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Within certain stories found in medieval Irish literature there are references to boundaries 

that denote territory; the crossing over and fusion of Christianity and pagan traditions; the 

boundaries between humans and their relationship to God; and also more minute 

boundaries—those between the roles of the characters of the tales. Three specific 

episodes found in the Buile Suibhne represent just such boundaries.  These are first, the 

introduction of the story where we learn how Suibhne brought on his madness by 

physically abusing St. Ronan Finn as the saint is at work laying the foundations of his 

church on Suibhne’s land, as well as by slaying one of Ronan’s psalmists as he is 

blessing the hosts before battle; the second, where we are introduced to the mill hag who 

is set to guard Suibhne once he has been returned to his senses by Loingseachan, a 

kinsmani, and the third is Suibhne’s encounter with St. Moling and his subsequent 

salvation/death.  In his Early Irish Narrative, Tomás Ó Cathasaigh states, “it is something 

of an embarrassment to have to say that we have no estimate of the extent or quantity of 

saga literature which survives in the manuscripts. The work of cataloguing the 

manuscript collections is still in progress” (560. According to Pádraig Ó Rian in The 

Materials and Province of  “Buile Suibhne:”  “[The] “Buile Suibhne” is the product of a 

twelfth century scriptorium: so is “Acallam na Senórach . . .” (173) He states that 

“neither really belonged to the mainstream of Irish narrative lore” because they concern 

the meeting of “saint and outcast” whereas the tales that make up the canons usually 

contain encounters between saints and kings or between secular heroes without Christian 

or saintly associates. (174) Obviously, transmission of a tale can be politically or 

religiously induced, the location of the transmission or composition of Suibhne has 
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various locations according to manuscripts found and political interests of the time period 

in which these were copied or composed. Even Seamus Heaney in his Sweeney Astray 

states that his attachment to Sweeney very much comes from the fact that he has lived for 

more than three decades on the “verges of that territory” in “south County Antrim and 

north County Down.” (introduction unnumbered) To this day, personal, artistic, and 

political interest influences and pervades the transmission of this text. 

Ó Rian assumes that the Irish literati of the periods between the twelfth and the 

seventeenth centuries were not interested in transmitting such a tale as the Buile Suibhne 

and that an interest in revisiting it developed in the seventeenth century. 

 In terms of the “point of entry of the legend” Proinsias MacCana favors the 

monastery of Bangor in the eighth century while Ó Rian proposes a ninth century 

development in the monastery of Tech Moling. This would then attribute the composition 

of the story as a venue to proclaim the greatness of St. Moling. Ó Rian’s claim is 

supported by the fact that a manuscript dating from the ninth century that is now in the 

monastery of St. Paul in Carinthia holds two sequential poems: one regarding Suibhne 

and the other, St. Moling (175).  

Of course, historical annals can be perused to check on the identity of a character 

or the viability of a location where an event could have occurred. But once one places an 

event or person historically (if possible) or dates the transmission (and hopefully the 

composition) of the other references, one is still left with interpreting the reason for the 

existence of the story at hand. This paper is an exegesis concerned with addressing the 

events within the tale itself and inferring                                                                                                                                                                      
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certain sensibilities and the possible perceptions of the redactor(s)/culture(s) that have 

resulted in the continuing transmission of the text. 

In 1913, volume 12 of the Irish Texts Society, J.G. O’Keefe published his 

translation of the Buile Suibhne called The Adventures of Suibhne Geilt: A Middle Irish 

Romance. His manuscripts sources are B IV I. fo. 82a to 95b (the Stowe collection of the 

Royal Irish Academy)(1671-74), 23K 44, p.131 to 180 (Royal Irish Academy) (1721-2)), 

and Brussels, 3410, fo. 59a to 61b (Royal Library, Brussels) written in 1629.ii   This 

paper is based on O’Keefe’s translation, supplemented by Seamus Heaney’s Sweeney 

Astray, and the perusal of the above mentioned manuscripts of the Royal Irish Academy.  

This work does not claim to evaluate the social structure of the pre-Christian 

culture of Ireland, nor does it attempt to produce a “window” on any particular time 

period.iii This work is produced simply to discuss the above-mentioned issues of 

boundaries as found in the accumulation of the fragments and manuscripts—the 

longstanding theme.  Those who wish to place the values and social interactions of the 

Buile Suibhne within a strictly pre-Christian societal mode will not find this work of 

assistance to them.iv  

This paper, however, is concerned with the argument that Suibhne appears to be 

representative of authority that still looks to secular law and societal expectations and is 

only converted to belief in the power of God and the Church once the combined power 

has been exercised in victory against his own. Hence, in this context, Suibhne does not 

have to be a Christian for the moral or warning of the tale to teach the faithful as well as 

the resistant. One may very well use this tale to elucidate both secular and ecclesiastical 

expectations of societal behavior and the upheaval that results when they clash.  
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Legally speaking, there can be found very specific examples of requirements laid 

upon each level of society and the penalties for thwarting secular law. Yet, there is the 

issue of which law to obey – the secular or the religious. According to the old Irish law 

text Din Techtugad, ‘on legal entry,’ and as described by Fergus Kelly in A Guide to 

Early Irish Law, “ . . . legal entry (tellach) is, like distraint, circumscribed by many 

formalities and must be carried out in the presence of witnesses and with fixed periods of 

delay” (186).   It is expected that the claimant, one who can prove hereditary right to the 

land, will make his first entry (céttellach) accompanied by a witness, sureties, and only 

two horses, across a mound located at the boundary of this territory. This mound is most 

likely a burial mound (fertae).v The burial of ancestors at one’s boundary not only marks 

off the territory, but it is also proof of longevity of occupation. One cannot have ancestors 

surrounding and protecting one’s holdings if one has not had their family established for 

some time in that place.  Once the claimant withdraws, the landholder has five days in 

which to dispute the claim, thus allowing arbitration to ensue. Otherwise, the claimant 

may enter the land again. This time, it has been ten days since the first entry, the number 

of witnesses and horses are doubled, and the horses are allowed to graze freely upon this 

land. This middle entry, called tellach medónach, grants three days to the owner for 

dispute and arbitration. Finally, if no arbitration is requested, tellach déidenach, or final 

entry, is made. It has been twenty days since the first entry, there are three witnesses 

required and, now, eight horses are present and being cared for. If no dispute has been 

made, the claimant may settle in and function on the property as the legal owner. 

In the Buile Suibhne, the traditional/secular requisites for crossing into one’s 

territory and settling in are disregarded by the “holy and distinguished cleric” named 
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Ronan Finn, thus thwarting Suibhne his right to dispute and demand arbitration (Heaney, 

3). It is unlikely, regarding the theme of the tale, that Ronan would have escaped 

unharmed even if he had performed legal tellach, but one may find some sympathy for 

the real-life Suibhnes, as their sensibilities are shocked by the onslaught of Christianity.   

