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THE TÁIN: a guide 

 

 The Táin is the great Irish epic which features Cúchulainn as its main hero. It is 

a story of war, battles, jealousy, rivalry, magic, loyalty and betrayal. It has been 

around for about 1,500 years, and maybe longer. It has been told and retold 

many times, but the basic story remains the same. It describes how the army of 

Connacht under Queen Maeve and King Ailill try to capture the great bull of 

Ulster and how Cúchulainn in particular tries to prevent this theft.  

Old stories survive because they tell us something true about ourselves. The best 

stories usually have plenty of adventure and lots of heroism. They also present us 

with great characters, some good, some evil, some in-between. The Táin has all of 

this, but is also set in pre-historic Ireland, an Ireland before St Patrick came. 

When we read it we get a real sense of another time, another atmosphere, and yet 

most of the people are very like us, without the magic! 

 

THE AUTHOR 

Alan Titley is a scholar and an author. He has written many novels and stories for 

adults, but also for young readers. They include Amach which won the Eilís 

Dillon award, Smuf about a dog who is abandoned by his owners (and for a good 

reason!), Gluaiseacht tells the story of two African children crossing the desert to 

come to Europe after their own villages are destroyed, and Lúba about a young 

girls who is unhappy with her life and wishes to swop it for that of several animals.  

 

THE ILLUSTRATOR 

Eoin Coveney is an Irish illustrator with an aesthetic shaped by European comics, 

horror films and early twentieth century illustration. In the 1990s, he worked with 

Will Eisner (renowned US comic artist, writer and creator of The Spirit).His 

clients include Abrams Books, The Royal Air Force, FHM, Attitude magazine, 

Ray-Ban, 2000AD, Collins books, FUNKO,  The Westminster Collection Coins, 

The Independent, Metro London, Forrest -Pruzan Games, RiskNet, Pearson 
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publishing, Gill Books, The O’Brien Press, The Irish Independent, The Irish 

Times and The Little Museum of Dublin. 

 

TALKING POINTS 

 

• Think about the life people led in Ireland in prehistoric times. What did 

they eat? What could they not eat? How did they cook? What did they 

wear? What were their houses like? Why do we not see any of those 

houses now? What did they sleep on? How long do you think they lived? 

What happened if you got sick? 

• Maeve and Ailill are a queen and a king, as is Conor in Ulster. How did 

their lives differ from that of ordinary people? Do you think that you are 

better off today than kings and queens were long ago? Why is this so? 

• There is no Christian religion in the Táin.  Find out what gods the people 

of ancient Ireland believed in. What parts of life did these gods look after? 

Draw up a diagram of these gods. What gods did other people believe in 

before Christianity came to Europe? Do any of the names of these gods 

appear in our names for days of the week, or months of the year? 

• Bulls are very important in the Táin. Why do you think this is? (after all, 

cows are far more important today!) Bull fighting is common in some 

countries today. Do you think it was ever in Ireland? Would you like to 

see a bullfight, or do you think it is cruel and savage? 

• The full title of the story is Táin Bó Cuailnge or The Cattle Raid of 

Cooley. Cattle raids were common in ancient Ireland. Why do you think 

this was so? Which other animals were important? Which would be more 

valuable, a sheep or a goat? 

• There are prophets in the Táin, people who foretell the future. Do you 

think this is possible? Can you name any famous person who told the 

future, and were they correct? 

• There are many battles in the Táin, some between armies and some 

between individuals. Try to imagine what it was like taking part in a battle 

like that. What weapon would you have? What defence would you have? 

What chance would you have of coming out unscathed? If you were 

wounded, what would happen to you? 
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• There are many other old or ancient Irish stories. Have you read any of 

them. Try to get one and compare it to the Táin. Do you know of any 

other great Irish heroes apart from Cúchulainn? What stories are told of 

him or of them? 

• Maeve and Ailill are two powerful characters in the book. What are they 

like? Which of them is the most powerful? Which of them wins out in the 

end? 

• There is a lot of hurling in the Táin. Was hurling the same then as it is 

now? How do you think it was organised? What kind of ball did they use, 

as it was not the same as the modern sliotar? 

• What kind of writing was ogham? How was it written? Can you learn to 

write your own name in ogham? Do you think it is possible to write in this 

way today? 

• Cúchulainn has an important dream in the story. Dreams were often seen 

to be events that could be explained. Do you think this is true? Have you 

ever had a dream that you could tell where it came from? 

• A lot of the names of people are still quite common today, like Maeve and 

Conor. Are there other names in the story which could be used today? 

What name would you choose for yourself? Are there other popular Irish 

names that are not in the story? 

• Many of these names mean something, like Cúchulainn himself. Do you 

think you could find out what some of the other names mean. Maeve 

herself, for example, of Ferdia or Fergus or Fraoch? 

• Culann had a big dog or hound. What kind of a dog do you think he was? 

Was it like dogs we have today? Do you think there were as many kinds of 

dogs in Ireland then, as there are now? 

• Various warriors are sent out to fight Cúchulainn and they get killed. Do 

you think that they were scared before they met him? Or did they really 

think they had a chance? Have you ever played on a team and being 

convinced before a game that you will not win? 

• Of these warriors, which of them do you have most sympathy for? Why? 

Or do you find some of them obnoxious, difficult to like? 

• The story was originally written in old Irish. This was the same language 

that St Patrick spoke. If you know modern Irish, could you talk to the 
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people in the Táin if you travelled back in time? Could you speak to 

Shakespeare in English? To King Alfred? To Boudicca? 

• Draw a map of the story of the Táin, where it started, where people moved 

to, where the battles happened, all the important places. If you don’t really 

know, why not have a go?  

• Eoin Coveney’s illustrations are excellent depictions of the story. Which of 

them do you like most? Are there any you think should be different? Or 

are there any parts of the story that you would like to see a picture of? 

• Cúchulainn is a powerful warrior, yet he is not immortal. He can be killed 

and wounded. Where in the story is he most vulnerable? 

• Cúchulainn is also a hero, standing alone against a mighty army. Do you 

know of other stories where one hero stands against great odds? How do 

they compare to Cúchulainn? Is he any way like heroes you might see in 

films that you can think of? 

• If you were to make a film of the Táin, what are the main scenes that 

would feature? Why did you pick these? How would you be able to depict 

the fight of the two bulls in a film without using real animals? 

• If you were to meet any of the main characters in the story, what questions 

would you ask them? What do you think they would say about you? About 

life today? 


