The three-fold death motive
Introduction
In my essay I would like to show the motive for the threefold death was to demonstrate rules or standards that were used as a guide for a heroic society, and how it was then used by the church to educate and scare their contemporary audience in the 11th century. To demonstrate this I will discuss the following,
1. Christian manipulation

2. Sovereignty Goddess

3. Geis/taboos
Christian manipulation.
There is clearly a Christian influence in the storeys surrounding the three fold death, it was common practice for scribes to manipulate and even create pagan stories in order to further their church's religious ends. Radner believes 'that the three fold death stories were written in the 11th century by Christian scribes using motifs from the 6th and 7th century in order to highlight the power struggle between the church and the secular powers'.

As stated the three fold death is usually predicted immediately following a transgression, which shows that the sin committed is irreversible, and the person who is responsible for this sin is usually in these stories a secular figure, and his crimes are usually against the church.

Radner believes that this figure is more of a 'sacrificial figure, a symbol of evil, and the three fold death represents how God will punish evil acts, and so has supernatural quality's to it'.'Hagiographers were fond of linking the three fold death with various saints in order to highlight divine power, and show that they represented Gods intentions here on earth, not to mention to boaster the saints image and his associated church',which can be seen in the work of muirachu and teiracan in their stories of St. Patrick.

An example of this manipulation by the church is seen in the death tale of Diarmaitt son of Cerbaill. Diarmaitt in his role as secular overlord is forced by his pagan believe system of duty and honour to perform certain duties which bring him into conflict with the church, and thus the narrator here is doing three things,
1. Showing that the traditional believe system which secular figures followed was wrong by manipulating certain rituals and believes (taboo, geis) and turning them against the king involved.

2. Highlighting the supreme power of the church, showing its patronage and God to be more powerful than any pagan believe system, and ultimately superior to the power of secular kings.

3. Educating his contempory audience in the 11th century, scaring them into conforming to a Christian believe system.
Radner looks closely at the three violations committed by Diarmaitt against church, and shows I believe the conflict between Christian ethos and Pagan believes and codes of honour. Radner states that 'all Diarmaitt's crimes or sins were in violation of clerical protection and sanctuary'. 'This he believes is clearly what the author of this story was trying to portray due to the fact that sanctuary rights were a major bone of contention in 11th century Ireland in regards to secular and church relations'.

Radner also writes that 'the annals contained lots of reports of disputes over church rights and the invasion of secular authorities onto church grounds breaching church sanctuary, and usually followed by passages of how the saints linked to these churches punished the transgressors.' Looking closely at the story we can see both sides of the coin, Diarmaitt influenced by his duty and belief's and the church struggling to be respected as a major power, taking any transgression on its soil as an attack on God.

Radner "believes that these threefold death tales clearly show that the powers of both the church and secular authorities cannot exist in opposition to each other, and only through respect and mutual cooperation can there be true social order". The motive behind the threefold death is about the church wanting secular figures of the 11th century to fall into line with the Christian religion, thus empowering the church, and by Christian scribes using this threefold death, it allowed them to put power back in the hands of the church.
Sovereignty Goddess
The next motive for the threefold death would appear to come from a deeper mythological pagan level, and is the theme upon which the church based their stories. This is the role of the sovereignty goddess appearing in the death tales of kings and heroes, but in her alter ego as the goddess of death. In this role instead of representing the successful union of the king and the land, she is representing the land rejecting the king who has become unsuccessful by making bad decisions or being unjust, and is instrumental in his death, which is usually in the form of the threefold death.

The goddess usually appears as a beautiful women or an old hag, and her presences signifies that death is imminent and unavoidable, much like the curses of the saints. it is common according to M. Bhreathnach 'for the sovereignty goddess to be either there at the death of a king or hero, or in some cases responsible for their demise, thus making a human sacrifice in order to return the land back to peace and prosperity'.

The sovereignty goddess will turn everything that once were symbols of a fruitful union between king and land against him, crops fail, weather gets bad and peace breaks down. All the examples that portrayed good kingship turn against him. In the death tale of Muircherlach Mc Erca, we see how a sin committed by the king of wiping out his wife's entire family, has made him unfit to rule, and thus the goddess of death has emerged to punish him.

Again we know by her presence that death is inevitable, and nothing he does will save him. The goddess here is a beautiful women who entices the king through sorcery and sexual favour in order to live with him, and during her stay with him she turns the water of the Boyne into wine, which is a poison that slowly poisons and weakens the king, while driving him mad with visions of phantoms, while eventfully killing him by the threefold death.

Another death tale to demonstrate this is 'Togaial Bruidue De Derga'. The king here commits the crime of putting his foster brothers who are criminals before his people, thus breaking one of his geis. This bad judgment cannot be taken back, and his doom is foretold, during the tale we see how the king fights to avoid death but as in all cases it is certain. In this tale we don't see the king drown like other tales, there is a more symbolic gesture, after being wounded he develops a awful thirst, and all the rivers and lakes are hidden from him, eventually when his friend Mac Cecht finally manages to fill his goblet, it is too late he is dead.

Bhreathnach points out 'how important it is for a sovereignty goddess to offer a drink to a king. The golden goblet filled with wine is a symbol of the union of the land and the good and just king presented by the sovereignty goddess' Bhreathnach sees this as the sovereignty goddess (land) withdrawing her blessings and bringing about his threefold death.
Geis/taboos
Geis are also present in the threefold death, and are in a way rules and guide lines for kings and heroes to follow in order to be successful and ensure honour. In the story of Togail Bruidue De Derga, Conaire's geis were given to him by the birdman Nemglan (unclean) and are rules he must live by in order to be successful. These geis include,
· Not plundering

· Not staying more than ten nights away from Tara

· Not getting involved in disputes between servants

· Not going right hand wise around Tara

· Not hunting birds in Cerna

· Not letting women into his house after midnight
Over the course of the story these taboos or geis are all broken, and subsequently lead to his threefold death.

we also see Cu Chulainn break his geis when he is offered some dog meat by an old hag, who is the sovereignty goddess, and is put in the position that if he eats the dog meat he will break his geis, which is not to eat meat of his name sake, but also another of his geis is not to refuse a meal.

The importance of these geis according to O'Leary is that they are "lessons learned from bad experiences following certain types of behaviour or conduct". Geis also 'promote the promise of honour, for example Cu Chulainn, and his geis not to refuse single combat or to go to Emain Macha without having fought combat', so it is in way to ensure that a king or hero always acts with honour.
Conclusion
We see the motive for threefold death coming from three different angles here, firstly the church manipulating stories which demonstrate the 11th century struggle between church and secular power. Secondly the sovereignty goddess showing how if the king makes bad judgments or is unjust, the land will revolt against him. Thirdly from breaking their geis which is seen as a set of instructions for kings and hero's which they must follow in order to be successful and be honourable. In the case of the threefold death, we have an ancient template for how a heroic society should behave, and the consequences of not doing so, and this template was then taken and recycled by the church to appeal to their secular contemporary audience in the 11th century.
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