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This study focuses on the renowned stories of the battles of Mag Tuired, 
specifically the second battle and the confrontation between Lugh and Balor. 
This story is of particular interest, for it is prominently featured in medieval 
literature and has been preserved in the folklores of Co. Sligo and Co. Mayo, 
where the mythical battle is located in literary accounts. This paper analyses 
the oral narratives recorded in Co. Sligo and Co. Mayo and compares them 
to the accounts preserved in the medieval and early modern manuscripts. The 
salient point of this comparative work is the territorial distribution of this 
material, since the oral stories about Lugh and Balor are relatively abundant in 
Co. Sligo, while they are limited in Co. Mayo. This disparity can be explained by 
the evolution of the literary narrative and the innovations it has encountered. 

Keywords: first and second battles of Mag Tuired; Lugh; Balor; literary tradition; 
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1. Introduction

Among the most famous narratives in Irish medieval and early modern literature 
are the first and second battles of Mag Tuired, relating the mythical battles which 
opposed the Irish gods, the Tuatha Dé Danann, to two sets of opponents before 
the arrival of the sons of Míl — traditionally regarded as the ancestors of the 
Irish people. These accounts are originally comprised in the Lebor Gabála Érenn 
(LGÉ), the ‘Book of Invasions of Ireland’, an eleventh-century narrative, which 
combines biblical, pseudo-historical and probably pre-Christian elements, and 

1	 Mag Tuired (‘Plain of the Pillars’) is the Old Irish spelling, Maigh Tuireadh is the 
Modern Irish spelling, and Moytirra or Moytura are the anglicised forms. Kelly 
(2020: 140 n.17) specifies that Moytirra is used by the Ordnance Survey, while 
Moytura is used by the locals in the Schools Collection manuscripts — even though 
the form Moytirra appears three times. In this paper, the Moytirra spelling will be 
used when referring to the geographical site. To refer to the mythical battle, the Old 
Irish spelling will be used. We are grateful to the editors of Studia Celtica Fennica 
and the anonymous reviewers for their comments. We alone are responsible for any 
errors or misinterpretations left in the text.
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relates the six successive invasions of Ireland from Cesair — before the Flood — 
to the sons of Míl.2

The first battle of Mag Tuired recounts the confrontation between the Fir 
Bholg — the fourth supernatural people to have settled in Ireland — and the 
Tuatha Dé Danann, led by king Núadu, who lost his arm during the battle. The 
Tuatha Dé Danann came out of the battle victorious and acquired Ireland.3 This 
account later developed into a separate narrative, i.e., the Early Modern Irish 
tale Cath Muige Tuired Cunga, ‘The Battle of Mag Tuired of Cong’, preserved 
uniquely in the fifteenth-century manuscript, Dublin, Trinity College, MS 1319 
(H 2. 17), pages 90a–99b, edited and translated by John Fraser in 1916. According 
to Gerard Murphy (1953–1955: 196), this text was probably first written down in 
the thirteenth century. 

After the victory of the Tuatha Dé Dannan over the Fir Bholg, a new conflict 
opposed the Irish gods, commanded by Lugh Lámhfhada, ‘Long-armed’, to the 
sinister Fomhóire, led by Balor of the Evil Eye. This was the second battle of 
Mag Tuired.4 Lugh eventually slew his grandfather, Balor, by throwing a stone 
into his basilisk eye, liberating Ireland from the tyranny of the Fomhóire.5 Two 
original independent narrative versions of the conflict, each represented by  
a single manuscript, have been preserved. The earlier version Cath Maige Tuired 
(CMT), edited and translated by Elizabeth Gray in 1982, is comprised in the 
British Library Harleian 5280 vellum manuscript, folios 63a–70b, dating from 
the sixteenth century (Flower 1926: 298–323).6 The main scribe, Giolla Riabhach 
mac Tuathail Ó Cléirigh (†fifteenth or sixteenth century) recorded it probably at 
the end of the fifteenth century (Walsh 1947: 48, 173). CMT, dated to the eleventh 
or twelfth century, is certainly a recension of a ninth-century text (Flower 1926: 
319; Murphy 1953–1955: 195; CMT 11). The later version is the Early Modern 
Irish Cath Muighe Tuireadh (CMT2), which was edited in 1945 by Brian Ó Cuív 
without an English translation. This text is preserved only in the Royal Irish 
Academy MS 24 P 9, folios 65–97 (Mulchrone 1926–1970: 2241–2245). It is the 
work of David Ó Duibhgeannáin (†1696), a member of the Cill Rónáin branch of 
the Ó Duibhgeannáin learned family, who wrote this manuscript in Co. Galway 

2	 The earliest recension of LGÉ dates from the eleventh or twelfth century. On the 
development of this literary tradition, see Scowcroft 1987 and 1988, Carey 1994.

3	 LGÉ §281: 10, §289–291: 20–26, §297–298: 34–36.
4	 LGÉ §312: 118, §331–333: 148–150, §364: 180.
5	 Lugh is the son of a Tuatha Dé Danann father, Cian, and of a Fomhóire mother, Eithne, 

Balor’s daughter. CMT §8: 24 is the only literary evidence specifying that this union 
was a result of an alliance between the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Fomhóire.

6	 The account of the second battle of Moytirra has been extensively studied. See Gray 
1981, 1982 and 1983, Ó Cathasaigh 1983, McCone 1989, Carey 1989–1990, Radner 
1992, Hily 2012, Hoyne 2013, MacLeod 2015.
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(Aughnanure Castle) and Co. Mayo (Loch Mask) in 1651–1652 (Walsh 1947: 31–
32; Hoyne 2013: 100–106).

CMT2 differs considerably from CMT in subject matter as well as in 
language. Some passages of CMT are lacking, such as the reference to the first 
battle; the reasons for the hostility between the two races; or the famous episode 
of the imposing arrival of Lugh at Tara. In addition, new elements — sometimes 
found again in folk stories — have been added, such as the rout of the Fomhóire, 
the death of Bres and the incident of Balor’s head.7

The battle of Mag Tuired — particularly the second battle — is a major 
feature of Irish medieval literature. It marks the apex of the period preceding 
the arrival of the sons of Míl, the apex of the exploits of the Tuatha Dé Danann, 
and the apex of Lug’s career with his duel against Balor. As Tomás Ó Cathasaigh  
(1983: 8) suggested, this story may have served as an exemplary myth, i.e., it may 
have been the model and reference point in medieval Ireland, both socially and 
in terms of literary production. If the battle of Mag Tuired had such an influence, 
it may be assumed it played an important role in the circulation of oral tradition. 

 It is precisely the study of the oral tradition of the battle of Mag Tuired that 
will be examined in this article, most notably the second battle, the confrontation 
between Lugh and Balor, and the powers of Balor’s evil eye on the landscape (e.g., 
the creation of lakes). Accounts about the two battles of Mag Tuired have been 
collected exclusively in three counties: Mayo, Sligo and Donegal. While a separate 
study focusing on the Co. Donegal myth-legends8 will be published (Beck & 
Hily, forthcoming), we will examine the various oral versions of the Lugh-Balor 
confrontation collected in the Irish and English languages from the folklore of 
Cos. Mayo and Sligo, where the mythical battles are located in literary accounts. 
This study aims at questioning the links between literary and oral traditions so 
as to identify the dynamics and structural patterns of borrowings, evolutions and 
creations. The salient point of this comparative work is the territorial distribution 

7	 On the comparison between these two narratives, see CMT 10, CMT2 5–8, Hoyne 
2013: 93–99. The differences in content between the two versions can certainly be 
explained by the interests pursued by each of the writers in their own socio-historical 
context. Justifying the inclusion of a particular episode in the written version of the 
story would require a separate study.

8	 The genre terminology used in this paper is based on Bascom 1965. Relying on 
various previous works, Bascom identifies various genres of verbal art (broad classes 
or categories), such as the proverb, the riddle or the prose narrative (called ‘tales’ 
by Boggs 1949: 166). The prose narrative genre is subdivided into different forms: 
myths, folktales, legends, etc. While folktales are timeless, placeless and entirely 
fictional, myths and legends are considered fact. Myths relate to divine characters 
who belong to a remote past and world, while legends relate to human characters who 
belong to a more recent past and the world of today. As Bascom explains (1965: 5), the 
categorisation is not always clear-cut, since an oral narrative can share characteristics 
of the myth and the legend at the same time, which is why, in certain cases, an oral 
narrative can be typified as a ‘myth-legend’. 



