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I

One of the most familiar episodes in the eclectic Middle Irish narrative
Macgnimartha Find is that which describes how Finn mac Cumaill
acquired the supernatural enlightenment on which he depended for his
poetic and prophetic gifts." The young hero studies poetry (éicse) under
a sage named Finn FEices; the latter, evidently some kind of doublet of
Finn himself, has spent seven years beside the Boyne waiting to catch a
particular salmon, ‘for it had been prophesied of him that he could
consume the salmon of Fiacc, and that after that there would be nothing
which he would not know’. But in fact the prophecy applies to his
namesake: the young Finn is set to cook the salmon and, when he puts
his thumb in his mouth after burning it on the fish, himself receives the
knowledge for which his teacher had been seeking. In the tale’s own
words:

Is ed sin tra dorat in fis do Finn .i. an tan dobered a ordain ina beolu
ocus no chana tria teinm laega, ocus no faillsithea do iarum in ni no
bid 'na ainfis. Ro fogluim-sium in treide nemtigius filid .i. teinm
laega ocus imus forosna ocus dicedul dicennaib.

That is what gave knowledge to Finn: when he would put his thumb
in his mouth and chant by means of teinm laedo, what he did not
know would be revealed to him. He learned the three things which
qualify a fili: teinm laedo and imbas forosnai and dichetal di
chennaib .

The last sentence in this quotation lists three skills or abilities that give
the fili or professional poet his special status: nemthigidir, the verb, which
I have loosely rendered “ qualifies’, derives from the noun nemed, meaning
not only ‘legal privilege’, ‘immunity’, but also ‘holy thing’ or
‘sanctuary’.? Apart from echoing the enigmatic term teinm laedo in the

! This article is the revised version of a paper presented at the Tenth Irish Conference
of Medievalists, Maynooth, on 6 July 1996. 1 am_groteful for the comments of those who
attended, as well as for those of the editors of Eriu; I am particularly indebted to Liam
Breatnach for his suggestions regarding the sense of several of the passages which I have
endeavoured to translate below. The invaluable help which I have received does not, of
course, in any way diminish my own responsibility for the imperfections which remain.

* Kuno Meyer (ed.), ‘Macgnimartha Find’, Revue Celtique 5 (1881-3), 195-204: 201.
The three terms teinm laedo, imbas forosnai and dichetal di chennaib are given many
spellings in the sources. In translating I have normalized these, apart from recording the
instances where do takes the place of di in dichetal di chennaib.

? A useful summary of the senses of nemed is provided in Thomas Charles-Edwards and
Fergus Kelly (eds), Bechbretha (Dublin 1983), 107-9.
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42 JOHN CAREY

previous sentence, the statement has no integral relationship with the rest
of the tale: it is a good example of the ‘process of somewhat artless
composition from disparate sources’ to which Pddraig Breatnach has
called attention in his discussion of Macgnimartha Find as a whole.* In
this instance the author has drawn upon the legal literature, to which we
may now turn.

II

Here the first source calling for consideration is the commentary to
Uraicecht Becc, an Old Irish tract on status:

Tredi dlegar dun ollamain filed .i. tenm leghdha 7 imus forosnadh
7 dicedal do cennaib, amail adberat bretha nemeth: a tri nemtigter
nemthusa fileth, tenm laeda 7 imus forosnad [7] dicedul du cennaib.

Three things are required of a master fili: teinm laedo and imbas
forosnai and dichetal do chennaib, as Bretha Nemed states: ‘ Three
things qualify the entitlements of a fili: teinm laedo and imbas
Jorosnai and dichetal do chennaib’.?

The commentator then endeavours to explain the three terms, interpreting
them as designations for senchas and metrical expertise.

