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“ Names, deeds, grey legends, dire events, rebellions,
Majesties, sovran voices, agonies.”

KEATS.

It is a common-place that the true function of the historian is to give a clear and vivid
picture of the past ; but, although the principle is recognised in theory, it is practically set
aside, and pure historical composition relegated to the novelist and romancer, whose
audience, as they desire merely amusement, make no very stern demands on the veracity and
historical faithfulness of the writer. In fact, the province of archæology has so extended its
frontiers, as to have swallowed up the dominion of pure history altogether. Nearly every work
which one takes up affecting to treat of the past in a rigid and conscientious spirit, is merely
archaeological. It is an accumulation of names, dates, events, disquisitions, the balancing of
probabilities, the testing of statements and traditions, categorical assertions concerning laws
and customs. All works of this character are of the nature of archæology ; they are the
material of history, not history itself.

Upon the foundations laid, with the materials provided, by the archæologian the historian
builds. When he has acquainted himself with all that the patient toil of archæological
investigation has amassed, he is equipped for his work, and not till then. But surely, no mere
accumulation of facts only, no matter how profound or exhaustive may have been the search
whose results he has laid up in his mind, is by itself to be dignified by the name of history.
Out of the sad leavings of the past, how can even the most cunning mechanical arrangement
evolve a living, adequate, affecting representation of the life of our ancestors.

•

A nation’s history is made for it by circumstances, and the irresistible progress of events ;
but their legends, they make for themselves. In that dim twilight region, where day meets
night, the intellect of man, tired by contact with the vulgarity of actual things, goes back for
rest and recuperation, and there sleeping, projects its dreams against the waning light and
before the rising of the sun.

The legends represent the imagination of the country ; they are that kind of history which a
nation desires to possess. They betray the ambition and ideals of the people, and, in this
respect, have a value far beyond the tale of actual events and duly recorded deeds, which are
no more history than a skeleton is a man. Nay, too, they have their own reality. They fill the
mind with an adequate and satisfying pleasure. They present a rhymthic completeness and a
beauty not to be found in the fragmentary and ragged succession of events in time. Achilles
and Troy appear somehow more real than Histioeus and Miletus ; Cuculain and Emain Macha
than Brian Boromh and Kincorah.



•

Supremacy.

“ Me quoque vicinis pereuntem gentibus, Inquit,
Munivit Stilichon totam cum Scotus lernen
Movit et infesto spumavit remige Tethys.”

CLAUDIAN,

THE mechanical intellect does not appear to depend upon circumstances for its vigour and
effectiveness, but the imagination is never strong unless under conditions most favourable,
for hope and joy are essential to its free and daring exercise. The inspired history of the
Pentateuch will be found to be the creation of the Hebrew mind, wrought upon by the con-
quests of David, the glory of Solomon, and the consolidation of the scattered tribes. The Iliad
was the creation of the Greek mind during or after a great military career. The Hellenes had
conquered Greece and the Ægean Islands, and filled their home with Asiatic plunder. Then
came Homer and the Cyclic poets, and Achilles was revealed. In Ireland, too, the Heroic age
was the creation of the Irish mind, at a time when Scotic influence was felt over North-
Western Europe, when an Irish king holding the Picts in fee devastated England, and filled his
country with the plunder of the Continent. The warlike spirit of the people was high, the
imagination aflame, the national idea had laid hold upon the Irish mind. It was a single nation
that inhabited all Ireland and the west of Scotland, and tributary to a single chief. This was
the age in which were created the national heroes of ancient Eiré—the Knights of the Red
Branch, the Monarchs of Tara, and behind them, looming over all, the Fianna Eireen, the
Tuatha De Danan, and the Titanic Firbolgs.

The pictures drawn, the ideals conceived, the history elaborated in a great age, are not
lightly departed from in one which is not great. The period at which ancient Eire reached her
height of national prosperity and national elation was that which intervened between the
fourth and the eighth centuries. The ideal worlds and their inhabitants, which were then
created, constituted a ���μ� � � ��	, for all succeeding ages. But before Eire became the� � � � � �� �

Insula Sanctorum and School of the West, she had for centuries maintained her freedom, and
that of her ally, the Picts, in the face of Rome. She had conquered Alba and West Britain, had
occupied London, and twice, if not oftener, invaded and plundered Gaul. The spiritual pre-
eminence of the island had been preceded by success in arms ; an exodus of Irish conquerors,
an influx of captives and booty, had preceded the exodus of missionaries and the influx of
students and artists.

