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In his paper Affectionate Cannibalism and the Blood Drinking Motif in Gaelic Literature, Simon Rodway presents the evidence for two possible arguments; the first: that blood drinking is a theme in early Irish Christian culture particular to women, which has survived into recent times, and the second: that this theme originates from pre-Christian Celtic culture, in the form of accounts of affectionate cannibalism, the evidence for which is gathered from the classical accounts of contemporaries of the so called Celtic people. 
In the opening paragraph, Rodway cites a piece of poetry: the Keen for Art O’Laoghaire written by O’Laoghaire’s wife, Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill, in which she states: ‘Your blood was streaming from you, and I did not stop to wipe it, but drank it up from my palms.’[footnoteRef:1] As this is a piece of poetry, one may expect a certain amount of artistic license, so from that perspective, the narrative perhaps represents a dramatization of her emotional state, rather than a factual event.  Rodway points out however, that keening was a common practice for women in both Ireland and Scotland, attested in the earliest recorded examples in Irish folklore and medieval accounts, and in subsequent Early Modern Gaelic literature. He also references Caroline Nic Craith’s interpretation that the blood drinking was a ritualistic method of accessing supernatural and poetic abilities; but promptly dismisses this in favour of his own: that the motif is an expression of ‘extreme grief’ (p.48). [1:  Simon Rodway, ‘Affectionate Cannibalism and the Blood Drinking Motif’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 74 (2017), p.47.] 

In the second paragraph, Rodway introduces several quotations relating to the blood drinking theme including an account from 1835 detailing the behaviour of one Mrs Ryan, grieving over the body of her deceased son and ‘sucking the blood from his wounds.’[footnoteRef:2] All examples refer to mother figures in severe states of emotional distress due to the deaths of their sons, with all women drinking blood in their anguish, supporting his extreme grief theory.  Rodway also offers two modern examples from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  In the former, Peig Sayers recounts that her sister-in-law ‘drank the blood of her husband, Sean Sayers,’ and in the latter example from 2011, Paddy Doherty claims to have ‘drunk the blood, and eaten the flesh of his dead son as recently as 1996.’[footnoteRef:3] Doherty makes this claim on Ireland’s Late Late Show, on which he is a guest[footnoteRef:4]. Again, both examples are representative of states of deep grief, with the latter being somewhat unusual in that the participant is not a keening woman, but a grieving father who eats his sons’ flesh, as well as drinking the blood. Both examples are anecdotal, so without credible proof, they may be unreliable as a source of evidence for the blood drinking motif. [2:  Brian Ó Cuív, ‘The Romance of Mis and Dubh Ruis’, 2.2 (1954), p. 327.]  [3:  Micháel Ó Gaoithín, ‘Beatha Pheig Sayers’ (1970), pp. 110-11.]  [4:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jRmiDakoNMg (viewed 15 October 2020).] 

Rodway then turns to examining examples of blood drinking themes in the Irish mythology, and cites an instance featured in the Táin Bó Cúailnge, where Cú Chúlainn and his foster brother Fer Diad drink blood as a way of sealing a covenant.  He also provides citations from Medieval sources, as further evidence to bear out the concept that blood use in the sealing of covenants and treaties was a genuine practice in Gaelic-speaking cultures.  Finally, Rodway makes one intriguing reference, also from The Táin, to an apparent ‘taboo on marriage with a person whose blood one has drunk.’[footnoteRef:5] Aside from this one exception, he confines his inquiry to blood drinking in the context of mourning. [5:  Tom P. Cross and Clark Harris Slover, ‘Ancient Irish Tales’, (1936), p. 170.] 

In the next section of the article, Rodway focuses his attention on the work of the classical authors beginning with the Greek geographer, Strabo.  He offers a quote which directly references the Irish people, and some of their allegedly questionable habits, specifically: cannibalism and incest.  The account appears grim to say the least, but Strabo admits that he has no direct experience of it.  He also mentions cannibalism in the context of men eating the flesh of their deceased fathers, rather than drinking the blood, which conflicts with Rodway’s original  point that the practice was elegiacal and particular to women, but it could support the idea of an affectionate cannibalism within the Irish pre-Christian culture. As a further example, Rodway refers to a statement from Philip Freeman, who describes references to cannibalism as ‘a favourite derogation aimed at the Irish,’ suggesting that such references are simply a device to insult and demean the entire race.[footnoteRef:6]  Geoffrey Keating also denies any such practice, except to reference one possible instance of anthropophagy in the example of Eithne Uathach, who was allegedly reared on a diet of human flesh, thereby ensuring an expedient marriage. How this would improve one’s marital eligibility is not explained, which is unfortunate considering it directly contradicts the earlier taboo relating to marriage mentioned in The Táin. [6:  Philip Freeman, ‘Ireland and the Classical World’, (2001), p. 35.] 

Rodway then moves on to clarify the various types of cannibalism and notes that survival cannibalism is an attested practice in some indigenous cultures, but whether aggressive or affectionate cannibalism has ever existed he believes, is very much open to debate. There are several other classical accounts of alleged aggressive cannibalism in Irish culture mentioned, including those of Diodorus Siculus, Solinus and St. Jerome, and the later Gerald of Wales and Aelred of Rievaulx. Rodway questions the reliability of these sources and suggests that they are sensationalist at best. He does, however, note an interesting blood drinking reference, again from The Táin Bó Cúailnge which states: ‘They drink unbearable draughts of blood’, and suggests that this is either a literary device, alluding to the amount of blood spilled in the conflict, or that it is a reference to warriors ingesting their own blood from their open head wounds.[footnoteRef:7] Another relevant quote comes from Edmund Spenser in which he states that the Gauls and the Irish shared a similar practice of blood drinking.  In the case of the Gauls, they drank the blood of their enemies, and the Irish, the blood of their friends.  Rodway suggests a shared ethnology, since both languages arise from a common Indo-European ancestry, but does not go as far as to infer a shared Celtic culture. [7:  Cecile O’ Rahilly, ‘The Táin Bó Cúilagne from the Book of Leinster’, line 4663.] 

