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ABSTRAKT 

 Cílem této práce je zhodnotit zobrazení žen v Ulsterském cyklu, zvláště pak 

případy, kdy tyto ženy překročí hranice svého rodu a zapojí se do aktivit většinou 

spojených se světem hrdinů a králů. Jsou to například soutěže, které mají určit, komu 

náleží nejvyšší postavení ve společnosti. Jelikož opakujících se motivů v Ulsterském cyklu 

je mnoho, tato práce se zabývá jen těmi, které se nachází v Násilné smrti Derbforgaill 

(Aided Derbforgaill), krátkém, ale dojemném příběhu o smrti hlavní hrdinky. Mezi tyto 

motivy patří vychloubání, soutěže, násilí, milostné trojúhelníky a smrt ze žárlivosti či 

přílišné vlně emocí. Nejpřekvapivějším motivem ze všech je pravděpodobně močení, které 

se objevuje též v nejdelší epice Ulsterského cyklu, Dobytčí nájezd na Cooley (Táin Bó 

Cuailnge). Zvláštní pozornost je věnována míře, v které tyto přestupky ovlivňují čest žen 

v hrdinské společnosti, jakož i ženské cti obecně, tj. do jaké míry je jejich čest závislá na 

cti jejich manželů, jaké vlastnosti se cení u aristokratických žen a zda ženské postavy 

akceptují své podřadné postavení ve společnosti. Přínosné porovnání nabízejí ženy 

z Jinosvěta, které oplývají vyšší svobodou a vyšším statusem než jejich lidské protějšky. 

Nicméně se zdá, že se těchto privilegií musí vzdát, jakmile se začlení do hrdinské 

společnosti. Jediná smrtelná žena, která dosahuje podobných vlastností a svobody jako tyto 

magické postavy, je královna Medb, kterou však vyprávění odsuzuje za narušování statutu 

quo.  

 Kvůli stručnosti primárního textu jsou do diskuze zapojeny i jiné příběhy, 

rozvíjející ony motivy dále. Mezi ně patří Táin, „Ubíjející choroba Cú Chulainnova a 

jediná žárlivost Emer” (Serglige Con Culainn ocus Óenét Emire), “Bricriuova hostina” 

(Fled Bricrenn) a „Příběh Macc Da Thóva prasete” (Scéla Muicce Meicc Da Thó). Přiložen 

je souhrn posledních tří příběhů a Násilné smrti Derbforgaill (Táin není zahrnut kvůli 

délce) pro pohodlí čtenáře. Práce taktéž obsahuje historický a literární kontext. I když tato 

práce nepovažuje ženské hrdinky za historické osobnosti či mytologické bytosti, ale 

pokládá je za převážně fiktivní postavy zasazené do fiktivní hrdinské společnosti, 

historický kontext vysvětluje několik důležitých pojmů pro raně středověké Irsko, jako 

jsou například čest a ochrana. Též poskytuje přehled o raně středověkých irských 

manželstvích, která se liší od moderního pojetí. Sekce s literárním kontextem se zabývá 

problémy spojenými se čtením raně středověké irské literatury, a též předkládá několik 

možných přístupů k ságám. Kapitola druhá se soustředí na Jinosvět, po ní následuje 

analýza neobvyklého chování smrtelných žen v kapitole třetí. Kapitola čtvrtá se pak 



 

 

zaměřuje na milostné trojúhelníky, žárlivost a sexuality, a taktéž zkoumá, jak tyto motivy 

ovlivňují čest manželů a jaké mají dopady na vývoj příběhu.  

 

klíčová slova: Aided, Aided Derbforgaill, čest, královna Medb, motivy, raně středověká 

irská literatura, status, Ulsterský cyklus, zobrazení žen, ženy 

 

 

  



 

 

THESIS ABSTRACT 

 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.  

 

key words: Aided, Aided Derbforgaill, early Irish literature, honour, motifs, Queen Medb, 

representation of women, status, Ulster Cycle, women 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The Ulster Cycle, sometimes also known as the Heroic Cycle, is formed by tales of 

the Ulster heroes, Cú Chulainn being the most famous one. It depicts a world similar to the 

Greek epics as well as to the representation of Celtic tribes on the continent by classical 

authors. It is a world of brave warriors, cattle-raids and chariots, placing an emphasis on 

the honour of the heroes and praising courageous deeds. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

the main focus is placed on the male heroes. Women are usually confined to the roles of 

placid consorts and housewives obeying their fathers or husbands. However, there exist 

several exceptions of notable female characters who stand up to this patriarchal rule and 

assume roles unusual for their gender. The discussion of women partaking in traditionally 

male activities such as bragging competitions or indeed the leading of an army forms the 

main body of this thesis. Special attention is paid throughout this paper to the concept of 

women´s honour, whether connected to that of their husbands´ or to their own qualities 

such as beauty or virtue, considering how the honour is affected by these transgressions of 

gender boundaries.  

As the Ulster Cycle comprises of more than 80 stories which are often intertextual 

and presume the reader´s acquaintance with the motifs, characters and their basic 

relationships, it is difficult to discuss one single story without referring to other tales. 

However, this thesis will try to discuss only a small number of them in more depth. The 

primary text is The Violent Death of Derbforgaill, (Aided Derbforgaill, AD),
1
 which 

establishes the motifs discussed in this thesis such as the Otherworld, the bragging 

competitions between women, surprising violence in the women´s world, the love-

triangles, deaths caused either by jealousy or a strong emotion and, perhaps most 

surprisingly, urination. These are all involved in what Ingridsdotter calls “a very short but 

exquisitely shaped tale”.
2
 The story itself survives in three manuscripts, The Book of 

Leinster, RIA MS 1223 and TCD MS 1337, from which The Book of Leinster is the oldest, 

dating back to the second half of the twelfth century. This thesis uses Ingridsdotter´s 

                                                 
1
 A story mentioned for the first time is provided with both the Irish and English title. However, later 

references to the tales will be made by their English titles for the purposes of clarity. The only exception is 

The Cattle Raid of Cooley (Táin Bó Cuailnge), which is generally known by its shortened Irish name, the 

Táin.  
2
 Kicki Ingridsdotter, trans. and ed., Aided Derbforgaill, “The Violent Death of Derbforgaill”: A Critical 

Edition with Introduction, Translation and Textual Notes (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2009) 11, 

http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:213892/FULLTEXT01.pdf, 15. 6. 2015. 

http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:213892/FULLTEXT01.pdf
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edition discussing all three sources rather than Marstrander´s translation mainly based on 

The Book of Leinster. AD belongs to the group of stories with Aided in their title. There 

are eleven Aideda altogether in the Ulster Cycle, mostly concerned with the violent death 

of a king or a hero. AD is one of the only two independent tales in the Ulster Cycle 

concerned with the violent death of a female protagonist. The other is “The Violent Death 

of Medb” (Aided Meidbe) which is discussed in Chapter Three of this thesis.  

Although AD forms the backbone of this thesis, due to its shortness other stories are 

included to demonstrate the motifs further.  The main ones are 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 Tho´s Pig” 

(Scéla Muicce Meicc Da Thó), but others will be discussed as well if necessary for the 

argument. As many of these tales might not be familiar to the reader, short summaries are 

included in Appendix A. For easier orientation in the world of Ulster heroes, a list of 

names is to be found in Appendix B. Historical and literary context is provided below, 

discussing primarily different types of marriage in early Ireland and problems connected 

with reading early Irish literature. Chapter Two focuses on the Otherworld and different 

rules governing the behaviour of Otherworldly women, whilst discussing the common 

motif of shapeshifting as well. Chapter Three is concerned with instances where women 

adopt behaviour and positions usually associated with men and tries to determine how 

these transgressions reflect on female´s honour in the tales. Furthermore, it tries to 

determine the extent of women´s acceptance of their secondary position in the heroic 

society. Chapter Four provides a discussion of love-triangles, jealousy and sexuality, 

examining their importance for the development of the story and for the notion of honour. 

Conclusions are then drawn in Chapter Five, determining to what degree the heroines 

succumb to the patriarchal order, how Otherworldly characters are treated differently than 

their human counterparts and what influences women´s honour.    

1.1. HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Our sources for early medieval Ireland depend on the coming of Christianity and 

literacy. According to Ó Cróinín, Christianity came to Ireland in the fourth century, but the 

oldest written remains (apart from ogham script) can be dated to the sixth century at the 
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earliest,
3
 and most of the law-texts date a century or two later.

4
 Law-texts together with the 

sagas and saints´ lives provide the picture of early Irish society, which is characteristically 

described by Binchy as “tribal, rural, hierarchical, and familiar.”
5
 The estimated population 

of early medieval Ireland was under half a million and the people lived in multiple túatha, 

or “petty kingdoms”, each of which had its own king. A hierarchical structure then was 

established if one of the kings gained control of other túatha and became a superior king. 

According to Kelly, the highest king the law-texts mention can be identified as the 

provincial king of the sagas (e.g. Conchobar or Queen Medb) boasting of the honour-price 

of fourteen cumals.
6
 It seems that the people did not leave their own túath often as the legal 

protection would not extend beyond its boundaries under normal circumstances; foreigners 

had very few rights and the law-texts deal with them mainly regarding marriage.
7
 The king 

was usually responsible for the relations with other túatha.
8
 Beside him only the learned 

class such as poets, clergy or lawyers were able to travel freely whilst enjoying some 

protection of the law.
 9

 

 One of the most important concepts in early medieval Ireland was that of an 

honour-price, which reflected a person´s status in the society and determined his or her 

legal rights and abilities. The early Irish law system was based on the notion of 

compensation for crimes. This was calculated according to the victim´s honour-price which 

ranged from 14 cumals for the provincial king to a yearling heifer for the lowest grade 

youth.
10

 The honour-price determined the person´s legal capability as Kelly states that a 

person could not enter into a legal contract exceeding the amount of his honour-price.
11

 

Furthermore, it was important for the concept of protection in early Irish society.  

According to Kelly, every freeman was able to provide legal protection to another person, 

for example a host might offer sanctuary to his visitors. The extent of this protection 

depended on the host´s status, for he could protect only people of the same or lower rank. 

If a person under protection was killed or injured, the culprit had to pay the protector´s 

                                                 
3
 Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, Longman History of Ireland: Early Medieval Ireland 400-1200, ed. Stephen G. Ellis 

(London, New York, Paris: Pearson Education Limited, 1995) 171.  
4
 Fergus Kelly, A Guide to Early Irish Law (Dublin: The Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 2005) 1. 

5
 D. A. Binchy, “Secular Institutions,” Early Irish Society, ed. Myles Dillon (Dublin: Colm O Lochlainn for 

the Cultural Relations Committee of Ireland, 1954) 54. 
6
 Kelly, Guide, 17. 1 cumal = 3 milch cows; cumal is originally a word for “slave woman”. Its use as a unit 

of value might suggest the economic importance of slavery in early Irish society (see Kelly, 96). 
7
 Kelly, Guide, 6. 

8
 Kelly, Guide, 5. 

9
 Kelly, Guide, 4. 

10
 Kelly, Guide, 8. 

11
 Kelly, Guide, 9. 
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honour-price together with the proper compensation to the victim or his kin.
12

 This 

supplies an interesting context to the discussion of Otherworldly women´s protection in 

Chapter Two.  

 In the world of law-texts, women are included in the “legally incompetent, 

senseless” category of people together with children, slaves or insane people, who did not 

have any legal capacity on their own.
13

 Generally, their honour-price was estimated as half 

of the honour-price of their superiors.
14

 In the case of a woman these were either her sons, 

father, husband, head of her kin or her superior in the church if she was a nun. If married, 

her position in the marriage and the type of the union itself had a great influence on her 

status as well. As Kelly suggests, however, it seems possible that women´s professional 

achievements could provide them with independent legal capacities and exceptions existed 

where a woman could claim compensation independently of her husband on the basis of 

her dignity and possessions.
15

 According to Kelly, most legal references to women are 

regarding marriage and divorce,
16

 the main text on marriage being Cáin Lánamna, “The 

Law of Couples” written around 700 AD.  