One key element and complication in the Buile Suibhne is that the formalities are 

based upon entitlement to the land and Ronan has entered upon Suibhne’s land without 

any apparent legal claim upon it. First, Ronan has no familial claim of inheritance unless 

the following genealogical list is meant to denote a familial tie to the land: “There was a 

certain noble, distinguished holy patron in Ireland, even Ronan Finn, son of Bearach, son 

of Criodhan, son of Earclugh, son of Ernainne, son of Urene, son of Seachnusach, son of 

Colum Cúile, son of Mureadhach, son of Laoghaire, son of Niall” (3 okeefe).vi  He has 

simply begun to lay out the foundations of his church oblivious to or in disregard of 

tradition. Again, one must note that part of the requirement of legal entry is to cross a 

burial mound.  

According to Kathleen Hughes in “The Golden Age of Early Christian Ireland (7th 

and 8th centuries),” the monasteries were built not as on the continent but in the fashion of 

other Irish buildings. Important to note is that “near the church was a graveyard, often 

with the tomb of a holy man beside the church entrance, and crosses stood within and 

around the monastic enclosure as the sacred sign which guarded its approaches” ( ).  No 

longer the ogam inscribed stones or branches denoting claimed land or burial mounds of 

ancestors at the boundaries of ones territory. The power of the locale was now 

emblemized by the interred body of an ecclesiastic and the symbol of the cross spoke 

more loudly than any other inscription. Like the monasteries of Armagh or Kildare 
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“many of them had been founded near native forts, but the forts had declined while the 

power of the churches had risen.” (82).  In the encounter between Suibhne and Ronan, 

one may see signs of this very process taking root. Not only is Ronan not interested in 

Suibhne’s property rights or boundaries, he is establishing what will become at least on 

some level a stronger presence on the landscape than the residence of the king or 

evidence of ancestral occupation. 

According to T.M. Charles-Edwards in Boundaries in Irish Law, “conversion to 

Christianity was in the long run fatal to such a ritual [burial at the boundaries of 

territory]. Relegated to the graveyards of churches the dead lost their power to defend the 

land which they left to their heirs” (85).  The subsequent burial in churchyards of family 

as well as ecclesiastical notables inevitably represented a removal of evidence of 

occupation from the land, hence, a removal of power of these pagan ancestors. Suibhne 

represents the old “order”, Ronan the new, the story maybe symbolic of the clash of the 

two worlds. 

As Charles-Edwards has also pointed out, ancestors were thought to play a 

significant part in the role of the living. For one to cross such a marked boundary is to 

acknowledge that the land is inhabited, that the longevity denoted by the burials is 

acknowledged by the claimant and, yet, they still feel strongly about this claim. With this 

in mind, Ronan’s apparent unconcern for tradition denotes the increasing change in 

societal practices due to the influence of the church, or more aggressively perhaps, the 

blatant practices of the early churchmen in an effort to assert the churches preeminence in 

law and practice. In the eyes of the church, the only witness Ronan needs to lay claim 
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upon the land is God.  Ronan does not acknowledge the power of the pagan dead to repel 

outsiders.vii  

In terms of Ronan’s abuse at Suibhne’s hands, payment should be made for an 

injury unfairly inflicted—Suibhne made no restitution. According to Kelly, the “Bretha 

Crólige makes it clear that there is no liability for injuries inflicted on persons who have 

been guilty of anti-social behaviour of various types” (134 laws). According to this law 

tract, damage to trespassers property is legal notice of displeasure. This notice though is 

usually in the form of ejecting, rather than distraining cattle, destroying any fence lines 

established by the trespasser, or by complaining. All of these must have witnesses (109). 

Suibhne views Ronan’s squatting as usucaption (hostile or improper possession of land): 

he is not a relative w/inheritance rights so damage to his property is standard practice.  

Damage to a priest and his property are not addressed in this law tract, but in 

others.viii  One can read in St. Patrick’s Confessio, that he “was careful to gain the favour 

of kings and judges with gifts” (40). Obviously, when dealing with those not necessarily 

ready for his presence, Patrick knew how to sweeten his presence and make it more 

inviting.  In the Bretha Nemed toísech, it is noted that  the church and society as a kind of 

contract that must be honored by the clergy as well as the society at large and that “if a 

cleric fails in his duties or is guilty of misconduct, the contract between the Church and 

the laity is felt to have been breached” (42).  All of these laws together seem to contain 

information that works against them as individual texts. It is noted that churchmen were 

often of royal lineage “equal or superior to kings” and so damage to a churchman my also 

be damage to a member of nobility (39-43).  Suibhne would understand this kind of 

damage and the fine due, yet he still abuses Ronan. So Ronan is a quandary, he is not 
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related to Suibhne so he has no claim, has not been granted land, has not legally entered 

and has not been granted as a gift. According to D.A. Binchy in An Archaic Legal Poem, 

and according to a passage at the end of an early eighth-century manuscript Críth 

Gablach,ix before the historical period, a class of “judgment makers (brithemoin)” was 

present to dispense justice (152).  Suibhne would have had at least one person who would 

know what to do about Ronan. It was not considered Suibhne’s place even before 

Christian culture and learning became standard, to have passed judgment prior to 

consulting with a judge or judges. So, at the very least, Suibhne’s assault does rate 

punishment.  But the severity of the curse of madness inflicted upon him denotes the shift 

in power from a prescribed, performative ritual to God’s word or those of his earthly 

representatives.  It also may be noted that the secular law schools began to diminish in 

power as a result of the wars with England around 1607. Being that the manuscripts 

preserving the Buile Suibhne are dated no earlier than 1629 (Brussels Ms. 3410, fo. 59a to 

61b), the character’s disregard for secular law and the triumph of the church may have 

not been a coincidence or a religious message so much as a political trope denoting the 

atmosphere at the time of transmission: secular law and the families tied to the tradition 

are driven outside of the mainstream like a king or a madman who cannot function within 

the society in which change is inevitable.  Thus we find Suibhne and Ronan both working 

in ways that are not easy to explain away by the proof  of any one text or period.  

Although, as among other substantial decisions, it would be a king or male 

superior(s) of the túath (tribe) gathered at an assembly such as an óenach (usually held 

for social and political purposes) that would agree to welcome the churchmen and 

eventually head the conversion of those under their supervision (3-5).  In the Buile 
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Suibhne, however, Eorann is the one to uphold the king’s duty to the church and who 

leads by example.x  We first read of Eorann when she grasps at Suibhne in order to stop 

him from attacking Ronan: “His wife Eorann, daughter of Conn of Ciannacht, in order to 

hold him, seized the wing of the fringed, crimson cloak which was around him, so that 

the fibula of pure white silver . . .which was on his cloak  . . . sprang through the house. 