It was in this second and scholastic period that the genealogies and annals of the bards,
their poems and romances, were elaborated into that luxurious and abounding history which
we find in the pages of Keating and the Lowr Gawla. Succeeding centuries were satis-
fied to accept the history which the sixth and seventh delighted to construct.



•

The First Fact.

“ A dismal conflict
Till that Bellona’s bridegroom lapped in proof,
Confronted him with self-comparisons,
Point against point rebellious, arm against arm,
Curbing his lavish spirit.”

SHAKESPEARE.
IN modern Ireland the men of Ulster have out-distanced all the other provinces in wealth and
prosperity. The superior energy of the north, which is incontestible, has been attributed to the
introduction, in the seventeenth century, of a large English and Scotch element ; but that
energy which is the modern characteristic of the North of Ireland did not then commence.
From the dawn of history those northern regions were inhabited by a tougher and more
masterful breed. As far back as the eye can reach into the remote past, and on into the mythic
twilight of the morn of history, the political and military predominence of the north is
apparent. Ulster seems to have been ever what in wealth and material success she is to-day,
the Queen of the Provinces. Ulster was the old Ultonia, the patrimony of the Red Branch
Knights, whose glory fills the pre-historic world of the bards. It was Ulster that gave
monarchs to Ireland down to the extinction of the Ard-Rieship ; it was Ulster that, unaided or
opposed by the other provinces, all but wrested the whole island from the greatest of the
English princes.

On the other hand, that physical and mental type which is more distinctively termed Irish,
has had its home in the south both in ancient and modern times. To the warlike predominence
of the north in ancient times, to her material predominence now, the south has been always
able to oppose imagination, sprightliness, and art.

The north first made history, and the south first wrote it. It is with the north Irish history
begins, yet a signal proof of the extent to which the pre-historic record has been affected by
southern genius is to be seen in the fact, that although hardly a single southern chief ever
arrived at the dignity of Ard-Rie, yet in the pre- historic times, southern Ard-Ries appear with
great frequency. The point at which, according to Tierna, credible Irish history begins is that
at which the southern Ard-Ries begin to disappear—a remarkable confirmation of the extra-
ordinary sagacity of this remarkable man, who, born in the heart of the dark ages in the
eleventh century, exhibited an elevation and penetration of mind to which no parallel is
afforded in the annals of the world. Omnia monumenta Scotorum usque Ciombaoth incerta
sunt, forms one of the most memorable and pregnant sentences that the pen of wise man ever
committed to the keeping of paper or parchment. Tierna drew his pen across and cancelled the
greater portion of the recorded history of his country—a history which had been commit-ted
to writing many centuries before his time, which was consecrated in the imagination of the
people, and which combined the splendour of romance with the minuteness and exact-itude of
the most accurately finished chronicle. Seven hundred years have passed away since Tierna
died, and at last a ray of glory smites across that obscured and ancient brow, revolving
thoughts that belonged not to his times. The age that has welcomed Niebhur must honour the
memory of Tierna.

According to that chronicler, Irish history commences neither with Adam nor Partholan,
but with the foundation, in the third century, B.C., of the Royal Palace and intrenched seat of
Emain Macha, and the establishment in the North of Ireland of a powerful confederacy, under



the presidency of one of the chiefs of the nation, which was styled the Children of Iar. This
was Kimbay, whose centre and capital was Emain Macha, the sacred heights of Macha, the
War Goddess of the Gæil, and according to a favourite bardic image, wife of the triumphant
Kimbay.

•

Still Perplexed.

“ Forms that no man can discover
For the dews that drip all over.”

POE.

WITH Kimbay, Irish history perhaps commences, yet even thenceforward the historic track is
doubtful and elusive in the extreme. Spite its splendid appearance in the annals, it is thin,
legendary, evasive. Looked at with the severe eyes of criticism, the broad-walled highway of
the old historians, on which pass many noble figures of kings and queens, brehons, bards,
kerds and warriors, legislators and druids, real-seeming antique shapes of men and women,
marked by many a carn, piled above heroes illustrious with battles, elections, conventions,
melts away into thin air. The glare of bardic light flees away ; the broad, firm highway is torn
asunder and dispersed ; even the narrow, doubtful track is not seen ; we seem to foot it
hesitatingly, anxiously, from stepping-stone to stepping-stone set at long distances in some
quaking Cimmerian waste. But all around, in surging, tumultuous motion, come and go the
gorgeous, unearthly beings that long ago emanated from bardic minds, a most weird and
mocking world. Faces rush out of the darkness, and as swiftly retreat again. Heroes expand
into giants, and dwindle into goblins, or fling aside the heroic form and gambol as buffoons ;
gorgeous palaces are blown asunder like a smoke-wreath ; kings, with wand of silver and ard-
r
th of gold, move with all their state from century to century ; puissant heroes, whose fame
reverberates through and sheds a glory over epochs, approach and coalesce ; battles are
shifted from place to place and century to century; buried monarchs re-appear, and run a new
career of glory. The explorer visits an enchanted land where he is mocked and deluded.
Everything seems blown loose from its fastenings. All that should be most stable is whirled
round and borne away like foam or dead leaves in a storm.

