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Foreword


Próinséas Ní Chatháin


This English translation of Irland im Mittelalter is a welcome addition to serious literature on the subject. Here we have a book which could not have been written with the same authority by either an Irishman or an Englishman.


A Continental historian who indulges in neither Iromania nor Irophobia, Professor Richter strikes a good balance which may sometimes ruffle insular feathers but which is fresh and free from prejudice and preconceptions.


He is singularly equipped to synthesise the complex tangle of early and medieval Ireland. His sojourn in Wales and experience of Welsh sources (particularly his work on Gerald of Wales), his familiarity with the writings of Bede, his work on Carolingian literacy and learning are all brought to bear on the Irish evidence. The twelve years which he spent in Ireland may not have made him Hibernicis ipsis Hiberniorem but he immersed himself in Irish scholarship with more dedication than many an Irishman.


The fruits of his participation in the Medieval Settlement Group, the Medieval Studies Seminar and in Early Irish and Hiberno-Latin studies at University College, Dublin, as well as in the International Colloquia on Early Ireland and Medieval Europe are clearly to be seen in the breadth of the material which Professor Richter sets before the reader.


Medieval Ireland: The Enduring Tradition will be read and enjoyed by many.











Preface to the first English edition


The starting-point of this book was a series of lectures which I gave at the University of Vienna in the winter of 1981/82. The keen interest of the students in Irish history and Irish culture prompted me to write a book on the subject. The Continental background may help to explain the title: ‘medieval’ is understood to mean simply ‘post-classical’. On balance, it seems useful to retain this term for English and Irish readers.


The kind reception which the book obtained from Irish, English and Continental reviewers made me agree to a suggestion by F. X. Martin, OSA, head of the department in which I then taught medieval history, to have the book translated into English. I decided not to do the translation myself, knowing that I would be tempted to rewrite the book for the new audience. Although I have followed the translation process closely, the book is simply an English version of the German original. Naturally, I have corrected a few errors (a number of which were kindly pointed out to me by reviewers and readers); in two places, I have omitted brief references to things specifically German which would have meant little to English readers, and in one place, in Chapter 9, I have restructured a paragraph. The bibliography has also been updated and revised; it should be stressed that it remains only a basic guide.


It is a pleasure to give thanks to all those involved in the realisation of this book: to F. X. Martin for his initial suggestion and subsequent encouragement; to Maurice Keen for his decision to publish it in the series New Studies in Medieval History; to the late Denis Bethel, founder of that series, both friend and demanding colleague for a number of years; to the publisher, particularly to Ms Vanessa  Coachman, Vanessa Graham and to the translators. Unforeseen events in the course of the translation, particularly my move from Ireland to Germany, made it necessary to enlist a second translator. I should like to express my immense gratitude to Adrian Keogh for his help, skill and enthusiasm in translation and revision. I am also much indebted to those who have helped with suggestions and improvements, to Próinséas Ní Chatháin, Jane Inglis and Imelda Gardiner.


In some respects, this book is the result of many discussions I had with my students and colleagues in Ireland. Ultimately, it became an alternative view of Irish history in the Middle Ages. As such, it is intended to enliven the discussion and to call into question what may appear at times to be established truths. History is what we make of it. I am very grateful for the many years I spent in Ireland and taught at University College, Dublin, and for all I learned there. Habeat sua fata libellus.


Konstanz, 17 March 1987










Preface to the second English edition


I am very happy to see this book coming out in a second edition. My thanks go to the publisher and staff in this matter. The German original of this book appeared in a revised edition in 1996. The revision consisted mainly in the correction of mistakes, and an updating of the bibliography, including my own work. These changes have been included in the present edition. Naturally, there have been numerous publications in the field since the book first appeared. However, generally speaking a book of this nature cannot be ‘updated’ in the manner of changing spare parts in a dishwasher. In any case, the main theme of the book—cultural continuity in the face of political changes—will stand. The second edition of the German original includes a number of illustrations; unfortunately, it has not been feasible to include these in the present work. I would like to take this opportunity to refer to recent major works which, with their bibliographies, will help the reader:


Fergus Kelly, A Guide to Early Irish Law (Dublin, 1988). Irish Historic Towns Atlas vol. I, Kildare, Carrickfergus, Bandon, Kells, Mullingar, Athlone (Dublin, 1996). Próinséas Ní Chatháin and Michael Richter (eds), Ireland and Europe in the early Middle Ages: Learning and Literature (Stuttgart, 1996). Fergus Kelly, Early Irish Farming (Dublin, 1997). Michael Richter, Ireland and her neighbours in the seventh century (Dublin and New York, 1999). Thomas M. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland (Cambridge, 2000). Próinséas Ní Chatháin and Michael Richter (eds), Ireland and Europe in the early Middle Ages: Texts and Transmission (Dublin, 2002).


Konstanz, 23 November 2004
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The Celts


The history of Europe begins with the Greek civilisation which shaped the Mediterranean world in the last few centuries before Christ. Our information about the Hellenistic world, which was continued in many respects in the Roman Empire, comes just as much from contemporary written sources as it does from archaeological evidence. These sources provide a relatively complete picture which has, up to now, always been used in examining the past.


