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A Raven’s Battle-Cry is one of those rare and much desired critical editions 

and translations of early Irish legal texts. It is Eska’s second book, 

following her 2010 publication Cáin Lánamna: An Old Irish Tract on 

Marriage and Divorce Law. Unlike most major publications in the field of 

early medieval Irish law, Eska does not choose one of the well-preserved 

texts but instead takes on the laudable task of bringing together the 

textual evidence for a heavily fragmented legal tract, known as Anfuigell 

(lit. wrong judgement; non-judgement, not-judgement). The catchy title of 

her book derives from the opening paragraph of this text. By taking this 

editorial approach she follows the pattern of the recently published 

Marriage Disputes: a fragmentary Old Irish law-text (Dublin: DIAS, 2014) 

by Fergus Kelly. However, the fragments of Anfuigell – when read 

individually – do not easily give away their underlying common theme. 

They consist of succinct snippets of Old Irish, to which the scribes added 

glosses and copious commentaries that deal with legal judgements on an 

astonishingly wide range of topics. These are, in Eska’s words ‘a legal 

mystery box for scholars’ (p. 1). They range from the annulment of 

suretyship, over the taking captive of a poet, to the question of liability for 

infections suffered at a wake, and the authority of old laws. References to 

the different categories of law in addition to customary law also feature, 

including cáin (promulgated law), cairde (treaty, pact) and the religious 

legal pennait (penance, penalty). The main unifying element of this wide 

range of contexts is the difficulty in delivering a judgement on cases arising 

from them, or rather, the fact that the cases concerned should not be 

judged at all but dismissed, presumably before a pending dispute. 
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There are twenty-six extant manuscript witnesses. Eska provides 

details on each, including wherever possible, content, scribal hands, and 

dating. The text as edited in the Corpus Iuris Hibernici (CIH) – the primary 

point of comparison for critical editions – has been checked against all 

manuscripts. The text is divided into fifty-eight paragraphs total and Eska 

provides references to the respective manuscripts and the pages in CIH for 

each, which makes it very easy for scholars to locate information. Source 

A, TCD MS 1387, olim H.5.15 represents the only witness containing all 

the paragraphs in question. A more specific description of the 

manuscript’s materiality and mise-en-page is given which can be read 

alongside images of the opening sections of both Anfuigell and Aidbred (see 

below), allowing for an appreciation of its physical features. The layout of 

the text consists of scarce Old Irish textual fragments that are 

accompanied by long, often layered, and naturally at times contradictory, 

legal commentaries. These attest to the compilatory activity of scribes, 

showing numerous stages in the production process across centuries. As 

Eska points out, at times it is difficult to identify the textual relationship 

between sources (p. 47). In the process of her engagement with the text, 

Eska identified a separate independent fragmentary text that was 

previously thought to form part of the Anfuigell material, known as Aidbred 

(claiming), which has overlapping MS sources. She notes that she is 

working on a critical edition of this material as well (p. 304, fn. 1).  

The book is well structured, and the methodology is described in a 

transparent fashion. After the introduction that situates the material and 

highlights the value of Anfuigell as a rare source on specific aspects of early 

Irish law and society that are little discussed elsewhere (e.g. the property 

rights of widows), Eska provides a content summary of each paragraph, 

engaging in legal discussion which goes beyond explaining the structure 

of the text alone (35 pages). This novel approach will be of great aid to 

scholars, particularly those less acquainted with the style and tone of early 
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Irish legal writing and legal historians from other fields, because it decodes 

and explains difficult content in a more broadly accessible fashion. This 

summary is followed by the detailed account of all the manuscript sources 

(8 pages) as well as concordance tables for each paragraph including the 

relevant sections in CIH (4 pages), which makes it easy for the reader to 

get an overview and track down information. Both the editorial method 

(1.5 pages) and dating and orthography (1.5 pages) are discussed, 

although not at great length. The core of the book comprises the edited Old 

Irish fragments, glosses, and extensive commentaries with a facing English 

translation (224 pages). Eska does not shy away from admitting to the 

reader that some passages, at present, remain obscure, a situation which 

anyone working with early Irish legal material has experienced and will 

find all too familiar (e.g. §7). The philological analysis, comments on 

palaeography, and references to secondary literature, which in early Irish 

legal scholarship often appear in the form of a separate chapter called 

‘notes’, are primarily confined to the footnotes for each paragraph. There 

are six appendices. The first three consist of additional commentaries on 

Anfuigell, edited and translated, followed by a list of variant MS readings 

against CIH, a first appraisal of Aidbred and its manuscript context, and 

two further citations that reference Anfuigell. The accompanying glossary 

allows for quick identification of legal terminology. The book closes with a 

bibliography and index. 

Eska’s decision to deal with material of this nature attests to the 

increasing interest in Irish scholarship in the activity of glossators, 

commentators and compilers in the wider history of the book, and the 

potential use of such ‘legal manuals’ in the teaching and/or practice of 

law. It is here where the most significant contribution of Eska’s 

scholarship lies. First, it allows us to see that material on procedural 

questions and rules for passing verdicts was collected and extensively 

elaborated upon. We can see the legal reasoning, sometimes of various 
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minds, in these commentaries that provide context and details on 

otherwise succinct Old Irish lines whose sense when read alone often 

remains obscure (e.g. §1 ‘A raven’s battle-cry is a misuse of judgments’; §9 

‘a pledge of terror’; §28 ‘bank of fines’). Placing these legal elaborations in 

– as far as we can tell – the contexts of their own times and target 

audiences is vital. A thorough legal analysis alongside other relevant texts 

on the topics covered would be desirable in order to gauge these changes. 

Second, compilatory activities of this kind are well documented in the 

transmission of Roman law and similar strategies for copying and 

arrangement were used by those working with early Germanic legal 

material. In this respect, Eska’s contribution allows the Irish material to 

be situated in a broader European context, opening an avenue for 

comparative legal scholars to engage with the material from a 

palaeographical and codicological angle, which also holds the potential to 

shed light on possible transfers of knowledge. A Raven’s Battle-Cry is a 

valuable contribution to Irish legal scholarship. It shows how source 

material of this kind can be tackled in an inviting fashion. Aidbred is 

awaited with joyful anticipation. 
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