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 The main focus of this thesis is the examination of the representation of women in the 

Ulster Cycle, especially in the instances where they cross the boundaries of their gender and 

participate in activities usually associated with the world of heroes and kings, such as 

bragging and competitions to establish one´s highest status. As the recurrent motifs in the 

Ulster Cycle are numerous, this thesis discusses only those present in The Violent Death of 

Derbforgaill (Aided Derbforgaill), a short yet moving tale about a violent death of the female 

protagonist. The motifs include bragging, competitions, violence, love-triangles and deaths 

caused either by jealousy or a strong emotion, but perhaps the most surprising of them all is 

the motif of urination, which also appears in the longest epic of the Ulster Cycle, The Cattle 

Raid of Cooley (Táin Bó Cuilnge). Special attention is paid to the way how these 

transgressions influence the honour of women in the heroic society, as well as to the notion of 

women´s honour itself, e.g. to what extent is their honour dependent on their husbands, what 

qualities are honoured in aristocratic women and whether the female characters tend to accept 

their secondary position in the society. A useful comparison is provided by the examples of 

Otherworldly women, as they possess more independence and higher status than their human 

counterparts, even though they seem to forgo their privileges in order to assimilate into the 

heroic world. The only other human woman achieving similar powers and independence as 

these magical characters is Queen Medb, who is nevertheless condemned by the narrative for 

threating the status quo. 

 Due to the shortness of the primary text, others are referred to in order to demonstrate 

the motifs further. The main ones being the Táin, “The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind and 

The Only Jealousy of Emer” (Serglige Con Culainn ocus Óenét Emire), Bricriu´s Feast” (Fled 

Bricrenn) and “The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig” (Scéla Muicce Meicc Da Thó). The 

summaries of the latter three as well as of The Violent Death of Derbforgaill (the Táin is 

excluded due to its length) are provided for the convenience of the reader. Similarly a 

historical and literary context is enclosed. Even though this thesis refrains from reading the 

female characters as historical or mythological beings and regards them as largely fictional 

characters set into a fictional heroic society, the historical context provides an explanation of 

important early Irish concepts such as honour or protection and offers a discussion of early 

Irish marriage customs which differ from modern ones. The literary context section discusses 

problems connected with the reading of early Irish literature as well as it outlines several 

possible approaches towards the sagas. Chapter Two focuses on the Otherworld, which is 



followed by the discussion of human women´s unusual behaviour in Chapter Three. Chapter 

Four considers the love-triangles, jealousy and sexuality and their importance for the honour 

of the spouses as well as their role in the development of the story.  

 


