

fíanna.371 Despite the fact that Niamh arrives with a host large enough to terrify 

Conán and send him running, Fionn reacts with composure and restraint and offers 

to assist a woman who could have proved a threat to his fíanna, displaying mesure 

alongside his pite. As previously mentioned, mesure is the avoidance of excess and 

self-control whichshould be an inward restraint, chosen by the individual and not 

imposed by society.372 Within the fenian material, it is quite often a dual presentation 

of these two virtues, working in tandem, which illustrates a marked difference from 

the bravado and reckless self-sacrifice of epic heroic material. Although he does not 

know it at the time, the results of this protection will almost encompass the ruin of 

the fíanna, both in this battle and in subsequent acts of revenge perpetuated on the 

fíanna in revenge for deaths in the battle.  

In a sequel to this tale, Fionn’s protection of a woman gives him great reward as she is 

able to engineer the safe escape of the fíanna from one who wanted to avenge the 

events of the battle at Cnoc an Áir. In Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid Fionn offers protection to a 

woman named Glanluadh, after she is separated from her husband by the same 

druidic mist which separated Fionn and his companion Daire from the rest of the 

fíanna.373 Although Fionn does receive reward from this protection, a key element of 

Fionn’s protection in this and other tales is that there is no expectation of him 

 
371 ‘Cath Chnoic an Áir’, Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 76-7. 
372 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 69. 
373 O'Daly, Laoithe fiannuigheachta; or, Fenian poems, second series, pp. 20-75. 
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receiving benefit in return for his actions. This, I would argue, is another divergence 

from earlier heroic tradition. Where it has been possible to find examples of warriors 

offering protection to women in earlier tales, it has usually been with the expectation 

that those women would later marry the hero, or provide him with sexual favours. 

Serglige Con Culainn, for example, includes Cú Chulainn’s protection of the 

otherworldly Fand, in exchange for her becoming his wife. Cú Chulainn also offers 

protection to the Scandinavian princess Derbforgaill in some versions of Tochmarc 

Emire and she, too, ends up falling in love with him.374 It is possible that this derives 

in part from the status of women in Early Irish law, that their protection was based on 

that provided by their husband, but it is interesting that this development mirrors 

that of ‘protection of women’ in courtly romances. That Fionn offers protection here 

on these occasions, to both Glanluadh and Niamh, with no hope of sexual reward is 

much closer to the chivalric idealisation of virtue towards women common in later 

medieval romances than it is to the protection of women in earlier Irish saga material.  

Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid also uses the themes of pite and compassion to further emphasise 

the values and virtues of the women within. Consistently throughout, Glanluadh is 

presented as a desirable and perfect woman, constantly demonstrating pite and 

compassion whilst Áilne, who is orchestrating the plot against Fionn, is very callous 

and does not pity Fionn or the fenians no matter their suffering. Áilne is the 

antagonist, driving much of the fenians’ suffering, whilst Glanluadh is the victim, 

working to free herself and the fenians at Áilne’s mercy. Both women are motivated 

by the loss of their husbands; Áilne’s died at the hands of Fionn, and Glanluadh’s was 

kidnapped by Áilne, and yet whilst Áilne is focused wholly on the downfall of the 

Fenians and their destruction, Glanluadh shows compassion and pity to all whom she 

 
374 Findon, A Woman’s Words, p. 53. 
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meets, and mourns Áilne’s death at the close of the tale. Here, the dichotomy 

between the two women further highlights the importance of virtue, valuing as it 

does the compassion and charity of Glanluadh over the revenge driving Áilne’s 

actions. That is not to say that women seeking justice are condemned in Irish 

literature, in Éuchtach inghen Díermatta, an early modern Irish poem, the daughter of 

Diarmaid and Grainne, Eachtach, seeks revenge on their behalf and attacks Fionn in 

order to seek justice for her father.375 However the key driving force of Éuchtach 

inghen Díermatta is justice. Although Áilne believes herself to be justified in seeking 

the death of Fionn, it was established in Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal that Áilne’s 

husband and her sons had not met their deaths treacherously at Cnoc an Áir, but had 

instead died in fair battle as part of the retinue of Tailc Mac Treoin.376 Thus, her 

attempts at revenge are not justified and so she is portrayed as both unvirtuous and 

undesirable. 

On occasion Fionn also offers protection to otherworldly creatures if they approach 

him for assistance. In La na nDechaidh Fionn na Bhfían, for example, a strange warrior 

with a sword in his head approaches the fíanna and asks Fionn for his protection in 

Ireland.377 Fionn gives it, but Conán ignores Fionn’s bestowal of protection and 

attempts to remove the sword from the warrior, which causes Conán to become 

paralysed. This subsequently leads to civil disarray amongst the fíanna as the House 

of Morna and the House of Baoisgne quarrel over the attack against Conán. That 

Fionn is willing to go to war with his own men to maintain his protection over what is 

undoubtedly an otherworldly creature is very indicative of his courtliness as it shows 

him to value charity over potential personal cost. However, it is also necessary to note 

 
375 ‘Éuchtach inghen Díermatta’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 45–47; 149–151. 
376 ‘Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal’, Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 164-193. 
377 ‘La na nDechaidh Fionn na Bhfían’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 240-7. 
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that his honour and the surety of his word are tied up in that offer of protection. If he 

had not fought against Morna, he would have been faulted in his duty and would 

thereby be breaking his word, and dishonouring his, and the fianna’s, reputation. It is 

possible then, that this demonstration of pite could stem, at least in part, from the 

traditional Irish views on honour, as discussed in Chapter 2. Honour within the Irish 

tradition is particularly difficult to separate from courtly virtues. Honour was a 

central aspect of courtly literature, however it was a social and legal practice in 

Ireland, and in Medieval Irish literature, for centuries prior to the introduction of 

courtly literature. I would suggest that perhaps the defining difference between pite 

and honour is that pite is entirely voluntary; entered into voluntarily and held up 

voluntarily, whilst honour and its maintenance is a compulsory social requirement. 

As such, I would argue that in this case, pite is what is initially displayed when Fionn 

offers protection, however it is perhaps impossible to determine whether his decision 

to fight his own men is a demonstration of honour or pite.  

The aforementioned Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn shows another instance of 

Fionn offering protection to an otherworldly creature when he offers his protection to 

an otherworldly creature (a gruagach) who has just insulted his men.378 This is done 

without any caveat or hope for reward. On both of these occasions, Fionn is offering 

the protection of the Fíanna to those who would arguably have been able to protect 

themselves; an otherworldly creature who has managed to survive a sword in the 

skull, and a wizard with a giant for a son. Thus, when Fionn offers the protection of 

the Fíanna to individuals, as opposed to Ireland as a whole, he is clearly 

demonstrating the attributes of pite; compassion and charity without material gain. 

This fits neatly into the model of courtly literature whether or not there was a direct 

 
378 ‘Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 61-75; 170-187. 
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relationship and is arguably part of the development of Fionn’s character into the 

ideal Gaelic prince and the good Christian leader that Ó hÓgáin sees in the later 

Fionn material.379 It is arguable, however, that retention of his honour and reputation 

is one of the main reasons Fionn offers protection within the early modern material, 

which could be a reflection of an early, honour-based, societal structure as discussed 

in Chapter 2. To neglect to do so would reflect poorly on him and his men who are 

supposed to be the protectors of Ireland. It could thus be arguable, then, that this is 

not necessarily evidence of courtly pite, and is instead simply a reflection of the role 

his character was supposed to be playing. 

Both Fionn and his fíanna frequently display pite in a variety of ways. He commonly 

offers protection and charity, both to those who would expect to receive it (such as 

women and Ireland) and to those who appear at first to be less deserving of that 

charity (such as otherworldly creatures). Although he often offers the protection of 

his men, he also frequently offers his own bodily protection; for example when he 

offers to protect Glanluadh in Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid.  

More often than not he appears to offer this ‘out of the goodness of his own heart’, 

rather than with any expectation of return. This appears to have been an element of 

his character which differed from that of other Irish heroes such as Cú Chulainn, 

who seemingly offered protection with caveats and with the expectation of benefit in 

return. Given the quantity of early Fionn material which survives, it should be 

possible to work back through it to see whether this is truly a later development of 

Fionn’s character which could be attributed to the influence of the romance 

tradition, or whether any part of this aspect of his character appears in earlier 

 
379 Ó hÓgáin, Fionn mac Cumhaill, pp. 119-120. 
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material. Unfortunately, such an analysis was beyond the scope of this thesis, but 

should be an illuminating route for further research.  

TRANSGRESSIONS OF COURTLY VIRTUE IN FENIAN MATERIAL 

There are some instances in the Fenian romances wherein Fionn is shown to be 

decidedly dishonourable. Perhaps the most obvious of these is in the Tóruigheact 

Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne (hereafter referred to as TDG).380 Arguably the fenian tale 

which follows most closely the tropes of courtly literature, TDG is also the one in 

which Fionn appears the most villainous. In this tale, he is the villain; an old, 

undesirable husband preventing his young wife from being with the man she wants. 

Fionn uses underhanded ways of assuring his victory, notably his reluctance to give 

Diarmaid magical water which would cure him, despite having the ability to do so.  

The story begins with an older Fionn bargaining with Cormac mac Airt to marry his 

young daughter, Gráinne. Gráinne agrees to marry Fionn if Cormac agrees to the 

match, but shortly afterwards endeavours to arrange an engagement with Oisín 

whom she claims is better suited to her in age.381 When she is denied by Oisín, she 

then attempts to court Diarmaid, who also denies her, and puts Diarmaid under a 

geis of strife and destruction if he does not help her escape her home and the 

marriage.382 Very reluctantly, Diarmaid follows the advice of a select few members of 

the fíanna and escapes with Gráinne. There follows after that a long and violent chase 

of the two by Fionn which, despite a brief peaceful respite, finally concludes with the 

 
380 When discussing TDG, I refer to the version as it is laid out in the 1967 edition by Nessa Ní 
Shéaghdha. Although there are some problems with this edition (see ‘Breatnach, ‘The 
transmission and text of Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne’ in The Gaelic Fionn 
Tradition, pp. 139-150) it is as yet the most accessible and comprehensive edition of the text.  
381 “Má atá do dhíol-sa do chliamhuin”, trans: ‘If he is a fitting son-in law for you’, TDG, pp. 4-
5; TDG, pp. 10-11. 
382 “mbeirir mé féin leat as an tigh so anocht sul éirgheas Fionn 7 rí Éreann as an ccodladh úd 
ina bhfuil siad”, trans: ‘take me with you out of this house tonight before Fionn and the King 
of Ireland rise out of that sleep in which they are’, TDG, pp. 10-11. 
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death of Diarmaid and an enduring enmity between the household of Gráinne and 

that of the fíanna.383  

Joseph Nagy argues that Fionn in TDG more closely resembles the “anti-leader who 

is no longer capable of nurturing or maintaining the solidarity it was his heroic 

speciality to provide”.384  He reacts both violently and impatiently to the escape of 

Diarmaid and Gráinne, threatening to hang his trackers if they did not track them 

quickly, for example, and never pauses to ask Diarmaid or the other members of the 

fíanna for an explanation of their actions.385 MacKillop notes that Fionn is cast in 

most versions “as a most unattractive, vengeful, jealous, cuckold”, though 

acknowledges that this characterisation seems inconsistent with Fionn’s portrayal in 

other stories. 386 Murray argues that the negative portrayal of Fionn in TDG counter-

balances the positive portrayals of him elsewhere, creating a more rounded 

character; much like the contrast between the Arthur of CO and the Arthur of the 

Vita Cadogi (See Chapter 3).387 On the whole, Fionn is portrayed in TDG as the 

antithesis of the virtuous courtly leader he is espoused to be in so much of the later 

medieval literature.  

This transgression of accepted behaviour is not noticeable only to the reader. 

Towards the close of the tale, Oisín acknowledges that Fionn deserved death for his 

murder of Diarmaid but asks that Oscar not kill Fionn in order to prevent two 

sorrows in one day.388 It would appear then that this is both out of character for 

 
383 There is an alternate ending found in the ‘long version’ of the text (found in Dublin, Royal 
Academy, MS 23 L 27), wherein Gráinne is seduced by Fionn to prevent the fighting between 
the fíanna, Gráinne makes peace between everyone, and the two live happily ever after 
although she is shamed by the Fíanna.  
384 Nagy, ‘Keeping the Acallam together’, p. 119. 
385 TDG, pp. 16-19.  
386 MacKillop, Celtic Myth in English Literature, p. 29.  
387 Murray, Early Finn Cycle, pp. 148-9. 
388 TDG, pp. 96-7. 
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Fionn and also contravening the practices and codes within the fíanna. Fionn has 

transgressed established boundaries in both the fíanna and general society, 

contravening all the notions of compassion and honour discussed above, and also 

the usual conclusion of the forbidden love trope in courtly literature. It would even 

be possible to argue that Fionn embodies none of the traits of a hero in TDG and 

instead is the kind of man he usually fights against. Compare, perhaps, the 

aforementioned battle of Cnoc an Air, in which Fionn protects a woman from her 

husband, despite risk to the fíanna. That Fionn should take the role of the jealous 

husband in TDG, as opposed to the young lover, is a sharp turn in the direction of 

the Fionn material.  

A further transgression of the virtues espoused in traditional courtly literature can 

be seen in the tale La da raibh Fionn ag ol, in which all the wives of the fenian chiefs 

are tested by a chastity mantle, and all of them fail (interestingly, the one which 

comes closest to passing is the wife of Mac Reithe, who fails because she unwittingly 

kissed Diarmaid).389 Usually where the chastity mantle or a chastity horn appears as 

a motif in other tales, one of the women will be entirely chaste, however the author 

here chooses to let none of the women be truly chaste.390 This would perhaps have 

been seen as a reflection upon the fíanna; if these women were living within a group 

of outlaws then perhaps it would seem impossible to a fifteenth-century audience 

that these women could remain chaste. Alternatively, it is possible that this was 

intended to be read as a satirical comment on the perceived virtues of nobles and, by 

default, courtly virtues.  

 
389 ‘La da raibh Fionn ag ol’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 330-35. 
390 Saint-Paul, The Magical Mantle, The Drinking Horn, and the Chastity Test: A study of a 
“Tale” in Arthurian Celtic Literature,  8 [Accessed online: 
https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7363, 16:53, 03/06/19]. 
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CONÁN  

The role of Conán in the Fenian tradition is reminiscent of that of Cai in the later 

Welsh romances (to be discussed further in Chapter 3). He is the one decidedly 

dishonourable and comic member of the fíanna. Likened to Thersites in the story of 

Troy, Shakespeare’s Falstaff, and Loki in Norse mythology, he incites battles with a 

woman in Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal, runs away from a danger that a child stays to 

fight in Cath Chnoic an Áir, and breaks Fionn’s oath of protection in La da ndechaidh 

Fionn na bhfían.391 Indeed, as one reads more of these Early Modern texts, Conán’s 

belligerence is a recurring theme. Where the rest of the fíanna easily display aspects 

of nobility, protecting men, women, and Ireland, Conán is far more likely to take the 

cowardly way out, whilst also insulting everyone he possibly can in the process.  

The aforementioned tale La da raibh Fionn ag ol serves as another way to emphasise 

the contrast between Conán and the rest of the fíanna, whilst also emphasising the 

virtue of the other members of the group.392 Fionn, Diarmaid, Mac Reithe, Oisin, 

Oscar, and Conán’s wives are all shown to be unchaste through a magic chastity 

mantle, yet Conán is the only one who reacts without restraint, killing his wife for 

her perceived indiscretions. Although Fionn does acknowledge that the lady who 

brought the cloak has left them all sorry and ashamed, no other members of the 

fíanna react in a likewise manner to Conán, as they all demonstrate mesure. 

MacNeill argues that the Conán of the earlier literature is one who displays the 

courage of the hero-type but lacks courtesy and generosity and is cast as the ‘fear 

millte agus mór-bhuadhartha na Féine’; ‘the wrecker and great disturber of the 

Fian’.393 In the earlier material he is not a comic individual, however by the later 

 
391 ‘Conán mac Morna’ in MacKillop, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, pp. 87-8. 
392 ‘La da raibh Fionn ag ol’, Duanaire Finn, pp. 330-335. 
393 Mac Neill, Duanaire Finn Part 1, pp. xlix-l. 
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romances with which we are concerned, there has been a shift in emphasis on 

strength of body to an emphasis on strength of character (see discussions on Cai in 

Chapter 3). As such, in this later material, courtesy and generosity are more 

important than feats of military prowess (or at least of the same value) and thus a 

character who fails to display these traits is often seen as comic or burlesque. In Cath 

Chnoic an Áir his cowardice in the face of Aodh Beag’s bravery is so sharply 

contrasted that it is immediately comic, and Conán’s unsavoury character is only 

further emphasised when he is admonished for his fear by Oscar, to which he 

responds with a declaration that he cares only for himself.394 Although his cowardice 

is clearly intended to be seen as a character fault, in Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid Conán uses 

his reputation for cowardice to be separated from the fíanna and released from 

prison by pretending to be a leper and asking to be healed before his imminent 

death. Once he has been released he steals a magical bowl which allows him to 

release Oscar and Fionn, and is eventually able to engineer their escape.395 This is, 

however, perhaps the only example of Conán’s cowardice benefitting the fíanna.  

Furthermore, in many cases, he is the antagonising force which gets the rest of the 

fíanna in trouble. In Tóruigheacht an Ghiolla Dheacair he is the first of the fíanna to 

mount the Gilla Decair’s horse, and threatens that he would fight him and kill his 

horse, were the Gilla Decair not under Fionn’s protection.396 He takes this a step 

further in La da ndechaidh Fionn na bhfían, ignoring Fionn’s oath of protection to 

attack a large warrior who approaches them, and thus manages to cause a battle 

between the Mac Morna and Ua Baoisgne divisions of the fíanna, as the Sons of 

Morna rise to protect Conán and the Ua Baoisgne rise to protect Fionn’s offer of 

 
394 ‘Cath Chnoic an Áír’, Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 78-9. 
395 O'Daly, Laoithe fiannuigheachta; or, Fenian poems, second series, pp. 59-67. 
396 O'Grady, Silva Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 1: Irish text, pp. 259-261. 
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protection and, with that, his reputation.397 His appearance in some of the stories 

thus can be to progress the story and to initiate action whilst also to act as the 

antithesis of Fionn’s character, an antagonistic character juxtaposed with Fionn’s 

heroism. It is perhaps worthy of note that Conán does not appear in TDG, the text in 

which Fionn is arguably the least heroic.398 This is perhaps because Fionn serves as 

his own antagonist in this text and as such there is no need for the figure of Conán. 

It seems then that Conán is perhaps an essential character to the Fenian cycle; the 

one character who can, and does, frequently transgress social and cultural 

expectations with little to no repercussions to himself.  

Given the similarities both in the role  he plays within the texts, and the jarring of his 

earlier characterisation with his later characterisation, I would argue that Conán’s 

characterisation here is the result of a difficulty arising from the transferral of 

characters from the epic heroic tradition into the romance tradition. Kapphahn 

suggested that this can be seen in the portrayal of some Arthurian characters in the 

Welsh tradition, whose characterisation is at odds with the courtly virtues espoused 

by the later romances, and as a result are often seen as both comic and antagonistic 

rather than the heroic characters espoused by the earlier traditions.399 It appears that 

this is what is happening with the character of Conán and this could go some way to 

explaining why his character exists as such a sharp contrast to the other members of 

the fíanna. It is possible that this happened as the late medieval writers attempted to 

fit pagan heroes into the mould of Christian knights due to changing values of certain 

characteristics in the later Middle Ages. Such adaptations would allow these 

 
397 Murphy, Duanaire Finn: The book of the lays of Fionn, pp. 240-244. 
398 A ‘Conán mac Liath Luachra’ does appear in TDG, but he is generally accepted to have been 
a separate character to Conán Maol, see. MacKillop, Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, pp. 87. 
399 Kapphahn, Gender and Genre, pp. 20-1. This will be discussed in more detail in the latter 
part of Chapter 3.  
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characters to fit more cleanly into the milieu of contemporary texts, and to allow 

audiences to better understand them and their motivations.  

CONCLUSIONS 

It is clear that the early modern character of Fionn embodied the three courtly 

virtues, largesce, mesure, and pite, to varying degrees. Although these cannot always 

be said to have been clear influences of the courtly tradition on the early modern 

material, particularly with the case of largesce and mesure, to call Fionn ‘courtly’ in 

this period would not, I believe, be erroneous. This element of his character clearly 

makes up a great deal of his characterisation in the early modern Irish material. 

There are many examples of Fionn himself embodying these virtues, and it has 

therefore not always been necessary to look to the members of the fíanna to 

determine Fionn’s characterisation in the material. 

Both he and his fíanna frequently display each of the three courtly virtues discussed 

above, to varying results. He commonly offers protection and charity, both to those 

who would expect to receive it (such as women and Ireland) and to those who 

appear at first to be less deserving of that charity (such as otherworldly creatures). 

More often than not he appears to offer protection or generosity ‘out of the goodness 

of his own heart’, rather than with any expectation of return. This appears to have 

been an element of his character which differed from that of other Irish heroes such 

as Cú Chulainn, who seemingly offered protection with caveats and with the 

expectation of benefit in return. Given the quantity of early Fionn material which 

survives, it should be possible to work back through it to see whether this is truly a 

later development of Fionn’s character which could be attributed to the influence of 

the romance tradition, or whether any part of this aspect of his character appears in 
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earlier material. Unfortunately, such an analysis was beyond the scope of this thesis, 

but should be an illuminating route for further research.  

Where Fionn demonstrates mesure it is often to a far greater degree than many of 

the other members of the fíanna. He appears constantly to be a pillar of control in 

the centre of the fíanna, remaining calm when others do not, and often leaning 

towards diplomacy rather than violence wherever possible. As such he is portrayed 

as a calm and collected individual, not prone to violence, which is perhaps a 

digression from the early Fionn material which sees the fíanna leading violent and 

contentious lives on the fringes of society.400 His characterisation in the early 

modern material thus seems to have more in common with the measured 

individuals of courtly romances. 

Fionn clearly displays largesce through generosity on many occasions, to a variety of 

consequences. It seems to be a natural and important part of his role as leader, 

emphasised as it is by Oisin as one of the reasons that the fíanna remained so loyal 

to Fionn, and that he was considered to be such a good man. However, one must 

always bear in mind that in both the early Irish and early Welsh traditions, 

generosity played an enormous role in the honour and value of a warrior. Compare, 

for example, the great, if problematic, generosity of Pwyll in the first branch of the 

Mabinogi, or of characters such as Mac Da Thó in Irish literature whose generosity, 

whilst not unusual, leads to the downfall of a great many men and women. Both of 

these men were demonstrating ‘largesce’ long before the importation of courtly ideas 

into Ireland or Wales. Examples of hospitality and gift-giving are abundant in 

records of Medieval Ireland and Wales. 

 
400 Nagy, The Wisdom of the Outlaw, p. 42. 
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O’Sullivan argues that altruism, a component of largesce, was seldom a factor in 

exchanges of gifts and hospitality in Medieval Ireland.401 Examples of hospitality in 

gnomic literature and bardic praise-poetry are closely linked to determining 

reputation, and O’Sullivan notes that this suggests that hospitality and gift-giving in 

Medieval Ireland were more likely to be linked to self-interest than selflessness.402 It 

is also important to note that charitable giving is heavily intertwined with Christian 

doctrine, and instances of ‘largesce’ in these stories could just as easily be the result 

of Christian teaching, as of courtly influence.403 

If these traits were thus extant in pre-Norman Ireland or Wales, it stands to reason 

that these cannot be considered to be ‘courtly virtues’, or at least that we cannot 

necessarily argue that demonstrations of largesce in Fenian or Arthurian literature are 

anything more than remnants of an earlier pre-Norman tradition of hospitality. 

Nevertheless, these still constitute largesce, and it thus possible to argue that these 

tales demonstrate largesce, but this cannot explicitly be said to be a new influence 

from courtly romance. 

There is only one clear instance in which Fionn visibly transgresses courtly virtues. 

That is not to say that he embodies pite, mesure and largesce in every early modern 

tale in which he appears, but it is only in TDG that he clearly acts in opposition to 

these virtues, and in contrast to his characterisation in the rest of the material. That 

this contrasts so sharply with the portrayal of Fionn in the other early modern 

material could add further credence to the argument that TDG is an earlier text 

surviving in a later manuscript. It is possible that this characterisation of Fionn is 

 
401 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in Medieval Ireland, 900-1500, p. 164. 
402 O’Sullivan, Hospitality in Medieval Ireland, 900-1500, p. 164. 
403 See O’Sullivan, ‘Hospitality and the Irish Church’, in O’Sullivan, Hospitality in Medieval 
Ireland, 900-1500, pp. 167-210. 
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more in-line with his earlier characterisation as a violent outlaw and that the version 

of TDG which survives today shows Fionn’s character suffering much in the same 

way as Conán’s; as an epic heroic character who does not translate well into courtly 

literature. If this text was written more in-line with the epic heroic tradition, then it 

is likely that Fionn would instead come out of the tale looking like a warrior 

avenging the actions of an unfaithful wife and disloyal friend, rather than a 

lecherous old man chasing after a young woman that does not want him, and 

causing a great deal of murder and mayhem in the process. It may then be that TDG 

should be viewed as an extraneous variable, as it is not representative of Fionn’s 

character as a whole. Instead, one should consider that Fionn’s character in the early 

modern Irish material was a noble and virtuous one, who was a far-cry from the wild 

warrior of earlier fenian material.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE COURTLY VIRTUES OF ARTHUR 

The Court of King Arthur is often cited as one of the primary influences for 

continental courtly literature. In fact, Jane H. M. Taylor argued that by the fifteenth 

century, Arthur and his knights had become a byword for knightly excellence, and a 

standard by which courtiers would measure the “magnificence of their hospitality, or 

the valour of their chivalry”.404 The Arthurian courtly literature which is most famous 

is that of the French, which seats Arthur and his knights at a grand court mirroring 

those of contemporary Europe from the twelfth century onwards. This court does not 

necessarily reflect the older Welsh tradition of Arthur’s court, which has a far 

different flavour from its French counterpart. Although the character of Arthur and 

his court is significantly different in the earlier literature, this phenomenon is not 

isolated to the earliest Welsh Arthurian literature as Arthur’s portrayal also differs in 

the Welsh and Cambro-Latin Saint’s lives, all dating from the twelfth or thirteenth 

centuries. Where Arthur appears here, he is often shown to be a young and abrasive 

king, ignorant and uncouth, despite these texts being contemporary to French texts 

showing him as a king of imperial proportions.  

Arthur’s case is further complicated as the development of his character cannot be 

charted in a linear manner. Instead, his tends to be separated by genre; saint’s lives 

have a tendency to portray him in one way, as an historical king interacting with an 

historical saint, whilst in most cases the prose betrays him in another, more literary, 

fashion. This difference will be explored further below. One also has to take into 

account the role of Geoffrey of Monmouth in this development. The HRB, one of the 

keystones in the development of Arthurian literature, was the first extant text to 

 
404 Taylor, ‘Late Medieval Arthurian Literature’, pp. 489, 488. 
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bring together the full story of Arthur, and it gained immediate and unusual 

popularity throughout continental Europe. As well as documenting the exploits of the 

Kings of Britain from the time of the Romans onwards, the HRB contains the story of 

Arthur from his birth through to his death, and sets the precedent for much of the 

subsequent development of the Arthurian corpus. In the HRB, Arthur is portrayed as 

a magnanimous Christian leader, valorously espousing many of the ideals of a 

contemporary king of the twelfth century.  

Arthur fits the classical chivalric portrayal most completely in the texts that are 

known as the three romances; Peredur, Owain, and Geraint. These are texts which 

focus on the knights of the Arthurian court and which have corresponding texts in 

French literature (Perceval, Yvain, and Eric et Enid). Although Arthur does not figure 

as the main character in any of these three texts, the setting is the Arthurian court, 

and the theme is one of courtly virtue with Arthur’s knights displaying these courtly 

virtues whilst holding up the traditions of the Arthurian court. Each of the three texts 

could be seen as a learning journey for the protagonists, who have to overcome 

various challenges, both personal and martial, in order to learn how to be a Knight. 

As we shall see, a lot of the focus of these texts is on courtliness, and how to display 

virtue. Arthur in the romances thus becomes a keystone for the development of his 

knights and of their portrayal of chivalric virtues. Nevertheless, their actions reflect 

on him and become a part of his virtue, a notion which will be discussed in further 

detail below.  

A further key issue which has caused some issues with investigation of the 

characterisation of Arthur in the Welsh material is that his role in these texts is, 

more often than not, that of a background character. Arthur rarely speaks, and the 

focus of the texts is usually on their eponymous heroes; Peredur, Owain, Geraint, 
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and Culhwch. It is only in the hagiographical and poetic texts that Arthur has more 

of a voice, and yet his role here is still not that of the main character. As such, it has 

been necessary to look to the courtly virtues of Arthur’s knights and the members of 

Arthur’s court to investigate the courtly virtues of the Arthurian corpus, due to a 

scarcity of material directly relating to Arthur. This is a viable option as the knights 

regularly name themselves as Arthur’s representatives as they journey throughout 

Arthur’s kingdom, and it is thus likely that their actions and behaviour would have 

reflected on Arthur’s reputation as much as it did their own.405 As such it could be 

argued that these characters are supposed to be following an attitude supported, and 

perhaps proscribed, by Arthur, which would allow an analysis of their 

characterisation to serve as his representative.  

EXAMPLES OF PITE IN THE ARTHURIAN MATERIAL 

As with the Fionn material, a principal way in which pite tends to manifest in the 

Arthurian literature is as offers of protection; whether of an individual or the island as 

a whole. Arthur’s court acts as a place of protection for many in the Arthurian corpus; 

it is not necessarily Arthur or even his knights who are seen as providing protection, 

but instead it is the concept of the court and the virtues it represents which is seen as 

a protected space. Both Culhwch and Peredur are told to seek protection in Arthur’s 

court when they begin their journeys. This is most overt in Peredur; after seeing men 

in strange costumes riding through the woods where he lives, he believes at first that 

they are angels, but Owain, who is one of the men, reveals that they are actually 

knights. When Peredur’s mother hears that he wishes to become a knight, despite all 

her efforts to keep him safe from the lifestyle that was the cause of his father’s death, 

 
405 They consistently name themselves as “Arthur’s man”, although this is particularly evident 
in Peredur, where his proclamation of loyalty to Arthur becomes a refrain (See Davies, 
‘Peredur, pp. 70, 74, 96). 
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she sends him to Arthur’s court where she says he will “yn y mae goreu agwyr a haelaf 

a dewraf”.406 Although she is petrified of him becoming a knight, Peredur’s mother 

knows that the only chance he has to survive, uneducated in the ways of war as he is, 

is with Arthur, implying that Arthur had a reputation for embodying pite; offering 

protection to those who sought it. Cyfraith Hywel highlights protection as a key 

element of the structure of Welsh society, with a King’s protection being above all. It 

lists in detail the protection that was able to be provided by each member of court 

and, although what a king’s protection entailed is not specifically outlined, the 

penalty for violating a king’s protection was that one owed: 

“can mu hagen atelir yn sarhaet brenhin yg kyfeir pop cantref oe 

teyrnas. A g6yalen aryant argyhaetho or dayar hyt yn iat y brenin pan 

eistedho yny gadeir. Kyr refet ae aran vys. A thri n ban erni athri y deni 

kyr refet ar wyalen. Affiol eur a anho lla6n dia6t ybrenhin yndi. Kyn 

te6het ac ewin amaeth a amaetho seith mlyned. Achla6r eur erni kyn 

te6het ar ffiol kyflet ac 6yneb y brenin.”407 

“a hundred kine are to be paid as sarhad to the king for every cantrev in his 

kingdom (teyrnas), and a silver rod which shall reach from the ground to the 

king’s pate when he shall sit in his chair, as thick as his ring finger, with three 

knobs at the top and three at the bottom as thick as the rod; and a golden 

cup which shall hold the king’s full draught, as thick as the nail of a 

ploughman who shall have ploughed for seven years; and a golden cover 

thereon as thick as the cup, as broad as the king’s face.” 

This implies both that protection of a king was highly valuable, and also that it was 

linked to his honour and reputation; the high-cost of the penalty came as a result of 

the loss of face that the king suffered when his protection was broken.  

 
406 Goetinck, Peredur, p. 9; Trans: ‘find the best men and most generous and most brave’, 
Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 66. 
407 Wade-Evans, Welsh Medieval Law, pp.2-3; trans: Wade-Evans, Welsh Medieval Law, p. 147. 
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In CO, Culhwch is cursed by his step-mother to marry no woman but Olwen, 

daughter of the deadly giant Ysbaddaden Bencawr. Culhwch’s father bids him to go to 

the court of Arthur, his maternal cousin, and ask for his hair to be trimmed, so that 

he might then ask for Arthur’s assistance in wooing Olwen. The haircutting episode 

ties in with continental notions of hair-cutting being both a way to acknowledge 

kinship and as a motif for the transition from childhood to adulthood.408 Introduction 

into one’s family, particularly one as distinguished as Arthur’s, would have entered 

Culhwch into a familial network which was clearly very important in what has been 

dubbed a kin-based society; as without established law enforcement, justice was 

ensured and meted out by kin-groups and it was also kin that provided protection. 

The laws are clear in that it was both the kin of the offender who would be 

responsible for reparations and the kin of the victim who would receive the 

reparations.409 As such, one’s reputation and authority is likely to have been 

dependent at least partially upon the size and status of their kin-group which would 

also have determined the way in which they were seen by society. Evidence of a 

similar practice in historical record can be seen in the late 730’s, where Charlemagne 

is recorded as sending his son Pippin to a Lombard King to get his hair cut as by 

“cutting his hair, he became a father to him”.410 In CO, this act of hair-cutting is 

primarily a way of showing familial ties.411 By asking Arthur to cut his hair, Culhwch is 

tying himself into Arthur’s family and bringing himself under Arthur’s protection; I 

would argue that as an acknowledged member of Arthur’s family, he can not only 

 
408 Bartlett, ‘Symbolic meanings of hair’, p.44. 
409 Wade-Evans, Welsh Medieval Law, pp. 36-7, 184-5. 
410 Bartlett, ‘Symbolic meanings of hair’, p. 48, quoting Paul the Deacon, Historia 
Langobardorum VI, liii, ed. L. Bethmann, p. 237. 
411 Hopwood, Highlighting Hair, p. 173. 
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expect to have his request granted, but he can also expect that he would be protected 

by the threat of Arthur’s might and that of his court.  

These are perhaps the only instances in which we see demonstrations of Arthur 

himself offering protection. He does, however, still offer compassion and charity to 

various characters within the tales. In Geraint he refuses to let Geraint leave the 

protection of his court until he is fully recovered from his wounds, sparing no 

expense in the process.412 Medical attention is something Arthur quite often bestows; 

it is given to Cai in Peredur, to Edern Nudd in Geraint, and to Geraint himself when 

Arthur encounters him on the road.413 Of these, only Cai is currently residing in 

Arthur’s court. Where Arthur gives the medical treatment in Geraint, he orders that 

medicine should be prepared for the patient “as well as you would prepare for me if I 

were wounded”.414 This implies that Arthur is not only demonstrating pite in these 

acts of charity, but is also doing so in abundance, reflecting aspects of largesce.  

In the three romances, the knights act as a surrogate for Arthur, dispensing 

protection in his name and venturing across the country to act as weapons of his will 

whilst he remains at his court to oversee its political need. As such, we should view 

the knights as acting on Arthur’s behalf when bestowing their protection. Throughout 

these romances, Arthur is known as a benevolent and strong king, who holds a steady 

reign on the lands of those people he protects, most often through his knights. 

Peredur, Owain, and Geraint each demonstrate many acts of pite in their roles as 

envoys of Arthur.  

In Peredur, the eponymous hero begins dispensing protection in Arthur’s name before 

he has been accepted as part of Arthur’s court. Within minutes of his arrival, Peredur 

 
412 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 171. 
413 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 80; Davies, ‘Geraint’, pp. 151, 171-2. 
414 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 152. 
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witnesses a knight enter Arthur’s court, grab Gwenhwyfar’s goblet from her hand, and 

empty it over the queen, at the same time giving her a great clout on the ear.415 Such 

an insult carried grave consequences in Medieval Welsh law, as to insult the king’s 

wife was to do sarhaed (insult or injury liable to a punishment relative to the injured 

person’s status) to the king himself, as it caused his protection to be violated.416 

Moreover, Medieval Welsh law stipulates further punishment should she be struck or 

should something be taken from her hand through violence; that a third of the king’s 

sarhaed is to be paid to the queen.417 The actions of the unknown knight were thus a 

great insult which should have incurred immediate and severe retribution from 

Arthur and his men. Yet none of the knights of the court, nor Arthur himself, rise to 

Gwenhwyfar’s defence or pursue the knight as it is said “ac yn tebic ganthunt na 

wnaei neb kyfryw gyfluaun a honno, namyn o vot arnaw milwryaeth ac angerd neu 

hut a lletrith, mal na allei neb ymdiala ac ef”.418 Instead it falls to the unknown 

Peredur, a young boy who is not a member of Arthur’s retinue and who thus, by law, 

has no reason to offer his protection to Gwenhwyfar. He is motivated instead at this 

point by the chance to earn a place in Arthur’s court, as Cai tells Peredur that the only 

way he will become a knight is to overthrow the knight in the meadow and take the 

 
415 “A’r marchawc a gymerth y goflwch o law Wenhwyfar ac a dineuis y llyn oed undaw am y 
hwyneb a’e bronfoll, a rodi bonclust mawr y Wenhwyfar”, Goetinck, Peredur, p. 11; Trans: ‘And 
the knight grabbed the goblet from Gwenhwyfar’s hand and poured the drink that was in it 
over her face and breast, and gave Gwenhwyfar a great clout on the ear’, Davies, Mabinogion, 
p. 68.  
416 “Tri dyn awna sarhaet yr brenhin… ar neb arwystro y wreic”, Trans: ‘Three persons who do 
sarhad to the king… and whoever shall obstruct his wife’, Wade- Evans, Welsh Medieval Law, 
pp. 2, 147. 
417 “O tri mod yserheir y vrenhines. Pan torher ynawd, neu pan trawher trwy lit, ney pan 
tynher pet hoe llaw gan treis, ac yna trayan kywerthys sarhaet y brenhin atelir yr vrenhines”, 
Trans: ‘In three ways sarhad is done to the queen; when her protection shall be violated, or 
when she hall be struck in anger, or when a thing shall be taken out of her hand with violence, 
and then a third of the worth of the king’s sarhad is paid to the queen”, Wade-Evans, Welsh 
Medieval Law, pp. 3, 148. 
418 Peredur, p. 12; Trans: ‘they assumed that no one would commit such a crime as that unless 
he possessed strength and power or magic and enchantment so that no one could wreak 
vengeance on him’, Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 68. 
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goblet from him, an action which Peredur proceeds to perform with surprising ease. 

Rather than returning to the court, however, Peredur vows to journey on as Arthur’s 

man, not setting foot in Arthur’s court until he has avenged Cai’s attacks on two 

dwarves that were in Arthur’s court.  

Peredur then continues onwards to offer protection to a multitude of individuals he 

meets along his journey; both women and other lords whose estates need protecting. 

In each of these cases, he is acting on Arthur’s behalf, even if he does not explicitly 

say that to those he is helping. When Peredur finally returns, albeit briefly, to 

Arthur’s court, Arthur shows him great respect and honour and bids him to remain as 

part of his court.419 From that moment on, Peredur is part of Arthur’s court and is 

thus an instrument of Arthur’s own protection.  

Peredur’s early treatment of women is, however, an instance in which Peredur fails to 

show pite, and in fact acts almost as the antithesis of what a courtly knight may have 

been. That Peredur should immediately offer protection to a woman upon entering 

Arthur’s court is surprising, as his mother’s final advice to him before he leaves 

encompasses both compassion, telling him to heed a woman’s scream if he hears it 

(“O chlywy diaspat dos wrthi, a dispat gwreic anat diaspat o’r byt”), and also a 

disturbing lack of compassion, when she also tells him that if he sees a beautiful lady 

he should kiss her whether or not she wants it (“gordercha hi kyn ny’th vynho. Gwell 

gwr a ffendigach y’th wna no chynt”).420 Just prior to the Gwenhwyfar scene, we see 

Peredur acting upon his mother’s advice, and sexually assaulting a maiden in the 

forest by kissing her without her permission. Here he is not demonstrating courtly 

 
419 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 82. 
420 Peredur, p. 10; Trans: “if you hear a scream, go towards it, and a woman’s scream above any 
other scream in the world”, Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 66; Peredur, p. 10; Trans: “make love to her 
even though she does not want you- it will make you a better and braver man than before”, 
Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 66. 
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virtue, and is instead transgressing the usual tropes of courtly literature acting as the 

antithesis of a courtly knight by committing such an offence on the woman. The 

woman is later punished for her ‘indiscretion’ by her husband and thus Peredur’s 

actions have caused further injury to this woman. This is, however, the first and only 

instance in which Peredur fails to embody pite. Moreover, Peredur later meets this 

woman again, and acknowledges that “mifi yw y marchawc y kefeisti y gout hwnnw 

o’e achaws”.421 He then proceeds to overthrow her husband, the Proud one of the 

Clearing, and gives him mercy on the provision that he lets it be known that the girl 

was innocent. The mirroring of this event and the fact that Peredur encounters this 

woman later on in his journey suggests that this was intended to serve as an 

illustration of Peredur’s development from young, ignorant, peasant boy, to a courtly 

and chivalric knight of Arthur’s court, and thereby reinforces his courtly virtue.  

Like Peredur, Owain also fails in his duties of protection at the beginning of his tale. 

When Owain takes a wife, after killing her former husband, he makes a vow to offer 

protection to her and her people. Yet when he returns to the revelries of Arthur’s 

court, he forgets both his wife and his promise of protection, causing his wife to 

renounce him. This causes Owain to fall into a wild state, wherein he lives in the 

forest, away from court, and begins to resemble a madman. It seems to me that the 

intention behind this was to show that Owain has fallen so far from being a knight by 

failing to keep his promise to protect his kingdom, that he is no longer able to be a 

part of the court. It is only after he is given a restorative potion by a woman who 

comes across him in the forest that he begins to regain his senses. Although his base 

instincts return, his memory does not. And yet it is at this point, when Owain has 

 
421 Goetinck, Peredur, p. 28; Trans: I am the knight on whose account you have suffered this 
distress”, Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 77. 
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only the base instincts of humanity left to him, that he truly begins to act in a courtly 

manner.  

From the beginning of the tale, Owain is framed as a brash and unthinking 

individual. He decides to combat the black knight after Cai’s goading, knowing that 

Cynon had been unable to defeat him, and leaves Arthur’s court without telling 

anybody where he was going. After killing the black knight and falling in lust with his 

wife, Owain sees no problem in pursuing her, and then leaves her three years into 

their marriage, forgetting about her within just a few short months. Beyond his 

martial prowess, there is nothing in the early Owain that suggests he is worthy of his 

place in Arthur’s court. It is only, in fact, once he has become a blank slate that he is 

able to start regaining his courtliness or perhaps finding it for the first time. On 

realising he has betrayed his wife, it is almost as if Owain has been restored to factory 

settings, without the distractions of life and personality. From this moment onwards, 

Owain acts impeccably, offering protection to anyone, and anything, he encounters. 

Perhaps most notable here is the scene in which Owain stumbles upon a lion being 

attacked by a snake, and kills the snake in order to protect the lion. The lion then 

follows Owain like a tame dog, offering him protection in all subsequent fights. When 

Owain finally regains his memory, he is able to balance both his life with his wife and 

his duties as a knight, able once again to demonstrate courtly virtues such as pite.  

Thus pite is clearly an essential aspect of courtliness; when it is not being 

demonstrated, and characters fail to offer protection or charity, they are portrayed as 

failing in their courtly virtues. This can lead to negative consequences; such as the 

reprimanding of Peredur by the first maiden he wrongs prior to his arrival in 

Arthur’s court, and Owain’s loss of his wife after he abandoned her. For Arthur, his 
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provision of protection, both personally and through the medium of his knights, is 

an essential part of his characterisation and reputation in this period.  

EXAMPLES OF MESURE IN THE ARTHURIAN MATERIAL  

Mesure is primarily associated with rational judgement and control.422 In courtly 

romances, it has a moral significance, and is concerned with balance and moderation, 

resulting in good moral behaviour.423 In the Arthurian romances, this often manifests 

as restraint associated with justice; showing mercy to enemies, refraining from 

lechery or wrongdoing, recognising or making sound judgement, and sane reason. It 

can also have an aesthetic dimension, related to physical proportion, although this 

aspect of mesure is not as common in Welsh and Irish romances and is not useful to 

this discussion of courtly virtue. Again, due to the ambiguous nature of Arthur in 

many of the Medieval Welsh tales, it is necessary to look to his knights in order to 

understand how mesure fits into the late medieval perception of Arthur. Mesure 

performed by Arthur is rarely mentioned; in fact, there are perhaps only two 

examples from the texts which could be explicitly identified as mesure. In CO Arthur 

shows some restraint in refraining from joining some of the initial parts of the quest 

for Olwen when he is told that it would be too trivial for him to seek such things.424 

Although Arthur initially goes as part of the quest to find Mabon son of Modron, he 

only remains in the quest as far as the first hurdle where he asks one Gliwi to free his 

prisoner, Eiodel son of Aer.425 After they have been promised both the help of Gliwi 

and Eiodel’s freedom, Arthur’s men ask him to return home rather than continue to 

seek out Mabon which he does, after asking Gwyhyr Gwalstawd Ieithoedd to continue 

 
422 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 68. 
423 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 68. 
424 Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, p. 203. 
425 Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, p. 202. 
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the quest on his behalf.426 Here, Arthur recognises that it is either beneath him or too 

much of a risk to him to continue on this quest, and accepts that it is better to send 

someone else in his stead, arguably demonstrating mesure. It could also be argued 

that he demonstrates mesure in Geraint when he provides medical attention to Edern 

Nudd, the knight who permitted an attack on Gwenhwyfar’s servant, rather than 

letting him succumb to his wounds. However it appears this was done more to fulfil 

the requirements of the law than it was an act of restraint.427 No other instances of 

overt mesure performed directly by Arthur appear in the texts.  

Perhaps the best demonstrator of mesure in the Welsh Arthurian literature is Geraint. 

Frequently throughout his tale he demonstrates large degrees of self-control and 

restraint, most often by choosing not to retaliate when he has been insulted. At the 

beginning of the tale, for example, Geraint witnesses an attack on one of 

Gwenhwyfar’s maidens by a dwarf who rides alongside an unknown knight, and is 

later attacked by the dwarf himself. Rather than retaliating immediately, Geraint 

acknowledges that it would be “nat oed dial ganthaw llad y corr, a’r marchawc aruawc 

yn y gael yn rat a heb arueu”.428 He recognises the greater strength of his opponent, 

an action which is commended by Gwenhwyfar, and thus endeavours to learn as 

much about the unknown knight as possible, before attempting to avenge the insults 

on himself and the maiden.429 He follows the knight to a town where he gathers 

information on the knight from the town’s residents before challenging him in a 

jousting tournament.430 This demonstrates an intelligence and self-control which is 

indicative of courtly virtue and is a marked difference from epic heroic tradition, 

 
426 Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, p. 203. 
427 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 152. 
428 Thomson, Gereint, p.6; trans: “no revenge for him to kill the dwarf whilst the armed knight 
could take him cheaply without armour”, Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 143. 
429 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 143. 
430 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 145. 
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which often focused on immediate and violent revenge; in Math, one of the four 

branches of the Mabinogi, for example, revenge for the theft of otherworldly pigs is a 

driving force in a failed invasion of Gwynedd, which leads to the death of Pryderi mab 

Pwyll, the prince of Dyfed. Here an immediate quest for revenge becomes a catalyst 

for both character and story progression.  

Geraint further demonstrates mesure by almost always sparing his opponents, no 

matter the insult they have given him. He first releases the Knight of the 

Sparrowhawk who had insulted him and Gwenhwyfar’s handmaiden, with the caveat 

that he must go and make his reparations to Gwenhwyfar in exchange for his life.431 

He further spares an Earl who would have killed him and raped his wife, and also Y 

Brenhin Bychan, a small knight he meets along his journey, who he invites to join 

him and become part of his (meagre) retinue.432 These actions also demonstrate a 

measure of pite, as he shows these men mercy. The only men he does not spare from 

his wrath are men of assumed ignoble birth; bandits he meets along the road. It is 

possible that those men who were spared, were saved by virtue of their nobility. A 

key preoccupation with courtly literature is that courtliness is the virtue which 

separates nobles from peasants and perhaps thus makes them worthy recipients of 

mesure.433 Although this is not made explicit in the text, there is a firmly established 

opposition between courtliness and villainy in courtly literature, with courtliness 

and courtesy closely associated with military prowess and nobility, whilst ‘vilanie’ or 

having the attributes of a villein, was perceived as feebleness or cowardice.434 It is 

probable that this unspoken reasoning contributed to the disparity in the treatment 

 
431 Davies, Mabinogion, p. 147. 
432 Davies, Mabinogion, pp. 167, 168. 
433 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 33. 
434 Burnley, Courtliness and Literature, p. 32; L’Estroire des Engleis by Geffrei Gaimar, ed. A. 
Bell, ll. 5519-24. 
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of knights, even unvirtuous ones, and bandit peasants in Geraint. It is possible that 

this is part of the reason why so many of the ‘peasants’ encountered in the tales turn 

out to be either nobles in disguise, like Culhwch’s Aunt and Uncle who work as 

Ysbadadden’s shepherds in CO, or fallen nobles, like Enid’s father in Geraint. In 

order for members of the lower classes to appear in these tales and to become a part 

of the story, they must have noble origins, regardless of their current circumstances. 

Despite Geraint’s frequent displays of mesure in the text, there are several instances 

in which he does not display mesure and suffers for it. The first of these is perhaps 

when he fails to balance the demands of the court alongside those of his home-life 

and neglects his court to spend time with Enid. Although Erbin, Geraint’s father, 

initially tries to blame Enid for this neglect, it is clear that the fault is Geraint’s.435 

Geraint fails further when he immediately jumps to false conclusions upon hearing 

his wife, Enid, talking to herself whilst she believes he is sleeping. She laments that it 

may be her fault “y breicheu hyn a’r dwyurin yn colli clot a milwryaeth kymeint ac a 

oed eidunt”.436 Geraint takes this to mean that Enid no longer loves him and is 

contemplating love for another man. He does not demonstrate any measure of self-

control when he decides, without talking to her about it, to take her on a long and 

arduous journey where he forbids her to speak to him. Each time she then speaks to 

him, he is further convinced that she is disobeying him because she no longer cares 

for him, whereas in reality she disobeys because she loves him and does not want 

him to be harmed. As such, Geraint is failing to show the restraint and self-control 

needed to understand the truth, and instead risks both their lives on a 

misunderstanding. Although this does demonstrate a lack of mesure in his tale, he 

 
435 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 157. 
436 Thomson, Gereint, p. 25; Trans: “that these arms and chest are losing the fame and prowess 
they once possessed”, Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 158. 
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still remains largely in control of himself, only rarely failing to show the courtly 

virtues necessary in a knight of his stature. 