Noémie Beck and Gaël Hily

32Studia Celtica Fennica XXII (2026)

of this material, since the oral stories about Lugh and Balor are very limited in 
Co. Mayo, while they are relatively abundant in Co. Sligo. We will first discuss 
and account for the lack of material in Co. Mayo, retracing the controversy over 
the duplication and location of the two battles. The second part will analyse the 
rich material of Co. Sligo relying on sources dating from different times and of 
different nature: Robert Downing’s Description of Sligo (c. 1684), the nineteenth-
century Ordnance Survey Letters, the Irish Folklore Collection (1935–1970), and 
the present-day data. It will show how closely linked to the landscape this material 
is and how vividly Balor is remembered, notably with his destroying-creative eye 
and his fortress (Dún Balair).

2. County Mayo

2.1. The folklore of the battles of Mag Tuired 

Compared to the folklore of Sligo, the oral tradition of the battles of Mag Tuired 
in Co. Mayo is scarcely attested. As early as 1838, John O’Donovan admitted 
in the Ordnance Survey Letters, Mayo that ‘there [was] no one now living who 
could repeat the story called the Battle of Moytura nor named all the great men 
who were slaughtered in it’ in Cong Parish (OSLM: 41–42, 110). Similarly, in 
1866, William Wilde (1864–1866: 549) conceded that ‘the legendary lore and 
traditional accounts […] ha[d] now almost ceased to exist.’ Regarding Co. Mayo, 
the stories of the battles of Mag Tuired are nowhere to be found in the Schools’ 
Collection — compiled by primary schoolchildren between 1937 and 1939 — or 
the Main Manuscript Collection (1935–1970) of the National Folklore Collection 
(henceforth NFCS). The only reference to the battle of Mag Tuired — without 
specification of which one it is — was collected in Neale, Co. Mayo: ‘part of the 
parish may be said to be the very centre of the battle field of Moytura.’ (NFCS 
103: 35; unknown storyteller. Collector: The Neale (B.) School, Co. Mayo, 1937–
1939. Teacher: Tomás Mac an Bháird)

These observations suggest that the oral tradition of the battles of Mag Tuired 
had been extinct by the beginning of the nineteenth century in Co. Mayo. They 
may also imply that these stories had never taken root or even fully existed in this 
county, or had never been a major part of the local oral tradition. If we assume that 
the literary texts are a reflection of oral tradition — which is not always the case, 
as scribes could creatively rework tradition for various purposes9 –, the folklore 
of Mayo should have logically preserved the story of the first battle (Fir Bholg vs. 
Tuatha Dé Danann), for the Early Modern Irish tale Cath Muige Tuired Cunga, 
‘The Battle of Mag Tuired of Cong’, locates this first mythical battle in Cong, 
between Lough Mask and Lough Corrib, in Co. Mayo.

9	 See for instance Hoyne 2013: 106, 112–113.
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Surprisingly, it is not the first battle but elements of the second battle which 
are remembered in Co. Mayo (cf. Fig. 1). Indeed, John O’Donovan (1838: 41–
42, 110) reported in 1838 that the only surviving motif in Co. Mayo was Balor’s 
petrifying gaze with which he ‘metamorphosed a line of warriors drawn up in 
a circle into stones where they remain to this day’ — a motif he recorded in the 
Parish of Cong. The character of Balor and the motif of his lethal eye belong to the 
two literary versions of the second battle of Mag Tuired —10 but it is to be noted 
that the petrifying glance does not appear in CMT and CMT2, nor in the folklore 
of Sligo, as detailed below. It is, however, a recurrent motif in the Donegal Lugh-
Balor myth-legends (Beck & Hily, forthcoming). The motif of the malevolent 
powers of Balor’s eye was collected again by Tomás Ó Cillín in Mulranny, Co. 
Mayo, in the early twentieth century with a slight difference. In this description, 
Balor’s eye does not petrify but burns the landscape. Interestingly, the motif of 
Balor’s eye setting fire to the landscape does not appear in literary tradition, nor 
in the folklore of Donegal.

Bhí súil amháin aige n-a chlár éadain : súil nimhe teineadh a bhí innti. Bhíodh 
seacht mbrat ar an tsúil seo i gcomhnuí, agus bhí na brait ag cionneáil na súile 
fuar agus ʼchuile shórt eile fuar chomh maith. Bhain Balor na brait de’n tsúil  
i ndiaidh a chéile. An chéad bhrat thoisigh an raithneach ag críonadh ; an dara 
brat thoisigh an féar ag eirghe ruadh ; an tríomhadh brat thoisigh an t-ádhmad 
agus na coillte ag téidheadh ; an ceathramhadh brat bhí teas agus deatach ag 
teacht as an ádhmad agus as na crainn ; an cúigeadh brat bhí chuile short ag 
éirghe dearg; an sémhadh brat. (Ó Cillín 1933)
He had a single eye in his forehead, a venomous fiery eye. There were always 
seven coverings over this eye, [and the coverings were keeping the eye cold, 
and all manner of other things cold as well]. One by one Balar removed the 
coverings. With the first covering the bracken began to wither, with the second 
the grass became copper-coloured, with the third, the woods and timber began 
to heat, with the fourth smoke came from the trees, with the fifth everything 
grew red, with the sixth it sparked. With the seventh they were all set on fire, 
and the whole countryside was ablaze!11

It is noteworthy that the characters of Balor and Lugh appear in an oral story, 
entitled The Gloss Gavlen,12 collected in 1893 from John McGinty, residing in 
Valley, on Achill Island, Co. Mayo, by William Larminie in West Irish Folk-Tale 
and Romances (1893: 1–10, 251). This complex account combines two famous 

10	 CMT §133: 6: Balor ‘had a destructive eye’, ‘the host which looked at that eye, even if 
they were many thousands in number, would offer no resistance to warriors.’; CMT2 
l. 566–567: 34: ‘the poisoned and venomous, dangerous and destructive eye of Balor’.

11	 The storyteller is not mentioned by the collector. The English translation is borrowed 
from Ó hÓgáin (2006: 44), except for the sentence in brackets — which was translated 
by the authors.

12	 The standard form of the name of this mysterious cow is Glas Gaibhneach.
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folk stories, i.e., the story of the smith Gobán Saor and his magical cow,13 and the 
story of the confrontation between Lugh and Balor. This oral story corresponds to 
the Lugh-Balor tale type collected in Co. Donegal (Beck & Hily, forthcoming) — 
with the addition of a new character, the sea god Manannán Mac Lir, certainly 
prompted by the maritime environment of Achill Island. This story, like the 
Lugh-Balor tale type of Co. Donegal, is totally disconnected from the context of 
the second battle of Mag Tuired. Historically speaking, it is possible to explain 
why a version of the Donegal tale type was collected in Co. Mayo, on Achill 
Island. In The Irish of Achill, Co. Mayo, Gerard Stockman has evidenced the 
similarity between the Irish of Achill and Ulster Irish (Stockman 1974). More 
specifically, household numbers by county in Griffith’s Valuation (1847–1864) 
show that the McGintys mainly inhabited Co. Donegal (114) and Co. Mayo (36), 
and more precisely Achill Island, in the mid-nineteenth century.14 Originally, 
the MacGinty was a sept of Donegal (O’Laughlin 2002: 120). It is therefore 
likely that this specific Lugh-Balor tale type was brought by the members of the 
McGinty who migrated from Co. Donegal to Co. Mayo, and the story took on 
new aspects — such as the maritime background and the sea god — because of its 
new geographical environment. It also explains why the story of the Lugh-Balor 
confrontation is unconnected with the second battle of Mag Tuired.

Apart from the Lugh-Balor story from Achill island, which probably travelled 
from Co. Donegal, it has been evidenced that the oral tradition of the battles of 
Mag Tuired in Co. Mayo is scant. The next part will discuss why it is so and 
why the oral tradition in Co. Mayo has retained some motifs of the second battle, 
e.g., Balor’s lethal eye, while the literary tradition locates the first battle in Cong,  
Co. Mayo.

2.2. The issue over the location of the battle(s) of Cong

The duplication and locations of the battles of Mag Tuired have been largely 
debated since the nineteenth century. In his article ‘Notes on Cath Maige Tuired,’ 
Gerard Murphy (1953–1955) has traced the history of the controversy. He has 
convincingly argued in favour of one original battle, i.e., the battle between the 

13	 The story recounts that the Gobán Saor and his son build a castle for a foreign king and 
trick him. The Gobán Saor being the folk counterpart of the mythical smith Goibhniu, 
it is not very surprising to find this account — which serves as an introduction — 
interwoven with the Lugh-Balor narrative. Moreover, the minder of the cow tricked 
by Balor is a champion called Kian, whose name is the very name of Lugh’s father in 
medieval narratives, Cian (LGÉ §311: 114; CMT §8: 24).

