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An Irish etymology for kjafal ‘hooded cloak’ in 
Þorftnns Saga

T h e account o f  the discovery o f  A m erica in Þorfinns Saga Karbefnis, 
som etim es called the Saga of Eric the Red, is found in th e fourteenth- 
century Hauksbók and another, fifteenth-century m anuscript (respec­
tively  Copenhagen, U niversity Library, MSS 371, 544, and 675; and MS 
557).1 It describes h ow  a Scottish m an and w om an, called Haki and 
Hekja, w ho had been  given to  Leifr Eiriksson by Óláfr Tryggvason, are 
taken on the voyage. T hey can run very fast and return w ith  grapes 
and w heat w hen  sent to  explore.

Haki and Hekja w ore a garment described as follow s. “Þau váru svá 
búin at þau h çfôu  þat klæði er þau k çllu ôu  kjafal; þat var svá gçrt at 
hçttrinn var á upp, ok op it at h liöum  ok  engar ermar á, ok knept á 
m illi fóta. H elt þar saman knappr ok nezla, en  ber váru þau annars 
staðar.”2 ( ‘T hey w ere dressed in th e garm ent th ey  called a kjafal; it was 
m ade w ith  a h ood  at the top, and was open  at the sides and w ithout 
sleeves, but fastened b etw een  the legs w ith  a toggle and loop; they  
w ore nothing on the rest o f  the b od y .’)

Gordon notes kjafal o f  Hauksbók appears as bjafal in A M  577. H e  
com m ents that both  may be corrupt, and that G aelic cabhail ‘th e body  
o f  a shirt’ and gioball ‘garm ent’ have been  com pared, but that direct 
connection w ith  either is difficult.3

It is not difficult to elim inate cabhail and giobal here. The first o f  
these means ‘trunk, torso; frame (o f a structure, vessel); body (o f gar­
m ent), b odice’. Poorly attested in early texts, it can be ruled out as the
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source o f  kjafal on sem antic grounds.4 G iobal ‘rag, c lou t’ is also un­
suitable as regards m eaning, and is in any case hardly attested  before  
th e seventeenth century, w hen  it figures in th e Irish Protestant Bible 
(o f the swaddling o f  th e Infant Jesus), and th e C atholic devotional 
tex t Parrthas an A n m a  ( ‘Paradise o f  the S oul’), published  at Louvain  
in 1645.5

It seem s better to  take Gordon at h is w ord on  th e corruption o f  
kjafal (still m ore bjafat). There are strong reasons for deriving kjafal 
from  early Irish cochatt ‘cow l, hood, h ooded  cloak’. D eriving from  
Latin cucullus, this is w ell attested at all periods o f  Irish.6 T h e ten th -  
century scriptural p oem  Saltair na Rann  refers to  the cochall o f  the  
priest A aron.7 The heroic tale “The D estruction  o f  D a Derga's Hostel"  
in the tw elfth-century B ook o f  th e  D u n  C ow  describes h o w  D a  
Derga's warriors w ore “short cloaks (gerrchochaill) to  their b uttocks”.8 
In m odern Irish, cochall means ‘hood; mantle; pod; landing net; 
m uffler’, etc ., w hile cochall gaoithe is a ‘w indsock’.9

There are three reasons for taking kjafal as a corruption o f  M iddle 
Irish cochall. T he words are tolerably close, th e N orse labial fricative 
[f] presum ably being substituted for the Irish u nvoiced  velar fricative 
[x], since in  N orse o f  this period [x] no longer ex isted  ex c ep t inter­
nally before s  or t, or at the beginning o f  w ords.10 Second, cochall is a 
com m on word, w hich  m ight easily b e com e across. Third, th e  descrip­
tion o f  the kjafal as having a hood, b u t going dow n to  leg-height, cor­
responds to  descriptions o f  th e  cochall (it w ill b e  seen  that H aki and 
Hekja's cochall was longer than the “short" ones w orn by D a  Derga's 
m en, w hich  w en t dow n just to their buttocks).

If this explanation is correct, w e solve a crux in an im portant O ld  
N orse text, as w ell as revealing som e rare evidence for th e  cloth in g  o f  
ordinary Scottish p eop le a thousand years ago.11

4 Fochnr Gaeilge-Béarla, ed. Niall Ó Dónaill (Baile Átha Cliath, 1977), 165.
5 Dictionary of the Irish Language (Dublin. 1913-76) . s.v. gibai. Ó  Dónaill, 632.
6 Dictionary, s.v. cochall; Joseph Vendryes, Lexique étymologique de l'irlandais ancien: 

Lettre C (Paris, 1987), 138.
7 Saltair na Rann, ed. W hitley Stokes (Oxford, 1883), 65.
8 Togail Bruidne D a Derga, ed. Eleanor K nott (Dublin, 1936), 16; cf. Ancient Irish 

Tales, ed. T. P. Cross and C. H. Slover, 2nd edn (Dublin, 1969), 107.
9 Ó Dónaill, 259.
10 Gordon, 269, 279.
11 On the subject of Celtic dress, cf. H. F. McClintock, Old Irish and Highland Dress 

(Dundalk, 1950); K. H. Jackson, The Oldest Irish Tradition: A  W indow on the Iron Age 
(Cambridge, 1964), 15, and his The Gododdin: The Oldest Scottish Poem (Edinburgh, 
1969), 32 n. 1, 33-4; A. A. M. Duncan, Scotland: The M aking of the Kingdom  (Edin­
burgh, 1975), 127. 1 thank Professor Desmond Slay of Aberystwyth for advice on  kjafal.