The culture of the Celts who at that time had a determining influence on Europe north of the Alps is, however, much less accessible. The Celts themselves did not possess any written culture; written accounts which have been handed down from pre-Christian centuries are sketchy and from outside sources. These accounts show particular signs of Greek and Roman moral concepts in their interpretation (interpretatio Romana). However, the substantial material culture of the Celts being evaluated by archaeologists does add to an overall picture which is an integral part of the prehistoric and early historic periods of European history.


During the last century before Christ, the remarkable Celtic culture was overshadowed on the mainland by the simultaneous expansion of the Germanic peoples of northern Europe and the Romans from the Mediterranean. The remains of this culture were best preserved in the extreme western areas, particularly in the British Isles. In the Middle Ages, the world of the Celts was regarded as finis terrae, a world where  many strange phenomena persisted which aroused amazement and often defied understanding.


The Celtic peoples did not, of course, live completely isolated on the outer edges of the world; rather they contributed with their own dynamism to the shaping of Europe in various ways. For this reason alone it is important for anyone wishing to understand the complexity of European history to study the medieval Celtic peoples. This book is concerned with the Irish, the most important and influential of the Celtic peoples in the Middle Ages. We are relatively well informed about the Irish, since they developed a written culture at an earlier stage than most other European peoples. After those of the Greeks and Romans, theirs was the most significant European culture of the early Middle Ages.


Ireland’s achievements during this time emerged in conjunction with the mainland. Outside influences which reached Ireland partly via other Celtic peoples were, on the one hand, absorbed and digested, while the Irish culture, on the other hand, influenced its immediate neighbours even more than it did the other peoples of Europe. Any study of medieval Ireland must therefore also include some reference to the neighbouring Celtic peoples, the Picts, Britons and Bretons.


Celtic culture in Europe expressed itself more in the material, artistic and linguistic areas than politically, continuing unbroken up to the present in the linguistic field alone. In the fourth century, St Jerome reports quite correctly on the similarity of the (Celtic) language of the Galatians in Asia Minor to that of the Treveri (from Trier) in western Europe. At the time he wrote this, Roman rule in western Europe was nearing its end. Gaul, which was previously Celtic, had become a Latin-speaking region, remaining so even after the end of the Roman Empire. In Britain, the development was rather different. Despite 350 years of Roman dominance, the Celtic language had not disappeared, and soon became prevalent again following the withdrawal of the Roman legions, although it had been influenced by Latin in many ways. This Celtic language is still alive in Wales today.


As the neighbouring island of Ireland had never been subjected to Roman rule, the Celtic language was never in danger there. Written documentary evidence of it exists from the fourth century onwards and it is still spoken in Ireland today, particularly in the extreme western regions of the island. The Irish language is quite different  from the Celtic language of Britain, in that it is more archaic. Although philologists can recognise certain common features in the morphology, structure and vocabulary of the two languages, it must be assumed that they already differed considerably in early historic times. There are no indications that the various Celtic peoples in the Middle Ages were aware of belonging to one family of languages, just as there was no sense of political or cultural unity.


Exactly when groups of Celts settled in the British Isles is uncertain but it was most probably a complex process lasting several centuries. Groups of Celts came to Ireland both from Britain and directly from the Continent; this process was completed in the first century B.C., after which any disputes were confined to the islands. With the expansion of the Roman Empire in western Europe, Celtic culture became increasingly an insular culture.


Archaeological evidence and accounts from outside indicate that at the beginning of the Celtic period civilisation throughout Europe was agriculturally orientated, involved mainly in cattle breeding, just as it was in early medieval Ireland. There were, however, no equivalents of the mainland Celtic oppida or of coinage in Ireland. The large stone constructions and tombs still preserved in Ireland are of pre-Celtic origin, dating from the Neolithic period.


In social and religious areas there are, on the other hand, parallels which would indicate some degree of continuity. A learned Celtic class, the druids, documented by Caesar in the case of Gaul, also existed among the Irish and the British. The dynamism of the medieval Celtic peoples, and of the Irish in particular, is based on the fact that they had an intellectual class which was, in many respects, able to match the intellectual demands of the Christian culture.


Finally, there is ample evidence of Celtic art of the La Tène culture in the British Isles. Ornamental work featuring spirals, the plant tendril and the trumpet shape appears frequently on stone and parchment in early medieval works of art.


Important evidence of the Celtic culture in Europe was preserved in the British Isles into historical times. It has already been made clear that even in Ireland, where the best evidence of continuation of Celtic civilisation survives in language and institutions, the Celtic culture made up only a part and not the whole of the prehistoric legacy. This is even more true for the historical period, which this book is concerned with.


History commences where contemporary written evidence first  starts to appear; in the case of Ireland, this was in the fourth century A.D. As everywhere, it begins very gradually with written evidence which, in this case, originates from the Christian-Roman world, dealing initially with the area of Christianity and only gradually including non-Christian areas. Despite the wealth of information available, the earliest Irish sources are not easily accessible and their value and significance are, even today, frequently disputed. Agreement in secondary literature exists, at best, in rough outlines. With regard to the first few centuries, it is often only possible to hint at the contribution of the Celtic insular peoples in general, and that of the Irish in particular, to the development of Europe: any interpretations in this respect must remain largely speculative. It is often difficult to differentiate clearly between what was Celtic and what was simply influenced by the Celts.


The attentive observer of Ireland, nevertheless, cannot help thinking that medieval Europe was much more than the frequently conjured-up synthesis of Graeco-Roman, Christian and Germanic heritage.