14	 https://www.askaboutireland.ie/griffith-valuation/index.xml?action=doNameSear
ch&familyname=McGinty&firstname=&offset=80&countyname=&parishname=
&unionname=&baronyname=&totalrows=256&PlaceID=0&wildcard= (accessed 
10/3/2025).
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Fomhóire, led by Balor, and the Tuatha Dé Danann, commanded by Lugh.15 The 
documentary evidence suggests that the distinction between the two battles 
appeared in the eleventh century and the account of the first battle developed 
from the LGÉ as a replication of the renowned original battle between the Tuatha 
Dé Danann and the Fomhóire. The earliest writer mentioning two distinctive 
battles is Flann Mainistrech (†1056)16 in his Middle-Irish poem Éstid a éolchu cen 
ón, ‘Listen, scholars, without flaw’, embedded in a number of recensions of the 
LGÉ: he first referred to cétchath Maige Tuired, ‘first battle of Mag Tuired’ (LL  
fol. 11a20, l. 1319, p. 41), before mentioning cath mór Maige Tuired, ‘the great 
battle of Mag Tuired’ (LL fol. 11b25, l. 1431, p. 45).

This process happened at a time when ancient myths and legends were 
rewritten, revised and refashioned in accordance with the contemporary historical 
context of the scribes (Ní Mhaonaigh 2006: 36). While the second battle of Mag 
Tuired has had a long-lasting tradition and popularity among storytellers, both in 
written and oral literatures, the first battle of Mag Tuired does not seem to have 
become popular (Morris 1928: 111; Murphy 1953–1955: 196). This suggests that 
the account of the first battle did not take root in medieval literary circles nor in 
oral tradition. 

The question of the location of the battles of Mag Tuired is another interesting 
point since it can account for the scarcity of the folklore of the battles of Mag 
Tuired in Co. Mayo. Among others, Henry Morris (1928) and Thomas F. O’Rahilly 
(1946: 388–390) have argued that the two battles were originally located in  
Co. Sligo. There are indeed two ‘Congs’: one in Co. Mayo in the Parish of Cong 
and one in Co. Sligo in the Parish of Ballysadare.17 Cath Muige Tuired Cunga was 
written — or partly written — by Cormac Ó Cuirnín who died in 1475 according 

15	 Murphy (1953–1955: 194) refutes O’Rahilly’s (1946: 388) assumption that the first 
battle was the original battle, and states: ‘The documentary evidence available 
therefore clearly suggests that in the ninth and tenth centuries only one battle of 
Moytirra was known and that this battle was the battle against the Fomoiri […].’ 
This theory has been supported by various scholars, such as D’Arbois de Jubainville 
(1903: 83–85) and Ó hÓgáin (2006: 367). The earliest texts mention only one battle 
of Mag Tuired: Sanas Cormaic, s.v. nescóit (Russell 2023), attributed to Cormac mac 
Cuilennáin (†908); a poem by Cináed úa hArtacáin (†975) preserved in Lebor na 
hUidre fol. 51b, l. 4138, p. 130; and a poem ascribed to Eochaid úa Flainn (†1004) in 
LL fol. 10b15, l. 1217, p. 38.

16	 For more information on Flann Mainistrech, see Dobbs (1923) and more recently 
Thanisch (2015). 

17	 After investigating the topography of Cong, in Co. Mayo, William Wilde (1866) 
concluded that the first battle of Mag Tuired did take place in this area, while Henry 
Morris (1928: 116–120), referring to William M. Hennessey in his edition of Annals 
of Loch Cé and to William Gregory Wood-Martin (1889), convincingly argued that 
there was a ‘Cong’ in the Barony of Leyney, Parish of Ballysodare, in Co. Sligo, 
where the first battle was originally located. 
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to The Annals of the Four Masters (1475.17).18 Ó Cuirnín may have found it 
difficult to believe that the Tuatha Dé Danann had defeated two different sets of 
opponents in the same area. As the surroundings of Cong, in Co. Mayo, abound 
in cairns, caves and stone circles, he associated the area with the first mythical 
battle. Thus, the Moytirra of Cong in Co. Mayo is certainly a ‘late concoction’, 
dating back to the fifteenth century, which stemmed from the arbitrary decision of 
a sceptic scribe to redefine the location of the first battle so that it could be clearly 
distinguished from the second and acquire historical relevance.

We posit that the late location of the first battle in Cong, Co. Mayo, and its lack 
of popularity over the centuries explain why the folklore of Mayo has not retained 
the account of the first battle, unlike the folklore of Sligo, which has preserved 
the memory of the first and second battles. This reflects the theory that the first 
battle was originally located in Cong, Co. Sligo. Even though the second battle is 
not located in Co. Mayo in literary tradition, some motifs belonging to the second 
battle narrative, such as Balor’s burning or petrifying glance, have survived for 
several reasons: the fame of the Lugh-Balor tale and its long-lasting tradition, 
and the short distance between Co. Mayo and Co. Sligo. Last but not least, it is 
worth noting that the places where the scribe David Ó Duibhgeannáin wrote the 
manuscript containing CMT2 in 1651–1652 were Galway and Mayo. This newly 
available version of the second battle, which does not mention the first battle of 
Mag Tuired — unlike the earlier version —, must have had some impact on the 
Mayo folk and triggered stories about Balor of the Evil Eye in the local tradition. 

3. County Sligo

3.1. Storied landscapes

As will be examined in this section, the oral tradition of the battles of Mag 
Tuired in Co. Sligo is far more developed and abundant (cf. Fig. 1 and 2). It has 
been detailed previously that the literary tradition has two battles being fought 
at a place known as Moytirra. Today, this toponym refers to the townlands of 
Moytirra East and Moytirra West, in the barony of Tirerill, Co. Sligo, located on  
a low, table-like limestone plateau situated between Lough Arrow, to the west, 
and the valley of the Feorish river, to the east. 

The surroundings of Moytirra East and West abound in cairns, caves, 
rocks, and stone circles where human and animal bones had been dug up by the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. These megalithic, conspicuous, mysterious 

18	 Fraser (1916: 63) indicates Cath Muige Tuired Cunga ‘is due to at least two different 
scribes.’ Abbott and Gwynn (1921: 90–99) explain that ‘it is not easy to say how 
many hands have been employed.’ A colophon at the end of Cath Muige Tuired Cunga 
indicates that Cormac O’Cuirnin wrote this story at Magh Eithne — which is south of 
Ballyshannon, Co. Donegal — for his comrade, Seaán O’Glaimín (Fraser 1916: 58).
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rock formations, described for the first time by Georges Petrie in a paper read at 
the Royal Irish Academy in 1836 (Todd 1836–1840), and later by Wood-Martin 
in 1884 (Wood-Martin 1884), might have been naturally associated by the folk 
with the second battle of Mag Tuired to explain their origin, shape and meaning. 
It may also be assumed that the narrative has developed there, as a creative 
response to interacting with the landscape. As Henry Glassie (1995: 648–668) 
and Angela Bourke (1996) have evidenced, oral narratives are tied to specific 
places (crossroads, rocks, fields, lakes, rivers, etc.) and render them meaningful. 
The physical landscape is understood as a lived, remembered timeless space 
that encapsulates collective past and local tradition. It is seen as a mythical 
environment, a ‘virtual reality’, that can be entered at any moment. Connecting 
history, geography and local memory, the Moytirra surroundings are ‘storied 
landscapes’, for they are the embodiment of the mythical narratives that have 
given shape to them.19 

In his 1836 Ordnance Survey Letters, Sligo, John O’Donovan mentioned that 
‘there [were] graves and other monuments still to be seen there [Moytirra] to 
prove that it was a site of a bloody contest’ (OSLS 22). During archaeological 
excavations at this site, the Sligo antiquarian William Gregory Wood-Martin 
(1847–1917)20 reported that ‘at Moytirra, the scene of the battle [was] still pointed 
out by the people’, and ‘in 1837, tales of Lug and Balor were still current amongst 
[the peasantry]’ (Wood-Martin 1884: 446, 448). These testimonies indicate that 
the oral tradition of the battles of Mag Tuired, most notably the second battle, was 
still vivid in people’s mind and closely tied to the landscape.

Today, tradition has evolved into a tourist attraction. With the ‘Moytura 
Mythology Trail’,21 these megalithic monuments in the mythical plain of Moytirra 
can be explored with a guide recounting the stories of the ancient deities, e.g., 
the Suidh Lugaid, Shee Lugh or Seelewey, ‘Lewey’s Seat’,22 a cairn containing 
a passage tomb on the summit of Moytirra, known as Lugh’s viewing platform 
during the second battle of Mag Tuired (OSLS 72, Wood-Martin 1884: 462, 
Kelly 2020: 128); the Labby Rock, a massive portal dolmen, where ‘King 
Nuada was slain by Balor’ and where ‘he was buried under it’;23 the Eglone,  
a huge glacial pillar of limestone, under which lie the warriors who fell during  

19	 ‘Storied landscapes’ are not specific to Ireland. They are found worldwide. Cf. for 
instance Kawaharada 2016.

