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ABSTRACT

The institution of kingship was a fundamental feature of medieval Irish society; if we
can better understand kingship, we can similatly gain a greater appreciation of the
distinctive features of that society. This thesis investigates the practices of Irish kings
and dynasties in the Central Middle Ages (toughly, the ninth to twelfth centuries) as
represented by the sources. Several kingdoms and dynasties of medieval Ireland are
closely studied with reference to different aspects of royal practice. Thete are two

particular elements of this methodology. The first is to trace the practices employed by
the kings of those dynasties over time; this gives us a greater sense of how kingship
changed through the centuries, and enables us to move away from the static and
synchronic models of kingship which have informed much previous scholarship. The
second is to focus closely on these kingdoms so that we may gain a better sense of
regional variation within Ireland. The investigation proceeds with the belief that Irish
conditions may be better understood by reference to parallels drawn from the wider
European context.

This thesis demonstrates that the nature of Irish kingship and the practices of its
kings are more sophisticated and varied matters than has been realised. The ‘dynamic’
model of kingship is validated, but it has become clear that we must allow for a greater
degree of variation in the strategies and styles of Irish royal practice, both regionally,
and as time progressed. Many features were common to the whole Irish polity; this 1s
not surprisiﬁg, for pre-Norman Ireland, as mediated to us through the sources, appeats
to possess a remarkably uniform culture. However, in different ways, the ruling
dynasties of Mide, Ailech, Munster, Bréifne and Osraige innovated and contributed to
the development of Irish royal practices, and arguably to the nature of Irish kingship
itself. The thesis also re-examines the arguments which have been advanced that the
nature of kingship had profoundly changed by ¢z 1200. The sources of the eleventh and

twelfth centuries certainly allow us to discern a considerable extension in the powers of

the greatest overkings. These sources also record for the first ttme a number of

practices which hitherto had not been noticed; however, the extent to which such
practices were new features of the period is difficult to determine. The proposition that
local kings suffered a drastic decline in status (as opposed to power) in the same period

1s reappraised, and found to receive little support from the contemporary sources,



principally the chronicles. The thesis demonstrates that overall, we must think of Irish
kingship as a dynamic institution, but one in which many different kings and dynasties,
were significant, rather than the select few which have received the most scholatly

attention. The medieval Irish polity was more complex, but therefore more interesting.
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Preface

Kings dominated medieval Irish society. Of all the elements of that society, kingship 1s
the one that we may come to know the best, for the medieval Irish soutrces are
predominantly concerned with royal elites. Yet there is still a great deal about kings and
kingship that we do not know. I myself came to the study of the early medieval wotld
almost a decade ago and was immediately attracted by the opportunities presented by
the source-material of the medieval Insular wotld. In researching this thesis I have come
to know that world considerably better, as well as gaining a greater appreciation of the
wider European contexts in which Irish history and literature must be studied. I am
confident that this thesis adds to our knowledge of medieval Irish kingship, and
therefore medieval Irish society, and highlights some future directions for research; not

so much unexplored vistas, as exciting trails leading to unknown destinations.

The journey thus far would not have been possible without an extraordinary
level of help and encouragement from many quarters. In the first place, I owe a great
debt to my supervisors, Thomas Owen Clancy and Stuart Aitlie, for generously sharing
their scholarship and insights; without their meticulous supervision and patient support
this thesis would have been much the pooret. The examiners of the thesis, Dr Dauvit
Broun and Dr Colman Etchingham, were extremely thorough and constructive 1n their
discussion, criticism and suggestions with regard to the material presented herein. I am
also most grateful to the staff of the Department of Celtic, Sheila Kidd, Michel Byrne,
Katherine Forsyth, Joina MacDonald and Cathair O Dochartaigh for their ideas and
interest over the last few years. I would especially like to thank Bronagh Ni Chonaill for

her comments and suggestions on drafts of the present wotk, and Carol Smith, for
making the whole thing come together. Several other scholars in Glasgow and beyond

have helped with advice and suggestions, particulatly Stephen Driscoll, James Fraser
and Alex Woolf.

The research for this thesis was facilitated by a generous three-year AHRB
scholaréhip; thanks are also due to the AHRB for an award which allowed me to pursue
research in Ireland in the summer of 2003. My home there was the School of Celtic
Studies in the Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, and I am most grateful to its then-
director, Fergus Kelly, and to all its staff and scholars for making me welcome. Thanks
also go to the Glasgow University Faculty of Atts, for a research support award in my

second year, and for their customary administrative efficiency throughout.



Many friends in the University of Glasgow and elsewhere have gtven me great
help and encouragement, especially Sheila Boll, Rachel Butter, Clare Downham, Nick
Evans, Kathryn Forsythe, Alaric Hall, Craig Haggart, Andrew Hamilton, Matthew
Hammond, George Hope, Lib Lynn, Katherine Macfarlane, Gilbert Markus, Kimm
Perkins-Curran and Mhairi-Claire Semple. Finally, I must thank Sara, who has been
there whenever the going got tough; my brother Ian; and my parents Chris and Joe,
who have done so much to help me over the years. This thesis is in many ways the fruit
of their labours. I have been blessed with a daughter, Sorcha, who has immeasurably

brightened the last days of writing; the thesis is dedicated to her and all her future

journeys.

MJ]Z
The Feast of St Isidore of Seville, 2005
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Chapter I: Introduction

‘All T say is, kings is kings, and you got to make allowances. Take them all around,
they’re a mighty otnery lot. It’s the way they’re raised.’
Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn, Ch. 23

Kingship was an essential feature of medieval Irish society, and of societies throughout
medieval Eutope and beyond. The source materials for medieval Irish history, though
often different in kind from that found in the Anglo-Saxon or Frankish wotlds, are
voluminous and many of them have yet received little or no investigation. After a
period in which the historiography of medieval Iteland was concerned mainly with
questions of ecclesiastical and intellectual history, the subjects of kingship and politics,
sometimes labelled “elite’ history by contrast with the more egalitarian histories of 1deas,
social structure, or gender, have made a comeback. The time will soon be tipe for a full
reassessment of medieval Irish kingship, and it is hoped that some of the materials
herein contribute in that direction. In considering possible avenues of research for 2
thesis, I initially focused on the question of the practical uses of various literary texts
relating to kingship in Ireland. In what ways were the Irish texts of advice to kings,
analogous to (and pethaps influencing) the European specula principum disseminated and
used? How far could historicist texts like Cocad Gaede! re Gallaib and Caithréim Cellachiin
Chaisil really influence perceptions of the dynasties they praised? In what ways did the
performance of praise-poetry or genealogy highlight the status and distinctiveness of
kings, and how did the audiences of those texts respond to them? It became apparent
that to answer these questions required a more nuanced appreciation of the practice of
Irish kingship, and in reviewing the available syntheses of the subject I gained the sense
that we still have some way to go in understanding Irish kingship as it developed over
time. This, then, became the object of investigation: to analyse the deeds of Irish kings

and the texts relating to them, to understand more fully the important characteristics of

royal practice and how they may have changed.

Aims and Objectives

This thesis is not an attempt to describe the nature of eatly Irish kingship as a whole; an
attempt to do so within the limitations of doctoral research would be foolhardy. Instead

the focus is on certain aspects of kingship, and in particular, the practice of kings as
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represented by historical sources. The base hypothesis for what follows is that by
focusing on particular aspects of royal practice over time, preferably in relation to
particular kingdoms ot dynasties, one may gain a better sense of how kingship worked
and changed over time than might be gained by picking an assortment of examples
from across Ireland and through the centuries. It is important to appreciate that our
current understanding of Irish kingship is necessarily a composite model, in terms of
evidential base, geographical scope and, with important exceptions, chronological
sweep. The aim here is not to attempt to create a new model, for all models based
directly upon the historical tecord would be broadly similar; instead, we shall examine
the evidence in particular ways to help refine our understanding of kingship at a general

level, as well as to provide additional historical detail. These overall aims may be defined
further with reference to particular aspects for investigation.

The first is essentially geographical. Our current models of Irish kingship are, 1n
a sense, universal in that they are based on evidence adduced from the records of all
Irish dynasties. This is an acceptable approach, as pre-Norman Ireland displays a
remarkable degree of uniformity in its social structures and political culture. On the
other hand, various differences of practice between different dynasties may be obscured
by such an all-encompassing model. Certain dynasties were innovative or successful in
different ways, and a few of these, such as Ui Néill and Dal Cais, have been subject to a
considerable amount of scholatly interest. However, other kingdoms and dynasties have
not yet recetved a fair share of attention. Consequently, I concentrate on certain
kingdoms and dynasties in particular, and attempt to assess the particular dynastic
practices of each from the surviving materials pertaining to each dynasty. The merits of
this case—s:tudy approach are obvious: it makes the broad subject of kingship more
manageable, as well as assisting the regional study of kingship in Ireland, which has
been inadequately pursued. Though all scholars of Ireland are aware of the plurality of
kingdoms in the medieval period, the tendency is to focus on the biggest provincial
polities for which there is the most evidence. This thesis cannot avoid this hazard, but
in examining some of the lesser-studied kingdoms will attempt to show that Ireland was
a more polycentric (and interesting) place than is sometimes allowed for. Of coutse, it
will not be possible to discuss every piece of evidence with respect to every dynasty; in

each case certain themes in dynastic practice will be highlighted, and where relevant,

comparisons will be made.
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The second aspect pertains to the question of historical development. Eatlier
approaches to kingship were often synchronic, combining evidence from eighth-century
laws, chronicle-references from the centuries afterward, and motifs in literary texts of
the eleventh and twelfth centuries in an attempt to define the nature of kingship. This
procedure was in some sense a corollary of the geographical generalisation outlined
above, and 1s in part a result of the extremely patchy distribution of available evidence
for certain areas and periods. Unfortunately the model of kingship so generated was
applicable 1n its entirety to no period or place in Ireland. Scholarship in more recent
decades (which will be considered presently) has taken a more sympathetic view of the
changes which may have taken place over time. It has to be said that accounts of these
changes generally take the ‘Ireland wide’ stance outlined above, but at least the myth of
pre-colonial Ireland as a ‘static’ and ‘backward’ society has been long dispelled. The aim
here is to pursue each dynastic case-study by reference to political change as shown
principally by the chronicles and genealogies. It is only into such detailed contexts that
some of the undated or loosely dated literary or documentary texts relating to each
dynasty may be placed, and it is a historical axiom that we need to place them as
accurately as possible if we are to make best use of them.

The third aspect relates to the contexts of Irish kingship. Though these
dynasties will be studied closely, they will not be studied in isolation, and examples from
elsewhere in Ireland are employed where appropriate, though not to an extent which
would render the geographical particularism of the case-studies pointless. What also
seems essential is an appreciation of the wider Insular and European context. Decades

of scholarship on the links between Ireland, Britain, and the Continent have shown the

degree to which persons, texts and ideas could travel between them. We cannot
suppose that no matter how unusual or different early Ireland was perceived to be by
outsiders (both medieval and modetn) its society and institutions were isolated from the
rest of Europe. This thesis does not attempt to make direct comparisons between
structures and practices of kingship in Ireland and elsewhere; nor does it attempt to
discern the kinds and levels of influence of external kingship on the indigenous Irish
variety. What 1t does attempt to do is indicate relevant European comparanda and

contexts, where appropriate, for particulat Itish practices. Furthermore, it will be readily

1 Eg, H Lowe (ed.), Die Iren und Europa im friiheren Mittelalter (Stuttgart 1982); D.N. Dumuville, Three
Men in a Boat: Scribe, Language and Culture in the Churdh of Viking-Age Europe (Cambridge 1997); P. Ni

%:l;ztimn & M. Richter (edd.), Ireland and Europe in the Early Middle Ages: Texts and Transmission (Dublin
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apparent that the aims and methodologies employed here have been used already by

numerous historians of the continental middle ages, and it seems appropriate to test
some of the insights provided by that historiography on Ireland.

The overall objectives of the thesis are direct products of these aims. The
intention is to provide detailed information on kingship as practiced by particular
dynasties. One may gain a sense of the ways in which models of kingship actually
operated. The extent to which the nature of royal practice changed over time will be
considered, which should highlight possible avenues for further research.

Methods and Patameters

In pursuing a methodology based on close attention to the historical and political
contexts, we are faced with the problem that the amount of research which has been
done on those contexts is extremely vatiable. The secondary works containing
narratives and analysis of the political history have largely, because of their nature, been
able to treat the material only in a faitly general way.* This situation should be in part
rectified by the long-awaited appearance of A New History of Ireland Vol.: I, which

unfortunately has arrived too late for the present thesis to benefit from the detailed
accounts of politics and society contained therein.’ Nevertheless, detailed studies of
particular events, persons or problems ate available in various journals and occasionally
in monograph form, but less commonly have scholars compiled detailed histories
focuéiﬂg on particular dynasties or kingdoms over long durations. Thete are notable
exceptions, for example Leinster and especially the Ui Néill.* However, there are few
historical studies of dynasties such as Clann Cholmain, Edganacht, Osraige or Ui Ruatrc
which cover the span of time we are concerned with here.’ For example, though F.J.
Byrne’s classic Insh Kings and High-Kings makes a number of references to histotical
developments and texts dating from after ¢ 900, the bulk of the material within 1s
concerned with the earlier period. Donnchadh O Cotriin’s Ireland Before The Normans

does cover the period, but because of the restrictions of its publication format is only

2 Mac Niocaill, IBTV; O Corriin, IBTN: S. Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages (Houndmuills 1997); D. O
Croinin, Early Medieval Ireland (Hatlow 1995)

3 D. O Créinin (ed.), A New History of Ireland, i (Oxford 2005).
‘ Eg., A.P. Smyth, Celric Leinster: Towards an Historical Geography of Early Irish Civikization AD 500-1600

(Dublin 1982); for the later petiod E. O'Byrne, War, Poktics and the Irish of Leinster 1156-1606 (Dublin

2003); F.J. Bytne, The Rise of the Ui Néill and the High Kingship of Ireland, O’Donnell Lecture 1969
(Dublin 1970); idem, IKHK, pp. 48-86.

> Exceptions include J.V. Kelleher, ‘Ui Maine in the Annals and Genealogies to 1225°, Celtica 9 (1971),
61-112.
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able to treat many matters in the briefest or most cursory manner. Diibhi O Crdinin’s

Early Medseval Ireland 400-1200 suffers from being spread too thinly, and the section
covering 800-1200 is a particular casualty in this regard. On the other hand, Thomas
Charles-Edwards Early Christian Ireland contains an admirable level of detailed synthesis
and original research, but is essentially concerned with the pre-Viking period; its
remarks on the ninth century are are limited and included by way of a coda.’ As a
consequence of this, I have had to prepate narrative histories myself to provide a
context in which to place the various aspects of royal practice of each of the dynasties
with which we are here concerned. These narratives were based principally on the
chronicles and genealogies, supplemented by other texts where possible, and the
secondary scholarship already available. With these lbngwe durée historical frameworks
established, it is possible to turn to the particular questions I wish to consider for each
dynasty.

This procedure, has, however, led to a further issue. For very good reasons,
modern theses do not have indulgent word-limits, and thus much of the historical and
political analysis underpinning this work has been eliminated to make way for the
particular issues upon which I wish to focus. It is not always necessary to burden the
reader with detailed discussions of the intricacies of genealogical relationships, or what
citcumstances may have led to a king undertaking a particular hosting, or the slightly
different ways in which chronicles may refer to the same person or event. In this thests,
I have retained narrative and detailed historical analysis where possible or when it is
absolutely essential to the particular discussion at hand, and summarised or removed it
clsewhere to lighten the boat. For example, the discussion of toyal succession among
Clann Cholmain in Chapter II depends upon detailed use of annalistic obits and
genealogical information, and much of this has been retained; but the detailed history of
what each king did in his reign has been removed. Similarly, the account of Cenél
nEogain history from the eighth century to the twelfth has been boiled down to two
themes relating to their overkingship, which means that discussion of how an
apparently less significant branch of that dynasty produced the powerful Mac Lochlainn
family has had to give way. Again, considerations of what befell the Edganachta
between their displacement as kings of Munster by the Dal Cais and the rise of the Mac
Carthaig family, an important question for Munster history, have had to be skated over

as not directly relevant to the substance of Chapter IV. On the other hand, discussions

¢ Chardles-Edwards, E, pp. 586-99.
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of the obscure early histories of Bréifne and Osraige have been mostly retained, as these
two kingdoms, more than the others in the thesis, have had very little work done upon
them. It 1s unfortunate that the histories of each dynasty considered in this thesis have
had to be truncated, not because I believe them to be anything like definitive statements
on the matter, but simply because they do not exist elsewhere. Some of the relevant
information has been distilled into tables accompanying each chapter, and this
compensates in some measure for the losses. I hope to undertake more work on these
dynastic histories and if possible provide this in future publications.

There are certain other restrictions and parameters observed. Firstl;é, the period
covered. The focus here is principally on the Central Middle Ages, that 1s the pertod
from the ninth to the twelfth centuries, though there is a reasonable amount of matter

concerned with the eighth century. There is plenty of evidence covering many parts of

[reland over this span, and this allows the detailed examination of the issues I wish to
consider. As regards the date at which this study commences, the simple fact is that the
bulk of scholarship has been on the eatlier period, and with the appearance of Charles-
Edwards’ Ear_/y Christian Ireland and the relevant articles in the first volume of A New
History of Ireland 1 feel justified in paying more attention to the later p‘re-Norman
centuries. There is inevitably some overlap between Charles-Edwards’ synthesis and
material here, principally in the discussions of certain eighth-century texts and the
nature of certain institutions, for although the ninth century has been taken as a rough
starting-point it would be of little use not to consider the earlier social and political
background to the historical developments considered here. At the other end of the
chronological span, it will be observed that although some use i1s made of sources for
the years immediately after the English invasions, developments in Irish kingship in the
colonial period are set aside. I wholeheartedly agree with scholars in recent decades who
have counselled against treating the Anglo-Norman adwntus as a great divide; for
scholars of either period to treat the other as ferra incognita is to impoverish their bases of
evidence and comparanda unduly, something no historian should be in the business of
doing. Several studies have admirably straddled the central and later middle ages.” The
classic work on the historical development of Irish kingship in the later middle ages,
Katherine Simms’ From Kings to Warlords has in large measure stood the test of time, and
though a reassessment of the petiod will be due before very long, it requires a specialist

understanding of later medieval sources greater than that which the present writer

! E.g,, Duffy’s general survey of the period from 1014 in Ireland in the Middle Ages, and Bart Jaskt’s EIKS,
which makes useful reference to sources of the post-conquest period.
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currently possesses. It is clear that a number of profound changes did take place in the

practice of Irish kingship in the thirteenth and later centuries, caused at the most basic
level by the presence of foreign lords holding very large tracts of land and reducing the
power of the existing nattve dynasties (though these effects were of course vartable 1n
different areas). There was thus an uneven playing surface for the Irsh kings, to say
nothing of moved goal-posts. Many of them coped and indeed thrived under the new
dispensations, but the nature of the Irish kingship in the later middle ages 1s a question
beyond the scope of this thesis. One may argue that vikings had a similar effect on Irish
soctety, but, regardless of the ongoing debate in this regard, that the Scandinavian

settlements and the Ostmen themselves came to be assimilated to the existing (but
evolving) Irish political structures makes it clear that they did not transform the
fundamental natures of the Irish kingdoms nor the practice of Irish kingship to any

great extent. No significant Irish dynasty was extirpated by Scandinavians, though many
famous Irish kings fell fighting them.’

Themes and Questions

There are many unanswered questions concerning the practice of Irish kingship. Did
[rish succession-practice change much over time, did dynasts become mote or less
violent, and were particular strategies used to secure succession? Did kings acquire and
appropriate more land and resources as time went on, or is there even the source
material to show this? Did the royal advice-texts actually have a royal audience, or any
effect on kingly actions? How much did consensual politics play a role in royal power?
Did kings use particular methods to accentuate/emphasize their kingliness or
specialnéss to others? What methods did they use to project their authority onto people
or the landscape? Were the lowest-scale kings really reduced to the scale of petty
chieftains in nature and name by the twelfth century? In the following chapters we will
address these and other questions. Rather than asking every question of every dynasty,

the case-studies will be structured around a selection of these issues, though inevitably
there will be some overlap.

Each of the chapters addresses itself to dynasties and themes as follows:

® On Scandinavian matters, see the collection of papers in H.B. Clarke, M. Ni Mhaonaigh & R. O
Floinn (edd.), Ireland and Scandinavia in the Early Viking Age (Dublin 1998).
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Chapter II is concerned with the internal workings of a royal dynasty — succession, the
royal family, resources, residences, private lands, patronage. The main dynasty
investigated 1s Clann Cholmain.

Chapter 111 1s concerned with the interactions between kingdoms and particularly the
workings of overkingship. The focus is on Cenél nEogain and the Eéganachta.

Chapter IV is concerned with the Christian characteristics of royal dynasties, and their
distinctiveness, as well as possible effects of the Church on the nature of kingship. The
object of investigation 1s again the E6ganachta.

Chapter V' 1s concerned with the growth of dynasties; how they acquired territories, how
they became important among Irish overkingdoms, how they represented their past to
that end, and particulary how middle-ranking dynasties were able to prosper among
more powerful neighbours. The kingdoms studied hete are Bréifne and Osraige.