Part I


Early Ireland (before c. A.D. 500)
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Ireland in Prehistoric Times


THE COUNTRY


Ireland lies on the edge of western Europe, measuring approximately 350 miles from north-east to south-west and 200 miles from north-west to south-east. There is no point on the island which is further than 100 miles from the sea. The island was an ideal size for the political conditions of the early Middle Ages: it was large enough to be able to assert itself as an independent force against Britain, its neighbour across the sea to the east, but was also compact enough to be perceived emotionally as a unit. In this respect, Ireland was quite different from Britain which, because of its size and shape, was divided into various units which were difficult to unite.


There is a considerable amount of evidence that the Irish had the feeling in early times of belonging to a world which embraced the entire island. The sagas repeatedly refer to the ‘men of Ireland’ and the vernacular name for the country, Ériu, is to be found in literature. When one reads ‘she was the most beautiful woman of Ériu’, it does indeed mean ‘of Ireland’, but it also hints at another meaning, ‘the most beautiful woman of the world’. The island was, in some respects, a world of its own; its people retained their own special attitudes and way of life longer than in other less remote European regions.


However, Ireland was remote only in the geographical sense. Both in antiquity and in the Middle Ages, the sea proved more of a link  with the outside world than a barrier. Ireland had various contacts with other regions in Europe, yet the sea still represented a certain psychological barrier, which, if anything, did more to deepen the feeling of national unity among the Irish. The sea, which surrounds the island, was almost omnipresent and the inhabitants had a curiously ambivalent attitude towards it. They were prepared to risk going to sea in curraghs, lightweight boats which were built for inland navigation and coastal fishing, but their unease in doing so can be seen in the early medieval legendary account of the voyage of the sixth-century Irish saint, Brendan.


There are many references in the hagiography to the trials and tribulations of seafaring. The familiar world ended at the coastline. Ship burials of kings of the kind known from Sutton Hoo (East Anglia) did not exist in Ireland. There are, however, references in early medieval literature to chariots as a means of transport for high-ranking persons, a legacy of the Continental and land-bound Celts.


The island has a mild, damp climate, and if snow falls it does not remain on the ground long enough for the cattle to have to be brought inside in winter. The south-west of the island has subtropical vegetation. With few exceptions, principally on the northern half of the east coast, low mountain ranges of up to 3,000 feet determine the coastline or the areas near the coast. The inland regions consist largely of badly drained lowland areas, the greatest natural resource of which is still peat.


The island did not have a geopolitical centre. It is quite clear that the coastal regions were settled relatively late, the population choosing instead to live inland. The political centres of early times, Tara and Cashel, offer broad views of the country, which, however, stop short of the sea. This in itself is significant: power in the early Middle Ages meant control of land, particularly grazing land, but it did not mean control of the coastline.


Although the feeling of unity can be seen indirectly in the political sphere, it is more distinct in the social, religious and cultural areas. Politically, the island was polycentrally structured. One reads of a division of the island roughly along a line between Dublin and Galway. The northern half was known as Leth Cuinn (‘Conn’s side’), the southern half as Leth Moga (‘Mug Nuadat’s side’, Mug, like Conn, being a mythical figure). There were four large regions which have been preserved up to the present day in the provinces of Ulster and Connacht (Leth Cuinn), Leinster and Munster (Leth Moga). In  historical times, a fifth province was added, Meath (‘Midland’) which was situated between Ulster and Leinster. The old expression for ‘province’ was ‘a fifth’ (cóiced). It has been remarked, quite rightly, that ‘the fifth’ implied a sense of ‘the whole’. Nevertheless, there often were more than five cóicedaig on the island in historical times, despite the fact that this contradicts basic arithmetic.


The smallest political unit in Ireland was the kingdom, of which there were dozens. The kings were not all equally powerful: various ranks existed, including the kings of the provinces. As early as the end of the seventh century, reference was made to sovereignty over the whole island by Adomnán, Abbot of Iona († 704) who wrote of totius Everniae regni monarchia (VC 21 b, ‘rule of the Kingdom of all Ireland’). However, it is certain that supremacy was not achieved at that time. The closest to a single supremacy that medieval Ireland was ever to know was in the twelfth century.


The absence of effective political unity led to unstable political relations, the complex nature of which is still not clear, especially for the period before A.D. 800. However, despite this, the hierarchy of the kings was sufficient to prevent an all-out internal conflict.


The lack of political unity also had a positive aspect in that battles were not fought solely with weapons, but also with words and writings. As in politically disunited Germany and Italy of the late Middle Ages, there were considerable cultural achievements in Ireland which were sponsored in many different places. Although this encouragement had its origin in self-interest, the results are of inestimable value for posterity.


The oldest frequently used learned names for the island date from the late seventh century and are to be found in Adomnán’s Life of Columba: these were Ebernia or Evernia, derived from Greek, the latinised form being Hibernia, and Scotia. From the early Middle Ages onwards the term Scotia was gradually applied to the regions in northern Britain with the result that the term Hibernia became more usual for Ireland. But certainly those writing on the Continent about Scot(t)i almost always meant the Irish. The name ‘Ireland’ is of Scandinavian origin and first documented during the late Viking era. The official name of the Republic of Ireland today is Éire, and the first official language is Irish. English, which is much more widespread, is the ‘national language of equal standing’. It is not without a certain irony that the unofficial term for the whole island is the English name ‘Ireland’.