Therewith, leaving his cloak with the queen he set out stark naked . . . (5 okeefe).  In 

Eorann’s desperate move to protect Ronan, or at least the rights of the Church, I believe 

that we see here the medieval ideal of a woman’s piety coming into play from the 

redactors; the already established ideal of the faithful woman and wife following God’s 

will and taking responsibility for supervising the family’s Christian education and well 

being. As a result of Suibhne’s madness and abandonment of his kingship, his wife 

“Eorann . . . was dwelling with Guaire, son of Congal, son of Scannlan . . . there were 

two kinsmen in the country, and they had equal title to the sovereignty which Suibhne 

had abandoned . . .” (45) Eochaidh, son of Condlo, son of Scannlan is listed as the other 

kinsman, but no other mention is made of him.xi It is interesting to note that Eorann does 

not choose to live a life of religious contemplation and celibacy after her abandonment by 

Suibhne, but comes to dwell intimately with Guaire. If her children stand to inherit 

Suibhne’s land instead of Guaire, when Suibhne is exiled, she would be amenable to the 

establishment of Ronan’s church and what benefits it may bring to her family; but, as no 

mention is made of her children and we are led to believe that Guaire has assumed the 

kingship, she is, in either case dependent upon her tuath for protection and the 

protectionof the tuath seems to depend upon companionable living with the church. 
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Ronan had blessed her for her piety and respect for the church but there is no mention of 

any requirement that she enter the religious life:  

Rogabh ga astadh a brat 

Eorann, ingen Chuinn chiannacht, 

mo bhennacht ar Eorainn de 

is mo mallacht ar Suibhne 

 

Eorann, daughter of Conn of Ciannacht, 

strove to hold him by his cloak;  

my blessing on Eorann therefore, 

and my curse on Suibhne (8-9 okeefe) 

 

As it has been established above that references to this text can lead us to believe 

that it has survived in some form from at least the ninth century up to the seventeenth 

century, I feel comfortable reaching across time and space to briefly refer to a tale that 

carries an extremely long history itself.  Boccacio in his Concerning Famous Women, 

admonishes widows to not lightly enter into marriage again and to take the example of 

Dido, of Virgil’s Aeneid, who he interprets as having killed herself rather than marry 

again. Eorann is not technically a widow, but the loss of her husband in any form could 

technically cause her to live a celibate life in religious contemplation.  Boccacio even 

goes so far as to accuse a woman who remarries of being an adulteress (92). Could her 

Christian soul bear such a burden? According to Lee W. Patterson in Ambiguity and 

Interpretation: A fifteenth-Century Reading of Troilus and Criseyde: “[o]nce the reader 
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has secured himself with the orthodoxy of faith . . . then all literature, regardless of its 

moral valence, is available to him” (329).  As well, one reads in Kelly’s A Guide to Early 

Irish Law, that divorce (imscarad) “is permitted for many reasons . . .” (73). He notes that 

property division is extensively laid out in the Cáin Lánamna (73).  If, in secular law, it is 

not unheard of for a woman to divorce a man (although it must not be for frivolous 

reasons) and if we are to agree that secular and ecclesiastical traditions coincided easily 

in Ireland, then the alternatives open to Eorann would be more flexible than perhaps for 

the continental bride.  Hence, it is assumed that the audience is well acquainted with 

Christian moral codes and also firmly aware of its secular obligations so as to be able to 

enjoy a tale for itself. In the Buile Suibhne, we see the abilities of a woman to maintain a 

traditional lifestyle according to secular law while embracing faithfulness to God.  Still, 

could this be a commentary on the Irish by the author that the initial resistance to 

Christianity was so untoward that a woman may step out of turn and convert first?  Or is 

it simply a lesson concealed in a story that a good woman stays faithful to God and does 

what she can to keep her household in check—even if she must renounce her husband.  

Leaving behind the discussion of the wifely role of Eorann. One may turn to 

investigate the presence of the mill hag in the tale.  Initially, the hag is introduced as “one 

old woman, Lonnog, daughter of Dubh Dithribh, mother of Loingseachan’s wife” (43 

O’Keefe) She comes complete with name, lineage, and kinship (if Loingseachan is truly 

kin to Suibhne). She feeds Suibhne morsels of food and in this way, she was able to cause 

him to return to the mill for “a long time” (43).xii In the Dictionary of the Irish Language, 

published by the Royal Irish Academy, caillech is defined as a) nun, woman in religion . . 

.b) elderly woman, housekeeper . . . and c) In sagas pejoratively of supernatural beings 
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hag, witch, crone . . ..” (p95 column 28-29). According to William Sayers in Strife in 

Medieval Irish and Icelandic Narrative, the appearance of the hag is often associated with 

a king who has “in some way erred against truth and justice, often through a partial 

judgment or extortionate rule” (61).   

Could she be the Neman in disguise, the frenzy that comes upon one? Although 

her son-in-law has managed to return Suibhne to his senses, Suibhne has not lived out his 

curse; he cannot be saved from his fate. The hag can be seen as the pagan form of the 

territorial goddess whose presence may herald the death of a king (61). Or, to the clerical 

redactors, she could also be seen as the destructive force of female interference in matters 

outside the domestic realm. While Suibhne does not physically die as a result of their 

encounter, his return to insanity is a symbolic death of his briefly regained self.  One may 

expect the hag to become Éire—goddess of sovereignty—who would bring Suibhne back 

to rule. Instead, she remains a hag—who sends Suibhne back to his insanity. This could 

be Christianity showing that God is the sovereign, and adherence to old ways leads men 

astray again. There will be no salvation via the goddess.  

Is her inclusion itself an intrusion to the original theme just as the character of 

Suibhne is considered an intrusion into Irish literature?xiii  After all, instead of the 

expected transformation of the hag into the beautiful and benevolent counterpart to 

sovereignty who unites with a just king, the hag will remain the hag while Suibhne 

remains in his purgatory.  One might infer a Christianized message: Ireland will remain 

insignificant and repressed and the madness of the sovereign will remain until adherence 

to the pagan traditions are relinquished. Leaving the hag in charge of Suibhne is a 

symbolic message that reliance upon the old traditions and belief in the goddess will 
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reduce Ireland and its sovereigns to ineptitude and uncertainty until they believe in God 

and repent. 

