PROJECT MUSE’

‘Woe is he Who Does Not Praise the Mother Of God’:

Another Poem Beginning Mairg Nach Molann Mdthair Dé ey

Eoghan O Raghallaigh

Eriu, Volume 72, 2022, pp. 33-43 (Article)

=

Published by Royal Irish Academy
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1353/eri.2022.0001

= For additional information about this article
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/893025

m Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

[154.59.125.136] Project MUSE (2025-06-17 15:24 GMT) Maynooth University



Project MUSE (2025-06-17 15:24 GMT) Maynooth University

[154.59.125.136]

‘WOE IS HE WHO DOES NOT PRAISE THE
MOTHER OF GOD’: ANOTHER POEM BEGINNING
MAIRG NACH MOLANN MATHAIR DE

EOGHAN O RAGHALLAIGH*
Maynooth University

ABSTRACT

In 1919 Lambert McKenna published a poem beginning Mairg nach
molann mdthair Dé in a collection entitled Ddnta do chum Aonghus Fionn
O Dalaigh. The poem edited here, which survives in TCD 1340 (H. 3. 19),
begins with the same first line and as a result has been overlooked up to
now. Unlike the poem published by McKenna, in which the author empha-
sises the difficulty in finding original praise for the Virgin Mary, our poem
is straightforward in its direct and immediate praise of her.

INTRODUCTION

A poem beginning Mairg nach molann mdthair Dé was published by
Lambert McKenna in the collection of verse entitled Ddnta do chum Aon-
ghus Fionn O Dalaigh (1919). It contains eleven quatrains in deibhidhe
metre and appears in at least thirteen manuscripts dating from the eight-
eenth and nineteenth century. The poem edited below begins with the
same first line and, owing to this fact, has hitherto been overlooked. It
consists of thirteen quatrains in rannaigheacht mhér metre and sur-
vives in one manuscript: TCD 1340 (H. 3. 19), also known as the Tinnakill
duanaire.! The entire poem appears on page 54 of the manuscript, in a
section that includes poems by various authors.

The first line, “Woe is he who does not praise the mother of God’, is an
argument for much of what is contained within our poem, namely praise
of the Virgin Mary. It differs from the poem published by McKenna, in
which the poet,in the context of praising Mary, devotes several quatrains
to the difficulty of finding original ways to do so. In contrast, our poet’s
ample praise of the Virgin in the first nine quatrains includes reference to
her power, her voice, her lack of arrogance, her honesty, her clean liv-
ing, her beauty, her grace, her forgiveness and her love. In quatrain 10,

* T would like to thank the editors of Eriu and the anonymous reader for their numer-
ous helpful suggestions and corrections to this article. I am very grateful also to Eoin Mac
Carthaigh and Salvador Ryan for reading a draft and suggesting improvements. Any errors
are my own.

! For a study of this manuscript, see O’Sullivan (1976). McKenna (1919, 30) and
O’Sullivan (1976, 228) mistakenly took the Tinnakill poem to be the same poem published
by McKenna. For the same reason, it was omitted from the Bardic Poetry Database (https://
bardic.celt.dias.ie/).
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34 EOGHAN O RAGHALLAIGH

the poet intimates that he is offering his composition in exchange for
salvation: he tells us that he praises ‘the nurse of the King’ because she
will, in requital, ‘negate the pain of the breast[-wound of Christ]’* The
poet’s hope, it seems, is that Christ, with Mary as intercessor, will be
prepared to forgive humanity for its role in the Crucifixion. He shifts the
focus from Mary to God in the following quatrain, and in the final two
quatrains, both beginning with Mairg, the poet returns to the cautionary
tone of the opening line by criticising those who do not seek God and
who have crucified Christ.

Given that Mairg nach molann mdthair Dé is an opening line, the
author of one of the poems may have been consciously imitating
the other. On the other hand, in light of the fact that poems beginning
with the word Mairg are not uncommon, the structure of the follow-
ing clause is simple and the sentiment of the line is unremarkable, it
is possible that two authors may have come up with the same first line
independently.’