Owain’s story is in some ways the inverse of Geraint’s; rather than forgetting his duty 

as a knight, he forgets his duty as a husband, staying at Arthur’s court for three years 

rather than the three months he had promised his wife that he would stay away.437 

He then proceeds to become distracted by the pleasures of court until he is rebuked 

by a young maiden on a horse who takes his wedding ring and calls him a cheat and 

a traitor for abandoning his wife.438 Owain’s realisation of his mistake, the lack of 

balance between the duties of the court and the home, in turn causes Owain to lose 

his mind and become a wild man of the forest. In this state, he is unable to perform 

either his duty to his king, or his duty to his wife and has to re-learn the qualities of 

courtliness. This downfall came as a direct result of a lack of mesure; Owain was 

unable to demonstrate control over his own desires, and as a result lost control over 

his whole life. Thus it could be argued that Owain’s downfall is largely due to an 

inability on his part to control his desires in a measured and balanced manner, 

demonstrating a clear lack of mesure. Both Owain and Geraint fail to demonstrate 

the self-control necessary to honour both wife and king, and thus neglect one of 

their two duties. It is only when both Geraint and Owain manage to find balance 

that they are able to fully display courtly virtue. 

Further examples of mesure in Owain are somewhat less frequent than those in 

Geraint, as self-control seems to be a trait in which Owain is particularly deficient. 

The first instance in which he displays a lack of self-control and inability to listen to 

advice is in the tale’s opening, when he is warned by Cynon not to seek out the black 

 
437 Davies, ‘Owain’, p. 130. 
438 Davies, ‘Owain’, pp. 130-1. 
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knight due to the dangers of the quest; whereupon he immediately embarks on his 

journey to the Black Knight’s kingdom. This is evidently a literary device as it is the 

catalyst for the rest of his journey, however he still displays a remarkable lack of self-

control and disregard for the consequences of his actions. Cynon has just told him 

that in order to call the Black Knight he will have to cause the deaths of all men and 

beasts in the kingdom who were outdoors at the time of the ritual, and yet Owain is 

so intent on proving his worth as a knight and demonstrating his superiority over 

Cynon, who had failed in his endeavour, that he is unable to display any courtly 

virtue in response, be it mesure or pite. It is possible that this could be read as a 

warning against a quest for glory that does not consider the potential outcome of the 

actions necessary for the quest to take place, as Owain’s focus on glory clouds his 

ability to show mercy. Indeed, when read alongside Owain’s later loss of his wife due 

to this quest for vainglory, it seems that this may have been the author’s intention. 

Owain is only able to redeem himself in both the eyes of his wife and the eyes of his 

court, transitioning out of the wild spaces of the forest, when he puts the lives of 

others before any quests for glory. This is in a sense a bildungsroman similar to 

Peredur; although Owain begins the tale as a cherished member of Arthur’s court, he 

clearly must still develop in order to reach his full potential as a knight and to truly 

display courtly attributes. 

There are arguably only two instances in which Owain demonstrates any modicum 

of restraint; when the knights of Arthur’s court approach him in his guise as the 

Black Knight, he is able to recognise Gwalchmai as his cousin, and thus controls 

himself and ends the fight before either of them are severely wounded.439 Whilst this 

does arguably show some mesure, he only reaches this point after fighting all the 

 
439 Davies, ‘Owain’¸ p. 129. 
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knights of Arthur’s court, excepting Gwalchmai and Arthur himself. It seems ill-

founded to label this as restraint or self-control as he has been prolifically violent up 

to this point and it is possible that it is only the fact that killing Gwalchmai would be 

kinslaying which holds Owain back from further violence.  

The second possible instance of mesure occurs when Owain chooses not to stay with 

the countess who healed him of his wildness, despite the fact she offers him all her 

domain as a reward for vanquishing her enemies. However it could be argued that 

Owain only chose to leave in order to “travel the remote and uninhabited regions of 

the world” which suggests that he was still searching for a form of glory rather than 

demonstrating mesure.440  

In addition to Owain’s lack of restraint in the tale, several other characters display 

instances of excess which do not align with the traits of mesure. When Arthur finally 

finds Owain, for example, he and his knights are invited to a feast at Owain’s castle 

where we are told that the “feast that had taken three years to prepare was 

consumed within just three months”.441 This arguably shows a lack of restraint from 

the men of Arthur’s court. The three months taken to consume the feast which took 

three years to prepare neatly mirrors Owain’s subsequent promise to leave for three 

months whilst ultimately staying away for three years, and appears to be a narrative 

device employed to highlight this lack of restraint to an audience and, perhaps, to 

demonstrate that these characters are in the wrong. Furthermore, the servant of the 

countess who applies a whole jar of ointment that cost £140 on Owain shows a 

remarkable lack of restraint.442 The servant is immediately scolded by the countess 

for using all the ointment; but largely because it has been used to help someone 

 
440 Davies, ‘Owain’, p. 133. 
441 Davies, ‘Owain’, p. 130. 
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without knowing who he is, not necessarily that it has been consumed. Although 

this lack of restraint is necessary for Owain to be cured, in a tale such as this which 

seems to revolve around the consequences resulting from a lack of mesure, it is 

arguable that this is another way in which the author of the tale is commenting on 

restraint; or a lack thereof. This scene reads as an admonition of reckless generosity, 

and appears to again emphasise the need for restraint; by the lowly as well as the 

courtly. 

Self-control is one of the traits Peredur learns in his journey to become a knight. He 

begins the tale having been told by his mother: 

“Yn y gwelych eglwys, can dy pater wrthi. O gwely vwyt a diawt, o byd 

reit it wrthaw ac na bo o wybot a dayoni y rodi it, kymer tu hun ef. O 

chlywy diaspat dos wrthi, a diaspat gwreic anat diaspat o’r byt. O gwely 

tlws tec, kymer ti euo a dyro titheu y arall, ac o hynny clot a geffy. O 

gwely gwreic tec, gordercha hi kyn ny’th vynho. Gwell gwr a ffenedigach 

y’th wna no chynt.” 

“Wherever you see a church, chant the Our Father to it. If you see food and 

drink, if you are in need of it and no one has the courtesy or goodness to 

offer it to you, help yourself. If you hear a scream, go towards it, and a 

woman's scream above any other scream in the world. If you see a fair jewel, 

take it and give it to someone else, and because of that you will be praised. If 

you see a beautiful lady, make love to her even though she does not want you 

- it will make you a better and braver man than before.”443  

Perhaps understandably, he follows this advice, taking food without asking 

(although he does warn the maiden he steals from that he will be taking it before he 

does so), as well as taking her ring. He does not, however, take the woman herself. 

He then immediately leaves Arthur’s court to pursue the knight who has shamed 

 
443 Goetinck, Peredur, pp. 9-10; trans: Davies, ‘Peredur’, pp. 66-7. 
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Gwenhwyfar, responding perhaps to an attack on a woman much like that his 

mother warned him about, without first stopping to introduce himself to Arthur and 

reaping the benefits of his court. It is not until he meets his Uncle that he is told to 

ignore his mother’s advice and that from that moment on works on the premise that; 

“kyt gwelych a vo ryued genhyt, nac amofyn ymdanaw ony byd o wybot 

y venegi ti.” 

“if you see something that you think is strange, do not ask about it unless 

someone is courteous enough to explain it to you.”444 

This is, in a sense, a part of mesure, as Peredur would be restraining from showing 

his characteristic curiosity which, earlier in the tale, acted as a catalyst for his 

journey to Arthur’s court. Unfortunately, by displaying the self-control Peredur’s 

uncle asks for, Peredur inadvertently causes great conflict and combat in his second 

Uncle’s kingdom, leading to the deaths of many men; all because he did not ask 

about the wonders he saw at the court. The response to Peredur’s show of mesure 

here is purely negative; had he followed his instincts and asked questions, he would 

not have been blamed for the destruction of the kingdom. This is only rectified when 

Peredur journeys in order to learn the story at the fortress of wonders.  

Although a side character in these tales, it would be wrong not to mention 

Gwalchmai when commenting on the courtliness of the Arthurian court. Gwalchmai, 

a character who appears in several of these tales to act in the place of any missing 

virtue, and also as a mediator between different members of the court where 

necessary. He should be particularly noted for his mesure; he is often shown to be 

both Cai’s mediator and one who brings him back from the brink of violence, as well 

as being able to diffuse situations with his words rather than his deeds. Cai even 

 
444 Goetinck, Peredur, p. 18; Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 71. 
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suggests that Gwalchmai has no need for armour as his tongue and fine words will 

be weapon enough for any knight caught in anger; that is, Gwalchmai will be able to 

solve any disputes with sweet words and will not need to engage in actual fighting.445 

Gwalchmai was interpolated within the English tradition into the character of 

Gawain who is quite often portrayed as “þat fine fader of nurture” (“the cultured 

begetter of civilised standards”) and a knight known for his proper practice of 

knightly conduct.446 In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight it is perhaps also mesure 

that he is best known for, as he has the self-control both to resist the advances of the 

Green knight’s wife and to accept the sacrifice of his own life in order to keep his 

word. In the Welsh he seems to be portrayed as perhaps the epitome of courtly 

virtue, and as someone to whom other members of Arthur’s court should aspire to 

emulate. He is Arthur’s nephew and is, as such, one of the few members of Arthur’s 

family to appear in an active role in the surviving Welsh literature.447 It is possible 

that this is why he took on this role, but nevertheless his courtliness is one which 

reflects very well on Arthur and his court, and seems to act in stark contrast to Cai, 

and the other knights when they fail to display courtliness. 

Thus mesure in the romances appears to have been characterised by an ability to 

show good judgment and restraint where necessary, although each of the romances’ 

heroes suffers when they try to retain balance in their lives. It would seem, then, that 

within the Welsh material mesure has been interpreted in a way that demonstrations 

of self-control are as important as the ability to recognise when restraint is 

necessary, and also when it is not. It could be argued that this is a key point of both 

Geraint and Owain; both titular characters must go on quests to learn how and when 

 
445 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 80. 
446 Tolkein, & Gordon, (eds) Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, ll. 919, 916-17. 
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to display mesure and this is an essential part of their character development. It is 

possible that this is also part of the point of Peredur, but this development takes 

place as one of many others that the protagonist undergoes to transform from boy to 

knight. 

There are no apparent instances of mesure or a clear deviation from mesure in CO, 

nor can I find any in the poetry associated with Arthur. There will be some analysis 

of Breuddwyd Rhonabwy and the Saint’s lives below, which covers transgressions 

from perceived virtue, and some instances of deviation from mesure will be 

discussed there.  

EXAMPLES OF LARGESCE IN THE ARTHURIAN MATERIAL  

Although it is necessary to look again to Arthur’s knights due to the sparsity of 

material relating directly to Arthur, there are several references to the generosity and 

largesce of Arthur throughout the Welsh material. In the Welsh Triads, a collection 

of early triadic material relating to the men and myths of Wales, Arthur is named as 

a more generous man than the three most generous men of the island of Britain.448 

In CO Arthur is shown to be a generous and charitable man, immediately offering a 

gift to the relatively unknown boy and proclaiming; 

“ti a geffy (y) kyuarws a notto dy benn a’th tauawd, hyt y sych gwynt, 

hyt y gwlych glaw, hyt yr etil heul, hyt yd ym gyffret mor, hyt yd ydiw 

dayar, eithyr uy llong a’m llen, a Chaletuwlch uyg cledyf, a 

Rongomynyat uyg gvayw, ac wyneb Gwrthucher uy yscwyt, a 

Charnwenham uyg kyllell, a Gwenhwyfar uyg gwreic.” 

“You shall have the gift that your head and your tongue might name, as far as 

the wind dries, as far as the rain soaks, as far as the sun reaches, as far as the 

 
448 ‘Ac Arthur ehun odd haelach no’r tri’, trans: ‘And Arthur himself was more generous than 
the three’, Triad 2, Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein: The Welsh Triads, p.5.  
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sea stretches, as far as the earth extends, except my ship and my mantle, and 

Caletfwlch my sword, and Rongomyniad my spear and Wyneb Gwrthucher 

my shield and Carnwennan my dagger and Gwenhwyfar my wife.”449 

Although he puts restrictions on what Culhwch can request, his overt and 

immediate generosity is a clear demonstration of largesce. As Arthur has already said 

to Cai;  

“Yd ytuo mwyhaf kyuarws a rothom, mwyuwy uyd yn gwrdaaeth ninheu 

ac an cret ac an hetmic” 

“We are noblemen as long as others seek us out. The greater the gifts we 

bestow, the greater will be our nobility and our fame and our honour.”450 

It is clear then that to Arthur, generosity and thus largesce was one of the key 

components of nobility, and a virtue by which he would be judged if he were seen to 

be lacking. This character trait continues into the romances; in Geraint Arthur is 

frequently seen to be generous, from ordering the same medical treatment for a man 

who has insulted his wife and assaulted a member of his household as he would 

expect himself, to donating his bedchambers to Geraint and Enid on their wedding 

night. He is also seen to satisfy many suppliants on Geraint’s behalf at the wedding 

and offers Geraint the pick of his men when Geraint is forced to return to protect his 

father’s court.451 As such, Arthur was clearly embodying largesce and it seems 

essential that he was seen to be doing so. Where he was not seen to be displaying 

largesce, his knights were displaying it on his behalf. 

 
449 Culhwch ll.157–163 (ed. Bromwich and Evans, p. 6), trans: Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, p. 
183. 
450 Culhwch ll.136–8 (ed. Bromwich and Evans, pp. 5–6), trans: Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’ p. 
183.  
451 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 153-4. 
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Of Arthur’s knights, Geraint is again perhaps the best illustrator of largesce. He is 

frequently shown to be generous, and quite often re-distributes his winnings 

amongst people he meets, rather than keeping them for himself. The first instance of 

his generous demeanour is perhaps shortly after he defeats the knight of the 

Sparrowhawk and declares that it is “y geissyaw ygchvanegu gossymdeith” for Enid’s 

father, Earl Yngwyl, that he plans to return to Arthur’s court, rather than staying in 

that town.452 He then proceeds to peacefully negotiate the return of Earl Yngwyl’s 

wealth from the man who had taken it (another instance of Geraint’s mesure).453 

Later in the story when he accumulates various horses and armour from bandits 

along his journey, he gives these in payment to men he finds himself indebted to, 

despite these being worth far more than the debts themselves. He is frequently 

praised for this generosity and receives further reward, in terms of reputation and 

protection, for this liberality. Geraint is clearly then demonstrating largesce, 

alongside his other courtly virtues, acting in the proper manner for a knight of 

Arthur’s court. 

In Owain instances of largesce appear to be focused solely on the provision of 

hospitality. However in these cases, the hospitality is not given by either Arthur or 

Owain, and thus is not strictly relevant to our discussion. Peredur is similarly devoid 

of largesce. Arthur does show Peredur great respect and honour when they finally 

meet, although this occurs only after Peredur has proven himself as a knight and 

sent scores of Arthur’s enemies to court to beg forgiveness from the king.454 It could 

thus be argued that this is not necessarily largesce as this is, in a sense, no more than 

repayment of a debt of honour between the two, particularly when taking into 

 
452 Thomson, Gereint, p. 13; Trans: “mainly to increase maintenance”, Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 149. 
453 Davies, ‘Geraint’, p. 149. 
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account the avenged insult to Gwenhwyfar. The Queen does show some charity 

towards Peredur without recognising him. At one point in the tale, Arthur’s retinue 

comes across Peredur without recognising him, and Cai attacks the knight, pinning 

his spear through Peredur’s thigh. Gwenhwyfar immediately orders for Peredur to 

receive medical treatment at her expense.455 It is possible, though, that this is not 

necessarily largesce as she feels responsible for Peredur’s unjust treatment by Cai, 

and thus feels obligated to offer medical treatment through guilt rather than 

through charity, or perhaps through a need to display compassion; making this 

action, instead, an example of pite.  

There is an additional possible instance of largesce in Peredur during the tournament 

for the Empress of Constantinople’s hand. For each fight he wins, Peredur sends the 

men as a gift to the empress, and the horses and armour as a gift to the wife of the 

miller with whom he had been lodging.456 The gifts to the miller’s wife were, 

however, in repayment of a debt he owed to the miller and cannot thus be 

considered a demonstration of largesce. Furthermore, the gifts he sends to the 

Empress are intended to woo her, and so are not necessarily instances of non-self-

serving giving. Nevertheless, this is an instance in which Peredur gives away his 

hard-earned reward, rather than being selfish and keeping it for himself.  

If one accepts that there is a merging of pite and largesce on occasion, then there are 

perhaps other instances of largesce in both Owain and Peredur. Both heroes 

frequently offer their services as knights to those in distress, with little thought to 

reward. Normally, this would fall under the remit of pite, as it revolves around 

showing mercy. However if we consider that neither Owain nor Peredur owns much 

 
455 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 85. 
456 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 92.  
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in the world beyond their martial skills then a liberal distribution of these skills for 

charitable purposes could certainly be considered to be instances of largesce. They 

are being generous in the only way that they can; by giving their skills and services 

for free, or in exchange for nothing more than the hospitality of the court.  

Largesce in the Arthurian material is thus somewhat complex. Although it is clearly 

an important part of being courtly, it is not necessarily explicitly mentioned in all of 

the texts. It is frequently displayed by various characters in CO and Geraint, but 

appears with far less frequency in Peredur and Owain, and where it does appear it 

never seems to be a clear and explicit display of largesce, and could instead be 

interpreted as payment of an owed recompense. It is possible that this occurs 

because in early Welsh material generosity and charity are expected as an essential 

part of how society functions, and would not thus be commented on or focused on 

to any great degree. Nevertheless, it is clearly both an essential part of society and 

something which Arthur frequently demonstrates; in part to ensure that his society 

keeps running smoothly.  

There is sometimes overlap between one or more of the virtues. Pite and largesce, for 

example, include charity and generosity respectively, but these are often part and 

parcel of one another. In many instances, generosity is seen as an act of charity and 

compassion. Arthur’s reluctance to let Geraint leave the court whilst injured, for 

example, can be seen as both an example of charity, pite, and of largesce, as Arthur is 

abundantly generous in the care he offers Geraint. 

VIRTUE IN THE HAGIOGRAPHICAL AND DIDACTIC CHRISTIAN 

ARTHURIAN TEXTS  

Due to the plethora of hagiographies which mention Arthur, it would be remiss to 

ignore these texts in a study of Arthur’s character. However, due to the nature of the 
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texts and their intended purpose, as well as the fact that many of these were 

composed in Latin, I felt it necessary to separate analysis of these from analysis of the 

other vernacular material. 

In courtly literary tradition, courtliness was shown both through the virtue of 

actions, and one’s devotion to God. For characters of the Celtic Heroic tradition, 

many of whom were pre-Christian, the reconciliation between courtliness and 

devotion to God, or the lack thereof, was a complicated matter for writers of the Early 

Modern period who wished both to celebrate their own native literature, but also to 

establish that literature on an equal footing with that of continental Europe.457 Thus 

courtly virtues are very intertwined with Christian ones. Christian attributes or 

portrayals of Arthur and Fionn, however, do not always present them in a positive 

manner.  

In the seven Saints lives from Wales, Cornwall, and Brittany which feature Arthur, 

five portray him in a less than complimentary manner. Perhaps most striking of these 

is the Vita Paterni, which is the 12th to 13th century Latin life of the Welsh Saint 

Padarn. Along with Saint David and Saint Telio, Padarn travels to Jerusalem, where he 

is given a beautiful staff and woven tunic, in recognition for being one of the most 

noble humans since the apostles. When he returns to Britain, Padarn encounters 

Arthur who is here described as “quidam tirannus”; ‘a certain tyrant’.458 Arthur takes a 

 
457 An interesting insight into the mind of a medieval scribe on this matter can be seen in the 
colophons to the Book of Leinster version of the Táin bo Cuailnge. In a note in Irish, the scribe 
writes “A blessing on everyone who remembers the Táin in the form in which it is written here 
and doesn’t change it in any way.”. This is then immediately followed by a note in Latin which 
reads; “But I who have written this story, or rather this fable, give no credence to the various 
incidents related in it. For some things are the deceptions of demons, others poetic figments; 
some are probable, others improbable, while others are intended for the delectation of foolish 
men.”(See Nagy, J., Conversing with Angels and Ancients: Literary Myths of Medieval Ireland, 
Cornell University Press, 1997, pp. 15-20) The note here gives some indication of the dilemma 
faced by Christian scribes who wanted both to record their native literature, but did not know 
how to clearly reconcile the pagan beliefs of the texts with their own beliefs in Christianity.   
458 Coe and Young, Celtic Sources, pp. 16-7.  
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liking to Padarn’s tunic and tries to take it, however, Padarn says it is only to be worn 

by those in ecclesial office; not secular kings. Arthur leaves, then later returns to steal 

the tunic. When one of the Saint’s disciples reports to Padarn that Arthur has 

returned and is stamping and flattening the earth with his feet, Padarn responds by 

calling for the earth to swallow him, which it does, swallowing Arthur up to his chin. 

Following this miracle, Arthur admits his guilt and begins to praise God and Padarn 

equally, until the earth relinquishes its grip upon him. This Arthur is a far cry from 

the Arthur of the French courtly literature, or even the courtly literature of the Welsh 

tradition. Instead of being a generous and Christian King, known to respect Saints 

and ecclesiastical personages, Arthur is intentionally attempting to steal from the 

Saint.  

In the Vita Sancti Cadogi Arthur is portrayed as simply ignoble; whilst playing dice 

with Cai and Bedwyr, Arthur witnesses the kidnapping of a young girl. Instead of 

immediately trying to rescue the damsel in distress, he is instead filled with a burning 

passion for the girl and tells his companions that he would like to take her for his 

own. They persuade him not to, and eventually rescue the girl and restore her to her 

father. The girl subsequently becomes the mother of Saint Cadog. Later in the same 

life, a British leader named Lligesog Llaw Hir is being pursued by Arthur because he 

killed three of Arthur’s Warriors, and he seeks sanctuary with the Saint. Despite the 

fact he is in the Saint’s care, when Arthur learns where he is, he comes with a great 

retinue of men to try and capture Lligesog. Independent judges are brought in to 

assess the situation, and they decide that Arthur should have one hundred cows in 

the place of each of the men who were killed, but Arthur only wants the magical red 

and white cows so often present in Celtic literature. Cadog tells young men to go out 

and find cows of any colour and when they are brought into the presence of the Saint, 

they immediately are transformed by divine power into the colours that Arthur 
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wants. However when Arthur’s men try to touch the cows, the cows are turned into 

bushels of fern. Upon seeing this miracle, Arthur is filled with guilt, and begs the 

Saint for forgiveness whilst also granting sanctuary to anyone who comes to Cadog.  

In these lives, Arthur is being shown to be arguably very human; he is guilty of several 

of the seven deadly sins, ignores the rules of sanctuary, and seems to be ignorant of 

the divine right given to Saints. This is in clear opposition to the courtlier Arthur, 

who in Geraint is said to fill thirteen churches with his retinue each time mass is said. 

Arthur’s ignorance is similarly portrayed in the Middle Welsh poem from the 

fourteenth century, Ymddiddan Arthur a’r Eryr.459 This poem relates the conversation 

between King Arthur and his deceased nephew Eliwlad, who has returned in the guise 

of an eagle. Reminiscent perhaps of the Arthur of the earlier heroic tradition, one 

characterised by his strength and not his piety, the Arthur of the poem is presented as 

a warrior who is ignorant of the values of Christian worship. As Eliwlad has returned 

from the dead, he possesses a certain knowledge of the world beyond life, and is thus 

able to offer Arthur the religious instruction which characterises the poem.460 Arthur 

questions the eagle on matters of religious instruction, most notably the nature and 

importance of mass: 

1 A: 

 

Yr Eryr, barabl diful, 

A’th ofynnaf heb gynful: 

Ai da cael offeren Sul? 

Oh Eagle, bold in your speech, 

I ask you without quarrel: 

Is it good to receive Sunday Mass? 

 
459 The poem is found in Oxford Jesus College MS 20, c. 1375-1425, though it may have been 
composed earlier.  
460 Padel, Arthur in Middle Welsh Literature, pp. 64-5. 
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2 E: Offeren Sul os ceffy, 

A dŵr a bara wedy, 

Gwynfydedig o hyn fyddy. 

 

If you receive Sunday Mass 

And have water and bread afterwards, 

You will be blessed by it. 

3 A: Yr Eryr, barabl difri, 

A’th ofynnaf dros Geli 

Beth ym o byddaf hebddi? 

Oh Eagle, true is your speech, 

I ask you in the place of God, 

What will happen to me if I am without 

it? 

4 E: O byddy heb offeren 

Ddyw Sul, heb raid, heb angen, 

Hyd yr wythnos na chwardd wên 

If you are without Mass 

On Sunday, without necessity, without 

reason, 

You will not laugh throughout the 

week. 

5 A: Yr Eryr, barabl honnaid, 

A’th ofynnaf wrth fy rhaid, 

Beth sydd orau rhag enaid? 

Oh Eagle, famous is your speech, 

I ask you because it is necessary, 

What is best for the welfare of the soul? 

6 E: Pader ac offerenau, The Lord’s prayer and masses, 
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A dyrwest a chardodau, 

A’u gorddyfnaid hyd angau. 

temperance and charity, 

and practising these things unto 

death.461 

 

Although there is clearly an ulterior motive to this poem (framing instructions 

regarding the importance of mass within a context that would be recognisable to 

most people) it is still notable that Arthur is the character they have chosen to be 

ignorant, and not perhaps an unknown pagan king. Alternatively, it would have been 

possible to frame the poem, mirroring this one, where Arthur is the one instructing 

the eagle on the importance of mass. Portraying Arthur as a bad Christian who is 

ignorant of the importance of basic Christian theological principles, shows strong 

links with the Arthur as portrayed in the Saints lives. Indeed it is perhaps possible to 

argue that the native Brittonic texts which show the least influence from courtly 

Arthurian literature, all portray him in this manner. That is to say, not necessarily 

unchristian, but certainly a far cry from the Christian courtly king of the romance 

tradition. I would suggest that this perhaps demonstrates the differing styles of the 

two types of texts. The romances and other prose tales were written to entertain, 

perhaps with didactic undertones although this was not a true focus. The 

hagiographical texts and the aforementioned poem, however, both have clearly 

identifiable didactic purposes. They are not intended to entertain, but are instead 

intended to portray the saints or holy individuals as beyond reproach, whilst earthly, 

secular leaders such as Arthur were intended to fill the role of ignorant sinners, who 

required enlightenment from the men of God. As such, Arthur becomes a stock 

 
461 Translation author’s own. Text: Haycock, Blodeugerdd Barddas, pp. 308-9. 
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character for the archetypal, ignorant, secular king that the pious men are required to 

both teach and convert.  

TRANSGRESSIONS OF COURTLY VIRTUE IN THE ARTHURIAN MATERIAL 
 

BREUDDWYD RHONABWY 

Breuddwyd Rhonabwy is one of the lesser discussed Arthurian tales that forms a part 

of the collection known as the Mabinogion. Set during the reign of Madog ap 

Maredudd, a 12th century prince of Powys, the story is the dream of Rhonabwy, one 

of Madog’s retainers, who dreams himself into Arthur’s court. In part of this dream, 

Rhonabwy meets Arthur and his men, who are assembled to meet the Saxons at the 

battle of Mount Badon. Rather than involving himself in the battle, either as a 

soldier or a leader, Arthur is engaged in a game of gwyddbwyll with Owain and is far 

more concerned with winning the board game than he is with the deaths of his men 

below on the field. During the game, messengers arrive to inform Arthur that his 

servants have begun to attack Owain’s ravens, but Arthur’s response to Owain’s 

pleas for intervention are “gware dy chware heb ef”; ‘your move’.462 Arthur refuses to 

act like the king he is supposed to be, and instead insists on a continuation of play, 

until in a flare of anger Arthur disrupts the game, crushing the pieces into dust 

before declaring peace with the Saxons. 

This portrayal of Arthur as an ineffective king and uncaring, antagonistic individual 

is in sharp contrast with the portrayal of Arthur as the chivalric leader he remains in 

the romances. It is also directly contradicting the ‘historical’ accounts of the battle of 

 
462 ‘Breuddwyd Rhonabwy’, Llyfr Coch y Hergest, p. 137r, col. 564, l. 42 (ed.  Luft, Diana, Peter 
Wynn Thomas and D. Mark Smith. eds. Rhyddiaith Gymraeg 1300-1425, 
http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-page.php?ms=Jesus111&page=137r, 
Cardiff, 2013. Accessed Online: 11:44, 13/09/18). 

http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/ms-page.php?ms=Jesus111&page=137r
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Badon; the Historia Brittonum says that “in quo corruerunt in uno die nongenti 

sexaginta viri de uno impetu Arthur; et nemo prostravit eos nisi ipse solus” whilst 

the Annales Cambriae state that through the battle “inquo arthur portauit crucem 

domini nostri ihu xp'i . tribus diebus & tribus noctibus”.463 Both of these early texts, 

and the later HRB, place Arthur at the centre of the battle and as the crux of all the 

action, framing this as his most important military engagement. The portrayal of 

Arthur, behind the scenes as a general unconcerned with the lives of his men, is an 

inversion of the usual portrayal, and is actually much closer to the characterisation 

of Arthur in the Hagiographical sources. It shows a clear absence of accepted courtly 

virtues, and the courtliness expected in a king. 

Moreover, Lloyd-Morgan asserts that Breuddwyd Rhonabwy shows a familiarity with 

continental satirical texts such as the monde bestorné and that the author of 

Rhonabwy likely had a general knowledge of literary trends outside Wales.464 She 

further suggests that the author is able to pick elements from both the Welsh and 

European traditions and has used them to create a new and original work.465 I would 

argue that that the author has done that, but has also gone further to reinterpret and 

subvert genres including the dream narrative genre and the components of the 

traditional Arthurian tale. At the beginning of the narrative, Rhonabwy lays down to 

sleep on an ox-hide, which in Irish sources is sometimes used to preface a prophetic 

dream.466 However what follows does not follow the direction of a normal dream 

 
463 Trans: “there fell in one day 960 men from one charge by Arthur; and no one struck them 
down except Arthur himself”, Mommsen, T. (ed.) Historia Brittonum, Part IV, Arthuriana, 
http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/histbrit.html, Accessed 13/09/18.; Trans: “In which Arthur 
carried the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ for three days and three nights upon his shoulders”, 
Gough-Cooper, H. W., Annales Cambriae, The A text, From British Library, Harley MS 3859, ff. 
190r-193r, p. 3, http://croniclau.bangor.ac.uk/documents/AC_A_first_edition.pdf, Accessed 
Online: 16:09, 13/09/18. 
464 Lloyd-Morgan, ‘Breuddwyd Rhonabwy and Later Arthurian Literature’, p. 191. 
465 Lloyd-Morgan, ‘Breuddwyd Rhonabwy and Later Arthurian Literature’, p. 191. 
466 O’Rahilly, Early Irish History and Mythology, pp. 323-4. 

http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/histbrit.html
http://croniclau.bangor.ac.uk/documents/AC_A_first_edition.pdf
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narrative; nothing new is learnt or revealed to the protagonist, nor does the dream 

allow them to find something they desire, such as happens in the Middle Welsh 

Breuddwyd Macsen Wledig. Instead, Rhonabwy progresses like a normal dream, with 

strange and unexpected events occurring with little to no perceivable reason.467  

CAI 

In the few Welsh texts in which he appears, Cai is obstinate, abrasive, and 

belligerent, often disagreeing with Arthur’s actions and standing in sharp contrast to 

virtuous and noble knights such as Gwalchmai. In Peredur he is immediately set up 

as an antagonising character, ridiculing Peredur and attacking the two dwarves who 

have been living in Arthur’s court.468 As a result, Cai becomes Peredur’s sworn 

enemy, and Peredur refuses to return to Arthur’s court until he has avenged the 

dwarves against Cai.469 Later, when Cai encounters Peredur, he greets him harshly 

and rudely, and is subsequently gravely injured.470 He receives similar injuries from 

both Owain and Geraint in their respective stories, after treating them just as rudely 

and immediately leaping to violence as a first response to any encounter. Cai is 

frequently reprimanded for his rude behaviour by Gwalchmai, but this appears to 

make little difference to his actions. Cai is similarly rude in the opening of Owain; 

Arthur asks him to fetch some mead and meat and he waits until Arthur is asleep to 

refuse, as he did not want to miss the story that was about to be told.471 This childish 

rudeness is characteristic of Cai and an enduring part of his characterisation in the 

 
467 Slotkin, ‘The Fabula, Story, and Text of Breuddwyd Rhonabwy’, pp. 93-4. 
468 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 68. 
469 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 70. 
470 Davies, ‘Peredur’, p. 79. 
471 Davies, ‘Owain’, p. 116. 
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romances. It also casts him as a comic figure, providing light relief much like Conán 

does in the fenian texts.472 

This is contrasted with his portrayal in earlier texts such as CO. Although he is still 

sometimes argumentative in CO, telling Arthur he should not let Culhwch into the 

court, for example, this tends to be more so that he can play devil’s advocate and 

elucidate the reasoning for Arthur’s actions, as opposed to the belligerence of his 

later character. Pa Gur is largely devoted to praise of Cai and his valour, painting him 

as very heroic and as a much-loved member of Arthur’s court.473 There is only one 

instance in the earlier material which perhaps points to the later characterisation of 

Cai. Towards the end of the completion of the tasks in CO, Cai kills Dillus Farfog to 

steal his beard rather than leaving him alive. Consequently, Arthur sings a satirical 

englyn, implying that this was cowardice on Cai’s part. The text then states that as a 

result: 

“y sorres Kei hyt pan uu abreid y uilwyr yr Ynys honn tangneuedu y 

rwng Kei ac Arthur. Ac eissoes, nac yr anghyfnerth ar Arthur nac yr llad 

y wyr, nyt ymyrrwys Kei yn reit gyt ac ef o hynny allan” 

“Cai sulked, so that the warriors of this island could hardly make peace 

between Cai and Arthur. And yet neither Arthur’s misfortune nor the killing 

of his men could induce Cai to have anything to do with him in his hour of 

need from then on”.474  

There thus appears to be a change in the characterisation of Cai in the later 

romances, very similar to the changes seen in Conán, as discussed in Chapter 2. 

 
472 See the discussion of Conán in Chapter 2: Transgressions. 
473 Coe and Young, Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, pp. 127-133.  
474 Davies, ‘Culhwch ac Olwen’, pp. 206-7. 
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Krista Kapphahn argues that this contrast arises because Cai is a remnant of the old 

Heroic tradition, and thus his actions, as seen within the context of the chivalric 

tradition, are often at odds with the virtues and behaviour espoused by the romances, 

although they would have been perfectly acceptable in the earlier heroic tradition. 475 

He is part of a heroic value system which does not properly mesh with the milieu of 

romance.476 As such, in the earlier texts, Cai is seen as an active member of Arthur’s 

court, close to the king, however the romances paint him as an obtuse and offensive 

character, whose actions eventually lead to the death of Arthur at Camlann. This is 

certainly a compelling argument, and one which, as I’ve argued in Chapter 2, appears 

to additionally hold true to Conán. Further work would be beneficial to discover 

whether this can be said to be true of other characters in the Fenian and Arthurian 

material, and if so in what ways this has affected their characterisation, as this may 

illuminate further the nature of the Epic Heroic tradition and its differences (or 

similarities) to the courtly romance tradition. Unfortunately, this is beyond the scope 

of the present thesis. 

  

 
475 Kapphahn, Gender and Genre in Welsh Arthurian Literature, pp. 20-1. 
476 Kapphahn, Gender and Genre in Welsh Arthurian Literature, p. 21. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

When it comes to courtliness, Arthur is perhaps one of the best remembered 

examples of courtly virtue in the broader European tradition. This chapter has shown 

that this is perhaps only partially deserved. Of the three virtues examined in 

particular, he has shown clear evidence of pite in the protection and charity he 

frequently offers, mesure in his self-control in recognising when it is necessary to 

allow his knights to act on his behalf, and largesce in his frequent bestowals of great 

wealth. However it is essential that the role of his knights be acknowledged. The 

surviving vernacular Welsh literature rarely shows Arthur as the main instigator of 

action, and instead this is delegated to his knights who act on his behalf throughout 

the kingdom. As a result, these knights, despite being separate characters to Arthur, 

are representatives of his authority and power, and as such their behaviour is as 

representative of Arthur’s character as is Arthur’s own.  

Of the knights looked at in detail, Geraint, Owain, and Peredur are those who most 

explicitly display virtue. Pite, mesure, and largesce are all easily recognisable within 

their actions throughout the romances. That these appear to be both a central and 

important aspect of these tales suggests that an inclusion of and focus on courtly 

virtues was important to the characterisation of Arthur and of his knights in this 

period. It is possible that at times when virtue is not displayed, this is indicative of 

the author’s attempt to make a comment on ‘courtly society’ and any preconceptions 

of courtliness held by a reader. This certainly seems to be the case with BR which 

specifically appears to invert these pre-conceptions of courtliness, in an attempt to 

belittle the reputation of Arthur as a great military leader. Where Arthur appears in 

the tale he is specifically shown to be an ineffective king, disinterested in the plight 

of his men, who spends his time playing games of war rather than directly engaging 
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in battle. This is a somewhat similar portrayal to that found in the hagiographies 

where Arthur is a similarly ineffective leader, unvirtuous and proud, although he is 

far more interested in military exploits in the hagiographies than in BR or the 

romances. In each of these tales where Arthur transgresses, there seems to be a 

reason for doing so.  

Similarly, where the knights transgress courtly virtues in the romances, this is 

usually for a reason and serves to progress the story and aid in the character’s 

developmental journey. When Owain and Geraint transgress mesure and are unable 

to balance their marriages with their duty as knights, the results of these actions are 

used to catalyse the tale’s journey and lead these men to a final redemption. In 

Peredur, his initial lack of virtue towards the woman in the forest comes back to 

haunt him later in the tale and, upon realising the consequences of his actions, 

Peredur is able to develop further as a man and a knight, and ultimately become 

more capable of demonstrating courtly virtue. In these situations, the absence of 

virtue is more crucial to the story than its presence and allows for a further 

development and deepening of characterisation. It is likely that this is also the 

intended purpose of Arthur’s portrayals in the Christian texts; in the hagiographies 

and in the poem Ymddiddan Arthur a’r Eryr, Arthur is usually seen to have learnt 

from his mistakes and developed into a more ‘virtuous’ individual in response to his 

interactions with God’s intermediaries. These texts would then serve a didactic 

moralistic function for their readers, encouraging them to learn from the mistakes of 

the characters and also to recognise these transgressions as both uncourtly and also 

in opposition to the desired actions of individuals within the courtly tradition.  

I would argue also that the character of Cai appears in the romances partly as an 

antithesis to Gwalchmai. He is often seen in opposition to Gwalchmai, who has to 
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act as an interlocutor between Gwalchmai and those he antagonises. His 

characterisation in CO is perhaps closer to what his characterisation may have been 

in earlier traditions as a good friend and advisor of Arthur’s who tended to follow the 

letter of the law rather than the spirit of it, and later fell out with Arthur due to a 

slight to his honour. It seems likely that Kapphahn’s hypothesis that Cai’s character 

has suffered in its transference from the Epic Heroic tradition to that of the courtly 

romances is correct, or very close to it. Despite this, the nature of the courtly 

romances seems to be that such antagonistic characters who transgress the accepted 

courtly virtues of Arthur’s court are necessary to act as a driving force for the 

development of the narrative.  

Overall, the character of Arthur as portrayed in the later medieval texts is not a 

particularly favourable one. His personal displays of courtly virtue are infrequent 

and rarely overt. On most occasions one must look to his knights to truly 

understand the courtliness of Arthur, as they were in some ways merely vehicles for 

his own desires. Where Arthur or his men transgress accepted courtly virtues, this 

usually has a reason; either to progress narrative or character development. This is 

perhaps most evident in the Christian texts, where Arthur’s transformation from 

transgressor to virtuous king is often very dramatic and, of course, manufactured 

through the presence of God’s emissaries. Arthur certainly displays courtly virtues 

within the texts discussed above, and is recognisable as a courtly individual. 

However he is certainly not the beacon of chivalric ethics that he is thought of in 

popular memory. Instead, this iteration of Arthur’s character appears to have been a 

legacy of later, non-Welsh, material which was influenced more directly by the 

works of Chrétien de Troyes, Geoffrey of Monmouth, and even Thomas Malory, all of 

whom had a significant and lasting effect on the way in which Arthur’s character is 

thought to have developed in the later Middle Ages.   
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GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 

The preceding pages have included a detailed examination of the characters of Arthur 

and Fionn in the later Middle Ages, focused in on two aspects; their role as leaders 

and the virtues they have espoused.  

The examination of leadership in these texts has been particularly illuminating. 

Although Arthur is consistently portrayed as a king, rarely is this terminology used 

for him or to describe his status. In contrast, the term rí, which can mean king, is 

often used to describe Fionn, who is rarely ever portrayed as such. That these two 

cases should be so opposed provides an interesting mirror, and perhaps demonstrates 

the problems arising as a result of changing notions of kingship during the time in 

which these tales were being recorded. Furthermore, the scarcity of references to 

Arthur as king could be further evidence towards Andrews’ suggestion that his 

original title was penn teyrned. This would certainly go some way to explaining why 

he is often called amherawdyr or said to have several kings under his control; rather 

than being a brenhin (king of a single territory) he is instead an over-king of several 

large territories with various brenhinoedd (kings) serving as vassals to him.  

The examination of terminology referring to Fionn has brought to light a problem 

with late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century scholarship of Fionn, most 

notably early editions and translations of tales. In many cases, the nuances of rí or 

flaith have been ignored, and they have been translated with their most common 

meaning, that is ‘king’ or ‘prince’, without due attention being given to context. As a 

result, it is necessary that scholars of fenian material should be aware of this 

potential problem, to prevent further misinterpretations of Fionn’s character.  
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That both characters fall into the role of sedentary leader in the later material is 

perhaps unsurprising within its historical context. As it became less common for 

great leaders to, themselves, enter into battle, so too did it become less common for 

fictional leaders to do so. Instead, in many cases, both Fionn and Arthur become 

more of a backdrop or setting against which the stories of their men can play out 

than they do characters in their own right. This is particularly prevalent within the 

Arthurian material, where Arthur is often the character who contributes the least 

towards the story’s progression, and where he does it is more the promise of his 

court than any direct action on his behalf which causes this to take place. 

Both characters act as kings or great leaders, able to command large armies including 

men from various different territorial units, and able to hold large areas of land that 

they can bequeath to their citizens as they see fit. These all point towards kingship, 

however it is arguably their roles as defenders of the land that is the most significant. 

Fionn is repeatedly shown to be the defender of Ireland; from otherworldly sources as 

in La na nDechaidh Fionn na Bhfían and also from worldly invasion by individuals 

including the son of the king of Thessaly in Eachtra Bodaig. Arthur himself acting as 

defender of the homeland arguably occurs only in BR where Arthur is ineffectually 

tasked with protecting Britain from invasion by the Saxons. Although Arthur is well 

known historically for being a defender of Britain, this is not the picture that is seen 

in the literature. Despite this, his men are frequently seen to be defending Britain and 

its inhabitants from natural and supernatural forces on Arthur’s behalf. It is 

furthermore notable that both Fionn and Arthur are held back from battle on several 

occasions, with their men being deemed more suitable to risk in fighting than Fionn 

and Arthur themselves. 
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When it comes to courtly virtues, the cases of Fionn, Arthur, and their retinues are 

complex. Although in many cases, these characters do adhere to preconceived 

notions of courtliness, and display courtly virtues, this is not always the case. There 

are a great deal of courtly virtues which can be attributed to Fionn in the Early 

Modern tales, as his character develops away from the wild warrior of earlier material 

to symbolise a chivalric leader. Like Arthur, his purpose in the Early Modern tales is 

often simply as a director of his younger warriors, or as a distributor of wealth and 

protection, which allows heroes such as Oscar, Caoilte, and even Conán to develop in 

a manner similar to the way in which Arthur’s knights develop in the Welsh and 

continental literature. As a result, both Fionn and Arthur can be seen fading into the 

background, as characters who rarely engage in battle, and instead act as a courtly 

overseer and mediator.  

A complicating factor in the analysis of these virtues is the notion of honour. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, honour was a central part of early Irish society, as it was 

early Welsh society. Much of the integrity of social classes and social standing was 

built upon the back of honour and reputation. In this pre-police society, the people 

were policed by their communities and thus the honour of a man’s word held a great 

deal of weight in both legal and civil proceedings. If a man was thought to be always 

truthful and honest, then his word on a matter would inevitably hold greater weight 

than would the word of a man who was known to be miserly or facetious. It was thus 

essential that leaders be seen as charitable, truthful, and generous, in order that their 

honour could not be called into question. It is highly likely, and perhaps probable, 

that at least some of these instances which have been described above as evidence of 

‘virtue’ owe at least part of their origin to these more general notions of honour.  
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Fionn, Arthur, and their representatives, all display aspects of pite, mesure, and 

largesce, and these values seem to drive and steer their actions within the narratives. 

They rescue distressed damsels, know when to show mercy, and when to act 

charitably; they appear to be in most cases the epitome of chivalric virtue. Pite is a 

virtue visible in both the Fenian and Arthurian cycles however, of the two, Fionn is 

far more likely to actively demonstrate and enforce protection, whilst perhaps the 

only instance of Arthur actively offering the protection of his body is in CO when he 

pledges himself to Culhwch’s cause. In all other instances, Arthur offers protection 

but expects it to be fulfilled by his knights, rather than doing it himself. Although 

Fionn, like Arthur, often offers the protection of his men, he also frequently offers his 

own bodily protection; for example when he offers to protect Glanluadh in Seilg 

Sléibhe Fuaid. This displays a more active attitude to pite than Arthur and means that 

in some ways he appears to perhaps display more pite than Arthur. It is, however, 

necessary to remember that this may only be the case because there are more textual 

examples of Fionn’s actions than there are of Arthur’s. Nevertheless, this shows a 

clear contrast between Arthur and Fionn, which is perhaps due to the nature of the 

characters’ status in the cycles. Kings in courtly romances rarely engaged directly in 

battle or engaged in quests due to their importance in society.477 Fionn, although a 

leader, has been proved by Chapter 1 not to be a king (at least not consistently), and is 

instead the leader of a warband in service to a king. It is thus perhaps unsurprising 

that Fionn is more actively demonstrating pite than Arthur although both cycles 

clearly demonstrate this courtly virtue.  

Discussions of mesure and largesce have been somewhat complicated by pre-existing 

notions of both, in some form, in both Wales and Ireland. Mesure and self-restraint 

 
477 Bruford, A., ‘Gaelic Folk-Tales and Mediæval Romances: A Study of the Early Modern Irish 
'Romantic Tales' and Their Oral Derivatives’, p. 23. 
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are an important part of a warrior’s character, and are indicative of courtly virtue in 

both the Arthurian and Fenian cycles. Demonstrations of mesure are praised and 

respected, whilst when characters such as Conán lose control, they are derided by 

others and occasionally, like Owain, lose their place in society. This notion of 

measured judgement, restraint, and self-control is intrinsic to what allows these men 

to move between the worlds of the warrior and of the court, allowing for a balance in 

these two roles which is an essential part of courtly romance. Although this 

sometimes overlaps with notions of restraint or cosc in earlier material, it has been 

shown above that it is possible to identify clear demonstrations of mesure in both 

the Fenian and the Arthurian material, which are markedly different from earlier 

presentations of similar traits in warriors. Similarly, although largesce overlaps 

greatly with pre-concieved notions of generosity in both countries, it is possible to 

identify characteristic differences between traditional generosity and largesce. 

Largesce is an attribute associated with both Fionn and Arthur, although I would 

argue that Fionn’s generosity is perhaps more in-line with notions of largesce than is 

Arthur’s. Under Welsh law, Arthur would have been required to give out cyfarws as 

part of his duty as a king. This semi-obligatory gift was often given to members of a 

king’s warband in payment for services rendered and is what was given to Culhwch 

at the beginning of CO. 478 This is distinctly different from the usual word for a gift, 

rhodd, which was translated differently in Latin versions of the laws (donum for 

rhodd, and munus for cyfarws), suggesting that the two were differentiated between 

in the medieval Welsh court.479 In many cases within the literature, it is difficult to 

determine whether or not Arthur’s generosity falls under the category of cyfarws or 

rhodd, although it is clear that when members of Arthur’s court are being generous 

 
478 Charles-Edwards, Welsh King and his Court, p. 564. 
479 Charles-Edwards, Welsh King and his Court, p. 564. 
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in his name, this would not fall under the remit of cyfarws as they have no legal 

obligation to give anything. I would thus argue that these cannot then be anything 

but demonstrations of largesce, as they are entirely voluntary with no requirement 

on either side. 

However, there are times at which these virtues are transgressed. When Peredur 

assaults the wife of the Proud one of the Clearing, when Geraint jumps to 

conclusions about his wife, when Fionn pursues his estranged wife, and when Arthur 

gets on the wrong side of various saints; in each and every one of these cases, these 

characters are failing to fit within the trope of courtliness as it developed in the later 

Middle Ages. Moreover, the characters of Conán and Cai never seem to embody any 

of the courtly virtues essential to a knight, despite their respective places of honour 

in Fionn and Arthur’s retinues. It is possible that these transgressions are a result of 

difficulties transferring these stories and the characters within them into the courtly 

milieu; both Fionn and Arthur were creations of the Early Heroic tradition and were 

adopted and mutated by later writers to fit the tastes of the time. This was not 

always successful and led to a jarring disparity between the early and late medieval 

characterisations of the two heroes which means that although they can be 

considered chivalrous, they were, like all men, flawed. Much like Cai and Conán, 

their characters have been re-moulded to fit later preferences for narrative tradition, 

and this has not always been successful, as it attempted to flatten them into one-

dimensional, ‘chivalric leader’ archetypes. As such, in the texts which show a more 

rounded characterisation, such as TDG and the saints’ lives, Arthur and Fionn seem 

perhaps more realistic, but less appropriate to the setting. Given that this can be said 

to have happened on at least four cases, it would be beneficial to examine other, 

similar characters in courtly romance traditions in both the Celtic languages and 

those of Europe to examine whether or not this is a common phenomenon. This is, 
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regrettably, beyond the remits of this thesis, but is an area in which further research 

could certainly prove fruitful.  

In the vast majority of material from the time period with which we are concerned, 

Fionn is displayed as a wise and noble leader, acting in a chivalrous manner towards 

most people he encounters, such as offering protection to lone women in Seilg 

Sléibhe Fuaid or being overly generous in Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn. In short 

he is being portrayed as the ideal of a late medieval or early modern knight; a 

protector of the land and of women, noble and virtuous. In many cases this clashes 

with the earlier portrayal of Fionn as a character who was very much a product of his 

time, reflecting the status of an Irish fían chief in early medieval Ireland.  

Arthur, too, is portrayed as a wise and noble leader, although his acts of chivalry are 

perhaps less numerous than Fionn’s. He is not in all cases being portrayed as a 

knightly paragon, and is instead often shown to be transgressing the accepted 

courtliness expected of romance literature. He often remains in the background of 

tales, and does not play an active role in the texts. This causes detriment to his 

character, as it makes it both harder to analyse and increasingly complex.  

Overall, therefore, this thesis has shown that an extensive and detailed character 

analysis has proven beneficial to the study of both Fionn and Arthur in the later 

Middle Ages. Of particular interest are the questions raised by the transferral of 

characters from the epic heroic tradition to the romance tradition, and the potential 

problems which can arise from scholarly assumption and misinterpretation. It has 

shown that the characters of Fionn and Arthur are not necessarily who they may 

seem at first glance, and arguably changes the way in which these characters should 

be interpreted in later material.  
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APPENDIX A – ARTHURIAN TEXT SUMMARIES 

1. 