Chapter VI is concerned in a more general way with the development of Irish kingship
in the period. It questions how titles, administration and military service changed over
time, and considers whether the kingship of the late twelfth century was qualitatively,
rather than just quantitatively, different to what had gone before. Because of its more
synthetic nature this chapter will utilise evidence from across Ireland.

Though each chapter concentrates on one or two dynasties, examples from
elsewhere in Ireland are introduced when necessary, to contextualise themes in the
history of the dynasties studied here. Certain topics which might be considered
impdrtant for the study of Irish kingship are also either treated in passing or are absent
entirely. The most obvious omission is a discussion of the kingship of Tara. This

- subject alone would require a thesis rather larger than the present volume, and thus,

though there are extended discussions of the two most important Ui Néill dynasties,
Clann Cholmain and Cenél nEdgain, material relating to the nature and functioning of
the kingship of Tara is kept to a2 minimum. This is partly because the kingship of Tara is
véry much a special case; a one-of-a-kind kingship which cannot be easily
accommodated into general discussions. The only parallel is the kingship of Cashel, and
that does not even come close in terms of the richness and quantity of the relevant
primary material. There have been several recent scholarly works concerned with the

kingship of Tara, and the forthcoming volume of essays on the subject will hopefully

break new ground in several respects.’

> E. Bhreathnach (ed.), The Kingship and Landscape of Tara (forthcoming Dublin 2005).
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Itish Kingship: the Development of a Model

In a paper originally delivered in 1995 Colman Etchingham noted that there was no
‘truly satisfactory’ account of the nature of Irish kingship available.”” Several attempts at
such an account exist, three of which have appeared since the publication of
Etchingham’s article.'’ ‘The intention here is not to provide a full historiography of our
understanding of Irish kingship, though what follows does provide a description of the
current state of knowledge, as an awareness of this is assumed in the chapters which
follow. The first thing to point out is that this understanding is a model of kingship, a
f:clatively abstract edifice derived from a synchronic use of the available sources,
informed by comparative anthropological and mythological interpretations. One
striking thing about Irish historiography is that few commentators make it explicit that
this description is in fact a construct. The same is probably true of studies of kingship in
many patts of the eatly medieval west, but scholars of those tegions have been more
ready in recent decades to appreciate that models can be constructed in different ways,
and that there may be considerable variation in the way institutions are interpreted. Fot
example, one recent trend in the study of the Carolingian wotld has been an emphasis
on the power of the aristocracy, and the consensual nature of many of the significant

political developments.'” This is a contrast to older scholarship, which was much
concerned with the power and authortty emanating from the kings and emperors, who

could wage war against whole peoples or bring recalcitrant dukes to heel. Both views of

the Frankish realms may be essentially correct, but much is to do with the interpretation
and weight lent to the evidence. In the case of Iteland we can in fact talk about zue
models; one derived primarily from the law-tracts and saga literature on one hand, and

one dertved principally from the chronicles and genealogies on the other. It is notable
that both models derive elements from the pioneering wotk of Eoin Mac Neill, but we

shall concentrate on developments from the middle part of the last century onwards.”

10 C. Etchingham, ‘Early Medieval Inish History’, in K. McCone & K. Simms (edd.), Progress in Medieval
Irish Studies (Maynooth 1996), pp. 123-53: 128.

1 O Crbinin, Early Medieval Ireland, pp. 63-84 (which Etchingham rnigorously reviewed in a section
appended to the published version of ‘Eatly Medieval Irish History’); Jaski, EIKS; Chades-Edwards,
ECI, pp. 102-6, 124-36, 522-85.

12 See, e.g., M. Innes, State and Sodety in the Earky Middle Ages: the Middle Rhine Valley, 400-1000
(Cambndge 2000); J.I. Nelson, Kingship and Government’, in T. Reuter (ed.), The New Cambridge
Medieval History, i1, . 900~ 1024 (Cambridge 1999), pp. 95-129.

13 The following section echoes Etchingham, ‘Early Medieval Irish History’, pp. 128-33, but here we are

c?nccfned w.ith outlining the models of kingship in simple terms; for further detail on the
historiographic developments in the subject, see Etchingham’s article.
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The first model is that of a king rooted in an archaic past. This was primarily
developed by D.A. Binchy, and its essentials can be discerned in the opening chaptets
of Byrne’s Irish Kings and High-Kings and numerous subsequent works which have
followed the lead of Binchy and Byrne. This king had several characteristics which
would seem more or less unusual from a Frankish or Anglo-Saxon point of view."* Irish
kings were not as rare as they were in other European societies. At a basic level, thete
were over 2 hundred small-scale local population-groups called #4atha, and each of these
normally had its own king, for which the normal term was 77, which has a respectable
Indo-European etymology cognate with rex, reich, raj and so forth. Kingship itself must
be a very ancient social institution in Ireland, dating from prehistory, but what other
forms of leadership and social organisation may have existed then are not known with
any certainty.” Even if we discount Tacitus’ account of an Irish rzgu/us exiled to Britain
in the first century AD, the eatliest continuous prose sources from Ireland, the writings
of Patrick, describe a society ruled over by various kings who were the acme of the
social scale. Irish society, or at least descriptions of it in legal materials, are very

concerned with class and status. The possession of wealth measured in various ways

(goods, livestock, estate) gave one a higher status, but it was principally in possessing
clients that gained an elevated position in society. The legal sources indicated a system
of clientship (a contractual relationship wherein the lord advanced the client a fief in
return for vatious renders and services) of remarkable complexity, unparalleled even in
ancient Roman society. The natural effect of such a system was to concentrate
increasing resources in the hands of fewer individuals as one progresses up the social

scale. The kings were at the summit of this scale. Patrick himself did not allude to a

hierarchy of kings, but later sources make it clear that some kings wete of higher status
than others, and that kings could enter into hierarchical relationships similar to (but in
many ways different from) the lotd-client relationship of the regular levels of society. In
this way a kingdom could become subotdinate to another, and just as a lord might have
several clients, so a king could have several other kings in submission to him. Thus a
number of kingdoms, though each with their own king, might have an ovetking also,
though what relationship they had with this overking varied. Some of these hierarchical

' The most concise statements of this model are D.A. Binchy, Celtic and Anglo-Saxon Kingship,
O’Donnell Lectures 1967-8 (Oxford 1970), and Byrne, IKHK, pp. 7-47.

15 This, of course is a problem for the prehistoric archaeologist. See M.J. O’Kelly, Early Ireland: an
Introduction to Irish Prebistory (Cambridge 1987); J. Waddell, The Prebistoric Archaeology of Ireland (Galway
1998); B. Amold & D.B. Gibson (edd.), Celtic Chiefdom, Celtic State: The Evolution of Complex: Social

Systems in Prebistoric Exrope (Cambridge 1995), esp. J. Collis, ‘States Without Centres? The Middle La
Tene Period in Temperate Europe’, pp. 75-80.
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relationships between kingdoms had a relatively stable and enduring existence, and thus
we can speak of an ovetkingship of several fdatha, the aggregate overkingdom
sometimes referred to as a mdrthiath. These overkings, normally called rur7 ‘great king’,
might find themselves in more or less regular submission to even more powerful kings,
rig ruirech who had nominal status (but not necessarily authority) over considerable areas
of Ireland; such kings are normally considered the provincial overkings of Munster,
Leinster and the like.

Despite showing an awareness of this hierarchy, Binchy’s model focused closely
on the nature of the kingship of the #7 t4aithe, the king of an individual ##ath. Though of
supreme status within his kingdom, he had limited functions. He could not make law or

enforce public or private justice except in special circumstances. He was not an allodial
landowner or dominus terrae except of the lands he or his family owned personally. His

main powers were concerned with external relations, making war and peace with other
tdatha. Though not a judge, he has several quasi-judicial characteristics, encapsulated in
the literary concept of fir flathemon ‘rulet’s truth’: the king who makes wise decisions and
pronounces correct judgements would prosper, and his land would prosper too, while
the king who pronounced falsehood (géx) had no right to rule, for if he did the land
would decay. Kings had to be free from physical blemish and deformity, for again a king
with these was unfit to rule. Other symbolic prohibitions (gess)) of actions by kings are
found in a number of stoties. In some measure these were indicative of the uniqueness
and charisma of kings, what made them special and different from the rest, and such
notions were in Binchy’s view inherited from Indo-European concepts of the sacral
functions of rulets and the relationship between them and the land they ruled. This was
exemplified lBy royal inaugurations, which were supposedly symbolic of a marriage
between king and realm, the sovereignty of which is in some stories personified as a
goddess.

| This description was in large part derived from Binchy’s own analysis of the

law-tracts, supplemented by a reading of sagas and other literature, The king thus

presented seemed to be restricted in so many ways, though Byre admitted to a

historical development of kingly powers. Yet this archaic ## t#aithe, characterised in
Wormald’s striking locution as a ‘priestly vegetable’ was taken as the basis for kingship
from which all other developments proceeded.'® The ovetkings who competed for the

‘¢ P. Wormald, “Celtic and Anglo-Saxon Kingship: some Further Thoughts’, 1n P.E. Szarmach (ed.),
Sources of Anglo-Saxcon Culture (Kalamazoo 1986), pp. 151-83: 153.



kingship of all Ireland from the ninth century onward were, according to Binchy and
Byrne, still fundamentally g tdaithe.’

The other model of kingship, owing more to Mac Neill’s approach, has been
most developed by O Corriin. Though he gave a précis of the Binchy version in Ireand
Before the Normans, in the same pages he outlined a description of a developing kingship
which was argued more fully in a seminal paper titled ‘Nationality and Kingship in pre-
Norman Ireland’.'® For O Corriin, Irish kings in the historical record were aggressive
and ambitious dynasts who wielded a considerable amount of power. His focus was
primarily on the overkings who dominated Irish politics in the pre-Norman centuries,
whose activities were documented in the chronicles and whose self-concious
articulations of their identity and image could be traced in genealogical and literary texts.
These kings were men of action, who, as far as the annalistic record goes, signally failed
to observe restrictions on their actions or niceties of the sacrality of their fellow-kings.

The existence of this model posed several problems. How could the dynamic
kings observed in the historical record over its entire duration be reconciled with the
static figure portrayed by Binchy? O Corriin asserted that the legal materials were out of
step with reality from the very moment they were compiled, the pedantic and archaising
schematics of jurists.”” On the other hand one could take the mote pragmatic view that
though some of the legal materials might not reflect historical reality at the time they
were composed, others (including much of the gloss and commentary) did accurately
teflect reality (for otherwise, what was the point of the law?), and that as our
interpretation of the legal materials evolves, we will be better placed to judge their
validity. A formidable problem is that our understanding of legal terminology is
incomplete; the exact meaning of terms like rwiri remains obscure. Charles-Edwards’
rematk that the modern reader should not worry about such terms ‘for some were
probably just as obscure to Irishmen in the eighth century’ may be fair but is not
helpful.®

Scholats were still left with two models of kingship that were at odds with each
other. The obvious solution was place them in temporal sequence, to make the style of

kingship apparently deducable from the annals follow chronologically the supposed

17 Byrne, IKHK| pp. 40-7.

18 O Corriin, IBTN, pp. 28-42; D. O Corriin, ‘Nationality and Kingship in Pre-Normman Ireland’, in
T.W. Moody (ed.), Nationakty and the Pursuit of National I ndependence [Historical Studies 11] (Belfast 1978),

pp. 1-35.
19 (§) Cotrain, IBTN, p. 29; idem, ‘Nationality and Kingship’, p. 13.
20 Charles-Edwards, ECT, p. 130.
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archaic kingship of laws. As Nerys Patterson has pointed out, this solution proceeds
from evolutionist historical assumptions.”' This argument unfortunately also re-opened
the old debate about the development of Irish society and whether it progressed from a
ptimitive ‘tribal’ stage to a ‘dynastic’ one and perhaps, ultimately to a ‘feudal’ state
comparable with other European societies in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. For the
purposes of this thesis, at least, such debates are secondary, for the simple reason that
all the kings here ate practitioners of ‘dynastic’ kingship (inasmuch as they wete
members of dynasties), so that questions of ‘tribal kingship’ become irrelevant.
Etchingham himself questioned the validity of a difference between the two kinds of
kingship and the evolutionary notions which undetlie it.” He might have gone further
and rejected it out of hand as a chimera, for there is little evidence to sustain it.

A few further remarks may be made about our dual models of kingship. The
analysis of the dynastic king as found in the chronicles has the benefit of incorporating
a historical awareness, though as we have seen this has also led to a developmental view
of Irish kingship. On the other hand, both models pay minimal attention to possible
regional differences. There are several reasons for this. In the first place the source
material 1s often so meagre, particularly for certain parts of Ireland, that attempts to
discern qualitative differences in the nature of kingship between different areas are
futile. More importantly, we have to allow for the fact that the written sources were

produced by an educated Christian elite who, on the face of it, shared a very uniform

literate culture, and a regularized written form of the Irish language. This militates
against the detection of localised peculiatities. The only part of Ireland sometimes
considered to be different is Munster, where the political hegemony of the Edganacht

was seen as being in some way atchaic, while the alleged ‘poetico-legal school’

exemplified by Bretha Nemed Toisech and other texts is sometimes invoked as revealing a
different attitude to kingship in that province.” These matters are unproven, and on the

face of it Ireland presents us with a remarkably homogenous political culture and similar
political structures from Malin Head to Cape Cleat.

21 N. Patterson, Cattle-lords and Clansmen: the Social Structure of Early Ireland (2nd edn, Notre Dame 1994),
Pp. 5-6, 20-32.

2 Etchingham, ‘Eardy Medieval Itish History’, p. 130.

# E.g. Byme, IKHK, pp. 165-70. On this ‘school’, see D.A. Binchy, “The Date and Provenance of

Uraicecht Bee?, Eriu 18 (1958), 44-54; L. Breatnach, ‘Canon Law and Secular Law in Eardy Ireland: The

Significance of Bretha Nemed, Peritia 3 (1984), 439-59, also argues for the Muanster provenance of
Bretha Nemed,
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The Practice of Kingship

The purpose of this thesis is to examine kingships at a regional level over time and see
what additions and refinements may be made to our understanding of royal practice. In
the main, then, it is O Corriin’s model of kingship which lies behind this methodology.
This may seem inevitable, giving that both O Corriin’s studies and those here proceed
primarily from an examination of the chronicles; we, however, are concerned with
deriving refined interpretations from the study of particular dynasties. A few more
specific points of the model must be discussed. As noted above, the legal materials refer
to an ascending hierarchy of kingship running r, ruiri, 1i ruirech, the last often equated
with the 77/ co#id, king of a province. One might infer that the theoretical summit of this
pyramid would be an overking of the provinces, a king of Ireland. Such a figure was a
given in Irish historiography until the mid-twentieth century, even though the
contemporary chronicles were rather sparing in their use of the title. Binchy famously
noted that the king of Ireland was conspicuously absent from the law tracts (or rather,
what he took to be the canonical early law tracts, rather than glosses and commentary),
and endeavoured to link the concept more closely with the Ui Néill and the kingship of
Tara, a baton smartly picked up by Byme* For him the kingship of Tara was of
antiquity, but was appropriated by the Ui Néill as their special mandate, and the link
with the kingship of Ireland was cteated by their endeavouts in that direction. More
recent debate on the subject has been much concerned with the question of whether the
kingship of Tara did have associations with an Ireland-wide kingship that predated the
Ui Néill or at least were not peculiar to them; the recent trend has been a slight

reversion to the older view.”® In O Corriin’s estimation, a hierarchy of kings was a

reality (and this can be seen from the annals), but the status of lowest grade of king, the
ri tiaithe, was gradually eroded by the encroachments of enterprising overkings.” He
pointed to the use of titles such as dux and saisech for individuals whose predecessors in
office had been called rex and 77 This matter will be considered in detail in Chapter VI,

but at the outset it should be observed that any such degradation of titulature is not

neatly so extensive as O Corriin has suggested, as has already been pointed out by
Wendy Davies and Etchingham.*’

¢ Byrne, The Rise of the Ui Néilf, idem, IKHK pp. 48-105.

2> E.g. E. Bhreathnach, Tara: a Select Bibliography (Discovery Programme Reports 3, Dublin 1995); eadem,
“Temoria: Caput Scotorum?’, Eri 47 (1996), 67-88; Chades-Edwards, EQ, pp. 469-521.

26 QO Corriin, IBTN, pp. 29-31; idem, ‘Nationality and Kingship’, pp. 9-10.

21 See below, p. 276.
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As for the matter of a king of Ireland, apart from the chronicle-evidence it is
clear that the law-tracts do sanction such a figure, for example Miadslechta®™ As an
example of recent advances in our understanding I would like to consider a Middle Irish
law-text (probably tenth century) on end and dibad, most recently edited, translated and
discussed by Kevin Murray.”’ This tract is significant, though I am unaware that anyone
has discussed the relevant passage at length. The text discusses ¢rd, a body-fine paid for
killing and fatal injury.” It is significant in two ways: it shows kings operating as legal
enforcers for lower levels of society, and, as mentioned, it refers to a king of Ireland.

Here is Murray’s edition and translation of the relevant section:

§3 Rann d bun cétamus, .i. tét rf in chéicidh né na mirthiaithe i tech rig Erenn. Mad rf oicid mad rf morthiiaithe, tét i
tegh righ in choicid né ind ardrigh cena 7 gaibid giall n-ann im chinaigh ind-{ marbus a fer co n-éirren fris a crd 7 ranntair

iaram in cro. Sechtmad as cétamus do giall frisi tobongar.

[There are three ways o is to be divided, depending on the circumstances:]

A division from the bottom first, i.e. the king of the province or of the major #4azh goes into the house of
the king of Ireland. Whether provincial king or king of a major #4arh he goes into the house of the king of
the province or the high-king on the other hand and he takes a hostage there for the crime of the one

who kills their man, until he pays them their crd and it is then divided. One seventh of it in the first place
for the hostage who 1s taken for it.

The process described seems straightforward enough. A king looks to his overking to
enforce the payment of a9, In this case the king of a province or an overkingdom
within a province submits to the superior king, the king of Iteland or the provincial king
respectively.”! A hostage (g7a/)) 1s handed over, and the king then acts to enforce the
collection of the ¢r, of which one seventh goes to the hostage for his trouble. The text

goes on to state that the enforcing king keeps a third of the remainder of the v, the
family of the deceased gets a third and the lords (faithi) get the remaining third.

8 CIH, 1, 583.7-12; for discussion see L. Breatnach, “Varia VI.3: Airdr as an old compound’, Eriu 37
(1986), 191-3: 193; Etchingham, ‘Early Medieval Irish History’ p. 131 and n. 9.

# K. Murray (ed. and transl), ‘A Middle Irish tract on ¢rd and dibad, in A.P. Smyth (ed.), Seanchas: Studies
in E;Sr?/ ggd Medieval Irish Archaeology, History and Literature in Honour of Frands J. Byrne (Dublin 2000),
pp. 251-60.

3 For discussion see Kelly, GEIL, 125-6; Charles-Edwards, EIWK 491, 505-7; D. Greene, ‘Ctd, cri,
and similar words’, Celtica 15 (1983), 8.

1 As an example of the problems of terminology we have here the instance of mérthsath which Murray
translates literally as ‘major #/azl’. But does this mean ‘a big (or important) ath’ (which i1s what

Murray’s translation seems to imply), or rather ‘a group of #iatha, a mesne overkingdom” (which is
how the term seems to be used in other texts)?
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There are various other nuances and complexities to the procedure which are

discussed by Murray.”® For our purposes we can note the complex operation of law-
enforcement by both kings and overkings, a feature of Irish society to which too little
heed has been paid. A lord would normally only have to ask a king to intervene to levy
erd if it was required of someone beyond the boundary of the #Zath, for relations with
other tiatha was a king’s prerogative. In this case the other f#ath might be one with
which a cairde ‘treaty’ was in force, a situation which shall be considered 1n Chapter III.
Similatly, if the king of a #4ath or midrthiath has to seek redress from an overking, it
would normally be because the e was required from a foreign group.” This text in
particular is 2 good illustration of the complex patterns of ovetrlordship and territorial
relations which could exist between Irish kings. Futther, it seems to show that by the
ninth century the concept of a king of Ireland who had rights of legal enforcement over
even provincial kings had gained some currency, even though the eatlier legal materials

do not mention such a king.

Certain other themes relating to royal practice have been examined in recent
years. I do not intend hetre .to give even an ersatz recent historiography of Irish kingship,
but simply to highlight a few wotks containing valuable information and thought-
pi:ovoking ideas which have stimulated discussions in this work. In the first place 1s Bart
jﬁski’s Early Irish Kingship and Succession, a rewritten version of his PhD thesis, expanded
with additional material on what he termed ‘dynastic kingship’ and other matters. The
book necessarily focuses on the question of succession, though the new matter,
including sections on the expansion and segmentation of dynasties, and the uses of
‘political propaganda’, does much to round out the general kingship aspect of the title.**
Succession leads to inauguration, and the work of Elizabeth FitzPatrick has done much
to elucidate this subject. Het new monograph, Roya/ Inauguration in Gaelic Ireland c. 1100-
1600, explains several important ways in which Irish kingship was connected with
significant sites in the landscape, and the use made of those sites.”® Katherine Simms’
From Kings To W/arlordf, though also concerned mainly with the later middle ages, made
many'ﬁﬁportanf points about the nature of royal resources and administration which

will be considered here. Many more works will be referred to in the coutse of the

32 Murray, ‘A Middle Irish Tract’, 256-59.

33 Kelly:, GEIL, p. 23 points out that this would only be possible in cases where both kingdoms owed
allegiance to the same overking,.