THE POPULATION


The population of Ireland in the early Middle Ages is estimated at below half a million. It can be assumed that, in the Middle Ages, Ireland was no more thinly populated than the neighbouring island to the east. The large difference in the density of population between Ireland and Britain did not develop until modern times. In England, industrialisation played a decisive role, whereas in Ireland, the population was dramatically reduced to about half of its original size by the Famine in the middle of the nineteenth century from which the country, despite an above-average birth rate, has still not recovered.


It is assumed that Ireland and Britain became separate land masses in the seventh millennium B.C. and it is from this time that the first traces of human settlement in Ireland date: large quantities of stone axes have been found to the east of the River Bann in County Antrim. These early inhabitants supported themselves by hunting and fishing, with no evidence of farming. The first period of advanced civilisation, evidenced by the megalithic tombs throughout the island, is dated to the fourth millennium B.C. and belonged to the so-called Atlantic culture of northern and western Europe.


It has not yet been established when exactly the Celtic-speaking population, which was to become dominant in historical times, came to Ireland. It is assumed that they came in several phases during the last few centuries B.C. The Celtic immigrants would have arrived by various routes, both directly from the Continent, and via pre-Roman Britain. The groups who were later to have a determining influence appear to have left the Continent before the second century B.C.


The Celtic-speaking population became dominant in Ireland, and hardly any traces of pre-Celtic languages have been preserved. Since the early medieval sources deal mainly with the Celtic-speaking ruling class, no conclusion can be drawn from the linguistic evidence as to the numerical relation between Celtic-speaking immigrants and the previous population. All we know is that the Celtic element was not originally indigenous to Ireland. Claims to the contrary go back as far as the earliest written sources; they re-emerge with the romanticism of the nineteenth century in particular, and persist to the present time, but are nothing more than propaganda.


THE CELTIC LANGUAGES


Celtic is an Indo-European group of languages which was widespread  on the Continent and was brought by the migration of the Celtic tribes as far east as Asia Minor (Galatians) and as far west as the Atlantic (Gauls). With the exception of Gaulish and a few other fragments, documented linguistic evidence of Celtic is found only in the British Isles. Apart from Gaulish, the Celtic group of languages appears in two large sections which are again subdivided:





1.the Goedelic section (Irish-Gaelic, Scots-Gaelic and Manx, the language of the inhabitants of the Isle of Man);


2.the Brythonic-British section (British/Welsh, Pictish, Cornish and Breton).





The earliest evidence of the Irish-Gaelic language dates from the fourth century (Ogam inscriptions), the earliest evidence of Welsh from the sixth century (the poems of Aneirin and Taliesin); Breton dates from the eighth century (cartularies of Landévennec and Redon), whereas the earliest evidence of Manx and Cornish does not appear until the late Middle Ages. Scots-Gaelic was virtually identical with Irish-Gaelic up until the seventeenth century.


THE IRISH LANGUAGE (GOEDELIC, GAELIC)


After Latin, Irish is the language in western Europe with the longest and best-documented development. It is termed a Q-Celtic language in contrast to British which is a P-Celtic language. It must be added that Q is written as a C in Irish (e.g. Irish cenn, Welsh pen, ‘head’), which is the most archaic of the well-documented Celtic languages and shows a strong affinity to Latin (e.g. deponents ending in -r, sechithir ‘follows’; cf. Latin sequitur). From early historical times more abundant and diverse sources have been preserved in Irish than in any other non-Latin language in central or western Europe. A knowledge of Irish is an absolute prerequisite for thorough research into the early, and indeed into the later, medieval history of Ireland.


The development of the Irish language is divided into different stages:





1.Archaic Old Irish, 4th century to c.750;


2.Old Irish (O. Ir), c.750–900;


3.Middle Irish, c.900–1600 (‘Classical Irish’ 1200–1600);


4.Modern Irish, from 1600.







‘Documented’ evidence of archaic Old Irish originates in the main from Ireland, the most important being the Ogam inscriptions, the elegy Amra Coluim Chille (around 600), the law texts, as well as the Irish names in Adomnán’s Life of Columba and in the two versions of the Life of Patrick by Muirchú and Tírechán (all from the seventh century). Evidence of Old Irish is more plentiful; the Christian-ecclesiastical texts of this phase of the language were edited almost in their entirety in the Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus. This material is mostly preserved in MSS now in Continental libraries and part of it was also written on the Continent. Most important are the glosses of New Testament texts, the oldest of which are found in a Würzburg manuscript from the second half of the eighth century (Würzburg, Univ. Library, M.p.th.f. 12), in a manuscript originating from the northern Italian monastery of Bobbio, but which was presumably written in Ireland in the early decades of the ninth century and is now kept in Milan (Ambros. c.301 inf.), as well as in a Priscian manuscript from St Gallen (Sangallensis 904) of about the same period. Apart from these, there are a number of other ecclesiastical texts, the most important of which are the so-called Cambrai homily (with Irish texts, copied on the Continent around 750, by a scribe who obviously did not have a good command of Irish), a treatise on the Mass from the Stowe Missal also containing rubrics in Irish (probably written shortly after 792) and Irish texts in the Book of Armagh (around 807). A very noticeable feature in Old Irish documents is the astonishing standardisation of the language and spelling. Possible reasons for this could be either the decisive influence of one intellectual centre in Ireland (probably Bangor) or the continuing effect of the pre-Christian intellectual elite. This uniformity was lost in medieval times.


