This is a review of the article ‘Affectionate Cannibalism and the Blood Drinking Motif in Gaelic Literature’ by Simon Rodway (Cambridge medieval Celtic Studies., 74, Winter, pp.47-65). Within this article Rodway looks at affectionate cannibalism and the blood drinking motif and reviews accounts of survival and aggressive cannibalism, including blood drinking as part of the actions within conflict. This article contains a number of sources to investigate this subject in great detail. Rodway’s research covers a large time span. Through original sources and the works of later commenters, Rodway aims to determine if the culture of cannibalism and blood drinking can be confirmed to have been an act that was carried out by the Celtic people as part of their customs and culture.

From reading Rodway’s article, he weaves the different aspects of this subject throughout. Therefore, this review has been set out to summarise Rodway’s main points, opinions and evidence to these individual aspects, with the aim of bringing each one together from the fragments throughout the article. 

Notably, within the first paragraph, Rodway begins with a famous keen, where a widow drinks the blood from her deceased husband’s wounds. (p47) It is remarked that the blood drinking motif appears in a number of keens and folklore within Gaelic literature. Rodway refers to a statement by Caroline Nic Craith, that the act of blood drinking was as ‘a vehicle for unleashing supernatural knowledge and the skill of poetry’.[footnoteRef:1] Rodway states such accounts of these acts are often within the context of a lament, and states, ‘I prefer to see it as a symptom of extreme grief’. (p.48) [1:  Nic Craith, Caroline, ‘The Magic of Blood in Early Irish Literature’, in Proceedings of the Eighth Symposium of Societas Celtologica Nordica, edited by Jan Erik Rekdal and Ailbhe Ó Corráin (Uppsala, 2007), pp.127-34 (p.131).] 


The article features three accounts, whereby mothers drink blood from the wounds of their deceased sons. Included, is a later account, of a wife consuming the blood of her deceased husband, reported by the deceased’s sister. Rodway refers to a recent account in 1996, whereby a father drinks the blood and consumes flesh from his son who had been fatally injured. Rodway notes, the recent incident has many differences to the earlier accounts, so therefore, is discounted for the purposes of this article. (p.49)

Another context in which blood drinking has been dismissed, are from early Gaelic literature and non-literary sources, referencing the act of blood drinking within treaties or covenants. Rodway states that the focus for the article will remain on ‘blood drinking in an elegiac context’. (p.50) However, before looking into this context further, Rodway, gives examples of a more aggressive context of blood drinking.

Rodway’s opinions of the aggressive context of blood drinking, is that the views and comments of classical writers become more exaggerated with distance from their homeland. Rodway references this from Philip Freeman’s description of an account dated around 200 CE by Solinus, who ‘accuses the Irish of drinking the blood of their enemies and smearing it on their faces’, (p.52) as a ‘gossipy and altogether fanciful collection of stories’[footnoteRef:2] Another account by Ammianus Marcellinus of blood drinking by the Scordisic, states they drank the blood of enemies from skulls, used as cups. Rodway notes this does not suggest it is a common practice or behaviour and drinking from skulls is recognised as a commonly commented characteristic in the description of barbarians.  [2:  Freeman, Philip, ‘War, Women, and Druids’, (Austin, University of Texas Press, 2002), p.78] 


Referring to evidence for the blood drinking motif in a ritual context. Rodway explores the fifteenth-century Irish translation of Liber de Passione Christi and the middle Irish Dán na hAoine (‘Good Friday Poem’), where it is said the Virgin Mary drinks the blood of her dying son. Rodway links the blood drinking from these religious works, to an influence of blood drinking within the traditions of Ireland. Referring to comments of Alexandra Bergholm on this to point out that there are parallels of interest within the Passion, that are in other European texts, ‘in which the Virgin Mary kisses Christ’s bloody wounds, or licks his blood in her grief’ (p.64). From this, the tradition of keening in Ireland was said to have been invented by the Virgin Mary. Rodway notes, despite its mention in the Christian texts, there is no evidence to suggest this has any pre-Christian influence.

In reference to affectionate cannibalism, is an account written by Strabo (d.19 CE). He gives an account of cannibalism concerning the Irish. Stating sons consume flesh of their decreased fathers. But most notably he comments: ‘but I am saying this only with the understanding that I have no trustworthy witness for it…’ (p.50)[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Jones, Horace Leonard, ‘The Geography of Strabo, II, edited and translated by (London and Cambridge, MA, 1923), pp.258-61] 


With this in mind, Rodway states it is known within Greek literature, that the further you travel away from the Mediterranean, the more barbaric the behaviours and customs of other cultures become. Referring to other authors and classical writers to stress the point that this was not exclusive to the British Isles, and places, such as Africa, received similar labelling as barbaric people and cultures. Rodway suggests Strabo’s report of cannibalism in Ireland, could have been influenced by the writings of Herodotus on affectionate cannibalism. Again, Rodway discounts Strabo’s account, in this case due to the possible misunderstanding of the motif in a funerary context by his informant(s).