 Jaski, EIKS, pp. 191-228.

35 Edolji'i)tzpatﬁck, Royal Inauguration in Gaelic Ireland ¢. 1100-1600: a Cultural Landscape Study (Woodbrdge
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following chapters, and they are testament to the growth in the study not just of

medieval Irish kingship but of medieval Irish history, archaeology, literature, language
and learning as a2 whole. In what has become a vast field it becomes ever more crucial to

return again and again to the primary sources, for so many of them are yet to be
propetly exploited. Kings are the objects upon which so many of these primary texts ate

fixated, in so many different ways, and in what follows we shall return Irish kings and

their practices to centre stage.

Use of Soutces and Conventions
(1) Qwotation and translation of primary sources

Quotations from primary soutces ate given as in the original, be it edition or
manuscript, though in some cases I have regularised the use of length-marks. Due to
space constraints, it has not always been possible to cite the original in full, for example
for annal-entries where interpretation of the Irish is unproblematic. Where editors have
provided translations I have given these without further comment when I consider
them to be accurate; if I have endeavoured to provide my own translation this 1s
indicated in each case. The exceptions to this policy ate quotations from chronicles,
where all the translations are my own (except for a couple of instances which are
labelled thus). Where ‘my translations are given, they employ the orthographic

conventions outlined below.

(1) The Use of Chronicles

According to the methodology above, much of the material presented here is directly
based on annalistic compilations. When references are made to annal-entries, the
principal source used is AU. This is not due to a belief in the superior veracity of the
information in AU, but simply because corrected AU dates have been long used as a
chronological reference. Of course, AU dates are not necessarily correct, either within

the framework provided by the Irish chronicles as a whole, nor as an indicator of the
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true date.”® Synchronisms of dates may be found at Daniel McCarthy’s website,
http:/ /www.cs.tcd.ie/Dan.McCarthy/chronology/synchronisms/annals-chron.htm.

Whete references ate given to AU and other chronicles, it 1s normally because
the others contain additional or contradictory information on the same events or
people; in the latter case there is normally discussion of the discrepancy in the main text
ot footnotes. Naturally, events which are not included in AU are referred to the
chronicle(s) which do include them. The teader will particularly note this for Munster
events found only in A, or Leinster ones found only in FAI, but for the period in the

twelfth century where there are gaps in several of the principle chronicles (AU 1132-
1154, AI 1130-1159, ALC 1138-1170), the burden falls mainly upon AT and AFM.

References are all to the published editions given in the table of abbreviations

and the bibliography. The editorial policy of Al (ed. Mac Airt) and AU (ed. Mac Airt &
Mac Niocaill) was to divide entries within a year by reference number (e.g. 935.1, 955.2

etc). In some recent examples (e.g. Dumville, Councils and Synods; O Corriin,
‘Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn’) this system of referencing is extended to other
chronicles such as AFM; this editorial policy has also been adopted by the CELT
database of texts, where it has been applied to the electronic editions of chronicles
which are not divided thus in their printed editions. Although the methodology is most
useful, there are problems in determining what constitutes a single entry or event, and
within the electronic version of AFM there seems to be some inconsistency in policy.”’
As the standards used by CELT and other scholars are in a state of evolution,
references to AT, CS, ALC and AFM ate to year only, as per the printed editions;

references to FAI are to the entry-number in Radner’s edition.
(1) Legal Materials

References to law-texts which have been edited/translated are normally to the most

recent edition; unedited matter contained in CIH is referred there by volume, page and

line numbers (though CIH pagination is continuous through the volumes). All

translations of text from CIH are my own.

% See D.P. McCarthy, ‘The Chronology of the Irish Annals’, PRIA 98 C (1998), 203-55; N.J. Evans,
“The Textual Development of the Principal Irish Chronicles in the Tenth and Eleventh Centures’
(unpubl. PhD diss., University of Glasgow 2003).

37 Corpus of Electronic Texts, http://www.ucc.ie/celt. On these and other issues see D.N. Dumville,

'1(325;3(21?181% and Translating Medieval Irish Chronicles: The Annals of Ulster’, CMCS 10 (Winter
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(tv) Orthography

A perennial difficulty for the historian, linguist and literary scholar of eatly Ireland 1s the
lack of a standard orthogtaphy of early Irish. For a work such as this, this issue resolves
itself primarily into the orthography of proper names and technical terms. Here I have
based the orthography upon the written language of the soutces produced during the
greater part of the period covered by the thesis, conventionally known as Middle Irish.

This stage in the histoty of Itish is normally considered to cover the tenth to the twelfth
centuries.”® It is important to note that Middle Irish was undergoing the numerous
changes which transformed it from its Old Irish predecessor to its Eatly Modermn Irish
successor. Thus, though Middle Irish forms are employed here, complete consistency 1s
impossible. Additionally, in discussion of texts from the Old Irish period the relevant

forms are employed.

One matter about which greater sensitivity has been shown in recent years is the
marking of length on vowels and diphthongs, something which was done sporadically
and inconsistently by the scribes of the eatliest manuscripts. Where scholars once

employed the forms uath, Ua, Mael, more tecent secondaty works have #4ath, Ua, Mdel.

Nevertheless, there is still considerable variation. For the sake of complete consistency,

I have supplied here length-marks on all long vowels and diphthongs, even where later
and Modern Irish usage no longer employs them. This is most obvious for the

diphthong 7z seen in names such as Néall, Cfarin, Brian for modern Niall, Ciaran, Brian,

also seen in the names of peoples such as the Ciarraige and Ui Fiachcrach Aidne.

(v) A note on particular names

In names compounded from Maéel + another element, the name is treated as a lose
compound, with mde/ as masc. causing no mutation in the nominative but causing
lenition in its genitive form mail” The name Miel Sechnaill, popular in the ninth to
eleventh centuries, has its own set of problems. Sechnall (detived ultimately from

Secundinus) gradually gave way via metathesis to an alternative form Sechlann. From

38 L. Breatnach, ‘An Mhéan-Ghaeilge’, in K. McCone ¢f al (edd.), Stair na Gaeilge in Omés do Phidraig O

Fiannadhta (Maynooth 1994), pp. 221-333; Cf. K.H. Jackson, Aisknge Meic Con Génne (Dublin 1990),
pp. 73-140.

3 In the early language mde/was also treated as feminine (leniting in nom.) with gen. mdele/ maile, though
here only found as Mael Muire, daughter of Cinied I mac Ailpin of Scotland.
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this form the royal dynasty of Mide descended from Miel Sechnaill mac Mail Rianatd
(d. 862) took their surname in the later middle ages, Ua Mail Sechhinn (modern O

Maoilsheachlainn, anglicized O’Melaghlin). To avoid confusion I have consistently used
the forms Miel Sechnaill, mac/Ua/Ui Mail Sechnaill.

In the eleventh and twelfth centuties names compounded of Gilla + another
element became more popular. Here gilla (Old Irish gillae) is masc., with genitive gillai
causing lenition. In Middle Irish usage the spelling (and quality) of the final vowel
varied; generally the nom. and gen. had fallen together as gi//a, but 1 have retained the
older genitive here to aid clarity in names such as Gilla Patraic Mac Gillai Phitraic.”

The differing quality of the final vowel (in most cases palatal or non-palatal /3/) gave

rise to the variation seen in Modern Irish gio/la, Scottish Gaelic gi/é.

v1. Forms of Place-names

Where modern Anglicized place-names are given they are in the form adopted by
Ordnance Survey Ireland/Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland for their official
publications, e.g. Clonmacnoise, Tullyhogue, rather than Clonmacnois, Tullahoge. The
maps have been prepared using public domain GIS datasets from the Free GIS Project
at http:/ /freegis.org.
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Chapter II: Dynasty and Kingdom

The first issues we shall focus on are those closest to the centre of power: the king, his
family, his household, his lands. As we have seen in the introduction, an attempt to
separate these areas of concern from other aspects of kingship would be unhelpful, and
so the methodology employed is to examine the history of one particular dynasty in
detail to provide the context for these areas to be highlighted. The dynasty chosen here
1s Clann Cholmain of Mide, who wete, with a few exceptions, the dominant Southern
Ui Neill dynasty from the late eighth century to the twelfth, providing several kings of
Tara. There has been surprisingly little work done on their history in this period, and 1t
1s hoped that the present discussion will indicate some avenues for further research.
Clann Cholmain have been chosen not only for their political significance on the wider

Irish stage, but also because there is a considerable body of evidence on which we may

draw.
The Rise of Clann Cholmain

Early sources, beginning with the Collctanea of Tirechin, show that Mide and
neighbouring Brega were under the dominance of Southern Ui Néill dynasties well
before the end of the seventh century. These dynasties are represented in the
genealogies as a single unit down to the reign of Diarmait mac Fergusa Cerrbél (d. .
565), after which the lands were divided between his sons: Brega ruled by Aed Sliine
and his descendants (Sil nAeda Sldine) and Mide under Colmin Mér and his progeny
(Clann Cholmain). The standard genealogical scheme states that there were two sons of
Diarmait with the same name: Colmin Mér, and Colmin Bec, ancestor of the less
significant dynasty Caille Follamain; Ailbhe Mac Shamhriin has argued that one was
originally a doublet of the other, the distinction reflecting later political developments.?
Ji ruieda Sliine “e'njoyed supreme power among the Southern Ui Néill for over a
century afterwards, though it was some time before they intruded into the overkingship

of the Ui Néill.’ Not a great deal 1s known of the doings of the kings of Mide in the

later sixth or seventh centuries, or where the centte of their power was. The most

1 Ed & transL. L. Bieler, The Patrician Texts in the Book of Armagh (Dublin 1979), pp. 123-39. Cf. O
Cotrain, IBTN, pp. 19-21; Byrne, IKHK, pp. 87-8.

? AS. Mac Shamhrdin, ‘Nebulse discutiuntur® The Emergence of Clann Cholmiin, Sixth-Eighth
Centunes’, in Smyth, Seandhas, pp. 83-97.
3 Charles-Edwards, ECT, pp. 21-2, 571-2.
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significant eatly site in Mide was the hill of Uisnech, the ‘navel’ of Ireland and probably
a ritual site of some importance in the Iron Age.* The kings of Clann Cholmain
sometimes styled themselves rig Uisnig ‘kings of Uisnech’; there has been no conclusive
evidence to prove that they dwelt there in the seventh and eighth centuries, though
there is a strong possibility that there was later occupation at the site.” The heartland of

Clann Cholmiin was the midland areas around Loughs Owel and Ennell towards the
Shannon, and southwards towatd the Slieve Bloom mountains incorporating land in

modern Co. Offaly. As well as lying at the strategic junctions of several waterways, by
the seventh century this area incorporated a number of important churches, most
notably Durrow, Clonard and Clonmacnoise. The area also dominated the important
north-south and east-west land-routes across Ireland. It is possible that in the eighth or

ninth century Clann Cholmain made their base the area around Lough Ennell, centred

on the fortified site of Diin na Sciath and the adjacent crannog of Cré-inis.’ The kings
of Clann Cholmiin probably dwelt there for much of the ninth, tenth and eleventh

centuries and if there had been a move, access to and control of the midland waterways
may have been a strong motive.’! Another possible factor was the increasingly-felt

presence of Vikings, though their activities on the midland waterways did not get
underway until the middle part of the ninth century.’

A significant problem of Clann Cholmain’s history is how they were able to
come from relative obscurity to become dominant in the midlands and exclude Sil
nAeda Sliine from the kingship of Tara. I am not sure that the problem has been
satisfactorily solved, but recent studies have emphasised a combination of factors.” Sil

nAeda Sliine split into branches normally termed ‘northern’ and ‘southern’, the former

basing itself at the prehistoric complex of Knowth, the latter at Lagore with their seat at

R.A.S. Macalister and R.LL Praeger, Report on the Excavation of Uisneach’, PRIA 38 C (1928-9), 69-
127; Byme, IKHK, p. 87.

B. Wailes, “The Insh “Royal Sites” in History and Archaeology’, CMCS 3 (Summer 1982), 18-29 has a
useful summary of the information from Macalister and Praeger’s ‘Report’.

C.E. Katkov and J. Ruffing, ‘The Southern Ui Néill and the Political Landscape of Lough Ennell’,
Perztia 11 (1997), 336-58: 337.

Ibid., 338. Radiocatbon dating of timbers from Cré-inis indicate that site almost certainly dates from
after ¢ 850; see R. Warner, ‘On Crannogs and Kings (part 1), Ulter Journal of Archaeology 57 (1994),
62-3. . . .

C. Doherty, ‘The Vikings in Ireland: a Review’, in Clarke, Ni Mhaonaigh & O Floinn, Ireland and
Scandinavia, pp. 288-330 at 295.

Mac Shambhrain, ‘Nebulae discutiuntur?’; TM. Chades-Edwards, “The Ui Néill 695-743: the Rise and Fall
of Dynasties’, Peritia 16 (2002), 396-418.
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Lagote crannog itself.' The northern branch were the more powerful, eventually
monopolizing the overkingship of Brega, yet Clann Cholmain were able to take
advantage of the internal feuding of Sil nAeda Sliine to become the dominant kings of
the Southern Ui Néill. The Southern Ui Néill were only half of the picture. In a parallel
transition of power, the Northern Ui Néill dynasty of Cenél nEogain successfully
excluded the rival Cenél Conaill from supreme kingship in the north of Ireland after the
middle of the eighth century."" The most important result of these developments was
that there was a single dominant Ui Néill dynasty in the north, and one in the south.
Both had claims to the overkingship of all the Ui Néill dynasties, the kingship of Tara.
The stability of this institution was maintained for almost three centuries by alternating

(with a few exceptions) the overkingship between the kings of Cenél nEdgain and those
of Clann Cholmain.”

- Donnchad Midi mac Domnaill (d. 797) was the first king of Clann Cholmaiin to
sﬁccessfu]ly stamp his authority on Leth Cuinn, the notrthern half of Ireland. He quickly
secuted his position in Mide, invaded Munster, and joined with the Leinstermen to
crush northern Brega." He demonstrated his power over Cenél nEogain 1n 779, taking
the hostages of Aed rex aqutlonis ‘king of the north’.'* Donnchad’s main allies seem to
have been the Leinstermen. He matried one of his daughters to the king of Leinster; he
also came to the aid of Leinster against Munster.” In the north Aed mac Néill of Cenél
nEogain eventually emerged as dominant representative of Ui Neill; he was defeated by
Donnchad in a battle at Tailtiu, possibly even at the Aenach Tailten, the great assembly of
the various branches of Ui Néill.'® In ecclesiastical affairs, Donnchad followed his father
in associating with the churches of Colum Cille. Domnall had patronised the Columban
church of Durrow and he was buried there."” In 778 the abbot of Iona came to Ireland
and tre-promulgated the Law of Colum Cille (Lex Coluwim Cill) in association with
Donnchad; this law had already been promulgated in the reigns of his father and

‘9 FJ. Byrne, ‘Historical note on Cnogba (Knowth)’ [appendix to G. Eogan, ‘Excavations at Knowth,

Co. Meath 1962-65’), PRLA 66 C (1968), 383-400; G. Eogan, ‘Life and Living at Lagore’, in Smyth,
Seanchas, pp. 64-82.

't Chatles-Edwards, “The Ui Néill 695-743’; see further below, Chapter I11.

12 G.F. Dalton, “The Alternating Dynasties 734-1022", Studia Hibernica 16 (1976), 46-53.
13 _A4U 775.5.

4 AU 779.10.
15 4U 795.1,794.6. These alliances reflect a general tendency for Clann Cholmiin to be more positively-
disposed to the Leinstermen than wete the northern Ui Néill.

16 D.A. Binchy, “The Fair of Tailtiu and the Feast of Tara’, Eriu 18 (1958), 52-85; B. Jaski, EIKS, pp. 61-
2

17 M. Igerbert, Iona, Kells and Deryy: the History and Hagiography of the Monastic Familia of Columba (Oxford
1988), pp.65-66.
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gtandfather.18 This association between the heads of the Columban churches and the

Clann Cholmain kings of Tara allowed Iona to exercise its influence in Ireland to a
considerable extent.” Donnchad was probably responsible for the congressio senodorum of
780.* Donnchad died in 797. His father (and grandfather) had played a considerable
patt in the rise of Clann Cholmdin fortunes, but Donnchad consolidated these gains
and ensured that the dynasty had considerable power on a very wide scale. As we shall

see, certain aspects of his policy recur in the reigns of his successors.
Dynastic Histoty and Succession among Clann Cholmain

The first theme I wish to examine in detail is dynastic succession. It was noticed at the
outset that Clann Cholmain had made themselves sole masters of Mide at an early date,
and thus competition for the overkingship came not from other dynasties but from
within the dynasty itself. It will be useful to examine the circumstances surrounding the
succession to the kingship to see if any patterns are discernible, though this necessarily
will involve the recapitulation of a certain amount of historical narrative. The theoretical
models of succession have been recently elucidated in great detail by Jaski, and the
discussions which follow ate informed by his valuable work.*' Where Jaski attempted to
define the rules for Gaelic succession (both toyal and noble) over the entire middle
ages, In what follows we shall attempt to examine the practice of succession as it
operated among Clann Cholmain in the period 800-1200. This will necessarily involve
the summary of a good deal of political history, but it is important not to divorce the

matter of succession from its historical context. Studies of the sequence of alternating

kings of Tara emphasize that in the case of both Clann Cholmain and Cenél nEébgain
the succession to the Tara kingship was essentially patrilinear (Table 1). It is important
to grasp, however, that the succession to the Mide kingship was far less straightforward,
with kings from several different branches succeeding as rg Uisnig. The fact that a
regular succession to the Tara kingship emerged from this variation is striking, and
might even suggest that some particular mechanism operated which restricted

succession to the Tara kingship to what some later genealogies call the ‘main line’ of

18 AU 7534, 778.4.
19 Herbett, Iona, Kells and Derry, pp. 66-67.

20 Pyrnc, IKI:IK, p. 158; D. O Cortrain, ‘Congressio Senadorumy’, Peritia 10 (1996), 252. For an alternative
interpretation of the wngressio with respect to church organisation see C. Haggart, “The &4 D¢ and

Eci:lesia‘stical Government in Ireland in the Eighth and Ninth Centuries’ (unpubl. PhD. diss.,
University of Glasgow 2003), pp. 142-70.
21 Jaski, EIKS.
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Table 2: Kings of Mide, 766-1184
This list may be compared with that in NHI, ix, pp. 195-7.

1. Donnchad Midi mac Domnaill £. 766-797.
2. Domnall mac Donnchada ¢. 797-799.

3. Muiredach mac Domnaill (brother of 1) £. 799-802.

4. Ailill mac Donnchada r. 802-3 (joint-king with Conchobat, 6).

5. Niall mac Diarmata r. ?-826 (nephew of, and probably sub-king under Conchobar, 6).
6. Conchobar mac Donnchada r. 802-833.

7. Mael Rianaid mac Donnchada r. 833-843.

8. Miel Sechnaill I mac Mail Rianaid r. 843-862.

9, Lorcin mac Cathail r. 862-64 (joint-king with Conchobar, 10).

10. Conchobar mac Donnchada r. ?-864 (joint-king with Lorcan, 9).

11. Donnchad mac Aeduciin (Eochociin) r. 864-877.

12. Flann Sinna mac Mail Sechnaill £. 877-916.

13. Conchobar mac Flainn r. 916-919.

14. Domnall mac Flainn r. 919-921 (probably joint- or sub-king with Donnchad, 15).
15. Donnchad Donn mac Flainn . 919-944.

16. Aengus mac Donnchada r. 944-945.

17. Donnchad mac Domanaill £. 945-950 (nephew of Donnchad, 15).

18. Fergal Got mac Aengusa r. 950 (killed Donnchad, 17).

19. Aed mac Mail Ruanaid r. 950-1 (nephew of Donnchad, 15).

20. Domnall Donn mac Donnchada r. 951-52 (killed Aed, 19).

21, Cadus mac Cuinn £. 952-60 (nephew of Domnall, 20).

22. Donnchad Finn mac Aeda r. 960-974 (probably joint-king with Muirchertach 23).
23. Muirchertach mac Aeda r. 7960-974.

24. Mael Sechnaill II Mor mac Domnaill £. £974-1022.
25. Miel Sechnaill I1II Got mac Mail Sechnaill r. 1022-25 (great-great grandson of Flann 12).

26. Rien mac Muirchertaig £. 1025-27 (probably nephew of Mael Sechnaill I11 25).

27. Domnall Got mac ?Mail Sechnaill 1. 1027-30 (probably brother of Maiel Sechnaill 111 25).
28. Conchobar mac Domnaill r. 1030-73 (grandson of Mael Sechnaill 11 24).

29. Murchad mac Flainn r. 1073 (nephew of Conchobar 28).

30. Miel Sechnaill IV Bin mac Conchobair . 1073-1087.

31. Domnall mac Flainn . 1087-1094.

32. Conchobar mac Mail Sechnaill r. 1094-1105 (king of eastern Mide; son of Miel Sechnaill 30).
33. Donnchad mac Murchada r. 1094-1105 (king of western Mide).