That this passage does not derive from the original Uraicecht seems
clear. Only the Yellow Book of Lecan puts the opening words in larger
script;® even more significantly, nothing comparable appears in the
version of Uraicecht Becc in NLI MS G.3.7 Several brief tracts drawing
on the Uraicecht do include it, however: Liam Breatnach has listed and
discussed five of these,® and the passage also appears in isolation in TCD
MS H.3.18.° In this last case, a copyist has drawn upon Sanas Cormaic
to add the names of practitioners of each of the three skills: Moen Eices
for teinm laedo, Lugaid Dalléices for imbas forosnai, and Finn himself for
dichetal di chennaib.'® It may have been some such reference as this that
prompted the author of Macgnimartha Find to include the legal formula
in his story.

The most important feature of the passage is the commentator’s
citation of the eighth-century legal collection Bretha Nemed as his

* Review of Joseph Falaky Nagy, The wisdom of the outlaw, in Eigse 24 (1990), 155-67:
164. Elsewhere on the same page Breatnach again adverts to ‘evidence that the compiler
relied at various stages in his narrative on diverse, even discrepant, sources without
troubling to cover traces in the process’.

* D. A. Binchy (ed.), Corpus iuris Hibernici (hereafter CIH) (Dublin 1978), 1603.35-7;
cf. 648.37-649.1, 2319.27-30.

¢ Ibid. 2319.27.

* Ibid. 2270.25ff. For discussion of the two versions of Uraicecht Becc see Liam
Breatnach (ed.), Uraicecht na Riar (Dublin 1987), 5-6.

® Uraicecht na Riar, 7 (cf. CIH 1533.26-35), 8 (cf. CTH 551.36-552.17), 13-14 (text on
pp 154-5), 14 (text on p. 159), 16 (text on p. 166).

¢ CIH 1105.35-1106.11.

" For further discussion of references to divination in Sanas Cormaic see section VI
below.
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authority for a statement almost identical to that in the Macgnimartha.
On the face of it, this suggests that the doctrine that imbas forosnai, teinm
laedo and dichetal di chennaib are the fili’s three requirements is several
centuries older than the Macgnimartha or the commentary; but in fact no
such assertion is to be found in any of those sections of Bretha Nemed
which have survived.

11

We do find something similar however in Trecheng Breth Féne, the
gnomic collection edited by Kuno Meyer under the title The Triads of
Ireland. Here a formidable list of threefold qualifications—for the
professions of buffoon, comb-maker, carpenter, physician, blacksmith,
brazier, harpist, and king—includes the group ‘Three things which
qualify a fili: imbas forosnai, teinm laedo, dichetal di chennaib’® (Tréde
neimthigedar filid: immas forosna, teinm leda, dichetal di chennaib).'' The
original compilation of the Trecheng has been tentatively dated to the
ninth century.'?> These ‘professional triads’, however, belong to an
extensive body of material appearing only in two manuscripts, the Yellow
Book of Lecan and RIA MS 23.N.10: we may consider the possibility
that they were added to the collection at some later date.'

Whatever the relationship of these triads to the rest of the Trecheng,
there can be little doubt regarding their source: they have been drawn
from that section of Bretha Nemed headed Do nemthigud cach graid *On
the qualification of every rank’. Here all of the triple requirements found
in the professional triads are listed, together with more for satirists,
various categories of bard, coppersmiths, charioteers, champions,
warriors, hospitallers, tenant farmers, cupbearers, druids, and clerics."

All of the professional triads show close verbal agreement with the
corresponding material in Bretha Nemed, with one significant exception:
the qualifications for a fi/i. These in fact come at the very beginning of the
Bretha Nemed treatment. Liam Breatnach has translated the relevant
passage as follows:

11 Kuno Meyer (ed.), The Triads of Ireland (Dublin, 1906), 16 §123. In the manuscripts
themselves the triad appears as follows: ‘ T. n- filid/ immas forosnad. teinm laega. dicheadal
dicheannuibk’ (YBL, facs. p. 416a, line 25); ‘Tri ar neimitir filid. teinm laide. imus for
osna. dicetal do cenduib’ (23.N.10, facs. p. 9a, lines 14-15). Note that the sequence in
23 N.10 matches that in Macgnimartha Find, the Uraicecht Becc commentary, and the
second metrical tract (cf. n. 48 below).