20	 On Wood-Martin, see Kelly 2020: 124–126.
21	 https://seatrails.ie/moytura-mythology-trail/ (accessed 20/3/2025).
22	 unless shee is the anglicized form of Irish Sí(dh) ‘Other-World’, which could be 

suitable for a deity inhabiting the Otherworld.
23	 http://www.carrowkeel.com/sites/moytura/labby.html (accessed 20/3/2025). The 

Labby Rock is also attached to the tale of Diarmait and Gráinne, see Wood-Martin 
1884: 462, 464, 467, Kelly 2020: 134, NFCS 181: 263.
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the battle.24 These megalithic monuments encapsulate and preserve the Lugh-
Balor narrative, maintaining it in the folklore of east Sligo.

3.2. Robert Downing’s description of Co. Sligo (c. 1684)

Let us begin our investigation of Co. Sligo with a toponymic element related to 
the protagonists of this battle. William Molyneux (1656–1698), an Anglo-Irish 
philosopher, contributed to an (unfinished) project to describe Ireland. To this 
end, he collected descriptions of several counties. The description of Cos. Clare, 
Down, Louth, Mayo and Sligo were attributed to a certain Robert Downing — 
there is no reliable information about him (Ó Muraíle 2002: 231–233).25 In his 
c. 1684 description of Co. Sligo, preserved in TCD MS 888/1, folios 34r–42r, 
Downing gave the following information about the barony of Tirerill, located in 
east Sligo:26 

Here is in this baronie a (verrie) place called Doon Pallar, a Balthazaro or Ballar, 
King of Norway, who built this fort (or dunum by the Latines). This Balthazar 
is said to have invaded Ireland before the incarnation of Christ and to bee killed 
by Lue, Loz or Lozh (Lugh Lafadda), so called from the eacesume (?) length 
of his armes which this Lozh, expelling the Danes out of the northerne and 
northeast parts of Ireland, it is said that they did not them make any thourow 
conquest till DCCXCVIII in Ireland. (Ó Muraíle 2002: 242)

This description evokes the second battle of Mag Tuired, specifically the 
confrontation between Lugh and Balor. Several points are noteworthy. 

The first point concerns the toponym mentioned by Downing: Doon Pallar, 
i.e., Dún Balair, ‘Balor’s Fort’. This reopens the debate on the Dún Balair 
placename, which, until now, has been attested by two types of sources only. 
Firstly, several occurrences of Dún Balair appear in Middle and Early Modern 
Irish written literature, essentially in poems (Ó Riain 2020: s.v. Dún Balair);27 but 
none of these accounts provides any textual indication of the precise location of 
Dún Balair. Secondly, this placename is referred to in John O’Donovan’s work 
carried out in 1835 for the Ordnance Survey Letters, Donegal. O’Donovan drew 
a map of Tory Island including some ancient toponyms where the Donegal Lugh-
Balor myth-legend occurred. The most famous is Doon-balor (Dún Balair), 
located on the north-east coast of Tory Island, which is said to be the site of 
Balor’s fortress (OSLD: 81–85, 88–89, 91). Downing’s survey is particularly 

24	 OSLS 72. The Eglone was described by Wood-Martin 1884: 457–458. Other legends 
are attached to the Eglone, such as an oral narrative about Fionn MacCumhaill, see 
Kelly 2020: 132, NFCS 181: 274.

25	 Many thanks to Nollaig Ó Muraíle for sending us a copy of his article.
26	 This is Ó Muraíle 2002’s edition of the text.
27	 The earliest mention of Dún Balair is in a mid-thirteenth century poem entitled 

Ceannaigh duain t’athar, a Aonghas (Bergin 1984: 173). 
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interesting, for it refers to the Dún Balair placename with its precise location, 
predating O’Donovan’s collection by about 150 years. The earliest record to locate 
Dún Balair is therefore not on Tory Island but in County Sligo. Even though this 
placename has disappeared and has not been crosschecked by another source, 
the credibility of its existence is highly likely since it is located in the barony of 
Tirerill where the second battle of Mag Tuired is traditionally believed to have 
been fought.

The second point to emphasise in Downing’s description is the identification 
of Balor with the king of Norway. As John Carey (1989–1990) has evidenced, 
CMT must have been composed in light of the events of the ninth century, marked 
by an intensification of Viking raids, mainly from Norway and Denmark. In this 
context, the mythical Fomhóire were identified with the historical Scandinavian 
invaders.28 This association must have been firmly etched in people’s minds, since, 
at the end of the seventeenth century, Downing’s description still mentioned this 
link between the Fomhóire, via the figure of Balor, and the Vikings.29 

The last point concerns the nature of Downing’s work. His description of 
counties was based on geographical features, antiquities, local history and 
renowned families. His objective was not to collect oral narratives. Yet, in his 
description of County Sligo, he did mention Dún Balair and the legend attached 
to this toponym. In contrast, in his descriptions of the other county where Lugh-
Balor myth-legends have been collected, namely Mayo,30 he did not mention 
those oral narratives or mythical toponyms. In other words, the reference to Dún 
Balair and the Lugh-Balor oral narrative is truly a curiosity, if not an ‘anomaly’, 
in Downing’s work. This evidences that it is where the medieval accounts located 
the second battle of Mag Tuired, i.e., the barony of Tirerill, Co. Sligo, that the 
territorial anchoring of the Lugh-Balor myth-legend is the strongest.

3.3. The two battles of Mag Tuired

Some oral stories about the second battle of Mag Tuired are comprised in The 
Schools’ Collection of the National Folklore Collection. Most of them come from 
the Barony of Tirerill (NFCS 181 and 182), which is unsurprising since the second 

28	 In CMT §50–51: 36–38, this association appears in the name of the territory occupied 
by the Fomhóire, i.e., Lochlainn, which generally refers to Norway (eDIL s.v. 
Lochlann, Carey 1989–1990: 59, Etchingham 2007).

29	 Downing also identifies Balor with the historical figure of Balthazar (c. 556–539 BC), 
crown prince of Babylon and son of Nabonidus, last king of the Second Babylonian 
Empire. According to the Biblical Book of Daniel (5: 1–31), Balthazar’s feast was  
a divine blaspheme and led to the fall of the Babylonian Empire. To our knowledge, 
it is the only identification between Balor and this Biblical figure in Irish tradition.

30	 Edition Ó Muraíle 1998, based on TCD MS 888/2 106r–138v. The unknown 
description of Co. Donegal also does not include Lugh-Balor myth-legends. This 
unpublished description is preserved in TCD MS 888/2 fols. 35r–36v and MS 883/1  
p. 211–215. We thank the Board of Trinity College Dublin for sending us those pages.
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battle of Mag Tuired is believed to have been fought in the barony at Moytirra East 
and West. Two stories come from the Barony of Carbury, in north Sligo (NFCS 
159 and 161). It is noteworthy that all the undermentioned oral stories about the 
battles of Moytirra were told and collected in the English language. It is all the 
more surprising as Co. Sligo and Co. Mayo are part of the Gaeltacht and have 
thus oral traditions that have been deeply rooted in the Irish language. This could 
be explained in the nineteenth century by the dramatic consequences of the Great 
Famine, the decline of the Irish language and the anglicization of the nation which 
annihilated large parts of Irish tradition (Zimmermann 2001: 208, 274–276; Lloyd 
2011: 59; Sanders 2023). It could also suggest that the tradition about the battles of 
Moytirra had never taken root in the oral literature of those counties, or had been 
lost at some point. Another interesting interpretation is that those accounts were 
borrowed from late nineteenth-century, early twentieth-century antiquarian and 
local historian discussions (cf. above), or from popular adaptations of medieval 
literary tradition during the Celtic Revival (Zimmermann 2001).31 This hypothesis 
is highly likely since the storyteller of the first oral narrative mentioned below 
refers to a famous book by local historian Kilgannon (1926: 2–3, 199–201) in 
which the story of the first battle of Moytirra was told.

