	
	
	



Sarah Carver - Assignment 1. Review of Affectionate Cannibalism and The Blood Drinking Motif in Gaelic Literature by Simon Rodway.
In reviewing the article entitled Affectionate Cannibalism and the Blood Drinking Motif by Simon Rodway, it becomes apparent quite early that the affectionate component of the motif will prove largely elusive to clearly define in many of the examples examined. 
Our instinct on reading the word cannibalism, is to revert to the stereotypical horror, however, Rodway introduces and illuminates a motif that many will not be familiar with outside of specialist academic fields, such as anthropology, archaeology or literature. It is by no coincidence that Rodway opens his article with this beautifully evocative example. 
The Keen for Art O Laoghaire (d. 1773) by his wife Eibhlin Dubh Ni Chonaill.
Do chuid fola leat `na straithibh
Is nior fhanas le hi ghiandh
Ac I ol suas lem basaibh.[footnoteRef:5892] [5892:  Caoineadh Airt Ui Laoghaire, edited by Sean O Tuama (Dublin, 1961), lines 82-84; translation from A Celtic Miscellany, edited by Kenneth Hurlstone Jackson, second edition (Harmondsworth, 1971), p269.] 

Your blood was streaming from you, and I did not stop to wipe it, but drank it up                      from my palms.
In doing so Rodway is seeking to shatter some of our misconceptions of the theme, allowing us to understand the motif and what sets it apart, from other examples of cannibalism and blood drinking.
Is there a case to be argued to prove the survival of a possible ancient Celtic pagan funerary ritual, which may be linked to affectionate cannibalism and blood drinking?                            A custom manipulated and reinvented throughout history into multiple modern constructs of the motif. Can Rodway's extensive research unlock the motif's true origins and meanings, establish links to pagan pasts or modern inventions. Or will this Celtic conundrum, remain open to interpretation and deserving of further research. 
This article makes a valuable contribution in addressing taboo, decoding misconceptions and partially unravelling the mystery that shrouds affectionate cannibalism and the blood drinking motif, seeking instead to validate its place in Gaelic literature and define its origins. Numerous sources examined and discussed are conflicting, unreliable and unconnected to either Gaelic literature or the affectionate component of the motif theme, which at times can be distracting and frustrating. However, the necessity of their inclusion is to give a contextual background, allowing Rodway to deconstruct fact from fiction, examine origin, relevance and validity, whilst strengthening his arguments in attempting to demonstrate affectionate cannibalism and the blood drinking motif in its rightful context.






An example considered by Rodway which deviates from the affectionate theme is told by Strabo the Greek Geographer.
 Concerning the island of [Ireland] I have nothing to tell, except that its inhabitants are more savage than the Britons, since they are man-eaters as well as heavy eaters, and since, further, they count it an honourable thing, when their fathers die, to devour them, and openly to have intercourse, not only with other women, but also with their mothers and sisters, but I am saying this only with the understanding that I have no trustworthy witness for it ….[footnoteRef:9856] [9856:  The Geography of Strabo, II, edited and translated by Horace Leonard Jones (London and Cambridge, MA, 1923), pp. 258-61 (4.5.4).] 

Rodway contrasts Strabo's account, with a quote by Philip Freeman, ‘A favourite derogation aimed at the Irish’.[footnoteRef:10139] [10139:  Philip Freeman, Ireland and the Classical World  (Austin, TX, 2001), p. 35.] 

On further examination of historical accounts and sources, it becomes very clear to the reader that Freeman makes a valid point, however, it must be noted, that whilst Strabo seeks to malign the Irish, he also validates a funerary custom. The honourable respectful nature of eating one's father.
Affectionate cannibalism of a loved one by a community, is still practised in some parts of the world as an act of mourning ritual, reintegrating the dead back to the tribe with respect, aiding grief and has been studied by anthropologists. Archaeologists have documented examples of post- mortem corpse manipulation in the British Isles and Ireland, which could be affectionate or aggressive.  
Rodway suggests parallels with differences in Strabo's version, specifically the absence of women, and any reference to blood drinking and licking. However, what concerns me on this point is his definition of affectionate cannibalism and blood drinking in the context of the motif. Is he manipulating the parameters to suit his use of comparative references, by suggesting that only women are capable of affectionate cannibalism as in the blood drinking component and men the flesh eaters?  If so, he is applying an unhelpful stereotype, and creating an unreliable template for definition, which undermines his title and objectives.
Rodway expresses indecision on the Strabo account, presumably he included it, as well as references to Pliny, The Elder, and Diodorus Siculus to demonstrate the attitudes, not just towards Gaelic culture, but other Celtic speaking peoples. Classical observers considered themselves from superior societies, ones of civility and order, the antithesis of the chaotic Irish tribal savages. Empire nations such as Rome used spin to demonise, frighten and control populations, a technique subtly deployed by the emerging new religion of the Christian church. Religious propaganda has certainly played its part in attempting to convey the church as saviours against the perceived cannibalistic behaviours of Gaelic and Celtic customs and rituals, if indeed, any past customs were cannibalistic in the negative context of the word. 