Name of Text: Annales Cambriae - Annals of Wales 

Format: Prose 

Date: Between 10th and 13th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 12; Gough-Cooper, H. W., Annales Cambriae, The A text, 

From British Library, Harley MS 3859, ff. 190r-193r, p. 3, 

http://croniclau.bangor.ac.uk/documents/AC_A_first_edition.pdf, Accessed: 13/09/18. 

Description:  

The annals are the oldest surviving chronicles about Wales, of which there are three 

recensions, A, B, and C. A is the oldest of these annals, and was likely written shortly 

after the date of the last annal entry in 954. The other recensions are likely to have 

been composed in the 13th century. Includes brief descriptions of Arthur's role in the 

battles of Badon and Camlann. 

 

2. 

Name of Text: Breuddwyd Rhonabwy - The Dream of Rhonabwy 

Format: Prose 

Date: Terminus Quo 1150-60 

References: Richards, M., ‘Noddiau’, in Breudwyt Ronabwy, p. xxxviii; Richards, M. 

G., (ed.), Breudwyt Ronabwy: allan o’r Llyfr coch o Hergest, (Cardiff: University of 

Wales Press, 1948.) 

Description:  

Set during the reign of Madog ap Maredudd (fl. 1132-1160), Rhonabwy is a retainer of 

Madog's, sent to find Madog's rebellious brother, Iorwerth. Along the way, Rhonabwy 

stops to sleep in a longhouse belonging to Heilyn the Red, but it is in a terrible state; 

his bed is filthy, and covered in fleas and urine. When he goes to sleep, he has a 

dream wherein he is transported back to the time of Arthur. Unlike most medieval 

dream narratives, this story is written like an actual dream and reads as quite 

disjointed and odd at first. Rhonabwy is guided around by one of Arthur's retainers, 

Iddawg, who introduces Rhonabwy to Arthur and Owain who are playing gwyddbwyll 

whilst their men are waiting to face the Saxons at the Battle of Badon. A series of 

messengers arrive to tell Arthur and Owain that Arthur's men are fighting Owain's 

http://croniclau.bangor.ac.uk/documents/AC_A_first_edition.pdf
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ravens, but Arthur is much more interested in the game of gwyddbwyll than in the 

fighting. Owain finally orders his men to retaliate at which point Arthur becomes 

angry and crushes the chess board and pieces, asking for a truce between the two of 

them. They agree to a truce, and then Arthur agrees to a truce with the Saxons, before 

they declare that they are all heading back to Cornwall. The noise of the troops 

moving in the dream is loud enough that it wakes Rhonabwy up and he realises he 

has slept for 3 days. The tale utilises heavy and absurd description, finishing with a 

colophon that says the tale cannot be memorised, only read. 

 

3. 

Name of Text: Brut y Brenhinedd- Chronicles of the kings 

Format: Prose 

Date: Second half of 12th century  

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 48; Roberts, B., Brut y Brenhinoedd, (Dublin, 1984) 

Description:  

The Welsh version of Geoffrey of Monmouth's HRB. It is very similar to the Latin 

version, although it does include some material stemming from independent Welsh 

traditions. 

 

4. 

Name of Text: Culhwch ac Olwen- Culhwch and Olwen 

Format: Prose 

Date: Terminus Quo mid 12th century 

References: Rodway, S., ‘The Date and Authorship of Culhwch ac Olwen’, in CMCS 

49, p. 43; Bromwich, R., and D. S. Evans (eds.), Culhwch and Olwen: an edition and 

study of the oldest Arthurian tale, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1992.) 

Description:  

Possibly the earliest surviving Arthurian prose text, CO tells the tale of a young man 

named Culhwch, cousin to Arthur, who is cursed by his stepmother to marry no 

woman but Olwen, daughter of the giant Ysbaddaden. In order to eventually win his 

bride, Culhwch travels to Arthur's court and invokes Arthur's help to find Olwen and 

marry her. Whilst doing so, he binds Arthur in the names of all the members of his 

court. This list of names covers several pages and preserves hints of traditional Welsh 
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stories which have otherwise not survived. When Arthur's men finally find 

Ysbaddaden, he names a long list of 'impossible' tasks that Culhwch must complete 

prior to marrying his daughter. The rest of the story follows their journey to complete 

the tasks and includes a chase across Wales and Ireland to try and catch a giant boar 

called the Twrch Trwyth. The story culminates in the death of the giant and the 

marriage of the two eponymous characters. 

 

5. 

Name of Text: Englynion y Beddau- Verses on the Graves 

Format: Verse 

Date: 9th-10th century 

References: Jones, Thomas (ed.). "The Black Book of Carmarthen 'Stanzas of the 

Graves'." Proceedings of the British Academy 53 (1967). pp. 97–137, p. 100. 

Description:  

A selection of verses from the Black Book of Carmarthen that tell where the graves of 

men from Arthur's court can be found. It includes an ambiguous phrase referring to 

Arthur's grave, 'Anoeth bid bet y Arthur'; 'The world's wonder a grave for Arthur', 

which has been interpreted as meaning that Arthur's grave is lost, that there is no 

grave and this is a reference to the 'Once and Future King' legend associated with 

Arthur, or that there are multiple possible graves for Arthur in Welsh tradition. 

 

6. 

Name of Text: Geraint filius Erbin- Geraint son of Erbin 

Format: Verse 

Date: 9th-11th century 

References: Andrews, ‘The Nomenclature of kingship’, p. 101.  

Description:  

A praise poem about the same Geraint of the later prose tale, found in the Black Book 

of Carmarthen. It mentions Arthur's brave men, and may be one of the earliest 

references to Arthur, suggesting that legends about Arthur might have been widely 

known in Wales as early as the 10th century. 
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7. 

Name of Text: Gereint uab Erbin- Geraint son of Erbin 

Format: Prose 

Date: Debated, terminus quo likely 13th century 

References: Poppe, E., ‘Ystorya Geraint fab Erbin’ in Lloyd-Morgan, C., and E. Poppe, 

(eds.), Arthur in the Celtic Languages: The Arthurian Legend in Celtic Literatures and 

Traditions, (University of Wales Press, 2019), p. 132; Thomson, R. L., (ed.) (tr.), 

Ystorya Gereint Uab Erbin, (Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1997) 

Description:  

The story begins at Pentecost, with Arthur holding court, when he hears about a 

white stag that has been seen nearby. He calls for a hunt the next morning, and 

although he originally says that Gwenhwyfar can come he leaves her behind in the 

morning. When she wakes up, she discovers that Geraint has also been left behind, 

and they set out to join in. When they pause at the edge of the forest they hear a 

dwarf approaching, along with a woman and a knight in armour. They don't recognise 

the knight so Gwenhwyfar sends her maid to enquire about him. The maid is attacked 

by the dwarf, and when Geraint goes to attempt to ask, he too is struck. Rather than 

retaliating straight away when he is unarmed, Geraint gains permission from 

Gwenhwyfar to pursue the party. He follows them to a fortified town where the 

knight is welcomed, but Geraint doesn't know anyone. He finds some lodging with an 

elderly man, who turns out to be an Earl who had fallen on bad times. He, his wife, 

and his beautiful daughter tell him about an event called the Sparrowhawk 

tournament which is scheduled for tomorrow, wherein knights compete to prove they 

have the most beautiful lady. The unknown knight has won the tournament for the 

last few years. Geraint proposes to enter the tournament, and borrows both armour 

and the daughter, Enid, in order to do so. He wins the tournament and sends the 

knight (Edern m. Nudd) back to Arthur's court to apologise. Geraint manages to 

restore the fortunes of the Earl, and takes his daughter, Enid, back to Arthur's court 

so that they can get married.  

Back at Arthur's court, they get married and stay at court for another three years 

wherein Geraint competes in many tournaments and wins them all. Again at 

Pentecost, men from Geraint's father arrive and ask if Geraint can return home to 

help rule his father's kingdom. He does so, and stops competing in tournaments, 

choosing instead to spend time with his wife. His vassals become agitated and 

Geraint's father tells Enid about it. Geraint overhears Enid worrying about this whilst 

she thinks he is sleeping and he believes she is saying that she wants to leave him for 

another man. Without talking to her about it, he commands Enid to follow him but 

tells her she is not allowed to speak unless spoken to. At several points on the 

journey, they are about to be set upon by brigands and she breaks her silence to tell 

Geraint, making him very angry. He defeats all the brigands but gets quite injured in 

the process.  
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Eventually they meet a squire who offers them food and Geraint gives him whichever 

horse he wants from those he has won. The squire tells the Earl and Geraint and Enid 

are offered lodging, but Geraint elects to sleep elsewhere. He sends Enid to the other 

side of the room. They dine with the Earl that evening, and he asks to speak to Enid. 

Geraint gives him permission to do so. When they talk, he first offers that she can 

stay as his wife, and then threatens her to make her stay. She plays along with it to 

keep him calm, and later tells Geraint what is happening. They manage to escape but 

are pursued. Geraint overthrows everyone and they continue onwards as before. They 

soon meet Y Brenhin Bychan (the little king) and after they have fought Geraint lets 

him go on the provision that they will never fight again and that Y Brenhin Bychan 

will come to Geraint's aid if necessary. They proceed onwards and come across 

Arthur's men. Geraint refuses to talk to them and fights Cai. Eventually Gwalchmai 

goes to meet him and convinces him to talk to Arthur who forces him to have medical 

treatment.  

They stay for almost a month before setting off again as before, until they hear a loud 

cry from a woman who says her husband has been killed by three giants that Geraint 

then goes to fight. He kills them all but is knocked unconscious as a result. Enid's 

cries attract the Earl of Limwris who was riding nearby, and takes them all back to his 

court, but tries to get Enid to consider marrying him if Geraint dies. She refuses to eat 

and drink until Geraint does, at which point the earl strikes her. Her cry awakens 

Geraint who kills the Earl. Geraint and Enid ride off together. As they are riding along 

they meet Y Brenhin Bychan and he takes them to be nursed at his brother-in-law's 

house nearby. It takes six weeks for Geraint to recover, and Y Brenhin Bychan 

recommends he goes home, but instead Geraint says he wants to go on one last trip 

to a dangerous place where he can partake in some enchanted games. Geraint takes 

part in the games and eventually wins, and demands as his prize that the games will 

never happen again. After the games, Geraint and Enid head home and live happily 

together forever after. 

 

8. 

Name of Text: Historia Brittonum - The history of Britain 

Format: Prose 

Date: 829-30 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 6; ‘Historia Brittonum’, in Morris, J., (ed.) (tr.), Nennius: 

British History and Welsh Annals, (Phillimore & Co ltd, 1980), pp. 50-84. 
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Description:  

A prose history of Britain, once attributed to a scribe named Nennius. Arthur is 

mentioned twice in the HB, first in a list of battles he was supposed to have fought, 

and secondly in accounts of miraculous material in Britain. 

 

9. 

Name of Text: Historia Regum Brittaniae - The history of the kings of Britain 

Format: Prose 

Date: 1136 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 48; Geoffrey of Monmouth, The History of the Kings of 

Britain, (Penguin Classics, 1973). 

Description:  

The fullest of the early accounts of Arthur, the HRB details the circumstances of his 

birth up to his death. Supposedly derived from 'a little Welsh book', the HRB is 

thought to have sparked the European-wide interest in Arthur from the mid twelfth 

century onwards. It was a very popular (if not very historical) adaptation of the 

legend, and was subsequently translated and adapted into a multitude of versions. In 

this legend, Arthur is the son of Uther Pendragon and Ygraine, and it is the magic of 

Merlin that allows for Arthur to be conceived. This is also the first text to introduce 

the legends of Merlin to those of Arthur. 

 

10. 

Name of Text: Life of Gildas 

Format: Prose 

Date: Early 12th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 22. 

Description:  

Gildas is here said to be the contemporary of Arthur, and someone who always 

wished to obey him. However, Gildas' 23 brothers constantly refused to obey the king 

and would also start fights with him whenever possible. Eventually Arthur kills 
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Gildas' eldest brother, Huail, on the Isle of Man. Gildas was in Ireland at the time, and 

was greatly grieved by the news. He prayed both for his brother and for Arthur.  

When he came to Britain, he brought with him a beautiful bell which he had pledged 

to give to the bishop of the Roman church. He spent the night with the abbot Cadog, 

and after Cadog handled the bell he wanted to purchase it but Gildas would not sell 

it. When Gildas meets Arthur, he forgives him and receives Arthur's penance.  

Later, Gildas was fasting and praying when raiders came from the Orkneys and stole 

his servants and goods. Gildas then came to Glastonbury whilst Melwas was reigning 

there. He was received with great welcome by the abbot of Glastonbury and did a 

great deal of teaching in that place. Whilst he was there he also wrote the history of 

Britain's kings. Glastonbury was besieged by Arthur because Melwas had violated and 

kidnapped Gwenhwyfar. The abbot of Glastonbury, with Gildas by his side, convinced 

Melwas to return Gwenhwyfar to prevent war and eventually peace was restored. As a 

result, the abbot was given many territories by both kings who also promised never to 

violate the lands of Glastonbury. 

 

11. 

Name of Text: Life of Padarn 

Format: Prose 

Date: 12th-13th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 16. 

Description:  

The Arthur in the life of Padarn is called 'a certain tyrant' and decides he wants 

Padarn's ecumenical robes for himself because he is so consumed by greed. When 

Padarn tells him they are only for those in ecclesiastical office, Arthur leaves in a fury, 

but then returns and attempts to steal the tunic, stamping around in a fury. Padarn 

causes the earth to open underneath Arthur and it swallows him up to his chin. 

Arthur immediately sees the error of his ways and asks for forgiveness which Padarn 

gives, getting the earth to let him go. 

 

12. 

Name of Text: Life of Carannog 

Format: Prose 
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Date: 12th-13th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 18. 

Description:  

This hagiography is set in a time where Arthur reigns in Wales alongside Cadwy. 

Arthur went wandering looking for a powerful dragon who had laid waste twelve 

portions of the territory of Carrum. Carannog gives Arthur a blessing and asks Arthur 

if he knows where a missing altar belonging to Carannog might be. Arthur says he 

will tell him in return for a reward; that Carannog would lead out the dragon. 

Carannog prays and immediately the dragon runs out and bows his head in front of 

Carannog, who placed a stole around its neck and led it like a lamb. They then went 

together to the stronghold and greeted Cadwy, and Carannog led the dragon down 

the centre of the hall and fed it in front of all the people. They tried to kill it, but he 

would not let them because it had come at the word of God to destroy the sinners in 

Carrum and to show the power of God. Carannog then releases the dragon and 

commands it never to return. Carannog got his altar back from Arthur, and Arthur 

also gave him Carrum. Later, Carannog hears a voice from heaven telling him to put 

the altar into the sea, which he did, and it later comes upon the shore at the mouth of 

the Guellt. Arthur commands that Carannog's land should also extend to the place 

the altar was found, and Carannog builds a church there called the settlement of 

Carrov. 

 

13. 

Name of Text: Life of Illtud 

Format: Prose 

Date: 12th-13th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 20. 

Description:  

In this life it is mentioned that Illtud was a great warrior who was Arthur's cousin. 

When he visited Arthur he was honourably received and received great dividends. 

 

Name of Text: Life of Cadog 

Format: Prose 
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Date: Early 12th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 26. 

Description:  

King Gwynllyw desired to marry a certain girl named Gwladus daughter of Brychan, 

but the father of the girl was offended and sent away the messengers without honour. 

The king was so angered by this that he mustered his army and went to take the girl 

by force. When they reached Talgarth, they found the girl with her sisters and took 

her. Brychan responded with force to try and save his daughter. Gwynllyw took the 

girl with him upon his horse, and although her father managed to kill 200 of his men 

he managed to arrive at the borders of his land, where he beheld Arthur, Cai, and 

Bedwyr sitting at the top of a hill and playing dice. When Arthur saw the girl he was 

immediately filled with lust for her but his companions told him not to take her 

because they were more accustomed to aid the penniless and the distressed. Instead 

they suggest that they aid the violent fight so it might cease. Arthur tells them angrily 

to go and ask Gwynllyw who owns the land. Gwynllyw tells them it is his, and so 

Arthur and his companions rush to his aid and with Arthur's protection Gwynllyw 

and Gwladus are seen back to Gwynllyw's home.  

Later, a leader of the British called Lligesog Llaw Hir is being pursued by Arthur 

because he killed three of Arthur’s warriors, he can’t find a safe place to rest and no 

one would shelter him. Eventually he comes to Saint Cadog and Cadog takes him in, 

trusting the Lord and not fearing Arthur at all. Lligesog stays there for seven years 

without Arthur’s knowledge. When Arthur discovers where he is, he comes down and 

asks for independent judges to judge the situation. They eventually decide that 

Arthur should have a hundred cows in place of each of the men who were killed but 

Arthur requested that he was given only red and white cows. The saint tells young 

men to go out and find cows of any colour and when they are brought into the 

presence of the saint they are immediately transformed by the divine power into the 

colours that Arthur wants. The saint drives them halfway to Arthur and Kai and 

Bedwyr come out to meet the cows. When they touch the cows, they turn into 

bushels of fern. When Arthur sees this he meekly asks the man to be forgiven and the 

saint forgives him and Arthur grants sanctuary to anyone who comes to Cadog. 

 

14. 

Name of Text: Life of Goueznou 

Format: Prose 

Date: 1019 (tentative dating) 
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References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 36. 

Description:  

Tells of how Arthur, king of the Britons, supressed the Saxons for a long time but was 

eventually called off to other human affairs and that was when the Saxons returned, 

causing great oppression and an overturning of churches. 

 

15. 

Name of Text: Life of Euflamm 

Format: Prose 

Date: 12th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 38. 

Description:  

Arthur was hunting monsters in Brittany when he met some holy men on the beach 

and asked them who they were. They told him, and also told him about a cave with a 

monster in it. Arthur rejoiced because he had been looking for the monster for a long 

time, however he fought it all day and made no progress. When night came he 

stopped fighting and returned to the holy men and asked them for water. He was told 

they had no water, but Euflamm prays to God for water, and suddenly a spring shoots 

up out of the rock. They drank of the holy water and then Euflamm blessed Arthur. 

With this blessing, he felt he was able to fight the monster again but instead Euflamm 

prayed that God would strike down the monster, and when they all said amen the 

monster started coughing up blood and died. 

 

16. 

Name of Text: Owain or Chwedyl Iarlles y Ffynnawn - Owain or the lady of the 

Fountain 

Format: Prose 

Date: Debated, terminus quo likely 13th century 

References: Lloyd-Morgan, C., ‘Migrating Narratives: Peredur, Owain, and Geraint’, 

in Fulton, H. (ed.), A Companion to Arthurian Literature, (Chichester: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2009), p. 131; Thomson, R. L., (ed.), Owein or Chwedyl Iarlles y Ffynnawn, 

(Dublin, 1968)  
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Description:  

The tale begins in Arthur’s court, where several of the key players of the court are in 

Arthur’s chambers waiting for food. Arthur tells his men that he is going to sleep 

whilst he waits for food, but encourages them to tell stories to each other. Cynon tells 

the story of a knight he once encountered and was nearly murdered by, saying that it 

was impossible to beat him. Cai specifically says that Owain will not be able to win so 

Owain decides to sneak out the next morning and try to fight the knight. He follows 

all Cynon’s instructions and goes to fight the knight that guards the well. Owain 

fights and mortally wounds the knight. Owain pursues him to a fortress, and 

although the knight makes it through, the portcullis comes down just behind Owain, 

cutting his horse in two. Owain was stuck and could not escape. A woman 

approaches him and gives him a ring which, when the stone was turned towards his 

palm, would turn him invisible. She then tells him to meet at a well. Owain uses the 

invisibility ring to escape from the portcullis when it is lifted for the guards to get 

through and meets the woman by the well. She is Luned and she hides him inside a 

beautifully decorated chamber, unlike any he had seen before. After a while they hear 

a dreadful wailing and Luned reveals this wailing is happening because the man who 

owns the castle is being anointed. It happens again and this time it is because the 

nobleman has died. The third time it happens it is because they are taking him to the 

church. Owain gets up and looks out of the window, and there he sees the Lady of the 

Well, the wife of the man he has killed, and he immediately falls in love with her. 

Luned then goes on to court the Lady on Owain’s behalf. Luned pretends to travel to 

Arthur’s court to fetch a new husband but instead just stays with Owain for a few 

days.  

When Owain is revealed to the Lady she realises that he is the man who killed her 

husband and initially refuses to marry him but she eventually does so and Owain 

becomes the Black Knight of the well. He stayed there for three years before the men 

of Arthur’s court decided to go and find out where he has gone. They set out with 

Cynon as a guide and eventually come to the same place and encounter the Black 

Knight. Cai tried to fight him but was overthrown. Cai tries again the next day but 

fails another time. Arthur then decides he is going to fight and puts his armour on, 

but Gwalchmai says he will go to fight first, and as they are fighting they recognise 

each other (Gwalchmai is Owain’s cousin). They are invited to a feast at Owain’s 

castle, and afterwards Arthur asks Owain to come back with him to the island of 

Britain. The Lady asks that he only goes for three months and he agrees to the 

stipulation before leaving. However, he stays for three years, having forgotten about 

his duties at home with his wife.  

One day a woman approaches Owain at Arthur’s court and shames him for neglecting 

his duty. He suddenly remembers his wife at home and feels shamed. He leaves the 

court and wanders in the wild until he has lost his clothes and weight and becomes a 

wild man of the forest. He is found by a countess whose maid uses a very expensive 
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ointment to bring Owain back to sanity. He then protects the empress of the castle 

from her neighbour who is attacking them. The empress offers to marry him and for 

him to have all the land but he declines. He travels onwards and finds a lion and a 

snake fighting. Owain killed the snake and the lion became his companion. He still 

does not remember his identity. He later comes upon a woman imprisoned in the 

forest who reveals she is Luned and she has been imprisoned because she defended 

her lady’s husband and the men who imprisoned her said if that was the case then he 

would come and rescue her by tomorrow. Owain spends the night there and then 

travels on in the morning to a castle where he hears about a monster who is killing 

the men of the castle. He goes and fights him, and wins because the lion with him 

keeps joining in. He then returns to the place he left Luned and finds the two boys 

trying to burn her. With the lion’s help, he defeats the two boys and saves Luned. 

Owain returns to his wife with Luned. Later Owain defeated the Black Oppressor and 

eventually returned to Arthur’s court.  

 

17. 

Name of Text: Pa Gur yv y porthaur? - What man is the porter? 

Format: Verse 

Date: 11th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 127.  

Description:  

Arthur and Cai return home and try to get into the house of Glewlwyd Great-grip, a 

porter who is Arthur's own porter in CO. The porter asks Arthur who he is and to 

vouch for his retinue. He starts listing the men in his retinue and their deeds, but 

goes into great detail about Cai and his battle against various otherworldly creatures. 

The poem breaks off unfinished, and it has been speculated that Arthur actually 

returned with Cai's corpse, and this is a eulogy of sorts for him. 

 

18. 

Name of Text: Peredur 

Format: Prose 

Date: Terminus Quo 1200 

References: Breeze, A., ‘Peredur son of Efrawg and windmills’, in Celtica 24 (Dublin 

Institute for Advanced Studies, 2003); Goetinck, G., Historia Peredur vab Efrawc, 

(University of Wales Press, Cardiff, 1976, 2012) 
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Description:  

Peredur was the son of the Earl of Efrog (York) who was raised in the forest by his 

mother, after all his other male relatives were killed in battle. He is raised without any 

knowledge of knights or fighting. One day he saw two hinds intermixed with his 

mother's goats, and managed to drive them all together into the building for the 

goats. When everyone saw what Peredur had done, they were amazed at his strength 

and speed. One day he saw a group of knights (Gwalchmai, Owain, and Gwair) riding 

through the forest and his mother told him they were angels. Peredur decides he 

wants to be an angel with them and goes to meet the knights. Owain asks him if he 

has seen a knight passing through, but Peredur says he does not know what a knight 

is. Owain tells him what a knight is and then explains what all his equipment is. 

Peredur returns to his mother and tells her he wants to become a knight. She faints 

but Peredur takes a bony nag and goes back to his mother. She gives him the 

following advice; "Go to Arthur's court," she said, "where you will find the best men 

and most generous and most brave. Wherever you see a church, chant the Our Father 

to it. If you see food and drink, if you are in need of it and no one has the courtesy or 

goodness to offer it to you, help yourself. If you hear a scream, go towards it, and a 

woman's scream above any other scream in the world. If you see a fair jewel, take it 

and give it to someone else, and because of that you will be praised. If you see a 

beautiful lady, make love to her even though she does not want you-it will make you 

a better and braver man than before."  

Peredur sets off for Arthur's court with his nag and some homemade horse-trappings. 

He set off with a fistful of sharp pointed darts as his only weapons. He travelled for 

two days without food and drink before he came upon a pavilion and chanted the 

'Our Father' to it. Within the pavilion was a beautiful maiden wearing many gems and 

a lot of food and drink. He took food and drink, then took her ring, before assaulting 

her and kissing her against her wishes. He then set off. After that, we are told that the 

knight who owned the pavilion returns and believes that Peredur has had sex with 

her. He avows revenge. Meanwhile Peredur continued to Arthur's court. Just before 

he arrived a knight had entered the court and poured a goblet of wine over 

Gwenhwyfar before giving her a clout on the ear and challenging anyone in the court 

to avenge the insult to Gwenhwyfar. No one in the court was willing to avenge the 

insult and so he left. Then Peredur came into the court and asked Cai where Arthur 

was. Cai mocked him, and the retinue joined in the mocking. Two dwarves who had 

remained silent in Arthur's court for over a year greeted Peredur and called him a 

flower of knights. Cai struck the dwarves saying that they had insulted Arthur with 

his actions. Peredur again asked Cai where Arthur was, and Cai told him that he had 

to go and defeat the man in the meadow who had assaulted Gwenhwyfar in order to 

become a knight.  

Peredur headed out and defeated the man. Owain followed him to the meadow to see 

what was going on, and found Peredur. Peredur revealed that he had won the battle 
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and that he would not return to Arthur's court before he had avenged the insults to 

the dwarves. Owain helped him to take the knight's armour and saw him off. There 

follows a series of adventures where Peredur repeatedly defeats men and sends them 

to Arthur's court. During this time, Peredur has several adventures and these all serve 

to help him to develop as a character. Eventually he is reunited with the woman he 

assaulted at the beginning of the tale, and realises that it is his fault she is in such a 

dire situation. He defeats the proud one of the clearing and forces him to tell 

everyone the girl is innocent. He journeys on, defeating the witches of Caerloyw, and 

then sees a black raven by blood on white snow. From this he is thrown into thinking 

about the woman he loves best, and will not respond to anyone, even the members of 

Arthur's court who are nearby. When a squire approaches Peredur and he fails to 

answer, the squire strikes him, and Peredur responds by throwing him from his horse. 

24 knights are dealt with in similar fashion, but none of them recognise Peredur. 

When Cai approaches Peredur, Peredur struck him under the jaw with a spear and 

threw him away so that his arm and collar bone were broken. When Cai's horse 

returns without a rider, all the retinue rush to his side and at first think he is dead, 

but then discover he is merely wounded. Peredur is not distracted at all by the crowd 

around him. Gwalchmai realises that Peredur has either suffered a loss or is thinking 

about the woman he loves best, and that to distract him would be discourteous. He 

goes to see if Peredur is still caught up in those thoughts and approaches him kindly. 

Gwalchmai manages to get him to talk, and reveals that Cai was the last man to 

approach him. Peredur announces he has begun to avenge the assault on the dwarves 

and Gwalchmai then discovers his identity, and takes him to Arthur. Everyone greets 

Peredur happily and they return to Caerllion, where he meets Angharad Law Eurog. 

He decides that she is the woman he loves best, but she rejects him. Peredur declares 

that he will not utter a word to any Christian until he has her love.  

He then journeys on, and saves a family from a force which is threatening them. 

Conveniently he discovers afterwards that this family is not Christian and he manages 

to get them to agree to be baptised. The family travels to Arthur and are baptised. 

Peredur travels onwards and kills a serpent taking a gold ring from it. He continues 

on without talking to any Christians and he begins to lose his colour and appearance. 

Eventually he returns to Arthur's court, and meets Cai and a retinue just outside, but 

none of them recognise Peredur. He would not answer Cai, so Cai struck him with a 

spear through his thigh but Peredur carried on without taking vengeance. Gwalchmai 

says this was badly done and ensures Peredur gets medical treatment. Meanwhile, a 

knight comes to a meadow near Arthur's court and started overthrowing a knight 

every day. Eventually Arthur says he will fight the man. Whilst his horse and weapons 

were being prepared Peredur went to the meadow and overthrew the knight, then 

returned back to the court where he was called the Mute Knight. Angharad Law 

Eurog went to meet him and said she would love him best, and then Peredur was able 

to speak again and his identity was revealed. Peredur spends some more time at 

Arthur's court then sets off again and has some more adventures, before eventually 

meeting and marrying the Empress of Constantinople. The story finishes with 
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Peredur and Gwalchmai going off on an adventure together to find the Fortress of 

Wonders. The tale breaks off before this section is concluded. 

 

19. 

Name of Text: Pedwar marchog ar Hugain Llys Arthur - 24 knights of the court of 

Arthur 

Format: Verse 

Date: Earliest MS 1455. Fullest c. 1510 

References: Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, pp. cxxxv-cxxxvi. 

Description:  

Lists 24 knights of Arthur's court in a series of 8 triads. 

 

20. 

Name of Text: Preiddeu Annwn - The spoils of Annwn 

Format: Verse 

Date: late 9th - early 12th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 135. 

Description:  

Semi-religious poem about a journey to Annwn in Arthur's ship, Prydwen. The 

repeated refrain says that except for 7 people, none returned from the Otherworld. It 

includes some description of the people and wonders of the Otherworld. 

 

21. 

Name of Text: Trioedd Ynys Prydein - Triads of the Island of Britain 

Format: Verse 

Date: Various, First oral tradition 9th-10th century 

References: Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein, p. cxxi. 
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Description:  

A collection of short verse texts which relates mythical or pseudohistorical 

information about Britain's past, usually in the form "Three [people/objects/places] of 

the Island of Britain". Although there are several triads which include Arthur as one 

of these three, he also often appears as a fourth person alongside those three. For 

more see Shercliff, R., "Arthur in Trioedd Ynys Prydain”, in Lloyd-Morgan, C., and 

E.  Poppe, (eds.), Arthur in the Celtic Languages: The Arthurian Legend in Celtic 

Literatures and Traditions, (University of Wales Press, 2019), pp. 173-186. 

 

22. 

Name of Text: Y Gododdin - The Gododdin 

Format: Verse 

Date: Debated, from 6th-13th century 

References: Charles-Edwards, T.M., ‘The authenticity of the Gododdin: an historian's 

view’, in Bromwich and Jones, eds., Astudiaethau ar yr hengerdd: cyflwynedig i Syr 

Idris Foster, pp. 44–71, or Dumville, D.N., ‘Early Welsh Poetry: Problems of 

Historicity’, in Roberts, ed., Early Welsh Poetry, pp.1-16; Jarman, A.O.H., (ed.) 

Y Gododdin. Britain's Oldest Heroic Poem. The Welsh Classics vol. 3. (Gome, 1988) 

Description:  

A series of eulogies for a group of Northern British warriors who went off to battle at 

Catraeth, and very few of whom survived. The reference to Arthur is one line, wherein 

we are told that a warrior "was no Arthur". 

 

23. 

Name of Text: Ymddiddan Arthur a’r Eryr - Conversation between Arthur and the 

Eagle 

Format: Verse 

Date: 12th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 103; Haycock, M., Blodeugerdd Barddas o ganu crefyddol 

cynnar, (Barddas, 1994) 
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Description:  

A poem framing religious catechism with a conversation between the warrior Arthur 

and an Eagle who was once Eliwlad, Arthur's own nephew. Here Arthur is presented 

as a great but ignorant warrior. The eagle teaches Arthur about Mass and how to be 

properly religious. 

 

24. 

Name of Text: Ymddiddan Gwenhwyfar ac Arthur - Conversation between Arthur 

and Gwenhwyfar 

Format: Verse 

Date: Debated, earliest MS. 16th century 

References: Coe, J. B., and Young, S., Celtic Sources for the Arthurian legend, 

(Llanerch Press, 1995), p. 108. 

Description:  

This is a poetic account between Gwenhwyfar and Melwas, and a third character who 

is often thought to be Arthur (although he is not named in the poem). It appears to 

come from the Welsh cycle of stories about the abduction of Gwenhwyfar by Melwas, 

although it is unclear as to where this episode may fall within the story. A lot of the 

poem centres around Cai, and Melwas' assertion that he could defeat Cai. 
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APPENDIX B: FIONN MATERIAL TEXT SUMMARIES 

All information on MSS locations for the texts was taken from CODECS: online 
database and e-resources for Celtic studies, Stichting A. G. van Hamel voor Keltische 
Studies. The texts below are listed in alphabetical order. 
 
[Accessed Online: https://www.vanhamel.nl/codecs/Home] 
 

1. 
Name of Text: A Lorcáin mheic Luighdhech láin - The naming of Dún Gáire 
Format: Verse 
Date: Middle of the 12th century 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
52v (bottom)–54r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol II, pp. 20-31. 
 
Description: 
 
Dubh m. Donn had a daughter named Great Daolach and Fionn was in love with her. 
She sent a messenger to seek him and the fíanna went to seek him from her father. 
She gave all 300 of his champions an outfit, and all were pleased when they arrived at 
his house.  

However then Diorraing m. Doghar said Fionn would receive battle in the morning. 
Fionn asked who would want to fight, Diorraing says that it is Cliabhach, king of the 
Dogheads who lands at Tráigh Inbheir Mhóir, that is coming to fight.  

Dubh m. Donn says he will ward off the full fleet and went off with 300 warriors to go 
over the sea to the streams of Críoch Cairbre.  

The dogheads plundered West and East, and 3000 of them came to kill Dubh and his 
people in their sleep. They then come to Dún Brain, where they utter 3 heavy cries; 
thus it is renamed Dún Gáire. They send men over the sea as far as head(?), then 
Cliabhach hurls a javelin through the host of Morna the deedful. He hurls another 
one at Fionn and Fionn failbhe fell 

Hurls a 3rd javelin and kills Glas m. Longar 

The son of Lughaidh Lághdha (Gaoine) comes and slays Cliabhach. He kills Torcán, 
Tarbh, Garbhán, Garbh, Labhriagh, leasgor, Maolán, Measgar, one hundred and fifty 
overall with the great spear. 

Gaoine brings Cliabhach’s head to Fionn- list of Men killed. Fionn sleeps with 
Daolach then until she drowns - dindsenchus. Fionn gives his blessing to Caol, who 
receives Táilgheann’s faith. List of things Caol did: he died beside Patrick in the 
North, buried in Crosa Caoil with mac Lughaidh beside him. 

Finishes with Colophon by Fearghus, who defended the beach on that field. 

 

2. 
Name of Text: A Mór Maigne Moigi Siúil - On the Death of a Goose 
Format: Verse 

https://www.vanhamel.nl/codecs/Home
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Date: Late 10th or 11th century (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS B iv 2 (1080) [1627-1628] f. 149b, or ?129 
Editions: Murphy, Gerard (ed. and tr.), Early Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956) pp. 88–91, 212–215. 
 
Description: 
 
Ascribed to Urard mac Coise. Relates the death of Ireland's great Champions, saying 
they were mighty geese of Ireland. 
 

3. 
Name of Text: A Oisin fuirigh ar Dhía - The House of Morna Defend Fionn in Hell 
Format: Verse 
Date: early 15th or perhaps the late 14th century 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
70v (bottom)–71v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 168-73. 
 
Description: 
 
Conversation between Oisin and Fionn's Soul, Fionn's soul is trying to convince Oisin 
to stay. Fionn recounts the pain he has felt and the torment of hell. The men of the 
house of Morna come to fight on his behalf. He was in hell for 60 years before God 
had mercy. An angel came and told him to leave hell and 1000 demons followed him 
out. Fionn tells Oisin how to get to heaven and says hi to Patrick on the way. 
 

4. 
Name of Text: A Oissín in ráidhe rinn - Oisin can you tell us? 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish or Early Modern Irish  
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
70v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 154-167. 
 
Description: 
 
Patrick asking about a prophecy that Fionn once made. He tells of a woe that will 
befall Ireland, the Danair will cross Muir Meann and destroy all Ireland. The 
Leinstermen are the first to suffer bondage, then Meath, then Munster. The king of 
the false Saxons comes to their undoing. Claims a leper will be king of Ireland for 7 
years. Slaughter of Gaels (and many other people). Son of the king of England comes 
with lots of foreigners and throws the country into disorder. He then gives Ireland to 
his people. The Gaill and Gaoidhil make peace against the Danair (Danes) and give 
great battle. Talks of a lot more battles, including Brian Boru. Ends by asking Patrick 
to ask God for a pleasant abode for Osgar, Fionn, and Oisin.  
 
  

5. 
Name of Text: A Oisín cía in fert dona - Oisín what sad mound this is 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
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MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
54r (bottom)–57v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 32-57. 
 
Description: 
 
Patrick asking Oisin whose grave it is (Oisin is an old man). Oisin says it is the grave 
of Osgar mac Garaidh the generous, a successful and true warrior. He then tells a tale 
wherein Fionn goes off on a pilgrimage where Oisin is left in charge of the fianna 
(with other warriors). Cormac's son, Cairbre, sends messengers seeking a gift, saying 
that if they refuse they will all be rebels. He asks for the hunting of Ireland and Osgar 
says no. They send a message back and this leads to a battle; the Fianna against the 
High King. It becomes Osgar mac Fionn against Oscar mac Garaidh, and the second 
Osgar dies.  
 

6. 
Name of Text: A Oisín, is fada do shúan - Oisín, your slumber is long: The poem is 
sometimes known as Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig (‘The dialogue between Oisín and 
Patrick’). This title will be used here, however, to refer to a series of poems, of which 
the present poem is the first one. 
Format: Verse 
Date: unlikely to be earlier than the 16th century (Murphy) 
MSS: 1.  Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. 
xvii1]ff. 74v–75v Earliest copy;  
2.  Cambridge, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Ir 10 [c. 1800] 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 204-215. 
 
Description: 
 
A conversation between Oisin and Patrick. Patrick tells Oisin to rise up and listen to 
the psalms. Oisin says the music of the Dord Fian or the blackbird is nicer than that 
of the clergy. Oisin then talks about the beloved sounds of Fionn; he says that Fionn 
was worth more than anyone else in history, enumerates his battles, says that he held 
land from 'the stream where Christ was baptised to Teach and Duinn, the whole 
world was tributary to him; “Since Christ’s time no one can be compared to him. I 
have seen no king more exalted than he”. Oisin is sad to be left behind and asks 
Patrick to make a place for him and Fionn in heaven. Patrick refuses because Fionn 
did not love God, only the glen. Oisin responds that Patrick would not have followed 
God either in that time, to which Patrick is affronted, denies it and says Fionn is in 
Hell. Oisin argues that no-one as generous as Fionn could be held in bondage by God, 
and that the noble men of Ireland would not let him stay there if they were alive. 
Patrick says such a thing would be impossible. They debate a bit further about 
whether Fionn is worthy of heaven or not, then Patrick commands Oisin to return to 
his tomb.  
 

7. 
Name of Text: A bhean beir let mo léine - Goll's parting with his wife 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
10v (bottom)–11r 
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Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 23–24; 121–122. 
 
Description: 
 
Goll is dying and tells his wife to go and marry a noble man of the fíanna. 
 

8. 
Name of Text: A bhean labhrus rinn an laoídh - Woman who speaks to us the lay 
Format: Verse 
Date: Between c. 1150 and c. 1300 (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
45r (middle)–45v 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 514 [s. xvi] f. 57a     
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 85; 198–199. 
 
Description: 
 
Prophecy of the downfall of Ireland, Fionn says he won't be there. V. 12; "First 
psalmist of the Irish am I; the son of God will bear me to heaven: though I have had 
many of them, I dislike the nature of women." V.13; "I am Fionn son of noble Cumhall. 
I believe in the King of the heavens; I am the best prophet under the sun, though I 
have done the will of women." 
 

9. 
Name of Text: A bhen dén folcadh mo chinn - Woman, bathe this head of mine. 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
6v (bottom)–8r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 14–17; 111–114. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisin recounts his deeds whilst a woman washes his hair, including the hiding place 
of Fionn's treasures. He wishes he was dead; his body is old and falling apart. He is 
weak and lamenting. 
 

10. 
Name of Text: A cháorthuinn Clúana Ferta - The rowan-tree of Clonfert 
Format: Verse 
Date: Middle Irish and Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
3v (line 11)–4v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 7–10; 102–106. 
 
Description: 
 
Relates a battle involving Goll of Morna and Fionn. Fionn takes Goll's shield, sword, 
etc while he is sleeping against the rowan tree. Goll leads him safely through the 
armies in return. Fionn and Goll fight the armies. Narrator revealed as Garaidh of 
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Fame who is lamenting the loss of Goll and the downfall of the land since his death at 
the rowan-tree. 
 

11. 
Name of Text: A cloidhimh chléircín an chluig - Sword of the bell-ringing clerkling 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
23v (middle)–27v (middle) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 49–55; 153–162. 
 
Description: 
 
Tells the story of Oscar's sword, which originally came from Troy, and of how it came 
to be Oscar's. Finishes with a lament beseeching Patrick to help Oscar.  
 

12. 
Name of Text: A lía Thulcha Tuaithe shuas - A stone above on Tulach Thuaithe/The 
standing stones of Ireland 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
58v (bottom)–63r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 66-99. 
 
Description: 
 
Dáire the Red goes to talk to Fionn and he is accosted en-route by Bealach Gabhráin 
of the rough deeds and the three sons of Ros of the red hair. He says Fionn is his lord; 
unfortunately Fionn had slain their grandfather. Dáire has nine people with him, they 
have twenty-seven. A battle ensues. Dáire kills all of the enemy but his men are 
slaughtered too. Fionn is told and he's pleased. He tells Dáire to stay in Allen while 
Fionn goes North (having been cured from whatever ailed him). One day, Dáire is 
alone by the fairy hill of Bodhbh, tired and hungry. He sees a magical mansion, goes 
in and is well attended. He goes amongst the maidens and falls in love with the Lord's 
foster child, Lugach of the white hands. They have sex and conceive a child. Dáire 
says he will take him to Fionn, and the baby becomes a champion named Gaoine. 
Later, Gaoine catches a weasel, and they cannot be separated thereafter. That was his 
first deed. After a year, he is talking to Fionn and Fionn kisses him then commands 
that he goes to Dáire. He does so. Dáire's wife is very jealous and hates the boy. Fionn 
tells her not to be, says the boy will be named for his mother. He is reared for 7 years 
before he enters the Fian as a good warrior. He has sex with Tuadh, daughter of 
Aonghus. When she dies, she is laid by Gaoine mac Lugagh and Fionn with a stone 
laid above her. This is the stone the poet is addressing. The poem then lists 61 stones 
laid by Fionn and his warriors, and the men beneath them. Two verses follow; one 
asking God to bless the Fianna, and the other lamenting age.  
 

13. 
Name of Text: A muicidh seolam sa sliabh - The wry rowan/Swineherd let us make 
for the moorland 
Format: Verse 



211 
 

Date: probably belongs to the first half of the classical period, though it may be later” 
(Murphy). 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1]f. 
44r (line 4–line 11) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 82-196. 
 
Description: 
 
A poem about a tree with magical berries that quench thirst and hunger. Fionn's 
warriors find them and thousands of the warriors are fed on the berries and 2 swine.  
 

14. 
Name of Text: Abair a Oisín mheic Finn - The death of Goll/Tell us, Oisin mac Fionn 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish and Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
29r (middle)–31v (line 2)  
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 58–61; 165–169. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisin is telling someone about how the fíanna and the sons of Morna came to battle, 
breaks off before the end. There is a passage where the porter comes into the feast 
and says there is a comely warrior seeking entrance.  
 

15. 
Name of Text: Acallam bec - Little Colloquy 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: According to Dooley, Acallam bec “is probably to be dated a little later” than 
the late 12th or early 13th-century Acallam na senórach. 
MSS:  
1. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 194ra (line 1)–200vb (line 24) = 
152a 1–158b (earlier foliation)  
2. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 92b1–92b2 (earlier foliation)  
3. Fragment.:  Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93) 
= Reeves manuscript [s. xvii]:  Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 H 6 (478) [s. xix] 
Editions: Kühns, J. S., “An edition and translation of the Agallamh beag from the 
Book of Lismore”, unpublished MPhil dissertation: University of Glasgow, 2006. 
 
Description: 
 
A prosimetric narrative, related to Acallamh na Senórach, concerning the wanderings 
of Caílte and other survivors of the Fían at the time of Patrick’s advent in Ireland. 
While the dialogue between Patrick and a representative of Finn’s old fían is central 
to both Acallamh na Senórach and the later Acallamh na Senórach, the meeting 
between Patrick and Caílte occupies comparatively little space in this text. 
 

16. 
Name of Text: Acallam na senórach - The dialogue of the ancients 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: Middle Irish » late Middle Irish (or very early Classical Irish) 
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MSS:  
1.  Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610  Book of the White Earl = part of the 
Book of the White Earl [c. s. xv1] ff. 123r–146r  
2.  Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 487 [s. xv + s. xvii] ff. 12ra–52vb Four 
fragments.: 3.  Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 159–197 Ten 
fragments.: 4.  Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 4 [s. xv-xvi(?)]: 5.  Dublin, 
University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (a) [s. xvii1] 
Editions: Dooley, Ann, and Harry Roe (trs.), Tales of the elders of Ireland, (Oxford's 
World Classics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 
 
Description: 
 
Prosimetric text detailing the discussions between Oisin and Patrick. 
 

17. 
Name of Text: Ag so in fód in ar ghein Fionn - The women-folk of the fían 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: Early Modern Irish or Middle Irish  
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
63r (middle)–64v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 100–113. 
 
Description: 
 
Recounts where Fionn and Oisin were born, then details women associated with the 
fíanna. Tells how Fionn blinded Dianghus the fair, and how he wishes he had not 
made war with Conn, he is depressed. Fionn dies in Bríoc after Áine had died. Tells of 
other dead warriors, then says that this is Fionn's grave, along with his father, 
Criomhall, and Dáire. "Alas for my parting with the Fian! I had better turn to the 
worship of God!" 
 

18. 
Name of Text: Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig - The dialogue between Oisín and 
Patrick 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: Late Early Modern Irish, but with later stages of development 
MSS: Síle Ní Mhurchú has identified as many as 75 manuscript copies of 
the Agallamh, including:  
1. 17 copies with eleven lays  
2. 24 copies that are incomplete (whether due to omission or loss of leaves) but follow 
the same order,  
3. 25 copies that are complete or near complete, but do not follow the same order or 
contain additions of other material,  
4. 9 such manuscripts contain a version with five additional lays. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 3, pp. 124-134. 
 
Description: 
 
Prosimetric text detailing the discussions between Oisin and Patrick. 
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19. 
Name of Text: Agallamh na seanórach 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: The compilation of this text has been dated to “probably ... the late fourteenth 
or early fifteenth century” 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93) = Reeves 
manuscript [s. xvii]  
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 22 (Hodges & Smith 149, 106) [s. xix]  
3. Dublin, National Library of Ireland, MS G 124,  
4. Dublin, National Library of Ireland, MS G 126,  
5. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS F v 2 (35) [s. xviii] 
Editions: Ní Shéaghdha, Nessa (ed.), Agallamh na seanórach, 3 vols, Leabhair ó 
Láimhsgríbhnibh 7, 10, 15, (Dublin, 1942–1945.) 
 
Description: 
 
Composite recension of the tale of the conversation (Acallamh) between St Patrick 
and representatives of the old Fían, Oisín and Caílte. The text comprises parts of 
Acallamh na Senórach, the whole of the Acallamh bec and additional matter in prose 
and verse 
 

20. 
Name of Text: Aided Finn (Egerton 92) - ‘The death of Finn (mac Cumaill)’ 
Format: Verse 
Date: 10th century (Meyer) 
MSS: London, British Library, MS Egerton 92 = Book of Fermoy fragment [s. xv] f. 
6ra Fragment. 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “The death of Finn mac Cumaill”, Zeitschrift für 
celtische Philologie 1 (1897), pp. 462–465. 
 
Description: 
 
Fragment of a text relating a version of the story of Finn's death. Finn is said to have 
died in old age while attempting to leap the River Boyne over a place called Léimm 
(Find). His body is discovered by Aiclech, son of Dub Drenn, and the three sons of 
Urgriu. Aiclech severs the head and for this act, he is slain by his three companions. 
 

21. 
Name of Text: Aided Finn (Laud fragment) - ‘The death of Finn (mac Cumaill)’ 
Format: Verse 
Date: 10th century 
MSS: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 [s. xv] part 2 f. 122vb Fragment 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “The death of Finn mac Cumaill”, Zeitschrift für 
celtische Philologie 1 (1897), pp. 462–465. 
 
Description: 
 
Fragment of a text relating a version of the story of the Finn's death. In the 
manuscript, it follows the text, Tesmolta Cormaic ocus aided Finn, again dealing with 
Finn's death. 



214 
 

 

22. 
Name of Text: Áirem muintire Finn - ‘The enumeration of Finn’s household’ 
Format: Prose 
Date: 12th century (Meyer), Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. London, British Library, MS Egerton 1782 [1516-1518] f. 25rb–vb 
2. London, British Library, MS Harleian 5280 [s. xviin] f. 49r 
3. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] f. 193va–vb (151va–vb in earlier 
foliation) 
Editions: O'Grady, S. H., Silva Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 1: 
Irish text, (London: Williams & Norgate, 1892); O'Grady, Standish Hayes, Silva 
Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 2: translation and notes, (London: 
Williams & Norgate, 1892); Stokes, W., (ed.) (tr.), Lives of saints from the Book of 
Lismore, Anecdota Oxoniensia. Mediaeval and Modern Series 5, (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1890) 
 
Description: 
 
Explains what you need to do to be accepted into the fíanna (possible Chivalric links). 
Says Fionn is the 7th king ruling in Ireland, 5 kings of the provinces, and the king of 
Ireland, Fionn is the 7th con-jointly with the king of all Ireland. 
 

23. 
Name of Text: Aithreos caithréim infir móir - I shall tell of the warlike course of the 
big man 
Format: Verse 
Date: probably 15th century 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
83v (bottom)–85v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 298–317. 
 
Description: 
 
Tells of Dearg son of Droicheal who came from overseas, vowing that he would not 
return to his home country before he had defeated all the champions of Ireland. To 
come against the fíanna, he harbours his ships at Beann Édair. The place was being 
guarded by Raighne of the Roads, son of Fionn, and Caol m. Criomhthann. The two 
guards were sleeping when Dearg came upon them. Raighne (referred to as son of the 
High Prince 'ardfhlatha') and Caoil (son of the High King 'ardri') rise, gripping their 
great weapons before them. They ask who he is and say they are two noble members 
of the fianna. Dearg claims he is king of the Fair Men, and has come to claim 
sovereignty over Ireland. The two guards say he will not achieve it. Caol fights him, 
but Dearg is able to bind him. Raighne then tries, but he too is bound. Dearg then 
releases them when they promise not to attack him.  