In Fergus Kelly’s Early Irish Farming, we read that watercress is among that listed as the 

diet of penitents: “An even more ferocious commutation was to spend seven months 

bound in fetters day and night on a diet of water and water-cress (birar): this was 

regarded as the equivalent of seven years strict penance” (347).  Suibhne’s fetters are 

those of madness and, though an average mortal could easily die under such conditions, 

Suibhne’s curse is to die by a spear. Aspects of his penance seem to be not unheard of in 

diet and brutality. Being that the Irish were not a vegetarian society, and that cattle were 

of importance as riches as well as food, the watercress that Suibhne must subsist upon 

symbolizes more than simply discomfort and fasting.  It reminds us of his loss of 

territory—of land as a king and of land as any average human could make use of it. 

Watercress grows at the water’s edge or in the water itself. Suibhne’s source of 

nourishment is found at the boundary line, the place of liminal status, not earth, not 

water, not his.  Bodies of water such as rivers and streams were also often used to denote 

boundaries of territory (408-9 farming). Suibhne jealously guards even this small 

“territory.”  Note his torment at a stream when he feels he must curse the woman, 

Finnsheng, daughter of Findealach, for gathering the watercress that he had hoped to be 

his dinner.   

Creach n nGall ngorm dot gabháil, 

orm nocha dernais deghdháil, 

co bfaghbha on Choimdhe a chionaidy 

mo chuid biorair do bhenail. 
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May a raid of the blue-coated Norsemen take thee! 

thine has not been a fortunate meeting form me,  

mayest thou get from the Lord the blame 

for cutting my portion of watercress. (90-91 okeefe) 

 

Not only is he in anguish over his bodily needs, he is angered by her seeming 

indifference to his needs, and uses his only weapon, words to curse her.  He may not be 

able to send  her out into the wilderness as Ronan/God has done to him, but he can wish 

upon her the enemies that come from the greater waterwayof the greater wilderness to do 

injury unto her.  Here we revisit words as a weapon as well as noting that those outside 

society are dangerous. Her seeming rejection of “hospitality” and Suibhne’s curse upon 

her via God’s disfavor is quite ironic. Has he understood his failings or has he learned 

nothing? 

Ronan did not fast against Suibhne.xiv He did not retaliate with overt secular actions 

inducing shame to the culprit. Here we see Church law and rights above tradition. Ronan 

is not working within the secular law and society – he does not exact honor price or 

property in retribution, he does not seek the aid of others, God is the only law for Ronan.  

 

According to Kathleen Hughes, in The Golden Age of Early Christin Ireland (7th and 

8th centuries), “some seventh century Irish scholars . . . were sufficiently proud of Irish 

learning to want a permanent record of it.” She also states that “the education provided in 
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the church schools on the one hand and the schools of poets and lawyers on the other was 

completely different, not only in subject matter but in its whole method and approach. 

One of the most exciting and important historical facts of the seventh century is that these 

two quite separate worlds, the Latin and the Irish, began to borrow ideas and techniques 

from each other . . .” (77-9).xv 

An example of the fusion of secular and ecclesiastical subject matter can also be 

found in the Psuedo Historical Prologue of the Senchas Mar.  

• use story of Patrick’s chariot driver to note changes in societal structure and use 

of Christian hagiography to also denote secular practices. P140 King of Mysteries 

 

Hence, “ . . . while some clerics . . . preached the true morality of Christ, others, writing 

the lives of the saints, were influenced by the generally accepted idea of what a hero 

should be like – brave, successful, hospitable, quick-witted.”(79 hughes)  Suibhne drops 

the ball so to speak when he not only defies the laws protecting clerics: According to the 

Cain Adamnain,xvi “Whoever wounds or slays a young clerical student or an innocent 

child under the ordinance of Adamanan’s Law, eight cumals (female slaves or 

bondmaids)  for it for every hand (engged), with eight years of penance, up to three 

hundred or to three thousand or an an indefinate number; and it is the same fine for him 

who commits the deed and for him who sees it and does not save to the best of his 

ability.” Verse 35, p. 9 meyer) Suibhne has no honor, his disregard of agreed terms of 

battle in the antithesis of the hero – one who is brave and has honor, whose words are as 

strongly binding as his weapons are deadly.  
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Compounding insult and injury, not only had Suibhne abused Ronan, violated the honor 

of warriors by killing the enemy outside of prescribe times after the enemies had 

assembled for the battle of Mag Rath, he also slew a psalmist that attended Ronan and 

who was present to bless the troops. Ronan states that this psalmist is his fosterling as 

well. He is responsible to these men spiritually, and in this case as an assured guardian. 

Suibhne has not only violated Ronan’s pride and place, he has jeopardized Ronan in his 

role as guardian, where he is entitled to take revenge upon Suibhne for the abuse of a 

member of his fine or tuath.  Suibhne is disrupting the modern practices of the church and 

the tuath, and denying god as well. But he also defies the secular laws of kingly and 

heroic behavior: “The elaborate nexus of mutual responsibilities entailed both by 

membership of a closely-knit family group and by the relationship between client and 

patron in a small rural community ensured a reasonable measure of law and order in a 

society which had no police force, and where the state was not involved in most law-

suits, such as those for manslaughter or assault (byrne in 55 moody) Would not Suibhne 

expect to receive some kind of retribution for any of his secular violations as well? It is 

arguabley possible that the redactors formulated the tale in this form after the church 

reforms of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries where the secular schools would have had 

influence in transmitting and recording such a tale as this. This could explain why secular 

violations as horrifying as ecclesiastical violations appear alongside each other.  

 

Words v. Weapons: 

 
Words (i.e. those attributed to God, poetry itself, oaths, ogam) in this tale are 

more powerful than any sword or army.  In this tale, the power behind the words of a 
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churchman is greater than any violence a king may inflict. We read here not a more 

traditional theme of a poet or professional satirist threatening one with satire and bringing 

shame, so much as the power of God to, himself, inflict punishment upon everyone in 

society. Upon scrutiny there is actually a weakness in the strength of a figure such as 

Ronan in that the words of the cleric do not ring with power on there own as a poet’s 

might; it is the power that God’s presence has that is the acting force, the cleric simply 

states what is to happen, he cannot make it happen without God’s will, yet a poet would 

have had the power via his profession. If there were an agenda here to prove Ronan’s 

authority itself, Ronan might have cursed Suibhne without asking God for assistance. Just 

as Patrick in the Senchas Mar seems to work as an independent entity, equal to challenge 

poets and warriors on even terms, Ronan must seek God for help. The Senchas Mar is an 

earlier work. At that time, it would be more necessary to present the Christian hero as 

able to overcome secular ideals by taking on the form of a traditional warrior—it is a 

more familiar theme therefore a more believable contest. Once the church has long been 

established, the saint may perform in ways that work outside the norms of the secular 

community because the church culture is now as familiar as the secular and the saint’s 

identity does not need to be placed in more familiar framework of hero/warrior. One 

further change though, is that the saint more pointedly only works with God’s blessing 

and power now—the individual is subsumed into the concept.  