12 Fergus Kelly, 4 guide to early Irish law (Dublin 1988), 284.

13 Besides the ‘professional triads’ themselves (§§116-23, 202), the triads that Meyer
numbered §§62, 105-8 and 166-220 are peculiar to YBL and 23.N.10.

M CTH 2219.15-2220.19. Some of these triads are cited individually elsewhere. Thus
Cath Maige Tuired speaks of ‘the three things by which a musician is qualified: the
sleeping-strain and the laughing-strain and the weeping-strain’ (a trédhi fora nem(thlilg]thir
cruitiri .i. suantraigi 7 genntraigi 7 golltraighi: E. A. Gray (ed.), Cath Maige Tuired (Naas
1982), lines 806-7); and the three requirements of a charioteer are listed as “the three
excellences (buada) of charioteering” in Tdin Bé Cuailnge (Cecile O’Rabhilly (ed.), Tain Bo
Cuailnge : Recension I (Dublin 1976), lines 2211-12). Cf. respectively CIH 2219.34-5 and
40-1; in the former case the correspondence in wording is particularly close.
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A Moraind a maine a mochta, abuir frium co miter nert cach
naosad nemeth, ar is a nemtesaib do-ecclamar cach direch dana
dligid. Imus for-osnam, dicedul do cenduib, cedul n-anomuin
cethirriach cato cach suad.

O wealthy mighty Morand, tell me how the power of every lawfully
established nemed is estimated, for it is on the basis of privileges that
every lawful skilled person is chosen(?). Imbas forosnai, dichetal do
chennaib, the singing of anamain of four varieties are what confer
dignity on a sage.'®

It 1s natural enough that this wording should have been somewhat recast
for inclusion in a list of triads: the discussion of the qualifications of the
fili and of several ranks of bard constitutes a self-contained unit in
elevated diction, marked off by a dinad as an address to the legendary
jurist Morand, while the other professions are treated in an unadorned
list thereafter. More striking is the fact that the fi/i’s professional
requirements are here actually different from those listed in the Trecheng.
Instead of reinm laedo we find the ability to recite ‘anamain of the four
varieties’, a verse-form named in various sources as one of the distinctions
of the ollam or master fili.*®

The Uraicecht commentary asserts that its list of a fili’s qualifications
is drawn from Bretha Nemed, and the professional triads, which clearly
derive from that source, contain the same list. In Bretha Nemed itself,
however, in the section from which the triads were taken, we find not that
list but a different one. These three pieces of evidence must cohere, but
their relationship is evidently not entirely straightforward.

The most natural inference appears to be that the Uraicecht Becc
commentary, and the professional triads, go back not to Bretha Nemed
proper but to a modified version of that work, one in which the doctrine
here under discussion had undergone a significant alteration. On this
evidence it is reasonable to suppose that a// examples of the formula that
include reinm laedo derive, at however many removes, from this
emendation of Bretha Nemed's testimony.

v

Something similar appears later in Bretha Nemed, in the course of a
more detailed discussion of the qualifications of a fili. The end of the
relevant section, together with my own tentative translation, are as
follows:

... Airdemh uaislemh anamhain,
imba ceithre ree rigther.

'* Uraicecht na Riar, 36-7. 1 have departed from Breatnach’s wording by leaving the
technical terminology in Irish; he renders imbas forosnai and dichetal do chennaib
respectively as “great knowledge which illuminates” and ‘extempore chanting’.

'8 Uraicecht na Riar, 59, 177 (Table 2), 182 (Table 5). Cf. pp 59 and 72, where the metre
is called merely anamain; in both cases this may be due to the exigencies of verse.













