In his Natural History, Pliny the Elder writes that the Gaulish druids believed that cannibalism had certain health benefits, and that despite the practice being eradicated by the Romans in Gaul, it continued amongst the druids of Britain. This idea is contested by Robert John Pryse in his Hanes y Brittaniaid a’r Cymry (1782 – 84), in which he states that there is no evidence that any of the tribes of Britain ‘has ever been a cannibal.’[footnoteRef:8] Rodway offers an interesting citation from the Medieval Welsh poem the Gododdin: ‘If the blood of all those you killed were wine you would have (?) plenty for three years and four.’[footnoteRef:9]  This does not, however, constitute proof of blood drinking, as it may simply be a metaphor for the number of people slain. [8:  Robert John Pryse, ‘Hanes y Brytaniaid a’r Cymry’, (1872-74), p 63.]  [9:  Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson, ‘The Gododdin: The Oldest Scottish Poem’, (1969) p. 102.] 

Rodway continues to cite several further examples of potential cannibalism from The Mabinogi and Culhwch and Olwen. In the former, Rhiannon’s guilt of eating her child is implied but ultimately proven false, and in the latter, Gwynn Ap Nudd’s treatment of Cyledyr is cruel and punitive; the flesh eating is forced upon him rather than being a voluntary act. This echoes the account of Irish King Labhraid Loinsech, who is forced to eat the flesh of his father and grandfather.  Neither of these incidents could be considered affectionate forms of cannibalism and are therefore, not evidential for the custom. Rodway points out that the Welsh Medieval literature does not ‘strongly support a tradition of cannibalism’ amongst the Brittonic speakers of Britain, and that the idea of eating one’s father’s heart may have been borrowed from Irish myth or custom (p. 59). He acknowledges that this is by no means certain, due to the discovery of archaeological evidence of possible cannibalism in the Iron Age period; specifically, finds located in the grounds of Eton College, Berkshire, and Alveston near Bristol. However, as Rodway rightly points out, as these remains are difficult to interpret, they cannot constitute evidence for anthropophagy, at least not in the Iron Age Celtic speaking period. At best, one can say it is possible, but there is no definitive proof. 
In a second examination of Strabo’s account, Rodway reinforces the unreliability of this source, citing a quote from Malcolm Chapman, in which Chapman accuses Strabo of prejudice and sensationalism directed at a people, perhaps viewed by Strabo as primitive and existing on the outer regions of civilisation, and thus far removed from the highly cultured Mediterranean.  Such prejudices are echoed by Medieval writer Gerald of Wales, albeit possibly heavily influenced by the classical authors. This concept of marginal cannibalism finds its way into the Early Modern period, both in the early eighteenth century legend of alleged prolific cannibal Sawney Bean in Scotland, and in later eighteenth century chapbook stories relating to the people of the West Country. To this, Murray Pittock sarcastically states: ‘in such remote margins, what other kind of behaviour could be expected?’[footnoteRef:10] Rodway concludes, quite accurately, that the account of Strabo in relation to affectionate cannibalism amongst the people of Ireland is unreliable, and therefore cannot prove that Irish funerary blood drinking originated from this allegedly ancient practice. [10:  Murray G. H. Pittock, ‘The Myth of the Jacobite Clans’, (1995), pp. 9-10.] 

Finally, Rodway seeks potential sources for the custom within Christian religious imagery, specifically the Virgin Mother’s anguish during the Passion of Christ. The evidence for this is referenced from a fifteenth century Irish translation of Liber de Passione Christi (pseudo-Barnard), where the Virgin Mary drinks the blood of Christ. Interestingly, he notes this incident is absent from the original Latin text and may therefore be an addition specific to the Irish native tradition, relating to funerary customs. However, this theory loses credibility when considering several other European texts relating to the Passion exist, which parallel the imagery of Mary kissing Christ’s wounds or licking his blood, so it cannot be regarded as a specifically Irish custom. It appears more likely to be part of a well-established tradition of writing on this subject. Rodway states that the Virgin Mary is credited with the invention of keening in Ireland, but it could be argued that the Irish deity Brig was the first woman ever to keen in The Second Battle of Moytura where it states: ‘Then Brig came and bewailed her son. She shrieked at first, she cried at last. So then it was for the first time crying and shrieking were heard in Erin.’[footnoteRef:11]  Whatever the origins of keening, Rodway suggests it ‘does not guarantee a Christian origin’ for the drinking of blood (p. 64), but takes the position that these Gaelic blood drinking themes derive from European customs relating to the Passion and the Virgin Mary’s grief, rather than some pre-Christian tradition. [11:  Cross and Slover, Irish Tales, pp. 42–43.] 


On reviewing the evidence presented by Rodway, it appears that his findings are clear. There is insufficient reliable evidence in the classical accounts to substantiate a claim to an ancient Celtic practice of affectionate cannibalism, and in the case of funerary blood drinking, the anecdotal, poetic and sensationalist nature of the cited examples cannot be accepted as confirmation of the practice. The evidence supports his theory that the Gaelic blood drinking motif, if it exists at all, is a later custom appearing to stem from Christian religious Passion literature, rather than belonging to any ancient pagan tradition.
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