34. Muirchertach mac Domnaill r. 1105-1106.
35. Murchad mac Domnaill r. 1106-53 (deposed and restored several times).

36. Miel Sechnaill V mac Domnaill £. 1115 (joint-king and brother of Murchad 35; killed by him).
37. Domnall mac Murchada r. 1127.

38. Diarmait mac Domnatill r. 1127-30 (son of Domnall 31; king of eastern Mide).

39. Conchobar mac Tairdelbaig r. 1143-44 (son of Tairdelbach Ua Conchobair of Connacht).
40. Donnchad mac Muirchertaig r. 1144-? (son of Muirchertach 34; king of western Mide).
41. Miel Sechnaill VI mac Murchada . 1152-55 (ruler of westem Mide 1152; ruler of all Mide 1153-55).

42. Donnchad mac Domnaill r. 1155-60 (was deposed several times, alternating with Diarmait 43).
43. Diarmait mac Domnaill r. 1155-69 (alternated with Donnchad 42; sole ruler 1160-1169).
44. Domnall Bregach mac Mail Sechnaill 1. 1169-73 (son of Mael Sechnaill V1 41).

45. Art mac Mail Sechnaill r. 1173-1184 (killed his half-brother Domnall 44; king of western Mide).



36

Clann Cholmain. As a full re-examination of the kingship of Tara is beyond the scope
of this study we shall mainly focus on the succession in Mide; a list of its kings will be
found 1n Table 2.

Donnchad Midi was succeeded as king of Tara by Aed mac Néill of Cenél
nEégain. Aed invaded Mide in 797 and then in 802, he installed two of Donnchad’s
sons, Ailill and Conchobat, as joint-kings of Mide.” In the following year Conchobar
defeated his brother in battle at Ruba Conaill and became sole king.* This is one of the
earliest recorded divisions of an Irish overkingdom. As we shall see, dividing Mide
between different rulers as a tool of subjugation became almost common in the twelfth
century (although then the division was often between Mide proper and Brega, which
by then was incorporated into Mide), but on this occasion the result was temporary;
Conchobar made himself sole ruler within twelve months. One wonders whether Aed’s
invasions and divisions were attempts to assert his power as Ui Néill overking, or
indeed a sign of relatively limited power outside the North. It is interesting that he
settled on both Donnchad’s sons (tather than any other candidates). We shall return to
the question of dividing kingdoms and installing rulers in Chapter V1.

Conchobar died in 833.** He was succeeded, apparently peacefully, by his
brother Miel Ruanaid, but it was Mael Ruanaid’s son Mael Sechnaill who went on to
great prominence. Miel Sechnaill had taken an active role in the affairs of Mide during
his father’s reign, defending the interests of Clann Cholmain and eliminating several of
Mael Ruanaid’s enemies.” Whether or not Miel Sechnaill was being groomed as
successor to the kingship of Mide, he secured his position soon after his father’s death
by killing his brother Flann and his cousin Donnchad.?® In 846 Niall Caille of Cenél
nEogain died and after a short interval Miel Sechnaill succeeded to the kingship of
Tara.”’ Miel Sechnaill became the first Ui Néill king to assert his overlordship of
Munster successfully, taking hostages thete on three occasions in the 850s.2 Perhaps the

summit of his achievements was the rigdd/ mor ‘great royal conference’ held at Rith Aeda

24U 802.2

23 _A4U 803.5.

% _4U 833.1, CS 832.

25 E.g AU 839.6, 841.2.
26 _4U 845.7, CS 845.

21 _4U 847.1, 847.2.

28 _4U 854.2, 856.2, 858.4.
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meic Bricc (Rahugh, Co. Offaly) in 859 which transferred Osraige from the
overkingship of Cashel to that of Ui Néill.*’

Mael Sechnaill’s own reign came to an end in peaceful circumstances on 30th
November 862.° He was succeeded in turn by two grandsons of his paternal uncle
Conchobar: Lorcan, who was blinded by Aed Finnliath, king of Tara 1n 864, and
Donnchad. Donnchad was succeeded by Mael Sechnaill’s son Flann in circumstances
tersely related in AU: Donnchad m. Aedbaccain m. Concobuir o Flaunn m. Maelsechnatll per
dolum occisus est”' Although per dolum is here translated by the editors as ‘deceitfully’, in
AU the phrase is used most often for a kinslaying. Two years later Aed Finnliath died,
and Flann took the kingship of Tara, along with Aed’s widow Miel Muire.” His path to
this position had already been smoothed by his marriage to one of Aed Finnliath’s
daughters, reflecting a trend for the Ui Néill queens to marry (and re-marry) between
the alternating branches of the dynasty, which helped to ptrovide an element of
continuity.”

It 1s clear that during Flann’s reign several of his sons played important political
roles. Miel Rianaid, called rigdamna Erenn ‘royal heir of Ireland’, along with the king of
the kingdom of Laegaire, were killed in 901 by a son of Lorcin and the men of the
kingdom of Luigne.> This incident throws interesting light on politics within Mide, and
suggests that scions of Clann Cholmain kings had interests in common with different
sub-kingdoms. In 903 Flann ordered an execution to be carried out at the church of
Trevet by another son, Aengus, along with Miel Mithig, king of Brega (indicating either
acknowledgement of Flann’s ovetlotdship or an alliance between Mide and Brega),
though no chronicles tell us who the victim was.” Flann’s most famous son, Donnchad,
was less dutiful, as AU 904.2 report: ‘Kells was profaned by Flann mac Mail Sechnaill
against Donnchad, ie. his own son’. The circumstances behind this episode escape us,

but some reasons why Donnchad might have been at Kells are discussed below. In 913
Donnchad jomned with the king of northern Brega to defeat southern Brega and the

2% Byrmne, IKHK, p. 265; E. FitzPatnck, ‘The Landscape of Mael Sechnaill’s Rigdi/ at Raith Aeda, 859

AD’, n T. Condit, C. Codlett & P. Wallace (edd.), Above and Beyond: Essays in Memory of Leo Swan

(forthcoming).
30 AU 862.5.

N AU 877.2.

*? For an analysis of Flann’s career see A. Woolf, “View from the west: an Itish Perspective on West

Saxon Dynastic Practice’ in N.J. Higham & D.H. Hill (edd.), Edward the Elder, 899-924 (London 2001),
pp. 89-101.

* A. Connon, “The Banshenchas and the Ui Néill queens of Tara’ in Smyth, Seanchas, pp. 98-108. For

discussion of this process with specific regard to Flann, see Woolf, ‘View from the west’.
¥ AU 901.1.

» AU 903.4. Miel Mithig’s predecessor and brother Miel Finnia died in the same year.
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Lemnstermen, perhaps another indication of some kind of accommodation between
Clann Cholmain and notthern Brega, though it is not clear whether he was an agent of
Flann’s will ot acting on his own initiative.”

In the north Niall Glindub mac Aeda had consolidated his position as king of
Ailech and could now assert his position as heir to the kingship of Tara. Accordingly, he
invaded Mide in 914, but was driven off by Flann’s son Aengus. Aengus however was
killed in the following year, and was given the title rigdamna Temrach ‘heir of Tara’ by the
annalists, an interesting contrast with the title awarded to his brother Mael Ruanaid
noted above; perhaps the difference reflects a reduction in Flann’s perceived power at
the time.”” Flann’s sons Miel Riianaid and Aengus, possibly groomed as his successors,
were now gone; his other sons Donnchad and Conchobar rebelled against him
immediately afterwards. Niall mac Aeda, who did not want Donnchad either taking the
kingship of Tara which was Niall's by virtue of the north-south alternation, or asserting
independence when Niall secured the kingship, brought an army down from the north
and forced Donnchad and Conchobar to promise to obey their father.” Flann’s power

was cleatly diminished by this time, and he died the following year.”

It 1s not clear who then became king of Mide. Conchobar, titled ridomna Temrach
by AU, was killed alongside Niall Glundub and many of the nobles of Leth Cuinn in

the Battle of Dublin in 919.* By surviving (or avoiding) the battle, Donnchad ensured a
swift succession to the kingship of Mide and Tara. He made sure of this by killing

another of his brothers, Aed, soon thereafter' Donnchad committed another
kinslaying two years later, of another brother Domnall, though AU add that this murder
aptum erat.** The list of Mide kings in the Book of Leinster includes Domnall, who may
therefore have been a joiﬁt-king or sub-king alongside Donnchad in the years 919-21.%
Certainly several of Domnall’s descendants (In Goif) went on to acquire the kingship of
Mide.* Donnchad’s reign was in some ways overshadowed by Muirchertach mac Neill

of Cenél nEdgain, who would almost certainly have succeeded to the kingship of Tara
had he not predeceased Donnchad. Muirchertach famously ‘disturbed’ the Fair of

36 AU 9134, CS 913.

31 AU 915.1, CS 914.

38 AU 915.3.

AU 916.1. The overall assessment in Woolf, “View from the west’, is more positive.
0 AU, AI919.3.

41 AU 919.2
2 AU 921.2.

$ 11.4221-42b 60, ed. in BEL, i, pp. 196-8.

# Additionally, Domnall is named in the Bansendbas as a son of Flann Sinna and Miel Muire, which
shows he had posthumous fame. See Figure 5 below.
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Tailtiu, Aenach Tailten in 927; peace was made between the two patties, but the fair was
not held again for 79 years.”

After the death of Donnchad in 944 there were several short-reigning kings of
Mide. This much is clear from the king-list in both the Book of Leinster and the metrical
list by Flann Mainistrech, Mide magen clainne Cuinn.*® Several kings succeeded, but not all
of their obits and few of their activities are recorded in the chronicles. For some of this
period there may well have been a succession conflict between the sons of Donnchad
Donn and other branches of the dynasty represented by the descendants of his
brothers; several of these other branches provided kings of Mide in the decades
following his death. During this period Clann Cholmain and Cenél nEégain were
overshadowed by capable dynasts of Sil nAeda Sliine and Cenél Conaill, principally
Congalach Cnogba of Sil nAeda Sliine, though after that intetlude Domnall ta Néill
succeeded to the kingship of Tara and extended his position in the midlands by building
garrisoned forts in Mide and campaigning against Brega. By basing himself in this
region (and leaving the rule of Ailech to a relative) Domnall seems to have been
attempting to make his claim to the kingship of Ireland into a reality.” Domnall
however ran into serious oppos'ition in 970; he was heavily defeated by Domnall mac
Coﬁga]ajg of Brega (the latter in concert with the Dublin Norse) in that year, and in 971
he was ‘driven from Mide by Clann Cholmiin’.* Domnall died at Armagh in 980 and
was succeeded as king of Tara by Miel Sechnaill mac Domnaill, king of Mide.” The
alternation between Cenél nEogain and Clann Cholmain in the kingship of Tara had
thus been restored; this however was the last gasp of that process. Miel Sechnaill had
already been king of Mide for a few years, but we do not know the exact circumstances
of his accession there. The central years of Mael Sechnaill’s reign were dominated by his
struggles with the king of Munster, Brian Béraime of Dil Cais, for supremacy in
Ireland,: a contest ultimately won by Brian in 1002. After Brian’s death at Clontarf in

1014 Miel Sechnaill was able to recover the supreme position for himself for a further
eight yeﬁis. | L |

1‘..III ; 1

5 AU 927.4. See below for the restoration of the fair in 1007.

4% Ed. &transl. J. I?IacNeil], ‘Poems by Flann Mainistrech on the dynasties of Ailech, Mide and Brega’,
Archivium Hibernicum 2 (1913), 35-99; re-ed. P. Smith, ‘Mide matgen Clainni Cuind’, Peritia 15 (2001),
108-144.

*"F]. Byroe, “The Trembling Sod: Ireland in 1169°, NHI, ii, pp. 1-42 at 8.

8 AU 970.4, 971.2. For discussion see B. Jaski, “The Vikings and the kingship of Tara’, Perizia 9 (1995),
310-51.

49 AU 980.2.



Byrne characterized the history of Mide after the death of Mael Sechnaill 1n
1022 as one of dissent, division and dismemberment, with Mide continuously fought
over by mote powerful neighbours. He ascribed the decline of Mide to the
incompetence of Mael Sechnaill’s successors (including their failure to secure the
ovetlordship of Dublin), to resentment and tebellion on the part of the Brega
kingdoms, and especially to the fact that ‘Mide and Brega contained more monasteries
than any other Irish overkingdom, and the greater houses owned large tracts of land for
which extensive immunities were claimed’.”® We shall consider this problem further
below, but it is an interesting question whether dynastic strife played a part in this
perceived decline; several branches of the dynasty must have retained enough land and

power to regain the kingship of Mide after several generations when they had been
excluded.
The first of these took power in 1022, in the person of another Mael Sechnaill,

known as In Got ‘The Stammerer’, a descendant of Domnall son of Flann Sinna. His
succession may have been principally facilitated by the lack of an obvious heir to Mael

Sechnaill II, who outlived several of his sons.”' The Stammeret’s reign seems notable

only for internal feuding within the dynasty between his family (later known as Na

Gutta, ‘the stammerers’) and another branch (Ui Charraig Calma) descended from
Aengué son of Flann Sinna. Mael Sechnaill Got died in 1025.’® The next king was one

Rien (a nickname meaning ‘tout’ or ‘victory’) mac Muirchertaig, though the exact

provenance of his father Muirchertach is unclear.”® Rien’s successor Domnall (a brother
or son of Miel Sechnaill In Got) was challenged by Conchobar, grandson of Mael
Sechnaill mac Domnaill, who expelled him from the kingship and banished him to an
island on Lough Ree.”* Conchobar’s own father was an abbot of Clonard who died in
1019; this branch of the Clann Cholmiin dynasty had close ties with that church at the
time, and in fact all later kings of Mide descended from Domnall of Clonard.” Several

0 Byrne, IKHK, pp. 268-69. In his more recent statement on the matter (‘The Trembling Sod’, p. 9),
Bymne again stresses the importance of the great number of churches in Mide: ‘The unexpected

collapse of Meath can most plausibly be explained by the extraordinary nmumber of wealthy
monasteries concentrated in the province’.

31 P. Walsh, “The Ua Maelechlainn Kings of Meath’, IER 57 (1941), 165-83: 167.
2. AU 1025.3.

3 For discussion of Rien, see S. Duffy, ‘Ostmen, Irish and Welsh in the Eleventh Century’, Peritia 9

(1995), 378-96: 382-3; D.E. Thornton, “‘Who was Rhain the Irishman?’, St«dia Celtica 34 (2000), 131-
- 46: 136-41. |

AT 1030.
35 Walsh, “The Ua Maelechlainn Kings’, 167.
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of Domnall’s other descendants were ecclesiastics of Clonard, and descendants of

Conchobar mac Flainn Sinna are also recorded at Clonard in the eleventh century.
Conchobar reigned until 1073 and was reckoned by Byrne to be ‘the last able
king of this dynasty’.”’” He consolidated his power in familiar fashion by blinding his
brother Flann in 1037, and then his uncle Murchad in 1039.® He killed another uncle,
Muirchertach in 1039 ‘to the profanation of God and men’ according to ALC. More
relattves were killed in 1058 and 1071, the first a descendant of Flann Sinna, the second

another one of Na Gutta. Both are termed rigdamna It is interesting that Conchobar
killed relatives not just in the first years of his reign but right through almost to the end;
this practice may indeed have been a cause of the dissensions among Clann Cholmain
after his death. The fundamental problem is to what extent kinslaying either stabilized
power by eliminating rivals, or led to further strife by creating enemies. Many claimants
(some successful) to kingship were descendants of dynasts who had been killed or
blinded, and in this respect at least it seems than kinslaying was often an ineffective tool
for ‘streamlining’ the dynasty, inasmuch as the eliminated rivals may already have had
offspﬁng; o |

N Conchobar was overs;hadowed by his neighbours, mainly Diarmait mac Mail na
mBo of Leinster who made himself for a time the most powerful king in southern

Ireland.®’ Ultimately Diarmait was to fall by Conchobar in the Battle of Odba in 1072.6

This might have been a prime opportunity for Conchobar to regain some kind of
position beyond Mide, but dynastic strife took a hand and Conchobar’s past caught up
with him. He was slain by his nephew Murchad “despite the protection of the staff of
Jesus’.** Murchad’s father was Flann, blinded by Conchobar in 1037.

After Conchobar’s death there was a struggle between his son Miel Sechnaill
and his killer Murchad, so that Mide was ‘desolated’ between them.®* Murchad was

killed 1n the bell-tower at Kells in 1076 by Amlaib, king of Gailenga, who was killed in
turn by Miel Sechnaill, the chronicles remarking that this fate was the vengeance of

36

Loingsech, fer kiginn AFM 1042, and his son, comarba Finnéin 7 Coluim Cille AU 1055.4. For discussion

see P. Byrne, “The Community of Clonard, Sixth to Twelfth centuries’, Peritia 4 (1985), 157-73.
°7 Byrne, ‘The Trembling Sod’, p. 8.

*8 Walsh, “The Ua Maelechlainn Kings’, 169-70.
9 Ibid, p. 171.

® Hence the claim in LL that Diarmait was king of Ireland ‘with opposition’. See Byrne, “The

Trembling Sod’ p. 7. Cf. D. O Corriin, “The Career of Diarmait mac Miel na mBo, King of Leinster’,
Joumal of the Old Wexiford Sodiety 3 (1970-71), 26-35.
61 AU 10724.

62 _AU 1073.2.
63 _AFM 1073.
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Colum Cille.”* AT state at 1055 that Murchad was abbot of Clonard and Kells, and
Byrne takes his murder by the Gailenga to be a response to his intended usurpation of
the abbacy of Kells.* This is possible; Murchad may have inherited the position of his
grandfather as abbot of Clonard, but pethaps his activities at Kells are analogous to
those of Donnchad Donn discussed above. It is clear that in the time of Conchobar and
afterwards that Clann Cholmain maintained close ties with Kells, as well as Clonard;
pethaps Murchad had made his power base here in contention with Miel Sechnaill in
western Mide; or possibly, given Mael Sechnaill’s prompt retribution, the two rivals had
reached some kind of agreement and divided Mide between them. Mael Sechnaill (IV, 1f
we are counting continuously) was now the unchallenged king of Mide. He was killed by
the men of Tethba (in western Mide) 7 mebai/ ‘treacherously’ at Ardagh in 1087 and was

given the title ‘king of Tara’ at his death; this title was now effectively the prerogative of
the kings of Mide.*

Domnall, brother of Murchad of Kells bell-tower fame, succeeded to the
kingship. In his reign Mide played a significant role in the cross-Iteland watfare which

erupted after the death of Tairdelbach ua Briain of Munster. In these conflicts Domnall

changed sides more than once, and perhaps as a consequence of this vacillation
Muitchertach Ua Briain of Munster killed him, possibly at Dublin, n 1094.°
Mutrchertach partitioned Mide between Conchobat, son of Miel Sechnaill IV, and
Donnchad, son of Murchad. This was the first effective pattitioning of Mide by an
external power since 802, and if, as then, one of the kings had quickly asserted his
dominance over the other, and assumed sole kingship, Mide might have quickly
fegained a position of importance. As it was, ‘the Meath princes were too busy hacking
one another to pieces to offer any resistance for another decade’.” While they were
involved in relatively small-scale fighting in Mide, the contest for a ‘kingship of Ireland’

was proceeding apace on an evet-increasing scale around them, but this was a drama in

which they played only supporting roles.
Conchobar Ua Mail Sechnaill was killed in 1105 by the Ui Bmiin (of Bréifne,
according to CS); he 1s called ridomna Tembrach in AU but ‘king of eastern Mide’ in Al

Donnchad was unable to capitalise on Conchobat’s death, for Muirchertach Ua Btiain

¢4 Al AT.

6> Byrne, “The Trembling Sod’ p. 9 and n. 2; AT 1055, 1076.
66 AU 1087.4.

67 AU 1094.2.

68 O Corriin, IBTN, p. 146.
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came north and deposed him a righi iarthair Mide ‘from the kingship of western Mide’.*”
Muirchertach went on to raid the Ui Britin of Connacht, so it is possible that

Donnchad had allied with his neighbours to eliminate Conchobar.” Domnall ta
Lochlainn attempted to intervene on Donnchad’s side, taking an army to western Mide
in 1106, but Donnchad was killed whilst on a raid 4 s#is by his own people’.” There
followed a second partition of Mide, presumably again the handiwork of Muirchertach,
between the sons of Domnall Ua Mail Sechnaill. The first, also called Muirchertach, was
deposed in 1106 and righe Mide do Murchadh ‘the sovereignty of Mide was given to
Murchad’.”? The latter was his brother, who now held the kingship of all Mide and

‘ruled’ for almost fifty years, the most eventful reign since that of Conchobar mac
Domnaill Ua Mail Sechnaill.”