There is no ascription for our poem in the Tinnakill duanaire.
As for a date, we know for sure that the manuscript was written
before 1615.* As the metre is rannaigheacht mhér (dan direach), how-
ever, the period of the poem’s composition may be narrowed down
by assessing the quality of the internal rhymes in the first couplet
of each verse.” Every stressed internal word in line b has an internal
rhyming partner in line a. Two or three such pairs occur in each first
couplet, amounting to a total of 33 pairs over the thirteen quatrains
of the poem. Of the 33 pairs, sixteen (or 48%) have perfect rhyme
(comhardadh slan) and the rest have looser forms of correspondence
(mostly comhardadh briste). If minor textual emendations are made
(see notes on 1b and 5ab), the figure for perfect rhymes rises to eigh-
teen (or 55%). Overall, this profile would place the composition of the
poem in the latter part of the Bardic period, but perhaps as early as the
late-fifteenth or early-sixteenth century.® Of note in quatrain 3 is a
minor linguistic feature that became common in the second half of the

2 Here the intercessory power of Mary’s breast (by nursing Christ) undoes the punishment
due to humanity for having inflicted the breast-wound on Christ. For the intercessory
significance of Mary’s breast in Bardic poetry, see Ryan (2002-3).

* For literary imitation in Classical Irish poetry, see Breatnach (1997, 1-63); this study
includes a section on poems that begin with the same first line. Another instance of this
phenomenon is seen in the two poems beginning Gearr go laibheéra an Lia Fiil, one of
which is found in the Book of the O’Conor Don, 283r (= ABM 269), the other in RIA 1134
(23 E 29), 149.

+ O’Sullivan (1976, 214).

> On this, see Breatnach (2017).

¢ Further metrical issues are dealt with in the notes following the text.
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sixteenth century (see note on 3cd). In addition, the fact that an unusual
genitive form ciogh (see note on 10cd) does not occur in the Grammat-
ical Tracts, even to condemn it, may also point to a date later than the
early sixteenth century. It is possible that our poem was composed some-
what earlier than that published by McKenna, whose putative author
flourished c. 1600, but more evidence is required to achieve certainty
around this.’

EDITORIAL METHOD

Abbreviations are expanded in italics; the letter ‘h’ does not appear in italics
when representing MS punctum delens or spiritus asper, however, unless
expanded in conjunction with a suspension stroke. Tall e is italicised also,
whether appearing as e, as in 7d (MS), or expanded as ea, as in 8d and 13a.
Word spacing, capitalisation and punctuation are editorial, as is the posi-
tioning of length marks within syllables. Macrons are used for length marks
not in the manuscript. Square brackets are used for letters or words not in
the manuscript. Other departures from the manuscript are deducible from
the manuscript readings.

7 It should also be borne in mind that there is doubt over whether the poems in McKenna
(1919) are all by the same author (see McGrath, 1946).
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TEXT

1. Mairg nach molann mathair Dé,
mat[h]air ni thoghuim mar i,
ar mearb[h]al don chruinne c[h]é
buime Dhé go ndearnadh di.

2. Ar mhiorbhul, ar mhallghuth mhin,
an riog[h]an amlach, ar uaim,
da mbeith nach béaradh Dia dhaibh
cia a-mhain do bhéaradh a buaidh.

3. Teampoll coduil an Tg is triar,
ealchuing shochair Dhé na ndil,
sas foiridhne a glas ar ghaol,
bas shaor as réirighne rin.

4. Glor ainteann ni bhi ar a béal,
ni chananz si goé re a gaol,
maith sé[a]n na slaite nach fiar,
mar nach biadh trg[a]n aice ar aon.

5. Nifo]r the[a]ch sin cluiche na cedl,
g€[a]g ar sliocht na sruithe b[h]fial,
ni thug a gclt aire dh’dl,
0gh mar 1 ni raibhe riamh.

6. Bean dealb[h]g[h]lan gan antoil d’uaill,
a teacht do thairngir gach faidh,
ni[o]rbh aobhdha re nam[h]uid naoimh,
tanaig da taoib[h] caomhna cdigh.

7. Ceann siodhaighthe na sé n-aos,
gné mhionshnoighthe as f[h]earr dar thas,
fuair gach tréan do nimh a-nuas,
fréamh gan c[h]ruas or ghin an grés.

8. Earla fionng[h]lan fa geal gnaoi,
dearbhtha an teach ler hiomc[h]radh é,
do c[h]aith seal da siorc[h]ur faoi,
mo-chean do b[h]aoi ag diothludh Dé.