Middle Irish shows significant differences from Old Irish. This is important because a range of texts can, on the basis of their language, be assigned to early times although the preserved manuscripts themselves date from the late Middle Ages; this is the case with the corpus of Irish law, which is as superb as it is difficult. Larger collections of texts with material written in Irish are preserved in manuscripts from the twelfth century onwards.


lt is impossible for anyone who is not an expert in the language to classify texts written in Irish according to date and place of origin. Classification has to depend instead upon the judgment of the  philologist and research into the substantial corpus of Irish literature in the early and high Middle Ages is still very much in progress. The medievalist familiar with Continental conditions thus finds, unusually, that he can obtain relatively reliable information about early Irish history from texts which, according to palaeographical findings, date from the late Middle Ages. Of course, some of these texts were also changed in the course of being passed on and such alterations cannot always be accurately verified. On the whole, however, early Irish society can be examined on the basis of the extensive information available, though much of it dates from the late Middle Ages; there exists, at most, a lack of precise dates.


ARISTOCRATIC SOCIETY IN PRE-CHRISTIAN TIMES (‘HEROIC AGE’)


The best information on the upper strata of society in pre-Christian Ireland is provided by the epic The Cattle Raid of Cooley (Táin Bó Cúailnge), a piece of world literature. The earliest preserved manuscript dates from around 1100, although it is generally assumed that older written versions, which are now lost, went back as far as the seventh century. It is still, admittedly, disputed whether the Táin represents the recording of oral ‘folk traditions’ or the creation of an individual author.


According to the information in the text, which has been handed down in three related recensions, the epic records events that happened during the life of Christ, as one of the principal figures, Conchobhar Mac Nessa, king of the Ulaid, is supposed to have died of grief when he received the news of Christ’s crucifixion. This represents a later addition, an attempt, at least superficially, to christianise the epic, thereby making it more respectable. There is no reference given to the dates of the events reported on. The dramatis personae are heroic figures with godlike traits rather than actual historical persons. Kenneth Jackson considers it possible that the events described in the Táin could be dated to the fourth century A.D.1


The Táin is a heroic epic in prose dealing with the struggle of the men of Ulster, the Ulaid, under King Conchobhar against the rest of the island, in particular against the people from Connacht led by King Ailill and his wife Medhbh. The main emphasis lies on the description of the heroes’ deeds, the most important hero being Cú Chulainn who is staying at Conchobhar’s court at Emhain Mhacha and dies in battle.  The historical framework is provided by the expulsion of the Ulaid into the north-eastern regions of Ireland by the kings of Connacht, a sweeping political process stretching over several centuries and one which will be dealt with again as it extends into historical times. Although an epic of this kind is not, of course, an exact description of historical events, it does convey an impression of the life of the Irish upper class in early times. The Táin may be inclined to idealise life but it is by no means completely removed from reality.


The society described in the Táin was subdivided into many sections; there were kings, noblemen and officials. It was a society which was constantly confirmed through military conflict, the gaining of fame and glory being the most important task of the warrior. Fame increased the allegiance given to the hero by his followers whom he led to victory and spoils. This does not, however, mean that anyone could become a hero, or that the possibility of social advancement existed. The hero was born as such and his success in battle served only to reveal his status as a warrior to those around him. The hero remaining unrecognised for a time is an old motif which gained additional currency through an important social institution, that of education and upbringing at other courts (fosterage). Sons of noblemen were handed over at an early age to the court of persons of the same or higher rank, or to the king, in order to be brought up and educated, and they were initiated into the craft of war. It was in this way that Cú Chulainn came to Conchobhar’s court and was gradually recognised as a hero. This idealised account undoubtedly reflected a factual basis: by handing their sons over to persons of higher rank, the fathers were forced to show a certain degree of political good conduct. The fosterling was, therefore, a sort of hostage. The relationship between the wards themselves became just as close as that of brothers in the same family and, legally, they were treated as equals with the same status as the foster-father’s own children. The institution of education and upbringing at other courts was preserved in Ireland throughout the Middle Ages.


A nobleman warrior’s equipment consisted principally of a spear and shield, for which there is a collective noun in Irish, gaisced, and from which the word warrior, gaiscedach, is derived. The warrior fought from a two-wheeled chariot which was drawn by two horses and driven by a charioteer, his close associate. It becomes clear from the sagas that the charioteer had a lower social rank than the warrior  who only fought with his equals; the warrior’s strict code of honour set him apart from persons of a lower rank.


The battles described in the epic had, in some respects, more of a social and sporting character than a warlike one. The heroes often chose single combat. In chariot battles they could distinguish themselves with masterly performances, leaving the actual seat in the chariot and fighting from the shaft or even from the horses’ backs. It may well have been sporting, but it was also to the bitter end, for the battle trophy was the head of the opponent, his equal, which was then kept and displayed. The collection of heads reflected the importance of the hero. The society described in the Táin was a pagan one and a commitment was made to the gods of one’s own gens (túath), as in the frequently documented oath, ‘I swear by the gods my people swear by.’