Murchad was deposed and restored several times in his reign, and Mide was
divided again and again between both Clann Cholmain dynasts and external overlotds.
Together with the other kings of Leth Cuinn, Murchad submitted to Domnall ua
Lochlainn at Rathkenny, Co. Meath in 1114 and was involved in the truce made that

year.”* In the following year Murchad submitted to Tairdelbach Ua Conchobair, whose
wife, Atlaith, a2 member of the Ua Mail Sechnaill family, had died about the same time.
Mide was divided again, between Murchad and another brother of his, Mael Sechnaill

(V), whom he promptly killed.” In 1120 Tairdelbach used his newly-built Shannon
bridges to attack the west of Mide, and according to CS expelled Murchad to the notth

for a time; all this happened despite the terms of the earlier treaty and the guarantees of
the coatb of Patrick.”” In 1124 Murchad joined with the rulers of Leinster and Desmond

(south Munster) in a ‘southern alliance’ against the evet-increasing power of Tairdelbach

Ua Conchobair, but they were soundly defeated. Tairdelbach deposed Murchad again
and banished him to Munster, attempting to install three kings in his place.” A brief

period of fighting between the members of the dynasty ended with Murchad’s return in

78

the following year.” Another deposition, by persons unknown, but probably

Tairdelbach, was attempted in 1127; initially Murchad’s son Domnall was elected, and

9 AU 1105.6.
0 _A4U 1105.6, A 1105.11.
n AU 1106.1, A 1106.3

2 C5 1102 [=1106}; CS and AFM state that Muirchertach was king of western Mide; he died in 1143.
3 For a detailed sketch see Walsh, “The Ua Maelechlainn Kings’, 172-76.

" AU 1114 4.

5 CS 1111 [=1115]); AU 1115.9, where he is called s/domna Temrach.

6 AI'1120.5; CS5 1116 [=1120] states that the hostages were given undet the protection of the coarb.
T AU 1125.3.

8 CS 1122 [=1126].
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then after a month Murchad’s brother Diarmait was put in his place.” Diarmait seems
only to have been king of eastern Mide; he is called 7/ Airrthir Midbi at his death 1n 1130

at the hands of Tigernin Ua Riairc.®

In 1143 Murchad was again taken prisoner by Tairdelbach, despite guarantees
against this; Tairdelbach showed his imagination in dealing with the situation by
banishing Murchad to Munster. This time however, Tairdelbach had given up on
installing members of the Ui Mail Sechnaill dynasty into the Mide kingship and took the
unprecedented step of placing his own son Conchobar on the throne of Mide ‘from the

Shannon to the sea’.’’ The Meathmen did not take kindly to a foreigner being made king
and Conchobar was dead within six months, killed by a choccar Fer Midhe uile co h-incleithe

‘secret conspiracy of all the men of Mide’.** Tairdelbach invaded to avenge his son, and
his settlement was another division of Mide; this time, the western part was to be given
Murchad’s nephew Donnchad; the east was to be divided between Tigernin Ua Riairc
of Bréifne and Diarmait Mac Murchada, king of Leinster. Murchad, despite his
advancing years, continued the good fight with the help of another son called, helpfully,
Mael Sechnaill. They appatently recovered the kingship of western Mide, and raided
Bréifne and Airgialla.®* Finally, in 1153, ‘Murchad Ua Mail Sechnaill, overking of Mide
with its fortiatha, and for a time of the greater part of Leinster and Airgialla, rested in
Dutrow of Colum Cille’.*

The k1ngsh1p then passed to Murchad’s son, Mael Sechnaill (VI). He was a
follower of family tradition if nothing else, and promptly blinded his nephew
Conchobar.”” Miel Sechnaill submitted at Loch Ennell to Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn
of Cenel nEdgain, the most powerful king in Leth Cuinn, and Muirchertach was able to
use the midland-base of Mide as a springboard for attacks in Leinster and Connacht.
Mael Sechnaill died of a poisoned drink in 1155 at Durrow, and Muirchertach was quick
to install his own candidate as king, this being Miel Sechnaill’s nephew Donnchad.*

The men of Midg promptly deposed him, supposedly for his profanation of Clonatd;
his brother Diarmait took the kingship and inflicted a defeat on him in 1156.*” The two

engaged in a struggle for the kingship over the next few years, first one then the othet

19 AFM1127.

80 _4T 1130; CS 1126.

81 O Corriin, IBTN, p. 169; CS AT 1143.
82 CS, AT 1144,

83 CS 1145.

8+ _4FM, AT 1153.

85 _4FM 1153.

86 _4FM 1155.

87 Walsh, “The Ua Maelechlainn Kings’, 176; AU, AFM 1156.
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being banished by Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn until in 1159 he eventually settled on
Donnchad, his original choice, as the preferred candidate. Unfortunately Donnchad
lived for only one more year.”

With the support of Ruaidri Ua Conchobair of Connacht Diarmait Ua Mail
Sechnaill regained the kingship of Mide, though he appears to have been subject to the
authority in turn of both Ruaidri and Muirchertach Mac Lochlinn.” Diarmait was
deposed by the Meathmen but bought back the throne of western Mide from
Muirchertach for a hundred ounces of gold; to this level had sunk the kingship of Clann
Cholmiin.”® Diarmait subsequently joined Tigernin Ua Riairc on the famous expedition
which expelled Diarmait Mac Murchada of Leinster from Ireland.” In 1169 Diarmait
Ua Mail Sechnaill was involved in the initially successful military actions against
Diarmait Mac Mutchada and his new-found foreign friends. He did not live to build on
his success however: Diarmait ‘king of Mide and much of Leinster’, and adbar rig Erenn
‘the makings of a king of Ireland’ was killed by his cousin, Domnall Bregach.” Domnall
himself had only four years in which to enjoy the kingship; in his time came the
interventions of Robett fitz Stephen and Henty II of England. Henry granted much of
Mide to Hugh de Lacy in 1172. Domnall was killed by his half-brother Azt at Durrow in
1173; Art was left with the lordship of part of western Mide, and his descendants held a
rump of territory roughly equivalent to the old Clann Cholmain heartlands until its
incorporation into the newly-formed county of Westmeath after 1542.”

Analysis of the fortunes of a dynasty over a period of four centuries leads us to
consider the processes whereby one king succeeded another, and where we might

discern the theoretical models of Jaski (and earlier scholars) being put into practice. For

a Clann Cholmdin dynast to be successful, he first and foremost had to consolidate his
position in Mide, primarily by eliminating rival claimants to the kingship. This is seen
most readily in the tenth century and afterwards, when many dynasts were blinded or in
other ways liquidated, but as we have seen there are many examples from throughout
the period. A bref glance abroad also provides several examples: Offa of Mercia
ruthlessly suppressed his opponents, but in the end was only briefly outlived by his son
Ecgfrith; Norman dukes were also not squeamish of removing relatives (though this
8 Ibid

8 Ibid., 167.

20 AU, AFM 1163.
N1 _AU 1166.

2 AU, AFM 1169,

% For a more detailed consideration of the later Ui Mail Sechnaill, see Walsh, “The Ua Maelechlainn
- Kings’, 177-180.
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was often done in less violent ways, such as placing them in monasteries) 2* The plurality

of claimants to the Mide throne is a testament to the functioning of the segmentation of
dynasties into septs and the role that process played within the working of Itish royal
succession itself. The compatison with Offa leads us to ponder to what extent Irish
kings tried to secure the succession for a particular son. Though son occasionally
directly followed father the customs of succession were not altered; the title of rigdamna
does not necessarily imply that a person so-titled was bound to succeed.” One might
suppose that the elimination of rivals was an attempt to maximise the chances of one’s

own offspring succeeding, but there was no guarantee of this.

Under normal circumstances one had to be a member of the derbfine (the four-

generation agnatic kin-group) of a king in otder to be eligible for kingship, ot to put 1t

more crudely unless one were at least the great-grandson of a previous king one was

normally ineligible.”® As far as the genealogical material goes, all Clann Cholmain kings
in the period under consideration fit this ctiterion, with the possible exception of Raen,
whose ancestry is not entirely clear. When thinking of the dynastic struggles as contests
between branches, it may be useful for us to consider the situation in O Corriin’s terms
of ‘segmentary opposition””” Table 3 is a genealogical chatt of Clann Cholmain which
shows the'sequernce of succession. It is easy to see that there was a considerable amount
of competition between different branches of the dynasty. In tetms of the relationship
between a king and his immediate predecessot, it is clear that semi-regular alternation
between branches often would lead to cousins (of the first degree or greater) following
each other directly, which is indeed the case 55% of the time. Of course, though the
successor might be cousin of his immediate predecessor, he would still be son (58%),

grandson (23%) or great-grandson (16%) of a previous king. Brothers succeeded each
other directly 19% of the time, sons and nephews both 10% with uncles the remaihihg
6%. '

"~ What do these fioures show? In comparison with O Corrdin’s study of

succession ﬁmémg Ui Chennselaig, some figures are remarkably similar: there 54% of

9% F.M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England (31rd edn, Oxford 1971), pp. 218-20; E. Seatle, Predatory Kinship and
the Creation of Norman Power (Berkeley 1988), pp. 93-7, 131-48.
9 Jaski, EIKS, pp. 236-47.

% Chatles-Edwards holds that normally one had to be at least grandson of a previous king to be
flua]iﬁed, a varation of the ‘three-generation rule’ (EQ, pp. 90-3). He explains the mumerous
instances of great-grandsons succeeding by suggesting that as long as an ancestor in the intervening
three generations had attained the status of rigdamna/ tanaise the lineage retained royal status.

97 D. O Corrain, ‘Irish Regnal Succession — a Reappraisal’, Studia Hibernica 11 (1971), 7-39.
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kings were the sons of kings, and 16% were grandsons.” He calculated a rather lower
proportion of great-grandsons succeeding (3%), but a correspondingly higher
percentage of even more distant descendants acquiring the kingship.” The succession
among Clann Cholmiin is essentially an affirmation of O Corriin’s conclusion that to a
great extent succession is a competition between branches, but that having a royal
father and/or grandfather greatly increased one’s chances.' Jaski has done more than
anyone to elucidate the practicalities which lay behind this rather abstract model.
Beyond the bare genealogical qualification, the main factors were seniority among

candidates (based on age, and the status of the mother), general worth (febas, derived

from wealth, number of clients, and also more abstract notions), and if all else was-equal
‘tie-breakers’ based on alternation between septs or even the casting of lots.'” The main
difference between Jaski and Chatles-Edwatds, the other scholar who has recently
worked on the principles of succession in detail, is that Jaski views seniority as a basic
principle which was only rejected if less senior candidates were obviously bettet-
qualified in other respects, whereas Chatles-Edwards views it as one of the tie-
breakers.'” Seniority among sons of the same king depended on two factors: age and
maternity. As a general rule, older sons were more senior, and sons of a first or chief

wife (cétmuinter) were mote senior than sons of secondary wives or concubines. In

attempting to assess how this might have worked in practice for Clann Cholmain we are
hamstrung by our lack of knowledge of the relative ages or status of the sons of kings.
As we shall see when we come to examine queenship below, though we do know the
identity of several royal mothers, thete are considerable gaps in our information.

Conchobar and Miel Rianaid were both sons of Donnchad Midi by different mothers,

and succeeded each other as kings of Mide, but only Conchobar attained the kingship
of Tara. Donnchad Donn was son of Flann Sinna’s wife Gormlaith, and his half-
brother Domnall was a son of Mael Muire. Domnall apparently reigned jointly with
Donnchad or as a sub-king for two years. Was Donnchad’s superior position down to
his seniority? His brother Conchobar, apparently king of Mide before him, is of

unknown maternity. In all these cases evidence is lacking which would help us decide

how much of a role in succession was played by seniority.

9 (O Corriin, ‘Irish Regnal Succession’, 28.

99 Ibid.

100 Jhid 29-30. 3

101 Jaski, EIKS, pp. 124-27, 137-40, 143-52, 155-62.

102 1bid., pp. 169-70; Chatles-Edwards, EIWK, p. 100; ECI, p. 92.
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One additional question relates to the use of names. The royal lineage of Clann
Cholmain were one of the first Irish dynasties to adopt a surname, with its members
being called ‘Ua Mail Sechnaill’ (deriving from Miel Sechnaill I) in the tenth century.'”
It is first used of the sons of Flann Sinna, and we have noted that all the kings after him
were his sons or their descendants. It might be suggested that the use of Ua Miel
Sechnaill was intended to exclude other segments of the dynasty. Byrne has drawn

attention to Gallbrat Ua Cetbaill, ridommna Temrach who died in 1058 (AU) and Cerball
Ua hAeda, sinnsior Cloinne Colmiin who died in 1091 (AFM)."™ These appatently have
different family surnames yet have important titles. Sinnser ‘senior’ is a term given to the
chief of the kindred, and in the case of a royal kindred the sinnser is normally considered
to have automatically been the king; a poem on Mael Sechnaill II and his
contemporaries metaphorically calls him sinnser Gaoidbel'™ In the case of Cerball Ua
hAeda we do not know his ancestry and cannot make further deductions, though Byrne
suggests he descended from Flann Sinna’s son Aed ot his like-named nephew.'® The
c‘onternporary king of Mide, as we have seen, was Domnall mac Flainn Ua Mail
Sechnaill (d. 1094); how onehmay squate the existence of a sinnser Clainne Colmdin with
his reign is a matter for future investigation, but on this single piece of evidence 1t may
be suggested that the king was not automatically sinnser for all business affecting the
kindred (especially as different branches of the dynasty competed with each other), and
in this instance the sinnser was of a family who did not compete (and were not eligible)

for the throne. Surnames are only half of the story, of course. The granting of

forenames was of significance in many European dynasties, and Ireland was not an

exception."” Different dynasties favoured different names, and a glance at Table 3

indicates that certain names, especially Donnchad, Domnall, Miel Sechnaill and
Conchobar were much-used. We must ask the significance of this: did the granting of a

patticular name signify preference or intended seniority? There 1s not the evidence to

answer this question. It is clear that Irish families were unable to restrict the granting of

103 Byrne, IKHK (2nd edn), p. xxxiv. Though it could be suggested that the name derives from Miel
Sechnaill d. 1022, there are several eadier instances of “Ua Mail Sechnaill’ being used of family
members, e.g. Donnchad Carrach Calma CS 967, Muirchertach mac Aeda AFM 974, Donnchad mac
Donnchada Finn AI 1013.2. None of these individuals had paternal grandfathers named Mael

Sechnaill so it seems reasonable to accept that ‘Ua Mail Sechnaill’ was being used as a surname in
these cases.

104 Jbid,

105 1.G. O’Keeffe (ed), ‘On Mael Sechlainn, King of Ireland, $1022, and his Contemporaries’, in ]J.
Fraser, P. Grosjean & J.G. O’Keeffe (edd.), Irish Texts (Fasc. iv, London 1934), pp. 30-2, 1. 1.
106 Byrne, IKHK (2nd edn), p. xxxiv.

197 On naming strategies among Irish dynasties, see D. E. Thomton, Kings, Chronologies, and Genealogies:
Studies in Pokitical History in Mediaeval Ireland and Wales (Oxford 2002), pp. 42-4.
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certain names in the manner of the Carolingian dynasty; Cenél nEogain dynasts were

also called Miel Sechnaill, and names such as Conchobar were common throughout
Ireland.!® On the other hand the far mote inclusive nature of Irish kinship (and
therefore possibility of royal succession) may have played a role in making certain
names more common, if various branches of the dynasty wished to assert their eligibility
for kingship in this fashion. It is striking that there are very few instances of kings of
Mide with names not borne by other kings of the dynasty."”

It is unfortunate that we simply do not know how candidates actually set about
securing the kingship. As well as the material and genealogical qualifications, allies
within the dynasty and among the sub-kingdoms must have played a very important
role, this being part of what O Corriin referred to as simply ‘power’ and Charles-
Edwards considered to be a component of febas.!'® Jaski is somewhat dismissive of this

notion, presumably because it is the most invisible in our soutces, but I suspect that 1t
was the most important in practice.” ' It is a shame perhaps, that there are no proper
accounts of the politicking, horse-trading and intriguing which must have accompanied
a competition for succession. But there are several examples in the chronicles which
may offer glimpses of these processes. For example, when the unnamed son of Lorcan
mac Cathail and the Luigne killed Mael Ruanaid, rigdarmna Erenn and the king of Liegaire
in 901 we are surely seeing a snapshot of dynastic politics: the son of a former king and
his allies in a sub-kingdom in conflict with the son of the current king and his (or his
father’s) own allies. Similarly, when Mael Sechnaill VI killed his nephew Conchobar and
the sub-king of Saitne in 1153 a most probable deduction is that the king of Saitne was
a supporter of Conchobar in the contest for the Mide kingship. The poisoning of Mael
Sechnaill VI at Durrow in 1155 hints at hidden intrigues and machinations. Who was

responsible? Were they backed by external factions? The chtronicle-evidence does not

allow us to decide for sure.

The exact mechanisms of succession, be they tacit agreement, election, ot
simple bloody triumph would have normally concluded with some form of
inauguration, a topic which has attracted a certain amount of attention over the years,

and which has been gtven full treatment in the important new monograph by Elizabeth

108 ‘Though the vogues for certain names in dynasties can be readily indentified in the chronicles.

109 Namely Lorcan (d. 864), Fergal (d. 951), Carlus (d.960) and Rien (d. 1027), though the last may have
been a nickname.

110 O Corriin. ‘Irish Regnal Succession’, 29-38; Chades-Edwards, EIWK, pp. 100-1.
"1 Jaski, EIKS, p. 30.
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FitzPatrick.''? It is still unclear if, for example, the inauguration ceremony itself acted to
boost the claims of a candidate whose other qualifications did not necessarily mark him
out as ideal. Of some significance was the inauguration-site itself. For a king of Tara,
this was normally taken to be Tara itself, but it is unclear whether the inauguration-site
for the kings of Mide was Uisnech or elsewhere. Furthermote, given that one could be
king of Mide (or Cenél nEdgain) for some years before succeeding to the kingship of
Tara, can one posit two inaugurations? Another public occasion which does seem to
have acted as a symbol of royal power and prerogatives were the celebrating of a fair or
denach; certainly the Aenach Tailten, once an Ui Néill preserve, was by the twelfth century
regarded as a symbol of the overkingship of Iteland, and was celebrated by Tairdelbach
Ua Conchobair in 1120 and his son Ruaidri in 1168.""* Yet even before this the king of
Osraige, Donnchad mac Gillai Phatraic, had demonstrated his taking of the kingship of
Leinster in 1033 by celebrating Aenach Carmain, a matter to which we shall return in
Chapter"V.' Following accession, kings seem normally to have undertaken a crech rig
‘royal prey’, normally or hosting or cattle-raid designed to impress his martial prowess
on his people and his contemporaries.'* Again, it is difficult to assess how far such
actions would have consolidated a reign which began in dispute and uncertainty, or
whether they were demonstrations of a fait accompli and signified a kingship securely
held. These questions lie outside the scope of the present study, but bring us to

consideration of some of the ways in which royal power was articulated, and the places

which were connected with kingship.

Royal Sites and Royal Lands

As we have séen; a number of sites in Mide wete specifically associated with Clann
Cholmain. They took the title r# Uisnig from Uisnech, and it is possible that they had
dwelt there at an early date. As late as the twelfth century it seems to have remained an

important Clann Cholmain site, for a conference (comdi)) was held there.'"> We have also
seen the importance of the area around Lough Ennell, with main royal residences at

Dun na Sciath and Cré-inis; this area also remained significant into the twelfth

century. '° However, it is not certain that the kings of Mide were normally resident there

12 FitzPatnck, Roya/ Inauguration,

13 _4FM 1120, 1168.

114 P, O Riain, The “Crech Rg” or “Regal Prey™”, Eigre 15 (1973), 24-31.
15 _4FM 1141.

116 _4AFM 1153.
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by this stage; as we have seen, both Murchad Ua Mail Sechnaill and his son Miel

Sechnaill died at Durrow. The dynasty must also have owned a considerable amount of
land elsewhere in Mide, and it is important to differentiate between the main royal
dynasty of Clann Cholmiin, who took the surname Ui Mail Sechnaill, and other families
descended from them who lost royal status but who probably remained important
nobles and landowners in various parts of Mide, though we have little information
about these groups. One of the most important questions relating to the early history
and expansion of Clann Cholmain relates to how they originally acquired the lands they
did in the midlands, and what this implied for their control of the overkingdom. We
have seen that there were royal residences at churches, and there is good evidence for
donation of land by Clann Cholmiin to churches, to which we shall turn below.

At the noble levels of society wealth was reckoned largely in terms of clients,

rather than land-size. In other words, a nobleman did not necessarily have a great deal
more land than a wealthy freeman-farmer, but he did have a considerably higher
number of livestock to advance as fief and therefore a greater number of chients. It was
from the renders of his clients that a noble received the additional resources he and his
household either consumed ot put to other uses. In practice, the nobility certainly did
have a good deal more land than anyone else, but a higher proportion of this was used
for the rearing and grazing of cattle rather than the production of cereals. The king
received the greatest amount of food-renders from his clients, and his clients 1n turn
received renders from their clients. Thomas Charles-Edwards has characterised this
system 1n simple terms: one wishes to maximise what one gets from the level below,
and minimize what one has to pass on to the level above.'" Ovetkingship of other
kingdoms was in some ways a different matter, and we shall consider this further in the
next chapter, along with the military resources of kings. Ultimately, clients and land
were the economic basis of kingship, and from them kings raised troops for war and
cattle-raiding, and wealth for consumption or redistribution. There are few explicit
references to the exaction of revenues in the chronicles, though a couple of notices
from the reign of Miel Sechnaill II stand out. CS 987 (=989) reports that after a victory
over the Dubliners Miel Sechnaill exacted various dues, including winge oir gacha gardha
gach aidche Notlac “an ounce of gold for every garth every Christmas night’. This was
essentially the exaction of a tribute from an external enemy, but Miel Sechnaill also

imposed himself on the people of Mide: CS 1005 (=1007) states that ‘The eneclar

117 Chatles-Edwards, ECI, p. 531.
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[perhaps ‘front/facing centrepiece’] of the great altar of Clonmacnoise was purchased

by Miel Sechnaill mac Domnaill, and a hide from every enclosure (4s) in Mide on its
account’. In this case Mael Sechnaill appears to have enforced a special tax on the
people of Mide to raise the funds for ‘his’ generostty.