 Cáin Lánamna specifies different kinds of marriage or other unions between men 

and women with special attention being paid to the division of property in the case of 

divorce and to the legal status of the wife and husband. Since it was possible to have more 

than one wife, it also discusses the status of the wife depending on the type of marriage and 

whether she is a principal wife, called cétmuinter, or not. There are three main types of 

marriage which have contractual nature: “the union of common contribution, the union on 

a man´s contribution and the union of an heiress.”
17

 According to Ó Corráin, the groom 

could act for himself in the contract-making, whereas the bride had to be represented by 

her male superior (her father or the head of her kin). The ceremony had to be witnessed 

and guaranteed by various kinds of sureties who later acted on behalf of the wife and 

protected her legal rights. For a proper recognition of the union, the consent of the kins of 

                                                 
12

 Kelly, Guide, 141. 
13

 Kelly, Guide, 68. 
14

 Kelly, Guide, 11.  
14 

Fergus Kelly, “The Place of Women in Early Irish Society, with Special Reference to the Law of 

Marriage.” Language and Power in the Celtic World: Papers from the Seventh Australian Conference of 

Celtic Studies, ed. A. Ahlqvist, P. O´Neill (Sydney: Celtic Studies Foundation, 2001), 177 - 178. 
16

 Kelly, Guide, 70. 
17

 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, trans. and ed., “Cáin Lánamna (The Law of Couples)” in “Early Medieval Law, c. 

700 – 1200,” The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing, vol. IV: Irish Women´s Writing and Traditions, ed. 

A. Bourke et al (Cork: Cork University Press, 2002) 22-25. 
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both of the spouses was essential. Sometimes such consent was sufficient to establish a less 

formal type of union.
18

  

 Ó Corráin considers the union of common contribution to be the most frequent type 

of union in the seventh and eighth century, even though it does not seem to be the 

traditional type as it was very likely influenced by the church.
19

 Spouses in such a union 

were of the same status and they brought an equal share of property into the marriage. The 

wife was known as “a woman of joint dominion” and neither of them could make contracts 

without the consent of the other spouse.
20

 The union on a man´s contribution, on the other 

hand, shows more traditional traits.
21

 Here the man provided most of the property and the 

woman contributed little or nothing. It was less advantageous for the woman, as the 

husband could make contracts without her consent. Her rights in this type of marriage 

depended on her position in it, that is whether she was a cétmuinter or not. As a cétmuinter 

she had the right to “impugn all his contracts if they [were] foolish and her sureties annul 

them”.
22

 If she was only a second wife called adaltrach (the marriage was recognized and 

contracted by her kin, but she was not a cétmuinter) she could dissolve only such contracts 

which were directly concerned with the household, e.g. selling of the house, clothes or 

cattle.
23

 

Probably the most interesting type of marriage with regard to Queen Medb is the 

union of an heiress. Cáin Lánamna describes it thus: “in that case, the husband goes in the 

track of the wife and the wife in the track of the husband”,
24

 even to such an extent that “he 

is a husband who is paid honour-price in accordance with his wife´s status if she holds all 

the property, unless he has higher property qualifications than his wife or is more godly, 

more high-born or more estimable than she.”
25

 In the patrilineal society of early Ireland, 

where the inheritance went in the male line, this type of marriage could not be very 

                                                 
18

 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, “Marriage in Early Ireland,” Marriage in Ireland, ed. A. Cosgove (Dublin: College 

Press, 1985) 15. 
19

 Ó Corráin, Marriage, 14-15. 
20

 Ó Corráin, Cáin Lánamna, 23. Usual contracts included putting the children into fosterage or selling of 

goods. The consent of the other spouse was not needed when the contract benefited the household, e.g. the 

agreement of common ploughing, paying for the land, household equipment or food (see Cáin Lánamna, 23).  
21 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, “Women and the Law in Early Ireland,” Chattel, Servant or Citizen: Women´s 

Status in Church, State and Society, ed. Mary O´Down and Sabine Wichert, in Historical Studies Vol. 19 

(Belfast, 1995), CELT, http://www.ucc.ie/celt/women_law.html, 31. 5. 2016.  
22

 Ó Corráin, Cáin Lánamna, 24.  
23

 Ó Corráin, Cáin Lánamna, 24. 
24

 Ó Corráin, Cáin Lánamna, 25. 
25

 Ó Corráin, Cáin Lánamna, 25. 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/women_law.html
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frequent. However, there were instances where a woman inherited her father´s land with 

life-interest if there were no surviving sons.
26

 Kelly says that such an heiress acquired 

more legal rights than other women,
27

 as she was able to sell, buy or make contracts 

independently.
28

 She could not, however, pass the land onto her husband or her sons, and it 

reverted to her kin on her death.
29

  

 The status of women, their honour-price and their rights were very much connected 

to the type of marriage that they were in and their position in this union; that is whether 

they were the cétmuinter or the second wife. The adaltrach usually had half the status of 

the chief wife and possessed fewer rights than the cétmuinter.
30

 Ó Corráin suggests that 

this privileged status of the cétmuinter was “a clerical attempt to control polygyny”.
31

 It 

indeed seems that to be the cétmuinter in the union of common contribution was the most 

desirable form of marriage. Apart from the three formal marriages, there were several other 

types of union: “the union of a man visiting, the union on accepting the inducement of the 

man, the union by abduction and the union in secret, the union by rape or by stealth and 

the union of mockery.”
32

 In these, the women had fewer rights and duties than in the more 

formal marriages.  

 The law-texts give a picture of a polygamist society, where a man could have more 

than one wife. The relationship between man and woman could either be of contractual 

nature or less formal. The degree of formality then specified the rights and duties of both 

partners in the union. Although, as Kelly points out, women were given legal protection in 

the marriage against marital violence or injustice and the legal texts show a concern for 

female honour,
33

 the treatment of women in the same category as insane persons or slaves 

does not show a particularly respectful view of women in the eyes of the patriarchal 

society. Even though exceptions existed, the general rule was that a woman had no 

                                                 
26

 Kelly, Guide, 104. 
27

 Kelly, Guide, 105. 
28

 Kelly, Place of Women 177. 
29

 Kelly, Guide, 104. 
30

 Kelly, Guide, 71. 
31

 Ó Corráin, Marriage, 17. 
32

 Donnchadh Ó Corráin, trans. and ed., “Early Medieval Law, c. 700 – 1200,” The Field Day Anthology of 

Irish Writing, vol. IV: Irish Women´s Writing and Traditions, ed. A. Bourke at al. (Cork: Cork University 

Press, 2002) 25-26. The union of mockery is marriage of two mad persons. The person who brought them 

together for fun and the responsible person who witnessed the union have a duty to take care of any possible 

offspring. The spouses are not bound to make any payments (e.g. dowry). If a crime is committed against 

them, the compensation is divided between their king, the church and the family. (See Ó Corráin, Cáin 

Lánamna, 26.) 
33

 Kelly, Place of Women, 178. 
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independent legal capacity on her own. Furthermore, her freedom to travel was constrained 

and her rightful place was seen to be at home as Ní Dhonnchadha says: “the female honour 

and freedom to roam tended to be opposed to each other in medieval Irish sources.”
34

 The 

woman, then, was very much connected to the hearth and household. This is illustrated in 

The Violent Death of Derbforgaill as well. The snow on Derbforgaill´s house tells Cú 

Chulainn and Lugaid that something is wrong. Normally, Derbforgaill would care for the 

fire and the snow would thaw. The negligence of this duty immediately indicates to the 

heroes that Derbforgaill is dying. The lives of women as represented in the law-texts and 

sagas thus seem to be centred on the household and on entering a formal kind of marriage. 

Undoubtedly, the best option for women was to become a cétmuinter in the union of 

common contribution, as that would procure them the most rights and protection.  

1.2. LITERARY CONTEXT  

According to McCone, early Irish literature is the largest and the most diverse of 

the vernacular literatures in medieval Europe.
35

 Christianity brought literacy with it, and 

between the fifth and twelfth century a vast number of law-texts, wisdom-texts, sagas and 

other kinds of writing emerged. Most of the law-texts can be dated to the seventh or eighth 

century. Presumably, many of the sagas were written down in the same era, however, a 

substantial portion of the old manuscripts was lost during the invasion of Vikings. Meyer 

believes that only four old manuscripts survived; the monks then collected the fragments of 

the tales and gathered copies from abroad when the situation calmed down in the eleventh 

century.
36

 Thus many of the stories are of a fragmentary nature, scattered over several 

manuscripts whilst others are compilations made by the monks. The artistic contribution of 

these later compilers ranged from simply putting the fragments together to rewriting of the 

stories, eliminating the discrepancies and aiming at narrative unity. Thus, although the core 

of the stories could be dated to the seventh century or even to the oral tradition, most of 

them are multi-layered, written over several hundreds of years by several authors. The 

principal manuscripts containing the tales are the Book of the Dun Cow (Lebor na hUidre) 
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and the Book of Leinster (Lebor Laignech) from the twelfth century and the Yellow Book of 

Lecan (Leabhar Buidhe Leacáin) from the late fourteenth century.  

The modern division of the tales themselves is into four big cycles: the Ulster 

Cycle, the Fenian Cycle, the Kings´ Cycle and the Mythological Cycle. This division is 

arbitrary, however, and the boundaries are not clear-cut. Originally, as discussed by 

Murphy, they were classified in the manuscripts according to the first word of their title, 

e.g. love-tales, voyages, elopements, feasts or cattle raids. Furthermore, they were divided 

into main tales (prim-scéla) and subsidiary tales (fo-scéla).
37

 The Táin, for example, is a 

main tale with a series of secondary stories around it, explaining or providing further 

information for the events in the Táin. Amongst these subsidiary tales, there is, for 

example, the account of Conchobar´s birth and his succession to the throne of Ulster, the 

explanation of the “Ulster pangs” or the story of the begetting of Cú Chulainn.  

As Bitel comments upon the difficulties of reading the early Irish material, the oral 

origins are as disputed as is the question whether to date the tales according to their 

language or their manuscripts.
38

 Apart from the difficulties of dating the stories, the 

scholars differ in the approach towards early Irish literature and its heroes as well. Some 

critics, called “Nativists” by McCone,
39

 regard the stories as recorded pagan oral tradition, 

thus providing us with information about prehistoric Ireland and its society approximately 

during the time of Christ´s life. As all of the stories were no doubt written in monastic 

environments, this would mean that the Christian monks recorded the pagan oral tradition 

with a surprising sensitivity and antiquarianism; this being regarded as “one of the miracles 

in the history of Ireland” by Williams and Ford,
40

 but rejected by McCone as highly 

unlikely.
41

 The approach of these scholars to the early Irish filid – learned poets, highly 

esteemed in the society - differs as well. Williams and Ford suggest that the filid order 

survived the coming of Christianity and cooperated with the new monastic order in the 

compilation of the literary vernacular tradition.
42

 McCone, on the other hand, believes that 
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the two classes merged into “a mandarin caste”, who gained their education in monastic 

schools.
43

 The latter seems to be the more plausible explanation.   

