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OMENS, ORDEALS AND ORACLES: ON DEMONS
AND WEAPONS IN EARLY IRISH TEXTS!
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ABSTRACT. The account of a sword ritual in Serglige Con Culainn involves references to two
different kinds of divination, reflected in two consecutive sentences in the text: the first describes
the ritual as an ordeal, the second as an oracle. The supernatural source of the oracle is identified
as ‘demons’ by the text. It is here argued that the religious and literary background of these dem-
ons is formed by certain types of supernatural battle creature, especially the Irish war goddesses.
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When people seek insight into the future or the unknown in a ‘supernatural’ or
‘metaphysical’ way, they may make use of several types of divination. They

ocbserve certain phenomena from the natural world and interpret these as mes-
sages from the supernatural world about hidden things or the future. A sword
a

sage
ritual, described in Serglige Con Culainn® is connected with divination in that it
deals with human declarations about deeds in the past, the truthfulness of which
apparently cannot be tested in the natural way (by the five human senses).
Therefore, supernatural sanctions are hinted at to test the truth of the verbal
ufierances.

This paper is an attempt to reconstruct some of the religious ideas upon which
this description of the sword ritual may have been based. Part I focuses upon

the passage in which the ideas about this ritual are described. They will be put

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Tiondl of the School of Celtic Studies,
DIAS (21 November 1998). I thank Proinsias Mac Cana, Maire Ni Mhaonaigh and Micheal
© Ceariil for their help. I am especially indebted to John Carey for giving me ample
ibliographical information and advice. Translations in this paper are mine, unless otherwise

d.

2. Myles Dillon (ed), Serglige Con Culainn, Mediaeval and Modern Irish Series 14 {Dublin
1953, repr. 1975) [hereafter SCCY; id. (tr), ‘The wasting sickness of Cu Chulainn’, Sco#t Gael
Stud 7 (1953) 47-88. This is considered to be an eleventh-century compilation of ninth-century
texts. See further R. Thurneysen, Die irische Helden- und Konigsage bis zum siebzehnten
Jahrhundert (Halle 1921, repr. 1979) 413-16; Myles Dillon, ‘On the text of Serglige Con
Culainn’, Eigse 3 {1941-42) 120-29; and T. K. Salberg, ‘The question of the main interpolation
£ H into M’s part of the Serglige Con Culainn in the Book of the Dun Cow and some related
roblems’, Z Celt Philol 45 (1992) 161-81.
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within the broader scope of similar phenomena in early Irish literature, which
entail ordeals, oracles and omens. Parts II and 111 are an inquiry into the back-
ground of the supernatural creatures mentioned in this passage. Part II focuses
upon supernatural battle creatures; Part III deals with some aspects of the war

goddesses.

I THE SWORD RITUAL: ORDEAL AND ORACLE

Serglige Con Culainn begins with a description of the fair of Samain (§1). At
this time of the year, the men of Ulster declare their victories (§2). They bring
as evidence the tongues of the men that they have killed. Some of them also
bring the tongues of cattle in order to increase the amount. Each of them boasts
in turn, literally ‘with their swords on their thighs’.® The text explains:

Ar imsoitis a claidib friu in tan dognitis guichomram. Deithbir én, ar no
labraitis demna friu dia n-armaib conid de batir comarchi forro a n-airm*
‘For their swords used to turn against them when they would declare a
false victory. That [is] right, for demons used to speak to them from their
weapons, so that their weapons were thus guarantees for them’.

This section gives the impression that two voices are speaking here. The first
sentence describes the usual course of events and the second sentence com-
ments upon this. Each sentence represents a different belief system, in my
opinion, and I will deal separately with them.

A sword turns against its owner when this person does not speak the truth
about the acts performed with it. This first sentence should be read against the
background of ideas about fir, ‘truth, justice’, a religious ethical norm in early
Irish literature. A person who utters a statement that is discordant with the truth
or justice, runs the risk of being struck by a supernatural sanction.’ There are
many well-known examples of this idea in the literature. Kings who pronounce
unjust judgments cause the land to become infertile and the social order to be
disrupted.® Visionaries of the tarbfeis, ‘bullfeast, bullsleep’, who lie about their

3. SCC §2, line 14: a claidib fora sliastaib.

4. 5CC §2, lines 15-17.

5. See further . Borsje, From chaos to enemy: encounters with monsters in early Irish texts:
an investigation related to the process of christianization and the concept of evil, Instrumenta
Patristica 29 (Turnhout 1996) 73-75.

6. See, for instance, M. Draak, ‘Some aspects of kingship in pagan Ireland’, Studies in the his-
tory of religions, Supplements to Numen 4: The sacral kingship (Leiden 1959) 651-63; C. Wat-
kins, ‘Is tre fir flathemon: marginalia to Audacht Morainy’ | Eriu 30 (1979) 181-98; K. McCone,
Pagan past and christian present in early Irish literature, Maynooth Monographs 3 (Maynooth
1990) 121-23. :
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