  

 In The Tain Bo Cuailnge, found in the eighth century Ulster Cycle, the warrior Cu 

Chulainn viciously murders satirists who make unjust threats of ruining his name and 

reputation simply because he would not give up his weapons to them: “So Ailill’s satirist, 
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Redg, was sent to get this javelin from him. ‘Give me your javelin’, the satirist said. ‘I’ll 

give you any gift but that,’ Cu Chulainn said. ‘Other gifts I don’t want,’ the satirist said. 

Cuchulainn struck him, for refusing what he chose to offer. The Redg said he would take 

away Cuchlainns good name unless he got the javelin. So cuchulainn flung the javeling at 

him and it shot though his head. ‘Now that is a stunning gift!’ the satirist said”(Kinsall 

126). In a way, Cu chulainn is implementing a form of control over abuse of power. 

Within a relatively early saga such as the Tain, not only are the defined enemies attacked, 

but those who wish to abuse the rights and status of the hero. In the Buile Suibhne, 

identifying the hero and those who rightly deserve punishment becomes much less clear.  

After all, Ronan has cause to curse Suibhne, Suibhne has cause to expel Ronan, and 

Moling does save Suibhne’s soul, but it is by binding him to return to the place where his 

doom is sealed.    

 Ronan’s curse is more powerful than Suibhne’s blows, the hag’s conversation is 

more destructive than a spear, and Loingseachan’s trickery catches Suibhne rather than 

nets or force.  Ronan has power because of God. The hag has power but only to remind 

Suibhne of his curse—she is not an active agent but more a device in which the curse is 

continued/remanifested:  

Suibhne:  O hag of yonder mill, 

why shouldst thou set me astray: 

is it not deceitful of thee that, through 

women, 

I should be betrayed and lured? 

The hag:  Tis not I who betrayed thee, 
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O Suibhne, though fair thy name, 

but the miracles of Ronan from Heaven 

which drove thee to madness among madmen.xvii(61 

okeefe) 

 

 “Items such as the single sin of the sovereign must have been transmitted as part of a 

repertoire of oral storytelling until such time as they were received into the written 

tradition.” (58  irish narr. O cathasaigh) Suibhne is not the first, apparently to sin or err, 

but, in this case, it is not his kin-group or tuath that suffers but the individual. This is 

highly Christian in its sense, although having derived from an earlier theme and is 

compatible in its fusion and transmission.  

It is agreed that Christianity was established in Ireland by 431 C.E.xviii While vast 

regions on the continent were becoming “civilized” due to the expansion of imperial 

Rome, it is quite interesting that the development of a literate Ireland happens outside of 

Imperialism per se as the Roman Empire did not stretch its full power and influence 

across to Ireland. Also noteworthy is that the written transmission of its secular traditions 

and sagas (although contaminated, not eradicated completely) was transmitted in the 

vernacular much earlier than on the continent. Unfortunately, the type of imperialism that 

“created” a civilized Europe would eventually destroy Ireland in the form of the 

Normans. The absence of Imperialism is, as always, the key to the survival of Irish 

culture and story. 

According to Kathleen Hughes in Early Christian: Introduction to the Sources, by 

the seventh century, the Church had a strong hierarchy and legislation, but “although the 
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developed organization of the Church and the legal recognition of at least some of the 

clergy seem to me to be incompatible with the earliest stages of christianity in Ireland, the 

society which the canons depict is still quite definitely pagan. Christians are believers in 

the midst of pagan practices” (70). She states that it was the job of seventh century Irish 

canonists to apply the native law to the church, with a unique constitution; hence, there is 

a reconciliation so to speak of both secular and ecclesiastical sensibilities that would 

extend beyond law and into art and “literature.”   

This applies as well to penance. According to Hughes, “in the early Church, 

penance had been public,” and that “[c]onfession and penance were the ‘medicine for 

souls”(84-5).  The Penitentials were composed in Latin and in the vernacular before the 

ninth century.  Suibhne’s laments are a form of confession when he states his woes and 

their causes. Secular legalities are quite performative  and prescribe restitution for 

damages done to body and property.  Ecclesiastical penance in the early church is done 

publicly as well, with restitution, but the final payment is to God and under the guidance 

of a confessor. We may imagine, then that St. Moling’s appearance is as final confessor 

as well as recorder of Suibhne’s life.   

The power of a satirist to humiliate or of one fasting against someone on their 

doorstep are forms of control—of enforcement through shame—but one does not 

necessarily perform such deeds in regards to attaining ultimate judgments or ultimate 

truths.  The satirist may abuse his power as noted above where cu chulainn feels no 

compunction about slaying one for unjust demands, but God can never abuse his power, 

his will is final and pure. This is an enormous difference. Hence the power of the 

Christian word has a whole new dimension of control above that of the pagan word. In 
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medieval theology, the natural world often holds divine meaning in its daily wonders. 

Augustinian tradition admonishes one to relinquish earthly connections to goods and 

power and simply make use of what is at hand in order to better appreciate God. One 

should experience joy in what God has given rather than what one acquires and holds. 

Hence, it could be argued that Suibhne’s loss of connection to all worldly powers and 

pleasures and his exposure to nature in all its glory and terror is really what one needs in 

order to truly experience God. The coarseness of the elements is the coarseness of God’s 

displeasure and disaffection. Suibhne’s desperate attachment to earthly power is 

converted to desperate longing for what is lost, then converted to the realization that God 

had been lost to him. His laments are a form of mourning also over his ignorance. His 

earthly death is triggered by one who is still hopelessly attached to these very earthly 

worries from which Suibhne is about to be released. According to Jane Zatta in her Pearl: 

An Introduction: “. . . the physical world and earthly life become the means to knowledge 

of that to which is the opposite” (1). xix  The concept of God’s justice is based on a 

requisite level of worth according to God’s measurement and not measured by earthly 

standards of achievement; yet, Suibhne earns his merit not through God’s immediate 

pardoning or eventual measurement of adequacy without prerequisite atonement prior to 

arriving in purgatory or heaven, but through his experiences and realiztions.  So, even 

though the medieval period saw an influence of Augustinian emphasis on mercy rather 

than merit, the redactors of Suibhne’s tale held to a reliance on personal effort—a more 

secular and performative aspect of societal roles rather than ecclesiastical influences. This 

is addressed here simply because “[m]any medieval theologians raised just the sort of 

objections . . .  that too much emphasis on unmerited grace would encourage laxness” 
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(12). One may raise the objection that various manuscript dates, hence possible revisions, 

would allow for seemingly inharmonious views to stand in such a tale as the Buile 

Suibhne, but one must remember that references to this matter are found as early as the 

ninth century. That Nagy attributes the tales composition to anywhere between the 

twelfth and fifteenth centuries simply lays more fodder for argument over the actual time 

of composition of the tale rather than disproving a particular theological view being 

advanced in the story (O’Keefe xvi/introduction). 