MANUSCRIPT READINGS

1b. hi; 1c. cruinde; 1d. co

2c. beuradh, dia; 2d. beuradh, buaidh

3c. foiridhini; 3d. shéor, foiridhni (for réirighne)

4a. ainnteann, beul; 4b. ré a; 4c. slaitti, fiar; 4d. biadh
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TRANSLATION

1. Woe is he who does not praise the mother of God, I know of no
mother like her, this world was adrift until she was made God’s
nurse.

2. [Even] had she not given birth to God for them, is there any one
person who could surpass the comely queen for wondrousness, for
gentle noble voice, for uniting [people with God (?)]?

3. Temple where the One who is three slept, rack for the well-being of
God of the elements, one fit to assist [her] kindred out of bondage
(?7), a noble hand whose love is most steadfast.

4. An arrogant sound does not pass her lips, she does not lie to her
kin, good is the fortune of the honest maiden, [she acts] as though
she did not have power over anyone.

5. She did not engage in sport or music, a maiden of the line of the
noble sages, she never when incarnate considered carousal, never
was there a virgin like her.

6. A beautiful woman without an obsession with vainglory, every
prophet foretold her coming, she was not kindly to the enemy of a
saint [i.e. the Devil], the salvation of all came from her body.

7. Chief pacifier of the Six Ages [of the World], the most finely
wrought countenance there ever was, she got every strength from
Heaven above, gentle source from which grace sprang.

8. Put to the test was the house by which [He of the] fair pure hair
of bright beauty was carried, she spent a while growing exhausted
from carrying Him, blessed the one who was sheltering God.

5a. cluithe; 5b. shliochd; 5d. hi, riamh

6b. teachd, tairngeir; 6d. tanuicc

7a. sioghuidhthi; 7b. mionshnoighthi; 7c. treun; 7d. freum, ghein
8a. glan (for geal); 8b. hé
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9. Maith a hait[h]righe ’s a hil,
mait[h] a maithmhighe ’s a niamh,
mor a hionmhuine ar [gach] n-aon,
craobh don phor thionnb[h]uidhe fhial.

10. Fath mo mholta ar mhuime an Riogh—
an uile dh’oba n1 hal—
cuirfidh neimh an c[h]iogh ar gcal;
ag s[e]in dirn a diol am dhan.

11. Craobh go n-umhlacht go mbuaidh mbéas,
buan a gaol, is cumhra a cnuas,
meadh a croidhe ag aon nior fhas
acht saor gras an toig[h]e thuas.

12. Mairg fear nach triallann da t[h]uar,
mairg is-teagh nach iarrann idl —
go dti mo riaghladh dom rin—
go mur niamhghlan an Ti as tridr.

13. Mairg do cheanguil a chorp nua
go docht ar ceannuibh na gclo,
as mairg nach da thuar a-td—
mo-nuar, thra, gd mairg is mo.

9b. maithmhidhe, niam#h; 9d. craoph
10a. bhuime; 10b. dh(?) smudged or rubbed away after dhoba
11a. cco, co, mbéus; 11b. cumhradh; 11c. don; 11d. achd, thias
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9. Good is the penance she does [on others’ behalf], good the guid-
ance she gives, good her forgiveness and her splendour, great her
love for all, offspring of the noble fair-haired stock.

10. The reason I praise the nurse of the King—it is not pleasing
[to her] to refuse all [supplicants] —is that she will negate the
pain of the breast[-wound of Christ]; that is her payment to me
for my poem.

11. A humble branch of pre-eminent conduct, lasting is her love, fra-
grant is her [womb’s] fruit, never had anyone a heart like hers
except for the gracious Creator of Heaven above.

12. Woe is the man who does not set out to deserve [to go] to the
shining dwelling of Him who is three, woe is he who does not seek
guidance to enter it—may I be guided by my desire [to go there].

13. Woe is he who has bound His young body tightly on the ends of the
nails, woe is he who seeks not to make himself worthy of Him—
alas, indeed, what woe is greater!