A couple of these Co. Sligo oral stories refer to the Fir Bholg and the first battle 
of Mag Tuired, popularly located either in Co. Mayo or in Co. Sligo — in this 
case, the battle is referred to as ‘the battle of South Moytura’:

According to Tadhg Kilgannon, these remarkable structures [the Carrowmore 
monuments] have been supposed to date from the battle of Moytirra, where 
the Firbolgs were defeated by the Tuatha de Danaans, and flying from the 
battlefield, were overtaken by their pursuers at Carrowmore, and cut to pieces, 
when those monuments were erected over them. (NFCS 159: 37; Micheal J. 
Gilgan, Kilmacowen, Co. Sligo. Collector: Kilmacowen School, Co. Sligo, 
1937–1939. Teacher: Seán Mac Giolla Pheadair)32

Those two battles were fought about two thousand years before the birth 
of Christ. The battle of South Moytura was fought between the Tuatha De 
Dannans coming into the country and the Firbolgs in the country. It was in 
this battle that Nuadha lost his arm. Then he got a silver arm made because he 
could not be king if he had any blemish. The Tuatha De Dannans won and they 
made sloves of the Firbolgs. The Tuatha De Dannans settled in the country until 
the Fomorians came. […] The Firbolgs were in Sligo both before and after the 
Battles of Moytura South and North. The fort is a living and permanent mark 

31	 Lady Gregory for instance retold the medieval stories of the gods and heroes of 
Ireland in the English language for the general public, cf. Cuchulain of Muirthemne: 
The Story of the Men of the Red Branch of Ulster (1902); Gods and Fighting Men: The 
Story of the Tuatha de Danann and of the Fianna of Ireland (1904).

32	 The pupil refers to a famous book by local historian Kilgannon (1926: 2–3, 199–
201). Carrowmore is a large group of megalithic monuments on the Coolera Peninsula 
to the west of Sligo.
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of their residence here. When the Tuatha De Dannans took it from them is 
not known. (NFCS 161: 275–277; M. K. Walsh (48), College Road, Co. Sligo. 
Collector: Máire Ní Airt, Cnoc an Dúin (C.) School, Forthill, Co. Sligo, 1938. 
Teacher: Máire Bhreathnach)

One story muddles up the locations and characters of the first and second 
battles of Mag Tuired — distortions due to time and transmission are quite 
common in oral literature:

There was a battle fought on the plains of Moytura between the Tuatha De 
Dananns and the Firbolgs. It started in Moytura in Mayo and it ended in Moytura 
in Sligo where it was won by the Tuatha De Dananns. The Tuatha De Dananns 
came by Boyle and on through Corrigeenroe and came to Moytura and the 
Firgolgs came by Ballisodare. The Tuatha De Dananns sent Lughagh to see if 
the Firbolgs was coming to meet them. He met them at Ballisodare and Balor 
of the evil eye asked him to have something to eat out of the pot and he drank 
eighty gallons of soup and all the meat that was left in the pot. […] (NFCS 182: 
164–166; Martin Mitchell (60), Carrigeenblike, Co. Sligo. Collector: Mary Harte, 
Lough Arrow School, Co. Sligo, 1937–1939. Teacher: Cathal Ó Dubhghaill)

Apart from these few limited exceptions, Co. Sligo’s oral tradition revolves 
around the ‘battle of North Moytura’, i.e., the second battle of Mag Tuired. The 
folk stories focus on the destructive power of Balor’s eye and his slaying by his 
grandson Lugh. Balor is indeed vividly remembered for his lethal glance — but 
the motif of the petrifying gaze found in Co. Mayo is not found in Co. Sligo –, as 
these quotations illustrate (NFCS 161: 55–56; NFCS 182: 198, 446, 449; NFCS 
181: 274): ‘Balor’s eye had death dealing powers, and was always kept covered, 
except when he was in danger in time of battle’; ‘Anyone he looked at with this 
eye would die at once’; ‘He had but one evil eye in the middle of his forehead and 
whoever he looked at would fall dead. He had ten sheep skins over his eye for fear 
he would kill the people with his evil eye’; ‘Anyone on whom he looked with this 
eye was supposed to melt away from before it’; ‘Balor had an eye in the back of his 
head and he had cover on it. If he looked at anything it withered.’ 

The weapon used by Lugh to destroy Balor differs from one story to another. 
The stories generally mention a sling stone (NFCS, 182: 198, 446, 449; NFCS 
161: 56, 275), which is the weapon used by Lugh in CMT (lía tailme: CMT §135: 
60) and in CMT2 (táthlumh: CMT2 l. 578: 34).33 Three of the oral stories mention  
a spear (NFCS 182: 57, 165, NFCS 181: 274), a weapon similar to the three-ridged 
javelin ( foga tredhruimneach) used by Lugh in CMT2 when he attacked Balor 

33	 The term táthlum also appears in a Middle-Irish poem evoking the duel between Lugh 
and Balor, preserved in the Egerton 1782 manuscript, dating from the beginning of 
the fourteenth century (Meyer 1905: 504). In LGÉ §312, 332, 364: 118, 150, 180, Lugh 
also uses a slingshot (cloich assa thabaill, ‘stone from his sling’).
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for the second time (CMT2 l. 1295–1296: 53).34 Therefore, Irish literary and 
popular narratives indicate that the earliest and predominant tradition identified 
the weapon as a slingstone rather than a spear.35

As mentioned above, the folk of Sligo still points out the great rocks scattered 
all along the plain, asserting that they are the giants’ graves, in which the heroes 
of the dreadful battle were interred. Moytirra East Court Tomb, also called ‘The 
Giant’s Grave’ (Wood-Martin 1884: 456, fig. 10), is traditionally regarded as 
Balor’s tomb:36

The battle raged for a week and ended by Balor’s grandson shooting Balor 
in the evil eye and his tomb is to be seen yet in Moytura which is known as 
Balor’s grave. (NFCS 182: 165; Martin Mitchell (60), Carrigeenblike, Co. 
Sligo. Collector: Mary Harte, Lough Arrow School, Co. Sligo, 1938. Teacher: 
Cathal Ó Dubhghaill)

There is a Giant’s grave in Moytura beside the road called Balor’s Grave. This 
Giant fought in a battle of Moytura and he was killed by Lugadh his grandson.
They buried Balor in a field hard by the battlefield, where his Scandinavian 
grave may yet be seen,37 and which is known today as ‘Balor’s Grave’ or the 
grave of the three posts, because of its triangular form and the fact that three 
posts, for example, huge rocks, still remain although the covering stones are no 
longer there. (NFCS 182: 188; Martin Mitchell (60), Carrigeenblike, Co. Sligo. 
Collector: Mary Harte, Lough Arrow School, Co. Sligo, 1938. Teacher: Cathal 
Ó Dubhghaill)

There was a great battle fought in the townland of Moytura between Lugh 
Lamh Fhada and Balor of the Evil Eye. Balor had an eye in the back of his head 
and he had cover on it. If he looked at anything it withered. Lugh fired a spear at 
this eye and killed him. His grave is there also. (NFCS 181: 274; John J. Devine 
(50), Highwood, Co. Sligo; Collector: Cill Uachtair School, Co. Sligo, 1938. 
Teacher: Bríd, Bean Uí Dhubhghaill)

34	 In CMT2, Lugh does not kill Balor the first time he attacks him. First, he wounds 
him with his slingstone, then with his javelin. He then chases Balor up to the south 
of Ireland where he decapitates Balor with a sword (CMT2 l. 1326–1327: 54). 
Interestingly, in recension 3 of LGÉ §357: 168, the weapon used by Lugh during the 
second battle of Mag Tuired is a spear: A Goirias tucad sleag bai oc Luig Lamfada 
a cath Muigi Tuiread na Fomorach, ‘From Goirias was brought the spear which Lug 
had at the second battle of Mag Tuired’. In his edition, Macalister does not precise 
which manuscript comprises this variation. As we were unable to look up all the 
manuscripts of recension 3, the exact source has not been identified.

35	 The Lugh-Balor contest may be modelled upon the Biblical David’s killing of the 
Philistine hero Goliath (1 Samuel 17). Like Goliath, Balor is a giant, and Lugh uses 
the same weapon as David (a slingshot) to kill Balor (Ó hÓgáin 2006: 29, McCone 
1989: 138–139).

36	 One of the aforementioned oral narratives about Lough Nasool specifies that Balor 
was buried near Ballysadare Bay (NFCS 161: 275–276).