In terms of land, kingship must have had its own set of special problems, about
which thete is little information in the sources. In the first place, the office of kingship
was a sepatate institution from the royal dynasty. In a regular fine, when the father died,
under normal circumstances his sons each received a share of his property. The earliest
legal sources indicate that this property was meant to be divided equally, but there are
indications that as time went on it was the older son who took the lion’s shate,
especially the house itself.'’® Of course the sons might have been adults already and had
homesteads of their own. In the case of kingship, there were complications. The main
royal residence(s), and perhaps by extension other royal lands, must go with the office
of kingship itself. Otherwise, a royal residence like Din na Sciath could have been
alienated to descendants who might never subsequently recover the kingship. This
eventuality does not seem to have taken place, though the evidence does not allow us to
‘be absolutely certain. This suggests that after a new king took office he and his branch
of the family took control of the central place(s) and the family of the previous king
moved elsewhere, presumably private residences belonging to their fire. In many cases
members of the previous king’s household could have found a place in that of the new
king, particulatly if the transition was relatively peaceful, or if it was a close relative
(brother or son) who succeeded to the kingship. Of coutse, such a successor might have
had his own land and house elsewhere, and may have been keen to bring in his own
personnel ‘thb the fdyal cen’étc on accession. This probably would have occurred when a
iﬁbre—;distan'fliy related opposing sept of the dynasty succeeded to the kingship; in the
case of feud or violent succession, it is likely that the new incumbent would have
wished to put his own men in place, or alternatively simply make his own residence the
new royal ‘capital’, at least for day-to-day affairs. Unfortunately, there is little or no
evidence by which we can test these theoties, other than that as we have already
observed, primary royal sites were used by kings over a considerable period of time.
There is no clear instance of, for example, a king dying in the residence of his
immediate predecessor from a distantly-related sept. A further problem is the

phenomenon of royal itinerancy. Even if certain sites were the prerogative of the king

118 Kelly, EIF, pp. 412-13; Jaski, EIKS, pp. 114-117.
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(and his immediate family), their ‘private’ residences and those of other family branches
and vassal lords may have served as points on the royal itinerary as he moved around
consuming renders and interacting with subjects. Thus the status of any site may have
varied considerably over time, and once again there 1s little information with which to
test these 1deas.

The legal materials on royal landholding are limited, but include some important
information. Certain land was specifically identified as ‘king’s land’ (brug rig/ mruig rig).'"”
This appears to refer to mensal lands which were attached to the royal office, and, for
example, a legal glossator of Heptad 43 identified Fiad Mugain in Eile as ‘king’s land’
for the king of Cashel, with accompanying commentary stating that any cattle found in
Tir Mugain on the king’s inauguration-day were forfeit to the king.'” The legend of
Conall Corc states that the Cenél nAngsa were long excluded from the overkingship of
Munster because they did not give any land as brug r/g to Cashel.'*' Jaski has taken this to
imply that those who recognised a common (over)king were bound to give part of their

territory to him, which does seem to have been the case in the later middle ages.'* The

legal matertals do not specify if any particular kinds of place are normally bryg i,
though the above reference shows that grazing-land was, and another glossator states
that it was the king’s duty to hold the denach on ‘king’s land’.'* This suggests that Tailtiu
and similar sites were thought of as being specifically bryg ri.

Katherine Simms has noted refetences in Al to ferann rig ‘king’s estate’ in the
thirteenth century, another indicator that certain lands were attached to royal office.'**

The setting aside of such lands for the office of kingship or the royal heir could well be,

as Simms suggests, a development of the concept of the cumal senorba, the share of kin-
land (fintiu) set aside for the head of the kin-group to fulfil his office.'® However, it is
important to remember the distinction between royal land attached to the kingship and
the kin-land belonging to the royal kindred privately. Different again was the land

acquired by purchase or conquest, which an individual had more freedom to dispose

0£126 *

17 See Kelly, EIF, p. 403 for summary of the legal information and references.
120 CTH, 1, 40.2-9; v, 1844.33-40.

121 K. Meyer (ed.), ‘Conall Corc and the Corco Luigde’, Anecdota Srom Irish Mansucripts 3 (1910), 57-63: 63;
see Byme, IKHK, p. 196.

122 Jaski’ EIK.S‘, P. 192.

123 (CIH, 1,4.10-11; 54.18.

124 Simms, FKTW, pp. 129-30.

12> 1bid. For the aumal senorba see Jaski, EIKS, pp. 117-21.

126 Kelly, EIF, pp. 399-400.
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Simms also drew attention to AI 1176.7 which refers to fearann tinisteachta ‘heir’s
land’, which might be a section of royal land specifically set aside for this purpose. Jaski
has further discussed the references to ferann rigdamnachta land of rigdamna-ship’.'*’ We
have noted above that Flann Sinna ‘profaned’ Kells against his son Donnchad Donn in
902. It is possible that Donnchad was residing there, and that the incident was due to an
attempt by Donnchad to assert his position among Flann’s sons.'” It is quite interesting
that in literary sources set in the pre-Christian period Kells is presented as being the
residence of the heir to the kingship of Tara. Thus the dinnsenchas of Odar (Odder, near
Kells) appended to the Old-Irish tale Esnada Tige Buchet states that Is ann didiu ro bof
Cormac hua Cuind i Cenannas riasu no gabad rige nErenn ‘it was then that Cormac ua Cuinn
was in Kells before he could assume the kingship of Ireland’.'® Similarly the Middle-
Irish tale Cath Cnucha tefers to Conn Cétchathach residing at Kells, waiting to become
king of Tara.'® The text refers to this place at Kells as ferand rigdamna ‘land of a
rigdamnd. Clann Cholmiin had sponsored the building of Kells by the Columban

community on what had been royal land (possibly acquired by conquest in the eighth

century), perhaps to weaken the influence of Sil nAeda Sliine in the area.””’ It seems
that subsequently they maintained close links with the place and perhaps had a

residence there that was particularly associated with the royal heir.'

Were places like Tara, or Uisnech, or Din na Sciath, considered to be brug rig?
That the laws consider denach-sites such as Tailtiu to be so suggests that these other
kinds of sites were considered to be the king’s presetve, though I have not been able to

find any specific references to that effect. The only recent attempt to consider the

nature of authority over royal land and the distribution of land in a kingdom between
king and vassals is that by Edel Bhreathnach for the Discovery Programme, a study
which is of particular relevance here.'” She reconstructs a model of tertitorial division

in southern Brega in the twelfth century, with that overkingdom being made up of four

127 Jaski, EIKS, pp. 238-40.

128 Woolf, ‘View from the West’, pp. 93-4; for the Columban context at this time, see Herbert, Iona, Kells
and Derry, pp. 74-77.

122 D. Greene (ed.), Fingal/ Réndin and Other Stories (Dublin 1955), p. 31 (my translation).

130 W.M. Hennessy, “The Battle of Cnucha’, RC 2 (1873-5), 86-93: 86; cf. Jaski, EIKS pp. 238-9.
131 Herbert, Iona, Kells and Derry, pp. 68-9.

132 Jaski also draws attention (EIKS, pp. 239-40) to the tale Merugud Cléirech Coluim Cille (ed. & transl. W.
Stokes, “The Adventure of St Columba’s Clenics’, RC 26 (1905), 130-70), which refers to Domnall
Midi leaving ferann rigdamnachta to his son Fiacha, and that this consisted of the lands of Fir Rois and
Mugdorna Maigen. See also the edn by T. O Miille, ‘Merugud Cléirech Choluim Chille’, in O. Bergin
& C. Marstrander (edd.), Misceliany Presented to Kuno Meyer (Halle .S, 1912), pp. 307-26.

133 E. Bhreathnach, ‘Authority and Supremacy in Tara and its Hinterland ¢ 950-1200°, Discovery Programme
Reports 5 (1999), 1-23.



55

main sub-kingdoms and the lands she designates ‘royal demesne’ around Tara and
Skreen, extending up to the Boyne. Bhreathnach suggests that Clann Cholmain’s
military defence of the area near Tara ‘implies that they regarded this territory (roughly
coextensive with the barony of Skreen) as their estate land’.”* Bhreathnach marshals
several other pieces of evidence to show that some land around Tara was regarded as
mensal lands (ie., directly-owned estates) of the king of Tara, which of course by the
twelfth century meant the Ui Mail Sechnaill kings, but it is not clear that such a large

area as the barony of Skreen could have been private demesne.

Regardless of the extent or location of royal land, the various central locations

belonging to the Clann Cholmaiin kings were the main focuses of their power. If we
compate other overkingdoms, we see that there too primary royal residences seem to

have been bound to the dynasty rather than the overkingship. So for example, when the

Dal Cais became kings of Munster, their residence of Kincora became the most
important centre.”> When Ui Chennselaig took power in Leinster, they were apparently
not based at Naas, seat of rival Ui Faeldin, but in the south, probably Ferns where the
later Meic Murchada had a house.™

There are several reasons for these moves. First, it is natural that a dynasty
would want a centre within its own lands and power-base, rather than the potentually
hostile lands of the previous incumbents. Second, in a society of itinerant kings it did
not necessarily matter too much where an overking’s primary residence was. Thirdly,
provincial overkingships were often associated (at least in literature) with sites that were
not necessarily always royal residences: Tara is the obvious example. As long as the king
could enforce control over significant inauguration, assembly and denach-sites it did not
necessarlly matter whether he lived more often at, for example, Din na Sciath than

Durrow. The important thing was that he had residences upon which to base his rule; as
Charles-Edwards puts it, they were ‘central to the business of being a king’.!”’

The Royal Residence and Household

The vernacular Irish law-tracts make it clear that the king spent much of his time at the
‘toyal fort’, din rig, and there he was expected to make himself available for public

134 Jbid, 8.
135 Shown by many annalistic references, e.g. AI 1010.4, 1026.3, 1077.2.

136 Ferns was possibly a seat by 1042 when it was burned by Donnchad mac Brain (AU 1042.2),

certainly by the reign of Diarmait mac Murchada (who died there in 1171).
137 Charles-Edwards, EC], p. 527.
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affairs. Here he received envoys, and here also were the hostages of his client-kings and

lotds; as a legal maxim notes ‘he is not king who does not have hostages 1n fetters’."
Here he held feasts, and was entertained in the hall; here lived the queen, and the royal
offspring before they were sent off into fosterage. Crith Gablach famously describes the
king’s “daily routine’, but as has long been observed we should not take this too literally;
the most important thing is that it is a list of the types of activity a king was expected to
undertake.'” Drinking and feasting was no mere leisure pursuit but an important aspect

of the king’s public role in the #7ath!® Hunting was a pursuit of royalty across
Europe.'*! That time should be set aside for marital business (4namnas) reflects both the

Christian duty of the husband and the practical need for royal offspring. Crith Gablach

also envisages the king acting as judge both within the #Zath and in external relations; we
shall consider this further in the next two chapters, but examples of Clann Cholmain
kings giving judgement will be discussed below.

These deeds represent a dual sphere of activity, on one hand private but in
another respect very public. The king did not, of coutse, spend all or even most of his
time at a single residence. An essential feature of Irish kingship was the king’s progress
ot citcuit around the houses of his clients. Here he would expect hospitality and food
renders; hete too the king was accessible for locals; he would make contacts with

different nobles and their own clients. Thus complex netwotks of relationships were

built up between the king and the magnates. The twelfth-century life of St Colman of

Lynn, Betha Colmdin meic Liachdin, presents kings of Tara staying at local residences in
the Mide sub-kingdoms, such as Din Bri and Din Léime ind Eich.'* It is unclear

whether these are residences of local rulers where the king was being entertained on his

circuit, or whether they were personal residences (perhaps brug rig) analogous to the

willae regales Bede described in Northumbria.'*’

138 (CIH, 1, 219.5. For more on hostages, see Chapter I1I.

139 D.A. Binchy (ed.), Crith Gablach (Dublin 1941), §41: domnach do oul chorma ... kian do brithemnacht, do
choccertad tiath; mairt oc fiddhill; cétdin do déicsiu milchon oc tofunn; tardain do linamnas; ain diden do rethaib ech;

satharn do brethaib ‘Sunday for drnking beer ... Monday for judgement, for correcting the people;

Tuesday for fidche/l-playing, Wednesday for watching hounds at the hunt; Thursday for mantal
business; Friday for horse-races; Saturday for judgements’.

140 For a general account of Insh feasting see F. Kelly, EIF, pp. 357-9. More generally, see M.J. Ennght,
Lady With a Mead Cup: Ritual Prophecy and Lordship in the European Warband from La Téne to the Viking Age
(Dublin 1996), pp. 69-96; U. Schultz (ed.), Das Fest: Eine Kulturgeschichte von der Antike bis sur Gegenwart
(Munich 1988); D. Altenburg ef a/ (edd.), Feste und Feiern im Mittelalter (Sigmaringen 1991).

141 Kelly, EIF, pp. 272-82 surveys some Irish evidence. More generally see J. G. Cummins, The Hound and
the Hawk: the Art of Medieval Hunting (London 1988).

42 Ed. & transl. K. Meyer, Betha Colmdin Maic Liiachdin (RIA Todd Lecture Setes 17, Dublin 1911).

143 B. Colgrave & R.A.B. Mynors (edd. & transl), Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People (Oxford
1969), 1L, p. 164.
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The actual nature of a din rig varied. Until the tenth century most would have
been ringforts; our current understanding suggests that later on the more typical home
was a rectilinear structure less easy to identify in the archaeological record.'** Crannogs,
such as Cré-inis, are often consideted to be especially associated with nobility or royalty
due to the expense and labour required for construction.'®” The most important part of
the royal residence was the central building or king’s house, zech rig, effectively the royal
hall, It is an interesting exetcise for us to try to get an idea of the kinds of people one
would expect to find at a royal residence, for several reasons. Principally it would give
an imptession of the kinds of people a king would be in contact with on a regular basis
when he was not on campaign. It might also give us a glimpse of elements of royal
administration, even in an embtyonic form, though one must be careful of attributing
governmental functions to persons who operated in a purely domestic capacity.'*® For
Ireland there is no equivalent to Hincmar’s De Ordine Palatii ot the Constitutio Domus Regs
of England, but for few places or periods of medieval European history do we have
such texts." Of all the Celtic-speaking countries Wales is best served (for the later

medieval period) by the Laws of Court in Latin and Welsh, which have enabled scholars
to reconstruct with some confidence several aspects of life in the Welsh royal

household, and several aspects of royal administration.'® The Irish legal texts do not

contain exactly comparable material, but a few texts allow us to sketch out the nature of

the royal household at certain periods.

We are faced with certain methodological considerations in so doing. Firstly,
some of the texts are rather literary in nature, and therefore we must be extremely wary

of taking their descriptions as literal rather than idealised (or even exaggerated for

stylistic effect). This stricture applies to many of the descriptions of royal households in
narrative sagas, and thus we shall set them aside here. Of course, for such descriptions

to be recognised, they must have had a referential basis in reality, but the overall study

144 The literature on dwellings is voluminous, and there is not space to do it justice here. Though some
years old, N. Edwards, The Archacology of Early Medieval Ireland (London 1990), pp. 11-48 offers lucid

guidance. The standard work on nngforts is M. Stout, The Irish Ringfort (Dublin 1997); the legal
evidence on houses 1s summansed in Kelly, EIF, pp. 360-7.

Warner, ‘On Crannogs and Kings’; more generally see C. Fredengren, Crannogs (Bray 2002).

For rematks on these methodological problems with regard to the Welsh Laws of Court, see T. M.
ghat]cs-Edwards, M. E. Owen & P. Russell (edd.), The Welsh King and his Court, (Cardiff 2000), pp. 3-

D.B. Walters, ‘Comparative Aspects of the Tractates on the Laws of Coutt’, in Chatles-Edwards,
Owen & Russell, The Welsh King and his Court, pp. 382-99.

The most important collection of essays 1s The Welsh King and his Court, see also D. Stephenson, The

Governance of Guwynedd (Cardiff 1984) for an important case-study of the practicalities of royal
government in the thirteenth century.
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of literary representations of the royal hall is outwith the scope of this thesis. The

second consideration is one of terminology. It is not clear that the Irish in the pre-
Norman period had a specific term for a royal “coutt’ in the pre-Norman period, at least
in the dual sense of both the royal household plus visitors and functionaries on one
hand and the buildings they occupied on the othet. A king had a retinue, dfis (and a
company, ddm, which accompanied him on travels), and there was certainly a household,
often muinter in literary texts, Jucht tige or teglach elsewhete; but I have not found a term
exactly analogous to Latin ¢xriz or Welsh /Jps.'® This matter is an important one which
requires further investigation in the future, and here the more neutral term ‘household’
will be employed, though it seems clear that the social grouping of household, visitors,
hostages and servants found at an Irish king’s residence is parallel to such constituencies
elsewhere in Europe, even if there was no single term for it.

Crith Gablach contains an important early schematic for the persons normally
considered to be present in king’s house, though we do not need to take it absolutely
literally (Table 4)." The king takes the primary place, flanked by the queen. Also close
by on the right is the royal judge, a reflection of Crith Gablach’s contention that
judgement was an important role for a king."”! In the corner close to the king are the
forfeited hostages of his vassals in fetters, while down the hall to his right are the king’s
unfree clients (g7, free clients (sderchéih) in attendance on him, and his doorwards at
the entrance. On the south side, to the king’s left, ate his bodyguatds, envisaged as men
who owe the kmg their lives because he has freed them from the gallows, prison or
slavery. Next comes the fer gi/l do giallnaib ‘man of pledge for unfree clients’, who Binchy
takes as responsible for ensuring the unfree clients discharge their legal obligations.'
Then come messengers, retinues (ddma, ptesumably of the clients), and the entertainers:
poets, harpers, pipers, trumpeters and jugglets.

This scheme 1s what the author considered proper for a small-scale king about
the turn of the eighth century. It is to be noted that the only ‘personnel’ mentioned are

the bodyguards and doorkeepers, and the judge, though one must assume that even at

this eatly date a k:mg had servants and cooks and the like."” The next text which has a

149 The. Inish cognate' of /s, &s (later ks, kos) seems to be used only of (the enclosure of) a building-

complex.

150 Binchy, Crith Gablach, §46.
151 Jhid., §41.

152 Jpid, p. 38 n. 587.

13 The dootkeeper was an important position both in Celtic lands and elsewhere in Europe, e.g. the
" Frankish ostarius; for the door-ward in later medieval Scotland see M. Hammond, ‘The Durward
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bearing on the royal hall is probably of slightly later date, Ldnellach Tigi Rich 7 Ruirech.™

This text is more complex as it refers not to generics but to literary characters, in the
hall of a king Conchobar.”” Broadly speaking, the scheme seems to be roughly the
same: the queen and judge are close to the king, the naiscthi (sureties; see below, pp. 103-
4 for the parallel term naidm) are further down on the right, spearmen are close to the
door, while entertainers are on the left. The main difference is that attendants are
specified as being on hand to serve the king, and that certain other functionaries (cooks,
hunters) are also present, but in a separate space off to the left. The final text which
gives a picture of hall-layout is the famous description and diagram of the tech midchuarta
‘house of the mead-circuit’ found in the Book of Leinster and the Yellow Book of
Lecan.” This specifies where the different ranks of nobility and professionals are to sit,
and what cut of meat is proper to each person’s status.””’ This text (or group of texts
plus diagram) is just as literary a device as descriptions in sagas, and we shall pass over
examining 1t in detail here.

A further literary source for the expected complement of the hall of the king of
Tara is the dinnsenchas poem Temair toga na tulach which describes the hall of Cormac mac
Airt. It is worth considering here because though its information may be problematic in
reconstructing an ‘Irish royal hall’, it was written in the reign of Mael Sechnaill II as king
of Tara, and probably was intended to glorify him. Thus although it may not be a literal

description, it provides an interesting view of how Mael Sechnaill and his poet may have

viewed themselves in an idealised way:

Rf ocus ollam filed, King and o/lam of poets,

" $ui, brugaid, bertis dliged sage, hospitaller, they recetved their due;
Liaig is ddlem, goba gir, Doctor and dispenser, stout smith,
rechtaire, randaire rin, steward, apportioner ‘in the know”’,
matl na cethra doib uile the heads of the beasts to all of them;

Family in the Thirteenth Century’, in S. Boardman and A. Ross (edd.), The Exerdse of Power in Medieval
Scotiand 1200-1500 (Dublin 2003), pp. 118-38.

134 Ed. & transl. M. O Daly, ‘Lanellach Tigi Rich 7 Ruirech’, Erix 19 (1962), 81-6.

15> O Daly took this to be Conchobar mac Nessa, but the text does not say this, and the fact that none of
the characters regularly associated with him appear suggests someone else may be intended.

156 BkL, 1, pp. 116-20; YBL cols. 243-47. For ed. & transl. by J. O’'Donovan of the poem Suidigud Tige

Midddarda from LL, see G. Petre, On the History and Antiquities of Tara Hill (R1IA Transactions 18,
Dublin 1837/9), 199-204.