12a. nach; 12b. triall deleted between is and teagh, nach; 12c. cco tti, riaghladh; 12d. cco
13a. nuadh; 13b. co dochd, gclddh; 13d. r in thra appears above the line with insertion marks
indicating its intended position, cco (for ga)
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NOTES

1. Perfect end-rhyme between lines a and c, as we have here, as opposed
to consonance (uaithne), is a flaw, rudhrach uaithne (ct. IGT V §§100-105),
and is normally avoided. When it does occur, it appears to be rhetorical and
is associated with breacadh; it is not uncommonly found in opening qua-
trains in rannaigheacht (cf. Breatnach 2017 296-7 and 333). Likewise, the
repetition of the word madthair in the opening couplet should perhaps be
regarded as rhetorical (cf. Breatnach 2017,297 n. 23 and 306 n. 53). Cf. notes
on quatrain 8 and quatrain 12ab.

1b. Emending MS fhoghuim to fhogham would give perfect rhyme
(: molann) without altering the sense. I have emended MS /i to 7 both here
and in 5d (likewise, 4é to é in 8b), taking MS % to be orthographical, and
without phonetic value, in these instances.

2a. Ar mhiorbhul: more literally, ‘for a miracle’ or ‘for a wonder’

3a. The image of Mary as temple of the Trinity was a common one in the
Middle Ages. The French theologian Richard of Saint-Laurent (d. c. 1250)
described Mary as the ‘tabernacle and triclinium of the whole Trinity’ See
Fulton Brown (2018, 77). I am grateful to Salvador Ryan for this reference.

3b. ealchuing shochair: the sense of ealchuing here seems to be ‘protector’
or ‘support’ Emending shochair to shocair would seem to make sense also:
‘a steady support for God of the elements’ Another alternative might be to
take sochar to mean ‘contract’, taking the line to mean ‘a support for God’s
contract [with humanity]’

3c. The translation is tentative. I take gaol here to refer to Mary’s kinship
with humanity, this being key to humanity’s salvation.

3cd. The emendation of MS foiridhini to féiridhne is for syllable-count
and sense; the emendation of MS foiridhni to réirighne is for alliteration,
rhyme (: foiridhne) and sense. The use of ro instead of ro-/ra- became
more common in poetry from the second half of the sixteenth century on
(cf. Mac Carthaigh 2002, 105).

4acd. There is superfluous rhyme here between béal in line a and the
rhyming pair séan : tréan in lines cd. Cf. note on 10acd.

4d. mar nach biadh (: fiar): note the use of the conditional mood here.
Cf. past subjunctive in the following: Ar Dhia nir dhiultadar coinnmheadh /
cach ar an iul is eadh rug / a mbrigh mar nach beath ’'n-a sgaradh / neach
dhibh i ngach talamh tug ‘In love of God none of them refused the billeting
assigned him in any land; 'twas as though he cared naught for his separation;
this saved the world’ (McKenna 1931, poem 26, 36¢).

5ab. Emending fhe[a]ch to the by-form fhéag would give perfect rhyme
(: gela]g)- Note also the inferiority of the correspondence in sin : sliocht.

5b. The emendation of shl- to sl- provides alliteration. The sruithe here
are perhaps to be equated with sruthi na fetarlaice, that is, the patriarchs
(Abraham, Isaac and Jacob), from whom the Virgin Mary is thought to have
descended. Cf. DIL, s.vv. fetarlaic and sruith. The genitive plural of sruith is
normally sruitheadh, and perhaps this should be read, as perfect rhyme is
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not a requirement in the first couplet; however, cf. Tig an sluagh da ld sa
lios / gan bhiadh gan 6l gan aoibhneas / [féimdheadh na sruithe nir saoil-
eadh] / gan chluiche do chommaoidheamh “The host spent two days in the
dwelling, without food, drink, or merry-making, and without a game being
finished (/it. won); the refusal of those distinguished ones was an unexpected
thing’ (Carney 1954, quatrain 29).

6ab. While teacht in line b makes imperfect rhyme (comhardadh briste)
with Bean in line a, it must be paired with dealb[h]g[h]lan owing to where
the latter occurs in line a, namely after Bean. This leaves a rather loose
amas-type correspondence, however, since teacht is a short syllable and
dealbh- has middle quantity.