But behind all this, behind Tierna’s point of departure, his fons et origo of Irish history,
lies a vast silent land, a land of the dead, a vast continent of the dead, lit with pale phosphoric
radiance. That weird light that surges round us now has passed away from that land. The
phantasmal energy has ceased there—the transmutation scenes that mock, the chaos, and the
whirlwind. There, too, at one time the same phantasmagoria prevailed, real seeming warriors
thundered, kings glittered, kerds wrought, harpers harped, chariots rolled. But all that has
passed away. Reverent hands, to whom that phantasmal world was real, decently composed
and laid aside in due order the relics and anatomies of those airy nations, building over each
hero his tomb, and setting up his grave-stone, piously graving the year of his death and birth,
and his battles. There they repose in their multitudes in ordered and exact numbers and
relation, reaching away into the dim past to the edge of the great deluge, and beyond it ; there
the Lady Kas�r and her comrades, pre-Noachian wanderers ; there Fintann, who lived on both
sides of the great flood, and roamed the depths when the world was submerged ; there
Partholanus and his ill-starred race—the chroniclers know them all ; there the children of
Nemeth in their own Golgotha, their stones all carefully lettered, these not so ancient as the
rest, only three thousand years before the birth of Christ ; there the Clan Fomor, a giant race,



and the Firbolgs with their correlatives, Fir-Domnan and Fir-Gaileen—the Tuatha De Danan,
whom the prudent annalist condemns to a place amongst the dead—a divine race they will
not die—they flee afar, preferring their phantasmal life ; even the advent of the Talkend will
not slay them, though their glory suffers eclipse before the new faith. The children of Milith
are there with their long ancestry reaching to Egypt and Holy Land. Heber, Heremon, Ith, and
Iar, with all their descendants, each beneath his lettered stone ; Tiernmas and Moh Corb,
Ollav Fohla, their lines descending through many centuries ; all put away and decently com-
posed for ever. No confusion now, no dissolving scenes or aught that shocks and disturbs, no
conflicting events and incredible re-appearances. Chronology is respected. The critical and
historical intellect has provided that all things shall be done rightly and in order, that the obits
and births and battles should be natural and imposing, and worthy of the annals of an ancient
people.
The bardic intellect and imagination never slept. The creative energy of the Irish mind

tallied that of Nature herself, bringing into existence generation after generation of heroic
persons. In the spiritual world the glorified semblance of the real, king succeeded king, hero
begot hero, the untired imagination of the country passing from father to son, from son to
grandson. In the later phases of the Ossianic literature we distinctly see Fionn Mac Cool
falling into disrepute and senility, and Oiseen’s son Oscar, the prime hero of the Fianna.

Thus behind each hero, still lusty with imagined valour and beauty, extends a long line of
heroes, from whom has been withdrawn the aliment which was their life, even the reverence
and interest of the bards. But for the genius of Homer, who seized the ephemeral heroes who
then interested the Greek world, and breathed into them the breath of immortality and lusty
life to all eternity, Achilles and Hector would now be only names.

There is one heroic cycle which, as it lasted longest, was also, perhaps, the most ancient,
otherwise it is unlikely that it should be a common possession of Erin and Alba, and that in
Scotia Minor its heroes should be located as if in their original home.

•

The Fianna Eireen

“ Long, long ago, beyond the misty space
Of twice a thousand years,

In Erin old there lived a mighty race,
Taller than Roman spears.”

M‘GEE.

LOOMING in the misty-dark night, just relieved from complete darkness by the approach of
the still distant dawn, huge forms are seen moving, scarce yet distinguishable from the
shadows. Anon, a Babel of many voices such as that bad traveller heard in the realms of Nox
and Chaos—not like the small pipe of human organs, but as if from throats tuned to the
voices of the elements—of the winds and waters. We hear the names of their mighty men,
Iregreen and Morna, Downa and Corc, Trenmore and Cool, gigantic figures in the dusky air.
Ireland is their play-ground. They set up their goals in the north and the south in Titanic
hurling-matches, they drive their balls through the length and breadth of it, storming through
the provinces.