 The reading of the female characters brings its own difficulties. Presumably, most 

of these “literati” were men, and therefore the women in sagas, law-texts and other written 

sources are portrayed from the point of view of the patriarchal society as the texts are 

concerned with the role and place of women in such a community. Furthermore, the 

Christian monks may have had other intentions whilst composing the tales than antiquarian 

interest. Ó Corráin suggests that the author of the “Pillow Talk” in the Táin, which was 

added to the tale in the twelfth century, warns against women upsetting the patriarchal 

system as it leads to conflict.
44

 A similar warning against following a woman´s council is, 

according to McCone, to be found in “The Tale of Macc Da Tho´s Pig”, where the 

hospitaller takes his wife´s advice with disastrous consequences, illustrating the fact that 

trusting women is discouraged throughout early Irish literature.
45

 

 Apart from the pagan/Christian and men/women dichotomy, there is also a question 

how to interpret the heroes and heroines of the Ulster Cycle. O´Rahilly saw them as 

euhemerised deities, whom the scribes treated as humans in order to eradicate the surviving 

paganism.
46

 Thus Medb may be identified as the sovereignty goddess who establishes a 

king by marrying him,
47

 and Cú Chulainn, Bricriu and Fergus might have been pagan gods 

too. Some read them as historical characters, insisting on the general historicity of the 

background,
48

 and some draw parallels between Cú Chulainn´s life and that of Jesus 

Christ.
49

 As so many influences and authors partook in the creation of these characters, 

Findon points out that the characters might be multi-layered as well, each layer being 

shaped to capture the concerns of a particular moment or era.
50

 This thesis, however, will 

not be interested in the reading of women characters as sovereignty goddesses (or any 

other goddesses connected to nature), or presuming that any strong and independent female 

character must come from the Otherworld (connected with the old world of pagan beliefs 
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and gods). Instead it will discuss the characters as literary figures, set into a fictional world 

of Ulster “heroic” age and into the historical context in which these tales were written 

down and reshaped.   
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CHAPTER TWO: THE OTHERWORLD  

The Otherworld is a recurrent motif not only in early Irish literature, but also in 

Mabinogion and the Arthurian legends. It is populated by immortal people who often 

possess supernatural powers, are mesmerizingly beautiful and the ambience is that of 

general abundance. As the charioteer Lóeg describes the Otherworld to Cú Chulainn in 

“The Wasting Sickness” (WS), it is a land of bliss where no lie is spoken, where magical 

animals can be found and which is difficult to leave as he says: “but for the speed with 

which I left, I would have been rendered helpless.”
1
 Many of the figures are indigenous 

pagan deities such as Manandán mac Lir (who appears in Mabinogion as well). For the 

discussion of the representation of women, the Otherworldly female characters such as 

Fand and Lí Bán from the WS or Scáthach and Aife from “The Wooing of Emer” provide 

an interesting comparison to the behaviour and treatment of the Ulsterwomen, as they seem 

to possess more skills and independence than their human counterparts. However, the 

problem exists that the Otherworld is sometimes so integrated into the narrative history 

that the transitions between the two worlds disappear. It is, therefore, difficult to 

distinguish between the human and Otherworldly origins of the characters as they might be 

interpreted as both. 

 As Carey states, the Otherworld in Irish literature is situated either underneath the 

earth, beneath lakes or seas, or on islands,
2
 which is the case in “The Wasting Sickness”. 

The Otherworld seems to appear at a remote location abroad as well. In “The Wooing of 

Emer” Cú Chulainn is sent by Emer´s father on a quest through Alba (Scotland) to the 

island lying off its shores. Furthermore, Derbforgaill is said to be the daughter of the king 

of Lochlann, which Marstrander translates as Norway,
3
 although Ó Corráin identifies it as 

Viking Scotland.
4
 It could be suggested, however, that the location of the Otherworld 

abroad is more important than the actual geographical location (e.g. Norway or Scotland). 

More likely it serves to distance the world of bliss from the heroic society of Ulster, 
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suggesting that the customs and behaviour of the Otherworldly characters do not 

correspond to the norms of the Irishmen.  

There are several ways a hero can enter the Otherworld. Either he is invited by a 

fairy mistress,
5
 or the fairy mistress might venture to the human world in pursuit of her 

lover, whom she often loves on account of his reputation only. This illustrates the 

importance of reputation in the Ulster Cycle, as well as another common motif of falling in 

love with a hero without having seen him before. The latter option appears in AD and WS, 

where both Derbforgaill and Fand venture into the human world disguised as beautiful 

swans, accompanied by a handmaid or a sister respectively, and joined together by a 

golden chain – a clear sign of the Otherworld. Eithe, Cú Chulainn´s wife in WS,
6
 perceives 

clearly that these are not ordinary swans and warns Cú Chulainn against going after them, 

yet Cú Chulainn in both tales ignores this, casts a stone and injures one of them.  

In AD the injured one is Derbforgaill, who reproaches Cú Chulainn by words only, 

saying: “You have been evil to me… and it is to you I have come”.
7
 From this point 

forward in the story, she assumes a passive role and accepts the code of behaviour of the 

heroic society. Fand and Lí Bán respond to Cú Chulainn´s attack much more actively and 

with surprising violence, representing the strong independent Otherworldly women better 

than Derbforgaill. For when Cú Chulainn pierces one of their wings, they come to seek 

revenge on him. Although this revenge takes place in Cú Chulainn´s dream, it has dire 

consequences in the real world. In this magical vision, two women come to the Hound of 

Ulster and smile at him before beating him with horsewhips to the brink of death. Even 

though Cú Chulainn survives, he is unable to utter a word for the whole year.
8
 Three 

possible explanations for this malady present themselves. Firstly, it might be the 

consequences of the harsh beating, secondly, he might be under a spell, and thirdly he 
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might be in love. The third explanation seems to be the most likely as the motif of love-

sickness in absence is common in early Irish literature.
9
  

After Cú Chulainn recovers, he sends Lóeg to visit the Otherworld and bring back 

news of the land. During his visit, the reader is presented with perhaps the most striking 

illustration of the different treatment and status of women in the síd.  Before entering the 

land of bliss Lí Bán gives this warning to Lóeg: “Do not leave this place today, Lóeg, save 

under a woman´s protection” to which Lóeg replies: “Being protected by women has not 

exactly been my custom.”
10

 Lóeg is from the heroic society, where it is usual that men 

protect women and not the other way round. His unease might also stem from the concepts 

of honour, honour-price and protection as covered by the law-texts and discussed earlier. 

Protection could normally be offered by a person to another person of equal or lower 

rank,
11

 but the honour-price of women was usually half of their male superior.
12

 

Customarily and legally then, it was very unlikely that a woman would be able to offer 

protection, especially to someone with such a high status as Lóeg. This is another 

indication of the “otherness” of Otherworldly characters and of the different rules 

governing the síd. It is obvious that the concept of women´s protection is very important to 

the síd society, as the welcome offered to Lóeg on several occasions implies: “Welcome, 

Lóeg, for the sake of the woman with whom you have come, and for the sake of the man 

from whom you have come, and for your own sake.”
13

 This welcome, then, orders the 

persons according to their importance; Lóeg as a charioteer has a lower status than Cú 

Chulainn even in the heroic society, but it seems they are both relegated to a lower status 

than women in the Otherworld.  

However, this does not mean that Cú Chulainn will accept this unusual position of 

women easily. Lí Bán is the consort of the ruler of the síd, Labraid, and she seems to 

function in the tale as the intermediary between the Otherworld and the human world. 

Nevertheless, Cú Chulainn refuses her invitation as he “will not go upon the invitation of a 

woman,” unless it comes from Fand herself.
14

 Even though Fand wishes to meet with Cú 

Chulainn, she is not free to do so immediately as Cú Chulainn must win her first; for 
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Labraid agrees to send Fand to Cú Chulainn only in exchange for one day´s fighting.
15

 This 

control of Labraid over Fand´s actions does not seem to be the standard, owed obedience 

of a woman to her closest male relation (Fand is still married and therefore her obedience 

should be to her husband, and in the case of a divorce to her father, her sons or to the head 

of her kin, but not to her brother-in-law). More likely it is a strategic use of the situation to 

procure the help of the greatest hero in a battle. This inevitably reminds one of a similar 

situation in the Táin, where Medb and Ailill promise their daughter Finnabair to various 

heroes respectively to get their help against Cú Chulainn.
16

 The difference, of course, is 

that Fand loves Cú Chulainn and will go willingly, whereas Finnabair is used only as a 

political leverage, which ultimately leads to her death of shame when over seven hundred 

men die because of her.
17

 Thus it seems that despite their higher status in the Otherworld, 

the fairy women can be exploited for political purposes the same way the human women 

are. 

A comparison between Queen Medb and Scáthach provides further example of the 

different statuses of women depending on their origins. Scáthach the Shadowy One is an 

Otherworldly warrior living off the shores of Alba. Her reputation illustrates the more 

prestigious position of Otherworldly women, as she is esteemed as the best teacher of the 

warrior´s art, surpassing even her male competitors. In the heroic world where prowess in 

martial arts is essential for the status of the warriors and highly esteemed, it seems striking 

that the best teacher is a woman.  Furthermore, Scáthach wages war on the tribe of Princess 

Aife, who is apparently “the hardest woman-warrior in the world,”
18

 and even Cú Chulainn 

has to use a ruse in order to defeat her. Similarly to Medb, then, they are the leaders of 

armies and assume positions primarily designated for men. Unlike her, however, they seem 

to be highly respected and esteemed.   

There can be no doubt that Fand, Scáthach and Aife come from the Otherworld. 

However, the origin of many characters can be disputed due to the unclear division 

between the two worlds. This can be illustrated by Emer, Cú Chulainn´s wife. In the 

“Wooing of Emer”, Cú Chulainn travels into the dun of Forgall, Luglochta Loga, to woo 
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Forgall´s daughter. O´Rahilly reads this episode as a euhemerized journey into the 

Otherworld as he says:  

Originally, however, Cú Chulainn´s journeying to Forgall´s bruiden was just 

as much a journey to the Otherworld as his subsequent journeying to the 

land of Scáthach in the same tale, or his journeying to Mag Mell to win 

Fand from Manannán.
19

 

Emer´s origin, then, can be read in two different ways. If one accepts O´Rahilly’s 

suggestion that Luglochta Loga is in the Otherworld, then Emer would be an Otherworldly 

character. She does not, however, seem to possess any magical power, nor does she assume 

the shapes of animals. Although exceptional beauty is very often a sign of the Otherworld, 

it does not exclude the reading of Emer as an extraordinary human character,
20

 and which, 

according to O´Rahilly, was the intent of the euhemerizing narrator.
21

 Even if Emer does 

have an Otherworldly origin, her subsequent behaviour is portrayed in the scheme of the 

heroic society and she seems to have accepted the code of behaviour suitable for a hero´s 

wife. A similar situation concerns Derbforgaill; at the beginning of the tale she is presented 

as a shapeshifter, but later on she does not display any Otherworldly or magical traits. With 

both of these women, therefore, the Otherworldly origin carries only slight importance for 

the development of the story as they quickly adopt the expected behaviour and accept their 

secondary position in the patriarchal society.  

 This placid acceptance of a lower status than that which the women presumably had 

in the Otherworld is not universal, however. As can be seen in one episode in the Táin, an 

Otherworldly woman can retain her magical powers and prove dangerous even for the 

greatest hero. This episode has the standard beginning of a fairy mistress, Morrígan,
22

 

coming to seek Cú Chulainn as she loves him on account of his reputation. Nevertheless, 

she is not treated with much courtesy by the hero and his refusal makes her seek revenge 

by hindering him in his fight against the Connacht men. Her magical skills are revealed 

when she transforms into several animals and complicates the battle for Cú Chulainn. 
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Women, then, can have a great impact on the world of men through their magical powers. 

Nonetheless, they tend to lose their supernatural abilities once they become integrated into 

the human world.  