The scene then changes to Tara, where Cormac presides. Dearg enters the hall there, 
whereupon all the warriors of Tara rise to their feet, but Cormac asks them to be 
seated. Dearg greets Cormac and introduces himself. Cormac asks for the particulars 
of his journey and Dearg says he has come to conquer Ireland. He asks Cormac to 
send 100 of his finest warriors to fight him. Dearg kills 300 men that day. Word is sent 
to Fionn who comes with 3000 of his warriors. Dearg raises a many coloured tent on 
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the lawn of Tara. After Fionn has been greeted by Cormac, he enters the tent. Dearg 
requests either battle or presents from Fionn. Fionn sends 100 of his men against 
Dearg. Dearg kills or binds all of them, including Fionn's own son. Eventually Goll 
mac Morna is able to slay Dearg, although he is subsequently abed for a year, 
recovering. 300 men of the Fianna fell against Dearg, and 600 of Cormac's men. This 
is all told by Fionn's poet, Fearghus.  

 

24. 
Name of Text: Aithrí agus bás Oisín - The repentance and death of Oisín.  
Format: Verse 
Date: late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Part of AS 
Editions: NA 
 
Description: 
In the Agallamh Oisin agus Phaidrig. 
 

25. 
Name of Text: An Seisior. tríar attigim ar deisiol - The six: the three to whom(?) I 
come going righthandwise 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
57v (middle)–58r (line 3) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 58-9. 
 
Description: 
 
Short poem on 6 things; 3 of which are trouble and 3 of which are 'slender of body 
and white of skin'. These are personified as different women and are: Trouble, 
Lovemaking, Mildness, Necessity, High Spirit, and Grief.  
 

26. 
Name of Text: Anmanna na laochra do thit ar Chnoc an Áir - The names of the 
warriors who fell at Cnoc an Áir, from Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig 
Format: Verse 
Date: Late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: In the Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 194–199. 
 
Description: 
 
Lists all the fenian heroes who died at the battle of Cnoc an Áir, formed as a dialogue 
between Patrick and Oisin (Oisin listing the warriors). Patrick asks Oisin what 
happened after the battle and Oisin replies that they went to hunt on the banks of 
Loch Lein, to which Patrick asks for further details. Oisin says he could keep going 
until doomsday, as it is sorrowful to live after Fionn.  
 

27. 
Name of Text: Anmanna na ngadhar is na gcon - The names of the dogs and hounds 
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Format: Verse 
Date: Late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: In the Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 200–226. 
 
Description: 
 
The names of the dogs and hounds, from Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig- part of Seilg 
Locha Lein; the chase of Loch lein. See there for full description. 
 

28. 
Name of Text: Anocht fíor dheiredh na ffían - This night it is an utter end of the 
fiana 
Format: Verse 
Date: “probably belongs to the 13th century” (Murphy). 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
22v (bottom)–23v (middle) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 47–49; 151–153. 
 
Description: 
  
Lamenting the demise of the fian and enumerating their losses at various battles. This 
is following the death of Fionn. All ties back to a prophecy Fionn made about the end 
of the Fian.  
 

29. 
Name of Text: Banshenchas Verse - Lore of women 
Format: Verse 
Date: Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2]  
pp. 136b–141b, Ascribed to Gilla Mo Dutu 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394]  
3. Dublin, National Library of Ireland, MS G 3 (Phillipps 7022) [s. xiv-xv]  
4. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin] 
Editions: Dobbs, M. E., (ed.) (tr.), “The Ban-shenchus [part 1]”, Revue Celtique 47 
(1930), pp. 283–339. 
 
Description:  
 
Genealogy of Women from Eve through Scotta. Includes the women of the Fir Bolg 
and the TDD. The refs to Fionn begin on p. 326 with his mother and nurse, then 
continue to his wives and daughter, Ani (p. 327). 
  

30. 
Name of Text: Banshenchas Prose - Lore of women 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] pp. 136b–141b 
Ascribed to Gilla Mo Dutu.;  
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2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394]; Dublin, 
National Library of Ireland, MS G 3 (Phillipps 7022) [s. xiv-xv] 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin]; 4. Dublin, Royal 
Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin]; Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 
23 P 12 (536) = Book of Ballymote [1384 x 1406];  
5. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394]; Brussels, 
Bibliothèque Royale de Belgique, MS 2542; Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, 
Adv. MS 72.1.11;  
6. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1336 6.2 (H 3. 17) [s. xvi] cols 870ff 
Editions: Dobbs, M. E., (ed.) (tr.), “The Ban-shenchus [part 1]”, Revue Celtique 47 
(1930), pp. 283–339; Dobbs, M. E. (ed.) (tr.), “The Ban-shenchus [part 2]”, Revue 
Celtique 48 (1931), pp.  163–234. 
 
Description:  
 
Genealogy of Women from Eve through Scotta. Includes the women of the Fir Bolg 
and the TDD.  
 

31. 
Name of Text: Bec innocht lúth mo dá lúa - seven quatrains attributed to Oisín, on 
the battle of Gabair Aichle. In translation: “An ogam in a stone, a stone over a grave”. 
Also known as 'Cáilte Cecinit' (Meyer) 
Format: Verse 
Date: Middle Irish, 1st half of twelfth century 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 208a 
Editions: Meyer, K. (ed.) (tr.), “Cáilte cecinit”, Ériu 1 (1904), pp. 72–73. 
 
Description:  
 
Lament for a life prior to the arrival of St Patrick wherein the speaker (Caílte) 
remembers fighting alongside Fionn and Oisin, and his fleet footedness.  
 

32. 
Name of Text: Bruiden Átha Í - The hostel of Ath Í (‘Ford of the Yew-tree’) 
Format: Prose 
Date: Meyer= 11th century language 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D iv 2 (992) [s. xv]f. 88ra–rb,   
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318  16 (cols 573-958)(H 2. 16) = section of the Yellow 
Book of Lecan [s. xivex/xvin] pp. 212a–b in facsimile cols 951–952 
Editions: Hull, V., (ed.) (tr.), “Two tales about Find”, Speculum 16:3 (1941) pp. 322–
333;  
Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “Two tales about Finn”, Revue Celtique 14 (1893), pp. 241–249. 
 
Description:  
 
Fionn is without a wife for a while, until he finds a woman washing her hair. She is 
called Badamair and he takes her. Fionn goes to seize one Currech Lifi of Leinster, 
and Currech beheads Badamair. Fionn kills Currech in revenge, which leads to the 
Dindsenchus. Also Currech was brother to Fothad Canainre who was laying in wait 
for Fionn, but Fionn invites him to a feast instead. Fothad has a geas against drinking 
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around severed heads, Fionn has Currech's head in the hall. There follows some 
accounts of Fionn killing people justly. Then Fionn goes to the Paps of Anu to 
compass the slaying of a man. Teit (sister of Fothad) takes her husband to Fionn's 
feast and they go together in a chariot, him in front. When they go past Fionn ua 
Baiscne, Carrfidach mac Connla throws a spear which goes through both. This leads 
to an eternal feud between Fothad and Fionn. It is interesting in this tale that Fionn is 
Ua Baisnce not mac Cumhaill.  
  

33. 
Name of Text: Bruidhean chaorthainn 
Format: Prose 
Date: 18th century MSS, known to Keating in 17th century, probably 15th-16th century 
MSS: 3 Scottish, 17 Irish, mainly 18th century 
Editions: Mac Piarais, P., (ed.), Bruidhean chaorthainn: sgéal fiannaidheachta, 
(Dublin: Conradh na Gaeilge, 1908.) 
 
Description:  
 
The hostel (bruiden) of rowan: Late Gaelic prose romance in the form of a so-called 
bruidhean tale about Fionn mac Cumhaill and his men, perhaps composed in the 15th 
or 16th century. Fionn kills a foreign king of Lochlann invading Ireland and fosters his 
youngest and only surviving son. Years later the son, Midac, is given land and wealth 
and told to go off on his own and forge a name for himself. He’s not very happy with 
the situation and eventually plots revenge on Fionn. One day Fionn and his entourage 
go hunting but rather than engaging actively in the hunt Fionn sits and watches it 
with several other members of the group from on top of the hill. Midac approaches, at 
first going unrecognised, and he invites them to a feast at his Hall. Those watching 
go, but unfortunately it’s a magical, enchanted hall and they all get trapped inside. 
Fionn uses his thumb of knowledge to reveal that the only way for them to get free is 
to spill the blood of three invading kings that are on Midac’s side upon the ground 
where they stand. Eventually Ossian sends some of the fíanna down to check on 
Fionn and they find them stuck there. Fionn tells them to go out and guard the Ford 
which is where the invading kings are going to come from. When they do, Fionn’s 
grandson is among several warriors killed but eventually they get rid of the invading 
force with Fionn having actively done nothing to prevent the invasion.  
 

34. 
Name of Text: Cairdius Logha ré droing don Fhéin - Lugh's fían kinship, verse 
beg. Cairdius Logha ré droing don Fhéin/ is meabhair liomsa budhdhein 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish, Probably classical period 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
64v (middle)–65r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 114–117. 
 
Description:  
 
Tells how Lugh is related to a portion of the fian. Explains how various of the Fian are 
related to one another.  
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35. 
Name of Text: Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal - Caoineadh Áille Shnuagheal, ‘The 
lamentation of Áille Shnuagheal’, verse beg. A Mheargaigh (chruaidh) na nglas-lann 
(ngéar), Also known as Laoi Mhná Mheargaigh (‘The lay of Meargach’s wife’) 
Format: Verse 
Date: Late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: In the Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig. 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 164-193. 
 
Description:  
 
The lay made by Áilne, Meargach's wife, after Cnoc-an-Air. Says the fíanna put him 
and their sons treacherously to death. She knew they would fall by a fairy strain 
which came to her ear (p. 171). Grainne asks her not to decry Fionn as it was not by 
treachery that they fell. Áilne did not reply to Grainne but continued her wail. 
Grainne again asks her to stop, but she does not saying to Grainne that if it were 
Grainne's sons and husband that had fallen, she would be reacting the same way. 
They argue, Grainne insisting there was no treachery and Áilne arguing that there 
was.  

Eventually Grainne invites Áilne to a drink but Áilne declines saying it is beneath her 
to drink with people like them. Conán says she will pay for stigmatising them so she 
replies that he is the ugliest man she has ever seen and that she has sorely paid 
already. Conán says she shall pay more sorely for the scandal she has given the fianna; 
he will cut off her golden locks if Fionn gives permission. She says that his appearance 
makes for an ill become hero.  

All the fenians laughed at this. Conán got very angry and said he hoped the fenians 
had cause to cry. He drew his sword and made for Áilne but Oscar gave him a hard 
blow which made him shriek. He howled at Oscar and said it was shameful to have 
pierced his breast from side to side. Oscar said he did not pierce his body, but 
stopped him from unsheathing his sword by a beautiful woman. Conán said her 
beauty didn't matter; the reproach was more important. Fionn and the fenians left the 
hill, with Oscar as guide and Áilne and her retinue went their own way in haste. In 
the morning Fionn came to the field where the slain lay and soon Áilne and her host 
approached. Grainne advanced to meet them and took Áilne's hand, they walked 
together and approached the front of the hosts. When they reached the fíanna, Daire 
sounded the melodious music of battle and Fionn the Barr-buadh (horn of victory) 
and called his mighty hosts. Grainne asked Áilne if it was her wish that a battle 
should be fought. Áilne says it should be 30 from each side who fight. Grainne told 
Áilne to call 30 heroes to her and that she would do the same for the fian. 

They take it in turn calling various heroes until there were exactly 30 on each side. 
The men fought and the only survivors were 2 of the fian. Grainne said to Áilne that 
there is now sad slaughter on both sides, and asks Áilne to return home with what 
remains of her host. Áilne says she will not return until either all her men have fallen 
or all the fian. Grainne begs Áilne to go, to no avail. When the fian heard this they 
sounded the Barr-buadh and the hosts mustered. There was not an aged or active 
hero who did not take arms. Fionn says to Áilne that he does this with much regret 
but that no one will survive.  
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The Dord was sounded and a furious battle raged. All but Áilne and 3 of her men were 
killed. 610 fenians fell. Áilne and her remaining men departed and thus ended the 
severe contest, and henceforth it was named the hill of slaughter.  

 

36. 
Name of Text: Cath Chnoic an Áir - Cath Chnoic an Áir; ‘The battle of Cnoc an Áir’, 
Also known as Laoi Thailc mhic Treoin (The lay of Tailc mac Treoin) 
Format: Verse 
Date: Late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: In the Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig. 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 63-93. 
 
Description:  
 
The fíanna were assembled at a hill to the West, practising feats of agility when the 
druid of Tara said that a time was coming near that they would regret. Fionn asks 
what this means, as there is not a hero under the sun who could not find his match 
amongst the fíans. The druid says the foe is nigh at hand and points out clouds of 
blood threatening gloomily. Fionn sees the clouds and the druid says he fears there is 
to be a slaughter of the fíans. Fionn called Oscar and told him to behold the portents. 
Oscar says Fionn should not be depressed by them as there is a mighty host at his 
side. The fenians spent some time looking at the clouds. Conán spoke haughtily and 
proudly, and the only people whose colour changed were the cowards. The druid told 
Fionn to call his forces and divide them into 2 separate bodies so that they can watch 
for the approach of a foe. Fionn sounded the Dord Fiann. Men began to arrive and 
Fionn said he would now see which of his men were attached to him and which were 
not. He asks Oscar to watch for the enemy coming. Oscar says it would not become 
Fionn to fear the foes and go to rest. Fionn says he is not going to rest for fear of men, 
but to have visions of danger. Oscar does not refuse to keep watch but is concerned 
that Fionn's followers are in dread. Fionn called Diarmuid Donn and asked him to 
watch with Oscar. He replies that he has never yet flinched before battle. Fionn asks 
Goll too to remain, Goll agrees. Faolan comes to say he does not begrudge Fionn his 
repose. Fionn asks Conán to stay in the care of Leath-Ard as he can shout the loudest. 
He moans, complaining that he will be alone and will be pierced through the middle. 
Mac Lugaidh says that refusing Fionn does not become him. Conán replies that Fionn 
may be king over the fíans but it is not likely he will go alone to the cave. Mac Lugach 
says that none of the fíanna are louder than Conán and that if he shouted all the 
fenians would hear him. Conán refuses; he will not go for Fionn or the fían. Oscar 
tells Conán to go and Aodh Beag will go with him, alongside Fearann, Brann the swift, 
Sgeolan, Fuaim, Mearagan, Bog-Leim, and Airech Chluis. Conán went with the men 
to the cave, Fionn went to rest was not asleep long when he saw Aodh Beag beheaded 
and Goll in battle with Tailc mac Treoin. He awoke suddenly and called the druid of 
the fíans. He told him what he had seen, and asked for the meaning. The druid said 
that the slaughter awaits the fíans but that those two will not be wounded in the 
conflict.  

Before long they heard a great shout and Fionn sounded the Dord Fian, Conán's yell 
replied. Conán and the dogs ran with all their might whilst Aodh Beag remained at 
the brink of the cave till he heard the clash of shields. Oscar asks Conán what is 
happening and where Aodh was. Conán says he left him at the cave and that he cares 
for no one but himself. Oscar ran with mighty speed and found Aodh at the cave's 
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entrance, alive and without terror. Aodh is asked why he remained and he says that 
although the enemy were coming he was not scared.  

Discussion between Oscar and Patrick where Patrick is encouraging Oscar to cheer 
up and stop lamenting, but also says Fionn and the fíanna are nothing compared to 
God, to which Oscar takes offense, Religious arguments ensue.  

Oscar returns to the story. Oscar and Aodh Beag return to F and the fianna. Fionn 
asked Oscar if he had seen a host coming, Oscar says he has and that they are in 
search of the fíans. They remained thus till dawn but no one approached. Patrick tells 
Oscar to relate it truthfully. Oscar says that the fenians never lied. They went forth 
early and the host mustered on the hill. A woman more beautiful than the dun was 
seen approaching and she saluted Fionn. Fionn asked who she was and she revealed 
herself as Niamh-buadh-chrothach, daughter of Garraidh, the son of Dolar Dein, the 
chief king of Greece. Dolar Dein has bound her to Tailc Mac Treoin and she curses 
Dolar for it. Fionn asks why she shuns him, but agrees to be her protector until 
judgement day. She says he is as black as coal, with 2 ears, a tail, and the head of a cat 
with repulsive countenance. She has travelled the world 3 times and Fionn is the first 
chief to have offered her protection. He says he will protect her until the 7 battalions 
of the fian fell. She claims Fionn is lying because a battalion and a hundred have 
fallen by Tailc; he has ravaged Greece 3 times. Fionn replies that there is not a hero 
under the sun who will not find his match against the Fían.  

Soon they saw Tailc coming towards them. He did not salute Fionn but just 
demanded his wife. They sent 1000 men to meet him and they all fell. Then they sent 
Caoilte and 1000 more men, against 1000 chieftains and 900 heroes. Oscar asked leave 
of Fionn to go fight when he beheld the loss of the host. Fionn reluctantly gives 
permission and Oscar went forth to fight. Oscar called to Tailc and said he would 
take off his head. He replies he will behead Oscar. The two fought for 5 days and 
nights without food, drink, or sleep, until Tailc fell. The fenians let loose a wailing cry 
for the loss of the fíans, and 2 shouts of joy for Tailc's death. When Niamh-nuadh-
chrothach beheld the extent of the slaughter she fell lifeless. The death of the queen 
after all that was what preyed on them most and was the reason they called it the hill 
of slaughter.  

 

37. 
Name of Text: Cath Finntrágha - The Battle of Ventry. 
Format: Prose 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Vellum= Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 487 [s. xv + s. xvii] ff. 1ra – 
11ra line 20, and 14 paper 
Editions: O'Rahilly, C., (ed.) (tr.), Cath Finntrágha, Mediaeval and Modern Irish 
Series 20, (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1962) 
 
Description:  
 
A battle between Fionn and Dáire Donn, the 'king of the great world' who is trying to 
invade Ireland. As well as conquering, Daíre wants to seek retribution from Fionn 
who eloped with the wife and daughter of Vulcan, the King of France, whilst in his 
service. Dáire is also incensed by hearing of Fionn's success. Daire invades at 
Finntraighe, and there follows a mighty battle. Oisin fights Vulcan, and as a result 
Vulcan goes mad like Suibhne Gueillt and flies off to Glenn Bolcáin (Dindsenchus). 
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The young son of the king of Ulster arrives with more boys to help but he is killed. 
Tuatha de Dannan arrive and the Irish are victorious. Fionn slays Dáire Donn and the 
Greek amazon Ógarmach, causing the other invaders to flee.  
 

38. 
Name of Text: Cath Sléphe Cáin - Battle of Sléphe Cáin 
Format: Verse 
Date: 15th-16th centuries 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1337 (H 3. 18) [s. xv-xvi] p. 60b 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.), “Mitteilungen aus irischen Handschriften: Cath Sléphe 
Cāin inso”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 8 (1912), pp. 105. 
 
Description:  
 
No English Trans. A prose anecdote which mentions Oisín mac Finn. Concerning him 
playing music in harmony. 
 

39. 
Name of Text: Ceisd agam ort a Cháoilte - In translation: “I have a question for you 
Caoilte”, The poem ends etcetera (abbreviated), suggesting that the exemplar was 
longer 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish or very late Middle Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
10r (line 1)–10v (line 3) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. pp. 21-22, 118-120. 
 
Description:  
 
Cáoilte is asked the story of the Crane-bag and he tells of how two women (Aoife and 
Iuchra) fell in love with the same man (Ilbhreac of many beauties). Iuchra lures Aoife 
out and turns her into a Crane, prophesies that she will be cursed to this form for 200 
years and that eventually her skin will become an item known as the 'Crane-bag'. It 
then tells of the treasures within the crane-bag, including former possessions of 
Manannán.  
  

40. 
Name of Text: Cliabhán cuill cía do róine - In translation: “A hazel bird-crib: who 
made one tell 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish, 15th century 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
58r (line 4)–58v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 60–65. 
 
Description:  
 
Question from Patrick to Caoilte about who first made a hazel bird-crib. Fionn is 
referred to as prince twice. One day Fionn looks to the West and sees a man with a 
bird-crib. He tells the fíanna he will give them "what is old in every drink and new in 
every ancient food" if they follow him so they do and are locked in a stronghold for a 
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week with no food. Fionn fashions a bird-crib to catch enough birds to sustain them 
all. A week later, the man (mac Troghan) returns, expecting to find them weak or 
dead, with the intention of beheading them. Instead of finding them weak, they are 
strong. They surround him and Fionn bears him off safely; this is seen as Fionn's 
greatest act of clemency. Caoilte is asked if he ever saw anyone as great as Fionn and 
he says that no man in his age had nobility to equal Fionn.  
  

41. 
Name of Text: Cláidhtear leibh leabadh Osguir - In translation: “Dig the bed of 
Oscar”. Also known as the Battle of the Sheaves. 
Format: Verse 
Date: Middle Irish/Early Modern Irish, Murphy= 1200 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
27v (middle)–29r (middle) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 55-57, 162-165. 
 
Description:  
Lamentation on the death of Oscar. Recalls the "Battle of the Sheaves". Fionn is 
hunting a fawn which outran everyone until it came to Collamair. The deer is making 
for a field of corn belonging to Caoilte’s wife. Then the daughter of Barrán arrives in 
her chariot, interrupting the hunt, and invites Fionn into her house, but "the Fenian 
King did not consent" (nocar faom in rígfénnid, p. 56) until he knew whether the deer 
had come out. She claims that he hunts in vain. Although there were ten hundred 
men of the Fian there, they did not see the deer leave the field, so Fionn orders that 
the corn is reaped. Once they had reaped the corn, they could see 7 battalions of 
Dolor m. Trénfhlaith coming for them (Fionn called high-king of the host, "ardrí in 
trlóig/ tslóig?", p. 57). Fionn asks Goll what they should do; retreat or stand fast. They 
fight and none had fallen until Caoilte of the spoils brought his weapons to the fian. It 
was there that Oscar gave battle. Then returns to discussion of his grave; seems to be 
from Oisin’s (his father's) POV.  
 

42. 
Name of Text: Cotail becán becán bec - ‘Codail begán begán beg’; ‘Cotail becán, 
becán bec’ (in Murphy 1956a55) » In translation: “Sleep a little, just a little” 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy); or Early Modern Irish, c. 1150 (Murphy);[1] earlier, 
“the poem probably was written in the first half of the 12th century” (Murphy). 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
44v (middle)–45r 
Editions: Murphy, G. (ed.) (tr.), “Anonymous: Díarmait’s sleep”, in: Murphy, Gerard 
(ed. and tr.), Early Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1956.), pp. 160–165, 237–238. 
 
Description:  
 
A lullaby of sorts wishing Diarmaid to sleep peacefully. 
 

43. 
Name of Text: Cumain let a Oissin fhéil - In translation: “Thou rememberest, 
generous Oisín”, Fionn's Foray to Tara 
Format: Verse 
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Date: late Middle Irish or Early Modern Irish (poem II); Early Modern 
Irish (modernised version, poem LXVI) 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1]ff. 2r 
(middle)–3v 51 qq  
2. Modernised Version= Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = 
Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 87r (bottom)–89v Modernised version of the earlier poem 
in Duanaire Finn, beginning ‘In cumhain let a Oisin fhéil’ (“Do you remember, 
generous Oisin”). 84 qq. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 4–6; 98–102. 
 
Description:  
 
The fíanna are at Tara. Cormac gets drunk and picks a fight with Fionn; Fionn is 
victorious and warns Cormac that he will not be forgiving (also says he pays tribute to 
Cormac). Garadh of the battles doesn't think Fionn should be saying these things to 
Cormac, and reveals how Cumhall was killed. 2000 were against him and they fought 
all night and all day to kill Cumhall. Eventually 16 men of Morna pierced him with 
spears and still he took a while to die; Garadh says that if he had been given time to 
rest he would have survived even that. Garadh says Fionn has already avenged his 
father, but Fionn says that he has not and that his wrath will be against Garadh until 
he meets it. Cormac hears and says Fionn will fight someone but not Garadh. Osgar 
rudely shouts that someone there will do battle, Ciothruaidh gets up and starts 
singing which pacifies the men a bit and keeps them from violence until the morning.  

There were 16 of the fianna there to meet the hosts of Tara. Faolan wants to go on a 
cow raid but Oisin (the speaker) won't allow it. They proceed from Tara and go to 
Aonghus the Young, son of the Dagda where they make peace and ally with him. They 
return to Tara with Aonghus guiding them. Oisin enumerates the 16 men. They sat in 
Tara, drinking with the men, until Cormac says that Fionn is now a prisoner and will 
only be released if he yields all his hunting rights and various of his lands. They draw 
knives and slay all the king's men. They take ten hundred cows in Tara and are 
overtaken by Cormac and Cairbre before they reach Tailte of the cloaks. Cormac and 
Cairbre gather their hosts before them on the field; a greater and mightier host than 
Oisin has ever seen. Aonghus comes to meet them and helps them drive off the men 
of Ireland. Oisin enumerates the emblems of the Fían. They make bold rout and 
capture Cormac, making no peace with him until he was under the pointed spit in 
front of the men of Ireland. When Fionn sees Cormac under the spit, he goes and 
holds up the other end. Faolan cuts the spit in two when he sees Fionn under it. He 
freed the king of Ireland and Fionn was given his own will. 

 

44. 
Name of Text: Di maccaib Uirrne Uirbél - ‘On the children of Uirrne Uirbél’, This 
title is an editorial invention by Reinhard and Hull. No title occurs in the manuscript. 
Format: Prose 
Date: Early Modern Irish » Middle Irish? Early Modern Irish? 
MSS: Dublin, National Library of Ireland, MS G 4 (Phillipps 8214) = originally part of 
the Yellow Book of Lecan [s. xivex] col. 997, lines 32-46 
Editions: Reinhard, J. R., and V. E. Hull, (ed.) (tr.), “Bran and Sceolang”, Speculum 11:1 

(1936), pp. 42–58.Description:  
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The story of the births of Bran and Sceolang; their mother Uirrne Uirbél was turned 
into a hound by Lugaidh Lágha's wife and although it was possible to turn her back 
into a human, it was not possible to turn Bran and Sceolang into humans.  
 

45. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Almu (prose) - Dinnshenchas prose text on Almu 
(the Hill of Allen, Co. Kildare) 
Format: Prose 
Date: Middle Irish 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 160 
Editions: Stokes, W., “The prose tales in the Rennes dindshenchas”, Revue Celtique 15 
(1894): 272–336, 418–484. 
 
Description:  
 
Almu got its name from calves who died in their herds (almai). OR the wife of the 
man who reared the cows (Almu) died of grief there, hence Almu. 
 

46. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Almu I - Dinnshenchas poem on Almu (the Hill of 
Allen, Co. Kildare), which recounts the tale of the conception of Finn mac Cumaill. 
Format: Verse 
Date: Meyer= 10th century, Murphy= late 11th-ea 12th century 
MSS:  
1. Dinnshenchas Érenn A 
 Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 202 
2. Fotha catha Cnucha 
 Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 25 (1229) = Lebor na hUidre [s. xi/xii] Four 
stanzas quoted 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 2, pp. 72-77. 
 
Description:  
 
Tells the Dinnshenchas of Almu (a fort of the fíans) and also the tale of Fionn's birth. 
Almu was named the wife of Nuada Mor and Cumhall became enamoured with their 
granddaughter; Murni the daughter of Tadc. He was refused Murni by Tadc so took 
her anyway, and Cond of the Hundred fights fought Cumhall to get Murni back at the 
battle of Cnucha. Nine hours before the battle, Fionn was conceived. Murni returned 
to Almu but Tadc threatened to kill her because she was pregnant. Cond tells her to 
go to Cumhall's sister and thereafter Fionn is born. Later Fionn threatens Tadc with 
battle to avenge Cumhall's death but Tadc is too old to fight so just gives him Almu.  
 

47. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Almu II - Dinnshenchas poem on Almu (the Hill of 
Allen, Co. Kildare) 
According to Gwynn, it “appears to be made of scraps of different pieces tagged 
together”.[1] 
» In translation: “Almu, she was fair to the foot” 
Format: Verse 
Date: 13th-14th century? 
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MSS:  
1. Rennes, Bibliothèque de Rennes Métropole, MS 598 ff. 90-125 (15489) [s. xiii/xiv (?)] 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 12 (536) = Book of Ballymote [1384 x 1406] p. 
359  
3. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 (H 2. 16) = Yellow Book of Lecan [s. xiv-xv] 
4. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
5. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 2 (1222) [s. xvi (?)] 
6. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS B ii 2 (741) [s. xiv-xvi ?] 
7. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1322 (H 3. 3) [s. xvi] 
8. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1436 (E 4. 1) [s. xv-xvi] 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 2, pp. pp. 78-9. 
 
Description:  
 
A song of praise of sorts for Almu, talking about the people who are buried there and 
the mighty feats that took place there.  
 

48. 
Name of Text: Ath Liac Find, Cid dia tá? - Dindshenchus of Ath Liac Find 
Format: Verse 
Date: 9th Century 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2],  
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 4, pp. 36-9 
 
Description:  
 
The place-name Áth Liac Find (‘The ford of Finn's stone’) is explained with reference 
to a story about the fian-leader Finn, who is here called Finn mac Umaill. The stone is 
said to have been used by Finn to crush his enemies in a certain battle and to have 
been entrusted to him for this purpose by the síd-woman Sinand, daughter of 
Mongán. 
 

49. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Ath Liac Find (prose) 
Format: Prose 
Date: 14th century 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2],  
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
Editions: Stokes, Whitley (ed.) (tr.), “The prose tales in the Rennes dindshenchas”, 
Revue Celtique 16 (1895), pp. 31–83, 135–167, 269–312, 468. 
Description:  
 
Battle between Fionn and Fland m. Eochaid of the red eyebrows. Sideng daughter of 
Mongán gives Dionn a flat stone with a gold chain attached. Fionn gives it to Guaire 
Goll until he has used up all his weapons, whereupon he flings the stone and hits the 
3 sons of Eochaid. The stone falls into the river until it is found by a woman of the 
wave (Bé-tuinde) on a Sunday morning. Henceforth it is known as the ford of Fionn's 
flagstone. 
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50. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Cenn Cuirrig 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: Middle Irish 
MSS: Dinnshenchas Érenn A (poem) 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 191b 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 3, pp. 234–235; Stokes, W., “The prose tales 
in the Rennes dindshenchas”, Revue Celtique 15 (1894), pp. 272–336, 418–484. 
 
Description:  
 
Brief poem which tells how Fionn slew Currech of Life by beheading him.  
 

51. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Cenn Finichair - In the prose introduction, the poem 
is ascribed to Finn. Stanza 2 of the poem refers to Finn in the third person, while the 
speaker identifies himself as Finn in stanza 7. 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 191b   
beginning: ‘Inmain in fáid Finichair’ Poem. 
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 200b   
beginning: ‘Cend Finichair, unde nominatur?’ Prose text. 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 4, pp. 318-25. 
 
Description: 
 
Finichair was Fionn's bard, but he had an affair with the wife of Cathnia Congaid and 
was found in flagrante. Cathnia slew him and laid his head on the mountain. 
Followed by short lamenting poem ascribed to Fionn.  
 

52. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Descert - possibly Descert Laigen 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS: Dinnshenchas Érenn A 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 216b Poem. 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 4, pp. 318-9. 
 
Description: 
 
Cailte's father, Goscen, was a craftsman who chose a good piece of land in return for 
his craftsman-ship. Finn also granted a portion of that land Cailte's mother, Finnigu, 
daughter of Umhall. Everyone who lives there does well.  
 

53. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Druim nDairbrech 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: Middle Irish 
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MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 192a. 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 2, pp. 46-9. 
 
Description: 
 
Dairbre ruddy-face, son of Lugach, was slain on that hill.  
 

54. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Fornocht - Dinnshenchas of Fornocht, formerly 
Druim Den. Verse: Fornocht do dún, a Druim nDen 
» In translation: “Your keep is bare, Druim Den”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS:  
1. Dinnshenchas Érenn A L = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of 
Leinster [s. xii2] p. 193a 
2. Dinnshenchas Érenn C R = Rennes, Bibliothèque de Rennes Métropole, MS 598 ff. 
90-125 (15489) [s. xiii/xiv (?)] 
3. B = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 12 (536) = Book of Ballymote [1384 x 1406] 
4. Y = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 (H 2. 16) = Yellow Book of Lecan [s. xiv-xv] 
Le = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin] 
5. M = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
6. S = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 2 (1222) [s. xvi (?)] 
7. S3 = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS B iii 1 (742) [s. xvii] 
8. H = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1322 (H 3. 3) [s. xvi] 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 2, pp. 96-99.; Stokes, Whitley, “The prose 
tales in the Rennes dindshenchas”, Revue Celtique 15 (1894), pp. 272–336, 418–484. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn speaks of the barrenness of the keep at Druim Den. Oisin and Cailte slew 
Unchi in revenge for the death of Druim Den.  
 

55. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Mag Dá Gési - Mag Dá Géise, ascribed to Fionn 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 12th century (Meyer) 
MSS:  
1. Dinnshenchas Érenn A (verse) 
 Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 192a    
2. Dinnshenchas Érenn C (mixed) Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of 
Leinster [s. xii2] p. 200b 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 4, pp. 342-325.; Windisch, E. (ed.), Irische 
Texte mit Wörterbuch, 4 vols, vol. 1, (Leipzig, 1880) 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn laments that the stone he used to throw at Mag Dá Géise would once go as far 
as Druim Suain; now it will not reach a mark from his hand. He also laments that the 
fair maidens who used to visit him no longer come; it is essentially a lament for old 
age.  
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56. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Róiriu in Uí Failge - The verse is attributed to Finn 
mac Cumaill. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th c (Meyer) 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 192b 
Poem. 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 3, pp. 142-3. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn speaks of the death of Roiriu mac Setna who perished at the hands of the Feine.  
 

57. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Róiriu in Uí Muiredaig 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 12th century, Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dinnshenchas Érenn A (verse) 
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 192b Poem. 
3. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 200 Prose 
text. 
4. Dinnshenchas Érenn C (mixed) Rennes, Bibliothèque de Rennes Métropole, MS 
598 ff. 90-125 (15489) [s. xiii/xiv (?)] f. 101 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 3, pp. 140-41. 
 
Description: 
 
Two Róiriu's are buried there; one the son of Setna and the other the daughter of 
Ronan. 
 

58. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Snám Dá Én - Prose tract and poem giving two 
versions of the dinnshenchas of Snám Dá Én. The first story also explains the origin of 
the names of Áth Lúain, Móin Tíre Náir and Mag nEstin. 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS:  
1. Dinnshenchas Érenn A (verse only) 
L = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] pp. 202b60–
203a52 Poem 
2. Dinnshenchas Érenn C (part of the prose, MS S only) 
3. S = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 2 (1222) [s. xvi (?)] ff. 85va–86ra First part 
of the prose 
4. Leiden version (prose) Leiden, University Library, MS Vossianus lat. qu. 7 [s. xvi]  
5. O = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 22 (Hodges & Smith 149, 106) [s. xix] 
6. P = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 7. P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93) = 
Reeves manuscript [s. xvii] 
8. Q = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 24 (Hodges & Smith 61, 29) [s. xviii] 
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Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 4, pp. 350-367; Marstrander, C. (ed.) (tr.), 
“Snám Dá Én cid dia tá”, Ériu 5 (1911), pp. 219–225. 
 
Description: 
 
One reason it got its name was because two men (Buide son of Dearg and Luan son of 
Lugair) used to visit the female warrior Estiu in the form of birds and Buide would 
turn human to sleep with Estiu. One day Nar (Estiu's mate) asks his druid about the 
birds and finds the truth of it so kills them whilst they are swimming on the river. 
Alternatively it is called Snám Dá Én because Conán m. Dagda and Ferdoman m. 
Ronan fought there for the sake of Ferdoman's daughter Celg, who Conán wanted to 
marry, because Ferdoman had a geis that he would die when his daughter had sex. 
Two of Conán's foster brethren came in the form of swans to help and all 4 died. 
Followed by a slightly different version of the first option.  
 

59. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Tipra Sengarmna - Most copies attribute the poem 
to Fergus Finnbél. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS: 
1. Dinnshenchas Érenn A, Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster 
[s. xii2] 
2. Dinnshenchas Érenn C, Rennes, Bibliothèque de Rennes Métropole, MS 598 ff. 90-
125 (15489) [s. xiii/xiv (?)] 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 12 (536) = Book of Ballymote [1384 x 1406] 
4. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin] 
5. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
6. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 2 (1222) [s. xvi (?)] 
7. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS B iii 1 (742) [s. xvii] 
8. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1289 (H 1. 15) = The Psalter of Tara [1745] 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 3, pp. 242-253. 
 
Description: 
 
Sen-Garman is an old woman who was skilled in many feats and it is her that the 
place is named for. Amongst other things, she burnt the children of Mongfind, 
Fionn's foster-mother. Eventually Fionn pursues them. They capture Oisin and hold 
him by a spring; Oisin casts off parts of a spear into the spring and they find Fionn so 
Fionn knows where to go. They follow it to Sen-Garman's home; a hole in the ground, 
and start digging it up until Sen-Garman finds them. Fionn slays her then pursues her 
son whom he also manages to kill.  
 

60. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Tonn Chlidna I - Poem on the dinnshenchas of Tond 
Clidna, attributed to Caílte 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 12th century, Middle Irish 
MSS:  
Acallam na senórach, Dinnshenchas Érenn C (mixed recension) 
1. R = Rennes, Bibliothèque de Rennes Métropole, MS 598 ff. 90-125 (15489) [s. xiii/xiv 
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(?)] 
2. B = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 12 (536) = Book of Ballymote [1384 x 1406] 
p. 374b Introduced as deriving from a version of the Acallam na senórach. 
3. M = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
"Rubbed" copy (Gwynn). 
4. Le = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin] 
5. H = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1322 (H 3. 3) [s. xvi] 
6. S = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 2 (1222) [s. xvi (?)] 
7. S3 = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS B iii 1 (742) [s. xvii] 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 3, pp. 206-9. 
 
Description: 
A girl called Clidna was left on a wave by her partner, Ciaban, and she drowned. 
Because of her death, many other warriors drowned.  
 

61. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Áth Líac Find (prose) 
Format: Prose 
Date: 15th century, Middle Irish 
MSS: Dinnshenchas Érenn C 
1. Lc = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23  
2. P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin] 
3. B = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 4. P 12 (536) = Book of Ballymote [1384 x 
1406] 
Editions: Stokes, W., (ed.) (tr.), “The prose tales in the Rennes dindshenchas”, Revue 
Celtique 16 (1895), pp. 31–83, 135–167, 269–312, 468. 
 
Description: 
 
Battle between Fionn and Fland m. Eochaid of the Red Eyebrows. Sideng ní Mongan 
brings Fionn a flat stone with a gold chain attached. Fionn gave it to Guaire Foll who 
had lost all his weapons. He was thus able to kill 3 sons of Eochaid. The stone fell into 
the ford and was lost until Bé-Tuinde ní Nothair found it. She brought it up on a 
Sunday morning and it was 7 days from then until Doomsday.  
 

62. 
Name of Text: Dinnshenchas of Áth Líac Find I - verse beg. Áth Liac Find, cid dia tá? 
The LL copy ascribes the poem to Máel Muru Othna (d. 887), who may well be the 
author of the poem. Tract on the dinnshenchas of Áth Líac Find, a ford of the 
Shannon. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 9th century, Middle Irish 
MSS: Dinnshenchas Érenn A 
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 163b Poem, 
ascribed to Máel Muru Othna 
Dinnshenchas Érenn C 
2. M = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D ii 1 (1225) = Book of Uí Maine [1394] 
Editions: The metrical dindsenchas, Vol. 4, pp. 36-39. 
 
Description: 
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There was a great battle there between Fionn and Fland m. Eochaid. Sinand ní 
Mongan from the fairy dwellings gave Fionn a stone with a gold chain attached and 
Guaire Goll used it to kill the three sons of Eochaid (Senach, Senchán, and Bran). It 
fell in the Ford and will stay there until a Sunday morning when a maid named Bé-
Thuinne (the woman of the wave) will find it, and 7 years from that will be judgement 
day. 
 

63. 
Name of Text: Do bádus-sa úair - In translation: “Once I was yellow-haired”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1200, late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
43r (line 7–line 12) 
Editions: “Anonymous: Once I was yellow-haired”, in: Murphy, G., (ed.) (tr.), Early 
Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956.), pp. 168–169, 
240. 
 
Description: 
Lament on Old age 
 

64. 
Name of Text: Domhnach lodmair tar Lúachair 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish (?) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
72v (line 7)–73v (line 3) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 184-193. 
 
Description: 
 
They (the Fían) go hunting one Sunday, and leave the women, poets, and musicians 
behind. They spread out to the East and the West, herding red-brown stags to the 
centre. They pitch camp and the son of Maol Garbh was the only one who slept 
outside. He awakens soon afterward in terror, and the hound Cluasán finds herself 
facing a monstrous fierce pig. The pig's tusks wound Cluasán and some make chase. 
Dubh Dala wept for his hound and made her grave. He then wakens Fionn to tell him, 
and in the morning they hunt her. She kills many men. Fionn throws a stone which 
hits her in the face and she gives 3 cries of distress. The speaker aims a blow at her 
but draws no blood. She kills 23 men and 97 hounds. Colla manages to mount the pig 
and rides her to Áth Cluig. In this time he gives her 9 knife wounds. Conán and Fionn 
await the beast at Srúbh Dairbhreach. Fáolan manages to put a spear between her 
heels. Conán throws 2 spears which do not wound her, so Fionn throws his spear and 
strikes her in the side, killing her. Overall 9 lads, 30 men, and 7 score hounds were 
killed by the pig, but the fian killed 1000 pigs, 1000 deer, and 600 hares so it balanced 
out.  
 

65. 
Name of Text: Duanaire Finn - Collection of Fenian poems 
Format: Verse 
Date: 17th century 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] 
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Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vols. 1-3. 
 
Description: 
 
Collection edited in Murphy, and O'Neill, Duanaire Finn, (1908-53) 
 

66. 
Name of Text: Dubhach sin a Bhenn Ghúalann - In translation: “What gloom! Beann 
Ghúalann”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: perhaps end of the 15th century or beginning of the 16th century (Murphy), 
EMIr 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
90v–93r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 3, pp. 370-401. 
 
Description: 
 
Ode to Beann Ghualann, a mountain people went to in summertime etc. Daighre of 
the Lays got a talent of gold every month from the members of the fian as tribute. 
Caoilte remembers when Mac Lugach and Conán were playing on the hill which was 
the cause of their fall. Conán receives a blow from Mag Lugach and gets very angry. 
Aodh mac Garaidh tells Mac Lugach that this was an ill blow. But Mac Lugach tells 
him that he doesn't care what Aodh thinks, making Aodh very angry. There is a battle 
between them, and lots of warriors come to join in, which results in a massive fight 
between the fianna. 1000 men fell that day. A great giant carrying an iron harp 
appears and they all drop their weapons. They all collapse under his noise so Conán 
puts him under geis to reveal his origins. He agrees to reveal himself but says it will 
bring sorrow to Conán. Turns out he comes from the 'cold land'. He proceeds to 
chant a lay unknown to Daighre of the Lays and thus all those in their company went 
into the presence of death. He takes all the fian's weapons and leaves many of them 
deaf. They are left unsure of whether he existed. A messenger is sent from Fionn to 
Goll mac Morna asking him to leave Ireland to help search for this giant, named 
Sdirén mac Garbh Gluineach.  

At the end of the month the men of Baoísgne came to that hill and Goll made peace 
with Fionn, laying their hands there in the hand of Daighre of the Lays as a sign of 
peace. Thereupon they all set out for Tráigh na dTréinfhear, and pass over into the 
Cold Land. In this land they found Edbhar and Ludar. There were also 3 giants 
(Sídhire, Sitre, and Séitre) who caused great destruction to their men. The next 
morning the fían of Ireland go to battle against the giants. They make claims on those 
they will attempt to hinder/fight (cosg). There is a description of various battles, and 
then Goll goes to help. After the giants had fallen, a wizard/Goblin appears with a 
music-sweet harp. He is richly dressed. The Gruagach (wizard) lulls all the giants to 
sleep and sent a dark mist between them so that they could not see the Fianna and 
sets them wandering. Christian virtue debate interlude (p. 395). They travel to Britain 
and the Gruagach heals their wounds on the way. He disappears when they arrive in 
the 'land of the Saxons'. Fionn reveals that the Gruagach was Aonghus Óg and that 
their weapons are in Brugh Bóinne. They arrive there and are given welcome by 
Aonghus Og and spend three nights there. Goll and Fionn give 200 cows reach to 
Aonghus as thanks. Aonghus promises to help them whenever they are in need.  
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67. 
Name of Text: Dám thrír táncatar ille 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 207b    
2. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 195vb (line 33)–196ra (line 32)    
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93) = Reeves 
manuscript [s. xvii] 
Editions: Stern, L. C. (ed.) (tr.), “Ein ossianische Ballade aus dem XII. Jahrhundert”, 
in: Meyer, K., L. C. Stern, R. Thurneysen, F. Sommer, and W. Foy (et al.) (eds.), 
Festschrift Whitley Stokes zum siebzigsten Geburtstage am 28. Februar 1900 gewidmet, 
(Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1900.), pp. 7–19.; Stern, L. C., “Erschienene Schriften”, 
Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 3 (1901), pp. 191–202, 432–446, 605–623.; Ní 
Shéaghdha, N. (ed.), Agallamh na seanórach, 3 vols, vol. 2, Leabhair ó 
Láimhsgríbhnibh 10, (Dublin, 1942) 
 
Description:  
Fenian poem about a hound which was brought from Irúaith.  
 

68. 
Name of Text: Dírgidh bhar sleagha sealga - In translation: “Erect your hunting 
spears”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish or early classical Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
43v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 82, 195. 
 
Description: 
 
Triad-esque call to arms from Oisin 
 

69. 
Name of Text: Eachtra Bodaig an Chóta Lachtna 
Format: Prose 
Date: 16th-17th century 
MSS: London, British Library, MS Egerton 154 
Editions: O'Grady, Standish Hayes, Silva Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in 
Irish, vol. 1: Irish text, (London: Williams & Norgate, 1892), pp. 289-296. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn and his warriors are challenged to a foot race by Ironbones, the son of the king 
of Thessaly. The race is to be essentially from Benn Étair to Munster. Unfortunately 
the best runner of their group, Caílte mac Rónáin, is away at Tara. Fionn goes to look 
for him and on his way he encounters a repulsive giant who agrees to run the race on 
Fionn’s behalf. As the race begins, the Giant seems to perform very badly, getting up 
late in the day, long after the challenger has already left. He then turns out to be an 
extremely swift runner, overtaking Ironbones twice, but then he stops to eat some 
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blackberries and backtracks after he loses his coat. However despite all this he still 
wins the race easily and in some versions is revealed to have been Manannán mac Lir 
in disguise. Fionn has no active role in the story.  
 

70. 
Name of Text: Echtra Finn 
Format: Prose 
Date: 10th or even 9th century (Meyer) 
MSS: Leiden, University Library, MS Vossianus lat. qu. 7 [s. xvi] ff. 1r–2r 
Editions: Stern, L. C., “Le manuscrit Irlandais de Leide”, Revue Celtique 13 (1892), pp. 
1–31, 274.; Meyer, K., and J. Pokorny (gen. ed.), “Nachlass Kuno Meyer 3. 
Erläuterungen und Besserungen zu irischen Texten (Finn und die Gespenster)”, 
Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 13 (1921), p. 19. 
 
Description: 
The text consists of three episodes: 
The episode known as Finn and the phantoms. The beginning is wanting due to 
damage in the manuscript. 
An episode about the origins of Snám-dá-én (‘The swimming of the two birds’)  
A vision of the advent of Ciarán 
 

71. 
Name of Text: Eirigh suas a Oissín - In translation: “Rise up Oisín”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: “the poem probably dates from the 14th or 15th century” (Murphy). 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
71v (line 7 ff) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 174-5. 
 
Description: 
 
Lament for Oisin, including how he died. 
 

72. 
Name of Text: Eirigh suas a Oscair -  In translation: “Rise up Oscar”, In Duanaire 
Finn this is called "The story of Oscar's first battle" 
Format: Verse 
Date: probably between 1100 and 1150 (Murphy), late Middle Irish 
MSS: Duanaire Finn version, Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = 
Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 71v beginning: ‘Eirigh súas a Osgair’ 
Editions: Stokes, W., (ed.) (tr.), “Acallamh na senórach”, in: Windisch, E., and W. 
Stokes (eds.), Irische Texte mit Wörterbuch, 4 vols, vol. 4:1, (Leipzig, 1900), pp. 1–438, 
ix–xiv. 
 
Description: 
 
Lament for Oscar, including how he died. 
 

 
73. 
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Name of Text: Eól damh senchus féine Finn - The abduction of Eargna, In 
translation: “I know the story of the fían of Fionn”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
1r–2r (line 19) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 1-3, 95-8. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn killed his Uncle, Ronan, father of Aodh. Fionn gave Aodh every requital he 
demanded, though Aodh still didn't think it was really enough. Aodh had a daughter, 
the fairest in the land, named Eargna. He vowed that no-one who sought to be his 
son-in-law would escape unscathed and thus none dared to court his daughter. Four 
years later, Conán's spouse died and he decided that Eargna was the woman for him. 
But he knows he cannot ask for her, so along with 12 score men he went to take her. 
Conán and Aodh are good friends so at first Aodh isn't cross and sees him as a worthy 
son-in-law. Unfortunately, Oisin was rather taken with her. One day, Fionn decides 
to antagonise Aodh, saying that his honour was besmirched because he did not seek 
revenge on Conán for stealing his daughter. Aodh vows to kill him unless he can get 
Eargna's bride price. They fight and Aodh dies in the battle, Conán lives for a year 
afterwards but eventually died of his wounds.  
 

74. 
Name of Text: Éuchtach inghen Díermatta - The daughter of Diarmaid. In 
translation: “Eachtach daughter of Diarmaid” 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
21v (middle)–22v (bottom) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 45-7, 149-51. 
 
Description: 
 
Eachtach was the daughter of Diarmait & Grainne. Relates the story of Diarmait & 
Grainne. Grainne was given to Fionn but stole away with Diarmait. Diarmait & 
Grainne were in the outer bounds of Banbha with Fionn looking for them but could 
not find them. Since he could not find them he pretended he wanted to make peace. 
When they arrived, Fionn sent Diarmait to hunt. Fionn wounded Gulban sharp of 
tusk and sent him after Diarmait, where Diarmait fell. Hence was named Beann 
Ghulban.  

A messenger went in haste to tell Diarmait's daughter. Her womanhood left her and 
manhood came to her. Raging, she sends for her brothers and they killed many for 3 
days and nights. Fionn came across them around the stronghold of Daolghus. Fionn 
had 4 battalions but she set fire to the fort and threw fire balls at it. They kept 
burning and slaying until morning. She issued a challenge to Fionn to single combat. 
They fight and she wounds him mightily. He stays huddling under his shield. 
Lodhorn the bold and handsome slew the maiden but it took 7 and a half years for 
Fionn to heal. Grainne had only borne Diarmait one daughter that grew up and that 
was Eachtach. The stone in the middle of the chapel is where her body lies.  
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75. 
Name of Text: Faoídh cluig do chúala a nDruim Dheirg - In translation: “The note of 
a bell have I heard in Druim Deirg” 
Format: Verse 
Date: “The 15th century ... may be tentatively suggested as its date of origin” 
(Murphy), Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
72r–72v (line 6) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 178-183. 
 
Description: 
Ode to the bell of Druim Dearg which was often heard when Fionn went to hunt. 
Quite a lot of Christianity mentioned here; Oisin is saying that Fionn would have 
heard the bells of Christianity and thought them to be threatening.  
 