Battles there, half seen through intervening shadows, flashes from smitten bronze, crash of
shattering shields, hiss of swift javelins, the war of giants, thunder-blasts of the Baarr-Boh.



The powers of heaven they laugh at and defy. To be less than gods fits them not. They set
themselves in array against the Eternal.

“ Highly they rage
Against the highest, and fierce with graspéd arms,
Clash on their sounding shields the din of war,
Hurling defiance ’gainst the vault of heaven.”

“ Where dwelt God,” cries Ossian, “ when we were in our prime ? Surely we would have
shattered his Dun, and bound and imprisoned him. Oh ! that my son and he were hand to
hand on Knock-na-Fian.”

Hark, the baying of many hounds held in the leash, Braan and Sgeolan, Mac an Smole,
Yeolla and Ceola and Gawr, unearthly yelling of hounds worthy of that mammoth brood.
Hark, the Dord Fian sounding in the misty dawn, the giant crew summoning to the chase.

Feasts then in the darkness. From the doors of huge booths, on hill-side and forest, glares
the red light, laughter that shakes the trembling stars, clang of great goblets drained, anon
melody, and passionate voices singing, the stricken tympan and the harp.

They are the Fianna of ancient Erin ; cold hell received them in the end. They perished
here as elsewhere. In Greece they piled Pelion on Ossa, scaling the heavens, and sank at last
into Tartarus before the shafts of Jove. In Asia they were swept away by the great deluge.
“ There were giants in the earth in those days ; the same were mighty men which were of
yore, men of renown.”

At last the mighty brood emerge into clearer light. The Ossianic cycle rolls on, bringing
before us the last generation of the Fianna. There is their captain and ruler Fionn, the son of
Cool. His hair is white and lustrous, but not with age. It falls down over his wide shoulders.
His countenance expresses more than the warrior and the hunter. For the delight of the noble-
faced son of Cool was to sleep by the cataract of Assaroe, to hear the scream of the seagulls
over Eyerus, to listen to the black-bird of Derry Carn, and to see ships tossing in the brine. He
was nursed by the Shee of Slieve Blahma, and tutored by poets in the forests of the Galtees,
where he, too, practised the art of the bards, not without success :

“ Spring, delightful time ! How welcome is the noble
Brilliance of the season ever ! On the margin of the

branchy woods
The summer swallows skim the streams,
The swift horses seek the pools, the weak fair bog-

down grows.
The heath spreads out her long hair.
Sudden consternation attacks the signs.
The planets as they run exert an influence.
The sea is lulled to rest ;
Flowers cover the earth.”

Over Fionn floats the banner of the Fianna Eireen, the likeness of the rising sun half seen
above the horizon.



Like the sun-rise, before which evil things of darkness flee away, Fionn, like Apollo
Sauroktonos, had slain and exterminated all the savage reptiles of Erin, the two dragons of
Glen Inny and the dragon of Loch Cuan, which is Strangford, the Piasta of the Shannon, and
the great serpent of Ben Edar, which is Howth.

By his side are two hounds, Braan, the darling of all the Fianna, and Sgeolan. All the poets
grow tender at the name of Braan. They caress her in their verses ; they have made a picture
of her in words. “ Yellow legs had Braan and red ears ; the rest of her jet black, save a white
spot on her breast and sprinkled white over the loins.” “ If thou curse Braan,” cried Fionn,
“ my active, intelligent dog, I will not leave of thy house one stone standing upon another.”
When Braan died, Fionn wept. Save then, and for the death of Oscar, he never shed a tear.

Oscar, the son of Ossian, a giant among giants, without fear, without malice, gentle in
peace, irresistible in war, a mountain of placid strength, dear to all, the Hector of the Fianna,
and like the great Trojan, melancholy and tender. At the battle of Gowra was he slain.
Sic cecinit Oiseen : —

“ I wandered over the battle-field. Many a broken shield and helmet lay scattered there,
many a mailed warrior. I wandered wildly searching for my own son.

“ I found my own son leaning on his left arm ; his shield by his side, his hand still grasp-
ing the hilt of his broken sword, and the blood pouring through his mail.

“ I flung my spear on the ground and cried aloud. Oscar looked up. Oh, what a face ! He
held out his arms to meet me.

“ I sat down beside him. It was night. I forgot all else. ‘ I thank heaven that you are safe,’
said Oscar. I was speechless. I could not speak.