37	 The designation of Balor’s tomb as ‘Scandinavian’ may derive from the association 
between the Fomhóire and the Norse in CMT, and then in Dawning.
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3.4. Balor’s eye and the lakes

Recurrent motifs appearing in oral tradition only are the formation of lakes 
from Balor’s dead eyeball or from water or blood coming out of his eye before 
or after his death; the presence of Balor’s eye at the bottom of the lake; and the 
inexplicable draining of those lakes at regular intervals — motifs also found in 
the folklore of Donegal (Beck & Hily, forthcoming).38 A legend written by Sean 
Brady in Drumcrauve, Co. Cavan, tells of a lake known as ‘Balor’s Lake’ outside 
Kilfree, Co. Sligo,39 which mysteriously dries up every century. Balor’s eye, at the 
bottom of the lake, absorbs all the water in a dozen minutes: 

Just outside Kilfree, Co. Sligo, there is a lake known as ‘Balor’s Lake’. It gets 
its name from a great, big eye in the bottom of it. Every century the eye sucks 
up all the water out of the lake, in about the one-fifth of an hour, and leave it as 
dry as a bone. The fish all die for the want of water. (NFCS 975: 225–226. Sean 
Brady, Cavan, Co. Cavan. Collector: Drumcrave School, Co. Cavan, 1937–
1939. Teacher: Ss. Mac Giolla Choinnigh)

Similarly, a story collected in Sligo, Co. Sligo, explains that Lough Allen is 
known as ‘the lake of the eye’ because it originated from Balor’s dead eye —  
in fact, it is Lough Nasool (Loch na Súl),40 near the village of Geevagh, in 
Ballindoon, in the Barony of Tirerrill, see below. Luagha of the Long-hand slew 
Balor by throwing a stone at his lethal eye at this very place. Balor’s eyeball rolled 
and burned a big deep hole in the ground which was later filled with water. This 
lake bewilders inhabitants because it dries up every 60 years leaving a deep hole 
at the bottom of it:

Lough Allen, in Co. Sligo, is famed because once every sixty years, the water 
subsides into a big hole in the bottom of the lake. An old, strange story, which 
was young in the pagan times, concerns this lake which was the arena for  
a battle between the king of Connacht and an invading king. Years before this 
occurrence, Luagha of the Long-hand had gained his power, and was renowned 
as a fearless fighter. Magh Tuireaoh, the king of Connacht, known as Balor of 
the eye because he had looked at the Norse god of war keeping one eye closed, 
challenged Luagha to single combat and was accepted. The arena was to be 

38	 The motif A920.1.5 ‘Lakes originate from tears’ is found in other tales, cf. Cross 1952, 
Thompson 1955–1958. The Norse God Óðinn also loses an eye which is deposited in 
a body of water (Mímisbrunnr, Mímir’s well). Of course, unlike Balor, Óðinn had  
a spare.

39	 https://www.logainm.ie/en/1414447 (accessed 19/2/2025).
40	 As it shall be seen, the spelling of the name of this lake varies, most notably concerning 

súil ‘eye’: súl, súil, súile. The singular genitive form súile would be expected, given 
that the lake springs from Balor’s eye. Then what about the forms Loch na súl and 
Loch na súil: could súl and súil be dialect features of súile? Are they plural genitive 
forms meaning ‘Lake of the eyes’? — which then questions the link with Balor’s 
single eye. 
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a plain in Co. Sligo and they both travelled with great pomp and ceremony, 
bringing with them a small army. Balor’s eye had death dealing powers, and 
was always kept covered, except when he was in danger in time of battle. When 
they reached the plain they agreed to have battle instead of single combat. At 
one part of the plain, Balor found himself in the midst of his enemies and was 
about to uncover his terrible eye, when Luagha picked up a stone and threw 
it with all his might. This struck the eye and carried far over the plain to fall 
in the midst of Balor’s followers, killing many. It did not stop on the ground 
but burned a big deep hole which was filled eventually with water. This small 
loch became bigger with the passing of time, and now forms the world-famous 
Lough Allen, the lake of the eye. (NFCS 161: 55–56; unknown storyteller. 
Collector: Scoil na mBráthar Sligeach, Quay Street, Sligo, 1938. Teacher: An 
Br. Ó Cearbhaill)

Admittedly, this story is muddled for several reasons. Lough Allen 
is not located in Co. Sligo but mainly in Co. Leitrim and a small part in Co. 
Roscommon.41 The lake known as ‘the lake of the eye’ in Co. Sligo is Lough 
Nasool. In addition, the king of Connaught is called Mag Tuired, i.e., the name 
of the location of the mythical battles. Nonetheless, two elements are worth 
mentioning. Balor is compared to the Norse god of war, Óðinn, because they are 
both one-eyed and related to war and death. Also, Balor is said to be the king of 
Connaught. This is the only existing reference of Balor as king of the province. 
And it is not uninteresting regarding our research since every king had a fortress, 
and Dún Balair, ‘Balor’s Fort’, was believed to be originally situated in Co. Sligo 
as Downing’s description gives us to understand — see above. Is it a survival of 
this belief or a simple distortion? We will never know exactly. Be that as it may, 
the Ordnance Survey Letters, Sligo, reinforce the connection between Dún Balair 
and Co. Sligo, since a letter from Thomas O’Connor in 1836 refers to a fortress 
owned by Balor in the north-west of this county:

I am informed there was a caiseal, lapideus-ambitus at Mullaghmore in the 
Parish of Ahamlish near the sea shore, which is now almost covered with sand 
but yet traceable, called Dún Balra, where he [Balor] resided for some time. It 
is said (by the people there) he was perfectly skilled in the magic art, that he 
always kept a cover on his eye, which he took off whenever he intended to do 
an injury by his look. (OSLS 52)

This testimony confirms that the place-name Dún Balair — here with  
a genitive of Balor in the form Balra — must have been fairly widespread in 
Co. Sligo. It evidences that Balor was thought to have several fortresses in the 

41	 Lough Allen has historically belonged to County Leitrim, with a small portion in 
County Roscommon. County Sligo has never included Lough Allen, either under 
the modern county system or earlier administrative divisions. There were alterations 
of County borders in 1898 (cf. the Local Government Act of 1898), but the Leitrim 
county borders were unchanged. See also Lewis 1837a: 253, Lewis 1837b: 42, 60, 62.
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county.42 Moreover, it shows that traditions about Balor are not confined to the 
Barony of Tirerril, but can be found along the north-west coast of this county.

Lough Nasool is traditionally identified with Balor. As this story collected 
by John O’Donovan in the Ordnance Survey Letters, Sligo illustrates, the lake is 
traditionally believed to have been created from a tear falling from Balor’s eye:

There is a lake between the Townlands of Curnamucalough (Parish Killadoon) 
Cuimín in Kilmacallen Parish and Tully and Ballinfull in Killadoon Parish, 
called Locan Ná Súl from a Giant called Balra Béimin,43 who, from his Súil 
(eye) dropped a tear on the spot, which tear became converted into a lake. They 
call his eye Súil Balra which is a traditional cant. (OSLS 72)

The same motif was collected again in 1937–1938 from Vincent Dodd in 
Ballindoon, who confused Lough Bó with Lough Nasool — they are two different 
lakes situated in Ballidoon, in the Barony of Tirerrill. Lough Bó is about a mile 
away from Lough Nasool.44

There are many stories told about giants and warriors in this district. Most of 
them are told about ‘Balor of the evil eye’. This giant had an evil eye, and 
anyone he looked at with this eye would die at once. ‘Balor of the evil eye’ was 
supposed to lead the Fomorians to the battle of Moytura North. The Fomorians 
were defeated and ‘Balor’ was wounded with a stone and died afterwards with 
this wound. It is said that while he was fleeing he shed a tear at Lough Bo, 
and the tear was so big that is formed a lake. This lake is now called ‘Loch 
ná Súil’. [...] It is said that it was ‘Lúaidh’ who wounded ‘Balor’ with a stone 
from his sling. (NFCS, 182: 449–450; Vincent Dodd, Lough Nasool, Co. Sligo. 
Collector: Anach School, Co. Sligo, 1938. Teacher: Bean Uí Bhanáin)

While Balor’s tear and eye are undoubtedly attached to Lough Nasool, it is 
interesting to note that Lough Bó, ‘the Lake of the Cow’, is certainly connected 
with the Glas Gaibhneach, a supernatural cow closely linked to Balor all over 
Ireland (Beck & Hily, forthcoming). In Co. Sligo, ‘the Cow of Plenty’ appears in 
folklore and placenames, notably in the Moytirra area — Lisglass, ‘the fort of the 
Glas,’ in the townland of Tobernaglashy, and ‘the well of the Glas (Gaibhneach)’ 
to the north of Lough Arrow, in Carrickglass townland (Kelly 2020: 134–136) — 
which provides further proof of the importance of Balor’s tradition in the area. 

42	 In 1927, Henry Morris tried to identify the Fomorian stronghold known as ‘Conang’s 
Tower’ in LGÉ, located on an island called Tor Inis (LGÉ §242, 245, 255). He assumed 
that the mythical Tor Inis was Dernish Island, situated off the north-east coast of 
Co. Sligo (Morris 1927: 56), a few kilometres from Mullaghmore. The presence of 
traditions linked to the Fomoire and Balor in this coastal area of Co. Sligo needs to be 
explored further.

43	 Here the name Balor appears in its genitive form Balra. His nickname Béimin, which 
certainly derives from Béimeanna, ‘Of Blows’, is ancient since it is attested in medieval 
literature, cf. LGÉ §312, 363–364 : Balor Balc-béimnech, ‘Of the Strong Blows’.