Rodway provides accounts that are in the form of aggressive cannibalism. With St Jerome in 390 CE writing he had witnessed an Irishman who cut off the buttocks and nipples of pig herders or their wives, believing this to be a delicacy. Alfred of Rievaulx writes in the 12th century that ‘the Scots of Galloway – drank human blood mixed with water, among a great many other atrocities’ (p.52). Within the 12th Century, Gerald of Wales accounts on the mutilation of enemies severed heads by Diarmait mac Murchada, who ‘gnawed at the nose and cheeks’ (p.52).[footnoteRef:4] These accounts are commonly dismissed by modern commentors as unreliable, however, they could be noted as acts of aggressive cannibalism. Rodway recounts a source in early Irish literature of Ulstermen drinking draughts of blood before battle, but states this could be an expression of the ferociousness of the warriors, rather than the actual physical act. Rodway’s alterative is that this may also refer to warriors consuming their own blood from head wounds in battle.   [4:  A.B. Scott and F.X. Martin, Expugnatio Hibernica: The Conquest of Ireland by Giraldus Cambrensis, edited by, (Dublin, 1978), pp.36-37] 


Another classical source of cannibalism in Ireland is from Diodorus Siculus, ‘who claims that the most savage northern tribes of the Gauls were said to eat human flesh, like the Britons of Ireland’. (p.55) It is noted by Rodway the intention is not mentioned by Diodorus, so whether it is affectionate or aggressive cannibalism is open to discussion. An account of cannibalistic behaviour by the Gauls from Pausanias, is that during the invasion of Aetolia, the Guals drank the blood of, and consumed the flesh of babies.

Rodway looks to two accounts in literature from Middle Welsh and Middle Irish tales of forced cannibalism. Whereby the fathers were fed to the sons by the person who had killed them. It could be said these are acts of aggressive cannibalism due to the psychological effects on the victims. Rodway points out that such acts make a compelling storyline. Referring to Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus, where a similar act is carried out. Linking the two medieval accounts with that of Strabo’s comments about cannibalism in Ireland, Rodway questions a connection to past practices of affectionate cannibalism and later being portrayed as an act of barbarianism.

Rodway refers to references found in medieval Welsh sources. Texts from the Gododdin and the Four Branches of the Mabinogi, where blood drinking and the consumption of flesh is mentioned. Rodway states, while they may indeed be versions of the motif, it cannot be thought of as part of the Celtic tradition. Concluding the Welsh Mabinogi may be influenced by earlier literature from Ireland, having been well known within medieval Wales. Medieval Welsh literature does not support cannibalism in the Brittonic speaking branch of Celtic languages. Although, this is not decisive, due to the sparseness of records, and that they were produced later, compared to Irish literature.

Within the article, accounts of survival cannibalism in Ireland are mentioned and appear to be due to periods of famine and hardship, and this is also found within Gaelic literature. Referring to classical accounts by Julius Caeser and Strabo. Both of whom mention that the people of the Celtic culture were encouraged to eat the flesh of others in order to ensure survival. (p.56)

Rodway considers the possibility of cannibalism in the Brittonic language region, by referencing archaeological evidence, suggesting cannibalism in Britain during the Iron Age, from Berkshire and near Bristol. Rodway remarks that despite evidence of manipulation of the bodies post-mortem, there is no definitive evidence to suggest they had been consumed, and if there was, we would still be unaware of the reasons for this. Stating that there is only a possibility the practice of cannibalism occurred amongst the Celtic speaking people of Britain. Due to these finds, Rodway queries the prospect that it could be a pre-Celtic custom and if the same could be said for the blood drinking motif. 

At the suggestion of cannibalism in Ireland, Rodway refers to Philip Freeman, who states that cannibalism is ‘a favourite derogation aimed at the Irish’ (p.51)[footnoteRef:5] Another account by Geoffrey Keating also remarks there has be no record of cannibalism in Ireland, bar one case. Rodway stresses ‘that not all acts of cannibalism are equal.’ (p.51)  [5:  Philip Freeman, Ireland and the Classical World, (Austin, University of Texas Press, 2001), p.35] 


Rodway, states there is a distinct lack of comparable evidence to back up Strabo’s claims of affectionate cannibalism within the Irish Celtic culture, as well as blood drinking within a funerary context. Rodway notes that despite the parallels with other Celtic language cultures, customs can still arise independently of each other. 

In reference to the writings of Pliny the Elder. He states, the Druids of the Gauls had believed the practice of cannibalism to have health benefits, and the Romans had ended this custom. Rodway refers a remark by Miranda Aldhouse-Green, that it ‘was likely to have been no more than sensational journalism’. (p.56)[footnoteRef:6] Rodway agrees with this, stating that to Pliny, the British Isles ‘was a distant, liminal place – the sort of place on might expect to find cannibals’.(p.56) Expanding on this with the comment of Robert John Pryse: ‘We are delighted to report that there is not sufficient evidence that any one of the native tribes of Britain, Wales and England, has ever been a cannibal’. (p.57)[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Aldhouse-Green, Miranda, Caeser’s Druids: Story of an Ancient Priesthood (New Haven, CT and London, 2010), p.75]  [7:  Pryse, Robert John, Hanes y Brytaniaid a’r Cymry,(London, 1872-74), p.63] 


In Rodway’s brief conclusion to his article, he states that the evidence for the blood drinking motif and affectionate cannibalism existing within a Celtic and pre-Celtic setting and through to the Christian period, as being inconclusive, due to the insufficient evidence. He further notes that Strabo’s account is ‘no doubt, a red herring’ (p.65), and the accounts of blood drinking may not belong to the Celtic past, but more to the influence of Christian beliefs. 

Rodway’s use of sources, arguments and opinions to explore the prospect of affectionate cannibalism and the blood drinking motif as part of a culture’s customs is impressive, if a little overwhelming. However, one cannot ignore the lack of sufficient evidence to support the claims made by classical writers and to draw the same conclusions as Rodway.

This article has been researched and the subject thoroughly considered. Giving anyone wishing to research this aspect of Celtic Studies, a rich source of information and valuable resources in which to explore it themselves. 