“ Then came Kaylta and his tribe. They, too, sought for Oscar. He knelt down quickly
beside him ; he passed his arm up to the elbow in Oscar’s body, searching for the bitter spear-
head.

“ ‘ Remember the battle of Shee Drum,’ said Kaylta, pleasantly. ‘ I could count armies
through the holes in your body that night.’

“ But vain were the words of Kaylta. He, too, raised the cry of the dead. He cast his own
pure body on the ground, and tore his yellow hair.

“ We raised Oscar aloft upon our spears ; we bore him to a green mound. There we took
off his armour and garments, and washed all his white body, from head to foot full of open
wounds, but his face had got no hurt.

“ We sat there through the night watching his white body. The morning dawned frosty and
grey. We saw the silken banners waving in the dim air. We saw Oscar’s banner, the slender
roan-tree with scarlet fruit.

“ At last Fionn approached. They went to him and spoke, but he answered not. He
advanced swiftly in silence.



“ He turned from us and wept. There we all raised together the cry of lamentation over
Oscar. The Fianna wept over the great Oscar.

“ We buried Oscar on the north side of the hill of Gowra, and we buried no one in that
cairn save Oscar only. We made his cairn great and high like a king’s.”

Conan, the foul-mouthed, must not be forgotten ; Ajax, with the tongue of Thersites, bald,
corpulent, the standing jest of the Fianna ; nor Diarmait of the women, the ruddy-faced Paris
of the throng, renowned for success in love and daring in battle ; nor Diaring, the com-
panion and attendant of the chief, Phelan, MacLewy, Fergus, and many more well known to
the bards.

But what shall we say of Oiseen, better known by his North British appellation, the poet
and historian of the Fianna, the reviler of Patrick, the sorrowful mourner, the last of all the
giant brood, withering away a white-haired shadow in scholastic cells, in mind and body the
mere ghost of the once mighty Ossian, ever wondering whither had departed his comrades,
and how any power was able to smite them with decay.

•

The Burden of Oiseen.

O SON of Calpurn of the crosses, hateful to me is the sound of thy bells and the howling of
thy lean clerics. There is no joy in your strait cells ; there are no women among you, no
cheerful music.

“ You have practised magic against the Fianna. At the sound of your bells they grew pale.
At the howling of your clerics they became like ghosts ; they melted into the air. When we
marched against our enemies every step that we took could be heard through the firmament.
Now all are silent ; they have melted into the air. I, too, linger for a while, a shadow ; I shall
soon depart.

“ I took no farewell of Fionn nor of any of the Fenians ; they perished far away from me.
Out of the west, out of the sea, riding on a fairy steed, shod with gold, came a lady seeking a
champion. Brighter than gold was her hair, like lime her fair body, and her voice was sweeter
than the angled harp.

“ I set her before me on the steed. The sea divided before us, and arched above us. We
descended into the depths. A fawn flew past me, whom two hounds pursued ; a fair girl ran by
with an apple of gold ; a youth with drawn sword pressed behind. I knew not their import.

“ Three hundred years I lived in the Tiernan
g, in the land of the ever young, the isles of
the blest ; but, far away I heard the hateful clanging of thy bells (the thought of my comrades
come over me like a flood), and I returned to fade away beneath thy spells, son of Calpurn.

“ How stood the planets when power was given you, that we should grow pale before your
advent. Withered trees are ye, blasted by the red wind. Your hair, the glory of manhood, is
shaven away ; your eyes are leaden with much study ; your flesh wasted with fasting and
self-torture ; your countenances sad. I hear no gleeful laughter ; I see no eyes bright and glad ;
and ever the dismal bells keep ringing, and sorrowful psalmody sounds.



“ Life is a burden to you, not a pleasure. It is the journey of one travelling through desolate
places hastening homeward.

“ Not such, not such, was our life, cleric ; not such the pleasures of Fionn and the Fianna.
The music that Fionn loved was that which filled the heart with joy and gave light to the
countenance, the song of the blackbird of Letter Lee, and the melody of the Dord Fian, the
sound of the wind in Droum-derg, the thunders of Assaroe, the cry of the hounds let loose
through Glen Rah, with their faces outward from the Suir, the Tonn Rury lashing the shore,
the wash of water against the sides of ships, the cry of Braan at Knock-an-awr, the murmur of
streams at Slieve Mish, and oh, the blackbird of Derry Carn. I never heard, by my soul, sound
sweeter than that. Were I only beneath his nest !