Undoubtedly, there exists a clear difference between the behaviour and treatment of 

the Otherworldly women and the representation of the Ulsterwomen. However, this 

difference seems to be geographically, as well as socially dependent. When the 

Otherworldly women stay in the síd, they retain their unique position in their society. They 

appear as more independent, skilled and honoured than the Ulsterwomen. Nevertheless, 

once they leave the Otherworld, many of them (e.g. Emer or Derbforgaill) adopt the 

customs of the heroic society and seem to accept the secondary position of women there as 

well. Therefore, the question whether the female characters come from the Otherworld or 

not seems irrelevant. Despite their origins, if the women accept their role in the heroic 

society, the tales treat them the same as the Ulsterwomen.  
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CHAPTER THREE: HEROIC IDEALS AND WOMEN IN THE MEN´S 

WORLD 

Perhaps the most striking episode in AD is the urinating competition and its dire 

consequences. The motivation for this violent act might be found in the different concepts 

of honour. As O´Leary points out, there are two types of honour imparted on females in the 

Ulster Cycle. One is closely connected to the honour of their husbands, the second is more 

concerned with their own intrinsic qualities such as beauty, wisdom or aristocratic pedigree 

and especially chastity and virtue.
1
 Whilst “Bricriu´s Feast” is the illustration of the 

former, AD is more concerned with the latter; both of them, however, depict the world of 

women as “essentially competitive in nature.”
2
 This chapter will focus on the comparison 

of these two tales, discuss the means that women employ to claim the pre-eminence over 

others, and the way their honour is connected and determined by the status of their men or 

by the ideal of femininity. The violent death of Derbforgaill and the death of Lugaid from 

grief will be discussed in relation to the recurrent motif in the Ulster Cycle of killing the 

heroes in a somewhat unheroic and often absurd way.  

3.1. URINATING COMPETITION 

According to Findon, competitions between women are very rare in a world where 

boasting contests and fighting are the domain of the men.
3
 She moves on to propose 

several general observations which seem relevant for the discussion and are therefore 

brought in: 

First, competitions between women are usually not verbal, and are often 

dangerous – even fatal. Second, jealousy between women is assumed to be 

as natural as physical combat between warriors. And third, it is worth noting 

that although some of these intertexts portray boasting contests among men, 

and others show competitions between women, none depicts a verbal 
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contest among women. Bricriu´s Feast appears to be unique in its inclusion 

of a “war of words” between women.
4
 

The dangerous nature of jealousy and competition between women is well illustrated in AD 

as it leads to the death of the main protagonist or in “The Wasting Sickness” where Emer 

leads an army of women to threaten Fand and reclaim her husband. The part jealousy plays 

in many of the death tales will be discussed later on.    

The urinating competition in AD takes place in the winter, when men make a big 

pillar from the snow. Women then come to this pillar and decide: 

“Let us make our urine into the pillar to ascertain who will make it go into it 

the furthest. The woman from whom it will reach through, it is she that is 

the best match of us.” It did not reach through from them, however. 

Derbforgaill is summoned by them. She did not desire it, because she was 

not foolish. Nevertheless she goes on the pillar. It flashed from her to the 

ground.  

“If the men discover this then, no (one) will be loved in comparison with 

this woman. May her eyes be snatched out of her head, and her nostrils, and 

her two ears, and her locks. She will not be desirable then.”
5
 

The desired consequence of this violence does not seem to be death, but rather a 

desexualisation and disfigurement of Derbforgaill, as she surpasses the women in what 

O´Leary suggests is their primary function, that is “pleasing men and providing them with 

offspring.”
6
 Although the competition involves urinating, Dooley believes that there 

existed some confusion about female bodily matters; therefore, urination may refer to 

menstruation.
7
 Women´s menstruation, or urinating abilities, then, might indicate their 

fertility. This is of the utmost importance in the heroic society, where producing an heir to 

the hero and the king is arguably one of the main goals of women´s lives. By winning the 

competition, Derbforgaill proves that she is not only more sexually desirable, but also the 
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most fertile of them all. The other women deem it necessary to remove this threat and 

deprive Derbforgaill of the usual attributes of femininity by mutilating her face and 

plucking out her hair.
8
 Sexuality and procreation abilities thus seem to be one of the 

characteristics determining women´s status in the heroic society.  

 The Violent Death of Derbforgaill is not the only tale referring to 

urinating/menstruating women; probably the most famous example of this is Medb´s gush 

of blood episode in the Táin. This happens whilst the men of Ireland are retreating and 

Medb is organizing the protection of the rear of the army at the end of the Táin. Being so 

overcome by the need that she would die if she could not relieve herself, she asks Fergus to 

guard the retreating army in her stead. This is when Cú Chulainn meets the Queen for the 

last time in the Táin, crouching to relieve herself, and their encounter is worth quoting: 

“Spare me,” Medb said. 

“If I killed you dead,” Cúchulainn said, “it would only be right.” 

But he spared her, not being a killer of women. He watched them all the 

way westward until they passed Ath Luain, and there he stopped.
9
  

 

Edel offers a different translation from The Book of Leinster version of the Táin, where 

Medb is not only imploring Cú Chulainn for mercy but she is explicitly asking for his 

protection.
10

 There are many readings of this incident. For example Dooley interprets it as 

a strategic move on Medb´s part to obtain Cú Chulainn´s protection for the army.
11

 It can 

be read in a mythological way as well, if Medb is taken as a reflection of the earth goddess, 

because she reshapes the landscape by this act, digging three great channels.
12

 Or it can be 

interpreted as an incident showing that even though Medb usurps much of the masculine 

power and rank, she can be overcome by her femininity.  

According to Edel, the theme of urination is deployed in the Táin for various 

purposes;
13

 here it might be suggested that it is used to elevate the general gloom of defeat 

and bring the powerful, even though defeated, queen closer to the human level. Urination 

fulfils a similar function when Ferdia leaves to fight Cú Chulainn for Medb and Ailill, as 
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they have promised him their own daughter in marriage for his services. As Ferdia departs 

the camp to meet the Ulster hero and face almost certain death, he salutes the men of 

Ireland. Medb hears it as she is relieving herself in the tent. The dialogue between the 

spouses then shows their attitude towards Ferdia: 

“Are you asleep still, Ailill?” Medb was saying. 

“No,” Ailill said. 

“Do you hear your new son-in-law bidding you farewell? 

“Is that what he´s doing?” Ailill said.  

“It is,” Medb said, “but I swear by the vow of my people that the man 

making his farewell there won’t be coming back to us on his own feet.” 

“We have done well with the marriage agreement, anyhow,” Ailill said, “if 

he kills Cúchulainn. It is all the same to us if they both die.”
14

 

 

It is clear that neither of them cares if Ferdia dies, as long as he manages to kill Cú 

Chulainn. As Edel phrases it, they both appear as “hard-boiled politicians.”
15 

Both their 

daughter and their new son-in-law become just pawns for them, which can be exploited in 

order to win the war. Unlike the previous instances where the urination motif is used to 

elevate the mood or determine one´s procreation abilities, here it provides a surprising 

juxtaposition of the heroic with the familiar and intimate.  

 The importance of procreation for the Ulstermen is demonstrated in the “Wooing 

of Emer” as well. In this tale, young Cú Chulainn seems to present a similar problem to the 

world of men as Derbforgaill does to the world of women. As a young, handsome and 

famous hero, he is the most desirable warrior in Ulster and every woman loves him. The 

other men, of course, do not like this, but their response to this threat is surprisingly 

different from the women´s in AD; they decide that Cú Chulainn must marry. Their reasons 

for this decision are two-fold; firstly, they hope that if Cú Chulainn is married he will pay 

less attention to their wives. Secondly, they fear he will die young and childless, which 

would be tragic as they believe that only his children might equal him.
16

 Even though Cú 

Chulainn´s marriage to Emer seems to mitigate his threatening potential, the fact that 

Derbforgaill is married to Lugaid is not enough for the Ulsterwomen who seek a more 
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permanent solution in the inflicted violence. The women, then, are represented as volatile 

and violent, even to such a degree that their violence surpasses the violence of the men.  

This might stem from medieval misogyny, which saw women as inherently jealous and 

quarrelsome.  

3.2. WOMEN´S “WAR OF WORDS”
17

 

The women´s “war of words” in “Bricriu´s Feast” takes place against the 

background of the typical heroes´ boasting and competitions about the champion´s 

portion,
18

 displaying how a motif typical for a men´s world is adopted by their women as 

well. In the Ulster Cycle, boasting usually has to be proven by deeds to preserve one´s 

honour, and this is well illustrated in “The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig”. In this satirical 

tale, the Connacht warrior Cet challenges the Ulstermen to find “one to match me in feasts 

– otherwise I will carve the pig.”
19

 One by one the men of Ulster are humiliated, as they 

cannot match Cet´s deeds, until Conall Cernach enters the competition. Cet immediately 

knows that he has met his equal as his arrogant attitude changes and he offers Conall a 

proper warrior greeting: 

“Welcome, Conall, heart of stone, angry ardour of the lynx, glitter of ice, 

red strength of anger in the breast of a champion. Full of wounds, victorious 

in battle, you are my equal, son of Findchóem.” 

Conall replied: “Welcome, Cet son of Mágu, dwelling-place of a hero, heart 

of ice, plumage of a swan, strong chariot-fighter, warlike sea, fierce 

beautiful bull, Cet son of Mágu.”
20

 

 Such a poetic imagery for praising the warrior is very often used in the Ulster 

Cycle; although exaggerated it shows which characteristics are valued: beauty, 

masculinity, dangerousness and prowess. When later on Cet admits that he is a worse 

warrior than his opponent and suggests that Anlúan could equal Conall, the Ulsterman 

provides a proof of his superiority by presenting Anlúan´s severed head to the assembly. 
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The custom of keeping severed body parts of one´s enemy as a proof of one´s prowess 

seems to be spread throughout the Ulster Cycle. During an assembly at the beginning of 

WS the warriors boast of their triumphs by presenting the severed tongues of those who 

they have killed. The text also reports a curious strategy of adding cattle tongues into their 

triumph pouches to enhance their status. Sometimes, brain balls are kept  too – balls 

kneaded from an enemy´s brain, which are easier to keep than severed heads and 

occasionally can be used as weapons as well.
21

 This shows that words are not taken 

seriously unless they are backed by proof.  

A similar battle features in “Bricriu´s Feast”, where three men and three women 

contest the prominent position; men to win the champion´s portion and women to gain the 

right to enter the feasting hall first.  This time, however, the competition is more complex 

as three couples take part: Cú Chulainn and Emer, Lóegure and Fedelm Noíchride, Conall 

Cernach and Lendabair; each of them fighting their own battle as well as competing as a 

couple. It is interesting to note that king Conchobar and his wife Mugain are completely 

left out of this competition, although presumably, they should have the right of precedence 

due to their status. Conchobar does not take part in the competition in the “Tale of Mac Da 

Tho´s Pig” either; the tales seem to be more interested in the role of the heroes rather than 

kings.  

The main story line of “Bricriu´s Feast” is driven by the competition of the three 

warriors, travelling through the whole of Éire to find somebody who would judge them.
22

 

Although several judges such as Medb and Ailill, Cú Roí or Úath give their verdicts, 

Lóegure and Conall never acknowledge their judgement and continue to contest the 

champion´s portion further. Their wives disappear almost completely from the story after 

the women´s “war of words”. This is not surprising, because the wives´ honour is 

intrinsically bound to the honour of their husbands. Unless the women resolve to a violent 

solution as in AD, they do not have another option but to wait and see how the competition 

between their husbands ends, as the warrior winning his champion´s portion will also 

secure the precedence of his wife. 
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The inclusion of the “war of words” in “Bricriu´s Feast”, however, is unique, as 

was mentioned above.
23

 By allowing the female characters to have such a long dialogue, a 

window to the women´s world is provided together with the patriarchal expectations of 

women´s behaviour. Fedelm, Lendabair and Emer in turn claim their prominence and right 

to enter the feast hall first by words of praise concerning their own qualities, but more 

importantly as regards the qualities of their husbands. There is a notable disproportion in 

the text between the lines dedicated to their own praise and to the praise of their husbands. 

The women, therefore, seem to accept their secondary position in the society, and the fact 

that their honour and status are to a great extent dependent on those of their husbands.  