76. 
Name of Text: Feis tighe Chonáin 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1337 (H 3. 18) [s. xv-xvi] pp. 196–197  
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1355 (H 4. 14) [s. xvii2] pp. 5–54 
Dublin, Trinity College, H 5. 4 pp. 149–212. Nearly identical to the text in RIA 23 M 25. 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 M 25 pp. 86–111 
4. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 K 7 (658) [s. xviii] pp. 173–201 
5. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 12 F 7 pp. 164–199 
6. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 N 19 
7. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 12 L 39 
8. London, British Library, MS Egerton 106 [1715] f. 112 
9. London, British Library, MS Egerton 145.1 Transcription of the former. 
10. London, British Library, MS Egerton 133 [1711] f. 170[1] 
11. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS E ii 1 Fragment.[2] 
 
19th-century transcripts: 
 
12. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 13 
13. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 36 
14. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 B 2 (1002) [s. xix] 
15. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 B 15 
16. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 M 19 
17. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 11 (528) [s. xix][3] 
Editions: Joynt, M. (ed.), Feis Tighe Chonáin, Mediaeval and Modern Irish Series 7, 
(Dublin: Stationery Office, 1936); Quin, E. G. (ed.), “An unpublished fragment of Feis 
tighe Chonáin”, Éigse 4 — 1943/1944 (1945), pp. 1–5; O'Kearney, N. (ed.) (tr.), Feis 
tighe Chonain Chinn-Shleibhe, or the festivities at the house of Conán of Ceann-Sleibhe 
in the country of Clare, Transactions of the Ossianic Society 2, (Dublin, 1855); 
Scowcroft, M. R., “The story of Bran and Sceolang”, ANQ: A Quarterly Journal of Short 
Articles, Notes and Reviews 20:3 (2007), pp. 52–61. 
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Description: 
 
Begins with a hunt organised by Fionn on the mountain of Toc. No-one remained in 
attendance with Fionn that day except Diorraing m. Doghardamadh, who Fionn asks 
to watch over him whilst he sleeps. Whilst Fionn is sleeping, the Fenians abandon the 
chase so Diorraing wakes him up to tell him. Fionn decides that because it is dusk 
they will not follow them into the night and will make camp there for the night. He 
sends Diorraing to find materials to build a hut whilst Fionn searches for provision. 
Diorraing had not gone far before he saw a well-lit bruighin. He tells Fionn about it 
and they both set off for the gate of the fort. When they introduce themselves to the 
Porter he says; “May poison and a crushing pulp be your portion” and that Fionn had 
killed the father, mother, and 4 brothers of the house’s owner, as well as his wife’s 
parents. The owner is Conán-Sleibhe who is also called Conán of Ceann Sumaire 
because Fionn brought him to Ireland from Sumaire of the Red Sea, on the margin of 
Loch Lurg when he was in search for his sword, Mac-an-Loin.  

The porter returns to Conán and describes the men at the gate (very elaborately) and 
Conán recognises them as Fionn and Diorraing. He tells the Porter to admit them and 
they are received with great respect. Conán sits with his wife on one side and his 
astonishingly beautiful daughter on the other. Fionn says to Conán that, “yes, I have 
killed most of your family, but do you remember that one time I saved your life? And 
that you promised to give me your first-born, either as a member of the fíanna or as 
my wife? Well, your daughter’s pretty, so I’ll have her please.” Conán says she is 
already betrothed to Fatha mac Abhric, son of the King of Easroe, and that Fionn is 
not as worthy as he. Diorraing takes offence and says that Fionn is better than all the 
Tuatha Dé Danann put together. Fionn tells him to be quiet and says he will take 
Finn-dealbh (the girl) and that there will be no quarrel about it. Conán doesn’t want 
to fight but binds Fionn under geis to answer all his questions truthfully. Fionn tells 
him the 1st and 2nd names by which he has been known, the place he first swam, the 
first booty he took, and why he made the leap of the Brice-Bloighe every year. Fionn 
replies that his first name was Glasdioghuin, and he was afterwards known as Giolla-
an-chuasain. He first swam in the fountain of Crithin by Sliabh smoil, his first booty 
was a widgeon and her clutch of 12 young birds. He leaps Brice Bloighe every year 
because he got lost the day after his foster-mother was slain by clan Moirne. He 
ended up by Luachar Deghadh in the South wearing nothing but a garment of 
deerskin; this is whilst he was known as Giolla-na-g-Croiceann. He saw 2 assemblies 
meet on high cairns opposite each other; one an assembly of courtly men, the other of 
beautiful women. There was a high precipice on either side with a windy valley 
between. He went to the female assembly and asked what they were doing. They said 
that Seadna mac Cairrioll, son of Criomthann, king of Kerry Luachra, was seized by a 
current of affection towards Donait, daughter of Daire of Sith Daire, and she required 
him to leap the valley every year but that he was too scared when he got to the edge. 
Fionn asked if she would marry anyone who made the leap and she said that he was 
fair enough so if he made the leap she might marry him. Fionn leapt over then leapt 
back. Donait kissed him thrice, gave him clothes, and took him to her home that 
night. When Fionn awoke the next morning she said he had to do it every year 
thereafter.  

Conán is pleased with this answer but then asks which of the fíanna leaps over his 
own grave and leacht (tomb) every day, whose own daughter is his mother and who is 
demanding compensation/eric-price and reparation from the man who killed him, 
although he is alive. Fionn replies that there were 2 fenian chiefs of his people, Oscar 
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m. Criomthan and Daoglad m. Cairrill Cas who once quarrelled about a fight which 
occurred between 2 dogs and none of the fíanna who might have stopped the fight 
were there that day. Daoglas was killed and his daughter came over to kiss him, 
whereupon a red spark leapt from his mouth to hers. She immediately became 
pregnant and gave birth to a son who was also named Daoglas when he was 7, one of 
the first big feats he performed was to leap over his own grave-stone and demand 
reparation (eric-finne) from Oscar.  

Conán thanks him for the answer, then asks him who is the best of the fían and the 
worst, who is the largest and the smallest, and who is the swiftest and the slowest.  

Fionn replies that he is the best, Deara Dubh from Dubh-Sliabh is the worst. Liagan 
Luaimneach from Luachair Dheaghaidh the fastest, Life Leisgeamhail the slowest. 
Daoglas m. Dubhgoile the tallest, and Mac Minne the dwarf is the smallest.  

Fionn then asks Conán to bring out skilled performers or musicians. Conán asks what 
the best music he’s ever heard was. Fionn says it is when the 7 battalions of the 
Fenians raise their war cry. Also the ring of the cups in the hall in Almhuin, the 
scream of the seagull and heron, the roar of the waves on Traigh-lidhe, the song of 
the three sons of Meardha, the whistling of Mac Lughaidh, the Dord of Fearsgaradh, 
the voice of the cuckoo in the first month of summer, the grunting of the hogs on 
Magh Litne, and the echo of loud laughter in Derry.  

He then sings a lay about nice sounding things. Conán asks for all the names of 
people Fionn has satirised or dispraised, who the man was that had only one leg, one 
arm, and one eye, and yet escaped from Fionn and outstripped the Fenians of Ireland, 
and the origin of the phrase ‘As Roc came to the house of Fionn’. 

Fionn says that one day he and the chief of the Fenians went to Teamhair Luachra 
and hunted but only caught one fawn. hen it was cooked, Fionn divided it, but he 
received nothing but a haunch bone. Gobha Gaoithe then asked for the haunch so 
Fionn gave it to him. Gobha claimed he had received it due to his swiftness of foot 
but had only gone a short distance before his brother Caoilte m. Ronan brought the 
food back to Fionn. A little while later, an ugly giant with only one eye, arm, and leg, 
hops towards them and salutes them. Fionn returns the salute and asks whence he 
came. He says he came through the agility of arm and leg, having heard that Fionn is 
the most generous man in the world, and that he has come to get wealth and valuable 
gifts. Fionn says that if he had all the money in the world he would give him neither 
little nor much. He then declared ‘they were all liars who asserted that I never gave a 
refusal in person’. Fionn replied that if he were a man, he would not refuse him. The 
giant asks for the haunch in exchange for his leaving the fenians, provided that he is 
given the length of the haunch length as a starting distance and that he is not seized 
upon in his first hop. They agree, and the giant leaps away. The fenians give chase 
whilst Fionn and the minstrels go to the top of the dún to watch. When Fionn saw the 
giant had outstripped most of them he put on his running habiliments and with no 
weapon but Mag an Lain he joined the chase. He overtakes them all until he is only a 
javelin’s throw from the giant, and begins various huge leaps until Fionn manages to 
catch him by the leg and lay him prostrate. The giant says Fionn has treated him 
unjustly because he challenged the Fenians, not Fionn. Fionn replies that the Fenians 
are not complete without him. The other fenians soon caught up and made to kill the 
giant with their javelins but Fionn protected him. They asked why he had not been 
slain and the giant said that a better man than he would be slain for his eric. They 
bound the giant and all the fenians went to a feast at the house of Bran Brag 
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O’Buadhchan. The giant was dragged into the house and they asked him who he was. 
He said his name was Roc m. Diocan, son to the legislator of Aenghus of the Brugh in 
the South. His wife loved Sgiath Breac, son of Dathcaoin, Fionn’s foster son. It hurt 
his feelings to hear his wife boast about her lover and the swiftness of the fenians so 
he declared he would challenge the fenians to a race. His wife sneered at him so he 
went to his friend Aonghus of the Brugh and he metamorphosed him thus and gave 
him the swiftness of a druidical wind. The giant was thus set free and a proverb 
(unspecified) came from that story. 

Conán asks what the greatest wonders are amongst the Fenians. Fionn says there is a 
deaf man of the fenians who knows all the fenian lays and poems. Fionn has a wife 
who is alive by day and dead by night. There is also a fenian man who alternates 
between being a man and a woman. He impregnates women whilst male and gives 
birth to them whilst female. Also, the spear of Fiachra m. Criomthann whose point 
inflicts no injury and yet no one escapes alive when it is set upon them haftwise.  

Conán asks the meaning of the byword ‘the hospitality of Fionn in the house of 
Cuanna’. Fionn says that one day, he, Oisin, Caoilte, Mac Lughaudh, and Diarmuid 
O’Duibhne were on the summit of Cairn Feargall, accompanied by their 5 hounds. A 
rough, tall, giant approached them with an iron fork on his back with a giant hog 
stuck between the prongs. A young girl followed and forced the giant ahead of her. 
Diarmuid followed but did not overtake them. The others follow and overtake 
Diarmuid but not the girl; a dark, gloomy, druidical mist came between the fenians 
and the girl so they could not see which way they went. When the mist cleared, they 
looked around them to see a comfortable looking house. They proceeded to the house 
which had a large lawn with 2 fountains in it, one of which had a rude vessel of Iron, 
and the other a vessel of bronze. In the house there was an old hoary-headed man, a 
beautiful maid, a huge giant, another old man with 12 eyes, a funny-coloured ram, 
and a hag. They were welcomed and sat on the floor. The man at the doorpost tells 
everyone to pay homage to Fionn. The giant says he is a man petitioning but getting 
neither the smaller nor greater part. Fionn got thirsty and Caoilte got grumpy but the 
man at the doorpost said all he had to do was go outside and get Fionn a drink. 
Caoilte brought the bronze vessel and the water tasted at first like honey, but the 
aftertaste was death, and caused darting pains throughout his body. Caoilte is 
distressed and the man tells him to get some from the other fountain. He did, and the 
effects of the poison were soon relieved. Fionn says it was the worst thing he has ever 
felt. The man of the house then asked if the hog was cooked and the giant replied that 
it was and needed dividing. He said he would give one hind to Fionn and his dogs, the 
other hind to Fionn’s men, the forepart to himself, the chin and rump to the old man 
and the hag, giblets to the man of the house and the young woman. The man 
responded that this was fair, but the ram disagreed, and snatched the quarter that 
was to be for Fionn’s men. The men attacked the ram but the blows fell like on rock 
or stone. The man with 12 eyes mocked Fionn for having such weak men that could 
not protect their food from a sheep. He grabbed the ram and threw it out the door. 
Soon afterwards, the hag stood up and threw her coverlet on Fionn’s men and turned 
them into old men. Fionn got scared and when the man at the doorpost saw that, he 
bade Fionn to come and sleep on his breast. When Fionn awoke, the hag had restored 
his men. The man of the doorpost asked Fionn if he was surprised at the odd things in 
the house and Fionn said he was. The man explains; 

The giant carrying the hog in the fork was Sloth, the young woman forcing him a long 
was energy. The old man with 12 eyes signified the world and was more powerful than 
anyone because he threw the ram. The ram signified the crimes of man. The hag was 
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old age, and the two wells were falsehood and truth. He revealed that he was Cuanna 
from Inisistuil and he didn’t live there but had heard great things about Fionn and 
engineered things so that they might meet. He said that the story was to be called 
‘The hospitality of Cuanna’s house to Fionn’. He bade Fionn and his men to sleep 
until morning. When they awoke they found themselves on the summit of Cairn 
Feargaill.  

Fionn asks Conán if that is enough and does he want to sleep. Conán replies that he 
feels they have barely begun so asks when the Dord Fian was first made and how 
many people sang it. Fionn replies that Eathoir, Ceathoir, and Teathoir, the sons of 
Cearmad Milbhéoil m. Deaghadh were the first to make it in Ireland and 9 men were 
accustomed to play upon it. Fatha m. Conán made it after that and 9 men performed 
it, but now Fionn employs 50 men to perform it.  

Conán asks what relation Bran and Sceolang are to Fionn, where he found them, and 
who their half-brothers were. Fionn says his mother once visited them and brought 
his Aunt. There were at that time 2 princes of the Ulster Fían, namely Iollan Eachtach 
and Feargus Fionn-mór. Iollan was deeply in love with Tuirreann, Fionn’s aunt so 
Fionn gave her to him on condition that she would be restored safely to him 
whenever he demanded it, and that the other Fenian chiefs would stand as surety for 
her. This was done because Iollan had a lady friend (Uchdealbh, daughter of the King 
of Coillen Feichlim) and Fionn was worried about Tuirreann. He gave her to Iollan 
through the hands of 6 members of the Fian. Tuirreann gets pregnant, then 
Uchtdealbh comes in disguise and says Fionn sent her to speak with her. They went 
outside and Uchtdeabh struck Tuirreann with a druidical wand and turned her into a 
beautiful greyhound then took her to the house of Fearghus Fionnliath, King of Ath-
Cliath Meaghraith. Fearghus was the most unsociable man in the world and would 
not allow a hound to remain in the house. But the courier sent her with the 
addendum that she was from Fionn and that she should be carefully cared for because 
she was heavy with child. Fearghus was very surprised but did not refuse the request. 
He hunted with her until she was too pregnant to continue and she was a great asset 
as there was no wild animal she could not run down. Fearghus loved dogs from then 
on. Fearghus’ wife was pregnant and gave birth the same day Tuirreann whelped 2 
puppies, a boy and a girl. For the previous 7 years a Fomorach had come to steal the 
children of Fearghus the night they were born, however Fionn delivered them of that 
plague.  

When Fionn found out that Tuireann was no longer with Iollan he called on the 
surety of the Fians to have her restored. Lughaidh promised Fionn he would have 
Iollan’s head if he could not restore her. Iollan asked for some extra time and went to 
the Sighe of Coillean Teidhlim to see Uchtdeabh. She said she would tell him the 
truth if he promised to marry her. He agreed and they went to Fearghus where she 
restored Tuirreann to her original shape. Uchtdealbh brought the puppies to Fionn 
and said he could choose whether they were puppies or children. He chose puppies. 
Tuirreann is given to Lughaidh as wife and she gave birth to 3 sons, Sgiath Breacc, 
Aodhgan Ruadh, and Cael Crodha.  

Conán then asks why Fionn is going grey, and why he has the weakness of death on 
his frame with a lifeless chill to his skin. He asks how long it has been that way.  

Fionn says; One day he was carousing at Almhuin when 2 women of the Tuatha Dé 
Danann appeared to offer him love; they were sisters named Miluchradh and Aine, 
daughters of Cuailgne. Aine vowed that her husband would never be hoary and when 
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Miluchadh heard this she made a great druidical lake at Sliabh Cuilleann with the 
help of the Tuatha Dé Danann which would make any man age. She then came to 
Fionn alone in the form of a grey fawn. Fionn whistled but only Bran and Sceolang 
came. He set them after the fawn and they pursued her to Sliabh Guillinn where she 
managed to disappear. Suddenly Fionn saw a beautiful young girl on the edge of the 
lake, upset because she had dropped her ring into the lake whilst bathing. She puts 
Fionn under a geis to find it. Although unwilling to go into the water, he did so and 
found the ring. He gave it to her and she sprang into the lake and disappeared. Fionn 
tried to get his clothes but even though they were nearby he was unable to do so 
because he had become a decrepit old man. His hounds did not recognise him. 
Caoilte asked if he had seen a fawn pursued by 2 hounds and a warrior. Fionn replied 
that it was not long since he had seen them and he was greatly depressed that he 
could not say who he was. When the rest of the Fenians arrived, he told them what 
happened and they gave 3 loud cries. They made a narrow chariot for him and took 
him to the side of Cuilleann of Cuailgne. For 3 days and 3 nights the 7 battalions of 
the fían dug away at the mount until Cuilleann came out with a red gold vessel. When 
Fionn drank from it, he was restored except for his hair which remained half silver. 
The cup was then passed to Mac Reith and Diorraing who both drank from it, but as 
Diorraing was passing it along it sprang from his hand and was swallowed by the 
ground. Twigs of wood sprang up there and if they were seen in the morning whilst 
fasting then that person would have foreknowledge of that day.  

Conán asks Fionn how he gained his foreknowledge beyond that acquired at Cuanna’s 
house or from the salmon.  

Fionn says there is a fountain of the moon belonging to Beag m. Buan a TDD, and 
everyone who drinks from the water is gifted with foreknowledge and true wisdom. 
Those who drink twice will become a true prophet and his son after him. 300 ungas 
(ounces) of gold was the cost of one vessel-full. Teisionn, Teithcheann, and Armhach, 
the daughters of Beag Buan are those in charge of it, and it is Teisionn who gives the 
water to those who purchase it. One day Fionn was hunting in an adjacent sedge, 
accompanied by Diorraing and Mac Reith and they approached the fountain. The 3 
women rushed to stop them and in the process Teissionn accidentally splashed them 
with some water and some went in their mouths which gave them prescience.  

Conán asks for Fionn’s memories of love that he does not wish to lose and the 
hospitality he got from the house of Neoid. Fionn says that Neoid was the most 
niggardly man in Ireland at the time, but he had great affluence and a big house. 
Though his hospitality was on an immense scale, no one ever left his house satisfied. 
One day Fionn came to Neoid’s house alone and there was no one else there but 
Neoid, his wife, and daughter. Fionn sat down in the house but Neoid asked him why 
he did so. Fionn replied that he came to claim hospitality. Neoid says Fionn must not 
have known that his name literally means penury, and that he is the most penurious 
man in the world. Fionn says that if he isn’t offered it with free will, he will take it 
against his will. Neoid tried to throw him out but Fionn attacked and bound him. 
Neoid says he will offer friendship to Fionn and his daughter, because she needed a 
good husband. Fionn unbound him and they at once became friendly and Aoife, the 
girl, was given to him as wife. The next morning, instead of wealth, Aoife asked him 
to catch the blackbird in the shrubbery and bring it to her alive. He did so and 
brought it to her. She released it and bound him under geis to catch it and bring it to 
her every year and the year he didn’t would mean his death. Soon the Fenian chiefs 
arrived to see the wedding, and when Neoid saw the amount of food he had to give 
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away, ‘the vein of penury’ in his heart burst and he became the most generous man in 
Ireland. Fionn says this was one of his deaths.  

Another one of his deaths happened one day when he was in Mag Ceidhte where he 
met a beautiful young maiden in search of a husband. He asked what kind of husband 
and she said she wanted one that could meet certain conditions, .i. to leap over the 
stone before him. He did so and she said he had done it wrong; he had to put the 
stone in his hand and then jump over it. Although it was the hardest leap he had ever 
made he managed it. He asked her name and she said it was Eadaoin of Sliabh Caein 
and that he should go to her house that night. He went with her and she said that the 
year he failed that leap he would die in a sudden death.  

His third death is to kill one of the hogs of Sluaidhe every year and preserve its geasa 
.i. not to wound it and to ensure it doesn’t grunt whilst being killed, that the man 
who killed it should carry it to the place of cooking and not allow the North wind to 
blow over it, and that every door to which it might be carried is closed against it and 
that no person in any town should be forgotten that night.  

Conán asks which 3 random shots trouble Fionn the most of all those he had cast.  

Fionn says that one day he had been hunting in Carn Cromghlinne and a hog was 
started for him from that unfavourable hunting ground. They pursued it and Fionn 
cast the javelin but instead of the pig it pierced the bowels of one of his chiefs and he 
died. He made another cast which killed Esdbho, son of Muinchin, and a 3rd which 
killed Jomais m. Bachar. He made graves for the three heroes.  

Fionn then demands a bed to be made for them, as Conán has been questioning him 
long enough. It is done.  

A frightful vision and hobgoblin appeared to Fionn in his sleep that night and he 
sprang from the bed in terror 3 times.  

Finndeibh asks why he starts from the bed and Fionn says he saw the Tuatha Dé 
Danann raising a quarrel against him and marking a bloody carnage of the Fenians.  

That night the fenians had pitched their camp at Fotharladh of Moghna and were sad 
because they had heard nothing of Fionn. Bran Beg O’Buadhchan and Bran Mór m. 
Fearghus woke up early and asked Mag ar Rith where he was because Mag ar Rith had 
foreknowledge. Mag ar Rith says he knows and does not want to forebode evil, then 
says Fionn and Diorraing spent the night at the house of Conán of Ceann Sleibhe. 

The 2 Brans went to Conán’s house and Fionn welcomed them but they were cross 
because he had married his wife without them. Conán says the banquet will be in a 
month and that the fenians are invited. Fionn, Diorraing, and the Brans went to the 
Fenians and then on to Almhuin where they had a banquet prepared. They hadn’t 
been there long when Cairbre Lifechair, son of Cormac, came to where they were. 
Fionn said this is bad because they have a geis against breaking their assembly until 
they think it is the proper time and when they are all satisfied, but the son of the king 
of Ireland will think that it is his privilege to assume charge of the hall. Oisin says 
they will give one half of the hall to the prince, and keep the other for themselves. 
They did so but in the place where Cairbre was to be seated there were 2 Tuatha Dé 
Dananns, Failbhe Mór and Failbhe Beag. They decided that this half was only given 
up because they had been sitting there. They take it as great insult and say that Fionn 
wishes to deal more severely with them whilst he still has a wife who had been 
espoused to the third best man of the Tuatha Dé Danann, even against the will of her 



244 
 

parents. These men left the next morning and went to Fionnbharr of Magh Feabhail 
and told him of all the insults to the Tuatha Dé Danann given by Fionn.  

Fionnbharr dispatched messengers to summon the Tuatha Dé Danann from all over 
Ireland. Six large battalions assembled on the margin of Loch Dearg-dheirc within a 
month. This took place on the day of the wedding feast. Conán sent Soistreach, his 
female courier, to fetch Fionn. When she had delivered her message, she went back 
via Loch-Dearg and the Tuatha Dé Danann saw her. Failbhe Beag asked her the news 
and she told him where Fionn was and how many men he had with him. She also told 
him Fionn was coming to the feast. Failbhe then cut her in two and threw her in the 
river.  

Fionn followed the female courier and most of the force with him was Clanna-
Moirne. Fionn addressed Goll and said he has a foreknowledge of violence from the 
Tuatha Dé Danann at the feast. Goll says he will defend Fionn. They proceeded to the 
house of Conán where they were welcomed.  

The Tuatha Dé Danann enveloped themselves in the Feigh Fiadh (a druidical mist 
that made them invisible and marched forward invisibly in 16 battalions to the plain 
opposite Conán’s house. They say it is of very little use for them to be there as Goll is 
defending Fionn but Eithne the druidess said she would beguile Fionn out of the 
house and away from protection. She proceeded to the house and stood opposite 
Fionn asking who he was. Fion says it is him, she puts a geis on him to come outside 
straight away. Fionn walked out and the only person who noticed him go was Caoilte. 
He walked up to Eithne and at the same time the Tuatha Dé Danann let a flock of 
dark birds with fiery beaks loose on Conán’s house, and the birds tormented them so 
much that the young lads, women, and children ran from that place and the wife of 
Conán was drowned in the river outside town.  

Eithne challenged Fionn to a race. Fionn asked how long it would be and she said it 
would be from Doire-dâ-Thorc in the west to Áth-mór in the East.  

They raced and Fionn got across the ford before her, Caoilte following him. Fionn 
said Caoilte should be ashamed of being so slow a woman could beat him, so Caoilte 
struck his shoulders against her chest then cut her in two at the waist.  

They return to the green and find the Tuatha Dé Danann drawn up against them in 
martial order. They fall back to back and all the warriors fought against them. Goll 
heard Fionn’s cries and knew he had to help so the Fenians rush out and join the 
fight.  

Fionnbharr fell at the hands of Goll and Failbhe by the hands of Caoilte. There is a 
vicious battle. 

All the fenians who were not in the battle before are seen approaching and the 
Tuatha Dé Danann flee. Fionn falls into fainting fits, as do many of the other.  

Only 100 men survive the battle, which came from 1000 fenians and all of Conán’s 
men. 

Fionn was carried into Conán’s house where he was cared for a month. When he was 
able to walk enough to move, he and the other Fenians left for Almhuin where they 
remained until they were healed. 
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77. 
Name of Text: Fiafraighis Patraic Macha - Fionn's ancestry, Macha, In translation: 
“Patrick of Armagh asked” 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish or Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
52r (bottom)–52v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 16-19. 
 
Description: 
 
Patrick asks Oisin where his father is from. Oisin says that the race of Baoisgne come 
from Lios beag in the West. He then talks about the sons of Daire, Fionn's great, 
great, great, grandfather. One, Cu Raoi, was king over every Eastern land. Tells how 
men branch forth from Daire.  
 

78. 
Name of Text: Fianshruth - ‘Fían-lore (literally fían-stream)’ 
Format: Prose 
Date: 12th century, Middle Irish 
MSS: List A: 
1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 16 (cols 573-958) (H 2. 16) = section of the Yellow 
Book of Lecan [s. xivex/xvin] p. 119a col. 768  
List B: 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 6 (cols 281-344) (H 2. 16) = Section of YBL p. 325a col. 
333 
Editions: Stern, Ludwig Christian, “Fiannshruth”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 1 
(1897), pp. 471–473. 
 
Description: 
 
Unedited, German trans of the introduction but nothing in English. A list of the 
characters in the Fionn cycle proceeded by a prose introduction. 
 

79. 
Name of Text: Fil duine - In translation: “There is one” 
Format: Verse 
Date: 9th or 10th century (Murphy); late Old Irish or early Middle Irish 
MSS: In the commentary on the Amra Choluim Chille 
Editions: “Anonymous: Gráinne speaks of Díarmait”, in: Murphy, G., (ed.) (tr.), Early 
Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 160–161, 
236–237; Stokes, W., (ed.) (tr.), “The Bodleian Amra Choluimb Chille”, Revue Celtique 
20 (1899), pp. 31–55, 132–183, 248–289, 400–437; Corrigenda in Revue Celtique 21 (1900), 
pp. 133–136; Bernard, J. H., and R. Atkinson (ed.) (tr.), The Irish Liber hymnorum, 2 
vols, Henry Bradshaw Society 13, 14, (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 1898) 
 
Description: 
 
A love poem, from Grainne to Diarmaid. 
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80. 
Name of Text: Finn and Gráinne 
Format: Prose 
Date: Middle Irish 
MSS: Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 P 2 = Book of Lecan [s. xvin] ff. 181a–181b 
Editions: Corthals, J., (ed.) (tr.) “Die Trennung von Finn und Gráinne”, Zeitschrift für 
celtische Philologie 49–50 (1997), pp. 71–91; Meyer, K. (ed.) (tr.), “Finn and Gráinne”, 
Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 1 (1897), pp. 458–461. 
 
Description: 
 
A different telling of D&G; here Grainne does not want to be taken by Fionn, 
demands a bride's price which is a drove of all the wild animals in Ireland. Caoilte 
provides this, although the hardest to find is the fox. Grainne is very sad at her feast, 
Cormac asks what is wrong and she says that she hates her husband. Fionn hears this 
and says "Tis time for us to separate".  
 

81. 
Name of Text: Finn and the jester Lomnae - An anecdote told in Sanas Cormaic, 
under the entry for ‘Orc tréith’ 
Format: Prose 
Date: 9th century (Meyer) 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 2 (cols. 3-122) (H 2. 16) [s. xvi] p. 277a 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.), “Sanas Cormaic. An Old-Irish glossary compiled by 
Cormac úa Cuilennáin, king-bishop of Cashel in the tenth century”, in Bergin, O., and 
R. I. Best, K. Meyer, and J. G. O'Keeffe (eds.), Anecdota from Irish manuscripts, vol. 4, 
(Halle and Dublin, 1912), pp. 1–128; Meyer, K., (ed.) Fianaigecht: being a collection of 
hitherto inedited Irish poems and tales relating to Finn and his Fiana, Todd Lecture 
Series 16, (London: Hodges, Figgis, 1910); Stokes, W. (ed.), Three Irish glossaries: 
Cormac’s Glossary, O’Davoren’s Glossary and a glossary to the Calendar of Oengus the 
Culdee, (London: Williams and Norgate, 1862); Stokes, W. (ed.), and J. O'Donovan 
(tr.), Sanas Chormaic: Cormac’s Glossary, Irish Archaeological and Celtic Society, 
(Calcutta: O.T. Cutter, 1868); Russell, P., (tr.) “Poets, power and possessions in 
medieval Ireland: some stories from Sanas Cormaic”, in Eska, J. F. (ed.), Law, 
literature and society, CSANA Yearbook 7, Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2008, pp. 9–45. 
 
Description: 
 
No English edition.  
 

82. 
Name of Text: Finn and the man in the tree 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: Late 8th or early 9th century 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1337 (H 3. 18) [s. xv-xvi] part 13 pp. 361b–362a Cited 
in the Introduction to the Senchas Már 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “Finn and the man in the tree”, Revue Celtique 25 
(1904), pp. 344–349; Binchy, D. A. (ed.), Corpus iuris Hibernici, 7 vols, vol. 3, (Dublin: 
Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1978); Hull, V., (tr.) “A rhetoric in Finn and the 
Man in the Tree”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 30 (1967), pp. 17–20.  
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Description: 
 
fíanna at Badamair. Cúldub m. Ua Birgge came out of a fairy knoll and took their 
cooking 3 nights in a row. 3rd night Fionn goes to the knoll and grabs him as he's 
going back in. When he withdraws his hand, a woman comes out with a dripping 
vessel. She jammed the door, Fionn got his thumb stuck and this is how he got his 
prescience.  

A while later the Fianna carry off captive women from Dún Iascaig. A beautiful 
maiden was taken that Fionn wanted, but she loved a servant; Derg Corra m. Ua 
Daigre because he used to jump over the hearth whilst food was cooking. One day she 
asked Derg Corra to lie with her but he didn't accept for Fionn's sake. She incites 
Fionn upon him and Fionn sends him into exile. Derg Corra went to live in a wood 
and would go about on the shanks of a deer. One day Fionn sees a man in a tree with 
a blackbird on his right shoulder and a white bronze vessel in his left hand which had 
water and a skittish trout inside. There was a stag at the bottom of the tree. The man 
would crack nuts, give half to the bird and eat the other half himself, he would take 
an apple from the bronze vessel, divide it in two and eat half, given the other half to 
the stag and on the apple he would put some of the water and then he, the trout, the 
stag, and the blackbird would drink together. 

Fionn's followers asked who it was, Fionn put his thumb in his mouth and reveals it is 
Derg Corra.  

 

83. 
Name of Text: Finn and the phantoms 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 11th century (verse); 10th or even 9th century (Prose) 
MSS:  
1. Leiden, University Library, MS Vossianus lat. qu. 7 [s. xvi] ff. 1r–2r; Dublin, Trinity 
College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] pp. 206b – 207b line 4 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93) = Reeves 
manuscript [s. xvii] pp. 129, line 19 – p. 135, line 4 Part of the Acallam na Senórach 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 22 (Hodges & Smith 149, 106) [s. xix] 
Transcript by Samual Bryson 
4. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 12v 
line 29 (bottom) –14r line 16 Modernised version in the Duanaire Finn, beginning 
‘Aónach so a Moigh Eala in rí’ (“This is a fair of Magh Eala of the king”). 44 quatrains. 
Editions: Stokes, W., (ed.) (tr.), “Find and the phantoms”, Revue Celtique 7 (1886), 
pp. 289–307; Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 28-30, 127-130; Stern, L. C., “Le manuscrit 
Irlandais de Leide”, Revue Celtique 13 (1892), pp. 1–31, 274; Meyer, K, and J. Pokorny 
(gen. ed.), “Nachlass Kuno Meyer 3. Erläuterungen und Besserungen zu irischen 
Texten (Finn und die Gespenster)”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 13 (1921), pp. 194. 
 
Description: 
 
No translation of the Prose. Verse version: 
 
A fair in Magh Eala. Speaker appears to be Oisin, though he calls himself Guaire the 
blind, poem written as 'used to'. The fenians used to race horses at the fair. There was 
a great horse that kept winning belonging to Dil m. Da Chreag. Fiachra paid his 
grandfather 100 cows of each kind in exchange for the horse. Fiachra gives the horse 
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to Fionn, along with various other relics, calls him "O son of Cumhall, O overking... 
prince of the fierce champions". Fionn was very grateful. 

Fionn went forward with 300 men, including the speaker. They stayed in Cachér's 
house for 3 days and nights, with no lack of food. They gave Cachér 50 rings, horses, 
and cows, and Fionn gave him the price of his ale. Fionn went over Luachari to the 
strand at Berramair. Fionn went to gallop the horse on the strand. Caoilte and the 
speaker race on horses against him across most of Ireland (calls Fionn 'in rí'). Fionn 
did not rein in the horse at a hillock called Bairnech. The two racers get to the hillock 
before Fionn. It was night by this point so Fionn said they should find shelter. They 
saw a house which Fionn had never seen before and they went to investigate.  

When they got to the house they found great wailing and crying. There was a grey 
giant who seized their horses and fastened the door with iron hooks. He greeted 
Fionn cruelly and they sat on the hard bedrail where he tended to them for an hour. 
He flung elder on the fire which almost smothered them in smoke.  

A hag lived in the house and she had three heads. There was a headless man on her 
other side, and 9 heads on the other side. They gave 9 harsh shrieks, the hag replied 
separately, and the headless trunk answered. It was all terrible, but the one-eyed 
man's was the worst; it could waken the dead.  

The giant stood up and smote their horses. Fionn warned Caoilte not to react because 
he feared they would not escape the house alive. The giant roasted the horses on 50 
spits, but didn't wait for them to fully cook before serving them raw to Fionn. Fionn 
refused to eat the raw meat before doomsday. The giant became deeply offended 
when Fionn refused food in his house and the Fenians rose up with their swords and 
began to fight. The fire went out during the fight and the three were driven into a 
dark place. They would have been dead if not for Fionn. They fought until morning 
and when the morning mist hit all the men of the hall, the foes died.  

For a short time they rested but then they rose up. The house was hidden to them 
and their horses were restored, with no blemishes upon any of them. They went 
slowly and feebly until they reached Berramar. The fenians asked for tidings and 
Fionn said they found tribulation for their billeting. Those phantoms had come 
against them to take vengeance for their sister; Cullenn Wide-maw.  

 

84. 
Name of Text: Fiondfile ba fer go lí - The kindred of Fionn. In translation: “Fionn the 
poet was a man of beauty”; The poem ends etcetera (abbreviated), suggesting that the 
exemplar was longer 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
11r (bottom)–11v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 24-5, 123-4. 
 
Description: 
 
Enumerates the sons of Fionn and various of the fíanna 
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85. 
Name of Text: Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn - The adventure of the men from 
Sorcha. In translation: “It was a feast that Fionn made for Cormac” 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
31v (line 3)–39v  
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 61-75, 170-187. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn organised a feast to which Cormac, along with the kings of Greece, Lochlainn, 
and Alba came. Fionn referred to as prince and high-king of the fíanna, better than all 
other men at the banquet. A gruagach playing sweet music came in along with a giant 
and a slave carrying a cauldron. Fionn asks what he wants in recompense; he can have 
anything. The man says he wants his cauldron full of Gold and to see who is the most 
generous man in Ireland. Fionn answers and gives a cauldron full of gold to the man 
(he only did this because he had not yet eaten). Thankfully when Fionn came over he 
had a shipload of gold with him. Fionn tells Caoilte to pay it. The gruagach says "I 
find no prince better; there cannot be in the East or here a king, however great, to 
compare with thee". 

Fionn asks for the giant's surname, he says he is Fer Dochair m. Dubh from Sorcha. 
He says the Gruagach is his son who is the best in spirit and strength, valour, and 
wizardry. Conán says he cannot be including Fionn in that. The man replies that no-
one there is his match. Oscar takes offence and wagers the men of Ireland to master 
the gruagach. The man with the chain stood up and shook the chain of silver. Fionn 
fell silent at the sound of the chain and blushed at Oscar's insult to the gruagach. 
Everyone went silent when Fionn blushed. He told Oscar not to insult the Gruagach. 
Oscar challenges the Gruagach to fight the prince of Fál. The Gruagach asks for 
Fionn's protection to safely leave Ireland. Fionn assures him he will be safely escorted. 
He praises Fionn for this.  

Eight men are sent by Fionn with the Gruagach. The Gruagach says to Oscar that if he 
followed him to Sorcha he would have combat. Oscar says he will come and seek him 
when he hears the Gruagach is in the East. The Gruagach, the huge man, and the 8 
fíanna set sail from Benn Edair. Their journey was treacherous but they arrived after 3 
months. Caol Cródha says they will drop him here and head back to Ireland. 
Gruagach asked them to come with him to rest after the heavy strain of the journey. 
They go forth to Sorcha and see a beautiful city. There is a fortress filled with many-
hued blades. There are tall, regal women in satin cloaks. Most beautiful castle and 
women in the world etc. The women came forward and kissed the Gruagach and the 
men too. They ask who the 'scanty band' is that have come back with him. He says 
they are of the Fianna. Mac Lugach asked about the fortress and the people. Gruagach 
says this is the city of Gold. Big banquet etc. Gruagach asks if they have seen the likes 
of the city in Ireland. The son of Criomhthann says that Fionn for one hour of the day 
is better than all of them till doom. Gruagach says he is better than all in Inis Fail. He 
says all his stuff and wealth is better than the wealth of Fionn. Caireall, Mac Lugach, 
the 3 sons of the craftsman, Caol Cródha, the son of Daire, and Oscar all rise up to 
meet him. They all fight. They kill many but Mac Lugach is injured so they went 
home. Caoilte went on to Almha, the rest remained with Mac Lugach. Caoílte told 
them all that had happened. The others arrive and there is great lament for Mac 
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Lugach's injury. It takes a year for him to recover. Oscar is given permission to head 
east and takes only 27 men with him. Those 27 men are enumerated. 

Oscar arrives in Alba and storms Dún Monadh, routing the Scotsmen. The men of 
Scotland submitted to Oscar. Everyone paid him tribute. He took 35 warships of men 
from Alba to London, where Oscar overthrew the men of the Saxons and they are to 
pay him tribute to this day. He got 30 ships from London then went to Rheims which 
they subdued. They took men and tributes and went to Spain, do the same thing. 
They go back to Almain, then Greece, then India. Finally they head to Sorcha with 4 
battalions. They fight for 15 days, Oscar beheads the Gruagach. Then they went to 
Hesperia and slew the king there, then Italy, then Lochlainn, subduing all. They 
march to the high king of Britain and Oscar subdues him.  

They return to the fort of Barrach m. Umhór in Ireland, and Oscar gives his men leave 
to return home. The Fianna came to meet him. Oscar becomes a man for hire with 
9000 warriors.  

There follows a religious discussion between Patrick and Oisin, Oisin laments the 
death of Fionn.  

 

86. 
Name of Text: Foras feasa ar Éirinn 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 17th century, finished by 1634 
MSS: From the 17th century 
1. F1 = Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 14 [s. xvii] 
2. F2 = Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 15 [s. xvii] 
Manuscripts written by Seán mac Torna Ó Maoil Chonaire: 
3. M1 = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1397 (H 5. 26) [s. xvii] 
4. M2 = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1403 (H 5. 32) [s. xvii] part 2 
5. M3 = A MS in Dublin, King's Inns written in 1657 
6. M5 = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1439 (F 3. 21) [s. xvii2] 
Other Ó Maoil Chonaire manuscripts: 
7. M4 = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 O 19 written by Iollann Ó Maoil 
Chonaire 
8. M = A manuscript written in 1643 by Séamus Ó Maoil Chonaire. It was previously 
in Comyn's possession. 
Manuscripts written by Fearfeasa Ó Duibhgeannáin: 
9. D = Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1394 (H 5. 22) [s. xvii2] 
10. H = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 N 3 (483) [s. xvii2] 
<No siglum> = London, British Library, MS Egerton 107 Another copy by one of the Ó 
Duibhgeannáin 
11. P = A manuscript commenced in 1647 
12. S = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS C iv 1 [s. xvii-xviii] Lacks beginning and end. 
13. W = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 Q 14 (Hodges & Smith 62, 42) [s. xvii2] 
14. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 F 20 
R = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 23 (MacAdam and Reeves 849, 43) [s. xvii] 
15. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 43 
16. Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 33.4.11 
17. Cork, University College, MS 92 
18. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 33 p. 51ff Fragment 
(mostly) 18th century 
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Manuscripts by Aindrias Mac Cruitín (Andrew Mac Cruitin) 
18. C1 = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 O 10 
19. C2 = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 10 
20. Mount Melleray Abbey, MS 1 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1332 (H 3. 13) [c. 1700] 
21. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1382 (H 5. 10) [1703] Extracts 
22. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1354 (H 4. 13) [s. xviiiin] 
23. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1342 (H 3. 21) [1748] part 1 fragment 
24. Dublin, King's Inns, MS 1 
25. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 3 A 11 
26. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 1 
27. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 34 
28. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 22 
29. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 23 
30. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 G 1 
31. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 G 3 
32. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 G 7 
33. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 G 16 
34. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 H 14 
35. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 H 16 
36. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 I 42 
37. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 Q 15 
38. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 M 12 
39. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 N 4 
40. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1406 Second item. Incomplete: first part only. 
41. Mount Melleray Abbey, MS 3 
42. Cork, University College, MS 124 p. 25ff Fragment 
19th century 
43. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 19 
<No siglum> = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 Q 17 Transcript by Malachy 
O'Curry of a copy made by Sean Clarach Mac Donnell in 1720. 
44. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 G 11 
45. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 Q 20 
46. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 12 E 13 
47. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 12 E 14 
48. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 C 58 
49. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1421 p. 130 Memoranda from this work and others 
50. Maynooth, National University of Ireland, MS R 68 
Editions: Comyn, D., and P. S. Dinneen (ed.) (tr.), Foras feasa ar Éirinn: The history 
of Ireland by Geoffrey Keating D. D., 4 vols, Irish Texts Society 4, 8, 9, 15, (London: 
Irish Texts Society, 1902–1914). 
 
Description: 
 
The prose history of Ireland completed by Geoffrey Keating (Seathrún Céitinn) in c. 
1634. Comprising an introduction, two books and appendices, it narrates the history 
of the island from the time of Creation to the Norman conquest in the 12th century. 
As set out by the introduction, the work was written in response to the cultural biases 
of Anglo-centric writers (e.g. William Camden and Edmund Spenser). 
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87. 
Name of Text: Forud na Fíann fás in-nocht - In translation: “Desolate tonight is 
Forad na Fían" 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1175 (Murphy) 
MSS: 1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610, Book of the White Earl = part of 
the Book of the White Earl [c. s. xv1] ff. 123r–146r    
2. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 487 [s. xv + s. xvii] ff. 12ra–52vb Four 
fragments. 
3. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 159–197 Ten fragments. 
4. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 4 [s. xv-xvi(?)] 
5. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (a) [s. xvii1] 
Editions: “Anonymous: The passing of the fíana”, in: Murphy, G. (ed.) (tr.), Early 
Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 152–153, 
232–233. 
 
Description: 
 
Poem lamenting the death of Fionn.  
 

88. 
Name of Text: Fotha catha Cnucha - ‘The cause of the Battle of Cnucha’ 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 11th century (Meyer) 
MSS:  
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 25 (1229) = Lebor na hUidre [s. xi/xii] ff. 41b–
42b 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318  16 (cols 573-958) (H 2. 16) = section of the Yellow 
Book of Lecan [s. xivex/xvin] cols 877–878 
Editions:  
Hennessy, W. M. (ed. and tr.), “The Battle of Cnucha”, Revue Celtique 2 (1873), pp. 86–
93; MacSwiney, J. P. (ed.) (tr.), “Fotha Catha Cnucha in so”, Gaelic Journal 2 (1884), 
pp. 169–174; Windisch, E. (ed.), Kurzgefasste irische Grammatik mit Lesestücken, 
(Leipzig: Verlag von S. Hirzel, 1879). 
 
Description: 
 
The tale of the conception and birth of Finn mac Cumaill. 

When Cathair Mór was in the kingship of Temhair, he had a druid named Nuadhu 
who was seeking land. Cathair gave him Almu. A dún was built by the druid in Almu 
and alum was rubbed on its walls until it was all white. Dinnsenchus verse. 
Nuadu's wife Almu wanted the hill to be named after her. It was given and she was 
buried there. Tadg mac Nuadhu was a celebrated druid. When Nuadhu died he left 
his dún to Tadg and Tadg became druid to Cathair in his father's place. Tadg's wife 
Rairiu bore him a daughter, Murni Muncaim. She grew up to be a great beauty. 
Cumhall m. Trenmhór, then righ-fennid was in the service of Cond. He demanded 
the maiden, but Tadg refused him because he knew Cumhall would cause him to 
leave Almu. Cond was Cumhall's nephew (maternal).  

Cumhall came and took Muirni by force, and they eloped. Tadg went to Cond and 
told him what had happened. He incited and reproached Cond. Cond sent 
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messengers to Cumhall telling him either to leave Ireland or restore Murni. Cumhall 
says he will give anything by the woman. Cond sent his soldiers and a force of named 
warriors to attack Cumhall.Cumhall assembled his army between them and the battle 
of Cnucha was fought. Cumhall was slain by Goll mac Morna and his people 
slaughtered. Luchet was the one who destroyed Goll's eye, causing him to be called 
Goll. Goll killed Luchet. From then onwards there was feud between Morna/Dairi and 
Find from then on.  

Murni was rejected by her father because she was pregnant and he threatened to burn 
her so she sought help from Cond. He told her to go to Fiacal m. Concerd, because he 
was married to Cumhall's sister. Cond's servant, Condla, went with her to Fiacal's 
house. She was welcomed and later gave birth to a son named Demni. The boy was 
nursed until capable of plundering enemies. He then proclaimed combat against 
Tadg, or his father's full honour price. Tadg said that he would abandon Almu and 
leave it to Demni. Tadg went to Tuath-dathi, his own land, and dwelt in Tulach-Taidg 
(Dindshenchus). 

Demni/Find went to Almu and lived there. It was his principle residence. Fionn and 
Goll concluded peace. Clann Morna gave Fionn his father's honour price. They lived 
peacefully until a quarrel occurred between the min Temhair and Luachra concerning 
the Slanga-pig, and Banb-Sinna was slain.  

 

89. 
Name of Text: Fuaramar séilg iar Samhuin - The enchanted stag. In translation: “We 
hold a hunt after Hallowtide” 
Format: Verse 
Date: “The language on the whole points to the beginning of the 12th century as the 
date of origin” (Murphy); late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
14r (middle)–15r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1., pp. 30-32, 130-132. 
 
Description: 
 
Recounts a hunt. Then recalls the slaying of Donn of Dubhlinn. Donn brought 100 
tender maidens with him from the síd of Aodh. A queen had Aodh and was then 
jealous of the girls so turned them into deer. She protected them from evil (no-one 
dared touch them) and Donn herded them. The Queen sent word to Donn 10 times, 
bidding him to come to her. He says he is a king's son and will not come on 
sufferance. The queen was enraged and turned him into a stag. He went off with his 
herd of girls and said the fíanna would not dare touch him as long as there was a deer 
in Ireland.  

Fionn decides to seek the stag. Oisin said to the 'king of the fíans from Almha' that he 
would find the encounter fierce. Fionn replies that his hounds will kill the stag, and 
he will not feed them until the stag falls. The fíanna are ashamed for doubting him 
and they set forth. 120 men, 1000 dogs, 100 women and 100 serving men went. They 
arrived at the pasturage and there was a man of battle there who killed 1000 at the 
first attack. They raise 3 furious shouts. The stag bellows at them and assembles his 
deer to run. They finally catch up with them at the sea-pool of Ceann Mhaghair. Oisin 
kills the stag.  
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Donn from Siodha was the stag, son of Fionnlaoch. This was Oisin's greatest 
conquest.  

 

90. 
Name of Text: Fégthar tech Fhinn a nAlmhain - The household of Almha. In 
translation: “Let us behold Fionn's house in Almha” 
Format: Verse 
Date: “probably belongs to the end of the 12th century”; late Middle Irish (Murphy) or 
Early Modern Irish. 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
11v (bottom)–12v. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 25-27, 124-126. 
 
Description: 
 
A lament for the riches and men who used to grace the house at Alma 
 

91. 
Name of Text: Fíamhain mac Foraigh go fíor - The kinship of Fíamhain with Oisín. 
In translation: “Fíamhain mac Foraigh in truth”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
65v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 122-123. 
 
Description: 
 
Tells of how Oisin (son of the king) and Fiamhain m. Forach were the children of 2 
sisters.  
 

92. 
Name of Text: Fúar ar naghaigh a Loch Luig - The fray at Loch Luig. In translation: 
“Our night was cold in Loch Luig”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
8r (middle)–9r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 17-19, 114-16. 
Description: 
 
Fionn goes to the chase of rugged Eichtghe. Aodh m. Morna came to take the fíanna 
to a feast at Loch Riach of the kings, but Fionn did not go because of a geis on him 
which prevented him leaping a camping place. 25 men went. They rested after the 
hunting. At Dumha Mhuc, Cormac had a rear guard, Lunna and his big sons. They 
went to his house and there was a dispute. They went to the Lios of the Wells but 
were not admitted.  

Diarmaid o Duinn said that if the gate would not be opened then he would leap the 
ramparts. He did so and then opened the door to the rest of them. On the other side 
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stood Lunna and his sons, 50 Norsemen. They fight all night, in the morning they 
move to hand to hand combat. The Fianna win.  

At the end, a little lament for the end of the fíanna.  

 

93. 
Name of Text: Gorta Chille Críon Locha - The burden of Críonloch's church. In 
translation: “The burden of Críonloch's church" 
Format: Verse 
Date: may belong to the first half of the classical period” (Murphy; Early Modern Irish 
(Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
43v (bottom)–44r (line 3) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 82, 195. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisin is lamenting the hunger he feels; Críonloch's church does not give them much 
food. Curses it. 
 

94. 
Name of Text: Guth gadhoir a gCnoc na Ríogh - The beagle's cry. In translation: “A 
beagle's cry on the hill of kings” 
Format: Verse 
Date: It is ... probable that this poem ... is to be assigned to the 15th century” 
(Murphy). 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
44r (middle)–44v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 93, 195-6. 
 