“ We did not weep and make mournful music. When we let our hounds loose at Locha
Lein, and the chase resounded through Slieve Crot, there was no doleful sound, nor when we
mustered for battle, and the pure, cold wind whistled in the flying banners of the Fianna of
Erin ; nor yet, in our gentle intercourse with women, alas, Diarmait ; nor in the banqueting
hall with lights, feasting and drinking, while we hearkened to the chanting of noble tales and
the sound of the harp and the voice.

“ How, then, hast thou conquered, son of Calpurn.”

•

Ard-Rie Erenn Uili.

“ The bright morning star, day’s harbinger,
Comes dancing from the east, and leads with her
The flowery May, that from her green lap throws
The yellow cowslip and the pale primrose.”

THERE is a pleasure in watching the reclamation of desert land—the choking moisture drained
away, the sour peat mingled with sand, the stones collected into heaps, the making of roads
and the building of fences, and, in the end, the sight of corn-fields where the snipe shrieked,
and herds of kine where the morass quaked.

There is a pleasure in watching the dispersion of darkness before the rising sun, the gloom
changing slowly into the silver twilight, the twilight ripening gradually into the golden day.

There is a pleasure in watching with the scientist the subsidence of some vast and horrible
chaos into a shape of celestial beauty, fulfilling its part in some sidereal system, rolling
through space around its sun, clear and determinate, a world and a star.

But there is a pleasure more certain, more human, more sublime, felt by one who con-
templates out of the seething welter of warring tribes the slow growth of a noble people, the
reclamation of a vast human wilderness, the stormful gloom of ignorance and hate growing
less and less dense, shot through by the rays of imagination, knowledge, and love—the chaos
of confusion and aimless strugglings concentre gradually into the wise and determined action
of a nation fulfilling its part in the great national confraternity of the world.

To trace from small beginnings the gradual growth of the Ard-Rieship of Erin, with
accuracy and critical hesitation, with the balancing of reasons, and the slow deduction of



doubtful conclusions, with marshalled names and dates, the collation of manuscripts and in-
scriptions, the determination of the exact age of each separate composition, with a preceding
inquiry into the changing phases of the language, and of the modes of thought of the ancient
Gæil, would be a noble work indeed, but one which would necessitate the consenting labours
of many minds. The golden ore of historic inquiry is usually only obtained by patient toil in
the dark underworld of the past. Yet in Irish history the whole surface of the ground is strewn
with the glittering metal, unnoticed and ungathered, from the very gleanings of which less
fortunate peoples might trick out their past with a barbaric splendour. For myself, I lay no
claim to the discovery of subterranean treasures, nor are the times ripe for that co-operation of
thought and study of associated and ardent inquirers from whom alone such results may be
expected. Till men recognize the greatness of the heroic period of their history, the labours of
the patient brood of scholars will be feebly conducted and inadequately rewarded.
Enthusiasm itself must chill in the presence of a hard and enduring apathy. Irish archæology
is now, and has been hitherto, a flickering flame, whose intermittent flashes only serve to
reveal its own sad state.

The task which I have set before myself is different ; it is to recast in a literary form that
old heroic history, taking typical characters from each period, infusing into the tale, with a
freedom unknown to the bards, the civilization of their own times, which, now at least, is
sufficiently poetical, using for a foundation that chronology which the bards and monks
agreed upon, and which has not been yet overthrown. But before commencing, I desire to
write a few words concerning one strong fact that looms for ever through the wild bardic
traditions, a fact still, whether true of the times concerning which the bards wrote, or whether
the reflection of one of the prime elements of their own civilization.

In ancient Erin we find at Tara, a spot for ever sacred, the locus of the plastic and format-
ive principle, the centre upon which the chaos of the septal struggles was destined to subside,
a palace, a strength, a city, a place of rude parliaments and conventions of the justest law
and the wisest brehons, the most frequented fair-green, best place for the jeweller to sell his
rings and brooches, the armourer his weapons, where the harper found his art best judged and
best rewarded, where the chronicler could best display and best correct his dry antiquities, the
bard find the most liberal and appreciative audience. Who can tell the number of brave men
whose blood has reddened those green plains, warring to keep or gain for their own chief
those sacred and king-making Raths.

The social functions, which in modern times are discharged by cities and parliaments,
were in ancient times discharged by great periodical gatherings at stated intervals and places.
Primarily and essentially, the Isthmian and Olympian gatherings were not held for purposes
of sport, but for commerce and the adjustment of inter-tribal relations. But the more
sensational and exhilarating character of any event tends to absorb in popular estimation all
its other and more intimate characteristics. Thus the great Olympian and Isthmian gatherings
are remembered as games, and not as fairs.