There were, however, other activities apart from combat. One reads of purely sporting disciplines, e.g. of a ball game called báire which was played with wooden sticks and is still played in Ireland as ‘hurling’. Entertainment at court brought the king’s followers together in great feasting-halls, complex timber buildings in which the followers displayed themselves and their beautiful women. The ideal of feminine beauty in Irish society was portrayed in poetry through the distinct sense of colours, typical of the Celts, black hair, black eyebrows, blue eyes, cheeks the colour of foxgloves, white teeth. The importance of the heroes’ wives, just as that of the heroes themselves, was measured by the number of people in the retinue. The Irish method of counting was somewhat curious, the retinue of the nobleman frequently being referred to as ‘three times fifty’.


The feasting-halls were showplaces for banquets. It was the hero’s privilege to carve and he also had the right to the largest piece of meat. The favourite dish of the upper class was pork, the preferred drinks being mead, fresh milk and beer.


Apart from culinary delights, entertainment was also provided by the musicians and poets who belonged to each court. The poets had the task of praising in song the deeds of their masters, their heritage and the deeds of their ancestors. In this capacity, the poet was harbinger and at the same time historian and bearer of the genealogical traditions. The excellent qualities of the master were also extolled in various ways. These songs of praise did, of course, have some particular set features in that they had to contain certain basic material. The quality of the poet, and, therefore, the importance of his  master, were attested to by the variety of the performances. One can recognise here the tendency towards eloquence and verbosity that the Irish displayed in many different ways. They attempted to surpass each other in the variety and accumulation of laudatory adjectives. The power of the spoken word, which could strengthen as well as undermine positions, still showed traces of the magic power which the word possessed in the early period of human history. The Táin, however, discloses much more. The elevation of the master had an equivalent in the derogation of the opponent, for eloquence could also be used in a negative way and weaken the opponent considerably. The most powerful weapon of the poet, whose status did not allow him to engage in physical battle, was in the composition of ‘defamations’ or ‘maledictions’ (often misleadingly termed ‘satires’ in English), an area in which Irish literature has produced astonishing material.


SOCIAL STRATIFICATION


The stratification of early Irish society can best be inferred from the law tracts which were codified in large and small tracts dating back to the seventh and eighth centuries. The language of the legal texts is old, and parts of their contents were already antiquated by the time they were first written down. Quite a few new developments in the political scene of the early Middle Ages did not find their way into the legal texts, and they are therefore neither completely reliable nor comprehensive. The new developments can, however, be gathered from other sources, from the annals for example, and they do not appear to alter substantially the overall picture of early times given in the law tracts. With this reservation, an attempt will be made to trace the social structure of that period.


Irish society was hierarchically structured with the king as the political head (Irish rí, cognate with Latin rex). The king ruled over a people (Irish túath; cf. German theod) which did not, however, derive its origins from a common ancestor. Early kingship had been of a sacral type and traces of it can still be recognised in historical times. The king was regarded as the embodiment of the people and was responsible for the well-being of the túath. He was without physical defects and his beauty was praised by the poets. He led noblemen and freemen in battle and, if he was killed, the túath had then lost the battle. The kingship appears originally to have been of a pronounced sacral kind, the office being subject to particular taboos (gessa) and privileges (buada).
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Schematic structure of Irish society according to Críth Gablach







The law tract Críth Gablach (early eighth century) says ‘rí, why is he so called? Because he rules (rigid) over his túath.’ This is reminiscent of rex a regendo dicitur ‘a king is called that because he rules’, the phrase of Isidore of Seville, whose writings were known in Ireland from the seventh century onwards. In what manner then did the king rule? According to the legal texts, he did not have any legislative power, as the law was complete, comprehensive and independent. He was not even responsible for the maintenance of law, as this was the responsibility of the people. Offences were settled through the pronouncement of the legal scholars, and were avenged by the victim’s clan by way of the blood feud or the imposition of compensation. The king instead defended the túath against enemies from outside. Within the kingdom, he presided over the people’s assembly (oenach), in which ‘people’ always meant the class involved in the political decision-making process. The king had means of ensuring the good conduct of the people. The noblemen were obliged to provide the king with hostages, as well as paying tribute and affording the king hospitality on his journeys through the kingdom. Originally the king enjoyed, along with the fili (poet), the highest honour price (lóg n-enech; enech, orig. ‘honour’, comparable with the Germanic ‘wergeld’), and was therefore above the law. However, as early as in the eighth century, the possibility is mentioned of fasting against the king, thus forcing him to atone for his wrongs. If he allowed the person on hunger strike to die, he had to pay compensation to the injured kin. If we disregard the learned class, the only official assigned to the king was, according to the legal texts, the rechtaire (Irish recht is related to German Recht, ‘law’ or ‘right’) whose task it was to exact the payments due to the king. Through the Christianisation of the society from the fourth century onwards, the sacral function of the king weakened without, however, ceasing completely. Irish kings were never anointed in a Christian ceremony. The original sacerdotal power of the kingship is seen by the fact that the bishop in Christian Ireland had the same honour price as the king.


Constitutionally, the rí túaithe was the highest political authority. It is assumed that, at the beginning of historical times in the fifth century, Ireland had a great number of kingdoms, somewhere between 100 and 150, which means that a túath was fairly small. This  meant that the individual king had little political weight, but also that he was in personal contact with his people.