As the competition between the men reveals some heroic qualities valued in the 

warrior, so does this contest comment about the characteristics praised in aristocratic 

women. Fedelm, being the first woman to speak, extols her aristocratic pedigree (she is the 

daughter of Conchobar) and her beauty, but moves on quickly to praise her husband´s 

qualities. Lendabair spends even less time praising her own beauty, reason and manners, 

before she comments on Conall´s deeds. Emer exalts her own qualities at the most length: 

I am the standard of women, in figure, in grace and in wisdom; 

None mine equal in beauty, for I am a picture of grace. 

Mien full noble and goodly, mine eye like a jewel that flasheth; 

Figure, or grace, or beauty, or wisdom, or bounty, or chasteness, 

Joy of sense, or of loving, unto mine has never been likened. 

Sighing for me is Ultonia, - a nut of the heart I am clearly – 

(Now were I welcoming wanton, no husband were yours to-morrow.)
24

 

 

Emer not only claims superiority in beauty, grace and wisdom, but she brings in 

chastity, which is so closely connected, according to Charles-Edwards, to female honour.
25

 

Furthermore, in what Findon believes to be her most audacious move, she claims to be 

more sexually attractive than the other women,
26

 suggesting that she is the sweetheart of 

every Ulsterman; this immediately evokes the case of Derbforgaill. Unlike that violent tale, 

however, Emer´s assertion does not provoke such a vicious response. One explanation for 
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this is that the main focus of the story is on the warriors´ combat; the episode of their 

women´s “war of words” might have been brought in as a special occasion for the 

exaltation of the prowess of their husbands, and therefore it was not developed further. A 

second explanation offered by Findon suggests that unlike Derbforgaill, Emer only claims 

superiority, but does not provide proof of it (no urinating competition takes place).
27

 The 

only proof of Emer´s qualities is her eloquence. For a right to precedence she needs to wait 

until Cú Chulainn wins his own competition. Only then it is decided by Cú Roí that Cú 

Chulainn is “the supreme warrior of Ériu, and the champion´s portion is [his], without 

contest; moreover, [his] wife will henceforth enter the drinking house before all the other 

women of Ulaid.”
28

 

 The heroes´ wives in “Bricriu´s Feast” are represented as contented with their 

secondary and dependent position in the heroic society. However interesting their “war of 

words” is, it bears little significance for the development of the plot line. There are 

nevertheless women who can influence the action in the tales. The talk is about Macc Da 

Thó´s wife and Queen Medb in “The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig” and “Bricriu´s Feast” 

respectively. They come into the story when their husbands are faced with a difficult 

situation and unable to make a life-changing decision. Macc Da Thó cannot decide to 

whom he should give his famous hound as he knows well that if he gives it to either party 

who desires it, a catastrophe will follow. Neither Ailill can choose the best warrior between 

Lóegure, Conall and Cú Chulainn. After three days without food or drink, their wives 

come with cunning advice, although the style of the delivery differs. Macc Da Thó´s wife 

advises to promise the hound to both parties and let them fight it out, but she leaves the 

decision and action in Macc Da Thó´s hands. Medb, on the other hand, takes the lead and 

shows her superiority over Ailill when she calls him a weakling.
29

 Later on, it is she who 

bestows the judgement; following the same device as Macc Da Thó, she promises the 

champion´s portion to all of them. Whatever the tone of the advice, it has a similar 

outcome – fight. These two instances then illustrate the above-mentioned omnipresent 

distrust of the advice of women.
30
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The “war of words” takes a recurrent motif of a heroes´ boasting competition and 

transfers it to the women´s world, thus inviting the reader to compare the treatment of this 

motif. Whereas in the men´s world, the men boast of their own qualities such as prowess 

and the number of killed enemies, the women´s greatest achievement seems to be their 

husbands. Men have opportunity, maybe even an obligation, to prove their words by proofs 

such as severed heads, tongues, or brains. Women in “Bricriu´s Feast”, however, have to 

rely on words only. From this stems their inability to influence the outcome of the 

competition, as it is entirely in their husbands´ hands. Unlike in AD, they are not presented 

with any direct proof of Emer´s superiority; therefore they are not tempted to eliminate this 

threat by violence. Once Cú Chulainn wins the champion´s portion, Emer´s status is 

protected by the honour of her husband and by the word of Cú Roí, suggesting that the 

other women cannot contest it again.  

3.3. A WOMAN IN MEN´S SHOES 

The episode between Ailill and Medb discussed above gives an example of the 

division of power between this royal couple. Medb is the one who possess the qualities 

usually attributed to male heroes: she is arrogant, selfish and assertive; whereas her 

husband is very often seen as a weakling who placidly tolerates his wife´s numerous 

affairs. However, Edel argues against this interpretation of the king, proposing that they 

form a powerful union of “a charismatic political player in the foreground (Medb) and an 

inventive strategist in the background (Ailill),” although these roles are unusually 

distributed between them.
31

 Ailill´s discovery of Medb’s adulterous affair with Fergus and 

his subsequent comment “she is justified. She does it to keep his help on the Táin” can be 

read in both ways. Either he is a weakling comforting himself with this excuse, or he really 

does see the political benefits of his wife’s actions. Further discussion of their love-

triangle, however, will follow in Chapter Four, as the focus of this section is on Medb and 

Ailill´s marriage and its importance for their statuses.  

The best insight into their marital situation is provided in the “Pillow Talk” at the 

beginning of the Táin. This episode, however, is not an original part of the story as it was 

added in the twelfth century.
32

 Edel suggests a historical background for this episode in an 
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almost contemporary succession crisis in England, when Henry I was left with only a 

female heir. A similar situation happened in Ireland a few years later: the Leinster king 

Diarmait mac Murchada had only one legitimate son and a daughter. The death of the son 

in 1170 made his daughter Aífe his sole successor. Aífe was married to Richard de Clare, 

also known as Strongbow, one of the Cambro-Norman lords partaking in the Norman 

invasion of Ireland, who later held Leinster as a grant from English king Henry 

II.
33

Although the real significance and influence of these historical circumstances on the 

author of the “Pillow Talk” will probably remain unknown, they provide an interesting 

context.  

Medb’s father, the high king of Tara, had six daughters but no sons, so similarly to 

Henry I he had only female heirs. He divided his kingdom amongst these daughters, giving 

Medb the province of Connacht. It is interesting to note how Medb describes herself in this 

episode; instead of referring to her beauty, wisdom or chastity as women in the “Bricriu´s 

Feast”, she says: “[I was] the highest and haughtiest of them all. I outdid them in grace and 

giving and battle and warlike combat.”
34

 Furthermore, her household is not formed by 

women, as usual, but by soldiers. From the beginning it is clear that Medb does not assume 

the typical female position, but rather plays the role of a son – indeed her father might have 

brought her up as if she were a son, in order to prepare her for the role of the queen. In her 

marriage too, she assumes the traditional role of the husband, but that is partly given by the 

type of marriage she is in. As was discussed in the “Historical Context” section, Medb and 

Ailill are in the union of the heiress where “the husband goes in the track of the wife and 

the wife in the track of the husband.”
35

 His honour-price then is calculated from the 

honour-price of his wife, unless he owns more property than she,
36

 this being a possible 

reason for the assessment of their possessions in the “Pillow Talk”. This assessment 

provides the author with an opportunity to draw a comparison between Ailill and a young 

great bull. Unlike Ailill, who often submits to his domineering wife, the bull born of 

Medb´s cow refuses to be led by a woman and transfers into Ailill´s herd. This episode 

might show the author´s attitude towards Ailill´s situation and his submission to Medb.  
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Apart from marrying an heiress, Ailill fulfils another condition for having half the 

honour-price of his wife; that is he is a Leinsterman, therefore a man who “followed his 

wife´s arse over a border.”
37

 Medb reminds Ailill of his subordinate position in somewhat 

degrading tone when she says: “if anyone cause you shame or upset or trouble, the right to 

compensation is mine […] for you´re a kept man.”
38

 Ailill counters this thought by saying 

that he came and took the kingship of Connacht in succession to his mother. Medb was the 

only ruling queen and as he had never before heard about a province ruled by a woman, he 

came to set the unusual situation right. To claim the inheritance through his mother seems 

strange, however, as the line of succession usually runs in the paternal kin. According to 

Edel, nevertheless, marrying an heiress was a valid option for sons without inheritance.
39

 

Ailill has two older brothers who took over the kingship in Leinster, on account of their 

age but not brilliance as Ailill claims,
40

 so he had to find his kingdom elsewhere.  

In the “Pillow talk” Medb defines herself as an assertive and licentious queen, who 

“never had one man without another waiting in his shadow.”
41

 Indeed, in a story discussed 

later on, she is described as very lustful, “used to change thirty men a day, or go with 

Fergus once.”
42

 That she possesses characteristics usually associated with the male world 

is illustrated in “The Violent Death of Medb” as well, which also shows that violence 

between women is not limited to AD. Apart from incest, kin-slaying and absurd death, 

“The Violent Death of Medb” tells a different story of Medb’s succession to the throne of 

Connacht than that given in the “Pillow talk.” It shows Medb as a cruel and ambitious 

king´s daughter, who is willing to kill to become a queen. It is important to note that in 

early Irish society, kin-slaying was found particularly offensive and dishonourable, 

especially as the standard methods of compensation could not apply.
43

 Medb, however, 

does not hesitate to kill her sister Clothru, the queen of Connacht, and take the kingship by 

force from her father. The murder of Clothru also provides a curious birth-story for 

Furbaide, as the story says: “Medb killed her and […] through her side the swords brought 

                                                 
37

 Ó Corráin, Early Medieval Law, 28. The vulgar wording is noteworthy as it might reveal some of the 

attitudes of the authors to a man, who accepts a subordinate position in marriage.  
38

 Kinsella, 54. 
39

 Edel, 213. 
40

 Kinsella, 54. 
41

 Kinsella, 53. 
42

 Kuno Meyer, trans. and ed., “The Cherishing of Conall Cernach and The Deaths of Ailill and of Conall 

Cernach,” Zeitschrift für Celtische Philologie Vol. 1 (1887) 107, CELT, 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T301019/text002.html, 29. 6. 2016.  
43

 Fergus Kelly, A Guide to Early Irish Law (Dublin: The Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 2005) 13.  

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T301019/text002.html


38 

 

forth Furnaide mac Conchobair.”
44

 Medb, then, by one blow gains her sovereignty, but 

also brings to the world her doom, as Furbaide will seek revenge.  

Years later, Furbaide walks past a lake, where Medb bathes. Once he realizes who 

Medb is, he puts a piece of cheese that he is eating into a sling and casts it towards the 

queen. It strikes her on the top of her head and kills her in one single blow.
45

 Medb´s death 

fits into the recurrent tradition in the Ulster Cycle of killing their kings and heroes in 

ridiculous and often absurd ways. King Conchobar, for example, is killed by a brain ball. 

His enemy uses a stolen brain ball trophy as a weapon and casts it onto Conchobar, so that 

it gets stuck in the king´s own brain. It does not kill him, however, as long as he avoids 

anger, running, intercourse and horse riding. In this near-death state he survives for seven 

years. Then he hears of Christ´s crucifixion and becomes so outraged that the brain ball 

jumps out of his brain upon which the king dies.
46

 Another great hero, Lóegure, half-

decapitates himself whilst running out of the door to see what commotion is happening in 

front of his house.
47

 

The realization that the most powerful queen in the Ulster Cycle is killed by cheese 

evokes questions about the general tone of the stories and their possible interpretations. 

Should the reader take them seriously? Or are they written for the amusement and 

entertainment of the audience? They also might serve as a warning to the aristocratic class 

that not even their position can guarantee them an honourable death. Queen Medb manages 

to usurp a place usually reserved for men. She is the ruling queen, possessing the typically 

male characteristics of aggression, cunning, promiscuity and prowess. She herself partakes 

in the fighting during the Táin, managing to injure an honoured Ulster hero Cethern.
48

 

Therefore it can be suggested that her actions in the Táin are judged according to men´s 

norms; Lehman believes that Medb´s condemnation stems from “her failure to fulfil the 

role of a successful king and a victorious military leader.”
49

 This, however, does not seem 

very plausible, as her other actions are not judged by male standards. More likely, the 
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negative feeling towards Medb stems from the fact that she crosses the boundaries of her 

gender, thus presenting a threat to the patriarchal society. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: LOVE, JEALOUSY AND SEXUALITY 

Love-triangles and jealousy are very closely connected to the discussion of the 

death-tales above as they are often the main initiators of the plot of many of the stories. 