In Ireland, in addition to the local and provincial fairs which took place more frequently,
there was held every third year, on the plains of Meath, one great fair, which surpassed all the
rest in public importance.

To the great triennial fair of Tara, held midway between north and south, the chiefs
gathered from the most remote parts of the country. To violate this fair was the highest public
offence known to our ancestors. The use of a weapon was punished by instant death, for
which no Eric was or could be accepted. It was the jubilee season of the Irish ; ancient



prestige and reverence protected those who journeyed to and from that fair, and wars were
suspended during its celebration.

From a small beginning the great Feis of Tara advanced in public importance, until it be-
came for Ireland what the Olympian festival was to Greece. Eventually, with the growing
traffic, the increasing numbers of those who flocked to the fair, the gathering complexity and
multitude of the relations and requirements of the event, the necessity of control and
regulation began to be felt, and a chieftain was elected who should fulfil this duty.

To the great customary Feis of Tara, more than to actual conquest and downright super-
iority in arms, is to he attributed the power and dignity of the Irish Ard-Rie. Yet there was
action and counter-action. The power of the chieftain enhanced the dignity and authority of
the fair, and the importance of the fair extended the influence and renown of the chieftain.
Accordingly, it is with the strife of contending factions, eager to secure for their own
candidate the possession of this coveted honour, that Irish history begins. Through the gilt
and embellished curtain of myth and legend the first thing of which we are made aware is the
crash of contending armies struggling for the possession of Temair.

In Grecian history we know the importance attached to the right of celebrating the great
games, and the civil wars which occasionally took place between tribes contending for the
honour. But in Greece the office was not open to election. The prescriptive right of the Eleans
to the celebration of the Olympian festival was universally acknowledged ; but their slender
political and military power rendered them unable to make use of the position in order to ex-
tend their authority and compel their neighbours to yield them tribute and allegiance. They
were simply trustees and agents acting on behalf and under the sanction of the remaining
Greek tribes, many of whom were infinitely more powerful than themselves, and would not
permit the festival to be turned to any political purpose for the aggrandisement of the Eleans.
If, instead of being vested by prescription in a single tribe, this honour had been the subject of
election, and the perpetual appanage of military and political predominance, how eagerly
would every powerful state have put forward her pretensions, and how many bloody battles
would have been fought in the territory of the Eleans, who, as an independent sept, would
speedily have disappeared from the map of Greece in the contentions of their great neigh-
bours. In ancient Ireland, unlike Greece, this noble privilege, the right of celebrating the great
Temairian festival and fair, was not vested in any particular tribe, but was left open to the
ambition, energy, and power of individual kings, and of the coalitions which they were able to
form. Thus the Irish did work out for themselves unity, which the Greeks did not ; for out of
these contentions for the possession of Tara sprang the Ard-Rie Erenn Uili.

•

Tara.

“ With rosy fingers soon to grasp
And wrestle with the giant gloom.”

EDMUNDARMSTRONG.

THE name of the tribe was the name of its founder. The great Norman-Irish sept of the
Geraldines was founded by the sons of Gerald, the son of Raymond. The great Scotic-Irish
nation of the Hee Neill was founded by Neill of the Nine Hostages, Neill Nae-yeela. From
time to time the progress of events broke up old organizations and created new ; the ancient
tribe-names passed away, and others took their places ; social convulsions brought into prom-



inence new and powerful chieftains whose names became impressed upon the organizations
which they created. To the chieftaincy of these organizations their posterity alone were
eligible. The Clan Carty of Desmond were preceded by the Owenacts, who were themselves
preceded by the Corca Lewy ; that is, the descendants of Cartha succeeded the posterity of
Owen, who were preceded by the children of Lewy.

Perhaps the earliest trustworthy fact in Irish history is that of the contemporary existence
in Ireland of four powerful septs, impressed with the names of Heber, Heremon, Ith, and Iar.
Who were these chieftains, when they lived, and whether contemporary or separated by
centuries, who shall tell ? I myself follow the ancient tradition, which assuredly contains
more truth than my own speculations. Yet, as there are many persons who like a theory, I
crave permission to suggest one.

The national unity which, in the days of Neill Nae-yeela was an accomplished fact, pro-
duced on the one hand political expression in the institution of Ard-Rie, and on the other,
bardic expression in the romance of the Milesian invasion of Ireland by the sons and kindred
of Milesius.