6¢c. nam[h)uid naoimh: the phrase ndmha naoimh might perhaps be
understood as an appositional genitive construction, as in ‘a saint-enemy/
angel-enemy’, that is, the Devil (the fallen angel). Cf. the phrase cara naoimh
in the following examples: Ni budh foldir d’fhior mh’fhaladh / cara naoimh
dha neartoghadh; / giodh don taobh thios do Mhuire / bhios gach naomh
da neartmhuire ‘One with sins like mine will need a saint-friend to support
him; albeit every saint, no matter how powerful, is inferior to Mary’ (Mhéag
Craith 1967-80, poem 17, quatrain 10); A dtug laoch Lacha Gile / liaide dd
lucht impidhe / iomdha ar a chionn cara naoimh / dd bhfagha da chionn
comaoin ‘There awaits the hero of Loch Gile many a saint-friend to repay
him; his gifts will have won him many a prayer from his folk’ (McKenna
1939-40, poem 10, quatrain 39). On the appositional genitive in Classical
Irish, see McManus (2016, 123ff).

6d. Here we have the familiar Ave—Eva parallelism, or, more fundamen-
tally, the patristic idea of Mary as the Second Eve. Just as Eve is the ‘mother
of all who live’ (Gen. 3:20), Mary is identified as the one who affords human-
ity a second birth (salvation) from her body. My thanks to Salvador Ryan
for this explanation.

7a. Past generations of humanity are often referred to in Bardic poetry
by reference to the Sex Aetates Mundi.

8. I have emended MS glan to geal in line a on the basis (a) that the pre-
ceding stressed word ends in -g[/]lan, which possibly resulted in glan being
written through scribal dittography, (b) that it provides rhyme (comhardadh
briste) with teach in line b, and (c) that it provides breacadh (geal : seal : -chean),
which may be intended to offset the metrical fault of perfect rhyme between
the finals of a and ¢ (gnaoi : faoi) instead of expected consonance (uaithne).
Cf.note on quatrain 1.

9ab. The breacadh here (Maith : hait[h]righe : mait[h] : maithmhighe) is
perhaps compensating for the caoiche (maith : maith).

9c. 1 have added gach for sense and to correct the syllabic count of the line.

10a. Alliteration is served by emending to the by-form mhuime
(cf. IGT 11 §3).

10acd. There is superfluous rhyme here between Riogh in line a and the
rhyming pair c[h]iogh : diol in lines cd. Cf. note on 4acd.
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10cd. According to IGT, cioch/ciogh can be feminine with genitive
singular -e (/GT 1I §39) or masculine with genitive singular cigh, -e or -a
(IGT 1I §46); genitive singular ciogh is not listed. I have found one other
example of genitive singular ciogh, however, and it too is fixed by metre,
end-word perfect consonance in this case and aicill perfect rhyme with
briogh: Leis an Mac(-sa) na roinn-si rém / gomad soillsi damh ’na dhitn / ma
td fala a gcrann an chiogh / briogh na rann da chara ar cciil (ABM 353.4),
‘These quatrains before me are for the Son [of God], may there be light for
me in Heaven, if there is grievance over the spear in the breast [of Christ],
the effect of the quatrains is to blot it out’ It should be borne in mind that,
metrically, the poem from which this example is taken appears to be a late
one. The earliest copy occurs in the Book of the O’Conor Don (1631).

11d. On translating the genitive plural grds with the adjective ‘gracious’,
cf. Liaigh gras do chdch é ar an aindligheadh ‘He is a gracious Physician,
curing all men of wickedness’ (McKenna 1939-40, poem 76, 15a).

12ab. On the repetition of mairg, cf. note on quatrain 1.

13ab. The emendation of MS nuadh to the correct classical form nua
(cf. IGT 1I §§139, 206 and 206) provides consonance with the other
finals. Likewise, the change from MS gclédh to the classical form gclo
(cf. IGT 11 §108) provides consonance with the finals of lines @ and ¢, and
perfect rhyme with the final of line d.

13acd. The breacadh here (mairg : mairg : mairg) is perhaps compensating
for caoiche between the latter two.

13d. I have emended MS cco to gd for sense. Metrical closure (diinadh) is
doubtful. If mairg is mé is a closure on Mairg nach molann, then it would
seem that either is and nach are to be ignored, or is/nach is a play on forms
of the copula: while nach here is not an instance of the copula but rather
a negative relative verbal particle, it is in form the same as the negative
relative of the copula.
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