Description: 
 
Remembers when the fíanna were active, names some of Fionn's hounds. Uses 'king' 
multiple times.  
 

95. 
Name of Text: Géisid cúan - Found in the Acallamh 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1175, Middle Irish » late Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 Book of the White Earl = part of the 
Book of the White Earl [c. s. xv1] ff. 123r–146r     
2. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 487 [s. xv + s. xvii] ff. 12ra–52vb Four 
fragments. 
3. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 159–197 Ten fragments. 
4. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 4 [s. xv-xvi(?)] 
5. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (a) [s. xvii1] 
Editions: “Anonymous: Créide’s lament for Cáel”, in: Murphy, G., (ed.) (tr.), Early 
Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 148–151, 231–
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232; translated as part of Dooley, A., and H. Roe, Tales of the Elders of Ireland, pp. 24-
28 
 
Description: 
 
After Cáel has wooed Créide using poetry composed by his foster mother, she aids the 
fían during the Battle of Ventry. Unfortunately, on the last day of the battle, Cáel is 
drowned whilst following his opponent into the sea, and Créide lets out a haunting 
lament for her husband, and dies of sorrow next to his dead body. 
 

96. 
Name of Text: In ccúala tú fíana Finn - The chase above Lough Der. In translation: 
“Have you heard this tale of Fionn's fiana 
Format: Verse 
Date: 16th or perhaps 15th century, Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
77r (bottom)–78r (line 2) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 139-141. 
 
Description: 
 
Caoilte speaks to Patrick. The fíanna go up above Logh Derg to hunt. A monster slew 
2000 of the fían in one day. Fionn had a warrior named Albhaidh, son of the king of 
Greece, who understood the language of all monsters. He said she needed 50 horses 
or cows every day. Fionn says she should get that. Caoilte says that the monster slept 
for a night without food, then raised a storm on the white lake the next morning. 
When the monster came up above the shore, the fían gave a cry and attacked her, 
More had fallen by midday than yet lived.  

She swallowed Albhaidh and Oisin, as part of 101 people in one gulp. Fionn gave a 
rush and put the monster on her back. When Daire mac Fionn saw the rífheindidh at 
grips with the monster he leapt into her mouth. Once he was inside, he cut himself 
out at the armpit. 200 of the fian came from her alive, but they were naked and 
hairless. Conán had no hair on his head to lose so he lost the skin of his skull. For 3 
days, 1 month, and 1 year after so many of Fionn's men had died, Logh Derg was in 
gloom.  

 

97. 
Name of Text: Innis a Oisin echtaigh - The kinship of Cnú Dheireóil with Fionn. In 
translation: “Tell mighty Oisín” 
Format: Verse 
Date: 14th century, Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
65r (middle)–65v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2., pp. 118-121. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisin tells of Cnú Dheireóil's relation to Fionn. Praises Cnú and his great music.  
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Lugh m. Cian, m. Cáinte was son to the loveliest woman in Ireland; Eithne ní Balor. 
When Lugh had assumed kingship of Ireland he brought death on the Fomorians. 
When Balor had been killed by Lugh, Eithne followed Lugh to Tara. Tadg m. Nuadha 
came to seek Eithne and the lady was given to him. Their first child was Muirni. That 
is their relationship; Eithne was grandmother to Fionn.  

Ends by asking Patrick to pray for him and the soul of Cnú.  

 

98. 
Name of Text: Is aoibhinn Sliabh Cua rod clos 
Format: Verse 
Date: 18th-19th century 
MSS:  
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 34 (Hodges & Smith 169, 1007) [s. xviii] p. 291. 
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 22 (Hodges & Smith 149, 106) [s. xix] p. 260. 
Editions: Ó hUiginn, R., “Duanaire Finn: patron and text”, in: Carey, John (ed.), 
Duanaire Finn: reassessments, Irish Texts Society, Subsidiary Series 13, (London: Irish 
Texts Society, 2003), pp. 79–106; Gwynn, E. J., and J. H. Lloyd, “The burning of Finn’s 
house”, Ériu 1 (1904), pp. 13–37. 
 
Description: 
 
A ballad on the death of Garaid’s son Aod. The story of Aod's quarrel with Muc Smaile 
for killing his uncle Goll mac Morna, which is known from the Acallamh na Senórach 
(ed. Stokes, ending on line 2009), is continued here. E. J. Gwynn summarises the tale 
as follows: 

“Muc Smaile had killed Aod's uncle Goll mac Morna, and had refused to give an 
honour price that Aod considered sufficient. Aod seeks him out at Sliabh Cua and 
kills him in single combat: whereupon he is surrounded, with a handful of the Clann 
Morna, by six hundred of Muc Smaile's men, all of whom are slain in the fight that 
follows, except their leader Fionn mac Cubhain. But Aod has been twice wounded; 
'clouds of weakness' fall on him; the sea comes in, he is unable to stir, and is drowned 
by the rising tide”. 

 

99. 
Name of Text: Is cuimhin liom an imirt - The chess-game beneath the yew-tree. 
Fenian poem dealing with the chess-game beneath the yew-tree. In translation: “I 
remember the game”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 15th or 16th century, Early Modern Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 93v–
94r, beginning: ‘Cumain liom animirt’, context: Duanaire Finn 27 qq 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 27 (Hodges & Smith 87, 556) [s. xviii] f. 14b, 
context: Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne, 21 qq. 
Editions: Ní Shéaghdha, N., (ed.) (tr.), Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne: The 
pursuit of Diarmaid and Gráinne, Irish Texts Society 48, (Dublin: Irish Texts Society, 
1967); Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2., pp. 402-9. 
 
Description: 
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A chess game between Fionn and his son, Oisin. Caoilte and his sons sit and watch. 
Fionn wins the first match. During the second game, terrible evil occurred; Diarmaid 
dropped the berry from his hand. When Oisin saw the berry on the board he quickly 
moved it and placed a man in its place, but Fionn surmised that there was someone 
above them. Fionn says Diarmaid is helping Oisin cheat and he is not going to keep 
playing until he finds the man he is looking for. Osgar asks which is the man he 
desires. The rifheinidh of Almha tells him not to get him mad even though his 
prowess is good.  

Osgar tells him not to insult him, as he is of the house of Baoisgne. Faolán m. Fionn 
says Osgar is speaking too rudely to them and that his words may be harsh but that 
they do not fear his actions. Osgar says that although Faolán and his father are great, 
he shall carry Ó Duibhne off from the whole of the house of Baoisgne.  

Goll says that is great word from a single warrior that he would carry off a warrior in 
spite of the gathered men of Ireland around him. Osgar says he has not provoked 
Goll, nor anyone but the threatening house of Trénmhór. Osgar maintains that he 
can do it, calls Diarmaid down. Many warriors are beheaded in the fray. Caoilte had 
never seen a stouter smiting than when the families of Fionn and Osgar fought. 

Caoilte says it was this chess-game that led to the downfall of Fionn's flawless fíanna.  

 

100. 
Name of Text: Is fada anocht a nOilfinn - Oisín in Elphi. In translation: “Time passes 
wearily in Elphin tonight”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 73v 
(line 4 ff) 
2. Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 72.1.37 (Gaelic XXXVII) = Book of 
the Dean of Lismore [s. xvi] 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2., pp. 194-7. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisín (speaker) laments the death of the fíanna and the loss of his former life.  
 

101. 
Name of Text: Is úar geimred at-racht gáeth - In translation: “Winter is cold, the 
wind has risen", In the Acallamh. 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1175, late Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 Book of the White Earl = part of the 
Book of the White Earl [c. s. xv1] ff. 123r–146r  
2. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 487 [s. xv + s. xvii] ff. 12ra–52vb Four 
fragments. 
3. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 159–197 Ten fragments. 
4. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 4 [s. xv-xvi(?)] 
5. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (a) [s. xvii1] 
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Editions: “Anonymous: Description of winter and memory of the past”, in: Murphy, 
G., (ed.) (tr.), Early Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1956), pp. 154–155, 233. 
 
Description: 
 
Untranslated. Caoilte speaks.  
 

102. 
Name of Text: Iss é súd colg in laoich láin - Caoilte's sword. In translation: “That is 
the blade of the perfect warrior” 
Format: Verse 
Date: “probably from the middle of the 12th century” (Murphy),late Middle Irish 
(Murphy) or Early Modern Irish (?) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
65v (bottom)–68r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2., pp. 124-141. 
 
Description: 
 
An ode to Caoilte's sword. Tells of the various deeds it has done and the battles it has 
fought. Iris, the hag of Gleann Marc, gave the sword to Sithbhac. He gave it to Coibre 
Garbhshrón and then to Trénmhór. It came from him to Cumhalll, then Criomhall, 
then Fionn. Fionn gave it to the fíanna of Ireland. The fíanna of Fól gathered at 
Almhain. Fionn asked why they had come. Certain that it is for his generosity. They 
say he is one of the five most generous men in Ireland. He gives them the sword.  

Oisin asks what they have to do to get it, and Fionn says to consult the daughter of 
Conn's grandson, the Queen of Tara, as she is the best female judge in Ireland.  

Ailbhe says that each man who wishes to make a claim for the sword must race and 
the best runner will get the sword. Caoilte won the race with Fionn beside him. 
Caoilte is given the sword and Fionn retains the sheath. Ailbhe is asked to judge 
between them as they finish together. Ailbhe makes a judgement (that Caoilte should 
get it). Fionn offers Caoilte 1000 steeds and cows but then a group of men are seen 
riding towards them, including Fíthiol the wise. Ailbhe says that they should not 
reveal the case's outcome, but ask Fíthiol's opinion to see if the case is just.  

Fionn asks Fíthiol to judge their case. Cormac wants Fionn and Ailbhe to make peace 
between Fíthiol and Cormac. Apparently Fíthiol's goats came into Cormac's garden 
and ate all the plants and flowers. Fionn gives the particulars of his case, and Ailbhe's 
decision is upheld. 

The then turn to Cormac's case. Fíthiol is not certain it was his goats because they 
usually come to him without stopping. Also Cormac was supposed to have a gardener 
watching the garden. Ailbhe says the gardener should cover the damages. Cormac 
agrees. Cormac says he has a feast prepared for the fíanna. 1000 captains of the fían 
went to Tara, with Ailbhe and her ladies with them. They stayed feasting for five days. 
Cormac rewarded Fionn with 60 ounces of red golf and 50 red-pawed hounds, 50 
binders of drinking horns, 50 blue chess sets, and 50 show horses.  

Followed by great praise of Cormac and Fionn's kingship, shall not see the like again 
etc. 
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103. 
Name of Text: La da ndechaidh Fionn na bhfían - Manannán of the fían. In 
translation: “One day Fionn of the fían had gone westward” 
Format: Verse 
Date: “can hardly be earlier than the 15th century” (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
78r (line 3)–78v. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 240-47. 
 
Description: 
 
One day Fionn had gone West to hunt over Beann Golbain when he saw a strange 
warrior coming to meet them. A sword was through his head from ear to ear. The big 
warrior greeted the ríghféindidh (chieftain) and Goll, then sat by Goll's side.  

He asks for Fionn's protection to be conducted loyally from Fionn. Conán asks who 
put the sword in his head. He replies that he did hard combat with Manannán of the 
great hosts, and he put the sword there. Since then he has been under geasa 
searching the whole world for someone to take it out of him. He asks Fionn to take it 
out. Conán says he will do it, or take the head off if that doesn't work. 

Fionn says not to remove it, as they have no idea of what will happen if they do, or 
what trouble may come. Conán says he wants trouble and grabs the sword. He 
immediately falls to the ground paralysed. When the children of Morna saw this they 
drew their swords to behead the gruagach. Fionn arose on the other side to protect 
the gruagach along with the Baoisgne families. The many-weaponed fíanna fought 
against each other until they had killed 49 men. Goll apologises for having violated 
Fionn's safe conduct and sides with Fionn.  

Fionn puts the gruagach under geasa to tell them why he came to do them injury and 
who he is. He reveals he is Manannán mac Lir and he has great enmity against Fionn. 
He left his home to try and cause the fíanna to die at one another's hands.  

Fionn says they will not slay themselves for him and puts him under horrid geasa if he 
does not succour Conán. 

The gruagach drew out the sword and he measured its blade alongside Conán. Conán 
arose and brandished his sword against the Gruagach. Fionn raised his shield over 
Manannán. 

Every man of the fíanna was moving towards their arms when Manannán put his own 
sword about them, and then they knew nothing of hours or division of time until a 
day had gone by. 

 

104. 
Name of Text: La da rabhamur a nDún Bó - The coming of Laighne Mó. In 
translation: “One day we were in Dún Bó”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: early 15th century (Murphy), Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
76r (middle)–77r. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 222-233. 
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Description: 
 
One day the Fianna were in Dún Bó sent by Cairbre Lifechair as a garrison for the 
haven. Before long, Laigne the Great, the son of the king of the fomorians, came to 
them. Before that none of them had crossed the sea for 3 years in fear of the man. 
When he had passed over Scotland they saw the disturbance of the sea caused by the 
hand-rowing of the man. Patrick asks what he did. Oisín replies that he directed his 
sails towards them and succeeded in reaching the shore. Laigne fought with a broad 
club of hard iron with 300 hard knobs of Iron on one side. It had a case of silver, gold, 
and precious stones around it.  

When he landed, he gave a great war cry, seeking battle. Fionn who was with the 
children and grandchildren of Morna decided to go straight away to him in the guise 
of a poet. Fionn, Fearghus, Cnú DhearOil, and Bláthnaid went to Laigne's tent. Fionn 
and Fearghus greeted the man, whose equal they had never seen.  

Laigne sat with Fearghus on his left, and Fionn to the right. Fionn placed Cnú 
Dhearóil and Bláthnaid under his cloak, where they played soothing music for the 
druids to sing to. Fionn asked him his true name and what land he comes from. He 
replies that he is the son of the Fomorian King in the East, and his name is Laighne 
Mór. Fionn asks why he came. He replies that he has come to make the noble men of 
Ireland pay tribute to him and that no man sufficient to propagate the race would be 
left in Ireland.  

Fionn replies that many a hero has tried that before but that none has left to return 
East. Laigne says that he would not yield to any man. He then asked what payment 
the druids would like. Fionn says he must promise to protect all poets and do no 
harm to them. He makes that promise and promises that he will respect all that they 
own in Ireland.  

Fionn then says he may as well leave because he is Fionn, high prince of the true Fian, 
and Ireland belongs to him.  

Laigne protests that he only swore that to the druids and he is not a druid. Fionn 
replies that he is not only a druid, but that he is the greatest druid in the world.  

Laigne says he will not argue and asks that they make peace. Fionn made peace 
between Laigne and Ireland. Oisin says Fionn measured the warrior without him 
knowing it and that he was 7 times as tall as Fionn and twice as wide as Fionn was 
tall. 

Fionn goes to his men and they have a great feast unlike that given by the clergy, and 
then Laigne bade farewell to Ireland.  

 

105. 
Name of Text: La da raibh Fionn ag ol - The tale is often referred to Laoi an bhrait 
(Laoi(dh) an bhruit) ‘The lay of the mantle/cloak’. When embedded in Agalllamh 
Phádraig agus Oisín, it is known as Meisce agus rá na mban ‘The intoxication and 
boasting of the women’. In translation: “One day Fionn was drinking” 
Format: Verse 
Date: probably early 15th century (Murphy on the Duanaire Finn copy), Early Modern 
Irish (Murphy) 
MSS:  
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Duanaire Finn version 
1. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 86v 
(middle)–87r 
2. Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 72.1.37 (Gaelic XXXVII) = Book of 
the Dean of Lismore [s. xvi] p. 114ff 
Manuscripts of Agallamh Phádraig agus Oisín. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 330-35. 
 
Description: 
 
One day, Fionn was drinking in Almhain with only 6 men and 6 women, a man-
servant and a fair-bosomed maid servant. Fionn, Diarmaid, Mac Reithe, Oisin, Oscar, 
and Conán Maol were also there with their wives.  

When the drinking had gone to the women's heads, they started boasting that there 
were no women on Earth as pure as they. Fionn said the world is full of sin and wile, 
and that although they are good, there are many women who have lain with one 
husband only.  

A woman then came to test them. She wore a beautiful cloak, clad in a single thread. 
Fionn asked the woman in the gold cloak why she doesn't wear a thread. She replies 
that the virtue of the lovely cloak is such that if a naked woman puts it on, it will 
suffice to cover her, but only if she is the blameless wife of just one husband. 

Conán makes his wife put it on, and it rumpled at her side so he killed her. Diarmaid's 
wife tried it on but it did not cover her breast. Oscar's wife took the cloak but it did 
not cover her middle. Oisin's wife took it but it did not fit her. Maighean, Fionn's 
wife, took the cloak and it shrivelled up under her ears. Mac Reithe says to give the 
cloak to his wife and they will see it is as it was with the first woman. She puts it on 
and it covered her up to the middle of her little toe. She says that she unwittingly 
gave a kiss to Diarmaid o Dhuibhne and that is the only reason it does not touch the 
ground.  

The lady with the cloak says she will leave the house, for they have nothing to tell 
against her, but she has much to tell against them. Fionn says she must depart with a 
curse never to return, as she has left them sorry and ashamed.  

 

106. 
Name of Text: La da raibh Padraic a nDún - The lay of Airrghean the Great. In 
translation: “One day when Patrick was in Down” 
Format: Verse 
Date: 15th or 16th century, Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
89v (middle)–90r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2., pp. 362-369. 
 
Description: 
 
One day when Patrick was in Down, he came to the house of Oisin. Patrick wishes 
him blessing and says he has come to ask him about the greatest straight in which the 
Fían found themselves. Oisin says he will recount it.  
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One day in Almhain, Fionn forgot some of the Fían of Druim Dearg on the occasion 
of a feast and they were angered. When those heroes had been forgotten as regards 
the drinking, they forswore Fionn's walled fort for a year. The 2 warriors went off to 
the king of Lochlainn and were men of his household. The king of Lochlainn used to 
win victory in all warfare and his name was Airrgheann son of Anear of the ships. The 
wife of the king fell in love with one of Fionn's deserters; Aillé of the sharp weapons. 
They went together to the king's bed and from there they went to Almhain.  

The king of Lochlainn mustered his host which included 18 kings and they crossed to 
Ireland, heading for Almhuin. They spread their tents quickly on the hill opposite the 
fíanna. Fionn proposed a great present to the king of Lochlainn along with the return 
of his wife. He says he will accept nothing but the death of Fionn.  

30 helmets of the fían including Aílle fell by Airrgheann's hand before the hosts 
joined the battle. Fionn, the prince, asked the nobles of Inis Fáil who would capture 
Airgheann. Goll volunteers. Fionn tells him to take Mac Lugach, Oscar, Fear 
Reamhar, and the son of Liug for further protection.  

They rose to protect their lord and of the host of the king of Lochlainn, not a single 
man returned alive to Lochlainn. There was great combat; on the 8th day Goll had 
Airgheann's head. Oisin swears by the soul of his king that one man more than half 
the fíanna died there.  

Written by Aodh (colophon). 

 

107. 
Name of Text: La robhámar ar Slíabh Truim - The chase of Sliabh Trui. In 
translation: “A day that we were on Sliabh Truim”. The poem ends etcetera 
(abbreviated), suggesting that the exemplar was longer 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
40r–43r (line 6) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 75-80, 187-193. 
 
Description: 
 
One day, they were at Sliabh Truim. They all had shields and Fionn had 2 hounds and 
2 beagles. They are spread out hunting. Names the hounds and some of the fíanna. 
That was the best hunting done in Oisin's life.  

Goll divided the prey but forgot himself and Oisin. Goll said that's because Oisin 
hated him. Oisin draws his sword to fight him. Fionn came and seized Oisin's arm. 
He refused to let them leave until they had made peace. Then they toasted the 
plunder and set out for Loch Cuan. They found a monster on the hill whose head was 
bigger than a hill. When it saw the host it demanded food from them. Fionn said that 
he was not an Irish monster, asked where he came from. He says he came from 
Greece to seek combat of the fían. He claims he will not leave a single one of them 
alive unless he gets satisfaction. He asks to fight Fionn.  

Fionn asks his name and his father's. The monster replies that his father was known 
as Crouch of the Rock and his mother was a gruesome reptile. He then begs to fight. 
Fionn sends the fían against him and many nobles of the fían perish. Spears were cast 
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at the reptile and he cast spines at them. The beast would swallow a man and his gear 
at the same time. He swallowed Fionn and the fíanna gave a great cry, but Fionn cut 
him open from inside and let out all of the men.  

Fionn and the beast then fought until the beast died. It then lists many beasts Fionn 
slew.  

 

108. 
Name of Text: Laoi Mheargaigh na Lann - ‘The lay of Meargach na Lann’ 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Síle Ní Mhurchú has identified as many as 75 manuscript copies of 
the Agallamh, including:  
1. 17 copies with eleven lays  
2. 24 copies that are incomplete (whether due to omission or loss of leaves) but follow 
the same order,  
3. 25 copies that are complete or near complete, but do not follow the same order or 
contain additions of other material,  
4. 9 such manuscripts contain a version with five additional lays.  
Additional: 
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 15 (377) [s. xviii] Earliest copy of the 
collection as such. 
2. Cambridge, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Ir 10 [c. 1800] 
Editions:  
Laoithe fiannuigheachta, pp. 94-163. 
 
Description: 
 
A warrior approached and did not salute or do homage to anyone but asked where 
their chief was. Aodh Beag asked who he was and from whence he came. He refuses 
to tell them anything until he has spoken to Fionn. They tell him that Fionn is on the 
hill upon which Tailc mac Treoin fell.  

Aodh and the champion went quickly to the hill. When the fíanna saw them 
approaching, the druid said that Fionn would soon not be good humoured. The man 
asks if this is Fionn, and if he slew Tailc mac Treoin. Fionn replies saying he will tell 
him if the man reveals his name. He reveals that his name is Stern Meargach of the 
sharp tempered green blades. He also says he has never been reddened by arms. 
Oscar asks if this is through his own victories of hand and spear. Meargach responds 
that there is not on Earth a sword or hero who ever wounded him. Oscar warns that if 
this is not a friendly visit then this will no longer be true. Meargach says that the 
fíanna will fall by his hand. Fionn pledges he will be wounded through the heart. 
Meargach asks by whose hand Tailc mac Treoin was slain, and Fionn says it was 
Oscar. Meargach asks whether the fenians are shamed to have killed a princess, 
Tailc's wife. Fionn replies that none of them harmed her but she died of grief. Fionn 
then says that if Meargach wants battle, he will get it, but if not he should depart. 

Meargach says that even though he has his hosts over the hill, he will fight without 
their help, and he will leave only 2 of the fíanna alive. Fionn asks who he will leave 
alive and Meargach says he will leave Fionn and his son Aodh, but he will never leave 
the hill until he has repaid the death of Tailc. Fionn asks if 2 deaths is not sufficient, 
given the loss from the battle. Meargach says it will not suffice. Fionn says he will not 
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suffer the death of any of the fían. Meargach again refuses to leave before the death of 
the fían. Oisin admitted to Patrick that the fíanna were terrified. 

Fionn says that Meargach shall have single combat or more if that's what he wants. 
Meargach doesn't seem to mind if it's one by one or a big battle. Fionn chooses single 
combat and Meargach goes to fetch his hosts and they decide to battle in the 
morning. Meargach asks that Fionn have the best warrior of the fían ready to battle 
when he arrives. Fionn summons the fíanna and tells them the danger, puts them 
into 7 battalions. Fionn addresses the battalions in turn, asking if they will fight for 
him. They all say they will.  

Fionn asks Oscar if he will lead the charge and fight in single combat against 
Meargach. He says he will but he worries Fionn will be the target afterwards and that 
cannot be because he is their chief and protector. Fionn asks Goll if he will fight 
Meargach in single combat, he replies that Fionn asks only because he does not love 
Goll and doesn't want Oscar to be in danger. Fionn says that not to do so would break 
his word of loyalty to Fionn. Goll says he will not flinch from the fight. Fionn asks 
Diarmaid Donn, he says he will not fight single combat but will fight in the fray. He 
asks Faolan, who says Fionn would not be sorry if he fell there but that he would 
fight.  

Fionn asks all the fenians and they refuse to go in single combat, only as one body. 
Finally he addresses the chief of the rear guards who said they would follow Caoin 
Liath (the gentle grey old man) into battle. Oscar and Fionn raise a shout of applause 
for the rear guard after all the others refused to fight.  

The next day Caoin Liath took his armour and shield and struck the battle blow. 
Meargach came out of his hosts to the spot. Meargach asks if it is Fionn in the armour 
waiting to fight singly, Fionn replies it is Caoin Liath of the rear guard who was the 
only man would fight him singly. Meargach sends a warrior to match him, whose 
name was Donn Dorcain. They fight bravely. Conán spoke harshly and fiercely even 
though he stands back from the fight, calling for Caoin Liath to finish quickly. The 
two fought until evening when finally Donn was beheaded. The Fenians cheer loudly 
although Caoin Liath is wounded. Fionn says that since Conán's talk was so fierce, it’s 
now his turn to fight in single combat with one of the host. Conán refused.  

Meargach comes out in armour and calls either for Fionn to face him or one of his 
warriors. Fionn asks again if he is not content with how many had fallen. Meargach 
says no. Fionn called Bunanan the melodious and he came along. Meargach says he 
will muster his host and let the heroes loose on each other if one of the fenians won't 
talk to him. Oscar soon approached. Oisin laments his death. 

Patrick asks who gained victory at Cnoc-an-air. Meargach and Oscar engaged fiercely 
in single combat. Oisin says ‘Patrick, if you had seen the two you would not praise 
God’s only son!’. All the fenians were trembling with fear that Oscar would fall, the 
hosts of Meargach were doing the same. ‘O Patrick, if you were there you would not 
mention the clerics!’. Patrick ;Oh, Oisin, leave off a while and get back to the story!’. 

Oscar says to Meargach that he has reddened Meargach’s body of his spear and cut 
flesh to the bone, tells him to die. Meargach says he does not fear death at Oscar’s 
hand, he believes Oscar will fall. Oscar says he thinks Meargach’s death is near at 
hand. Oscar laid Meargach mighty low to the ground. When he arose he was 
ashamed and his strength increased. The two noble heroes went from dawn to dusk 
without cessation. Meargach asked Oscar if he would relinquish the battle for the 
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night so they departed. In the morning they fought again and it was not long until the 
fíanna shouted. Patrick asks why they shouted. Oisin says it was a wail of 
lamentation. Patrick asks why; Oisin says because Meargach’s 3rd blow left Oscar on 
the ground, and the fenians thought him dead. But he soon rose again. Fionn said 
that Oscar had never been laid to the ground in a battle before.  

Meargach says that Oscar will be feeble soon, and all the fenians dead but Fionn and 
Aodh. Oscar says because he has injured Meargach, the fenians need not fear him. 
Conán reminds him what a loss to the fenians his death would be. This roused Oscar 
which led to the greatest battle ever. By the end of the 2nd day, there was no spot on 
either body that was not injured. Fionn calls to Oscar to remind him that he slew the 
wizard of Dromore and says that if he is vanquished by Meargach, the fenians will no 
longer recognise him. He keeps yelling things like that. Meargach fell but then stood 
again, saying that it was sad for the fenians. The fenians think they should stop for 
the night. Meargach says that is a good idea and that he has never encountered a man 
mightier. Oscar- from this night on, I shall not be near you or Fionn until one of us is 
dead. They stop for the night. The next morning they continue. They keep fighting 
without stop for 10 days. Oscar says to Meargach that there is great shame for them 
that the battle goes on so long. Meargach replied; ‘you have the hardiest hand I’ve 
fought. When you fall, so shall the fenians.’ Oscar ‘it is not my end, nor that of the 
fenians.’ Meargach asks for repose, Oscar says he would not stop until he had 
beheaded him. Oscar did not stop until he beheaded him. 

Meargach’s son came forward and asked for battle, Longaden m. Brodin came to meet 
him. Oscar is covered in wounds, but still asks to fight Meargach’s son, but Fionn says 
no. Healing medicine was applied.  

Ciardan (Meargach’s son) kills Longadan, then 110 others. On the 2nd day he killed 
200 men. Eventually Goll mac Morna went forward and slew Ciardan. Ciardan’s 
brother came forward (Liagan) and he challenges the fenians. Cerin m. Lughaidh 
engaged him but fell. Another 101 men fell. Conán went to fight and Conán tricks him, 
says there is a man behind him. When Ligan turns around and Conán beheads him. 
Conán ran back to the fíanna and threw his sword away. Faolan asked why the bald 
man did not hold his ground, he says it is because Liagan fell from a shameful act. 
Oisin says that if he could kill all of them with one deed in a false manner, he would 
not hesitate. Faolan tells Conán to go back and fight one or two of the host. Conán 
says he will not, and that any who is ashamed of him should fight instead. Faolan asks 
Conán to go with him and give him a helping hand and to call for help from the 
fenians if Faolan should fall. Conán says no because if he were to fall it would be too 
late to call. Faolan tells him again to come and to bring his sword; he doesn’t have to 
stay if he’s scared to die.  

They proceed step by step until they reach the place Liagan fell. Conán tells Faoloan 
to be quiet. The bald man raised his sword and ran back to the Fenians. Faolan 
proclaimed battle. A valiant hero named Daolchiabh came to meet him. Before long 
Faolan is behind his shield and the foe rejoice, whilst the fenians wail. Oscar heard 
the wail and left his bed, running at full speed to them. He says when he heard the 
wail, he thought they were all dead. Faolan and Daolchiabh were still in battle and 
Fionn ordered Oscar back to the dún but Oscar refused to leave. Faolan was about to 
fall but then Oscar yelled encouragement to him, and soon Faolan beheaded 
Daolchiabh. Oscar called for a great battle between the hosts but Faolan says he will 
not give up until more had fallen by single combat.  
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Patrick asks why they hadn’t just battled in the first place. Oisin says they always gave 
enemies a choice. Patrick says to tell the story truly to see how it ended, and if Faolan 
fell. After Daolchiabh died, Faolan asked permission from Fionn to battle another 
hero and a hero named Cian mac Luchtna came. A princess approached during the 
fight but Cian fell before she arrived, The enemy gave a great wail recognising the 
princess and the fíans gazed silently at her whilst she cried. She had golden locks 
unlike those seen before on a woman. She asked where Fionn was and whether her 
husband and son had fallen. Fionn asks who her husband and sons were; if they had 
died there she would get their stories. They were Meargach, Ciardan, and Liagan. 
Fionn says although they were great, they fell in battle. The princess wailed and asked 
where they were, making her way to their bodies.  

The fenians mustered East and West and the foe in a likewise manner listening to the 
Caoin (Caíne- act of lamenting). Oisin says that Patrick, God, and his clerics have 
never seen the like of that woman who stood over their bodies and tore her hair. Her 
beautiful forehead changed colour, her face changed and she was equal to death. 
Soon she died and both sides wailed in grief.  

Although they thought she had died, they saw her rise and sing a lament (this is 
another poem).  

 

109. 
Name of Text: Laoi na seilge - ‘The lay of the hunt’, in Agallamh Oisín agus Phádraig 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Síle Ní Mhurchú has identified as many as 75 manuscript copies of 
the Agallamh, including:  
1. 17 copies with eleven lays  
2. 24 copies that are incomplete (whether due to omission or loss of leaves) but follow 
the same order,  
3. 25 copies that are complete or near complete, but do not follow the same order or 
contain additions of other material,  
4. 9 such manuscripts contain a version with five additional lays. 
Some manuscript copies: 
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 15 (377) [s. xviii] Earliest copy of the 
collection as such. 
2. Cambridge, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Ir 10 [c. 1800] 
Editions: No real edition, however the tale has been adapted into song by Lillis Ó 
Laoire and is available online at 
http://projects.beyondtext.ac.uk/vernacularpoetry/uploads/laoi_na_seilge_the_lay_of
_the_hunt.pdf 
It has also been adapted in the book: Lloyd, J. H., Cruach Chonaill. Tiomsughadh 
spíontóg de sgéalaidheacht an fhochla. Seosamh Laoide do rinne díosgán díobh, 
(Toronto, 1913), pp. 107-114. 
 
Description: 
 
One day the fíanna were at Allen and Fionn went onto the green where he saw a deer 
coming. He called Bran and Sceolang and went hunting without telling the fían. 
When he climbed the mountain he couldn't tell whether the deer had gone East or 
West. He stayed in consternation a while before he saw a woman on the banks of 
Loch Lein with golden locks. Fionn asked the woman if she had seen his hounds. She 

http://projects.beyondtext.ac.uk/vernacularpoetry/uploads/laoi_na_seilge_the_lay_of_the_hunt.pdf
http://projects.beyondtext.ac.uk/vernacularpoetry/uploads/laoi_na_seilge_the_lay_of_the_hunt.pdf
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says she has no interest in hunting and has not seen the hounds. She is weeping 
because her ring fell in the stream, puts a geis on Fionn to get it. He found it, became 
a grey old man. Meanwhile Caoilte asks where Fionn is, they go looking for him, see 
the old man and asked what happened. Fionn says the daughter of Cuileann did it.  
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110. 
Name of Text: Leacht Guill do chráidh mo chroidhe - Goll’s tomb and the coming of 
Magnus. In translation: “The tomb of Goll has grieved my heart”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: probably 15th century (Murphy), Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
85v (middle)–86v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 318-29. 
 
Description: 
 
The tomb of Goll. Lament for Goll and description of his death. One day Fionn and 81 
nobles of the fíanna set off from the towering cliffs to win mastery over the sea. To 
the North of the land of the beaches they saw a large number of vessels sailing 
towards the harbour; 2000 ships from Lochlainn. Magnus the Great, son of the king of 
Lochlainn, came to the shore of Ireland and burned everything from the heather to 
the sea. He wanted to fight against the forces of the High King on that beach and sent 
word to Fionn. Fionn's army said to leave the land to the man rather than risking his 
people being slain. Fionn went to leave and they were readying their boats when 
Iollan came, asking why Fionn has left Ireland to him. Fionn says a great warrior has 
come and won submission over Ireland. Iollan (Goll) asks where are the fenian nobles 
that they would not stand against him? Asks after a long list of fenian nobles shaming 
them by mentioning their great deeds etc. Fionn says that his men would rather go 
beneath the green earth than fight Magnus because no-one escapes from him alive 
and he will kill a host before he is dead. Fionn says that he has no equal under the sun 
but Goll. Goll makes Fionn promise that he will never send a token of submission 
from Goll or Garadh in any ship with a foreigner's son. Fionn says that if Goll gives 
Magnus battle, he will send his hostages to Goll's house. 

Goll goes to fight with Magnus on Fionn's behalf. Fionn offered Magnus Goll's weight 
in gold if he would at least make the fight last until the next morning. Goll said he 
would rather fight the man than own the wealth of the world. They fought hand to 
hand on the beach. A great streak of flaming fire went from them to the clouds of 
heaven. When spears struck the warriors, a green flame and red jet spurted out. They 
sent showers of red blood everywhere and Goll cuts off Magnus' hand, then his head.  

A bit more lament; Goll was the one to truly save Ireland.  

 

111. 
Name of Text: Lige Guill - ‘The grave of Goll (in Mag Raigne)’. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century, Late Middle Irish 
MSS: LL version (earliest) 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] pp. 204a–205b 
Duanaire Finn version 
Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 68r 
(middle)–70v, beginning: ‘Derg rúathar cloinne Morna’ (“The red rush of Morna’s 
children”). It shares many stanzas with the LL version, but they are arranged in a 
different order. 
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Editions: Ó Murchadha, D., (ed.) (tr.), Lige Guill: The grave of Goll. A Fenian poem 
from the Book of Leinster, Irish Texts Society 62, (London: Irish Texts Society, 2009); 
Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 142-153. 
Description: 
 
The version in Duanaire Finn is entitled "The wild rush of the house of Morna" 

The grave of Goll. The red rush of Morna's children killed many across Ireland. Lists 
many people that they killed. One day they came upon the sons of Morna at the hard 
slopes of Collan. Goll said in a loud voice that Fionn should not find them without the 
sons of Cormac. Daighre asks for his gilded harp so he can put everyone to sleep with 
it. The harp was brought to the son of Morna who played sweet melodies until 
everyone fell asleep. When they were asleep, Fionn's fían came to them with all their 
host, they were awakened by the sound of the fían being slaughtered. Lists some of 
the 200 people slain, including Oisin's 2 sons.  

Dindsenchus; 5626 of the children of Baoisgne were killed there.  

 

112. 
Name of Text: Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn - The adventure on Slieve Gullen. In 
translation: “One day the son of Cumhail was preparing the case of Slieve Gullen”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: The vocabulary employed is on the whole suggestive of the 15th century” 
(Murphy), Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
78v (middle)–83v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 248-297. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisin speaks. One day Fionn was preparing the chase of Slieve Gullen when they saw 
a dangerous warrior approaching them over bogs. He had a black mantle and the 
insignia worn by high-princes. He had a dark appearance, with only one eye. His nose 
was the size of a fenian fist. He had 2 battle spears and a sword in his hands with a 
club on his shoulder. When the fenian nobles saw him approach, each man armed 
himself and Fionn lifted his blade. The fían gathered around Fionn.  

Fionn ordered the assembled strength to go and meet the champion. Conán m. 
Morna said that Fionn was very scared of the warrior. Fionn said that never did fear 
seize him, and that if he had not regard for his folly he would strike Conán's head 
from his body. Conán says that Fionn's men have never brought down a head as good 
as his. When Fionn heard Conán's violent answer, he bared his sword, and Conán 
bared his in response, rushing to meet the king. Conán said to the son of Muirne "I 
should advise you, o man, not to wait for my attack". When Fionn heard Conán's 
continued abuse, he grasped his 2 brave spears and held them near him. Conán said 
weakly that he accepted Fionn's protection and made obeisance. Fionn gave him 
protection and bade him go back among his people.  

Oisin and Caoilte asked the man where he came from and who his father was. He is 
Dubh mac Diorfaidh, and his surname is Mac Suirnn. The object of his journey is to 
gain submission from everyone. Oisin says it is dangerous for him to admit that he 
seeks the submission of the men of Ireland. The warrior says that if all the hosts of 
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the world were ready to come at his beck and call, he would not call then but instead 
fight as a whole army by himself. Oscar asked how many men he usually fought at 
once and he says it is always 1000 valorous champions, each with 20 spears in his 
hand, and 1000 swords of the keenest edge, and 1000 shields protecting them.  

Conán asked in a very loud voice, which of the fenians would fight? Oscar said he 
would on behalf of his father and grandfather. Caoilte calls that it is good he 
volunteered because his father (Oisin) is no fighter. Fionn's fíanna thought there was 
no-one from the fíanna from whom Oisin should receive an insult. Oscar asks what 
Oisin has done to Caoilte to require insult. Caoilte says he would not give any more 
info to Oscar than Oisin who would be an old man in Crumlin. Oscar says Caoilte 
speaks too boldly, and that he will fall by Oscar's hand. Caoilte accepts the challenge 
but Oisin asks to avenge it himself. Oscar agrees. Oisin asks why he has been 
insulted, Caoilte replied that Oisin would be left seeking tithes when the rest were 
gone.  

Conán Maoil called out to say "let him show you no respect and may you prize him no 
whit more." Oisin says it is right that Conán helps to oppose him, as it was Oisin who 
broke the goblet on his head in the Bruighean of Ceis Corainn.  

Conán says that was avenged by the slaying of Cumhall at the battle of Cnucha. Oisin 
says he will not cherish the memory of that grievance against him now. Conán claims 
that Oisin isn't coming closer to him because he's scared of Conán's sword. Oisin 
starts to ignore Conán and his slandering. He rushes through the host and leaves 
Caoilte in evil plight. Caoilte tries to run to Thules but Oisin forces him to Slieve 
Gullen. He didn't rest until he had caught Caoilte and brought him to the fíanna, 
fettered. When Fionn saw Caoilte he said he would give Oisin good reward. Oisin says 
he will not make peace with Fionn until he has ruined Caoilte. Fionn, Oscar, and 
Cairioll determine that Caoilte owes Oisin 200 Goblets, 200 drinking horns, and 200 
swords. All that and as much again is what Oisin received before he let Caoilte go. 
Oisin and Oscar promise Caoilte no galling reproach and they reconcile.  

The Black one, son of Diorfadh called the fíanna to fight him. Oscar says to Cairioll m. 
Fionn that they will fight and defeat him. Fionn said to Oscar that they should not 
fight him. Oscar says to Fionn that his counsel has been the ruin of the Fianna and 
that it was easy to take hostages in pledge from the fíanna of Ireland. Faolan says 
Oscar speaks too boldly to Fionn. Fionn says to Oscar either he'll have vengeance or 
Oscar or he'll cease to live, and that were it not for the Black one seeking battle, he 
would avenge the contentious acts. Oscar says he will continue to act that way even if 
Fionn and his 7 battalions were all opposed to him. Fionn says that although Oscar 
speaks confidently, his father will carry priests’ bells and books. Oscar- “I would 
sooner that my father and I be left when the fíanna are gone than eat the marrow of 
my hands as you are wont to do; you obtain knowledge by chewing your finger.” 
Fionn ceased arguing, abandoned his fear and promised he would give him pure gold 
and silver fair and white. Fionn gave Oscar 20 vessels of yellow gold and 20 of white 
bronze as well as 80 hound pups. Oscar and Oisin make peace with Fionn and pledge 
to him.  

Then the monstrous apparition spoke and said the time was ready for the battle. 
Fionn urged Oscar to advance the fray. He responded quickly and grasped the silken 
standard of the fair women which was used for sharp-bladed conflict. He took his 
sword and 2 spears, grasped his shield. Oscar went to fight the giant. Cairioll and 
Oscar, along with Mag Lugach and Fiachra m. Eachtach advanced. Also Aodh beag, 
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Faolán, Diarmaid, 200 warriors, Goll, Caoilte, Conán, Garaidh, Oscar m. 
Croimcheann, the grey-man of Luachair, Fionn m. Breasal, Oscar's 2 sons, the 3 
Fionns, the 3 Aodhán's, the 3 Faolán's of Leitir Loinndeirg, and the children of the 
grey man, Caoilte, and Gal Gaoithe.  

The giant gave a stiff beating to Oscar and Cairioll, laid Caoilte, Garaidh, and Conán 
low. He killed Gal Gaoithe, Criomthann m. Goll, 1200 warriors, 20 strong captains of 
the fíanna of Connacht; even greater slaughter on the fían of Scotland and Britain. 
Also killed Roighne m. Fionn, a son of Oisin, and 2000 warriors. Oscar went to meet 
him in conflict. They battle; it is said that never before or since has a combat been 
fought to equal that of Oscar and Dubh. Oscar gave a blow which split the marrow of 
the vertebrae of his neck. The warrior returned with a blow that split his shield. Oscar 
gave a blow which made 2 halves of his skull and killed him. 3 war-cries were uttered 
in the war prince's palace for the falling of the man who had caused such distress.  

They threw the warrior in the cave at Slieve Gullen. Oisin then gives the subsequent 
tidings of Oscar. The leeches of Ireland were tending him for a year after that fight. 
Oisin says all their sovereignty would have passed to the giant if not for Oscar. After 
that day Oscar was being healed for 9 months. Oisin says no wonder he is sad, Oscar 
and Fionn, and the Fian of Ossory are all gone. He laments the deaths of various 
warriors and recalls life before the demise of the Fianna. Enumerates the men of the 
fíanna and how they were fed.  

Patrick asks why Cinn Choire was given as the name of the fortress of Fearghus man 
Róice. Oisin says that Cinn Choire came a long time ago from France to win 
submission. He sent an envoy to Fionn saying that Fionn should submit and cease 
hunting in Ireland. Conán Maol said that if he was not within the presence of Fionn 
then Cinn Choire's warrior's head would be without a body. Cinn Choire's warrior 
says that if they were left to fight it out then he would meet him in combat. Fionn 
says no battle will be done whilst among his people. He bids him take a reply to Cinn 
Choire that battle will be given but hunting rights will only be won if all the fíanna 
are dead. He gave the message, and Cinn Chaoire said he would win. They advance 
together 4 battalions strong against 9 score hundred (18,000?). There is a big battle, 
many fall on each side. Cinn Choire was slain by Oscar. Oisin says that even if he had 
script and pen, he would not be able to reckon even a third of all those Oscar killed in 
battle. Oisin laments his situation. Patrick asks for a story of Oisin's triumphing.  

One day whilst they were carousing, quarrel broke out between Fionn and Oisin. 
Patrick asks why, Oisin says it was because he asked for half of the captains of the 
fíanna. Fionn replied that Oisin would not get headship of the fíanna, even if Fionn 
were dead and that neither he nor Oscar would receive any more than a part of the 
fíanna of Connacht. Oisin and Oscar swear that they will not have done with Fionn 
until they get what they demand. Fionn says Oisin asks too often for battle and 
hostages when Fionn has 12 separate kids who would fight him. Oscar says it will not 
be long before that is tested in person, when Fionn and Oisin fought against each 
other. Oscar rose and made all those in Almhain stand up even though Fionn did not 
will it. Cairioll arose to seek respect from Oscar saying he would ward off Oscar and 
Oisin. They faced each other for battle and fought fiercely. Fionn said to Goll to 
quickly separate Oscar and Caireoill. Goll says he would not for all the wealth in the 
fortress until they stop fighting. Fionn and Goll intervene and stop the fight. Before 
they had stopped the fight, Oscar had killed 200 men, and many were injured. As a 
result, every 2nd hunt, red-edged sword, hound, blade, and spear was given to Oisin 
and Oscar. Also the 2nd half of every battalion, every 2nd lance, combat, and poem. 
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Every 2nd share of drinking, melody, drinking horn, goblet, and cup. Oisin was given 
the office of tanist when by Fionn, tanistry of Gold and Dogs. 

Patrick asks what his share of the fían was, Oisin says that neither he nor Oscar 
lacked 4 permanent divisions of the fíanna. Patrick says Oisin must ask God's 
forgiveness, Oisin does, asks Patrick to ask for heaven for Fionn etc. Patrick says he 
will not because they preferred the sounds of hounds rather than be God's 
supplicants. Oisin says that if Patrick had known the fíanna, he would have preferred 
their company for one day than to perform the office of the hours.  

 

113. 
Name of Text: Mac Lesc mac Ladáin aithech 
Format: Prose & Verse  
Date: 12th century (Meyer), Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 502 2 (ff. 19-89) = Lebar Glinne Dá Locha 
(?) [1125 x 1150] ff. 59vb–60ra. 
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 208a 
Editions: Meyer, Kuno (ed.) (tr.), Four Old-Irish songs of summer and winter, 
(London: Nutt, 1903) 
 
Description: 
 
Story in which Fionn mac Cumaill and his servant Mac Lesc mac Ladáin are separated 
from the Fían. 
 

114. 
Name of Text: Macgnímartha Find 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 12th century (Meyer) 
MSS: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 Leabhar na Rátha = Leabhar na 
Rátha [1453–1454] ff. 118rb–121v, heading: ‘Macgnímartha Finn innso sis’ beginning: 
‘Dorala comtinol aigh ocus imfich debtha imon fianaigecht’ 
Editions: Meyer, K. (ed.), “Macgnímartha Find”, Revue Celtique 5 (1882), pp. 195–204, 
508;  
Meyer, K., “Macgnímartha Finn”, Archiv für celtische Lexikographie 1 (1900), p. 482; 
Carey, J. (tr.), “[Various contributions]”, in: Koch, J. T., and J. Carey (eds.), The Celtic 
Heroic Age. Literary sources for ancient Celtic Europe and early Ireland & Wales, Celtic 
Studies Publications 1, 4th ed. (1995), (Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications, 
2003); Meyer, K., (tr.), “The boyish exploits of Finn”, Ériu 1 (1904), pp. 180–190. 
 
Description: 
 
There was a contest of chieftaincy of the fían and the high-stewardship of Ireland 
between Cumhall m. Trénmór and Tirgriu m. Lugaid Corr. Torba Ní Eochaman was 
the wife of Cumhall until he married Muirne. The battle of Cnucha was fought 
between Cumhall and Urgriu. Luchet and Aed m. Morna met in the battle. Luchet 
wounded Aed and from then onwards he was known as Goll. Goll killed Luchet which 
lead to a feud between Fían and m. Morna. A song sung by the shanachie about Goll.  
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Cumhall left Muirne pregnant and she gave birth to Demne. Fiacail m. Conchenn and 
Bodbmall the druidess and the Grey one of Luachair came to Muirne and carried 
away the boy.; Muirne later slept with Gleor Red-Hand, king of Lamraige, whence the 
saying "Fionn mac Gleor". Bodbmall and the Grey one took Demne into the forest of 
Sliab Bladma where he was secretly reared. After 6 years, Muirne came to visit her son 
because she had heard he was there and feared the sons of Morna might find him. 
When she found him she pressed him to her bosom. She was pregnant at the time. 
She tells the female warriors to care for him until he is fit to be a fighter.  

One day Demne went out and saw ducks on a lake. He sent a shot among them, 
knocking the feathers and wings off one so that a trance fell on her, and that was 
Fionn's first chase. Later he went with several travellers (cairds) to flee from the sons 
of Morna. They were Futh, Ruth, Regna of Moy Fea, Temle, Olpe, and Rogein. Fionn 
got scurvy and went bald. He was called Demne the bald for a time. There was a 
reaver called Fiacail m. Codna in Leinster at that time. At Feeguile, Fiacail came upon 
them and killed all but Demne. Demne was then with Fiacail in his house in Sescenn 
Uairbeóil and there the female warriors found Demne and took him home.  

One day he went out until he reached Moy Liffey and he saw youths hurling on the 
green there. He went to play with them. He came again the next day and they put one 
fourth of their number against him. Then they went against him and he beats them 
all. The ask his name and she says it's Demne. The youths tell the men of the 
stronghold and are told to kill him. They say they cannot do it. They described him as 
Fionn and from then onwards the youths called him Fionn. He came again the next 
day and they all threw their hurleys against him. He turns among them and throws 7 
to the ground. He goes then into the forests of Slieve Bloom. At the end of a week, he 
came back. The youths were swimming in a lake and challenge him to come and 
drown them. He jumps in and drowns nine. Everybody asked who drowned them and 
they replied that it was Fionn.  

Once he saw deer on Slieve Bloom. The warrior women lamented that they could not 
get hold of one. Fionn dashes in and grabs 2 bucks, bringing them back to the hinting 
booth. After that he hunted them constantly. The women told him to go as the sons 
of Morna are waiting to kill him.  

He went alone to Loch Leana and took military service with the king of Banty. There 
was no hunter his equal. The king says that had Cumhaill left a son they would think 
it was Fionn, but the only son they know of is Tulcha m. Cumhaill who lives in 
Scotland. Fionn leaves the king and goes to Carbdige (Karry) and takes military 
service there. He plays fidchell with him and Fionn wins 7 in a row. The king asks 
who he is and Fionn says he is the son of a peasant but the king recognises him as 
mac Muirne and tells him to flee.  

He went to Cullen to the house of Lochán a chief smith whose very beautiful 
daughter Cruithne, fell in love with Fionn. Lochán says he will give him his daughter 
seven though he doesn't know who Fionn is. They sleep together. Fionn asks for 
spears from Lochán and he makes him two. He then bade Lochán farewell and left. 
Lochán tells him not to go on the road on which is the sow called Beo, as it was she 
who devastated Munster. But Fionn did and when the sow charged him he struck her 
through with a spear and took the head as a gift to the smith's daughter; henceforth 
known as Slieve Muck in Munster.  

