
Deirdre of the Sorrows 
Emily Collins, What are you Taling About? 

“When Deirdre first met Naoise, they fell madly in love!” 

“Actually when Deirdre first met Naoise, he called her a cow.” 

“When Deirdre first saw Naoise, the red of his lips  
reminded her of the blood she had started to shed between her legs.” 

The stories in the Ulster Cycle link in and out of each other and it can be 
hard to know where to start, where to find the beginning, so when tackling 
Deirdre I started in the middle. There is an interesting colour motif that 
comes up, White, Red, and Black, the White of Snow, the Red of Blood, and 
the Black of the Raven, skin as pale as snow, lips as red as blood, hair as 
black as a raven’s feather. Blood on snow and a raven’s wing is a powerful 
image and this was were I started. It’s the famous description of the fairytale 
princess Snow White, brought into being through her mothers wish. 
             However here, these three colours do not conjure a Princess, they 
               do not describe the beautiful Deirdre, conjure the image of Naoise.        
                  Deirdre creates an image of red and white and black, from blood,  
                    snow,  and feathers and longing she creates a way to escape  
                    the will of Conchor, just  as the Old Queen created Snow White.  

               Red, White, and Black come up again in the story in Deirdre’s       
          prophetic dream. She dreams of three ravens flying in a white sky, t  
     hey carry honey in their mouths but the honey turns to blood. Deirdre’s 
prophetic dreams aren’t always included in tellings for her story but I felt 
they were important to include as they illustrate her power, show her 
voice, and the devastation that follows when her voice is silenced or 
ignored. 

Deirdre’s dream led me to another story, a story I had tried to tell before 
but been unable to due to a series of unfortunate circumstances. It was 
the story of  The Morrígan's Child. This story found its place in Deirdre’s 
story and then linked back to the start of Deirdre’s story, to the scream 
she first made, the scream that was heard from within her mother’s 
womb. 

I can’t take the story of Dierdre of the Sorrow in isolation, it is interwoven with 
too many other stories. Rather than fight against this and try to cut the story 
away and present it on it’s own, I’ve lent into it. In my mind I see it as a piece 
of interactive knotwork. It’s pattern is part of a longer thread and there was 
spaces between the knots and twists for other stories to be heard. 

I am not finished with the story of Dierdre. It still makes me angry but the 
angry has a place in the pattern now. It’s a project I continue to work on, but 
rather than trying to untangle the strands I’m happy to watch them weave 
together, seeing the colours brighter as the contrast together. 

 Despite being a story I have known for many years Deirdre of the 
sorrows is never a story I have felt comfortable with. To me something 
always felt off, uncomfortable about it and how it was often presented 
in a sweet, romanticised format. What made me want to tackle the 
story for ‘What are you talking about?’ was the sudden anger I felt 
when another storyteller refered to the ending as ‘a beautiful suicide’. 
Suicide is not ‘beautiful’ and the story of Deirdre is not beautiful either. 
It’s a story about abduction and rape, about betrayal and pain. Deirdre 
fought to live, to be heard. The more I thought about the story the 
angrier I became and I wanted to channel that anger into something. 

            There are multiple versions of the story, and I found I couldn’t 
find ‘one’ that I wanted to tell, so I tried telling more than one version 
simultaneously. I found that this allowed be to channel some of my 
anger and discomfort but showing the ‘sweet’ version of the story I 
had been presented with and contrasting it my own telling as well as 
extracts taken from other texts;  

                                            Deirdre of the Sorrow, or The Tragic Dead of the 
Sons of Usnech, is one of the most well known Irish Legends. It is considered to 
be one of Great Tragedies in Irish Mythology, but is also a story known by most 
children and likely to be retold in books of Irish Legends aimed at young readers.  

Deirdre is part of the Ulster Cycle and one of the Remscéla it back-stories of the 
epic of the Táin Bó Cúailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley, often called just The 
Táin). The role the story of Deirdre plays in the Táin is to provide an opportunity 
to contract two of the central characters of the Táin, Fergus mac Róich the 
honorable former King of Ulster, and Conchobar mac Nessa, the vindictive 
current King of Ulster. The story also details why it was that Fergus and his 
followers went into self-imposed exile from Ulster and allied themselves with 
Queen Medb of Connacht, providing her with strength of arms and valuable 
information. 


