
Celtic Source 11  

Animal Transformation and Reincarnation 

1. Alfred Nutt, The Celtic Doctrine of Rebirth (London 1897), chapter XIV ‘Irish re-birth 
legends’:  

https://archive.org/details/voyagebransonfe02cairgoog/page/n72 

- The Begetting / Quarrel of the Two Swineherds: 

Paddy Brown: https://ulstercycle.wordpress.com/2009/11/07/the-quarrel-of-the-two-
swineherds/ 

. . . There was enmity between the king of the síd-mounds of Munster and the king of 
the síd-mounds of Connacht. Well, they had two swineherds, Friuch and Rucht their names 
– Friuch, Bodb’s swineherd, and Rucht, Ochall’s swineherd. There was friendship between 
these two: they each had pagan knowledge, and they would form themselves into every 
shape, like Mongan mac Fiachna used to. 

* * * 

. . . And so that’s what happened after that. Bodb’s swineherd goes south the same day the 
following year with his skinny pigs, into the land of Connacht. And Ochall’s swineherd does 
the same to his pigs until they wasted away. Everyone said the power of both of them was 
equal. Bodb’s swineherd went south with his skinny pigs. So Bodb takes pig-keeping off 
him. And pig-keeping is taken off the man from the north. 

Two years they spent after that in the form of hawks – one of the two years in the north in 
Connacht over Dún Chruachan, the other year at Síd ar Femun. One day the men of Munster 
met in a single assembly there. “Not small the noise the birds before us make,” they said. “A 
year they’ve been arguing and carrying on until today.” 

* * * 

. . . “The men of both north and south have seen our power. So now we will go in the form 
of sea creatures and be under the sea for the next two years.” 
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They set out away from them after that, each of them his own way. One went into the river 
Shannon, the other into the Suir. After that they were two years underwater. One year they 
were seen biting one another in the Suir, the next year they were seen in the Shannon. Then 
they were two stags, each massing his herds so as to make a heap of stones of the other’s 
territory. They were two fian-warriors, each striking the other. They were two ghosts, each 
frightening the other. They were two dragons, each raising snow over the other’s land. 

Then both of them fell out of the air and became two worms. One of them went into the well 
of the river Cronn in Cooley, from which a cow of Dáire mac Fiachnai drank, and the other 
into the spring of Garad in Connacht, from which a cow of Medb and Ailill drank, so from 
them were born the two bulls, the White-Horned of Aí and the Black of Cooley. 

2. The Pursuit of Diarmuid and Grianne 

- S.H. O’Grady, The Pursuit of Diarmuid and Grianne (Dublin 1887): 
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3. The Wooing of Étaín. 

- John Carey (trans.), ‘The Wooing of Étaín’, The Celtic Heroic Age: 

     * * * 
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4. The Transmigration of Lleu 

- Sioned Davies, The Mabinogion (OUP 2007): 

Then Gronw got up from the hill called Bryn Cyfergyr, and on one knee he aimed at Lleu 
with the poisoned spear, and struck him in his side so that the shaft stuck out of him but the 
head remained inside. And then Lleu flew up in the form of an eagle and gave a horrible 
scream, and he was not seen again. 

     * * * 

Having travelled everywhere he came to Arfon, and in Maenor Bennardd he came to the 
house of a peasant. Gwydion dismounted at the house and stayed there that night. The man 
of the house and his family came in, and last of all came the swineherd. The man of the 
house said to the swineherd, ‘Lad,’ he said, ‘has your sow come in tonight?’  
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘she has just come to the pigs.’  
‘Where does this sow go?’ said Gwydion.  
‘Every day when the pen is opened she goes out. No one can grab her, and no one knows 
where she goes, any more than if she sank into the earth.’  
‘For my sake, will you not open the pen until I am at the side of the pen with you?’ said 
Gwydion.  
‘Yes, gladly,’ he said.  
They went to sleep that night. When the swineherd saw daylight he woke Gwydion, and 
Gwydion got up and dressed and went with him and stood beside the pen. The swineherd 
opened the pen. As soon as he opens it she leaps out and sets off at a brisk pace, with 
Gwydion following her. And she goes upstream and heads for a valley which is now called 
Nantlleu, and there she slows down and feeds.  

Then Gwydion goes under the tree and looks to see what the sow is feeding on; and he can 
see the sow feeding on rotten flesh and maggots. He looks up to the top of the tree. And 
when he looks, he can see an eagle at the top of the tree. And when the eagle shakes himself, 
the worms and the rotten flesh fall from him and the sow eats them. He thinks that the eagle 
is Lleu, and sings an englyn:  

  ‘An oak grows between two lakes,  
  Very dark is the sky and the valley.  
  Unless I am mistaken  
  This is because of Lleu’s Flowers.’  
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The eagle lowers himself until he is in the middle of the tree. 

5. Arthur and the Eagle 

- Ifor Williams (ed.) The Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies II (1925); my trans.: 

I wonder, as I am a bard, 
before the oak with it’s branches beautiful, 
what eagle’s appearance [is this]? what laughter? 

Arthur of extensive fame who overtakes [all], 
bear of a host, merriment of refuge – 
the eagle that saw you before. 

I wonder, from the direction of the sea, 
I  ask thoughtfully, 
what laughter? what eagle’s appearance? 

Arthur of extensive fame that travels far 
bear of a host, merry sight – 
the eagle that you saw before. 

The eagle that stands atop the oak 
If you issue from the race of birds 
you would be neither tame nor civil. 

Arthur, fiercely armed, 
your enemies cannot withstand your charge, 
I am the son of Madog fab Uthyr not alive. 

[stanza 2 x lines damaged] 
. . . . . .  . . . 
Before you called me Eliwlad. 

Eagle of perfect appearance, 
Your speech is faultless, 
are you Eliwlad my nephew? 

Arthur, fearless [in the] battle ditch, 
the fallen [in your] wake [?], 
It is good that we are kindred. 
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