After that the youth went to Connacht to seek Crimall m. Trénmór. On the way he 
heard a woman wailing, saw a woman with tears of blood and then a gush of blood 
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from her mouth. Fionn says "you are a red-mouthed woman," she says her only son 
has been slain by a terrible warrior. Fionn asks her son's name; it's Glonda. 
Dinnsenchus of Ford of Glonda, Causeway of Glonda, and Ford of the red mouth. 
Fionn pursued and killed the warrior, who had the treasure-bag of the fíanna with 
him. This man was the Grey one of Luachair.  

He then goes to Connacht and finds Crimall as an old man in a desert wood there and 
a number of the old fían there with him. Fionn shows him the bag and told him the 
story. Fionn said farewell to Crimall and went to learn poetry from Finnéces on the 
Boyne. He didn't dare live elsewhere in Ireland until he had learnt poetry, for fear of 
the sons of Urgriu and Morna.  

Finnéces had been on the Boyne for 7 years because he had been prophesised to eat 
the salmon of Féc. They caught the salmon, Demne burnt his thumb and sucked it; 
got the salmon knowledge and the name Fionn. From then on whenever he put the 
thumb in his mouth and says the Teinm Láida, whatever he had been ignorant of 
would be revealed. Fionn makes a lay.  

Fionn went to Cethern m. Fintan to learn further poetry. At that time there was a very 
beautiful maiden at the fairy-knoll of Bri Ele and the girl was called Ele. The men of 
Ireland were at feud about the maiden. One man after another went to woo her at 
Halloween because the fairy-knolls were always open at Halloween. For every man 
who went to woo her one of his men would be slain. The poet Cethern went to woo 
the maiden but Fionn did not like him going. As they went to the knoll they formed 
themselves into 3 bands with 9 in each band. As they went there a man of their band 
was slain between them and they did not know who it was. Oircbel was the name of 
the man, hence Fert Oircbel in Clonfad. They separated and Fionn went from them.  

He went to the house of the champion Fiacail man Conchinn at Slievemargue. Fionn 
told him about the man slain at the knoll. Fiacail told him to sit between the Paps of 
Anu. When Fionn was there at Halloween he saw the 2 fairy-knolls open and 2 
strongholds with a great fire in each. He heard a voice from one asking "Is your sweet-
foot good?", another responded "Good indeed." The first one said: "A question: shall 
anything be taken from us to you?" The second replied: "If that be given to us, 
something will be given to you in return". 

While Fionn was there he saw a man coming out of the fairy knoll holding a 
kneading-trough with a pig on it, and a calf and wild garlic. The man came past Fionn 
to reach the other knoll. Gionn threw Fiacail's spear southwards towards 
Slievemargue then said "If the spear reaches one of us, may he escape alive from it". 
He thinks that is revenge. The spear hits Aed, Fidga's son.  

Fiacail came to Fionn and asks who he has slain. Fionn says he does not know if any 
good has come from the case he has thrown. Fiacail says he thinks someone has been 
slain and that if he didn't do it that night, he would be unlikely to manage it for the 
next year. Fionn said he had sent a cast and he thought it had hit someone and he 
then heard a great wailing from the fairy knoll saying "Venom is this spear... venom 
for whom it laid low" Outside the fairy knoll Fionn seized a woman in pledge for his 
spear. The woman promised to send out his spear if he released her. Fionn let her go 
into the knoll. She went in and said if it is not cast out of the knoll then a murrain 
(plague) will seize the land. The spear is thrown out and Fionn took it to Fiacail. 
Fiacail tells him to keep the spear and that the man who had been slain was the one 
who killed Fionn's comrade. Apparently he had killed everyone who came to woo her 
because he loved her.  
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Fionn and Fiacail went onwards and Fiacall had to get to a tryst with the fían at Inver 
Colptha so he said to Fionn that he should go home because their business was 
finished. Fionn wants to go with him to meet the Fían but Fiacail doesn't want him to 
meet the Fían in case Fionn's strength should fail. Fionn says he will find out and they 
set off together. Fiacail had 12 balls of lead around his neck to hem his vigour and he 
would throw them back to Fionn one at a time and Fionn took them with him but 
they matched pace. When they reached Inver Colptha Fionn brought the 12 balls to 
him and he was pleased. They slept there that night. They made Fionn keep watch 
that night and he was told to wake the warrior if he heard any cry of outrage. At one 
hour of the night, Fionn heard a cry from the North but did not wake the warrior ans 
instead went alone to Slieve Slanga. While Fionn was there among the men of Ulster 
at midnight he overtook 3 women before him at a green mound with horns of fairy-
women. As they were wailing they put their hands onto the mound then fled into the 
mound before Fionn. Fionn grabbed at one of the women and snatched the brooch 
from her cloak. The woman tried to get it back and said it was not fit for her to go in 
with a blemish, promises reward for the return of the brooch. Ends abruptly.  

 

115. 
Name of Text: Maidhim in mhaidin fa ghlonn - Caoílte's mischief-making. In 
translation: “I boast the morning for the deed”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early Modern Irish 
MSS: 1. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] 
ff. 9r (middle)– Duanaire Finn version 
2. Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 72.1.37 (Gaelic XXXVII) = Book of 
the Dean of Lismore [s. xvi] pp. 133 (line 15)ff + 122 Longer version. 73 qq. 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93)=Reeves 
manuscript [s. xvii] p. 493 (pencil: 421)  
4. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 I 22 p. 434ff Copy 
5. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS F v 2 (35) [s. xviii] p. 238ff Copy 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1., pp. 19-21, 116-18. 
 
Description: 
 
Begins with boasts about the fíanna, they are blood stained etc. The speaker (Caoilte) 
talks about some of his feats. One day he went to Tara and was admitted by the 
doorkeeper and said he was candle-bearer to Cormac. Cormac said to him it was a 
marvel to see Caoilte's eyes in a candle-bearer. Fionn said to him that although he is 
in fetters in Cormac's house, could Cormac please not revile his people in front of him 
(assumption is that a fían warrior would not deign to be a candle-bearer). Cormac 
says that Caoilte would not carry a candle for all the gold in Fionn's coffer. When the 
drinking was done Caoilte followed Cormac to the common house. Caoilte brought 
out the moss of high Seasga Uaibheoil. He switched people’s wives over, put the 
king's sword in Caoilte's sheath and put his sword in Cormac's sheath.  

The next morning he asks what is needed to ransom Fionn. Cormac lists off a large 
number of mythical and magical tasks which were very difficult. Caoilte manages 
them and ransoms Fionn. Laments the loss of his friends. 
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116. 
Name of Text: Mairg fuil ar hiarraidh a Bhrain - In translation: “Woe for him who 
has lost you Bran” 
Format: Verse 
Date: probably 13th century (Murphy); Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
73v (bottom)–74r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2, pp. 198-203. 
 
Description: 
 
Lament for Bran. One day Oisin struck him and he was badly wounded by a golden 
circlet which entered his head. Bran pulled his lead away and leapt into a lake where 
he died.  
 

117. 
Name of Text: Mairg is muinnter do cléircibh - In translation: “Woe for them that 
wait on churchmen" 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
43r (line 13–line 18) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 84, 194. 
 
Description: 
 
Woe for them who wait on churchmen; laments the change from warriors to 
churchmen in Ireland. 
 

118. 
Name of Text: Mo mhaílacht ar chloinn Bhaoísgne - Goll's malediction. In 
translation: “My curse on the house of Baoiscne”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
10v (line 4)–10v. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 22-3, 120-21. 
 
Description: 
 
Goll cursing the house of Baoísgne excluding Fionn. 
 

119. 
Name of Text: Máthair Díarmata ón dáil 
Format: Verse 
Date: 11th century (Meyer), Middle Irish 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 164 In 
the upper margin. 
Editions: Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems 
and tales relating to Finn and his Fiana, Todd Lecture Series 16, (London: Hodges, 
Figgis, 1910)  
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Description: 
 
Two quatrains on the birth of Oisin, printed but not translated in Meyer’s 
Fiannaigecht. 
 

120. 
Name of Text: Ní mo cossa esce fetad 
Format: Prose 
Date: 16th c 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1336 6.2 (H 3. 17) [s. xvi] col. 835 
Editions: O'Curry, E., (ed.) (tr.), Lectures on the manuscript materials of ancient Irish 
history, delivered at the Catholic University of Ireland during the sessions of 1855 and 
1856, (Dublin, 1861.) 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn prophesied about the coming of Patrick. Quite religious, prophesises the end of 
the fíanna and the coming of Christianity.  
 

121. 
Name of Text: Ochtur táncamar anuas 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century (Meyer) 
MSS: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 [s. xv] p. 9b Only manuscript. 
Editions: Stern, L. C., “Die Bekehrung der Fianna”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 
5 (1905), pp. 179–183. 
 
Description: 
 
Poem attributed to Oisin, edited but not translated. Seems to be listing warriors. 
 

122. 
Name of Text: Oenach indiu luid in rí 
Format: Verse 
Date: 11th century (Meyer) 
MSS: 1. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] pp. 206b 
– 207b line 4 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 5 (MacAdam and Reeves 819, 93) = Reeves 
manuscript [s. xvii] pp. 129, line 19 – p. 135, line 4 Part of the Acallam na Senórach 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 22 (Hodges & Smith 149, 106) [s. xix] 
Transcript by Samuel Bryson 
4. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 12v 
line 29 (bottom)–14r line 16 Modernised version in the Duanaire Finn 
Editions: Stokes, W., (ed.) (tr.), “Find and the phantoms”, Revue Celtique 7 (1886), 
pp. 289–307; Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 28-30, 127-130. 
 
Description: 
 
See Finn and the Phantoms 
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123. 
Name of Text: Ogam il-lia, lia uas lecht - Seven quatrains attributed to Oisín, on the 
battle of Gabair Aichle. In translation: “An ogam in a stone, a stone over a grave”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century (Meyer), Middle Irish 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18)=Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 154a–154b 
The poem occurs in a collection of dinnshenchas poems, even if it does not fit this 
description. 
Editions: Windisch, E., (ed.), Irische Texte mit Wörterbuch, 4 vols, vol. 1, (Leipzig, 
1880); O'Kearney, N., The battle of Gabhra: Garristown in the County of Dublin, fought 
A.D. 283, Transactions of the Ossianic Society 1, (Dublin: John O'Daly, 1854); Sullivan, 
W. K., On the manners and customs of the ancient Irish: a series of lectures, 3 vols, vol. 
1: Introduction, (London, 1873) 
 
Description: 
 
Cairpre threw a sudden cast before he met his death, Oscar was slain by his right arm. 
Oscar threw a throw and killed Cairpre. Many youths died in the fight etc. 
 

124. 
Name of Text: Olc mo thuras sonn ó Lundain 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
94r (middle)–94v 
Editions: Walsh, P., “Olc mo thuras sonn ó Lundain”, Gadelica: A Journal of Modern-
Irish Studies 1 (1912–1913), pp. 249–250.; Walsh, P., “Olc mo thuras sonn ó Lundain”, 
in: Walsh, P., Gleanings from Irish manuscripts, 2nd ed. (1918), (Dublin: Three 
Candles, 1933), pp. 86–87; Mhág Craith, C., Dán na mBráthar Mionúr, 2 vols, vol. 1: 
Téacs, Scríbhinní Gaeilge na mBráthar Mionúr 8, (Dublin: Dublin Institute for 
Advanced Studies, 1967) 
 
Description: 
 
No trans. Seems to be about a want of hospitality for a poor friar. Possibly referring to 
someone from the 1641 rebellion.  
 

125. 
Name of Text: Reicne Fothaid Canainne - ‘The reicne of Fothad Canainne’ 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: 8th century (Meyer) 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS B iv 2 (1080) [1627-1628] ff. 133v–135r Verse 
(complete). 
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1336 (H 3. 17) [s. xvi] part 5 pp. 856–858 Prose. 
3. Dublin, National Library of Ireland, MS G 7 (Phillipps 9748) [s. xvi] cols 13–14 Prose 
(shorter). 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “Reicne Fothaid Canainne”, in: Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: 
being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems and tales relating to Finn and his 
Fiana, Todd Lecture Series 16, (London: Hodges, Figgis, 1910), pp.  1–21.; Hull, V., (ed.), 
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“The death of Fothath Cananne”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 20 (1936), pp. 400–
404. 
Description: 
 
There was once a leader of the fíanna of Connact called Fothad Canainne. His 
brothers were Fothad Airctech and Fothad Cairptech. They were all called Fothad 
because they were 'fotha suith' - a foundation of offspring as they were the first 
children Fuinche bore to Macnia. Or 'fo-táide' because they were begotten by stealth 
on Fuinche the daughter of Nár son of Armair. Or 'fí-aeda' - venom of fire for they 
were a virulent fire in destroying clans and races. Airctech was known as Oendia (one 
God), Cairptech as Trendia (strong God), and Canann as Cáindia (fair God).  

They were triplets born to Fuinche ní Nár. She lay in by Lugaid mac Con. Oendia was 
born at nightfall which was a lucky hour. Trendia was born at midnight and he was 
given that name for strength of luck with the Gods in that hour. Cáindia was born in 
the morning and so named because it was a fair morning.  

A song about the three, followed by more possible etymologies for their names. 

Fothad Canainne was noble and ingenious and had a fían of famous warriors, stronger 
than most at the time. There was also a fían in Munster called Ailill Flan Bec. There 
was strife between them and they often raided. Fothad's shape was more marvellous 
than Ailill's, but Ailill's wife was more beautiful and delightful than Fothad's. Fothad 
sent Failbe to woo Ailill's wife but she refused to go with him until he gave her her 
own bride price; a bushel of gold, one of silver, and one of white bronze. Failbe told 
Fothad who said she would have it, she said she would take it in whatever form it was 
offered. He said that each man in Fothad's household had 6 rivets in his spear; 2 of 
Gold, 2 of silver, and 2 of white bronze, and each man would take 3 rivets from his 
spear, thus filling the bushels. She came to tryst with Fothad and he carried her off 
with Ailill and his fían pursuing. They fought a battle wherein Fothad was beheaded. 
Ailill's wife carried his head to him in his grave. The head begins to sing and tells the 
woman not to speak to him.  

He sings a song about the battle, lamenting that they both died there and then listing 
his and Ailill's treasures. He tells her to go to her house and tell everyone of the 
'reicne' of Fothad so he is remembered, and asks for a conspicuous tomb. 

 

126. 
Name of Text: Ro loiscit na láma-sa - Four quatrains ascribed to Oisín in his old age; 
In translation: “These hands have been withered”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1100 (Murphy); 12th century (Meyer), Middle Irish 
MSS: Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D iv 2 (992) [s. xv] f. 66rb 
Editions: “Anonymous: These hands have been withered”, in: Murphy, G. (ed.) (tr.), 
Early Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 166–
167, 239; Meyer, K. (ed.), “Irish miscellanies: Anecdota from the Stowe MS. no 992”, 
Revue Celtique 6 (1883–1885), pp. 173–186; Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of 
hitherto inedited Irish poems and tales relating to Finn and his Fiana, Todd Lecture 
Series 16, (London: Hodges, Figgis, 1910) 
 
Description: 
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Oisin laments his withered hands, and the quelling of his deeds by old age. He offers 
thanks to God. Laments the death of the fíanna. 
 

127. 
Name of Text: Rodíchned Find, ba fer tend 
Format: Verse 
Date: 10th century (Meyer) 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 164 In 
the margin. 
Editions: Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems 
and tales relating to Finn and his Fiana, Todd Lecture Series 16, (London: Hodges, 
Figgis, 1910) 
 
Description: 
 
A quatrain on the death of Fionn, relating to the leap at the Boyne death legend, 
saying that 4 fishermen found him and one of them cut off his head, causing him to 
be slain by the sons of Urgriu. 
 

128. 
Name of Text: Sanas Cormaic/Rincne 
Format: Prose 
Date: Assigned by Meyer to the 9th century 
MSS:  
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 (H 2. 16) = Yellow Book of Lecan [s. xiv-xv] p. 280a 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 [s. xv] 
Editions: Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems 
and tales relating to Finn and his Fiana, Todd Lecture Series 16, (London: Hodges, 
Figgis, 1910); Stokes, W. (ed.), Three Irish glossaries: Cormac’s Glossary, O’Davoren’s 
Glossary and a glossary to the Calendar of Oengus the Culdee, (London: Williams and 
Norgate, 1862); Stokes, W. (ed.), and J. O'Donovan (tr.), Sanas Chormaic: Cormac’s 
Glossary, Irish Archaeological and Celtic Society, (Calcutta: O.T. Cutter, 1868); Meyer, 
K., (ed.), “Sanas Cormaic. An Old-Irish glossary compiled by Cormac úa Cuilennáin, 
king-bishop of Cashel in the tenth century”, in Bergin, Osborn, R. I. Best, K. Meyer, 
and J. G. O'Keeffe (eds.), Anecdota from Irish manuscripts, vol. 4, (Halle and Dublin, 
1912), pp. 1–128. 
 
Description: 
 
Entry for 'rincne' in Cormac's Glossary; a short anecdote about Fionn. Ferces is 
speaking. When Fionn was reckoning every pentad in succession of the hosts of 
McCon to get the fían of Ferces. Ferces passed by Fionn with fury and cast a spear at 
Lugaid, killing him, and he said "Ringne rus rig" (a little pentad is a king's reproach) 
for this is what Fionn used to say when he was counting every pentad in turn. 
 

129. 
Name of Text: Scél asa mberar co mbad hé Find mac Cumaill Mongán ocus aní dia fíl 
aided Fothaid Airgdig - ‘A story from which it was inferred that Mongán was Find 
mac Cumaill, and the cause of the death of Fothad Airgdech’ 
Format: Prose 
Date: 11th- 12th century 
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MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 E 25 (1229) = Lebor na hUidre [s. xi/xii] ff. 133a, 
line 25 – 133b, line 17 
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 16 (cols 573-958) (H 2. 16) = section of the Yellow 
Book of Lecan [s. xivex/xvin] col. 912 
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 N 10 (Betham 145, 967) [s. xvi] p. 64 
3. London, British Library, MS Egerton 88 [c. 1564] f. 15b[1] 
Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1363 (H 4. 22) [various] 
Editions: White, N. (ed.) (tr.), Compert Mongáin and three other early Mongán tales, 
Maynooth Medieval Irish Texts 5, (Maynooth: Department of Old and Middle Irish, 
National University of Ireland, 2006); Meyer, K., and A. Nutt, The voyage of Bran, son 
of Febal to the land of the living, 2 vols, vol. 1: The happy otherworld, (London: David 
Nutt, 1895), Hull, V. (ed.), “An incomplete version of the Imram Brain and four stories 
concerning Mongan”, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 18 (1930), pp. 409–419; Lea, 
Anne (tr.), “[Various contributions]”, in: Koch, J. T., and John Carey (eds.), The Celtic 
Heroic Age. Literary sources for ancient Celtic Europe and early Ireland & Wales, Celtic 
Studies Publications 1, 4th ed. (1995), (Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications, 2003) 
 
Description: 
 
Fiachna Lurga is the father of Mongán and king of the province. His friend is Aedan 
m. Gabran, goes to help him fight the Saxons. A man tries to seduce Fiachna's wife, 
she says no but he prophesies that her husband will die tomorrow - But I will save 
him if you sleep with me. She does and conceives Mongán. He goes and routs the 
battle. Fiachna returns, Mongán is born, he is the son of Manannan mac Lir. Mongán 
is the king of Moylinny and is with his poet. One day Mongán asks Forgall the poet 
how Fothad Airgdech died. Forgall says he was slain at Duffry at Leinster, but 
Mongán says that was not the case. The poet is very angry, and threatens satire. 
Mongan tries to calm him down, all he will accept is permission to lie with Mongán's 
wife, Breóthigernd. She cries and Mongan says help will come. On the third day, the 
poet is cross again and Mongán asks that he wait until the evening. Mongán starts to 
hear someone coming. When night comes, the poet is summoning them by sureties 
and bonds. Just then a man appears, and asks what is wrong. Mongán explains, the 
warrior agrees with Mongán, calls him Fionn (to which Mongán gets angry) he tells of 
the death of Fothad in Scotland, and tells him where to find the body. All is well, but 
Mongán wants it kept secret that he is the reincarnation of Fionn.  
 

130. 
Name of Text: Scéla Moshauluim ocus Maic Con ocus Luigdech - ‘The story of 
Moshaulum and Mac Con and Luigith’ 
Format: Prose 
Date: 9th century (O'Daly) 
MSS: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 [s. xv] ff. 94vb (line 17) – 96ra 
Editions: Meyer, K. (ed.) (tr.), “Ailill Aulom, Mac Con, and Find ua Báiscne”, in 
Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems and tales 
relating to Finn and his Fiana, Todd Lecture Series 16, (London: Hodges, Figgis, 1910), 
pp. 28–41; O'Daly, M., (ed. and tr.), Cath Maige Mucrama: The battle of Mag 
Mucrama, Irish Texts Society 50, (Dublin: Irish Texts Society, 1975) 
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Description: 
 
Ailill Moshanlum m. Mag Nuadat was a king over half of Ireland and a druid. Sadb ní 
Conn bore sons to him, and had a foster-son from the Dárine called Mac Con son of 
Lugaid. However others in the genealogies say that Sadb was Mac Con's mother and 
she went to Ailill after the death of Lugaid when she was pregnant with Mac Con. 
Afterwards she bore Eoghan the Great.  

Lugaid and Conn of the 100 battles were contemporaries, so were Ailill and Art mac 
Conn and again Mac Con and Eoghan. There was a covenant between Lugaid and 
Ailill Aulum and between their offspring that whenever Lugaid's offspring held the 
kingship, Ailill's would hold the judgeship and vice versa. They made this 
arrangement in the presence of Conn of the hundred battles over one half of Ireland. 
Thus the men of Leinster and Munster held kingship and judgeship.  

List of the fathers of Lugaid's offspring back to Adam.  

Dáre's druid said to him that although he had good sons, only one (Lugaid Lágde) will 
rule after him. For this Dáre Doimthech was king in Tara. He is one of the 5 Dáres 
that were in Tara from Munster and it was through his valour of great kingship that 
his rule was achieved. Some verse follows with descriptions of Dáre from 'old poems'.  

Of the sons of Dáre, Lugaid was the only one to take kingship; he was king of Munster 
before Ailill. Thereupon Ailill ruled for 30 years until the finding of the musical 
instrument at Ess Mage .i. Fer í Eogabal.  

Ancient poems say Lugaid was a king, poet, seer, gentle judge, hero in battle, 
grandson of Sidbolg. 

Fragmented section about a judgement Lugaid made. It is unclear what the subject 
was. 

Ailill Moshanlum was king in Munster for 30 years. Sadb ní Conn was his queen. She 
conceived and reared Mac Con son of Lugaid. Ailill was 90; 30 years before he became 
king, 30 years as king, 30 years after his kingship. Mac Con is the one who deprived 
him of kingship and who slew his 7 brothers and his mother's brother .i. Art m. Conn 
in the battle of Mucríme. Mac Conn was 30 before the finding of the musical 
instrument, then 7 years exile in Alba, then 30 years as king, and 6 months after 
coming from Tara.  

Sadb said it was hard work to wage battle with Mac Conn; there was no-one in 
Ireland with his splendour but Cairbre Goll, the poet, and various other things 
praising him.  

Of the harp, Sadb said that there was woe to her and Cliu that Fer Í had been found, 
leading to the death of Art m. Conn and the 7 sons of Moshanlum. 

Ailill was in his fort at Clare which is seen from afar. He and Art m. Conn were 
contemporaries. The sons of Ailill went to seek their mother's brother Art m. Conn, 
their foster brother and their uterine brother, Mac Conn. They found the harp and 
Fer Í m. Eogabal was playing it on Áth Caille at Ess Máge. The harp had silver strings 
with gold pegs. Their warrior bands met and they had a fight for possession of the 
harp. 9 people of Mac Con's fell and he killed his fosterers after that. Then he was 
exiled for 7 years in Alba. After 7 years Mac Con took a host of Britons with him and 
seized the isles of Clew Bay in the North. Art m. Conn and his 7 brothers went to 
meet him in order to destroy them all. At the ford of Mucrime, 700 fought on each 
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side. Mac Con hid 2/3 of his people in the Earth; when the battle began they came out 
of the earth and Conn won the battle and he then held the kingship for 30 years. 

Sadb spoke a quatrain saying this was an evil hour.  

Mac Con and his father made peace after Mac Conn, left his kingship with Cormac 
mac Art who had come from Tara with his wandering host. Mac Con made a feast for 
him and Ailill planned to slay him, but Sadb did not permit it for Mac Con was dearer 
to her than her other sons. She told Mac Con not to converse with Ailill at all. Mac 
Con and his people proceed to Desmond, keeping along the sea as Cessirne had 
prophesied and Mac Con had fewer men than Ailill. Mac Con visited his father to bid 
farewell and they met face to face. Ailill put his tooth in Mac Conn's cheek to show 
that he would die before 3 days and nights. When Sadb saw that, and learnt its 
meaning, she says "woe for the tooth... it is a wolf's fang that has wounded him". Then 
she said it was a poisonous tooth that has wounded him and that this was a tooth by 
which a king falls. She tells him to go home and take his host as Ailill would attack 
him at any time.  

Mac Conn departed into Desmond towards the sea, and it was from this expedition 
that he left descendants of his at Cuil Mrocholl. 30 bands were with Mac Conn, with 
3000 in each band, including Find ua Báiscne. 

Ailill sent a message to Ferchess m. Commán, an old fían warrior and an ancient 
member of Ailill's household. Then he sent Ferchess on the track of Mac Con's host. 
He went in pursuit and came up with them at the fortress of the Hui Echach in the 
place where the king of Raithlind holds fair. Fionn used his thumb to see that there 
was a man on the track and he told Mac Conn twice but he did not react. Meanwhile 
Ferchess had struck a spear over which he had cast a spell. The spear pierced Mac 
Conn through the chest. Fionn went to avenge mac Conn and slew Ferchess 7 years 
later at the Pool of Ferchess on the Bann or at Ess Mage. 

Ailill said he was without comfort for 30 years before the slaying of Mac Conn. 

 

131. 
Name of Text: Seilg Locha Lein - The chase of Loch lein- likely it has a different 
name elsewhere, as it seems the only place it can be found is Laoithe 
Fiannuigheachta, Vol 2, p. 200. 
Format: Prose 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Unknown. 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta, Vol. 2, pp. 200-225. 
 
Description: 
 
After a great battle (possibly Cnoc-an-Air), the fíanna proceeded until they reached 
Loch Lein. It is the fairest lake, and many treasures of the fían are secured within it. 
Patrick asks how they got there, and what the treasures of the fíanna are. Oisin says 
there are 50 blue green coats of mail on the North side, and 50 helmets on the west. 
To the South there are 1000 swords and shields, and the Dord Fhian and the burr-
buadh. On the East there is gold and raiment in plenty and treasures from across the 
sea. Oisin says that although it makes him sad, he will recount the names of the 
fianna's hounds. He does so for several pages and there were another 1000 he did not 
name.  
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Patrick asks for a lay of the chase of a deer by that lake, without falsehoods. Oisin 
asks if Patrick has heard of the chase that the women caused Fionn to undertake. 
Patrick says no. Oisin says the fían never lied and that no cleric could be more 
truthful than Fionn etc. He then lists members of the fíanna saying that if they had 
been alive Patrick would have liked them more than clerics and that Oisin preferred 
even harsh sounds of the fíanna to the sounds of churchmen.  

Patrick gets angry and tells him to shut his mouth and stop naming the fíanna as they 
shall forever be in bonds of pain. Oisin says that although there are many bells in the 
church he does not credit Fionn's judgement. He used to sleep on the hill and he was 
not accustomed to a supper-less bed whilst there was a stag on the hill. Patrick says 
Oisin has been receiving ample food. Oisin says he has seen a rowan berry bigger 
than the roll of butter he was given by the clerics, and any ivy leaf bigger than his 
bread. Goes on to list more things that were better before and says his king, Fionn, 
would not be vanquished by anything. Patrick says his king made everything and his 
deeds were far greater than Fionn. Oisin says Fionn's prowess was elsewhere.  

Oisin asks where God was when all the various enemies of Ireland came; it was the 
fíanna who beat them, not God. Patrick asks that they stop fighting, that God is in 
heaven and Fionn is in bonds. Oisin says that God should be ashamed if Fionn were 
not released from his bond as if God were a captive, Fionn would fight to free him. 
Fionn never suffered in bonds till he won success. Oisin says his time amongst the 
clerics without the fíanna are punishment enough for him. Patrick asks him to stop 
his foolish talk, and that he pities him for his mockery of God. 

 

132. 
Name of Text: Seilg Sléibhe Fuaid - ‘The hunt of Slíab Fuaid’ in the Agallamh Oisín 
agus Phádraig 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Early Modern Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 15 (377) [s. xviii] Earliest copy of the 
collection as such. 
2. Cambridge, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Ir 10 [c. 1800] 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta; Vol. 2, pp. 20-75. 
 
Description: 
 
One day Fionn and his hosts were hunting on Sliabh Fuaid till they saw a deer. They 
pursued the deer until they reached the green hill of Liadhas, then to Carrigeen. They 
pursued and by the time they reached Carrigeen they did not know if he went East or 
West so they split up. Sceolang startled the deer and they followed in haste back to 
the borders to Sliabh Fuaid.  

They lost him again on the hill and did not know where he was. Fionn and Daire 
departed slightly from the others and before long they got lost. Daire played a 
mournful tune and Fionn sang the Dord Fian. The fíanna heard it and thought it was 
to the North of them but it was far away. Later they thought it was to the East of 
them and then to the West. A magic druidic mist enveloped both Fionn and Daire 
until it was not possible to tell where in the world the music was. Fionn and Daire 
continued onwards without knowing where they were going. The fíanna were in 
pursuit. When they reached a hill they saw a youthful woman of fairest aspect. Fionn 
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asked what brought a woman like her alone to the borders of Sliabh Fuaid. She says 
she was traveling with her husband when he heard the braying of hounds and went 
off to join the hunt. He asked the names of her and her husband and also where the 
deer and chase went. She is Glanluadh and her husband is Lobharan but she did not 
know where the chase went. She recognised him from his noble countenance as 
Fionn mac Cumhaill. Fionn said that it was his chase but he didn't know where it or 
the fíanna were, She asked how he parted from the fíanna. He said that he and Daire 
went alone after the deer but did not know if he went East or West. Fionn told her to 
come with them. She said she would go with him whatever.  

They weren't conversing long before they heard drowsy fairy music chanted by their 
sides but it subsided and afterwards there came noise and shouts. Fionn asked if the 
music was hers but she said it was not hers. The noise of the music increased, and 
they were all falling into heavy sleep. Before long they all fell on the ground and slept 
in death's heavy repose. When they awoke they saw beside them a majestic mansion. 
They also saw a rough-waved, greenish, stormy sea and a corpulent hero and gentle 
maid proceeding from the dún to swim. Daire said that he feared the people 
approaching them would bring grief to them. The two seized Fionn, Daire, and 
Glanluadh and brought them after them to the fortress. The hero says he has long 
been in pursuit of Fionn to be avenged and that now he has him, he will not release 
him until judgement day. Fionn asked who he was and he said he was Meargach of 
the spears and that Fionn had put treachery on his two sons, Tailc mac Treoin, and all 
his train.  

Fionn remembers that they fell by the fianna's hand by blades and conflict, not 
treachery. Tailc's friend says that it was by treachery that Fionn gained the battle of 
Cnoc-an-Air where Tailc fell. Fionn says that even those who fell would admit that it 
was through the might of blades, not treachery. He responds that Áilne (the girl) 
served as enough witness, and that he is her brother.  

Fionn, Daire, and Glanluadh were bound in fetters in the dungeon. The 3 were 
sorrowful and so were the fíanna who were still searching for Fionn. The 3 were in the 
dungeon for 5 days and nights without food, drink, or music. Fionn said to Áilne you 
must remember Cnoc-an-Áir where 'you were hospitably received by the fíanna'. 
Áilne said in a mournful tone that she was hospitably entertained by Grainne (Fionn's 
wife) drinking with the fíanna. Fionn says it is not becoming for Áilne to put them 
instantly to death or keep them from food. She says she would prefer that all the 
fíanna were laid low in the dungeon. Fionn says that now she has revealed her 
feelings he defies her power but for 1 thing. Áilne asked what that is, as he would not 
overcome the spell until judgement day. Áilne asked Glanluadh why she had eloped 
with Fionn when his wife was still alive. Glanluadh truthfully told her what had 
happened. Áilne said that if that was true then it was not fair to keep her in the 
dungeon. Áilne told Draoigheantoir so that she was released from the spells. When 
Glanluadh was set free, she felt for Fionn and bade him and Daire a fond farewell. 
When she left the dungeon, Áilne gave her food and she suddenly fell into a trance. 
As soon as she recovered from the trance Áilne gave her a drink from a fairy magic 
vessel. When Glanluadh took the drink she resumed her usual countenance but 
wailed in tears for Fionn. Draoigheantoir said that she appeared to not delight in 
Fionn and Daire's imprisonment. Glanluadh says she is not akin to either of them but 
is grieved to see them without food and water in prison. Draoigheantoir said that if it 
pleased her then she could give them food and drink every hour and then their spells 
would lose their power. Glanluadh says she did not want to save them from death not 
to set them free, but just to give them food. Draoigheantoir says he will not put them 
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immediately to death as he wants to try and catch the rest of the fíanna. who he 
believes are in pursuit of Fionn.  

Áilne asked Glanluadh to go to Dun-an-Oir, with her and showed her many precious 
gems. Glanluadh said to Áilne that Fionn and Daire are in want of food and the two of 
them take food to Fionn and Daire in prison. When Fionn and Daire saw the 2 
women approaching they shed a lot of tears lamenting that the fíanna were so far 
away. Glanluadh saluted Fionn and wept at his face, Áilne said nothing and did not 
pity Fionn. Fionn and Daire ate the food and the women left him. Draoigheantoir 
asked them where they had been and they told him, mentioning that Daire was 
pleasant. He asked them how it was that Daire was an agreeable man, and they told 
him he was pleasant by fame and song. Draoigheantoir says he wants to hear the 
music so he went to the dungeon and spoke harshly to Daire saying that he is a sweet 
player. Daire said that had the fían been with them then his tunes would be their joy 
and his voice would be relished here. Draoigheantoir asked him to play a melodious 
tune and they would see if it was true. Daire says he's not in a playing mood because 
he is weak and feeble from the spells. Draoigheantoir said he would release him from 
the spell until he had played a melodious tune, and if it was good enough then he 
would no longer be in bonds. He said he could never think of playing if Fionn was still 
in bonds. Draoigheantoir said he would release the spells on Fionn and gave them 
food and drink. Daire played a faultless tune and Draoigheantoir was pleased by it. 
He invited Glanluadh to the dungeon to listen. Glanluadh and Áilne were much 
pleased by the music, and Glanluadh was overjoyed to see less gloom. Draoigheantoir 
said that he would be happy to see the rest of the Fianna with them.  

All the fíanna came to that plain and heard the tunes of Daire. When Draoigheantoir 
heard the fíanna he put his spells back on and suddenly Daire's music became dull, 
and the fíanna heard a hoarse murmur accompanied by a sound like waves, and all of 
the fíanna fell at once in the sleep of death. Draoigheantoir and Áilne came forth and 
took all of the fíanna together into the dún then Draoigheantoir said that now he has 
them in his power, he will put them out of his way. There were none of them that he 
didn't bind and send to the dungeon. When Fionn and Daire saw the fíanna 
approaching they all burst into tears and Draoigheantoir kept them suffering for a 
long time. Glanluadh says to Draoigheantoir that as she is a captive she would love to 
hear Daire playing for them and the fíanna. Draoigheantoir said that if she desired 
music then Daire must play for them. Draoigheantoir and the women went to the 
dungeon and Daire was asked to play. Daire says he cannot play with Fionn and the 
fíanna in fetters. Draoigheantoir said he would loosen the spells again. Daire says he 
cannot play sweet music whilst the fíanna are sad. Draoigheantoir tries to bargain 
with just Fionn but eventually let them all go. Draoigheantoir then sang his own wail 
and said that the Fianna should all be put to death soon. The Fianna all wept at this 
and let out a fierce wail. Daire played lamenting strains until Draoigheantoir opened 
the door and entered. Fionn was mournful and cried tears of blood. The fíanna saw 
those and Daire stopped playing until Fionn said to play sweetly without 
Draoigheantoir’s leave. Daire played sweet-string music and Draoigheantoir became 
angry, closing the door and returning to Glanluadh and Áilne. Lobharan was not with 
them and Draoigheantoir asked where he was but the women did not know. He 
yelled for Lobharan until he arrived then asked where he had gone and told him off 
for leaving him powerless. The two of them went to the dungeon where Lobharan was 
fettered and Draoigheantoir beheaded 103 fenian chieftains. When he was 
approaching Conán the bald, Conán asked him to stop, because he cannot escape 
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death, begs Draoigheantoir not to send a miserable man to death. Draoigheantoir left 
them in the dungeon.  

Lobharan told Fionn what there was a cure for the spells in the dún. Fionn asked 
what it was and Lobharan said it was a bowl that would give them agility and power. 
Fionn asked if he had seen the bowl and he says that Glanluadh had been saved from 
death by it and that it would cure all their wounds.  

Not long afterwards, Draoigheantoir returns with the lance to behead more fíanna. 
Draoigheantoir tells Conán to prepare himself for death, Conán says he is a poor leper 
and asks him not to put him to death until he had healed his wounds. Draoigheantoir 
called Áilne and she came in looking sorrowfully at the fíanna. Draoigheantoir asks 
for the bowl to heal Conán. Áilne says she should not heal him, but instead put the 
fíanna to death. Conán tells Áilne he does not want to be saved from death, only that 
he does not want to be a leper when death came. Áilne returned with a skin full of 
feathers and said to put it on Conán to heal his wounds. It stuck to Conán forever 
afterwards. Conán still begs for his life. Lobharan says it should be sufficient to let 
Conán go and Draoigheantoit should not need to kill Lobharan. Draoigheantoir says 
he will not put Conán to death and that Conán would remain with him for the rest of 
his life. Conán went with Draoigheantoir when they left the dungeon until they 
reached the magic spot in the dun. Draoigheantoir called the women and then 
explained that he has freed Conán. Áilne says she fears this is a bad idea but he 
doesn't think there is any threat. Conán did not speak until he had the bowl. At this 
time, Daire started playing and Draoigheantoir went angrily to the dungeon. He 
forgot that he'd given the bowl to Conán and Conán went quickly to the dungeon 
after Draoigheantoir and the women. Glanluadh asked why he had followed them and 
he said he wanted to see the fíanna fettered. Draoigheantoir asks where the bowl is 
and Conán said he left it where he found it. Draoigheantoir went back to the 
treasures of the Dun and while he was gone Conán freed Oscar and Fionn. Oscar did 
not allow Draoigheantoir to reach the dungeon until the fíanna were released. Fionn 
sounded the Dord Fian. Áilne and Glanluadh went quickly to the dungeon and 
Draoigheantoir said he was sure the fíanna were free. Áilne wrung her hands in grief 
and Conán says 'may she get reason for mourning' Oscar told Draoigheantoir they 
were free and Áilne dropped dead. Draoigheantoir laments his fate and Oscar says he 
will not survive. They fight single combat. Draoigheantoir says he will fight the fíanna 
one at a time. Glanluadh was weeping after Áilne's death and Oscar asked what had 
happened. Conán told him she had died. When Draoigheantoir sees Conán he tries to 
behead him, but the weapon didn't touch him. Oscar killed Draoigheantoir; they all 
feasted in the dun.  

Patrick & Oscar talk about God and the Fianna again, debating.  

 

133. 
Name of Text: Seilg Sléibhe gCuilinn - The hunt of Slíab Cuilinn 
Format: Verse 
Date: Late Early Modern Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 15 (377) [s. xviii] Earliest copy of the 
collection as such. 
2. Cambridge, Harvard University, Houghton Library, MS Ir 10 [c. 1800] 
Editions: O'Daly, John, Laoithe fiannuigheachta; or, Fenian poems, second series, 
Transactions of the Ossianic Society 6, Dublin: John O'Daly, 1861. 
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Description: 
 
One day Fionn was at Almhuin and saw a young doe approach. He called Bran and 
Sceolang and followed it, unbeknownst to the rest of the fíanna. Mac an Loin was 
with him. They pursue it to Sliabh Guilleann. He loses the dogs; sees a pretty maid, 
she hasn't seen them, she lost her ring in the lake. She puts a geis on Fionn to collect 
the ring. He does and becomes an old man.  

Later, the fíanna are all drinking at Almhain, Caoilte asks where Fionn is. Conán says 
he has never heard more delightful music, Fionn can stay away as long he wants, 
Conán will be king. The fíanna laugh but are sad and go forth from Almhain.  

Caoilte and Oisin are in front and they head to Sliabh Guilleann. They see the old 
man, Oisin asks if he has seen Fionn or the dogs. He did not reply so the fianna 
threatened him. Fionn eventually revealed it to Caoilte. When they heard they 
lamented. Conán unsheathed his sword and cursed both Fionn and the fían with 
energy. He says he will behead Fionn in revenge for the Sons of Morna.  

Oscar said that is it hadn't been for Fionn's shape he would smash his mouth to the 
bone. Conán and Oscar get ready to fight, trading insults, but the fíanna get between 
them and ratify peace. Oisin says that if Oscar had been alive he would not have let 
the clerics sing psalms etc. Patrick tells him not to be silly, God was the one who 
caused the fall of Fionn's fíanna. Oisin says he hates Patrick and God, Patrick asks 
him to continue the story. Oisin says that Caoilte asked Fionn who had done it. Fionn 
reveals it was the daughter of Guilleann. Conán says they will make Guilleann suffer 
until he restores Fionn.  

They carried Fionn to Sliabh Guilleann and the fíanna, were rooting the cave for 5 
days and nights until Guilleann's daughter arose. She offered a drink to Fionn and he 
was restored except for his hair colour. They all like the grey so he kept it. 

 

134. 
Name of Text: Seilg Sléibhe na mBan - ‘The chase of Sliabh na mBan (Slievenamon)’. 
In translation: “One day Fionn of the fían went”. First words from the Duanaire Finn 
version: ‘La da ndechaidh Fionn na bfían’ 
Format: Verse 
Date: 16th century (Murphy) 
MSS:  
Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b)=Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 75v 
(middle)–76r 
Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 72.1.37 (Gaelic XXXVII)=Book of 
the Dean of Lismore [s. xvi] 
Editions: Laoithe fiannuigheachta, Vol. 2, pp. 216- 221. 
 
Description: 
 
One day Fionn went to hunt on Sliabh na mban bhfionn with 3000 of the fíanna. 
Patrick says he loves Oisin's voice, blesses Fionn's soul and asks how many deer fell. 
Oisin says there were great spoils there. Patrick asks if they took armament or arms 
when they went hunting. Oisin says they carried them all the time, not a single 
warrior was without a satin shirt and 2 hounds, a wadded tunic and gilded headpiece 
etc.  
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He says Fionn was the noblest and bravest. They sent out a battalion westwards to 
hunt on Sliabh na mban bhfionn. Fionn arranged the hounds and they began startling 
the boars and deer from East and West. Fionn and Bran sat on the mountain, and 
each man was in position until they saw the hidden deer. They loosed 3000 hounds, 
and killed 6000 horned deer in the valley, not counting the hornless deer. Such a 
hunt had never been seen before. The end of the hunt in the west was the death of 
1000 hounds by a hundred boars. If is were not for the fierceness of the Fían, many of 
them would have fallen. This was the greatest single day of hunting.  

 

135. 
Name of Text: Sgriobh sin a Bhrógain sgribhinn (I) - The boyhood of Fionn. In 
translation: “Write it Brogan a writing”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy); “The language of this poem suggests that it was 
written about 1400 A.D.” (Murphy). 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
15r (middle)–15v (middle) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 33-34, 133-134 
 
Description: 
 
The daughter of Tadhg Mor m. Nuadha bore Fionn (a famous sapling of glowing 
crown). Glais Dige was his first name. Bodhmann carried the lad to a secret hill; 
hence he is the lad of the hollow. One day he was left alone whilst suckling a piece of 
wild hog. A creature (toghán - possibly polecat, some king of small animal kept as a 
pet) comes close after smelling the slice and Fionn keeps choking it till evening. 
When Bodhmann returned she rejoiced at Fionn's first exploit. The toghán was 
skinned and the skin of the tree-hound of the forest was put around him. Bodhmann 
continued to rear him until he was nine. She eventually went with him to Fair Taillte 
where he won against the boys of Ireland thrice.  

Conn of the champions asks who the little fair lad is, Bodhmann decides this is his 
name, says he is the prophesied hero come to break the geis. Fionn went off into the 
hills. 

This explains his name. 

 

136. 
Name of Text: Sgríobh sin a Bhrogáin sgribhinn (II) - The lay of the smithy. In 
translation: “Write it Brogan a writing”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish (Murphy); c.1400 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
50v (middle)–52r 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 2., pp. 2-15. 
 
Description: 
 
Brogan writes again and writes as though he is Patrick speaking to Oisin. Asks Oisin 
to tell tales of the Fían, and why Caoilte was the one to break up conflicts. 
Oisin; One day they arrived on Luachair Deadhadh, there were 8 of them: Oisin, 



291 
 

Daolghus, Diarmaid, the 3 sons of the one craftsmen of Beare, Fionn and Mag Lugach. 
They hadn't been there long when a very tall, one legged warrior appeared. He had 3 
arms and a face as black as coal, one eye, gazing at Fionn, and a garment which barely 
covered his bum. His dark blue foot was more than a warrior's hand could hold, the 
distance from knee to ankle was longer than a spear. They all took up arms. His 
garment was of deerskin. The warrior addressed Fionn asking for the Gods' blessing 
on him. Fionn says the same to him, asks who he is.  

He replies that he is Lon m. Líomhtha and that he has mastered the nature of every 
craft. He teaches the smiths of the king of Lochann in Bergen. His mother was 
Liomhthach the young and he has a brother. He has come to Fionn to seek an even 
race. He puts a geis on them to feel the pangs of a woman in travail unless they follow 
him to the smithy. He leapt away like a spring wind going over mountain tops. They 
follow him. They went in 4 bands following the man over various places all over 
Ireland. They finally catch up to one another at the cave of Corann and the smith 
enters with Daolghus and Fionn following after. Inside there were bellows and a 
forge. There were 7 swords stretched out in masses.  

Lon said this was his portion of weapons yet unmade. He put tongs into the hearth 
and pulled out a stone with 4 ridges. He and Daolghus made some keen hammering. 
The giant had 3 hands working at once but Daolghus kept up quite well. They made a 
hard, sparkling blade. The smiths asked who the slender warm man without 
weakness was. Fionn said that shall be his name from now on; Caoilte. Lon calls for a 
bed chamber to be made ready for each man, and a spear and blade to be given to 
them. But for Fionn a very straight spear and a lovely long sword. They gave them 7 
swords and 9 spears (all charmed).  

Oisin names all the weapons and said they had all had sufficient sleep when they 
awoke the next day. 

 

137. 
Name of Text: Sgéla catha Cruinn Mhóna - In translation: “The story of the battle of 
Cronnmhóin” 
Format: Verse 
Date: Early Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
4v (bottom)–6v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 10-14, 106-110. 
 
Description: 
 
The houses of Ronan, Baoisgne, and Morna were involved in that fray, as well as the 
races of Da-Bhoirinn and Dubh Diothrabh and the house of Neamhnann. To engage 
the hosting, Goll m. Morna kept watch for a week. Late at night in the shelter of a 
tree, he saw a poet lad approach named Daighre of the songs. Goll asked for a night's 
loan of that warden from his kinsfolk and for the poet as an envoy to Fionn to see if 
there was a man of the fían to stand with him. Fionn asked who would go with good 
heart against Goll of the sharp spears; Oisin was said to have the best right but he did 
not want to do it. Oscar, Fátha Canann, Diarmaid O Duibhne, Mag Lugach, Caoilte, 
all refuse. Fionn gets angry and Caireall O Conbróin appears to reluctantly agree to 
fight. Dairghre told Goll that a reluctant company had undertaken to stop Goll. Goll 
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replied that Fátha Canann, Caoilte, nor the nobles of the house of Baoisgne. He heard 
the great array being arranged by Fionn; the fíans of the 5/5ths against Goll.  

Fionn gathers the fíanna together along with various other rig-feinnidh's and kings to 
stand against Goll. Because all these men have been mustered against Goll, Goll asks 
Daighre who Goll is and he replies that this is the name the fíanna know him by, but 
it had been kept secret for fear of his reaction. Goll says that if this is so, he needs to 
prepare. After the 7 day watch, Goll's weapons were beside him. Goll then took a spell 
of sleep so that Fionn heard the groaning breath of the hero. Fionn goes to find out 
who this is until he spied Goll alone. He thought about killing him whilst he slept 
because none would know who had done it. However Fearghus wine-mouth had 
followed Fionn and told him not to do it for fame lasts longer than life. Goll woke at 
the sound and Fionn demanded a duel, but Goll refused saying it was ill-tasting for 
leaders to fight. Fionn said it was not his reason, but that he wanted to slay him. 
Fionn put his battle gear on and Goll rose up to meet him but they decided to delay it 
till the next morning so the men could watch.  

Fionn arranged his men around the bog, and there was a big battle. Goll managed to 
single-handedly defeat many of them.  

 

138. 
Name of Text: Siothaí Cháilti cía ros fúair - Caoilte's urn. In translation: “Caoilte's 
urn who first found”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: “This poem was probably written c. 1200” (Murphy); Middle Irish /Early 
Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
17v (bottom)–21v (middle) 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 38-45, 140-9. 
 
Description: 
 
Description of the urn of Caoilte, and how great a warrior Caoilte was. One day they 
were above Eas Ruaidh and Fionn divided the forests, woods, and wildernesses 
between them. Fionchadh and Corr the footswift got the Connact boarder, as did 
Suanan m. Fear Trom, Faolán, and Lughaidh from Leitrim. The 3 kings of the British 
fíans, Anluan, Forann, and Fearadhach were there. Forann took a third of their 
foreigners and levies. When Fionn saw that he told Oisin to bring Cnú Deireoil, the 
sons of Cuan and Fionn's musicians and soldiers and to hold the chase of Leinster of 
sword-blades, of Ossory, Sliabh, and Cuallan. He says the foreigners and levies are 
under Oisin's protection. Forann brought his own musicians with him to the chase 
and they were jealous of the foreigners, musicians, and levies. Fionn loosed the 
hunting folk and their hounds and Bearnas. 8 of the king's men and Fionn as the 9th 
stood there. Oisin lists the men and the hounds that were with them.  

Fionn sees a giant hideous pig approach, all but Fionn let loose their dogs and the pig 
kills them all. They cast spears at it and they bounced off as if she were made of stone. 
They ask for Bran to fight it. Fionn encourages Bran by reminding her of all her great 
deeds. Bran rises up and the boar runs. There is a great chase until Bran corners the 
pig. The pig lets out a chirp and a churl appears who threatens their lives if they do 
not release his pig. Failbhe m. Flann, Caoinche, Rionnolbh, and Cuan of Crumlin 
heard and tried to approach the man but were held back by wizardry. They tried to 
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fight but he bound them. Aodh m. Fionn, Glas, Daire, and Donnghus then try to fight 
him but are bound.  

Fionn and Bran chase the boar again for ages until the churl sets him on his shoulder 
and Fionn and Bran can do nothing but stare after him. He says to Fionn that spell 
and fate will come on him if he does not continue to chase the boar. Fionn said he 
would go after him if he released the heroes. The churl says he shall have that and 
one more blessing. He releases them and they follow him to the sídh above Gleann 
Deichid. As they reached the door, he stroked the boar with his wand and it became a 
young stripling of great beauty. They went into the sídh and were welcomed without 
enmity and arranged on the crystalline bench. 50 young lads came to kiss them, then 
50 damsels, 150 in green-cloaks were in the house, each with a mate. A lovely queen 
offers welcome to the king, to Fionn.  