It would be unhistorical to imagine Ireland as a collection of over 100 political units with equal rights. The opposite can be seen in the Táin. The concentration of political power was the constant aim, with some kings rising above their immediate neighbours. These more powerful kings are known in the legal texts as ruiri ‘king of kings’. This type of king was not the ruler of several túatha but held the rí túaithe in a relationship of personal dependence, who then paid him tribute and provided him with hostages. A further, higher, rank of kingship was king of a province (rí ruireg, literally ‘king of high noblemen’). His position with regard to the ruiri was comparable to that of the ruiri to the rí túaithe. Here we encounter the predilection of the Irish scholars for clear systematisation which did not match up to the more complex reality. According to the law tracts, the king of a province was the highest political authority in Ireland. Some provincial kings later claimed supremacy over the whole island. The position of such ‘high kings’ (ard-rí) was not, however, legally established. The national kings, who will be discussed later, were, according to their legal position, only provincial kings. Nevertheless, their claim to national kingship shows that the legal texts alone do not provide reliable information about the power structure in Ireland.


The legal texts make only indirect references to the question of royal succession. Eoin MacNeill has established from the annals that there were nevertheless fairly definite rules.2 The smallest social unit in Ireland was the clan down to the fourth generation (derbfine, literally ‘the certain family’; the larger family bonds are known as íarfine and indfine). This group owned the land, it protected the individual’s rights and the royal derbfine had the right to the royal line of succession. The ninth century witnessed the appearance of an expressive term for those who had a rightful claim to royal succession: rígdomna (Latin regis materia which, roughly translated, means ‘royal material’). Entitled to succeed were the king’s brother, uncle, cousin, son, grandson and great-grandson. However, since the túath could not be divided, only one person could succeed at any one time. Críth Gablach refers to the successor as tánaise. He would appear to have been appointed during the king’s lifetime, more than likely soon after his accession, for, as it says in Críth Gablach: tánaise ríg cid ara n-eperr? ‘t., why is he so called?’; the answer is ‘because the whole people is  anticipating his kingship.’ The word tánaise is derived from to-ad-nised- ‘the awaited one’. Thus it is assumed that those eligible for succession to the throne reached an agreement with the king on a successor. There was, significantly, land in the túath which was tied to the royal office and was not the private possession of the individual king.


Despite the rules regarding royal succession, there was, in practice, frequent discord amongst the rígdomnai, stirred up especially by those whose claim to the throne was in danger of lapsing, in other words by those whose family had not provided a king since their grandfather or great-grandfather. The existence of rules governing succession was not, therefore, able to prevent political unrest in early Ireland. Added to this was the fact that the king also had to assert himself against his rivals outside his túath.


Only after a candidate had overcome all these difficulties was he confirmed by the people’s assembly (oenach) and heralded by the poet (fili). The ceremonial installing of kings is specifically documented only for the provincial kings of Tara, Emhain Mhacha and Cruacha. The term for this ceremony (feis ‘feast’) alludes to a pagan fertility rite: the king ‘slept’ (foaid) with the túath.


The túath was subdivided into nobility, freemen, lesser freemen and serfs (see here). Although it is likely that every person originally had had his honour price (enech), according to the legal texts, only freemen still possessed it. The subdivision of freemen into seven categories is, like many aspects of the law tracts, an excessive schematisation. In this case the legal scholars probably wanted to present a parallel to the seven orders of the Church. A free person was one who was a legal person in his own right and owned land; one of his most important obligations was military service in wartime. The noblemen were entitled to a retinue (céle, pl. céli, similar to the Latin servus in the sense of ‘servant’, not ‘slave’); the larger the retinue, the more important the nobleman was. The retinue consisted of lower-class free persons. The lesser freemen (céli giallnai; there were, however, several other terms, the individual meanings of which have not been completely clarified) had been paid the honour price originally due to them by their master and were no longer full legal persons. Below them was a class of serfs which, in the legal texts, was again divided into seven categories. It is still not known how a person came into bondage. Some scholars suspect that the serfs were the  descendants of the pre-Celtic population. One law tract mentions the possibility that a person became a serf if he was unable to pay an honour price and therefore ‘sold’ himself to a master. Serfs from across the sea, presumably prisoners taken in battle, are also mentioned.


There were certain people among the freemen who, strictly speaking, were not treated at law as persons in their own right. These included women and adult sons who lived on their father’s property. The honour price of these people was a fraction (a half, a quarter, etc.) of the honour price of the man on whom they were dependent. Bretha Crólige, a law tract, refers to three lawful wives, the principal wife, the concubine and the mistress, justifying polygamy with reference to the example set by the rulers in the Old Testament.


In addition, there was another group in the túath, small in number but socially very important, namely the scholars (áes dána). It was to this group that the poets (fili, pl. filid, literally ‘seer’, cf. Latin vates) belonged. Equal to them in importance were the druids (druí, pl. druíd, referred to in Latin sources as magi). The highest position (ollam) of the druids was equal to that of the king. Others that should be mentioned are the legal scholars (brithem, pl. brithemin, anglicised ‘brehon’) and the experts in genealogy and history (senchaid). These scholars had all gone through a long period of training and were the custodians of the oral tradition. The period of training for the druids is said to have lasted between seven and twelve years. The tradition was ‘sung’ (Old Irish for-cain, cf. Latin canere). The recitations of genealogies and prescribed stories were learned in darkened rooms. The learned class was held in high esteem and enjoyed legal protection not only in the túath, but on the island as a whole. This intellectual elite contributed considerably to the cultural unity of Ireland.