Unreliable accounts of cannibalism from the classical period filter into the arena of medieval writers, largely due to misconceptions of a poorly understood culture. Motives, sensationalism and possible manufacture of aggressive cannibalistic behaviours of historical Gaelic and Celtic Pagan customs were rife and not entirely accidental. The status quo and the church were suspicious and dismissive of practices which may have a connection to the pagan pre-Christian past, especially a past they were seeking to dismantle and discredit. 
Historical belief systems, folklore and superstitions, are powerful themes and threads that pass from one generation to the next as tradition. Keening laments and the art of the keen are documented in Irish literature, as is the drinking of a dead loved one's blood as an act of mourning and included in medieval and early modern Gaelic literature. Rodway references the interpretation of blood drinking by Caroline Nic Craith, ‘a vehicle for unleashing supernatural knowledge and the skill of poetry’[footnoteRef:21340] Rodway counters with a rather simplistic and dismissive evaluation ‘I prefer to see it as a symptom of extreme grief’. It could be argued that Rodway is quick to dismiss the supernatural poetic connection to a ritualised mode of behaviour, preferring instead to link the keening and mourning blood drinking, to extreme grief. I can't help but wonder if Rodway’s academic style was unwilling to examine the supernatural, spiritual and ritual theme in reference to the motif, in closing the door to further examining this theme, was a missed opportunity. [21340:   Caroline Nic Craith, `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 O Corrain (Uppsala, 2007), pp. 127-34 (p. 131).] 

Oral traditions like those of the druids and community folklore have also been overlooked in this article, their importance, connectivity and unique place within Gaelic communities may have offered further insight, linking elusive threads of the affectionate blood drinking component. In ancient times, it was believed to be the Bards that raised the funeral lament, before the tradition was largely taken on by professional keeners. Rodway could have expanded more on the history of keening, especially as he opened his article with a keening lament. 
Literatures and poetry of the Celtic speaking people have rightly been considered, including Middle Welsh and Middle Irish tales, such as the Mabinogion and Tain Bo Cuailnge, but whilst these tales have similarities and blood inclusions, they are discounted for not fitting the affectionate motif theme. 
Post execution instances of affectionate blood drinking fit the motif, an example is recounted in, A View of the State of Ireland, by Edmund Spenser.[footnoteRef:9568]   [9568:  Edmund Spenser, ‘A VIew of the State of Ireland,’ ed. by Andrew Hadfield and Willy Maley (Oxford, 1997), p. 66.] 


Irish storyteller, Peig Sayers (1873-1958) gives an account of her sister-in-law drinking the blood of her husband who she believed was fatally injured.[footnoteRef:4717]  Peig Sayers and Edmund Spenser's accounts are vital evidence in defending the affectionate motif theme. [4717:  Micheal O Gaoithin, Beatha Pheig Sayers (Dublin: 1970), pp. 110-11.] 

It could be argued that Paddy Doyle[footnoteRef:10829] provides the most credible example of affectionate cannibalism and blood drinking referenced in the article. However, Rodway deems Doyle's account ‘problematic’ and attempts to defeat one of his best examples, on the basis that Doyle is a man, and the consumption of his dead sons flesh as well as blood, sets it apart from the other instances. On this point, Rodway’s argument is flawed. Firstly, where did Rodway define gender specifics to validate affectionate cannibalism and the blood drinking motif. Is he implying men are not capable of affectionate cannibalism and blood drinking, purely because most of the incidences he references involve women?  Secondly, Doyle’s flesh consumption and blood drinking are affectionate, having watched the interview nobody could ever doubt the affection and emotion Doyle expresses. This example demonstrates in my understanding, the very essence of the motif. l would argue the only component missing from Doyle's account is the Gaelic literature. [10829:  <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jRmiDakoNMg> (viewed 9 October 2015).] 

 Rodway has defined various categories of cannibalism, aggressive, famine, survival, psychopathic and has included numerous accounts to demonstrate these, but in doing so deviates from the objective and confuses the theme. However, this article is about affectionate cannibalism and the blood drinking motif in Gaelic literature, and at times it feels like Rodway has been deliberately elusive with a definition for the affectionate motif, blurring boundaries, to suit his narrative. Rodway ultimately seeks answers for the motif in the religious arena, with this hypothesis.
At any rate it seems possible that the Gaelic blood drinking motif derives from European traditions about the Virgin Mary’s grief at her son’s death. This may have converged with a native pre-Christian custom in which grieving woman licked or drank the blood of their loved ones.
This is a bold statement as there is very little impartial evidence for the reader to consider in relation to his suggestion, Rodway then includes a curious quote, as if he wants to believe it, to back up his disappointing conclusion. ‘The Virgin Mary was credited in Ireland with having invented the tradition of keening’[footnoteRef:2232]  Christian religion, manipulating pre-Christian beliefs, is all the quote demonstrates. There is a theory which suggests it was the Gaelic pagan goddess Brigid who was first associated with keening. Brigid was latterly adopted by Christianity and turned into a saint and Brigid precedes Mary. Christian religion adopting components of the pagan old religion means it is very possible Christianity also incorporated pagan funerary customs involving affectionate cannibalism and blood drinking. Christianity may have commuted part of the pagan custom into the drinking of Christs blood ritual. [2232: Partridge, Caoineadh na dTri Muire, p.99; Angela Bourke, The Irish Traditional Lament and the Grieving Process, Women’s Studies International Forum, 11.4 (1988), 287-91 (p.290)] 

It would be a fair to conclude that Rodway doesn’t examine this point adequately, specifically the biased evidence contained in some of the references pertaining to religion. 

Rodway should have countenanced the quote, with a reference to the pre-Christian Brigid to allow a fair and balanced examination and to give credibility to the point he is demonstrating. Instead, he commits a considerable amount of time to examining connections to a religious inception of the motif, without convincingly demonstrating the evidence required to credibly defend his brief conclusion.
Many accounts of affectionate cannibalism and blood drinking in Gaelic literature referenced in the article are to be considered with a healthy degree of scepticism, biased attitudes, cultural misconceptions and agendas taint integrity. However, this article by Simon Rodway is a well-structured piece of academic writing. A fascinating and informative read, providing a valuable insight into a powerful niche motif theme, supported by a wealth of references that allow the reader great scope for further independent research. 
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