This jealousy can be two-fold: either it comes from the betrayed spouse who desires 

revenge, or it originates outside of the relationship as for example in AD where 

Derbforgaill´s death is motivated by the Ulsterwomen´s envy of her sexuality and beauty. 

The former type, however, seems to be more frequent and it plays a significant part in “The 

Wasting Sickness”, “The Death of Fergus mac Roich” (Aided Fergusa mac Roich) and 

“The Cherishing of Conall Cernach and The Deaths of Ailill and of Conall Cernach” 

(Goire Conaill Chernaig i Chrúachain ocus Aided Ailella ocus Conaill Chernaig). The 

focus of this chapter will be on three different love-triangles: Cú Chulainn-Derbforgaill-

Lugaid, Ailill-Medb-Fergus and Cú Chulainn-Fand-Emer. The role of jealousy in these 

relationships will be discussed as well as the way how the sexual conduct of one spouse 

affects the status of the other. It will also be shown that women do not play a passive role 

in these love affairs, but, on the contrary, are often the initiators.  

As the Ulster Cycle is so close-knit and the lives of the characters often spread over 

several of the tales, the two other stories (“The Death of Fergus mac Roich” and “The 

Cherishing of Conall Cernach and The Deaths of Ailill and of Conall Cernach”) must be 

brought in to follow Medb´s love affair to the end. Queen Medb has sexual relationships 

with more than one man at once, illustrating the less common type of love-triangles: one 

woman and two men. It was discussed above that early Ireland recognized polygamy, but 

not polyandry and the honour of the woman was bound more closely to her sexual 

behaviour than that of the man. Thus it is not surprising that Queen Medb is portrayed as 

promiscuous; whether or not one justifies her behaviour as a political tool, she is not 

represented in a positive light. Even though Derbforgaill features in the same type of love 

triangle, she is not condemned for her relationship with Lugaid and Cú Chulainn, arguably 

because her love for Cú Chulainn remains only on the platonic level and does not evolve 

into the sexual one.  

Derbforgaill´s relationship with Cú Chulainn and Lugaid is unusual from the 

beginning. It is not the typical affair which one spouse tries to hide from the other, and the 

revelation of which then leads to jealousy and revenge. All three parties in the relationship 
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are aware of the situation, and the poisonous jealousy does not arise from their love-

triangle. The basic situation is set at the opening of the story in this dialogue: 

“It is to seek you I have come”, said she. 

“Not so, girl”, said he. 

“The side that I have sucked”, said he, “I will not mate with.” 

“You will give me, then, to anyone you like.” 

“Indeed I would like” said he “you to go with the noblest man in Ireland, 

that is, Lugaid of the Red Stripes”. 

“That is fine with me” said she, “provided that I may always see you.”
1
 

The placid acceptance of this proposal by Derbforgaill and Lugaid is more than 

surprising. For Derbforgaill, presumably, it suffices to be close to Cú Chulainn. Lugaid´s 

reasons, however, remain obscure. He agrees to marry Derbforgaill, even though he knows 

that she loves another. Furthermore, he cannot be sure that a sexual relationship between 

Cú Chulainn and Derbforgaill will not exist throughout the years. Cú Chulainn´s strange 

words “The side that I have sucked I will not mate with” seems to provide assurance 

enough that Cú Chulainn will not become sexually involved with Derbforgaill. Perhaps the 

best summary of their relationship is to be found in Derbforgaill´s dying song: “Cú 

Chulainn conversing with me, with deeds, daring, dark. It is that which was the fullness of 

my heart, and laying with Lugaid.”
2
 It could be surmised so that Derbforgaill still loves Cú 

Chulainn and her relationship with Lugaid is mainly sexual.  

Revenge plays different roles in many of the death-tales. In AD Cú Chulainn does 

not retaliate on his spouse or the lover, but his anger strikes on the women responsible for 

Derbforgaill´s maiming and death. Revenge does not, therefore, cause the death of the 

main hero/heroine, but is rather a consequence of it. Retaliation is more important in the 

stories “The Death of Fergus” and “The Cherishing of Conall Cernach”. It drives the main 

plot and is responsible for the killing of one of the protagonists in the love-triangle. The 

relationship between Medb, Ailill and Fergus in the Táin was discussed briefly above. It 

was shown that Ailill is well aware of his wife´s affair with Fergus, but he accepts it as a 

                                                 
1 Ingridsdotter, Kicki, trans. and ed., Aided Derbforgaill, “The Violent Death of Derbforgaill”: A Critical 

Edition with Introduction, Translation and Textual Notes (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2009) 83, 

http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:213892/FULLTEXT01.pdf, 15. 6. 2015. 
2 
Ingridsdotter, 85. 

http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:213892/FULLTEXT01.pdf
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political move on her part to secure Fergus´s help in the campaign. The situation changes, 

however, in the two stories about the death of Fergus and Ailill. 

According to O´Leary, “a wife´s fidelity, or lack of it, crucially affected the status 

of her husband.”
3
 It might be suggested that Medb´s affair with Fergus is not generally 

known during the campaign in the Táin and they are discreet about it, therefore Ailill´s 

honour is not in immediate danger.
4
 Ailill, however, is forced to act when Medb and 

Fergus show their mutual affection in front of the whole army in “The Death of Fergus”. 

When one day the whole host of Connacht goes to bathe in a lake, Ailill incites Fergus to 

go and “drown the men.”
5
 Medb, however, does not like this so she herself goes to the lake 

and distracts Fergus: “Then Medb went till she was on the breast of Fergus, with her legs 

entwined around him, and then he swam around the lake. And jealousy seized Ailill.”
6
 The 

fact that Ailill gets jealous attests to the importance of the public opinion, forming the 

honour of a man. Both Ailill and Medb have several love affairs outside the marriage and 

Ailill knows about Medb´s relationship with Fergus. However, he has not gotten jealous 

before. In “The Pillow Talk” Medb clearly states that she needs a husband who is not 

mean, jealous or fearful, and Ailill meets all these conditions.
7
 The public humiliation, 

nevertheless, is more than Ailill can stand and he needs to act.  

Ailill´s revenge on Fergus is probably one of the reasons why he might be regarded 

as a cowardly character. One would presume that in the heroic society, the proper way to 

settle such an insult would be a single combat between Fergus and Ailill (or a chosen 

champion), or at least that Ailill would kill Fergus by his own hand. Instead, Ailill resorts 

to scheming and lying. He tricks his blind brother Lugaid into casting a spear at Fergus by 

saying that there are two deer playing in the lake. Lugaid is immediately willing to throw 

the spear, as he is an excellent shot and he never misses despite his blindness. Indeed, he 

manages to hit Fergus. When he learns what he has done, he laments: “How sad, […] if I 

should have killed my foster-brother and comrade innocently.”
8
 Ailill´s deceit is even more 

                                                 
3
 Philip O´Leary, “The Honour of Women in Early Irish Literature,” Ériu 38 (1987) 38, JSTOR, 

http://jstor.org/stable/30007520, 2. 5. 2016. 
4
 as Charles-Edwards points out, honour and shame were public evaluation of the person by the society (T. 

M. Charles-Edwards, “Honour and Status in Some Irish and Welsh Prose Tales,” Ériu 29 (1978) 123, 

JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/30007769, 10. 5. 2016.) 
5
 Kuno Meyer, “Death of Fergus,” in “The Death-Tales of the Ulster Heroes,” Todd Lecture Series Vol. 14 

(1906) 33, CELT, http://www.ucc.ie/research/celt/published/T301037/index.html, 15. 6. 2015. 
6
 Meyer, Death of Fergus, 33. 

7
 Thomas Kinsella, trans. and ed., The Táin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 53. 

8
 Meyer, Death of Fergus, 35.  

http://jstor.org/stable/30007520
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30007769
http://www.ucc.ie/research/celt/published/T301037/index.html
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painful because Fergus and Lugaid are foster-brothers – a bond honoured in early Irish 

society, where, as mentioned above, the killing of a family member was an extremely 

grievous crime.  

Medb, however, commits a similar act in “The Cherishing”. She seeks revenge on 

Ailill for Fergus´s death, but attains it by deceit. Knowing that Ailill has a rendezvous with 

a woman, she incites an exiled Ulster hero, Conall Cernach, to spear Ailill through whilst 

exclaiming “here is revenge for Fergus!”
9
 Contrary to Ailill, nevertheless, she does not use 

lies to provoke Conall into action. Medb resorts to a typical device in the Ulster Cycle, 

which encourages warriors to do better deeds and can be used, often by women, to make 

men do their bidding. This device is mockery and slights on men´s honour.
10

 Conall acts 

like a watch over Ailill for the jealous Medb who is sick of Ailill´s affairs. Conall, 

nevertheless, fails in this task for which he is mocked by Medb: 

“Well, Conall”, says Medb, “Conall the Victorious has been thy name till 

to-day. Hence forth thy name shall be Conall the Wicked Wretch. While 

thou was Conall the Victorious, no one would have dared to violate thy 

guarantee. To-day that outrage yonder is close to thee.”
11

 

By questioning his honour, Medb´s manipulates Conall into the murder and then 

denies any responsibility for it.  

“Who has done it?” all say. “Conall did it,” says Ailill. “Woe! it is not true!” 

says Conall. “It is true”, says Medb.
12

 

Medb´s affair with Fergus and her jealousy lead to the deaths of both her husband and her 

lover. Unlike Ailill´s revenge and jealousy, which stem from a public declaration of 

extramarital affections, Medb´s jealousy seems to be more intrinsically connected to the 

relationship itself. As Medb reverses many of the gender expectations and roles, it is not 

surprising that she overturns the typical double standard on sexuality as well. Usually men 

could have mistresses without any impact on their honour whereas chastity was expected 

                                                 
9
 Kuno Meyer, “The Cherishing of Conall Cernach and The Deaths of Ailill and of Conall Cernach,” 

Zeitschrift für Celtische Philologie Vol. 1 (1887) 108, CELT, 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T301019/text002.html, 29. 6. 2016.  
10

 see for example Kinsella, 193.   
11

 Meyer, The Cherishing, 108.  
12

 Meyer, The Cherishing, 108. 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T301019/text002.html
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from women. Medb, on the other hand, enjoys many lovers, whilst expecting faithfulness 

from Ailill.  

 That the polygamy of men is accepted even by their own wives can be illustrated on 

“The Wasting Sickness”. Emer, Cú Chulainn´s wife, is well aware of his love for Fand. 

Instead of reproaching him for unfaithfulness, she rebukes him for lying in bed so long on 

the account of absent love.
13

 Emer does not take any action until she is informed that Cú 

Chulainn has arranged a tryst with Fand. Then, she gathers a troop of armed women and 

marches to the place of the meeting. The following passage illustrates all the complexities 

of a love-triangle with regard to the honour and emotions of the people involved. As 

O´Leary points out: “The strength of Emer´s jealousy […] is precipitated by the manner in 

which Cú Chulainn has acted rather than by his actions themselves.”
14

 Emer, like Ailill, 

reacts to the public preference of the lover, rather than to the existence of the lover itself. 

The importance of reputation is expressed in Emer´s words: “Why, then, Cú Chulaind, 

have you dishonoured me before the women of the province and the women of Ériu and all 

people of rank?”
15

 Although Emer is armed, she chooses to defend her honour by words, 

once again drawing on her eloquence with a positive result.  

 At the climax of the story, both Emer and Fand rely on their verbal expressions to 

win the heart of Cú Chulainn by which the reader is offered a view into their emotions. 