In contrast to the scholars, the other members of the túath enjoyed protection and safety only within its boundaries. It was only here that the community could take responsibility for the rights of the individual through the enforcing of the honour price or by means of the blood feud. Few, however, had cause to leave their túath. This political unit was also, in economic terms, nearly self-sufficient. For the majority of the population of Ireland life was certainly very meagre. The Lives of the Saints give the impression that it was generally just about possible to attain subsistence level.




SETTLEMENT


Neither towns nor villages existed in Ireland before the ninth century. The practice of living together in fairly large numbers, which required a sophisticated form of division of labour, only came about after the seventh century in the larger monasteries. Instead, the majority of the population lived in individual settlements, called ráth. The name ‘ringfort’ is misleading because a ráth was not, in its conception, a fortified settlement. The perimeter of an area with a diameter of at least 30 feet was dug out and walled off by simultaneously throwing up an embankment. The remains of palisades can sometimes still be detected in such embankments which had no doubt been erected to fend off animals. Inside the enclosed area were the simple buildings, the walls of which were made of branches and plastered with mud, the roofs being of shingles or turf. Irish law tracts refer to the ‘five houses’ of a farmer, probably meaning the dwelling house and the four separate animal sheds. When the enclosure was of stone (which differed regionally), the living area was called a caisel (English cashel, cf. Latin castellum).


Around 30,000 ráths and cashels have so far been recorded in Ireland in the last few decades, principally by means of aerial photography. Only very few of these have been archaeologically examined. Some of them date back to the Bronze Age, but most of them appear to originate from the period between A.D. 300 and 1000. Ráths were used right up to the seventeenth century and in some of them subterranean chambers (‘souterrains’) have been found which, although they may have served the purpose of temporary shelter for weaker members of the community, were normally used as storerooms and were sometimes very elaborately laid out. (Souterrains such as these are also mentioned by Tacitus, Germania ch. 16.)


A larger ráth (some have a diameter of up to 100 metres) was called a dún. Críth Gablach states in a description of the dún of a rí túaithe that the king’s house was twelve metres long and had sleeping quarters for the twelve-strong retinue of noblemen. The difference between the king and a farmer was, apparently, not particularly great.


A special form of settlement, found particularly in the west of Ireland, were the crannogs (from crann ‘tree’). These were timber residential buildings erected in stagnant waters, usually on artificial islands. There is evidence that this type of settlement existed in the  Bronze Age, but it was the importation of iron tools from neighbouring Roman Britain from the third century onwards that really stimulated this rather sophisticated method of construction. About 250 of these crannogs have so far been recorded. Some crannogs which have been excavated give detailed insight into the material culture and daily life of early medieval settlements.3 Although it has been established that the crannog, ráth and cashel were not the only forms of settlement in early Ireland, few remains of non-enclosed timber buildings have so far been found, and then usually by accident.


It is difficult to form a picture of life in these settlements. Apart from tools, only a few everyday objects have been found and surprisingly little earthenware. Objects of this kind were probably made principally from wood or leather. In the third century A.D. the plough reached Ireland, but this innovation did not have any decisive influence on the economic system. Frank Mitchell estimates that only five per cent of the cultivated land was used for crops with cattle being the main source of food. Wealth and social position were measured in terms of cattle. The honour price was also expressed in legal texts in terms of cattle or female slaves (cumal, the equivalent of three cows). According to Adomnán, a man with five cows was considered very poor (VC 68a, 69b).


A CELTIC SOCIETY?


Whether there is any justification for referring to the society outlined in this chapter as ‘Celtic’ depends on how far one wants to take the understanding of that term. Some aspects of early Irish society have their roots among the mainland Celts: one could think here for example of Caesar’s account of the druids in Gaul, of his references to head-hunting as well as to the use of two-wheeled chariots (of which no material remains have yet been found in Ireland). However, not every feature of Irish society was necessarily Celtic. The existence in Ireland of a highly regarded learned class is not attested for all Celts, but it has most impressive parallels in India. Parallels also exist between Ireland and India in the area of language and in the form of epic poetry. The reference to India is not arbitrary, nor are the parallels coincidental; remains of Indo-European civilisation have been preserved on the eastern fringes of the region influenced by Indo-European culture and, on the outer western fringes, in Ireland; they were preserved into historical times. Although nearly the whole  of Europe is still Indo-European in terms of language, there are considerable distinctions in the social area, created by the powerful and influential Hellenistic civilisation of the Mediterranean region. Ireland had remained outside the Graeco-Roman civilisation and, for this reason, social characteristics were preserved there which, compared with the situation on the Continent in historical times, appear to have been, and indeed were, archaic. There were obvious similarities between the Irish people’s assembly and the Scandinavian thing. In Ireland, social systems were preserved right through to historical times which had begun 1,000 years later than in the western Mediterranean. Nevertheless, archaic social systems were preserved there which, in the rest of Europe, were either eclipsed or are not documented in native written sources, as they are, at least to some extent, in Ireland.


To describe Irish society simply as ‘Celtic’ is to overlook the essential significance of Ireland for an understanding of European development. Its significance lies more in the fact that Indo-European social systems, which had, at one stage, been very common, remained evident in Ireland into the Middle Ages. Apart from the fact that Ireland did not experience any Roman colonisation, the learned class ensured that the Christian-Latin culture which had, in other places, destroyed, eclipsed or silenced a great deal of native culture, did not have the same effect in Ireland. The particular features of the history of Ireland in the Middle Ages resulting from these conditions are therefore better called Irish than Celtic.
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