If one stands with the Augustinian view that use of what is at hand, be it property 

or the natural world, without attachment to it can aid one in understanding God better, 

then the issue of Suibhne’s form of dress in the early part of the tale may be read as just 

such a message. Suibhne’s initial rage against Ronan incites him to the point that he 

rushes out into public stark naked, allowing his expensive brooch to skid across the floor 

as if some piece of rubbish and leaving his garment still in the hands of his wife who is 

desperately trying to restrain him as he wildly flys to abuse the cleric. Although one may 

gleefully state this disregard for his belongings is a good sign Augustinian style, he is 

disregarding decency and falling prey to ego. His later arrival at the battle of Mag Rath in 

an ostentatious overflow of fashion denotes hubris and over attachment to goods and ego 

and power. Was his nakedness also offensive to the modest cleric? There is a return to 

nakedness as Suibhne lives as a wild animal or bird, with no clothing to warm, comfort, 

or protect his body: Suibhne is inappropriate and so doomed to live inappropriately. 

The ninth century poem translated by Murphy as “My Little Oratory” presents 

how one should really view one’s surroundings Augustinian-style : 

M’AIRIUCLÁN hi Túaim Inbir: 
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        nī lántechdais bes sēstu— 
cona rētglannaib a réir, 

        cona gréin, cona ēscu. 
 

Gobbān du-rigni in sin 
       (co n-ēcestar dūib a stoir); 

mu chridecān, Dīa du nim, 
        is hé tugatōir rod-toig. 
 

Tech innā fera flechod, 
  maigen ‘nā áigder rindi; 
soilsidir bid hi lugburt, 

        os ē cen udnucht n-imbi. 
 
    My little oratory in Túaim Inbir: a full mansion could 

Not be more delightful(?)—with its stars in due order 
With its sun and its moon. 

 
It is Gobbán who has made it (that its tale may be told  
you); my beloved God from Heaven is the thatcher who has 
roofed it. 

 
A house in which rain does not fall, a place in which 
spear-points are not feared; having no wattling around it, 
it is as bright as though one were in a garden. (113 murphy 
early irish lyrics) 

 
 
 

 

That the figure of the madman may be a loan from Scotland or England as …… 

and .. .have argued in   (lehmann?)  is not of particular concern in this study. Nevertheless 

it is quite an interesting argument when researching the origin of geilt in that this image 

of a transient being living without society is not an insular topic, relegated only to 

Ireland. The condition of one crossing geographical and sociological boundaries reflects a 

concern of various societies in reconciling the safety and organization of those who live 

within the system and those who survive outside of it. That those who survive outside of 
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the society at large are either often hermits—religious/pious and special or exemplary for 

those within—or mad, penitent, or outlawed, makes one wonder if there is a conscious 

effort here to present the fine line between peaceful withdrawal and violent expulsion 

being mediated only by the benevolence or absence of God’s blessing. Hence the ninth 

century poem “My Little Oratory” that brings together the hermit’s elation through the 

eyes of the tormented. Almost as a warning to not “try this at home,” withdrawal from 

society must be mediated by church approval and God’s favor. 

This idea returns us to the argument that whether written in pre-Christian or post, 

Suibhne’s “condition” works for Fennians and Christians both. Living outside society 

brings risks and the whys and wherefores that caused the expulsion or voluntary 

withdrawal must be under directed guidelines (i.e. secular= Fennian – young men 

awaiting inheritance; religious= hermits under patronage of monastery). 

Suibhne is on the outside without direction and no like society.xx  

Crossing the boundary of orality and literary presentation: 

Suibhne has suffered, reflected, lamented, criticized, taught and been taught, he now 

come nto contact with Moling. As listed earlier, it may be to forward the reputation of St. 

Moling that this tale was created or preserve – tech moling. Or it is because in the life of 

St. Moling he leaps – like Patrick and Cailte binding the old with the new, Moling binds 

Suibhne to him. 

Suibhne tells stories and often speaks in verse. St. Moling writes down all Suibhne tells 

him. Thus, there is, in the tale itself a crossing from secular orality (pointedly from the 

mouth of a sinner) to ecclesiastical and saintly literary stasis. Unlike Ossian or Cailté in 

the Acallam na Senórach, Suibhne is clearly a sinner rather than a figure from secular 
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tradition. Around the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, there is a return so to speak to 

secular schools recording secular (now literary) tradition, due to church reforms. So the 

tolerance level for mixing and transmitting secular, perhaps traditional tales resumes but 

with a new flavor – the added subject ingredient of a hagiographical tradition (Nagy p 94 

Acalum Xerox) 

 

In a recent paper given at the Sixteenth Irish Conference of Medievalists at NUI, 

Maynooth, Dr. Kaarina Hollo gave a paper regarding “argumentative space” within a 

text–what the audience/reader can meditate upon as they experience a tale. In her 

estimation, (in this case regarding Fingal Rónáin but of use here) she reminds us that 

historical and political perspectives are not the only aspects for interpreting and 

understanding a text. What each person can take away from the experience is also of 

value. What does one think about when taking a tale into one’s own perspective? What 

can the redactor (rather than the author as we do not know the exact origins of the Buile 

Suibhne) find of value in the tale that makes him copy it and transmit it? Hollo refers to 

Quintilian in that he recommends that a work should “teach, move, and delight.”xxi   

Certainly, the Buile Suibhne has many aspects that can alternately delight the senses as 

well as teach the mind and soul.  In the case of Suibhne, the argumentative space or 

meditative quality to the tale can take on many facets: the difficult balance between 

secular and ecclesiastical domains; the delicate balance between physical strength, 

strength of will, and of words; the fragility of the human condition—the mind and the 

body; the changeable nature of kingship and power; the relationship between genders and 

of couples; the power of nature to affect one’s emotions and awareness. So very many 
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aspects are to be mused over in this tale. As O’Keefe mentions, “as a work of art it is not 

put together with particular panache; there is no smooth narrative flow or consistent train 

of thought in the dialogue” (xxxvi).  The very issue of madness may originally come 

from the reference to Suibhne in the Battle of Mag Rath, but it is also a useful trope in 

keeping the audience interested and enthralled with good entertainment and be a good 

preventative against causing them to feel lectured and nagged while the actual issue of sin 

and atonement is pushed through. After all, a seventeenth century manuscript, ninth 

century poem, and a battle fought in 637 AD are all quite varied in time and politics. One 

must find substance within the very longevity of the character when historical references 

are scarce and vague.  