Findon points out that by “depicting Emer and Fand as emotional beings, the narrative 

addresses the issues of love and jealousy at a very personal level,”
16

 which might seem as 

surprising in a literature where women are often represented as mere pawns of politics or 

scheming creatures. Emer´s pain of being abandoned is most powerfully contained in the 

exclamation “if only I still pleased you,”
17

 after arguing that she possesses equally 

honourable qualities as Fand only “what´s new is bright” and “what´s familiar is stale.”
18

 

These words persuade Cú Chulainn that he still desires Emer, and Fand leaves the scene 

lamenting and crying as “being abandoned was shameful to her.”
19

 Surprisingly, 

nevertheless, the two female rivals show respect to one another and acknowledge each 

                                                 
13

 Jeffrey Gantz, “The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind and The Only Jealousy of Emer,” Early Irish Myths 

and Sagas (London: Penguin Books, 1981) 164.  
14

 O´Leary, 38.  
15

 Gantz, The Wasting Sickness, 174. 
16

 Joanne Findon, A Woman´s Words: Emer and Female Speech in the Ulster Cycle (Toronto, London: 

University of Toronto Press, 1997) 124. 
17

 Gantz, The Wasting Sickness, 175. 
18

 Gantz, The Wasting Sickness, 175. 
19

 Gantz, The Wasting Sickness, 175. 
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other´s virtues and statuses. Thus, Emer´s jealousy does not lead to the usual outcome of 

murder, as the women resort to words rather than to arms. The result, then, is emotional 

parting and separation of the lovers and restoration of the status quo.  

In all three affairs, the initiators of the action are women: Medb seduces Fergus, 

supposedly for political reasons, and Derbforgaill as well as Fand venture into the heroic 

society from the Otherworld to seek their lover. According to Ní Bhrolcháin, a woman´s 

actions are often the direct cause of a hero´s death; it is often connected to the love affairs 

initiated by women, where the hero dies by the hand of the woman´s husband, or husband-

to-be (as for example in “The Death of Fergus).
20

 Women then, although it seems that they 

accept their secondary position in the heroic society and the dependence on their husbands, 

can play a significant role in the stories through the use of their sexuality, mockery or as 

initiators of a love affair. How this love affair is accepted by the other spouse seems to 

depend a great deal on the publicity accompanying the relationship. As was suggested 

above, the behaviour of one spouse affects the honour of the other; this honour is, 

therefore, dependent on the public evaluation of a person´s character and deeds. As such, 

reputation is of utmost importance in the early Irish sagas and a public preference of 

another woman seems to diminish the wife´s honour. Unsurprisingly, there exists a double 

standard for women and men as regards sexual behaviour. The only female who seems to 

subvert it is Queen Medb.  

 

                                                 
20

 Muireann Ní Bhrolcháin, “Women in Early Irish Myths and Sagas,” The Crane Bag 4.1. Images of the 

Irish Woman (1980) 16-17, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/30060318, 28. 6. 2016.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/30060318
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

 The Ulster Cycle is concerned with heroes and kings, praising masculine traits such 

as prowess, aggressiveness and assertiveness. The female world, then, stands aside from 

this male one. The main purpose of a woman´s life seems to be to get an honoured 

husband, praise him accordingly and bear him a son. There are, however, instances where 

the women adopt the behaviour usually associated with the warriors, such as bragging, 

competitions or leadership, often with disastrous consequences. Sometimes, greater 

violence is involved in the female world, portraying women as cruel and volatile, which 

might be ascribed to medieval misogyny. These instances where women cross the 

boundaries of their sex, then, can be used as illustrations of a disaster ensuing from 

disruption of the societal status quo. 

Violence is omnipresent in the Ulster Cycle. Warriors often fight each other and it 

seems customary that a feast ends in fight. Nevertheless, in the tales discussed in this 

thesis, it seems that the violence of men is aimed at their enemies, warriors from a different 

province and that there exists a certain sense of togetherness between the warriors of the 

same province. This is the case even in some of the death-tales considered above, where a 

Connacht man (C) attacks an Ulsterman (U) and vice versa. Similarly, in the female world, 

there are several conflicts between Ulsterwomen (UW) and the Otherworldly ones (O). To 

provide illustrations: Emer (UW) threatens Fand (O), the Ulsterwomen (UW) mutilate 

Derbforgaill (O), Ailill (C) has Fergus (U) killed, and Conall Cernach (U) kills Ailill (C). 

In “The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig” a fight follows a contest for the champion´s portion 

between the Ulstermen and the Connacht warriors. However, when a similar situation 

occurs in “Bricriu´s Feast” the three Ulster warriors do not fight each other, but are sent to 

find judges and prove their worth by heroic deeds.  

This, however, does not mean that the Ulstermen are not competitive amongst each 

other. Similar behaviour is mirrored in the female world with one big difference. Women 

in “Bricriu´s Feast” have no device how to decide their competition. Even though the tale 

allows them the unique “war of words” which provides a valuable window into the female 

world, the war itself has neither a conclusion nor any substantial impact on the narrative of 

the tale. The victory of a wife is utterly dependent on the victory of her husband in a 

concurrent male competition. This testifies to the dependent position of the wife which is 
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seen in the law-texts as well. Furthermore, the Ulsterwomen seem to accept this secondary 

position in the heroic society and acknowledge that their honour depends on the honour of 

their husbands.  

This honour is bound to the public evaluation and can be diminished by several 

means. An important concept going hand in hand with the concept of honour is the 

necessity of proving one´s words by deeds or trophies. Therefore, the warriors are often 

illustrated as carrying around the severed heads or tongues of their enemies, or keeping 

brain balls or weapons of the warriors they killed. Emer in the “war of words” does not 

provide any proof of her superiority so she has to wait until Cú Chulainn proves the worth 

of both of them by courageous deeds. Derbforgaill, on the other hand, presents a visual 

proof of her pre-eminence to the Ulsterwomen, who in turn feel bound to act. Emer and 

Derbforgaill, then, illustrate two types of honour possessed by female characters in the 

Ulster cycle: one connected to the honour of one´s husband, the second being intrinsically 

connected to their characteristics such as beauty, virtue, chastity and their procreation 

abilities.  

The impact of sexual behaviour on a person´s honour was discussed in the previous 

chapter, with a special emphasis on love-triangles. It can be argued that in the polygamist 

society of early Ireland having more wives or love-affairs at once was fairly common. In 

the sagas, however, the acceptance of a love affair seems to be connected to the publicity 

of the extramarital relationship. Both Emer and Ailill accept their spouses´ love affairs as 

long as they keep discreet about them. At the moment when Cú Chulainn and Medb 

publicly declare their affections to their lovers, both Emer and Ailill seem to be bound to 

act, as their honour is attacked by this public preference of others. Jealousy, whether 

connected to love affairs or not, and revenge are thus one of the typical causes of death in 

the Ulster cycle, where kings and heroes often meet undignified and absurd ends. 

Queen Medb is the only woman in the tales discussed who manages to subvert the 

double standard of sexuality for men and women. Nevertheless, it leads to her 

representation as licentious and lascivious. The only other women with a similar degree of 

independence belong to the Otherworld. However, these tend to lose their unique position 

once they leave the land of bliss. Assimilating into the heroic society, they seem to adopt 

the secondary position of women in it as well, becoming dependent on their husbands with 

almost no say in public matters, as there is general distrust to women´s advice. 
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Furthermore, women are seen as unreliable, as Macc Da Thó´s wife admits: “tell no secret 

to a woman, a woman´s secret is not kept; jewels are not given to slaves.”
1
 It is not only in 

the sagas where we find such a negative representation of women, however. In the law-

texts themselves, despite all the legal protection, the women are treated in the same 

category as slaves and the Triads of Ireland put them on the same level as horses and dogs 

stating that there are: “Three glories of a gathering: a beautiful wife, a good horse, a swift 

hound.”
2
  Therefore it seems, that as long as a woman is removed from the real world, for 

example if she is from the land of bliss, she can retain her independent spirit and even be 

admired by the patriarchal society, but she loses this privileged position once she becomes 

a part of the ordinary world and presents a threat to the status quo.   

                                                 
1
 Jeffrey Gantz, trans. and ed., “The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig,” Early Irish Myths and Sagas (London: 

Penguin Books) 181. 
2
 Kuno Meyer, trans. and ed., “The Triads of Ireland,“ Todd Lecture Series Vol. 13 (1906) 11, CELT, 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/online/T103006.html, 30. 6. 2016.  
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APPENDIX A: Summaries 

As the stories might not be familiar to the reader, short summaries of the most 

important ones for this thesis are provided below.  

Aided Derbforgaill, “The Violent Death of Derbforgaill”
1
 

One day Derbforgaill, daughter of the king of Lochlann, comes to seek Cú 

Chulainn in the disguise of a swan, because she loves him on account of his reputation. She 

flies together with her handmaid with a golden chain between them. Cú Chulainn, 

accompanied by his fosterling Lugaid, casts a stone at Derbforgaill and injures her. When 

she transforms back to a human form and acknowledges her love for Cú Chulainn, he 

sucks the stone out of her side together with a gush of blood. However, this action prevents 

Cú Chulainn from having a sexual relationship with Derbforgaill. She then lets him decide 

whom she should marry and the choice falls on Lugaid. Both of them agree, only 

Derbforgaill raises one condition, that she may always see Cú Chulainn. Lugaid and 

Derbforgaill get married and she bears him a child. Later on, on one wintery day the 

Ulstermen pass their time by building a big pillar from the snow. Women then organize a 

competition on this pillar. They are going to pee onto the snow, and the winner is the one 

whose urine reaches the furthest. Derbforgaill does not want to participate, but she is 

persuaded by the women. She wins the competition, which raises horrible jealousy in the 

other women as they fear all men will now desire only Derbforgaill. They decide to 

prevent this by maiming Derbforgaill, plucking out her hair and eyes, and cutting off her 

nostrils and ears. Disfigured Derbforgaill seeks refuge in her home, locking the doors after 

her so that neither Lugaid nor Cú Chulainn can enter and she utters a lament for the 

necessary parting of the lovers. When Lugaid and Cú Chulainn finally get into the house, 

Derbforgaill is dead and Lugaid follows her immediately, dying of grief. Cú Chulainn 

revenges Derbforgaill by killing all the women. At the end of the tale, he says an elegy for 

Lugaid and Derbforgaill and raises a mound and a grave for Derbforgaill.  

                                                 
1
 Kicki Ingridsdotter, trans. and ed., Aided Derbforgaill, “The Violent Death of Derbforgaill”: A Critical 

Edition with Introduction, Translation and Textual Notes (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2009), 

http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:213892/FULLTEXT01.pdf, 15. 6. 2015. 

 

http://www.diva-portal.org/smash/get/diva2:213892/FULLTEXT01.pdf
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“Bricriu´s Feast”
2
 

 Bricriu Nemthenga (“poisonous tongue”) prepares a feast for all the Ulstermen and 

builds a magnificent hall for this purpose. However, the Ulstermen do not want to attend 

the feast, as they fear Bricriu will incite them against each other. They agree to come at the 

end, because Bricriu threatens to do mischief if they do not. Bricriu takes advantage of the 

presence of many a worthy warrior, and incites the most prominent ones to fight for the 

champion´s portion. These are Lóegure Búadach, Conall Cernach and Cú Chulainn. The 

Ulstermen cannot decide who should get the champion´s portion, so the decision is made 

to travel to Connacht and submit the problem to Ailill and Medb. Similarly Bricriu 

instigates a “war of words” between the heroes´ wives, Fedelm Noíchride, Lendabair and 

Emer to establish who has the right of pre-eminence as she who would enter the hall first 

would be the most worthy of them all. After the “war of words”, the warriors look for ways 

to let their wives into the hall. Lóegure and Conall each break a pole to let their wives in, 

but Cú Chulainn lifts one side of the house so high that Emer is able to walk in with all her 

company. After restoring the house to its previous position, the feast continues. 