157 For the various cuts we may compare A. O’Sullivan (ed. & transl)), ‘Verses on Honorific Portions’, in

J. Carney & D. Greene (edd.), Celtic Studies: Essays in Memory of Angus Matheson 1912-1962 (London
1968), pp. 118-23.



60
i tig ind rig barr-buidk. in the house of the yellow-haired king.1>8

The poem lists many other visitors and guests present at the coutt: artificers, architects,
cobblers and comb-makers; one stanza enumerates the entertainers, including the drith
‘fool’ and the fidchellach ‘chess-player’. We may take the stance that Temair toga na tulach 1s
inadmissible as evidence for a ‘historical’ hall of the eleventh century, but I think this is
too reductionist a position. Though this roster (and the similarly large one in Zech
midchuarta) is designed to be impressively large, as with descriptions of Arthut’s court in

other literatures, it is not too much to assume that many of the categories of persons

listed are of the kind the aristocratic audience of the poems would be familiar with and

not find ct&:xcepti‘:mal.159

We have mentioned that personnel of the royal houschold were often the
origins of governmental officers in medieval Europe. Royal administration is normally
considered to have been at a relatively basic level in pre-Norman Ireland, though O
Cotriin has argued that it became necessarily more sophisticated from the viking-age
onwards as overkings came to control greater tracts of territory.'® The only royal
officials identified in the sources are the rechtaire and mder. The former is normally
translated as ‘steward’ and rechtairi seem originally to have been the ‘major-domos’
responsible for many of the practical arrangements of the king’s household and the
surrounding area.' This can be seen also in fech midcuarta and numerous literary texts.
For example, Scéla Cano meic Gartndin represents the king’s rechtaire as being responsible
for the kitchen and fishing-nets close to the royal house.'”* In Tochmare Etaine Eochu’s

rechtaire is responsible for the construction of a causeway across a bog.'* Chronicle-

evidence suggests that in the eleventh and twelfth centuties at least the rechtaire

performed more important roles in the king’s administration, though only two from

Mide are mentioned. In 1018 Mael Sechnaill’s rechtaire, one Cas Midi, was killed

158 E.J. Gwynn, The Metrical Dindshenchas, i (RIA Todd Lecture Seres 8, Dublin 1903), pp. 14-27, 1l. 153-4,

157-60. I have emended Gywnn’s ‘portly butler’; rin normally means ‘secret’ and I suggest the idea
(beyond metrical exigencies) is that the rannaire has the confidences of hidden information.

159 Conspicuous by their absence from all these texts are clerics. For the literary descriptions of pre-
Chrstian halls (Commac’s etc.) this 1s no surpnse; Crith Gablach mentions clerics blessing the king’s
house when it is built (. 572) but no ecclesiastics present in the royal hall, unless the king’s judge 1s
supposed to be one.

160 Bhao Co\rztliin, ‘Nationality and kingship in pre-Norman Ireland’. We shall return to this question in
pter V.

161 Kelly, GEIL, pp. 65-7.
162 M. Dillon (ed.), Scéla Cano meic Gartndin (Dublin 1963), §1.
163 O, Bergin & R.I. Best (ed. & transl), “Tochmarch Etaine’, Erix 12 (1938), 137-96: §§7-8.
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alongside the king of Liegaire while on a raid.'** In 1021 another rechtaire, Mac Conaillig,
drowned in Lough Ennell.'® We shall return to the ‘historical’ rechtairi in Chapter VI.
Betha Colmdin meic Liachdin presents the Clann Cholmain king’s rechtaire as
collecting the king’s renders from the households of the area.'® This idea is a familiar
motif in Irish hagiography, and it seems that the clerical authors thought in terms of
their own institutions, where an ecclesiastical steward or mder was responsible for
collecting church-dues, which would often have been proceeds arising from the

enforcement of ecclesiastical legislation; there is clear evidence that some mair had
judicial functions.'”’” Elsewhere, the first Irish life of Ciarin of Seirkieran (Betha Sein-

Chiardin Saoigre) presents the stewards, maoir, of the king of Ireland collecting his dues.'®

In the post-Conquest period there were both secular and ecclesiastical officials called

mair{ maoir, though it is unclear whether the secular offices were modelled on or derived

169

from the ecclesiastical mder.’®” The word is derived from Latin maior and 1n Wales

various officers with the parallel title maer were involved in royal household and
administration.'”

A further official 1s the rannaire, literally the ‘dividet’ who shared out the food
(and possibly had other functions in running the household and hall), who we have seen
mentioned in Temair toga na tulach and Tech Midchsiarta. His role may have originally
ovetlapped with the rechtaire, for the Middle Itish tale Swidigud Tellaig Temra ‘The Settling
of the Manor of Tara’, itself a valuable statement about conceptions of the Ui Néill

royal household, states that the rechtaire had to be i mind ‘catving’ at the feast.'” There is
no rannaire 1n the annals for the pre-Norman period. However, in Gaelic Scotland the
office seems to have been an important one, and in several twelfth-century royal
charters there is mention of Alwin mac Arcill, rannaire of the household of David 1.'"

Alwin also appears as a witness to a notice in the Book of Deer.!” The position still

seems to have been current in the royal household into the 1170s when one Gilla Crist

164 _4U 1018.6.
165 _4AFM 1021.

166 Meyer, Betha Colmdin §55. One is also put in mind of the Pictish exactatores of AU 729.2, though their
function may have been rather different.

C. Etchingham, Church Organisation in Ireland AD 650 to 1000 (Maynooth 1999), pp. 211-14.

Ed. & transl. C. Plummer, Bethada Niem nErenn: Lives of Irish Saints (2 vols, Oxford 1922), i, p. 109; i,
p. 105.

169 Simms, FKTW, pp. 83-4.

170 Chatles-Edwards, Owen & Russell, The Welsh King And His Court, pp. 301, 320.
71 Ed. & transl. R.I. Best, ‘The Settling of the Manor of Tara’, Erix 4 (1910), 121-72.

12 See G.W.S. Barrow, Swtland and its Neighbours in the Middle Ages (London 1992); idem, The Ads of
Malcolm IV King of Scots, 1153-1165 (Regesta Regum Scottorum 1, Edinburgh 1960), pp. 32-3.
K.H. Jackson (ed. & transl), The Gaelic Notes in the Book of Deer (Cambridge 1972), p. 31;see p 63 n. 7

for a discussion of Alwin’s name, provenance and office.
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168

173
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rennerius witnessed a grant at Stitling; a rannaire was still to be found serving the Earls of

Strathearn in the first quarter of the thirteenth century.'’® The cumulative evidence
suggests that the rannaire was an important person across the Gaelic wotld.

The king’s will would have been conveyed ditectly or via men who served him,
be they his sons, leading vassals or others. Certain of these individuals seem to have
made up the king’s zeglach or lucht tige, literally ‘household’, the former cognate with the
Welsh zex/#.'™ In 1013 the annals report that several members of Mael Sechnaill’s #eglach,
after a drinking-session, encountered the king of Cairpre and a member of the Breifne
royal family who were raiding in Mide with the men of Tethba, and were killed."” The
named members of the feglach were Mael Sechnaill’s cousin Donnchad (son of King
Donnchad Finn, d. 974), called rigdamna Temrach, and the kings of the Mide sub-

kingdom of Delbna Bec and the kingdoms of Luigne and Gailenga, important vassals of
Mael Sechnaill. AFM add that Mael Sechnaill’s own son, Donnchad, was killed, though

this might be confusion with the other Donnchad. Mael Sechnaill overtook the raiders
and killed the king of Cairpre. It is clear from this example that a feglach could include
leading men of the kingdom, and was also part of a fighting watband as well as an
entourage for the king. As it happened, 1013 was not a good year for Mael Sechnaill; 1n
this year were also killed his son Flann, and according to AI another son nicknamed Int
Albanach (‘the Scotsman’), whose moniker may indicate he spent a period of fosterage in

the kingdom of Alba, perhaps in the royal courts of Cinded III mac Duib or Mael

Coluim II mac Cinaeda, or even with the rulers of Moray.

The Queen

The study of queenship in pre-Norman Ireland is at present in a peculiar position,
namely that queenship in literary sources has received a great deal of published
attention, but queenship in historical sources has not. This is partly a reflection of the
distribution of materials; there is a great deal of material to be analysed in tales featuring

Medb, or Etain, or Eochaid’s daughter, wheteas references to queens in the chronicles

it G.W.S Barrow with W, Scott, The Adts of William I King of Seots, 1165-1214 (Regesta Regum

Scottorum 2, Edinburgh 1971), pp. 36-7, 229-30; W.A. Lindsay, J. Dowden & J.M. Thomson (edd.),
Charters, Bulls and other Documents relating to the Abbey of Inchaffray (Edinburgh 1908), §39.

175 O Corriin, Nationality and Kingship’, p. 29.

176 _A4U 1013.2, AFM 1012.
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are brief and sparse. The ongoing wotk of Anne Connon and others will no doubt
elucidate much of the role of the queen 1n the pre-Norman Gaelic po]ity..mr
Noblewomen’s status dertved from that of their husbands, and the wife of a

king was not an exception. It is not clear that ‘queen’ and ‘wife of a king’, were
178

necessarily the same thing.'” Usage in the chronicles varies: some women are called

‘queen of the king of Tarta’ (regina regis Temoriae); ‘queen of Tara’ (regina Temrach), or more
usually simply called the wife of the king in question, e.g. ‘Gormlaith wife of
Tairdelbach Ua Briain® (Gormmlaith ben Tairrdelbaigh H. Briain)."” 1t is not clear what the
basis is for the usage of titles and as it varies between chronicles it is difficult to draw
conclusions. Given the polygynous nature of Irish society, it might be suggested that
when a king had more than one wife simultaneously, the chief wife (cétmuinter) might be
the ‘queen’ whereas other spouses would be essentially concubines (adw/traig); but there
is no clear evidence on the point.”™ It is probable that the primary function of a royal
wife, even more than wives at other levels of society, was to provide children. This 1s
one of the reasons for polygamy, though as kings had children by mote than one spouse
considerations such as fertility were not the only ones for royalty. Divorce and various
forms of separation were also permissible in eatly Itish society. If a queen predeceased

her husband, he may well have remarried. Thus, some kings tecorded as having several
wives may have had them consecutively. Again, the evidence in the chronicles which

might allow us to date sequences of marriages is wanting. Royal marriages would in
most cases have been contracted between noble kindreds, and we shall return to this

as[:)écf below. In what follows we shall define the queen as a royal wife normally

resident with the king in times of peace, and consider her role.

As with the king, the queen would essentially have had both public and private
roles. In the royal hall, the queen normally had a position adjacent to the king,
according to Crith Gablach and Lanellach Tigi Rich 7 Ruirech. This can be corroborated by

numerous literary texts, and is testament to her status relative to the king and the rest of

the household. In this sphere of activity her roles included the distribution of certain

177 For preliminary studies see Connon, “The Banshenchas and the Uf Néill queens of Tara’; also D. Edel,
‘Early Inish Queens and Royal Power: a First Reconnaissance’, in M. Richter & J.-M. Picard (edd.),
Ogma: Essays in Celtic Studies in bonour of Priinseas Ni Chathdin (Dublin 2002), pp.1-19.

178 See P. Stafford, The King’s Wife in Wessex’, Past and Present 91 (1981), 3-27; cf. eadem, Queens,

.~ concubines, and dowagers : the king's wife in the early middle ages (Athens 1983).
179 AU 802.7, 931.4, 1076.7.

180 For eaﬂy_I:ish marriage see Kelly, GEIL, pp. , 70-75; D. O Corriin, “Women and the Law in Early
Ireland’, in M. O’Dowd & S. Wichert (edd.), Chattel, Servant or Citizen: Women's Status in Church, State

and Sodety (Historical Studies 19, Belfast 1995), pp.45-57:46-50; B. Jaski, ‘Marriage Laws in Ireland and

on the Continent in the Eatrly Middle Ages’, in E.E. Meek & M.K. Simms (edd.), The Fragility of Her
Sex? Medieval Irish Women in their European Context (Dublin 1996), pp. 16-42.
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drink, food, clothes and other gifts."® Queens would also have been present at other
occasions. They might have attended mass with the king on the principal high days, and
certainly had their own links with churches. Detforgaill, daughter of Murchad Ua Mail
Sechnaill, wife of Tigernin Ua Riairc, was present at the consecration of Mellifont
abbey in 1157 and in her own right gave sixty ounces of gold, a very large sum, and as
much as her husband gave.'” According to AAFM she also gave a chalice of gold for St
Mary’s altar, and altar-cloths for the other nine altars in the church. This brings us to
another possible role for the queen: as the keeper of the domestic purse-strings, a role
queens fulfilled elsewhere in Europe. Itish evidence is not clear on the point, but it
seems that if there were separate royal mair and rechtairi the queen’s role might not have
been as great in this regard. On the other hand, if the queen came into the marriage
with a considerable amount of propetty (knamnas comthinchuir ot even linamnas fir for
bantinchur) she retained a degree of control of this, and though women had limited legal
capacity, we shall see presently examples of qucens disposing of land. In the private

sphere the quéen could act as advisor to her husband.'” Within the domestic sphete of
the household the queen could speak with open mind to her spouse, and, as Charles-

Edwards has observed, there was always a worry that harsh words capable of shaming

the husband would be heard by the servants and get out into public."”* Consequently,
Irish wisdom-texts advocate martiage to a woman of gentle speech.'” In daily life the

queen would have various pursuits similar to those of female royalty elsewhere in
Europe. As with all Irish nobility, she had a train of attendants, and among vatious

activities would have engaged in embroidery and sewing. At a dynastic level the queen’s

two most important functions would have been the creation of links and alliances
(however short-lived) between dynasties, and the production of heirs.

A number of queens of Clann Cholmaiin are known from the chronicles, as we
have seen above, and from other sources, ptincipally the collections of information

about famous Irish women known as the Bansenchas ‘woman-lore’, which exist in various

prose versions and a poem composed by Gilla Mo Dutu Ua Casaide in 1147.% Pending

181 For fuller discussion of the queen’s role see Edel, “Eatly Irish Queens’, 2-4.

182 AU 1157.4, AFM 1157. See also J. Ni Ghridaigh, “But What Exactly Did She Give?”: Derbforgaill

and the Nun's Church at Clonmacnoise’, in H.A. King (ed.), Clonmacnoise Studies Volume 2: Seminar

Papers 1998 (Dublin 2003), pp. 175-207. For general discussion see L. Bitel “Women’s Donations to
the Churches in Early Ireland’, JRSAI 114 (1984), 5-23.

183 Edel, ‘Early Insh Queens’, pp. 4-7.
184 Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 107.

1> K. Meyer (ed. & transl), Tewsca Cormaic: The Instructions of King Cormac mac Airt RIA Todd Lecture
Series 15, Dublin 1909), § 13.37.

Ed. M. Dobbs, ‘The Ban-shenchus’, RC 47 (1930), 283-339; 48 (1931), 163-233; 49 (1932), 437-89.
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Muireann Ni Bhrolchiin’s new edition of the texts we will not go into detailed
discussion here. Connon has elucidated the original organisational principles of the text.
It was originally based on a version of the Middle-Irish list of kings of Tara, and was
essentially a list of their mothers.'® This means that several queens of Tara known from
chronicle-sources do not feature, presumably because their sons, if any, did not secure
enduring fame by the time the text was put together. Versions of the Bansenchas were
later expanded with a considerable amount of information about queens of the eleventh
and twelfth centuries, including those of dynasties other than Ui Néill."™

There are many important questions of how the information found its way 1nto
the texts, and from what sources they came. Ni Bhrolchain has shown that when the
information can be checked against external sources (principally chronicles) it is as a
rule accurate, and thus one may infer that the information which we cannot corroborate
has a good chance of being similatly accurate.”” The most useful aspect is that, apart
from naming many queens and royal mothers for a period when the chronicles are
largely concerned with the deeds of men in a patriarchal society, the Bansenchas teveals
the incredibly complex dynastic links of marriage and maternity which bound eatly Irish
dynasties. Dynastic marriage as a confirmation of alliance or treaty is of coutse a general
feature of society in the European middle ages. Equally important wete matriages
contracted within dynasties, which helped to bind different septs and branches together.
We can briefly illustrate by reference to the marriages within Clann Cholmain. Table 5A
is a simplified version of the family tree, designed to illustrate where the women named
in the Bansenchas and chronicles fit into the scheme (it is not complete). We may draw a

slight distinction between marriages of Clann Cholmain kings themselves and marriages

of their daughters to other dynasts. It is obvious that over the period marriages were
contracted with various other dynasties as political fortunes rose and fell and alliances
shifted, but certain patterns emerge. Firstly, in several cases Clann Cholmiin kings took
wives from the lesser dynasties of Mide, and indeed Brega. Thus Murchad Midi married
Ailphin daughter of the king of Delbna M6ér; his son Domnall married Ailbine daughter

of Ailill king of Ard Ciannachta; Mael Ruianaid married Aroc, daughter of the king of
the Sil nAeda Sldine dynasty of Fir Chul.

187 Connon, ‘The Banshencas’ pp. 107-8.

188 M. Ni Bhrolchiin, ‘The Manuscript Tradition of the Banshenchas’, Erix 33 (1982), 109-35.

189 M. Ni Bhrolchiin, “The Banshenchas Revisited’, in O’Dowd & Wichert, Chattel, Servant or Gitigen, pp.
70-81. |
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More common, at least as far as the sources go, were marriages contracted at

greater distances. Donnchad mac Domnaill apparently took brides from two Ulster
dynasties, Dal Fiatach and Dal nAraide. Mael Sechnaill I married the daughter of the
king of Osraige. Donnchad Donn married at least four times, including the daughters of
the kings of Connacht and Dil Cais. Most significant for Clann Cholmain were
marriages which connected them with Cenél nEogain in the period when the two
dynasties alternated in the kingship of Tara, as Connon has shown."” Many of these
involve the marrying off of daughters to the other dynasty. So Donnchad mac
Domnaill’s daughter Gormlaith married Niall Caille. Flann Sinna married Eithne
daughter of Aed Finnliath (who was therefore his second cousin) but Flann also
married Aed Finnliath’s widow Miel Muire, who was (probably) Eithne’s stepmother!

Such a tangled web of consanguinity 1s impossible to show clearly on a table, but 1t

maintained a certain amount of dynastic coheston and was one of the mechanisms

behind the succession of the kingship of Tara, which we shall consider further in the

next chapter.

It is notable that the version of the prose Bansenchas found in the Book of Lecan
contains particularly detailed information on the dynastic links of Ui Mail Sechnaill in
the late eleventh and twelfth centuries. I have attempted to set these out in Table 5B,
supplemented from the chronicles. It is interesting that even at this late petiod certain
practices ate recognisable; there are marriages with the ‘internal’ Mide dynasties of
Delbna Mo6r, and Liegaire, and with ‘neighbouring’ dynasties of Osraige and Ui Failge.
This 1s petflapé to be expected; there were only so many royal families around. It is
notable that in the period after 1022 and the end of the alternating kingship of Tara,
marriage links with Cenél nEdgain effectively ended, though it is doubtful whether this
was cause rather than effect. Marriages were still contracted with other significant
dynasties, Ui Ruairc of Bréifne, Ui Briain of Munster and Ui Chonchobair of Connacht.

Another source which affords us a glimpse of the supposed activities of Clann
Cholmain queens is Betha Colmdin meic Liachdin. As we have seen, although this is a
twelfth-century text it provides much important information. Two episodes in patticular
stand out. The first is in §50. Colméin has blessed the land (ferans) around Din na
Cairrge “fort of the rock’, a seat of the kings of Fir Thulach on the eastern side of Lough
Ennell, and caused a healing spring to appear. The text notes that this place

190 Connon, ‘The Banshendhas’, pp. 102-8.
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was ever the residence of the kings of Fir Thulach until the time of the daughter of
the son of Conchobar viz. the wife of Conchobar Ui Mail Sechnaill when the king [of

Mide] and his queen wrested it from C& Chaille mac Dublaide, king of Fir Thulach ...
she was the first of the queens of Mide that took it and every one after her has since
held 1t, and 1t 1s their own special property, free from the king of Fir Thulach.19!

This passage 1s important in many respects. It shows that an eleventh-century overking
could appropriate land that had formetly been an important site for his sub-king, which
1s striking, It also shows that the land could be alienated to the overking’s queen
especially, and that it could remain a piece of ‘toyal land’ attached to the position of
queen over a period of time. In other words, much as there was a ferann attached to the
institution of rigdamna, so too queenship could be an ‘office’ in its own right, rather than
just a function of the office of kingship. The ability of a queen to hold official land
(tather than any private land she may have held on entering the marriage) has important
implications for what personal resources a queen could have, and may have been a
factor in the generosity of Detforgaill’s gift to Mellifont, if for example there was
‘queen’s land’ 1n Bréifne.

As Walsh noted, there is some confusion in this passage of Betha Colmdin, Ch
Chaille died in 1021 (AFM) in the reign of Maiel Sechnaill II; Conchobar Ui Mail
Sechnaill reigned 1030-1073, and the error is probably confirmation that Betha Colmdin
cannot be any earlier than the twelfth century, and probably from after 1122 when
Colman’s relics were recovered.'” As to the queen In question, she is stated to be a
‘daughter of the son of Conchobat’. The Bansenchas has one Mér, daughter of either
‘Conchobar king of Ui Failge’ or ‘the son of Conchobar’. Conchobar, the king of Ui

Failge who gave his name to the later ruling dynasty died in 979 (AU), so one of his Ui
Chonchobair descendants in the eleventh century is intended; probably Congalach mac

Conchobair, who died in 1017. Mér is found in another source concerned with transfers
of land, namely the notitiae in the Book of Kells, which will be discussed below:.