They are refreshed with 7 urns of white silver and one golden urn for Fionn. The new 
of each meat and old of each drink was served to the people of the house. When their 
ale had taken them all, the warrior asked what Fionn was thinking. Fionn says he was 
wondering who they were. The hero says he is Eanna Labhar Tuinne, and his wife is 
Craoibhfinn ní Manannan. They have one daughter and one son, named Sgathach 
and Uachtach respectively. Fionn says his son is beautiful and looks like a king, but 
he has not seen his daughter.  

Sgathach walks in and Fionn falls in love with her. He offers 200 cattle of each kind in 
payment to wed her for a year without danger. He offers her brother a shield and 
sword of hard strength and 100 ounces of burnished gold as her marriage price. The 
father asks how she likes that; as having a wife is good, but it is not good to seek her 
hand if she doesn't want it. She agrees although she doesn't seem too happy. She 
takes her marriage gift as a bond from Fionn. Eanna decides that now Fionn is his son 
in law, he will explain why they have been brought there. He explains that he was the 
churl and his son the boar. He says that because he has got the better of Fionn 
without the strength of shields or blades, Fionn shall have gold, Silver, and valuables 
as compensation. He will give 2 cumhals of gold for each man and 4 for the high king. 
He lists many things Fionn is to be given, including the urn. He asks surety that the 
fían will be obedient to his son if they encounter him. They have the sureties. 

They spread the splendid couch and Fionn was the first to approach it. Sgathach asks 
a loan of the musician’s harp. It is a beautiful magic harp, and one of its powers is the 
suantarghléas; which causes people to fall asleep. She plays it and all are cast into a 
sleep until midday. When they awoke they had all the treasures and the urn. The fían 
assembled and Fionn told them about the night they'd had, they said they have only 
been apart since that morning. Fionn tells the story and got very confused. Fionn 
divided the treasures and gave Caoilte the urn which he kept for 7 years, until one day 
when they were at Duibheochair. Guaire asked for water from Caoilte, and goes off 
with the urn to a stream and he dropped it in. Despite 105 people looking for it, they 
could not find it. Fionn says he does not think it will be found until the Tailgheann 
came over the sea and Patrick takes it from the stream.  

 

139. 
Name of Text: Tesmolta Cormaic ocus aided Finn - The version in Laud 610 is 
followed by a fragment of another account of Finn's death. 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century (Meyer) 
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MSS:  
1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 [s. xv] part 2 ff. 121va–122vb 
2. London, British Library, MS Egerton 1782 [1516-1518] ff. 24rb–25rb 
3. Dublin, National Library of Ireland, MS G 130 (Phillipps 17080) [s. xviii] pp. 41–44 
Transcript from Egerton 1782. 
4. London, British Library, MS Egerton 92 = Book of Fermoy fragment [s. xv] f. 6ra 
Fragment. 
Editions: O'Grady, S. H., Silva Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 1: 
Irish text, (London: Williams & Norgate, 1892); O'Grady, Standish Hayes, Silva 
Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 2: translation and notes, (London: 
Williams & Norgate, 1892); Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), Cath Finntrága or The Battle of 
Ventry, Mediaeval and Modern Series 1.4, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1885). 
 
Description: 
 
Cormac m. Art reigned for 40 years except the 2 years where Ulster usurped. He was 
also missing for 4 months and people didn't know where he was. Except David son of 
Solomon, there was never a king who could be likened to Cormac. A lot of praise for 
Cormac and descriptions of his reign.  

Cormac's chief of household and stipendiary master of the hounds was Fionn. There 
was no better warrior than Fionn; he was a champion worthy of a king. Fionn enjoyed 
hunting rights throughout Ireland. He dwelt in Almhain particularly when he grew 
old. His wife was Fatha Canann's daughter, Smirgat, she was a prophetess and wise 
woman, and told him he should never drink out of a horn as that would cause his 
death.  

One day Fionn sailed from Almhain and found himself in Ardhaca inchbadh in 
Offaly, where he found a well that he drank from. He put his knowledge thumb under 
his tooth and learnt that the end of his life had come. He went on to druim bregh, 
where enemies of the fíanna lived, namely Uirgrenn's 3 sons and Aichlech More m. 
Duibrenn, grandson of Uirgrenn. They fought a great battle at Brea on the Boyna and 
Fionn fell there. Duibrenn's son Aichlech beheaded Fionn and commissioned a 
quatrain so all would know it was him. This then was his death, but his origin is 
declared variously in different parts of Ireland.  

 

140. 
Name of Text: The chase of Síd na mBan Finn and the death of Finn 
Format: Prose 
Date: 13th or 14th century 
MSS: 1. London, British Library, Egerton 1782, fo. 20b1–24a2. (The manuscript dates 
from the 16th century (c. 1517); 125 folios. 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “The Chase of Síd na mBan Finn and the Death of 
Finn”, in Meyer, K., Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems and 
tales relating to Finn and his Fiana, (Todd Lecture Series 16, London: Hodges, Figgis, 
1910), pp. 52–99. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn and his warriors go out on a chase but get nothing for 3 days, on the 4th day 
Fionn suggests they go after a boar who had slaughtered many of the Fianna 7 years 
previously. They kill it, but there is a prophecy that Fionn will die within a year of its 
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death so Fionn tries to outrun it by going to Scotland. His fían chiefs tell him not to 
and say they will provide for him for a year with feasting if he stays. On the first night, 
the son of the host tries to kill Fionn, they go to battle and eventually Fionn is dealt 7 
different mortal blows. The implication is that he dies, but the MS breaks off. 
 

141. 
Name of Text: The quarrel between Finn and Oisín 
Format: Prose & Verse 
Date: The poem "must have been composed during the Old Irish period, perhaps 
even as early as the eighth century", although the text is imperfectly preserved in later 
manuscripts (Hull, following Meyer) 
MSS: 1. London, British Library, MS Harleian 5280 [s. xviin] f. 35b1 
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 N 10 (Betham 145, 967) [s. xvi] p. 53 
2. Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 72.3.5 (Gaelic LXXXIII) = Leabhar 
Caol [1812] p. 251. 
Editions: Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “The quarrel between Finn and Oisin”, in Meyer, K., 
Fianaigecht: being a collection of hitherto inedited Irish poems and tales relating to 
Finn and his Fiana, (Todd Lecture Series 16, London: Hodges, Figgis, 1910), pp. 22–27. 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn was looking for Oisin as none had seen him for a year. He was angry with 
Fionn, Fionn found him in the wilderness whilst Oisin was cooking a pig. Fionn turns 
on him and deals him a blow. Oisin seized his weapons and at first didn't recognise 
him, Fionn says it is silly for a young warrior to fight an old grey-headed man. Oisin 
said although the grey-head attacks, his spears are not sharper nor shield broader. 
Fionn says that this may be true but that grey-head will prevail in battle. Oisin 
disputes this, next 2 verses fragmentary. Oisin says when he has been wounded thrice 
in battle he will make a scream of doom as he faces young warriors [fragmentary]. 

Fionn says he is acquainted with young men. Oisin says in the heat of a fight the old 
warrior is stuck to the ground. Fionn; the young man will have his nose split. Oisin; 
when palsy has consumed his hand, the young man is still full of strength etc. This 
continues. Eventually Fionn acknowledges Oisin as his son, says that what he is 
saying is not good. Oisin; Oh ancient hero, you are not wont to be among youths, he 
had no desire to harm Fionn unless he had been boastful. Fionn says their quarrel is 
finished.  

 

142. 
Name of Text: Tochmarc Ailbe - ‘The wooing of Ailbe 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: 10th century 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1336 6.1 (H 3. 17) [s. xvi] cols 827–831 written in a 
distinct hand, called ‘Hand D’ by the cataloguers. 
Editions: Thurneysen, R., (ed.) (tr.), “Tochmarc Ailbe (Das Werben um Ailbe)”, 
Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie 13 (1921), pp. 251–282. 
 
Description: 
 
Only available in German. Tells of how Ailbe is wooed.  
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143. 
Name of Text: Tríar láoch do chúadhmor do sheilg - Three heroes went to the chase 
Format: Verse 
Date: late Middle Irish or early classical Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] f. 
43v. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 81, 95. 
 
Description: 
 
3 heroes went to chase on Sliabh gCua, and they startle a brown stag, his like had not 
been seen there before. They loosed their hounds and took him down. The three were 
the speaker, Oisin, and Caoilte.  
 

144. 
Name of Text: Trúag sin a Chaílte a chara - In translation: “This is sad, dear Caílte” 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1200 (Murphy); (late) Middle Irish or (early) Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
43r (bottom, line 19)–43v (line 3). 
Editions: “Anonymous: Oisín’s parting from Caílte”, in: Murphy, G., (ed.) (tr.), Early 
Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 164–167, 
238; Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 81, 194. 
 
Description: 
 
Oisin relates his parting from Caoilte and says it is sad and that bar himself the face of 
Baoísgne is gone. 
 

145. 
Name of Text: Tucait fagbála in fessa do Finn ocus marbad Cuil Duib - ‘How Finn 
obtained knowledge, and the slaying of Cúl Dub’ 
Format: Prose 
Date: 15th century Manuscript, Middle Irish 
MSS:  
1. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS D iv 2 (992) [s. xv] f. 88rb 
2. Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1318 16 (cols 573-958) (H 2. 16) = section of the Yellow 
Book of Lecan [s. xivex/xvin] p. 212b in facsimile col. 952. 
Editions: Hull, V., (ed.) (tr.), “Two tales about Find”, Speculum 16:3 (1941), pp. 322–
333. 
Based on YBL; Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “Two tales about Finn”, Revue Celtique 14 (1893), 
pp. 241–249; Corrigenda in Revue Celtique 17 (1896), pp. 320. 
 
Description: 
 
Someone steals a pig as it is cooking 3 days in a row and takes it to a fairy mound. 
First 2 guards are Oisin and Caoilte but they don't catch it. Third day Fionn goes and 
chases it, stabbing it twice with a spear. As he reaches the fairy mound he stabs it the 
second time, and Fionn gets his thumb stuck in the door when it closes. When he 
sucks his thumb he hears fairy voices telling him his has killed Cul Dub.  
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146. 
Name of Text: Tuilsitir mo derca súain - Poem on the boar of Muir Talláin. In the 
lower margin of the Edinburgh manuscript, the poem is attributed to Oisín. In 
translation: "My eyes slumbered in sleep" 
Format: Verse 
Date: 12th century (Meyer) 
MSS: Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1339 (H 2. 18) = Book of Leinster [s. xii2] p. 208a[1] 
Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, Adv. MS 72.1.38 (Gaelic XXXVIII) [s. xvii] p. 
154. 
Editions: Windisch, E. (ed.), Irische Texte mit Wörterbuch, 4 vols, vol. 1, (Leipzig, 
1880). 
 
Description: 
 
Attributed to Oisin. Oisin is asleep, his weapons close around him. He has a strange 
dream wherein he set his hounds on a sow on the plain. She was fat, 30 feet from her 
side to the beard of her tusk, 30 inches of tusk for Fionn, fat under her hide. Each eye 
was as large as a cauldron, his sword cut her neck and his dogs fixed on her ear. She 
was the sow of the sea of eastern Tallan, which strikes the rock where the waves 
touch. His limbs were strong protection to him, Patrick’s are not protection to him.  
 

147. 
Name of Text: Turus acam Día h-Aíne - In translation: “I travel in great anxiety on a 
Friday”. In the Acallamh. 
Format: Verse 
Date: c. 1175 (Murphy), late Middle Irish 
MSS: Five MS witnesses: 
1. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 610 Book of the White Earl = part of the 
Book of the White Earl [c. s. xv1] ff. 123r–146r    
2. Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson B 487 [s. xv + s. xvii] ff. 12ra–52vb Four 
fragments. 
3. Chatsworth (Derbyshire), Book of Lismore [s. xv] ff. 159–197 Ten fragments. 
4. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 4 [s. xv-xvi(?)] 
5. Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (a) [s. xvii1]. 
Editions: “Anonymous: Cáel praises Créide’s house”, in: Murphy, G., (ed.) (tr.), Early 
Irish lyrics: eighth to twelfth century, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956), pp. 140–147, 
229–231. 
 
Description: 
 
Cáel speaks. He travels to Créide's house in the Paps mountains. She has a present 
house, and Créide is a good leader over her household. Cáel says it will be good for 
him to stay there with her (implies he might sleep with her). Describes various of her 
amazing and interesting objects. Describes the length and size of the house and what 
it's made from. Says she is a spear's-length above the other women of Ireland. 
 

148. 
Name of Text: Tóiteán Tighe Fhinn -The burning of Finn's house’ 
Format: Verse 
Date: 18th century? 
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MSS: Gwynn based his edition on three manuscripts: 
A = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 A 47 (Hodges & Smith 205, 25) [s. xviii] p. 118 
ff 
B = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 C 26 (Hodges & Smith 71, 765) [s. xviii] p. 208 
ff 
C = Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 O 32 (Hudson 14, 75) [s. xix] p. 119 ff 
Others: 
1. London, British Library, MS Egerton 142 [1821] p. 72 A copy of the Book of Lismore. 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 B 2 (1002) [s. xix] p. 139 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 K 33 (545) [s. xix] p. 136. 
Editions: Gwynn, E. J., and J. H. Lloyd, (ed.) (tr.), “The burning of Finn’s house”, Ériu 
1 (1904), pp. 13–37. 
 
Description: 
 
It relates how Garad mac Morna burnt to death the wives of the fían-warriors in 
Finn's house and how he was afterwards slain by his son Aod. Oisín addresses St 
Patrick in the last quatrain of the ballad. As the old, grey-haired warrior Garad mac 
Morna lies asleep, the wives of the fían-warriors tie down his hair and beard. When 
the women raise a battle-cry, he immediately starts up, thereby tearing the hair from 
his head and face. Because of his humiliation he decides to take brutal vengeance: as 
the women are staying in Finn's hostel at Drumcree (Co. Westmeath), he shuts them 
inside by locking all seven doors and sets the building ablaze. Everyone inside, 
including King Cormac’s daughter Ailbe, dies a miserable death by burning. Many 
horses and dogs which are dear to the fíanna die with them. 

For a long while Finn and his warriors - those who had not died of grief - go in pursuit 
of him. At long last, after a number of unsuccessful encounters, they find him asleep 
in a cave. Garad’s son Aod fights him and cuts off his head, fleeing afterwards and 
drowning himself in the sea. Father and son are buried side by side by the bay. 

 

149. 
Name of Text: Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne - ‘The pursuit of Diarmaid 
and Gráinne’ 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: Early Modern Irish (17th century Manuscript) 
MSS: Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 24 P 9 (Reeves 826, 739) [1651] Oldest 
manuscript. Beginning missing. 
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 L 27 (Hodges & Smith 87, 556) [s. xviii]. 
Editions: Ní Shéaghdha, N., (ed.) (tr.), Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne: The 
pursuit of Diarmaid and Gráinne, Irish Texts Society 48, (Dublin: Irish Texts Society, 
1967). 
 
Description: 
 
Fionn seeks Grainne, the daughter of Cormac mac Airt to be his wife, but she does 
not want to marry him as he is too old. Instead she tricks Diarmait into running away 
with her. Fionn chases after them both to try and recover his wife, and eventually 
they are both killed.  
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150. 
Name of Text: Tóruigheacht an Ghiolla Dheacair - ‘The pursuit of the Difficult Lad 
(Giolla Deacair)’ 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: 18th century? 
 
MSS:  
1. London, British Library, MS Additional 34119 p. 133ff 
2. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS E v 4 
3. Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 A 21. 
Editions: O'Grady, S. H., Silva Gadelica (I–XXXI): a collection of tales in Irish, vol. 1: 
Irish text, (London: Williams & Norgate, 1892). 
 
Description: 
 
In Cormac's time, Fionn was chief of the fíanna. Describes the wealth of the fíanna 
etc.  

One day the fíanna are in Almhain at Samhain and Fionn asked if it was time to go 
hunt. They went to the chase and set off from Almhain until they reached Tuath ó 
mBuilc and the Brosna river in Slieveboom. They extended it further and Fionn was 
sitting in his hunting mound with Oisin, Osc, Goll m. Morna, Art m. Morna, 
Sciathbreac m. Dathchain, the 3 Balbhs, the 3 sons of the Caird of Berra, Caoilte and 
various others.  

Fionn asked those with him who would watch and ward the hill and Finn Bane son of 
Basicne's grandson Bresal volunteered. He went to the hilltop and kept guard on all 
sides. He hadn't been there long before he saw a ruffian coming towards them, he was 
very ugly etc, along with gaunt, cross-built horse that was towed behind the giant. 
The big man hit the horse with an iron cudgel. Finn m. Bresal ran to the fíanna to tell 
them but he reached them before Finn could explain. 

The man saluted Fionn and bent his knee, then Fionn asked if he were noble or not, 
he said he was a Fomorian looking for jobs in Ireland and looking to judge the kings 
of Christendom and had heard that Fionn would never deny a man pay. Fionn says 
this is true, asks why the giant does not have a horse-boy. He replies that he hates 
horse-boys because he eats 100 men's worth of meat every day and doesn't want a boy 
meddling with it. Fionn asks his name; it's Giolla Dhecair (the difficult lad) and for 
good reason. He asks Conán mac Morna who gets paid more, a horseman or a 
footman, and Conán says a horseman. He asks for witness that he came to them as a 
horseman, says he will even turn his horse out amongst theirs. He does so and his 
horse proceeds to kill all the horses. Conán asks him to take the horse out, and that if 
the man did not have Fionn's security he would dash his brains out.  

Giolla Dhecair says he will not because that is a horse-boy’s job. Conán arose and 
slapped the halter onto the horse. Fionn says he never expected to see Conán act as 
the horse-boy but that Conán should take the horse and ride him to death. Conán got 
on the horse but it could not be stirred. Fionn said that unless there were several 
people on the horse's back they would not be able to get him to move. 13 men got on 
the horse and he lay down under them and then got up again. Giolla Dhecair said he 
could see that Fionn was making mockery of him and his horse, and that what he had 
heard of Fionn's virtues was a lie; he displayed only contemptuous frivolity (p. 296). 
He ran until there was a hill between him and the fíanna, lifted his kilt to display his 
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bum, and ran off. When the horse saw that he followed with the 13 men who were 
stuck. At first the fíanna laughed then Conán started screaming and they realised it 
was serious. Conán yelled insults and the fíanna chased them all the way to the sea. 
Liagain Luath grabbed the horse's tail to try and rein him but just got dragged into 
the sea with it.  

Oisin asks what they should do as they have no boat. Fionn says that they should go 
to the children of Gaedhel Glas who were given a magic boat that would appear at 
Ben-edar when they needed it. Fionn looked to the sea and saw a brace of valorous 
fellows coming toward him with great shields, swords, and spears etc. It was not long 
before they reached them and the leaders made signs of obeisance to Fionn. He asked 
who they were and they revealed they were sons of the kings of India. 

p. 298; They came because they had heard that there was in Ireland no man more 
acute in judgement and appraisal than Fionn and they wanted him to appraise their 
gifts which were that one of them could build a ship for as many men as necessary 
using only a sling stick and 3 strikes of an axe, providing the men bowed their heads 
whilst he worked. The other can track over sea or land with no difficulty. Fionn says 
this is great and he can use both of them; explains the situation. One of the men is 
called Feradach. He is the one who can make the ship so he does and makes 
hundreds. Caoilte gave 3 shouts and the men of Ireland's Fianna all gathered and 
learnt of the problem. Fionn and Ossian decided that since only 15 men had been 
taken, Fionn would only take 15 others with him, and leave Ossian guarding the rest 
in Ireland. They went into a ship and filled it with Gold just in case. They set off and 
the sea was quite tumultuous. They sailed for 3 days without any sign of land but then 
they saw a ragged precipice with a slippery rock. They followed Giolla Dhecair's scent 
into it.  

Fergus true-lips then spoke saying that Dermait was shrinking punily because he was 
brought up by Manannán and Aenghus Og in the land of promise and that he lacked 
the modicum of daring to get Fionn's men up the precipice. Diarmait went red and he 
took Manannán's magic staves and leapt as with a javelin to the top of the ledge and 
even further until he landed in the middle of foliage. Diarmait continued walking. He 
saw a great mass of stone with a drinking horn on it. There was a well at the bottom. 
He bent to drink some and heard a low rumble but drank anyway. A wizard came and 
told him off. They started fighting until evening at which point the wizard thought it 
was time to stop. He dove to the bottom of the well. Diarmaid was frustrated but 
noticed deer coming through the forest so cast a javelin at one of them. He carried it 
off and made a fire and ate it. Early the next morning he found the magician at the 
well. The magician addressed him by name, told him off again, and they fought and 
the magician jumped in the well. This happened again the next night but Diarmait 
grabbed the wizard and fell with him. He found himself in a wide-open country with 
a splendid city and on the green in front of the citadel was a multitude who left a path 
for the wizard but closed in on him. Diarmait wove his way through the crowd, 
slaying them as necessary until the remnant fled into the woods. The fight ended, 
Diarmait lay bruised and bloody on the ground. A burly wizard comes along and 
kicks him. Diarmait rouses himself and reaches for his weapon but the sorcerer says 
he has not come to do him harm but has come to tell him that that is a bad place to 
sleep and that if he comes with him there will be a better berth.  

Diarmait followed the wizard on a long journey until they reached a towering fortress 
with one hundred and fifty men and their allowance of women and a white toothed, 
black eyebrowed maiden sitting at the wall with expensive garments and the wimple 
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of a queen. She greeted him by name and he was taken to an infirmary where he was 
healed completely. Now the tables were set and each sat according to his rank. Good 
drinks and food were brought to them, and they feasted for 3 days and nights after 
which Diarmait asked where the castle was and who was head over it. The wizard told 
him this was the submerged land and that he, the wizard of chivalry, was king of that 
realm and had a blood feud with the wizard of the well, and that the king of chivalry 
had been on stipend with Fionn for a year in Ireland. He asked Diarmait about his 
journey. Diarmait told him everything.  

Meanwhile, Fionn and his people thought Diarmait had been away too long so they 
scaled the crag and found the remnants of his venison. A horseman rode towards 
them with a very handsome horse. He kissed Fionn and took them to his dwelling. 
They spent 3 days and nights feasting there before Fionn asked where he was and the 
man said this was the land of Sorcha and he was its king, and that he had held a 
delectable year on stipend with Fionn in Ireland. Fionn and the king of Sorcha 
appointed a day of gathering and a female courier came running through the 
assembly towards him. She tells them that the bay is full of a fleet of ships. The king 
says these are the ships belonging to the king of the Greeks who wants to subdue the 
whole world. Fionn says he will help.  

They set out and made great carnage of the Greeks. The king of the Greeks asks who 
made the carnage and said he had never heard of the men of Ireland but that he 
would banish all the Gaels to the end of the Earth. Fionn and the king pitched a green 
pavilion in sight of the monarch's fleet. The tent nearest to the enemy was occupied 
by Goll and Oscar. The Grecian monarch asked who would avenge the slaughter of 
his people and the king of the Frank's son volunteered. He marched to Fionn's tent. 
Goll rose to go and meet them but Oscar asked what he would do, Goll says he would 
fight for Fionn. Oscar asks to go instead. Oscar and the king's son face each other to 
fight. Goll makes carnage of the king of the Frank's men. Oscar beheaded the king’s 
son and turned to kill anyone Goll had not yet managed to slay.  

The king of the Greeks asks again who would fight and this time the king of Africa's 
son volunteers and the king of India's son went to meet them. Fionn asked what they 
were doing and Feradach said he would gladly undertake a day's strife for Fionn. 
Fionn says that they shouldn't because they had not been in his pay long enough. 
They say they will stop being stipendiaries so they can fight anyway. They fought a 
desperate fight and beheaded the king of Africa's son. 

This time the Greek king's son volunteered with 15 of his men to match Fionn's 15. His 
sister, an unmarried and most beautiful woman named Taise/Taebghel. She loves 
Fionn for his fame though she had not seen him (p 307). She therefore asked her 
father to let her watch the battle. He gave her permission and she went with her 
handmaid.  

The Greek prince faced Fionn and he went to meet him. They fought and the prince 
was killed. Over the graves of the fallen Ogam stones were raised. Taise loved Fionn 7 
times as much when he killed her brother so she offered herself to him to which 
Fionn agreed. She stole away that night to meet him. The next day the Grecian king 
awoke and was aggrieved, offering great riches to anyone who could restore her. A 
chief captain of the household says he will go because he possesses a magic branch 
which can put people to sleep. He went to Fionn’s tent and put them to sleep and 
kidnapped Taise then left back to Greece with the king.  
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Fionn is very sad the next morning but the king of Sorcha says they will set off to save 
her. The king called a gathering and amongst those assembled was Diarmait. Fionn 
sends Fergus True-lips to ask what this meant and who was he with, did he have 
tidings of the Giolla Dhecair. Diarmait says he is with the wizard of chivalry who had 
revealed that Giolla Dhecair was Abartach m. Allchad who had taken the men to the 
promised land. Fionn decides to send Diarmaid, Oscar, and Goll to get Taise along 
with Ferghus to proclaim their slaughters. Fionn took the rest to the promised land. 
When they arrived there they sent a message asking for either his missing men or 
battle. Abartach says he will restore them and pay him damages. He then took Fionn 
to his home and had a feast. Fionn stayed there until Goll and Oscar returned.  

Meanwhile Goll and Oscar went in a tall ship with many sea adventures until they 
reached Greece. They went to Athens and asked a herdsman what the city, country 
and king were. He thought they were stupid but replied that this was Athens, and it 
had the most soldiers in the world there. Oscar asked Goll what they should do. Goll 
says they should enter the city and fetch her away by fair means or foul. Fearghus says 
they should dress as poets to visit the king, and that he would bestow upon them the 
craft.  

They approach the castle and knock on the gate. The gatekeeper says the king is not 
in they cannot go in until he is home. The king returned from a hunt, and Goll and 
Oscar greeted him. Taise recognised them but said nothing. However as it was night 
time she asked for these men to come and tell her stories as she went to sleep. When 
in her chamber she asked what the plan was. It was that when the king left the next 
day she would steal out to the ship. The plan is put into practice and they sail to the 
land of promise. Fionn recognised them as they came. They were all reunited and 
Abertach asked what he owed Fionn in damages. Fionn asked for the wage he had 
first promised Abertach. Abertach also gives Conán and the men compensation; he 
stuck 14 women along with his own wife to the horse to be carried to Clochán cinn 
chait in the west of Corcaguiny.  

Abertach said; “There are your people Fionn” and disappeared. They went home and 
he married Taise.  

 

151. 
Name of Text: Uathadh damh sa coirtheso - The war-vaunt of Goll. In translation: 
“Lone am I on this crag” 
Format: Verse 
Date: Probably 13th or early 14th century (Murphy), Early Modern Irish (Murphy) 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
45v (middle)–50v. 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 86-92, 200-208. 
 
Description: 
 
Goll is alone on a crag with just a woe-begone woman. He is hungry and has not slept 
or eaten for 30 days and has killed 30 men in that time. Fionn the fenian prince has 
driven him there. He lists many of the men he has killed, says the command of 
Ireland was his until Cumhall came and that it was wrong of Fionn to drive him to 
famine.  
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Describes how Cumhall was seeking throughout Ireland to find and kill Goll after 
Goll's men killed Cumhall's Uncle. Nowhere in Ireland would take them in for fear of 
Cumhall so they went to Wales. He was there for a year and a quarter when the 
Welsh sent tidings to Cumhall who came to drive him out of Wales. After a battle he 
fled to Lochlain, where he slew the king of Lochlain, and the men of Morna spent a 
while there expecting tribute. They were betrayed again and Cumhall came to battle 
them. They went to Scotland where he killed the king of Alba. He was there for 4 
years before Cumhall came. They fought then went to London and things repeat 
themselves. This also happens in France and Bergen before they went to Cnucha, 
where Cumhall fell. (p. 206) Goll was fenian king over the fíans of Ireland for 10 years 
before Conn gave half of them to Fionn. They were at peace for a while.  

One day they were at the chase of Corann when Fionn came to a sudden halt at the 
summit of Sliabh Seghsa. 3 phantom spirits came out of the hill in a devilish guise. 
These were very ugly women and faint sickness came over them when they saw them. 
They turned Fionn into a withered quaking ancient, alongside the 7 battalions of the 
standing fían, all except Goll. The whole fían was bound and cast underground. They 
went to slay Fionn but Goll stepped in and fought them alone. They smote Camog 
and Cuilleann, then bound Iornach. He forced her to turn them back, then burnt her 
house.  

Iornach followed them and asked for single combat from Fionn. Gol fought and 
beheaded her. The women were the daughters of Conarán of the TDD. They were 
friends with Fionn until Fionn killed Fedha who was the son of Cainche. Without him 
Goll is lonely. 

 

152. 
Name of Text: Uchán asgíeth mo ríogh réil - The shield of Fionn. In translation: “Ah 
me! You shield of my bright king”. 
Format: Verse 
Date: “This poem offers few opportunities for exact dating… [it] probably belongs to 
the middle of the 12th century” (Murphy); late Middle Irish (Murphy) or Early 
Modern Irish 
MSS: Dublin, University College, MS Franciscan A 20 (b) = Duanaire Finn [s. xvii1] ff. 
15v (middle)–17v 
Editions: Duanaire Finn, Vol. 1, pp. 34-38, 134-39. 
 
Description: 
 
On Fionn's shield, talks about the virtues of the shield and the man who wields it. 
Tells how the shield came down from Manannán to Fionn. Lists battles Fionn was 
engaged in.  
 

153. 
Name of Text: Úath Beinne Étair 
Format: Prosimetrum 
Date: 16th century 
MSS:  
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS 23 N 10 (Betham 145, 967) [s. xvi] p. 13 
Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS C iii 2 (1236) [s. xvi] f. 10a 
London, British Library, MS Harleian 5280 [s. xviin] f. 35a 2–35b 1. 
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Editions: Ní Shéaghdha, N., (ed.) (tr.), Tóruigheacht Dhiarmada agus Ghráinne: The 
pursuit of Diarmaid and Gráinne, Irish Texts Society 48, (Dublin: Irish Texts Society, 
1967); Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), “Uath Beinne Etair”, Revue Celtique 11 (1890), pp. 125–134; 
Corrigenda in Revue Celtique 17 (1896), p. 319; Meyer, K., (ed.) (tr.), Four Old-Irish 
songs of summer and winter, (London: Nutt, 1903). 
 
Description: 
 
Short Fenian prose tale, with a poem. It recounts how Diarmait, who is persecuted by 
Finn for having carried off Gráinne, daughter of Cormac mac Airt, the King of Ireland, 
takes refuge in a cave in the Hill of Howth and is betrayed by an old woman; Harleian 
5280 version: 

The tale opens when Diarmait has carried off Gráinne, daughter of King Cormac mac 
Airt, from the warrior Finn. Diarmait and Gráinne hide inside a cave in the hill of 
Howth (Benn Étair), with an old woman (Cailleach) watching over them. The old 
woman goes up the hill, sees Finn approaching and asks him about any news. Finn 
tells her that he intends to woo her on the condition that she betrays Diarmait to 
him. Believing him, she agrees to this and concocts a plan to keep the warrior in his 
hiding place. Having wetted her cloak in saltwater, she returns to the cave to warn 
the couple of heavy snow-fall, freezing winds and the inundation of the sea across the 
land. Much of the text is occupied by a poem beginning ‘Fuit, fuid!’ (“Cold, cold!”) in 
which she describes how much the landscape has transformed and how the animals 
cannot find any shelter. When the woman leaves again, apparently leaving behind her 
cloak, Gráinne discovers that it has the taste of salt and warns Diarmait that he has 
been betrayed. They leave together and on seeing Finn and his band of warriors, 
make for the harbour, where Diarmait has spotted a skiff. Diarmait's (supernatural) 
foster-father Óengus of the Brug, who has come to rescue them, is awaiting them 
here. The text ends. 
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APPENDIX C: ARTHURIAN TERMS 

WELSH TERMS 

For page numbers: Page number for the Welsh edition is given first, the page number for the translation is given in brackets. 

Text Term About Whom Frequency Translation Pages 

Peredur amherawdyr Arthur 1 emperor 39 

Geraint amherawdyr Arthur 1 
 

1 (139) 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

amherawdyr Arthur (by 
narrator) 

4 
 

559 (217), 
564 (220) 
x2, 568 
(223) 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

amherawdyr Arthur by 
Iddog 

3 
 

558 (216), 
560 (217), 
562 (219) 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

amherawdyr Arthur by the 
squire 

2 
 

564 (221) x2 

Owain amherawdyr Arthur 9 
 

1 (116) x3, 10 
(121), 17 
(128), 20 
(130) x2, 
20(131), 25 
(134) 

Gereint filius 
Erbin 

amheraudur Arthur 1 
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Text Term About Whom Frequency Translation Pages 

Owain yg kyfoeth yr amherawdyr 
Arthur 

Arthur 1 In the court of emperor Arthur 10 (121) 

Amherawdyr  22 

CO A'm harglwyd gar Arthur Arthur 1 And Arthur, my lord 28 (200) 

Geraint Arglwyd A (by 
messengers 
from 
Cornwall) 

2 Lord 19 (154), 20 
(154) 

Geraint arglwyd A by Ger 1 
 

20 (155) 

Peredur Arglwyd Arthur 2 
 

31, 35 

CO Arglwyd Arthur 1 
 

31 (202) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur 1 
 

2 (139) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur (By 
Chief 
Physician) 

1 
 

17 (152) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur (by 
Edern m 
Nudd) 

1 
 

16 (151) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur (by 
Enid) 

1 
 

44 (171) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur (by ger) 3 
 

44 (171) x2, 
45 (171) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur (by 
Gwalchmai) 

1 
 

2 (140) 

Geraint arglwyd Arthur (by 
Gwen) 

5 
 

2 (140), 4 
(141), 14 
(150), 16 
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Text Term About Whom Frequency Translation Pages 

(151), 22 
(156) 

Owain arglwyd Arthur by Cai 2 
 

18 (128) x2 

Owain arglwyd Arthur by 
Gwalchmai 

4 
 

17 (128), 19 
(129-130) 
x2, 20 (130) 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

arglwyd Arthur by 
Iddog 

1 
 

559 (217) 

Owain arglwyd Arthur by 
Owain 

2 
 

10 (121) x2 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

arglwyd Arthur by 
Owain 

6 
 

563 (220), 
564 (221), 
565 (221), 
566 (222), 
567 (223), 
568 (223) 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

Arglwyd Arthur by the 
squire 

1 
 

568 (223) 

Geraint nit awn y kys dy arglwyd onyt 
Arthur yw dy arglwyd 

Ger to Brenhin 
Bychan 

1 I would not go to your lord's 
court unlesss Arthur were your 
lord 

40 (168) 

Geraint dy arglwyd yw a'th geuynderw about Arthur 
and Cai's 
relationship  

1 he [Arthur] is your lord and 
cousin 

43 (170) 

Owain Arglywyd Arthur by 
Owain 

3 
 

20 (130) x3 

Arglywyd 41  
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Text Term About Whom Frequency Translation Pages 

TYP Arthur Ben Teyrned ym Pen 
Ryonyd yn y Gogled 

Arthur 1 Arthur as chief prince in Pen 
Rhionydd in the North 

1 (pp. 76-7 
in Celtic 
Sources) 

TYP Arthur yn Pen Teyrned yg Kelli 
Wic yg Kernyw 

Arthur 1 Arthur as chief prince in 
Celliwig in Cornwall 

1 (pp. 76-7 
in Celtic 
Sources) 

TYP Arthur yn Pen Teyrned ym 
Mynyv 

Arthur 1 Arthur as chief prince in 
Mynyw 

1 (pp. 76-7 
in Celtic 
Sources) 

CO Penn Teyrned yr Ynys honn Arthur 1 Chief of the kings of this island 6 (183) 

Pen Teyrned 4 

Brut y 
Brenhinnedd  

Arthur yn vrenhyn Arthur 1 make Athur king 50-1. 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

y brenhin Arthur 1 The king 563 (220) 

Brenhin 2 

CO catbritogyon Arthur's men 1 battle-chiefs 6 (183) 

Geraint eglwys y Arthur a'y deyrned a'y 
wahodwyr 

Arthur's 
entourage 

1 a church for Arthur and his 
kings and his guests 

1 (139) 

CO niuer Arthur's men 1 noblemen 6 (183) 

Breuddwyd 
Rhonabwy 

meibyon teyrned ynys prydein 
a'e gwyrda 

Arthur's men 1 the sons of the kings of the 
Island of briain and their men 

558 (216) 

TYP Tri Brenhinawl Varchoc oedd 
yn Llys Arthur 

Arthur 1 Three Royal knights were in 
Arthur's court 

5 *pp. 92-3) 
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Text Term About Whom Frequency Translation Pages 

TYP Teir Prif Riein Arthur Arthur 1 Arthur's three Great Queens 56 (pp. 84-
5 in Celtic 
Sources) 

Geraint A dygyfor a oruc attaw naw 
brenhin corunawc a oedynt wyr 
itaw hyd yno; a chyt a hynny 
ieirll a barwneit, canys 
gwahodwyr, itaw uydei y rei 
hynny ym pob gwyl arbennic 
ony bei fawr aghennyon yn eu 
lludyas 

Arthur's 
entourage 

1 He gathered about him there 
nine crowned kings who were 
cassals of his, and with them 
earls and barons, because these 
would be his guests at every 
high feast unless pressure of 
circumstances prevented them.  

1 (139) 

Arthur's entourage 7 

CO Gwr kyfoethawc yw Arthur 1 He is a powerful man 27 (199) 

Other term for A  1  

Owain gyfoeth Arthur's 
kingdom 

1 
 

17 (128) 

Peredur lys Arthur Arthur 1 Court of Arthur 
 

CO Pennhynef Kernyw Arthur's uncle 1 
 

8 (185) 

Others  3 

CAMBRO-LATIN TERMS 

Text Term About 
Whom 

Frequency Translation Pages 

Historia Brittonum Arthuri militis Arthur 1 Arthur the Soldier  10-11       
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Text Term About 
Whom 

Frequency Translation Pages 

Life of Illtud Arthurii regis Arthur 1 King Arthur 20-1. 

Life of Gildas Arthuro rege Arthur 1 King Arthur 22-3. 

Life of Gildas Arturi regis totius maioris Brittanniae Arthur 1 Arthur, the king of the whole of 
Britain 

22-3. 

Life of Cadog Athurii regis illustrissimi Britannie Arthur 1 Arthur the most famous king of 
Britain 

30-1.  

Annales Cambriae inclitus Arthurus rex Britonum Arthur 1 the famous Arthur, king of the 
Britons 

12-3 

Herman: De Miraculis 
Sanctae Mariae Laudensis 

regis Arturi Arthur 2 
 

46-7 x2 

Life of Cadog regis/regum Arthur 4 King 30-31 x2, 
32-3, 34-5. 

Life of Gildas rex Arthurus Arthur 1 King Arthur 24-5.  

Life of Gildas rex rebellis Arthur 1 war-like king 24-5.  

Life of Gildas rex uninersalis Britanniae Arthur 1 The king of all Britain 22-3. 

Life of St Goueznou magnum Arturum Britonum regum Arthur 1 Great Arthur, king of the 
Britons 

36-7 

Regum  15  

Life of Gildas Arturo tyranno Arthur 1 tyrant Arthur 24-5.  

Life of Padarn tirannus Arthur 1 tyrant 16-7 

Tyrant  2  

Life of Cadog Hoc Arthurius uniuersique duces 
eiusdem cum totius Brittannie 
senioribus 

Arthur 1 Arthur, all his princes and the 
elders of the whole of Britain 

34-5.  



311 
 

Text Term About 
Whom 

Frequency Translation Pages 

Life of Carannog In istis temporibus Cato et Arthur 
regnabant in ista patria 

Arthur 1 In those times Cadwy and 
Arthur reigned in that country 

18-19.  

Brut y Brenhinnedd  [Quem morum probitas commendat 
laude] perhenni 

Arthur 1 Here lies Arthur the flower of 
kings, glory of the kingdom 

54-55. 

Other Terms  2  
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APPENDIX D: FENIAN TERMS 

Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Bruidhean Chaorthainn an flait féinne Prince of the fianna 35, 94 

Bruidhean Chaorthainn flaiteamail Prince (flaithem) 35, 94 

Bruidhean Chaorthainn rí[g] féinnidh Royal chief of the fíanna' 

(Meyer), leader of the fíanna, 

royal leader etc 

4, 8, 9, 13, 26 

Bruidhean Chaorthainn ríg-teac king of the house 4, 8, 9 (x2), 25, 26 

Cath Chnoic an Áir a rig na b-fhiann O king of the Fenians 66-7 

Cath Chnoic an Áir atá na ríg ór cionn na b-fiann 

(x2) 

Who is King over the Fians 72-3 

Cath Chnoic an Áir Rig na b-Fiann (x2) King of the Fians 70-1 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Chase of Síd na mBan a fianaighechta (uair nír 

lugha a ríghi thoir na abus) 

his fianship (because his 

kingship was no less in the east 

than here) 

68-9 

Chase of Síd na mBan Dóigh áro nírb ingram ríghi 

nhÉrenn 7 Alban 7 

rigfénnidecht in domuin uile 

do beith ag Fionn mac Cumail 

mun amm-sin 

Truly it was no wonder that the 

kingship of Ireland and 

Scotland and the headship of 

the fíanna of the whole world 

should be in the hands of 

Fionn mac Cumhaill at this 

time 

84-5 

Chase of Síd na mBan flaithfénnidh (Fionn) Princely (Fionn) of the fían  78 

Chase of Síd na mBan flatha prince 84-5 

Chase of Síd na mBan in rígh the King 84-5 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Chase of Síd na mBan Is annsin éirgis rígfénnid h-

Érenn & Alban & Saxan & 

Bretan & Leódus & Lochlann 

& na n-ailén cendtarach… 

Dóigh ám nírb ingnam ríghi 

nh-Érenn & Alban & 

rígfénnidecht in domuin uile 

do beith ag Finn Mac 

Cumaill mun amm-sin. 

Then rose the royal chief of the 

fíanna of Ireland and Scotland 

and of the Saxons and Britons, 

of Lewis and Norway and of the 

hither islands… Truly it was no 

wonder that the kingship of 

Ireland and Scotland and the 

headship of the fíanna of the 

whole world should be in the 

hands of Finn son of Cumhall 

at that time 

84-5 

Chase of Síd na mBan rí[g] féinnidh Royal chief of the fíanna' 

(Meyer), leader of the fíanna, 

royal leader etc 

52, 54 (x2), 56 (x2), 62, 68, 76, 

84, 86, 94, 96 (x3), 98 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Chase of Síd na mBan rí[g] reil brilliant king 80-81 

Chase of Síd na mBan ríg mílid Royal warrior 64-5, 94-5, 96-7 

Chase of Síd na mBan thigerus lordship 96-7 

Chase of Síd na mBan tigerna Lord 86-7, 92-3 

Chase of Síd na mBan uair is flaith úásal fortamail 

forglidi Fionn 

because Fionn is a noble, 

puissant, excellent prince 

78-9 

Cláidhtear leibh leabadh Osguir ardrí in trlóig/tslóig? high-king of the host 57 

Cláidhtear leibh leabadh Osguir Flaitféindid Fenian prince 56 

Cláidhtear leibh leabadh Osguir nocar faom in rigfénnid the Fenian King did not 

consent 

56 

Cliabhán cuill cía do róine Finn mac Cumhaill flaith na 

fFian 

Fionn mac Cumhaill, Prince of 

the fíanna 

60 

Cliabhán cuill cía do róine flaith na fFian Prince of the fíanna 65 

Cumain let a Oissin fhéil flaith na Féine Prince of the fíanna 336 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Dinnshenchas of Almu I fir flatha true-born prince 76-7 

Dinnshenchas of Almu I rí na Fian King of the Fian 76-7 

Dinnshenchas of Almu I rig-fénnid h-Erend royal champion of Ireland 76-7 

Eirigh suas a Oissín Mac na flatha the Prince's son 174-5 

Eirigh suas a Oissín rígh na Féine King of the Fian 174-5 

Feis Tighe Chonáin ríg Féinne Fenian King 120-1 

Fiafraighis Patraic Macha Mac na flatha The prince's son 16-17 

Fiondfile ba fer go lí rí rúánac roiclis mighty dexterous king 24-5, 123-124 

Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn airdrigh high king 64, 173 

Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn ardflaith high prince 64, 173 

Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn ardri eineac Fían Eireann worthy high king of the fians of 

Ireland 

62, 170 

Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn flait gan formad prince without envy 61, 170 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn ní fagbuim flait os do cionn ní 

fedann a beit toir no abus rí 

da méd ad comortus 

I find no prince better; there 

cannot be in the east or here a 

king, however great, to 

compare with thee.  

63, 172 

Fuaramar séilg iar Samhuin ré ríg na fFian a hAlmuin king of the fians from Almha 31, 131 

Guth Gadhaoir a Gcnoc na Ríogh in ríg the king 83, 197 

Guth Gadhaoir a Gcnoc na Ríogh laim in riog hand of the king 83, 196 

In ccúala tú Fíanna Fínn rífheindidh warrior-chieftain 236-7 

Is Cuimhin lion an imirt Oisin s' a' flaith Oisin and the prince 402-3 

Is Cuimhin lion an imirt rífheinidh warrior chief 404-5 

Iss é sú colg in Laoich láin a rí oh king 132-3 

Iss é sú colg in Laoich láin maith ríghe Cormaic is Finn Good was the kingship of 

Cormac and Fionn 

138-9 

La da ndechaidh Fionn na bhfían ríghféindidh chieftain (twice) 240-1 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

La da rabhamur a nDún Bó s mé Fionn flaith na 

fiorFhéine 

I am Fionn, prince of the true 

Fian 

230-1 

La da raibh Padraic a nDún Fionn flaith Fionn the prince 366-7 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn a tteaglach an ardfhlatha The high prince's palace 276-6 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn an righ dingmhála the Worthy king 250-1 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn flith na fFian prince of the Fian 262-3 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn ó fhlaith na fFian the ruler of the fíanna 294-5 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn ón rightflaith the royal prince 292-3 

La Robhámar ar Slíabh truim Fionn flait na ttuat Fionn prince of the people 75, 188 

La Robhámar ar Slíabh truim teglac na flata The household of the prince 77, 189 

Leacht Guill Do Chráidh mo chroidhe flaithfheindidh royal chieftain 318-9 

Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí a airdri Oh high king 296-7 

Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí a flaith na fian firamnas O prince of the fierce 

champions 

292-3 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí a maic Cumaill, a ardri O son of Cumhall, O overking,  292-293 

Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí flaith na fían Prince of the Champions 296-7 

Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí in rí the King (twice again on pp. 

296-7, again pp. 298-9 

294-5 

Oenach Indiu Luid in Rí rigfennid kingly champion 298-9 

Seilg Locha Lein a mic an rig O son of the king 212-3 

Seilg Locha Lein mo ríg my king (several times) 218-9 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen a ríg na b-fíann Oh king of the fíanna 6-7 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen a ríg na féinne Oh king of the fíanna 4-5 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen an flait the chief 2, 3 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen ar flait na b-fíann the chief of the fíanna  10-11 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen do ríg na b-fíann (and again 

pp. 18-9) 

the king of the fíanna  6-7 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen mo ríg (and again pp. 18-9) my king 4-5, 18-19 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Seilg Sléibh gCuillen ór cionn cáic gur ríg me féin [I'll] be king over you all 8-9  

Sgéla Catha Cruinn Mhóna ar fflaitfeinnid (again pp. 13-

109) 

the chief-feinnidh 11, 107 

Sgéla Catha Cruinn Mhóna don rígfeinnid (x2, again pp. 

13, 109) 

the king-feinnidh 11, 107, 13, 109 

Sgéla Catha Cruinn Mhóna ríg na féinne (again pp. 13, 

109) 

king of the fian 11, 107 

Sgriobh sin a Brógain Sgribhinn Ingen Taidg móir mic Núadat 

rug buinne sdúadglan 

súaicnid 

It was the daughter of Tadhg 

Mor the son of Nuada that 

brought forth a famous sapling 

of glowing crown  

33, 133 

Sgríobh sin a Brogáin Sgribhinn (II) ardrigh High-king 2, 3 

Uathadh damh sa coirtheso flaitfeindid fenian prince 86, 200 

Uathadh damh sa coirtheso rigflata chief prince 86, 200 
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Text Term Translation Page Numbers 

Uchán Asgíeth mo ríogh Reil mo ríog my king 33, 135 

 



322 
 

FIONN’S RELATIVES 

Text Term Translation 

Chase of Síd na mBan rí[g] mílid Royal warrior (Oscar mac Oisin) 

Chase of Síd na mBan airdmiled Noble warrior (Oscar mac Oisin) 

Chase of Síd na mBan Oscar ard Noble Oscar 

Fleadh ros fúair Corbmac ó Fhionn mac na flata Son of the prince 

Fíamhain mac Foraigh go fíor mac an riogh son of the king 

Guth Gadhaoir a Gcnoc na Ríogh Is mé Oisín mac in ríog I am Oisin, the King's son 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn a mhic Oisin ardfhlatha O son of the high prince Oisin (ref Oscar) 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn Cairioll mac in airdriogh Cairioll, the high king's son 

Lá do bhí sealg Shléibhe Guillenn Oisin go righe réidh Oisin of mild kingship  

Mairg is muinnter do cléircibh me Oisín, mac na flata I am Oisin, the prince's son 

Sgríobh sin a Brogáin Sgribhinn (II) a mheic na flatha Oh son of the prince (Oisin) 

Sgéla Catha Cruinn Mhóna mise mac in ríghfeinnid I am the king-feinnidh's son 
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GROUPS INCLUDING FIONN 

Text Term Translation 

Chase of Síd na mBan taisigh féni/tháisechaib féni Nobles of the fíanna 

Chase of Síd na mBan maithe na féne Nobles of the fíanna 

Chase of Síd na mBan ardtáisechaib na féne Nobles of the fíanna 

Chase of Síd na mBan ferta ma fénnidh 7 na féroglach Fian chiefs and common warriors 

Chase of Síd na mBan do maithib a muintire ocus fon fein uíli to the nobles of his people and to all the fian 

Fégthar Tech Fhinn an Almhain ríogarmaigh kingly warriors 

La Robhámar ar Slíabh truim Do rachadh ar fflaithius uile All our sovereignty would have passed 

 

OTHER ‘RÍGFEINNID’ 

Text Term Translation 

Sgéla Catha Cruinn 

Mhóna 

rígfeinnid/rí-feinnid king-feinnidh (referring to Goll of Golba, Cas of Cuailnge, Fearrdhomhain, the king-feinnidh of the 

Uí Chinnsealaigh) 
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Sgéla Catha Cruinn 

Mhóna 

dá rígfeinnid the two king-feinnidhs (Goll and Fionn) 

Uathadh damh sa 

coirtheso 

Deic mbliadna ba 

ri-feindid meisi for 

Fíanoib Eirionn 

Ten years I was Fenian King over the fians of Ireland (Goll) 

Bruidhean 

Chaorthainn 

dá Ríg Féinne 

Laigean 

king of the lagan fianna 

Bruidhean 

Chaorthainn 

rig-féinnid Fian 

gConnact 

King of the connacht fianna 
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