44	 https://www.logainm.ie/en/112064 Lough Bo or Loch Bó, ‘Lake of the Cow’, and 
https://www.logainm.ie/en/112067 Lough Nasool / Loch na Súl (accessed 19/2/2025).
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In another 1836 letter, Thomas O’Connor relates a unique story about Balor 
and his eye. First of all, Balor uses a glass which he puts in front of his eye to 
destroy his enemy, which is an entirely new motif. Moreover, Lough Nasool is 
formed from blood coming out of Balor’s eye after it was removed from the eye 
socket by a hero (who can be equated with Lugh):

It is said that Balor carried (about him) a glass through which, when he wished 
to destroy any person, he looked with his deadening eye. Whilst he remained 
about Moytirra, he looked through this glass at the tops of the heath, of the 
rushes, and the sallows, which is the cause that they appear always withered. He 
began to boast of this act in the presence of some great hero; the hero asked him 
with what did he give so destructive a look, with that eye, said he, taking off the 
glass, and pointing to it (his eye); in the meantime, the hero, put out his eye, the 
blood gushed forth into a (little) lake, which is in the townland of Polnamiltog 
in the Parish of Kilmactrany, and not far from Moytirra to the north. The (little) 
lake was hence called Lochán na Súl, which name it retains even at this very 
time. (OSLS 51–52)

Another distinctive story told by John Lang residing in Annagh, Co. Sligo, 
mentions that Balor, after being wounded by Lugh, went to a well to wash his eye. 
The eyeball fell into the well furthering the creation of a lake in which Balor was 
drowned: 

Long ago a great giant and warrior lived in this part of the country. This great 
man was called ‘Balor of the evil eye’. This warrior had an evil eye and anyone 
on whom he looked with this eye was supposed to melt away from before it.
‘Balor’ is supposed to have been struck in the eye by a stone slung at him by 
another giant called ‘Lughad’ in the battle of Moytura. He is said to have went 
to a well in the vicinity to wash his eye and that when he bent in over the well 
his eye fell into it and a lake sprung up and drowned him. This lake is called 
‘Loch ná Súile’ [sic] after ‘Balor’s’ eye.
The giant who hit ‘Balor’ was called ‘Lughad’ of the long arm’ from the length 
of one of his arms. ‘Lughad’ is buried under ‘Labaid Rock’. (NFCS 182: 446; 
John Lang, Annagh, Co. Sligo. Collector: Annach School, Co. Sligo, 1938. 
Teacher: Bean Uí Bhanáin)

Some stories specify that the lake dried up leaving the mark of Balor’s 
dreadful eye instead, or a stone with the print of his malevolent eye which can 
still be seen today:

There is a lake in this parish called Lough na Suil. There is a story about how it 
came there. It is said that when the battle was in Moytura, Balor of the evil eye 
got stuck with a spere [spear] in the eye. Water started to flow from his eyes45 
and it flowed to a valley and formed the lake which is called Lough na Suil.

45	 Of all the accounts of Balor and the formation of a lake, this is the only reference to 
more than one eye. 
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A few years ago the lake suddenly dried up there was a hole the shape of an 
eye in the middle of it. People from all round the country came to see it when it 
was dry. (NFCS 182: 57; Mrs Laing (81), Kilmactranny, Co. Sligo. Collector: 
Maurice Mac Donagh, Kilmactranny School, Co. Sligo, 1938. Teacher: Cáit, 
Bean Uí Chasmháin. Cf. Fig. 4)

[...] The battle of North Moytura was next. It was fought between the Fomorians 
who came from Scandinavia to besiege Éire but the Tuatha De Dannans again 
won. Nuadha was killed in this battle and Lewy was made king of Éire.
Balor of the Evil Eye was also killed in this by Lewy who fired at his Evil Eye. 
When Balor fell the place where his eye touched the ground a lake appeared 
and it was called Loch na Súil. This lake is situated between Riverstown and 
Ballysadare. About three years ago it disappeared and a stone was found with 
the print of an eye on it. It is said that it was the print of Balor’s Evil Eye. Balor 
was buried near Ballysadare Bay. The stone was found in the bed of the lake 
when the water had mysteriously ebbed away and it is still to be seen. (NFCS, 
161: 275–276; M. K. Walsh (48), College Road, Co. Sligo. Collector: Máire 
Ní Airt, Cnoc an Dúin (C.) School, Forthill, Co. Sligo, 1938. Teacher: Máire 
Bhreathnach)

Lough Nasool does disappear completely or partly every 20 or 30 years (cf. 
Fig. 3). The irregularity and enigma of its disappearance have made it a curiosity. 
Balor’s eyeball sucking up the water has been told to uncloak the mystery 
revolving around the inexplicable drying-up of the lake. On October 18, 1989, 
Eileen Magnier covered the sudden disappearance of Lough Nassol in a broadcast 
report entitled ‘The Mysterious Lake 1989’ on RTÉ News.46 According to local 
legend, ‘Lough Nasool formed when Balor of the Evil Eye, a three-eyed warrior 
with one eye in the middle of his forehead, was slain in battle here.’ Sitting on the 
rock thrown by Lugh of the long-armed into Balor’s eye during the battle of Mag 
Tuired, Des McDonagh, a local inhabitant, related that ‘the lake has three eyes 
like Balor and when they open without warning the lake is swallowed up within 
days or weeks.’ In the 1960s, when half of the lake disappeared, Des McDonagh 
actually looked into one of Balor’s eyes: ‘I got ropes and tied the rope on my 
waist, moved over and looked across in. I saw a hole about forty-five or fifty 
feet deep and the water running down. Underneath, I saw this fast-flowing river.’ 
Today, the Lugh-Balor tale and the motif of Balor’s eye are still popular among 
the population. Two articles covering the disappearance of Lough Nasool in 2006, 
published in The Irish Times (23 June 2006) and The Irish Independent (21 June 
2006), reported the local legend of Balor’s eye, even though the phenomenon can 
now be scientifically explained:

46	 https://www.rte.ie/archives/2019/0930/1079090-disappearing-sligo-lake/ (accessed 
24/2/2025). The disappearance of the lake is also believed to foretell bad events, 
such as WWII, the Troubles in Northern Ireland, etc. 
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The disappearance of a Co Sligo lake has, perhaps, more to do with the complex 
relationship between water and rock than local legend and mythology. [...] The 
lake supposedly marks the spot where, more than 3,000 years ago, the Battle of 
Moytura between the Tuatha de Danann and the Formorians occurred. Legend 
says that the eye of the Formorian leader, Balor of the Evil Eye, fell on the 
ground here after it was popped out of his eye socket with a shot from the 
sling. The director of the Sligo Institute of Technology and hydrology expert, 
Dr Richard Thorn, believes the recurring case of the disappearing lake may 
have more to do with the effect of rain on the limestone rock beneath the lake. 
[...] However, he agreed: ‘The mythology offers a more attractive explanation 
than the reality.’47

In the townland of Ballinphuill,48 Lough na Suil disappeared before in 1833, 
1933, 1965 and 1985. The reason for its disappearance has never been fully 
explained but some theories argue that underground caverns, complex hydrology 
and unusual climatic conditions are all contributing factors in explaining this 
unusual phenomenon. [...] However, ancient tradition has another explanation; 
Loch na Suil would disappear every one hundred years as a reminder of the 
Battle of Moytura, one of the great battles of Irish mythology, which, reputedly, 
took place nearby (One of the townlands in the Highwood area is called 
Moytura). [...] [T]he book Aspects of Geevagh & Highwood49 went onto give  
a history, as follows, of the lake and how its disappearance is supposedly linked 
with the Battle of Moytura: ‘Balor of the Evil Eye was killed by his grandson, 
Lugh Lamhfada, during the closing stages of the battle. He fired a slingshot at 
Balor, driving his tyrant grandfather’s evil eye through his head. The evil eye 
had opened and its destructive power burned a great hole in the ground where 
it fell. The hole filled with water and hence the formation of the Lake of the 
Eye or Lough na Suil. Ancient tradition has it that every one hundred years, the 
water of the lake would vanish as a reminder of the Battle of Moytura.’50 

47	 ht tps://www.i r isht imes.com/news/geology-not-myth-behind-mystery-of-
disappearing-lake-1.1020857 (accessed 20/2/2025).

48	 Ballinphuil, Baile in Phoill in Irish, means ‘Town of the hole or pit’. This meaning 
could relate to Lough Nasool geological phenomenon. The form Baile in Phoill —
with its spelling variants — is found in several names of townlands in Cos. Galway, 
Kilkenny, Louth, Mayo, Waterford and Wexford. Yet, to the best of our knowledge, 
there are no lakes of Lough Nasool type in those townlands. 