The other main episodes in Betha Colmiin also involve links with Ui Failge,
though here we are dealing with more temote ‘history’. In the first (§§86-87), one
Cinded mac Aengusa, king of Ui Failge, fell in love with the wife of the king of Tara and
trysted with her at Fid Dorcha, the wood in which Lynn was situated. The king of Tara
heard of this and came to kill her; Aengus pleaded with Colmian for help and offered

1 Meyer, Betha Colmdin, §50, incorporating P. Walsh’s revised translation, ‘The Topography of Betha
Colmdint, ZCP 8 (1912), 568-69: 569.

192 Jbid,
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him tribute, and so Colman turned him into a stag and the queen into a hind so they
could escape. The miracle-motif is not especially uncommon. No Cinaed mac Aengusa
of Ui Failge is recorded, though Cinied mac Mugréin meic Aengusa died in 829. The
episode is intended to account for why Lynn was due a large tribute from the kings of
Ui Failge. The other episode follows straight on (§89) and relates how the king of Tara
‘Domnall mac Donnchada meic Murchada’ (either Donnchad d. 763 or Domnall d.
797) contracted marriage with the daughter of the king of Ui Failge and promised her a
great bride-price (fochra) of 80 cows. But when the time came no cows could be found
to give, only land, and the queen took it on condition it was near her confessor St
Colman. So she was given Caille na hIngine ‘woods of the daughter’, which are said to
extend from the head of Ath in Daire (Colman’s family residence near Kinnegad) to
‘the tomb of bishop Aed’ in Fir Thulach; the latter is the church at Rath Aeda meic
Bricc, Rahugh, where the rigdid/ of 859 took place. The queen naturally gives the land to
Colmin for ever. Here we again have the idea of queen as able to independently hold
and dispose of land. If the claim in Betha Colmdin relates to a genuine wood, the distance
involved is over 20 kilometres, which cannot match the value of roughly 80 cows the
land should have had; it is possible that the identification of Ath in Daire is incorrect.'

Nevertheless, the idea is clear that Lynn possessed a considerable tract of land due to

the benefice of a queen.

Royal Children

To be the child of a king was to be bom into a position of relative privilege in early

Ireland, as 1s the case with most societies possessing of royalty down to the present day.

The research of Bronagh Ni Chonaill, Sheila Boll and others will soon ptrovide a wealth

of information about Irish childhood and fosterage, and consequently remarks here will

be restricted to those of a general nature.'”
As we have seen, over half of Clann Cholmiin kings in the period 826-1153
were the sons of previous kings. This implies that in many cases kings had spent at least

some of their youth growing up in a king’s household, though several years would have

been spent 1n fosterage elsewhere. But we have also seen that it was unusual for a son to

193 A fotested area like this would have been land requiring labour (etham frichnama), a cumal of which was

worth_ 16 dry cows (Kelly, EIF, p. 395); no matter what measurement of #r cumaile one uses, the area
of Caille na hIngine would not cover the distance.

1 On literary representations of fosterage see now S. Boll, ‘Seduction, Vengeance and Frustration in
Fingal Rindim: the Role of Foster-Kin in Structuring the Narrative’, CMCS 47 (Summer 2004), 1-16.
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directly succeed his father as king. Given that the king, his brothers and cousins could
all have sons with a theoretical entitlement to the kingship, there would have been a
considerable ‘pool of princes’ with potential to take the kingship. Of course, though
polygamy and fecundity led to the pool of candidates increasing, other factors kept it in
check. We have seen that the kings of Clann Cholmain were not at all averse to
eliminating dynastic rivals (who were also the potential fathers of future rivals) by
mutilating them, typically by blinding, or by killing them outright. It is also quite likely
that the common European practice of packing potential rivals off to monasteries was
also done in Ireland. There is some evidence for this in the annals, and also instances of
dynasts with names like Cléirchén and Athchléirech, suggesting that they had spent
some time in a church before returning to the secular world."”

On the available evidence it seems that murdered rivals had reached adulthood,

but 1in many cases there is no way to tell for sure. What a reigning king was capable of

depended entirely on his personal inclinations and power over his own kin-group. It is
to be presumed that all members of the royal kindred were typically the wealthiest in
society and their lands and dwellings could have had either a narrow or wide
distribution throughout the kingdom. Under normal citcumstances, as long as the other
royals were at least publicly in obedience to and in normal relations with the king, their

sons would presumably not have had to fear ovetly for their lives, and their minority

would pass without fatal incident.

How was this minority spent? It is clear from the laws and sagas that the

standard practice among the free and noble classes of Irish society was to place some ot

all of their children into fosterage (altram) for their upbringing, and royalty was no

exception. Fosterage could either be one of affection (altramm serce) which was free, or
more commonly fosterage which involved a fee. The main text of Cdin larraith ‘the law
of fosterage-fee’ states that the fosterage-price for the child of a king was thirty séit plus
a horse for riding/racing.”® The commentary to the text states that no matter what the
status of the parent, the price for fostering a girl is one s¢ higher due to the additional
accommodation arrangements required for young females, and presumably the risks of
ensuring her inviolate status.””’ Royal children would normally have been fostered by

royal and noble families who were responsible for their safety and education, and

19 €3 936, AFM 1155. For a study of this phenomenon in the seventh and eighth centunes, see C.

Stancliffe, ‘Kings Who Opted Out’, in P. Wormald (ed.), Idea/ and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon
Soaiety: Studies Presented to | M. Wallace-Hadrill (Oxford 1983), pp. 154-76.
1% (CIH, v, 1761.1, 3.

197 Ibid.,, 1760.10-11.
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indeed removing heirs from the royal household afforded them a degree of protection

from enemies (a motif found in certain literary texts, e.g. Scéla Cano meic Gartndin)."”

One of the most important characteristics of fosterage was the links it created
between individuals and kin-groups. Kings’ sons are regularly represented as being
fostered in other territoties, even in the households of other kings, and one may surmise
that these links were sometimes of as much importance as marriage-ties.””” The position
of ‘foster-brother’ ie. two (or more) persons who had been fostered together was
clearly an important one. Unfortunately, beyond the literary and legal material 1t 1s quite
tricky to get a sense of fosterage operating in the historical record. In fact, until the very
late eleventh century almost all references to fostering or foster-relationships in the
annals are to clerics, though in the twelfth century a few more references to secular
figures occur, e.g. AU 1129.6: ‘Gilla Crist grandson of Uidrén, chief of Cené¢l Feradaig,
was burned 1n his foster-father's house in Tit Manach by treachery’.

Cain larraith also specifies the lifestyle in which a child must be maintained, and
this 1s a function of the child’s status. Royal foster-children had to be educated to fulfil

their roles. Boys were to learn fidchell-playing, brandub-playing (both types of board-
game), horsemanship, swimming and archery.*” Gitls were to learn sewing, embroidery

and the like. However stereotyped the lists are, these skills are cleatly among those
required by the childten of royalty across western Europe at this period*" The
commentary also notes that if horsemanship is not taught (normally it would be taught

to boys above the age of seven) a fine was due.?? The commentary to Cdin Iarraith has a

few other details about royal children. In its celebrated passage on the clothes worn by
different social classes of children, it states that the sons of kings wear purple and

blue.”” This is a familiar enough motif, but of course in Ireland as elsewhete it is kings

who had the economic resoutrces to give access to such colours, and we note that in the

literature a queen (who may well have had a role in the production of the children’s

garments) could have a woad garden, essential for the production of such garments, in
the vicinity of the din rig*** 1

198 Binchy, Sctla C:?ﬂﬂ, §2.

1% For a discussion of fosterage as a community-builder, see Charles-Edwards, ECI, p. 83.
200 CTH, v, 1760.33-4.

21 The topic 1s vast, but see A. Giallongo, I/ Bambino Medievale: Educazgone ed Infanzia nel Medioevo (Bar

1990), S. Shahar, Childhood in the Middle Ages (London 1990), N. Orme, Medieval Children New Haven,
2001).

202 CTH, v, 1761.4-6.
203 Jpid, 1759.14-15.

204 1n Setla Eogain 7 Cormaic, ed. & transl. T. O Cathasaigh, The Hervic Biography of Cormac mac Airt (Dublin
1977), p. 122. For discussion see Kelly, EIF, pp. 141-2.
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After fosterage, a prince or princess could then do several things, though how

much personal choice they had is another matter. A princess could have been martied
off, or else would have remained a part of the household until such occurred. She could
have entered religion; though our knowledge of Itish nunneries apart from Kildare 1s
very limited, at least five daughters of Leinster dynasts became abbesses of Kildare*”
Sons had more options. Upon reaching legal age they could have been given a certain
amount of land and livestock, and set up as lords on their own, though they could act as
leading men for their father in counsel and battle. It is possible that the ceremony of
giving arms, so prominent in the narrative literature, would have been undertaken
before this stage, perhaps by the fosterer. Alternatively, at this point princes may also

have entered religion. In a few cases royal adolescents might even have joined a band of

flanna. 206

Otherwise they could have lived in the royal household. When their father died
they would have received a share of the inheritance, though as discussed above royal
residence and land may have been a special case. Whether living in the father’s
household or independently, a prince would have had the usual responsibilities of a
member of the fire, and perhaps others besides. They would have fought for the king,
and royal sons would have sometimes been part of the feglach (pethaps alongside their
own foster-brothers). In this environment new networks of contacts and allies (beyond
those created in fosterage) could have been built up. This would enable a prince to take
the final step, contesting the kingship when the time came. Many incidents of royal
childhood are known from the sagas, but very few from historical sources. The most
striking is AU 1109.9, when ‘Domnall Réad son of Gilla Pitraic, king of Ostaige, was

killed by another youth casting a stone’*’ Even when a prince did not have to fear for

his life from adult relatives, being around other minors could be downright

dangerous.*”

205 Mui.renn iﬂgt-:ﬂ Cellaig, d. 831 (Ui Dunchada); Gormlaith ingen Murchada d. 1112, Sadb ingen Gliin
farainn meic Murchada d. 1171 (Ui Chennselaig); Ingen Cerbaill meic Fieliin dep. 1127 (Ui Fieldin,

her sister married Domnall of Mide d. 1137); Mér ingen Domnaill d. 1167 (Ui Failge). See NHI, ix,
pp. 259-61. Cf. C. Harnngton, Women in a Celtic Church: Ireland 450-1150 (Oxford 2002), pp. 210-15.

206 K. McCone, “Werewolves, Cyclopes, Diberpa, and Fianna Juvenile Delinquency in Eady Ireland’,
CMCS 12 (Winter 1986), 1-22.

207 Gilla Pitraic had married Orlaith daughter of Murchad of Mide (d. 1076), but we do not know if
Domnall Ruad was her son.

208 Cf. the law-tract Me/lbretha ‘sport-judgements’, discussed by Kelly, GEIL, pp. 272.
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The Articulation of Royal Imagery and Ideas

So far we have examined several of the spheres in which Clann Cholmain kings were
active. I now wish to turn to something more abstract, that is the promulgation of what
we might call “dynastic ideology’. I define this as the articulation and promotion of ideas
designed to enhance the status and importance of the ruling dynasty. If the leading of
armed hostings and the killing of rivals can be interpreted as royal displays of power, the
promotion of concepts of Clann Cholmiin as great kings might be considered an
assertion of royal authority.

There are several arenas in which the ideology of Clann Cholmain kings was
proclaimed. The first I wish to consider is one in which they have some claim to have
been pioneers, that of regally-sponsored stonework. By 859 Miel Sechnaill 1 had made
himself nominal overlord of most of Ireland, the first king to do so. His obit in AU
862.5 calls him i b-Erenn uile ‘king of all Ireland’. This formulation is also found on

monumental sculpture in the southern midlands of Ireland. The most important piece

of sculpture is an ornate high cross from Kinnitty (Co. Offaly), inscribed thus:

OR DO RIG MAELSECHNAILL M MAELR[UJANAID
OROIT AR R[IG HJERENN (south face)

OR DO COLMAN DO RO... IN CROSSA AR RIG HERENN
OR DO RIG HERENN (north face)

A prayer for King Mdel Sechnaill mac Mail Ruanaid. A prayer for the king of Ireland.
A prayer for Colmin who [made] this cross for the king of Ireland, A prayer for the king of Ireland?®

The concept of a ‘kingship of Ireland’ had certainly been evolving during the ninth
century; Mael Sechnaill was the first king to put the concept into some kind of practice.
The Kinnitty site is interesting, as it is on the southern slopes of the Slieve Bloom
mountains, which formed part of the boundary between Mide and Osraige. It seems fair
to suggest that the cross was erected after the rigdd/ of 859.'° The inscription on the

west cross at Durrow commemorates a Mael Sechnaill, ‘king of Ireland’ but 1t 1s

200 D, O Murchadha and G. O Murchi, ‘Fragmentary Inscriptions from the West Cross at Durrow, the
South Cross at Clonmacnois, and the Cross of Kinnitty’, JRS.AI 118 (1988), 53-66.

210 For discussion of the illustrative panels, and the place of these crosses in the sculpture of the penod
see L. de Paor, “The High Crosses of Tech Theille (Tihilly), Kinnitty and Related Sculpture’ in E.

Rynne (ed.), Figures from the Past: studies on figurative art in Christian Ireland (Dun Laoghaire, 1987), pp.
131-158. )
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unknown whether it refers to Mael Sechnaill mac Mail Ruanaid or his descendant Mael
Sechnaill mac Domnaill. It is most probable that Mael Sechnaill mac Mail Rianaid 1s the
king commemorated on the south cross at Clonmacnoise. An inscription on the cross at
Killamery (Co. Kilkenny) has been read as commemorating Mael Sechnaill, though the
reading is very doubtful®' In any case, though decorated high crosses had been
produced for some time (and those of Osraige ate important eatly examples), a practice

of monumental inscriptions for the kings of Clann Cholmain seems to have begun with
Mael Sechnaill.

The famous ‘Cross of the Scriptures’ at Clonmacnoise bears the inscription ‘OR

DO RIG FLAIND... RIG HERENN’, commemorating Flann Sinna. This is the same
wording as appears on the Kinnitty cross. The carving-styles of the inscriptions are so
similar that they certainly come from the same workshop, and there is an argument that
they were produced by the same craftsman, though this is chronologically unlikely.*' It
1s possible that the ‘Cross of the Sctiptures’ was erected at the same time as the stone-

church of Clonmacnoise was built by Flann and Abbot Colmian.*"® The consistent

ideology of the crosses is striking, particulatly when one considers that Mael Sechnaill

was called 77 hErenn in both stone and chronicle-entry but Flann was not, being given
the title ‘king of Tara’ at his death*'*

Though the quantity of inscribed crosses is numerically small, it can be
suggested that each one made an important point about the aspirations of the Clann
Cholmain kings who were responsible for them. Though literate ecclesiastics must have
been the main audience for the inscriptions, work on inscribed stones in Britain has

shown that there could still be an impact on an illiterate audience.*”” Though there may

not have been many pilgtims or visitors to see the cross at Kinnitty, those at Durrow
and especially Clonmacnoise would have been seen by many people, and their scale
would have signalled the power of both the church and the king who patronised them.
A panel on the Cross of the Scriptures has been interpreted as depicting King Flann and
Abbot Colman symbolically placing a staff in the ground, or representing Flann’s

21 R.AS. Macalister, Corpus Inscriptionum Insularum Celticarum (2 vols, Dublin 1945-49), 1, p. 25; de Paor,
‘The High Crosses’, p. 157.

212 Jpid, p. 154.

23 CS5 908 [=909]. One 1s reminded of the foundation stone of 685 at Jarrow, endowed by Ecgfrith.

214 AU 916.1. Note that Flann was appatently also the patron of the lost shrine of the Book of Durrow:
The inscription as read by Roderick O’Flaherty in 1677 was Orit ocus bandacht Choluinb Chille do Flaund
mac Maelsechnaéll do rig Herenn lasandernad a cumdach so “the prayer and blessing of Colum Cille for Flann
mac Mail Sechnaill, for the king of Ireland who had this book-shrine made’. See M. Stokes, Early
Christian Art in Ireland (London 1887), p. 89.

215 K P:;c;r:séylt.lag ;I-A;fteracy in Pictland’, in H. Price (ed.), Literacy in Medieval Celtic Societies (Cambndge 1998),
pp. 39-61: .
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ancestor Diarmait mac Fergusa Cerrbéoil granting Clonmacnoise to St Ciaran, either of

which would be an interesting statement of royal links to Clonmacnoise. Harbison was
inclined to derive the scene from the bible (as such panels normally were biblical).* A
more recent hypothesis by FitzPatrick is that the scene represents Flann and Abbot
Colmin holding Flann’s ‘rod of kingship’ and that the scene represents a royal
inauguration conducted by the coatb of Ciaran, which would be an even mote potent
statement of links between church and dynasty.*’’ Peter Harbison and Roger Stalley
have both contributed to the debate on the level of continental influence on the practice
of erecting crosses.”® In any event, it is clear that church-sites were viewed by these
kings as important centres to assert their power, a matter we shall be returning to in
Chapter IV,

We have already seen that the royal hall was one of the most important places
for royal business, and here we find the next theatre for royal ideology. Specifically, I
wish to consider ‘court’ poetry produced by professional poets for Clann Cholmain
kings, which we suppose would mainly have been aired in the hall as part of an
eveniné’s entertainment (though on other occasions also). For the purposes of this
discussion I will examine some of the material under two main headings: on one hand

praise poetry, and on the other narrative and historical poetry.

The commissioning of praise-poetry by kings and lords is a constant of the
Gaelic world from the beginning of its history to its end in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. We are fortunate in that several praise-poems, some fragmentary,
some complete, survive for members of Clann Cholmiin. A number of praisé—poems
for Clann Cholmain kings survive from late-eighth century onwards. A eulogistic
quatrain of fairly standard form for Donnchad Midi is inserted in the chronicles (AU
797.1). There 1s also a quatrain preserved in the ‘First Middle Irish Metrical Tract’ which
may have been composed in his lifetime. This tract, which sets out a range of metres

through eiarnple seems to include several verses on Clann Cholmain kings.

Donndbad dia-n-fich domun digthech
dom-[fh]oir giallach glonnchar

216 P, Harbison, The High Crosses of Ireland (3 vols, Bonn 1992), 1, p. 49.

217" E. FitzPatnck, ‘Royal Inauguration Assembly and the Church in Medieval Ireland’, in P.S. Barnwell &
M. Mostert (edd.), Political Assemblies in the Earlier Middle Ages (Turnhout 2003), pp. 73-93: 80.

218 P. Harbison, “The Carolingian contribution to Irish sculpture’, in M. Ryan (ed.), Ireland and Insular Art
AD 500-1200 (Dublin 1987), pp. 105-10, and idem, ‘A high cross base from the Rock of Cashel and a

reconsideration of the “Ahenny Group” of crosses’, PRIA 93 C (1993), 1-20: 14-16; R. Stalley,
‘European art and the Irish high crosses’, PRLA 90 C (1990), 135-158.
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comairdire fri hEirinn n-ollgnirm

ainm maic Domnaill, Donnchad,

Donnchad, through whom a fiery world seethes,

May he who takes hostages and loves brave deeds protect me;

It is as renowned as great blue Ireland,

The name of the son of Domnall, Donnchad.?1?

It is difficult to determine how much of this imagery is particular to Donnchad and how
much may be stock praise-poetry; but from this eatly point we see that kings of Clann
Cholmiin were being placed on a level bounded by all of Ireland. Flann Sinna, like
Donnchad, is given a eulogistic verse in the chronicles, and like Donnchad quatrains
survive in “The First Middle Itish Metrical Tract’; indeed, Flann is the best-represented

king in that collection.? The language and imagery are similar to that of the quatrain

for Donnchad mac Domnaill, featuring an extended metaphor:

Immon cathbarr, imma cléithe
Co rrian réilsheng,
Immon rig réil,

Immon ngréin ar inchaib Eirenn

Immon daig ndearb ndergor mbuidi
Batar i4,
Immon mbarr fo-n-talla uik;
-~ Im Fbhlann Mid:.

Aroﬁn;d the phrrl)teciﬂ;.)r, around the chief as far as the clear and slender sea, around the

illustrious king, around the sun in front of Ireland; around the fine, firm, red-golden,

yellow [one] there were multitudes, around the royal-tree under whom everyone
found room, around Flann of Mide.221

Flann 1s addressed as king of Mide rather than of anywhere else; the poem might date
from before the death of Aed Finnliath, or alternatively even when Flann was king of

Tara, his own people may have seen him first and foremost king of his own land, Mide.
Once again, though the aspirations might not reflect reality, the Clann Cholmain king is

219 D. O hAodha, ‘The First Middle Irish Metrical Tract’ in H.L.C. Tristram (ed.), Metrik und Medienwechsel

(SctiptOralia 35, Tubingen 1991), pp. 207-244, §1, p. 225. Perhaps ‘great green’ is to be preferred to
O hAodha’s ‘great blue’ for o/orm.

220 O hAodha, ‘The First Middle Irish Metrical Tract’ §§ 4-6, 13.
21 Jbid, §4, p. 226.
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presented as a sun suitable to illuminate all of Ireland. Probably the most significa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>