Had the advent of letters and civilization been delayed in Ireland down to the Tudor era,
and no memory of the Norman settlement survived, we may be certain that some such myth
as the Milesian would have been invented to account for the origin of the then great Irish
septs. Neill, De Burgo, Gerald, Brian, and Cartha would naturally present themselves to the
imagination as the sons of some powerful warrior who had subdued and divided the land
amongst his children, and the prior history of this conqueror would have been gradually
elaborated through a series of bardic tales, finally to be crystallized into history and
incorporated with the annals

Royalty is a strange growth. A halo of sovereignty and legitimate authority gradually
settles upon and deepens round one family, whose pre-eminence is recognized and acquiesced
in by the rest. The divinity that doth hedge a king is more the work of imagination than the
result of mere pre-eminence in actual force and power. The Earl of Warwick posses-sed more
land, castles, and dependants than the king ; yet he never dared to put forward any pretension
to the Crown.

When the curtain is raised, and, on the stage of Irish history, the septs are seen contending
for the Ard-Rie-ship, the four Milesian families alone enjoyed a prescriptive title to the reg-
ulation of the great Feis of Temair. It is not to be supposed that the clans of Heber, Heremon,
Ith, and Iar were even then the only strong and numerous septs in the island. There were
many tribes non-Milesian, but the prescriptive right to the dignity and tributes of this office
had gradually come to be vested in these four tribes alone. The non-Milesian tribes occupied
territories in different parts of Ireland, particularly in the west. At last the growing import-
ance of the office induced them to make common cause against the families of the Blood. All
the non-Milesian septs throughout the island conspired to break the prescriptive title of the
royal tribes, and to elect, a ruler of the great Feis who should not belong to any of the four
Bloods. The revolution, which was aided by a massacre, succeeded, and the excluded families
established one of their own number in the sovereignty of Tara. This was the celebrated
revolution of the Aithech Tuatha—gentes plebeianæ—and took place in the first century of
our era.



The royal tribes now united, and electing their ownArd-Rie, succeeded in driving the
usurper from Tara, and established indefeasably the exclusive royal privileges of the four
Milesian tribes.

The revolution of the Aithech Tuatha had European results. The counter-revolution pro-
duced the expulsion from Eire of many non-Milesian tribes. Passing over to the Continent,
their fighting-men became incorporated in the Roman army, and, under the name of Atticotti,
are frequently mentioned by Latin writers, not always to their credit.

Time and fate have revenged these expatriated tribes. Sixteen hundred years later, the
descendants of the four conquering septs, themselves subdued by an alien race, were forced to
fly from their country, and in foreign lands to fight the battles of strange peoples.

There is no reason to suppose that the royal septs differed in blood and race from the rest
of the inhabitants of the island. In an unsettled state of society some clans must come to the
front, and exert a pre-eminence over the less fortunate or the less brave ; and in Ireland it so
happened, that these four families emerged victorious out of the septal struggles.

The power and pride of the royal septs, and their contempt for the tribute-paying classes,
produced the conception of a diversity of race. In the rich soil of the bardic mind the idea
took root and flourished. Eventually, the royal tribes were regarded universally as a race of
Spanish origin, ruling in the midst of a people whom their ancestors had subdued, and the
history of Milesian was distinguished from that of Fir-bolgic Erin. Yet the fact that in historic
times there was no connection between Ireland and Spain renders it exceedingly probable
that, at least in its main features, the ancient and universal tradition represents what really
took place.

By degrees the Fir-bolgic tribes melted away utterly before the dominant families and their
spreading branches. In the commencement of the historic era, we find them in a position of
inferiority, indeed, but possessing a considerable amount of territory. In the end they held
none. The Milesian septs extended themselves over the whole island, until every petty king
and chieftain traced his pedigree to one of the four Spanish conquerors.

But through all the turmoil and confusion of these antique, obscure times, clear and
distinct only when the wonderful mirror of the bards is held up against them, through all
displacements and expansions of beaten or triumphant tribes and tribal confederacies, that
one spot upon the plains of Meath gleams brighter and brighter as day advances, and mighty
Rome, the sun of our northern regions, rolls up from the under-world. In the waning night it
glitters like the morning star before the eye of the historian. That group of green mounds,
palisaded and dyked, surmounted with painted wicker-houses, is the central harmonizing
point of the wild chaos which surges and bellows in the darkness and the haze. Starlike now,
it will itself be one day a sun. All the tribes shall look to it for light and heat, for justice and
order. All Eiré, from sea to sea, shall be convulsed for its possession. From Innishowen, from
the House of Donn, from Eyerus, from Cahirman, warriors shall come together in battle,
warring to secure for their own captain that centre of the assemblages of Erin.
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