 The women, however, still quarrel about their status and the status of their 

husbands, so that the heroes take up their fight again. Conchobar sends them to be judged 

by Cú Roí. Each hero respectively travels to find Cú Roí, when they encounter a great mist 

on their way. Dismounting the chariots they meet a giant man and fight him. Both Lóegure 

and Conall are defeated and flee back to Emain, leaving their horses, charioteers and 

weapons behind. Cú Chulainn, on the other hands, defeats the giant and takes his 

opponent´s weapons as a trophy back to Emain Macha. On this Bricriu assigns the 

champion portion to Cú Chulainn, but neither Lóegure nor Conall agrees. It is therefore 

decided to travel to Cruachan and let Ailill and Medb decide. The royal couple are 

frightened by the noise made by the travelling Ulstermen, as well as by the presence of 

three prominent heroes. The Ulstermen are nevertheless welcomed, accommodated and 

provided with female company.  

 A great feast is held which lasts for three days and three nights. Then Ailill inquires 

about the reason of the visit. He is told about the fight over the champion´s portion and a 

similar fight between the wives. He says he will give them his judgement, but asks for 

                                                 
2
 Jeffrey Gantz, trans. and ed., “Bricriu´s Feast,” Early Irish Myths and Sagas (London: Penguin Books, 

1981) 221-255. 
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three days to ponder the matter. He is, however, unable to choose the best warrior. Medb, 

then, takes the initiative and promises the champion´s portion to all three of them in turn. 

She gives each of them a cup: bronze one to Lóegure, one of white gold to Conall and a 

cup of red gold to Cú Chulainn. After this, Medb sends them to Ercol and Garmuin, so that 

they might be judged further, but there they are redirected to the house of Samera.  

 Samera tests them and Cú Chulainn is once again victorious in the contest. On their 

way back, they stop at Ercol again, who challenges them. Even here, Cú Chulainn wins. 

When the heroes reach Emain Macha, they compare the tokens from Cruachan. Cú 

Chulainn claims pre-eminence as he has been given the most distinguished token, but 

Lóegure and Conall do not accept this. Once again they journey to find a judge. This time 

they are sent to seek Bude son of Bain. He refuses to judge them when they did not accept 

the decision from Cruachan and sends the heroes to Úath son of Imoman. Úath agrees to 

decide the dispute on the condition that all three of them will accept his verdict. He strikes 

a bargain with them. They will cut off his head today, and tomorrow he will cut off their 

heads. Only Cú Chulainn dares to undertake the bargain, the other two refuse. Cú Chulainn 

wins the champion´s portion but once again it is not accepted. 

 After this the three heroes travel once more to Cú Roí and face the giant. Only Cú 

Chulainn manages to overcome him. He requests from Cú Roí the “supremacy over the 

warriors of Ériu from this time on and the champion´s portion without contest and 

precedence for [his] wife over the women of Ulaid for ever.” (249) The giant grants this 

and the Ulstermen return to Emain Macha. Lóegure and Conall claim that none of the three 

of them has been given the champion´s portion, at which Cú Chulainn stops contesting it as 

it is too much trouble.  

 Later on, a churl comes to Emain Macha and challenges the Ulster warriors. The 

bargain is the same as with Cú Roí: the hero will behead him today and he will behead the 

hero tomorrow. Lóegure and Conall are challenged but they both fail to appear the 

following night. Cú Chulainn, however, honours the bargain and shows up the following 

day, thus winning the champion´s portion and precedence for Emer. The churl threatens 

that whoever questions this judgement will lose his life. At the end it is revealed that the 

churl was Cú Roí in disguise, fulfilling his promise to Cú Chulainn.  
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“The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig”
3
 

Macc Da Thó possesses a magic dog, Ailbe, who protects all of Mac Da Thó´s 

kingdom and becomes famous throughout Ireland. Medb and Ailill as well as Conchobar 

desire the dog, but Macc Da Thó cannot decide to whom he should give it. After three days 

without food, drink or sleep his wife offers him advice. She suggests to promise the hound 

to both parties and let them fight for it. Macc Da Thó decides to follow her advice and one 

day the hosts of Connacht and Ulster meet at Macc Da Thó´s hostel. A huge pig is killed to 

feed the warriors and there is a competition for the champion´s portion and the right to 

carve the pig. At first, Cet from Connacht seems to be the superior warrior as no other can 

match him in deeds of valour. In the end, however, he has to admit that he is surpassed by 

Conall Cernach. Conall thus wins the honour of carving and dividing the pig, leaving only 

the fore trotters for the Connacht men, who take offence at this. A fight ensues. After it, 

Macc Da Thó comes with his hound and unleashes it, so that the dog can chose his new 

owner. Ailbe chooses the Ulstermen and the Connacht host is routed. The hound attacks 

Ailill and Medb´s chariot at which their charioteer, Fer Loga, beheads it. Fer Loga then 

ambushes Conchobar. In exchange for his life, Conchobar promises Fer Loga his demands: 

to be brought to Emain Macha (Conchobar´s seat) and have the Ulsterwomen sing “Fer 

Loga Is My Darling” every evening for a year. After that year, the charioteer returns to 

Ulster with two of Conchobar´s horses and golden bridles for them.  

“The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind and The Only Jealousy of Emer”
4
 

 There is a great assembly held by the Ulstermen around the day of Samuin when a 

flock of beautiful birds settles on a nearby lake. All of the women desire the birds and 

argue over them. Cú Chulainn is convinced to go and bring the birds, which he reluctantly 

does. Whilst distributing them, he forgets his own wife (in the first half of the tale called 

Eithne Ingubai, in the second part Emer). Soon afterwards, a pair of swans with a golden 

chain between them flies over the lake. Cú Chulainn, despite his wife´s warning, casts 

stones at the birds but misses. Ultimately he throws a javelin after them, but only manages 

to pierce one of their wings. Disgruntled he leans against a stone and falls asleep. In his 

dream, he is visited by two women who whip him by horsewhips to the brink of death. 

                                                 
3
 Jeffrey Gantz, trans. and ed., “The Tale of Macc Da Thó´s Pig,” Early Irish Myths and Sagas (London: 

Penguin Books, 1981) 179-187. 
4
 Jeffrey Gantz, trans. and ed.,  “The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind and The Only Jealousy of Emer,“ 

Early Irish Myths and Sagas (London: Penguin Books, 1981) 155-178. 
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When he awakens, he is unable to speak and remains like this for a whole year. At the end 

of that year, a messenger from the Otherworld comes to him. The message says that Fand, 

who was left by her husband Manandán, has given her love to Cú Chulainn and desires to 

lie with him. At this, the speech returns to Cú Chulainn. 

 Then Cú Chulainn returns to the stone and meets Lí Bán there, sister of Fand and 

the wife of the síd ruler. She relates a message from her husband, who is willing to let Fand 

go to the Ulster hero in exchange for a day´s fighting. Cú Chulainn is not ready to go yet, 

however, so he sends Lóeg, his charioteer, to the Otherworld with Lí Bán to bring back 

tidings of that land. During their journey to the síd, Lí Bán warns Lóeg not to leave the 

place without a woman´s protection. Lóeg meets both Fand and Labraid and returns to tell 

Cú Chulainn his adventures. Lóeg also speaks to Emer, Cú Chulainn´s wife, who 

reproaches him for not bringing any medicine for her husband. Then she speaks to Cú 

Chulainn urging him to rise from the love-sickness at last, which he does at her words.  

 Refusing to go to the Otherworld upon an invitation of a woman other than Fand, 

Cú Chulainn sends Lóeg back to the Otherworld. The charioteer brings back news of the 

abundancy, beauty and magic of the síd. After that, Cú Chulainn agrees to visit the land 

himself. He is welcomed by the king, Fand, and indeed all of the women. Cú Chulainn 

fulfils his promise and fights a battle to defeat the king´s enemy. Fand praises his brave 

deeds and Cú Chulainn becomes her lover.  He stays in the Otherworld for a month with 

her, after which they arrange to meet in Ulster. Emer is told of this tryst and advances to 

the point of meeting with armed women. Fand, however, notices her and warns Lóeg and 

Cú Chulainn. 

 Cú Chulainn reproaches his wife for taking up arms, whilst mocking her weak 

trembling hand with which she is holding the knife. Emer in turn reproaches Cú Chulainn 

for dishonouring her in front of all the people of rank. Cú Chulainn is surprised that Emer 

does not approve of Fand, as she is the ideal of femininity – he enumerates all her good 

characteristics and virtues and points out her high status and noble family. Emer, however, 

believes that Cú Chulainn is merely bored of her, as she herself can boast of the same 

things as Fand. She reminds Cú Chulainn of their happy and harmonious life and says they 

still could have it, if Cú Chulainn wanted. At this Cú Chulainn admits that he still desires 

Emer. Fand, hearing this confession, says that Cú Chulainn should leave her. The two 



58 

 

women argue for a while which of them should be abandoned. At the end it is Fand, who 

walks away. She recites a poem, lamenting the loss of Cú Chulainn and praising Emer.  

 When he discovers she was threatened by the Ulsterwomen and forsaken by Cú 

Chulainn Manandán returns to Fand. Fand is overwhelmed by regrets and sadness, and 

decides to go back to her husband. She admits, however, that she does not love him 

anymore. She also says words of respect for Emer, who was fighting for her husband. 

When Cú Chulainn realizes that Fand is gone, he goes mad. He spends a long time in the 

mountains without drink or food. Emer has to send druids to find Cú Chulainn and bring 

him back. The druids give Cú Chulainn a drink of forgetfulness and they give a bit to Emer 

as well so that she forgets her jealousy. Moreover, Manandán shakes his magical cloak 

between Fand and Cú Chulainn so that they never meet again.  
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APPENDIX B: Names 

The tales of Ulster Cycle presume the audience´s knowledge, at least general, of 

characters, places and political division. A short list of names is provided below in the 

hope of helping the reader with orientation in the heroic world of the Ulster Cycle. It must 

be stated that the names themselves often have various spellings and many characters share 

one name, which leads to confusion. Consistency was aimed for in this thesis, using one 

spelling for one name. Most of the names correspond to those used in The Violent Death of 

Derbforgaill. However, if the name appears in direct quotations, the spelling of the 

respective translator is used.  

Aife: Otherworldly warrior queen, mother of Cú Chulainn´s son 

Ailill: king of Connacht, husband of Medb 

Bricriu: a notorious mischief maker 

Conall Cernach: famous Ulster hero 

Conchobar: The king of Ulster, his seat is in Emain Macha 

Connacht: one of the four provinces of Ireland 

Cruachan: the seat of Medb and Ailill in Connacht 

Cú Chulainn: the main Ulster hero 

Derbforgaill: the Otherworldly protagonist in AD 

Emain Macha: the seat of Conchobar in Ulster 

Emer (= Eithne Ingubai): Cú Chulainn´s wife  

Fand: Cú Chulainn´s lover from the Otherworld 

Fergus: a famous Ulster hero who is exiled in Connacht, has affair with Medb 

Finnabair: Ailill and Medb´s daughter 

Leinster: one of the provinces of Ireland 

Lí Bán: Fand´s sister and a wife of Labraid, ruler of the síd 
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Lóeg: Cú Chulainn´s charioteer 

Lóegure Búadach: famous Ulster hero  

Lugaid of the Red Stripes (= Lugaid, the son of the three Finn Emna): nephew of Medb, 

Cú Chulainn´s fosterling and Derbforgaill´s husband 

Macc Da Thó: owner of a hostel and a famous supernatural dog 

Manandán: Fand´s husband, Celtic god of sea 

Medb: Queen of Connacht, wife of Ailill and Fergus´s lover 

Morrígan: Otherworldly shapeshifter, Celtic goddess of war, falls for Cú Chulainn 

Munster: one of the provinces of Ireland 

Scáthach: Otherworldly teacher of martial arts, taught Cú Chulainn as well 

Ulster: one of the provinces of Ireland 

 