49	 McGloin and Moore 1996. 
50	 ht tps://www.independent.ie/regionals/sl igo/news/ lough-na-suil-does-its-

disappearing-act-again/27527382.html (accessed 20/2/2025). The creation of lakes is 
a recurrent motif in Irish medieval literature. For instance, a list entitled ‘Concerning 
the names of the plains which are beneath the lakes of Ireland’, preserved in Dublin, 
NLI MS G1, was written mainly by Pilip Ballach Ó Duibhgeannáin in the years 
1579–1584 (Carey 2004). In his remarks, Carey 2004: 56 associates the name of 
Lake Senchua with the townland and parish of Shancough in the barony of Tirerill,  
Co. Sligo. Even though there are no lakes in Shancough, several lakes are located in 
its immediate surroundings: Lough na Croagh, Lough Bo and Lough Nasool. Carey 
explains that ‘[Lough Nasool] has a suggestive name of a lake-burst legend; but I know 
of no explicit evidence for such a tale’ (Carey 2004: 56). It is true that the folkstories 
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These late twentieth-  and early twenty-first-century accounts can be 
interpreted as the persistence of an oral tradition in the area, or as folkloresque 
narratives borrowed from popular adaptations of medieval literary tradition 
which have revived the tradition of Lugh and Balor in the area.

4. Conclusion

This study has evidenced that the stories of the two battles of Mag Tuired — most 
particularly the second battle of Mag Tuired including the confrontation between 
Lugh and Balor of the Evil Eye — have survived in the oral tradition of Cos Mayo 
and Sligo. 

It has highlighted the territorial continuity regarding the localisation of this 
mythical battle. Indeed, the Lugh-Balor oral narratives have been collected 
in areas where the written sources locate the first and second battles of Mag 
Tuired.51 Oral tradition has also retained the main features of the medieval 
narratives: the theme of the battle(s), the names of the belligerents (Fir Bholg, 
Tuatha Dé Danann and Fomhóire) and the main protagonists (Lugh, Balor and 
Núadu). Surprisingly, it is not Lugh’s but Balor’s figure who has left the greatest 
imprint in people’s mind. His evil eye is attested on many occasions, with 
powers that differ from those indicated in ancient literature: it can set fire to 
the landscape or petrify soldiers, and a lake can emerge from its gaze, eyeball, 
tear or blood. According to Downing’s survey of Co. Sligo (c. 1684), it is also 
Balor’s name which appears in the placename Dún Balair, ‘Balor’s fortress’. 
Co. Sligo, and more specifically the Barony of Tirerill, truly appears as the 
epicentre of the second battle of Mag Tuired, both in the medieval narrative 
and in contemporary oral tradition. The vividness of the memory of the second 
battle of Mag Tuired must be attributed to its location in East and West Moytirra 
and the renown of the tale across time.

In comparison, the material collected in Co. Mayo is much more tenuous. 
But this does not make the case uninteresting. It shows that any literary tradition 
with a precise location does not automatically entail a territorial anchorage in 
folklore. In this case, the literary innovation of setting the first battle of Mag 
Tuired in Co. Mayo has not, or very little, taken root in the oral tradition of the 
area. This study has thus evidenced the value of examining the relationship 
between written literature and oral literature. A relevant study must be detailed 
and generalisations must be avoided. It has been demonstrated that there is a link 

relating the creation of Lough Nasool do not describe the lake bursting from the 
ground — as it is the case in most lake creation stories in medieval literature —, but 
springing from Balor’s eye.

51	 Apart from Co. Donegal, which is a peculiar case, since the Lugh-Balor confrontation 
was redeveloped in another socio-historical context (cf. Beck & Hily, forthcoming). 
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between the eleventh-century texts relating the battles of Mag Tuired and the oral 
material collected from the seventeenth century onwards. 

However, the relationship between the two should not be seen as a fantasy 
of immobile conservatism, but as a narrative that has continued to live, evolve 
and innovate52 according to the times, places and people who have passed it on. 
Written and oral literatures have co-existed since the seventh century in Ireland: 
even though they have their own characteristics, they are deeply intertwined 
and cannot be studied separately. Over time, they have nourished one another, 
borrowed narratives and motifs from one another, evolved in many intersecting 
ways, leading to creative and innovative narratives. Determining whether the 
literary or oral accounts are primary, or whether the oral narratives are derived 
from the written narratives — or vice-versa — is an endless and sometimes 
impossible quest. What must be remembered is their interwoven richness, 
creativity and power of ingenuity.
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Fig. 1. Maps of Cos. Mayo, Sligo and Cavan:  
locations of the ‘Lugh-Balor confrontation’ oral narratives 

(author: Caroline Jambon)
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Fig. 2. Recension of the motifs relating to Balor in literary and folk traditions in Cos Sligo, 
Mayo and Cavan: fortress, eye, death and lakes.
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Balair, 
‘Balor’s 
Fort’

Powers of Balor’s 
eye/gaze

Weapon 
used by 
Lugh to 
slay Balor

Balor and the 
formation of 
lakes

Literary 
versions

LGÉ sling stone 
+ spear

CMT destructive gaze sling stone

CMT2 destructive and 
poisonous gaze

sling stone 
+ javelin + 
sword

Oral 
versions – 
Co. Mayo

Cong (OSLM 
41–42, 110)

petrifying gaze

Mulranny (Ó 
Cillín 1933)

burning gaze + 7 
covers

Achill Island 
(Larminie 1893: 
1–10)

gaze raising a 
storm + burning 
gaze

dart

Oral 
versions – 
Co. Sligo

Barony of 
Tirerill (Ó 
Muraíle 2002: 
242)

Doon 
Pallar

Annagh (NFCS 
182: 446–447)

burning gaze sling stone Balor’s eyeball 
falls into a well 
forming a lake

Annagh (NFCS 
182: 449–450)

lethal gaze sling stone tear or water 
from Balor’s eye 
forming a lake

Ballindoon 
(NFCS 161: 
55–56)

lethal gaze sling stone tear or water 
from Balor’s eye 
forming  
a lake

Forthill (NFCS 
161: 275–276)

sling stone 
or spear ?

Balor’s eyeball 
falls on ground 
forming a lake + 
Balor’s eye  
at the bottom  
of a lake that 
sucks up all the 
water of the lake



57

The battles of Mag Tuired: Literary and folk traditions in Co. Mayo and Co. Sligo

Studia Celtica Fennica XXII (2026)

Sources and 
places where 
oral narratives 
were collected

Dún 
Balair, 
‘Balor’s 
Fort’

Powers of Balor’s 
eye/gaze

Weapon 
used by 
Lugh to 
slay Balor

Balor and the 
formation of 
lakes

Oral 
versions – 
Co. Sligo

Highwood 
(NFCS 181: 
274)

lethal gaze + eye 
at the back of his 
head

spear

Kilmactranny 
(NFCS 182: 57)

spear tear or water 
from Balor’s eye 
forming a lake + 
Balor’s eye at the 
bottom of a lake 
that sucks up all 
the water of the 
lake

Carrigeenblike, 
Lough Arrow 
(NFCS 182: 
164–166)

spear

Carrigeenblike, 
Lough Arrow 
(NFCS 182: 
197–200)

lethal gaze + 10 
sheep skins over 
his eye

sling stone

Sligo (NFCS 
161: 55–56)

lethal gaze sling stone balor’s eyeball 
falls on ground 
forming a lake

OSLS 52, parish 
of Ahamlish, 
Mullaghmore

Dún 
Balra

harmful gaze

OSLS 51–52, 
parish of 
Kilmactranny 

lethal and burning 
gaze

weapon not 
specified

blood from 
Balor’s eye 
forming a lake

OSLS 72, 
parish of 
Kilmactranny 

tear from Balor’s 
eye forming  
a lake

RTÉ News 3 eyes with 1 eye 
in the middle of 
the forehead

sling stone Balor’s eye at the 
bottom of a lake 
that sucks up all 
the water of the 
lake + the lake 
has 3 eyes like 
Balor’s
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Sources and 
places where 
oral narratives 
were collected

Dún 
Balair, 
‘Balor’s 
Fort’

Powers of Balor’s 
eye/gaze

Weapon used 
by Lugh to 
slay Balor

Balor and the 
formation of 
lakes

Oral 
versions – 
Co. Sligo

The Irish Times sling stone Balor’s eyeball 
falls on ground 
forming a lake

The Irish 
Independent

sling stone Balor’s eyeball 
falls on ground 
forming a lake

Oral 
version 
– Co. 
Cavan 
(related 
to Co. 
Sligo)

Drumcrauve 
(NFCS 975: 
225–226)

Balor’s eye at 
the bottom of  
a lake that 
sucks up all the 
water of the 
lake

Fig. 3. An aerial view of Lough Nassol, Ballinphuill, Co. Sligo,  
which has disappeared underground. Photo: James Connolly / Pic9JC.23 June 2006.