While perusing manuscripts 23 K 44 and B IV I. at the Royal Irish Academy 

library, I did notice that the obvious delineation between verse and prose was in 23K 

rather than B IV I. This may be cause for more speculation in the textuality of the tale. 

One may not necessarily interpret the text or the importance of verse v. prose based on its 

textuality. B IV I. reads almost straight through without significant variation in script and  

no apparent change in ink color or layout (except the occasional curving line used to 

complete a sentence that did not fit or the placement of text in a column) Ms. 23 K, the 

later of the two, structures the verse more pointedly, with a change in ink color and 

increase in script size denoting the initial lines of verse (but not all verse in delineated as 

such). So, though O’Keefe chose to translate primarily from B IV I. (being more 

complete or extensive) he seems to choose the physical layout of 23 K for its style.xxii 

Again, textuality of the story lies within Hollo’s theory of argumentative space, as its 

physicality is not consistent, therefore not a definitive tool to gauge the text’s origin.  
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Interestingly, in both manuscripts 23 K 44 and B IV I., the Buile Suibhne follows 

the Battle of Mag Rath.xxiii One may ask why this is so. Is it a for textual consistency, 

building a reference for the Buile Suibhne, or is it because the Battle of Mag Rath is the 

basis for the Buile Suibhne so the redactors are staying true to composition rather than 

transmission?  Another interesting question is raised by the presence in MS. B IV I. of a 

story called The Adventures of Two Idiot Saints (O’Keefe xiii). Argumentatively, if such 

a tale with this kind of title is blatantly placed within any manuscript, the necessity for 

the Buile Suibhne to be necessarily a Christianized admonishment for good behavior is 

also questionable.  

In the tale, after the mill hag has tricked Suibhne into returning to his madness 

and into resuming his leaping, Suibhne returns to verse laments of his condition as a 

“sheep without a fold” (77 okeefe). Just as Suibhne is without peer, this tale is in itself, 

although with comparison, without precedence. Neither Suibhne nor the tale itself have a 

definite home within any comfortable realm. 

Abigail Burnyeat, also presenting at the above-mentioned conference in 

Maynooth, very strongly admonished us to “let the text tell us what it thinks is significant 

within itself,” rather than worrying too much about authorship in and of itself. Of course, 

time and place work along the lines of political and historically emphatic intent, but the 

text in hand and what it contains can be in itself enough. What one seeks to find within it 

can be as important as what the text purports to impart to the reader. As such, one may 

wonder as to the lack of judges who Suibhne would have had to defer to before making 

his violent decision against Ronan. But the tale itsel, the ensuing extremeness of 
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Suibhne’s punishment, and the absence of judges does not disprove any interpretation of 

secular law so much as prove Burnyeat’s theory and Hollo’s point. 

In Colmán Etchingham’s Church Organization in Ireland AD 650 to 1000, he 

mentions the Hibernensis containing the De provincia, attributed to Augstinus, that 

states: An established province is one which has ten ciuitates and one king and three 

lesser rulers subject to him, and one bishop and others of inferior standing, ten judges to 

whose judgment all lawsuits of the ciuitates are referred; and if difficult cases should 

arise, they are to be referred to the judgment of all ten judges” (149). One may argue that 

the character of Suibhne is a Christian king—one whose punishment is deserved as he 

would have known how to and have been expected to respond to the presence of the 

church and its clerics with tolerance and, at least, compromise.  Etchingham remarks that 

“ciuitas . . . sometimes denotes a royal centre . . . but more commonly an ecclesiastical 

settlement” (149) With this in mind, one must reflect upon the fact tha, in the tale,  

Suibhne’s domain is not necessarily yet under the auspices of ecclesiastical jurisdiction; 

therefore, his violent actions against Ronan can either be viewed “argumentatively” as 

strictly secular and correct under the above mentioned performative aspect of secular law, 

or as a distinctly aggressive resistance to an acknowledged authority of churchmen and 

judges. In either case, the consequential curse inflicted by Ronan upon Suibhne can be 

regarded as acceptable under the idea of ciuitas, while, at the same time one can arguably 

understand the inherent cause of Suibhne’s perceived insult and feeling of trespass. The 

purpose of Suibhne’s abuse of the cleric may have been the author(s) way to impart the 

virtues of the Church’s message and laws, it may have been a trope to be able to place 

Suibhne in this state of madness in order to create a story around the references that 
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reside in the Battle of Mag Rath, the ninth century poem, and the seventeenth century 

manuscripts creating an entirely Christianized scenario.  Whether or not judges were 

there to intervene would be an unnecessary issue. Suibhne chose to act violently hence 

violating all laws – secular and ecclesiastical, and hence, his punishment is still brought 

upon him and his adventures and ultimate conversion/repentance can be told.  

 Text and context affect each other but one must not necessarily come first. In 

other words, a text can survive context and retain its function or develop a function by 

additions and elaborations that are relevant to the past as well as the present. Suibhne’s 

behavior applies to both early Christian Ireland in the gradual change in power from 

secular to ecclesiastical culture, while, in the seventeenth century recension, a long 

established and independent and separated ecclesiastical and secular schools of learning, 

as well as a changing political climate may place the relevance of the text within the 

current context of readership.xxiv  

 The resolution to the story comes in the “competitive yet basically cooperative 

attitude” that Suibhne shows to Moling. In the beginning of the tale, we have violence 

and revenge, in the end, we see compatibility: “After their exchange, the saint with the 

book and the madman from the forest become fast friends” (88-9 nagy orality) 

 Patrick Ford, in “The Blind, the Dumb and the Ugly,” discusses that, in many 

early Irish stories and sagas, it is often not until the true identity of an obscure or 

malformed being is discovered that the being’s place in the world can be 

assumed/resumed in “normal” form or behavior.  Although Ford focuses specifically on 

the role of poets and satirists, this also applies to the character and figure of Suibhne.   

Suibhne dies in the doorway of Moling’s church, carried by Moling himself purposefully 
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to that spot. In “The Monastic Town in Early Medieval Ireland,” Charles Doherty writes: 

“churches were initially isolated islands in a sea of paganism” (50). Also, by about the 

tenth century, sacred areas are “clearly defined,” hence “lay people are not within the 

fold.” (60). In order to become part of the fold and remove himself from the plebeian role 

of lay person, Suibhne must make amends and atonement in order to be able to end his 

earthly suffering and die in dignity within the doors of the church. This denotes closure of 

philosophical/argumentative aspect of Suibhne’s crime—what he tried to prevent (the 

establishment of a church, hence churchyard as discussed above in Doherty). He comes 

full circle by only finally dieing in peace in a completed structure itself. This solidifies 

ecclesiastical claims upon secular territory, placement of powerful figures in churchyards 

rather than boundaries, and settling of the mind and the soul in the peace of Heaven. 

Suibhne is buried honorably by Moling. In Early Irish Society, Francis J. Byrne notes 

that, often, “ . . . legends reflect historical phenomenon, although they do not record strict 

history” (44 moody). The historical phenomenon of the Buile Suibhne surpasses the issue 

of his strict hisotoricity. That is was created or continued well into the seventeenth 

century is in itself a thing of fascination and wonderment.  

Argumentatively and philosophically, one must really look at its longevity, its 

fusion of issues, and the mysterious and fleeting references to its beginning in order to 

fully appreciate it in the context of any century and any cultural transmission.  
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i “Some say that Loingseachan was Suuibhne’s mother’s son, others that he was a foster-brother . . .” (37 
O’Keefe) 
ii See pages xii through xv for O’Keefe’s brief summary of the contents of each manuscript. What is ideal 
about these manuscripts is that for all three, there is a definite scribe and the location of transmission for B 
is noted - something that we are sadly lacking in the earlier poems and fragments.  The scribe of B is 
known to be Daniel Oduigenan in Sean Cua, County Sligo, that of K is Tomaltach Mac Muirghiosa for 
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Seumas Tiriall (a wonderful bit of info for those interested in the relationship of patron to poet), and that of 
L is Michael O’Clery, who is known to be one of the Four Masters. 
iii Jackson reference to Windows on the Iron Age and Aitchison rebuttle 
iv In defense of a well-rounded approach to evaluating the depth and richness of information in a text,  Ó 
Cathasaigh states that  “[i]t is important to note that the recognition of elements in Cath Maige Tuired – or 
in any other text – as deriving from Celtic or even Indo-European antecedents does not (or at least should 
not) preclude other levels of analysis.” He agrues that “ . . .  viewed from other perspectives, which, so far 
from challenging the comparative insights, augment them by enriching our understanding of the texts.” (58, 
early Irish Narr.) 
v In  T.M. Charles-Edwards’ essay, Boundaries in Irish Law, he notes that a fert is one burial in one mound 
while fertae  denotes, not many mounds, but many burials in one mound (83).  
vi For a discussion on the identity of Ronan in Irish hagiography and the genealogy supposedly fused to 
create this particular character in the Buile Suibhne, see Pádraig Ó Riain’s The Materials and Provenance 
of “Buile Suibhne” in Éigse 15 (1974), 173-88. 
vii In the above-mentioned essay, T.M. Charles-Edwards notes that: “. . . the role of the fert in the procedure 
described in the law tract depends upon a belief that the dead do not merely survive but may take an active 
part in the affairs of the living” (85). 
viii For instance Cain Adamnain dated around the ninth century but regarding a law established about 696/7 
at the Synod of Birr. Also called The Law of the Innocents, it refers directly to address violence against 
women, children, and clerics.   
ix In manuscript H 3.18 p. 7a7.  Dligthir brithem la righ rodbo brithim cadesin: ‘A king must have a judge 
with him or be a judge himself.’ 
x According to William Sayers in Strife in Medieval Irish and Icelandic Narrative, “ In a viricentric society, 
women as inciters to vengeance are active on behalf of societal values . . . in which they, just as fully as the 
men, shared. In a reductionist fashion we could say that women here are almost doing men’s work for 
them, in the sense that societal norms and values are dramatically called to the attention of the latter” (68).  
Conversion and piety are just as likely to be part of the societal values that Eorann is attending to in place 
of her erring husband. 
xi Congal was the king of the Ulaidh, while Suibhne is the king of the “Irish territory of Dal Araidhe” – as a 
kinsman and perhaps a client of Congal, he would be expected to attend the battle on Congal’s behalf. 
Guaire and Eoeochaidh, being descendants of Scannlan, would inherit Suibhne’s territory but Domnall , 
son of Aedh was the victor of the battle. It is not explained why it is that Guaire could have retained any 
kingship in a beaten territory. Also of interest is that Congal was the foster son of Domnall. (xxv-xxx 
o’keefe) 
xii It is Loingseachan’s trick of lying and telling Suibhne that all of his family members have perished, 
especially his only son, that causes Suibhne to swoon and, thus, be officially captured.  
xiii Carey vs. Jackson 
xiv A form of public humiliation where an individual actually fasts at the doorstep of the individual he has 
taken issue with or has been done an injustice by, in order to shame the accused into meeting and resolving 
the conflict. 
xv “. . . the old method of learning by memory in the secular schools did not cease, but rather some poets 
and lawyers were coming into close contact with clergy of Latin education, and were wanting to record 
their own learning in writing in the new manner” (Hughes, 77-9). 
xvi Also called the Law of the Innocents. Derived from the Book of Raphoe (ninth century) “It claims to be 
the first Irish law to protect women, children, and the clergy from violence.” Apparently this law was put 
into effect in “696/7 at the Synod of Birr.” (Halsall’s intro Kuno Meyer’s translation of Cain Adamnain). 
xvii [Suibhne:] A chaillech an mhuilinn thall, 

cid duit mo chor ar imrall? 
nach meabhail deit tre bháigh mban 
mo brath agus mo biethadh? 

 
[An chailleach:] Nocha misi dobhraith thú, 
  a Suiune, cidh caomh do chlú, 

acht ferta Ronáin do nimh 
rolá it gheilt eidir ghealtuibh. (60) 
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xviii  Prosper of Aquitane recorded that, in that year,  Pope Celestine sent Palladius to become the first bishop 
of the Irish (O cath,  early irsh narrat. 59)  
xix According to Jane Zattain her Pearl:An Introduction, “In the twelfth century, Hugh of St. Victor, one of 
the most important medieval interpreters of Augustine, described the sensible universe as a book written by 
the finger of God. Such a view entails a radical reappraisal of the value of the senses and sensual 
experience, since the pleasures conveyed to us by all five senses are avenues to knowledge of god, and 
delectable physical gratification is an analogical similitude of spiritual regeneration” (1). 
xx Regarding his brief rest with the madmen –Like Suibhne, they do not make up an easily identifiable and 
accepted or previously defined society themselves. 
 
xxi One must also keep Cicero in mind when referring to Quintilian, as Quintilian has often been accused of 
appropriating Cicero’s own work. In either case, it is admonished that one should be moved, delighted, and 
taught by oratory/literary works. 
xxii The Brussels manuscript was not a part of the comparison process, as I was unable to travel to view it.  
xxiii O’Keefe refers to the order of tales in his footnote on p.3 of his translation. 
xxiv A further example of the reconciliation of past to present is in the Acallum where Broccán and Patrick 
exchange words regarding music. Broccan: “. . . why shouldn’t there be music on earth? Patrick: I wasn’t 
suggesting that, only that one not put too much faith in it. (93 nagy orality) 


