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Basic Gameplay

1. Overview

Each round of  the game is 
broken into the four seasons 

of  the year: 

1. Springtime, 

2. Summer, 

3. Autumn, and 

4. Winter. 

This chapter outlines the rules 
for play, each section dealing 

with an aspect of  the game. Further 
examples of  gameplay with accom-
panying  illustrations may be found 
on our website (www.culturlan.com).

Rules pertaining exclusively 
to advanced play are set in 

outlined boxes like this one. 

Ceathair Ratha: 
The four seasons in Gaelic tradi-
tion actually followed a different or-
der beginning with Winter, called 
Geimhreadh, coming first. Calculating 
the dark half  of  cycles before the light, 
the Celts held Samhain, our modern 
Hallowe’en, as their New Year. Then 
followed Earrach, Samhradh and 
Foghamhar, the equivalents of  Spring, 
Summer and Autumn. 

     Your warriors stand before you. Your cattle 
graze in their pastures.The summer and harvest 
have come and gone and the snows of  winter loom 
in the dim sky. 

     What now? Do you venture into the wilder-
ness to improve the welfare of  your people, send 
your raiders to steal the cattle of  your rivals, or 
send envoys to advance your position among the 
kings of  the land? Which will take you further on 
the road to becoming the High King?

http://www.culturlan.com
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The Cross-Quarter Days: 
Celtic tradition remembers four major fes-
tivals: Samhain, Imbolc, Bealtaine and 
Lughnasadh. Samhain and Bealtaine 
were preeminent in that they marked the 
border between the dark and light halves 
of  the year which began on Oidhche 
Shamna. This Celtic ‘New Year’ is re-
membered today as Hallowe’en. Each of  
these festivals had their own particular 
legendary figures and rituals associated 
with them including horse-racing, feast-
ing, ritual bon-fires, and sacrifices.  

Bealtaine
At the turn from the dark to the light half  of  the year is the high feast of  Bealtaine. Fertil-
ity and magic run rampant at this time when young people may discover their future mate 
and the cattle move from their winter to summer grazing. 

 
Many of  the abilities used in advanced play take effect at this time.

In the first Spring (at the start of  
the game), all players are dealt 9 

cards. Players that receive only War-
riors or only Cattle in their hand 
may discard all their cards to draw 
a new hand. Players then place their 
Cattle  (numbered) cards simulta-
neously. From that point on, turn 
order is determined by wealth, with 
the wealthiest player going first, the 
second wealthiest playing second, 
and so on until the least wealthy 
player has taken their turn. 

Two of  the four major Celtic 
festivals also play a role: 

1. Bealtaine:  
(pron: BAYL-tah-nah), which 
occurs just before the start of  
Summer, and

2. Samhain  
(pron: SAW-win), which occurs 
at the end of  the harvest and 
just before Winter.
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To calculate wealth, players add 
up the values of  the top two 

Cattle cards of  each suit which they 
have in their Cattle-Field and sum 
the total from all four suits. If  a 
player does not have two cards in a 
given suit, they should only include 
the one card they do have; if  they 
have no cards in that suit, they add 
zero points.

The player with the highest total 
is the wealthiest, the second 

highest total is the second-most-
wealthy, and so on. The player with 
the lowest total is the least wealthy.

Determining Order & Calculating Wealth

Wealth is a fluid thing and 
players should recalculate turn 

order at the end of  each: 

• Spring (when Cattle cards are 
placed into Cattle-Fields), 

• Samhain (when Noble Warriors 
are fed from the Cattle-Fields), & 

• Winter (when Raiding can cause 
fortunes to be won or lost).

Example of Determining Wealth:
Adam, Bridgette & Colin are playing a 3-player game using two decks. 

Adam has an Ace of Spades (worth 15 points), a 10 of spades, a 6, and a 4 in his 
Cattle-Field. Of the hearts he has a 10, a 7, and a 3, while from clubs he has only a 2. 
He has no diamonds, so in total Adam has 44 cattle-points. Only his top two cards 
from each suit count towards his wealth (25+17+2+0).

Bridgette has a 10 of spades, another 10 of spades, a 9 of spades and an 8 of 
spades in her Cattle-Field. They are accompanied by an 8 of hearts, a 6, a 4, and a 3 
of hearts. Of the diamonds she also has an Ace (worth 15), a 10, a 9 and an 8. She has 
no clubs in play so Bridgette has 59 cattle points (20+14+25+0).

Colin has a 4 of hearts in his cattle-field, but no other cattle in play. He has a 
total of 4 cattle-points. 

Bridgette is the wealthiest player at this time, Adam is the second and Colin the least.
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Winning the Game

To win the game, a player must 
simultaneously force two of  the 

others to acknowledge them as the Ard 
Rí (High King). In a two-player game, 
a player merely need convince their 
one opponent to acknowledge them. To 
accomplish this, a player must use each 
type of  Cattle (i.e. each of  the four suits). 
See page 14 for more detail.

2. Playing the Game

Springtime
Springtime is the season of  new birth when the 
Cattle-herds naturally increase.

In this season, players can place any 
number of  Cattle cards from their 

hand into their Cattle-field so long as the 
Cattle cards are of  the same suit. Cattle 
are always placed face-up when put into 
play. A player’s Cattle-field is the open 
area on the table immediately in front of  
them.

Bealtaine
At the turn from the dark to the light half  of  the 
year is the high feast of  Bealtaine. Fertility and 
magic run rampant at this time when young peo-
ple may discover their future mate and the Cattle 
move from their winter to summer grazing.

Players choose how many Cattle to 
play in Spring and do not necessarily 

have to play any, but if  a player has no 
Cattle in their Cattle-field at the begin-
ning of  Bealtaine, their people abandon 
them and they are out of  the game. If  
this occurs, whatever Noble Warriors 
that player has in their Roundhouse 
migrate to the wilds near the draw-deck 
at the center of  the table to fend for 
themselves until gathered under another 
player’s banner (as with joining the Wil-
derness at Samhain).

Many of  the special abilities used 
in the advance version of  the 

game take effect at this time.

Summer

In Summer, the next turn of  play, No-
ble Warrior cards (i.e. Jacks, Queens, 

and Kings) can be played from a play-
er’s hand into their Roundhouse. The 
Roundhouse is the open space positioned 
adjacent to a player’s Cattle-fields. War-
rior cards are played face-down and each 
player may place as many or as few as 
they choose. The cards played need not 
be the same suit. 

The wealthiest player again plays first 
and the turn-of-play continues in a 

descending order, with the least wealthy 
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The second wealthiest goes second, 
drawing two cards. The third 

wealthiest then plays and draws three 
cards. The fourth-wealthiest player 
goes fourth and draws four cards. In a 
five-player game, the least-wealthy player 
plays last and draws five cards.

Samhain

Samhain is an annual harvest festival 
during which player’s must sacrifice 

Cattle at a feast thrown for their Noble 
Warriors. Without a due portion offered, 
Warriors will abandon their player and 
join the Wilderness next to the draw 
deck to fend for themselves (where they 
will stay until a player draws them in a 
subsequent Autumn).

Players must feed proven Warriors 
in their Roundhouse if  they have 

the Cattle in their Cattle-fields to do so. 
Players may choose to feed unproven 
Warriors, but are not required to do so. 
Unfed Warriors will abandon the player 
and will move to the Wilderness next to 
the draw deck at the center of  the table. 
Unfed Warriors are turned face-up and 
are considered experienced (i.e. prov-
en) as soon as they are placed into the 
Wilderness. 

If  a player chooses not to feed any of  
their unproven Warriors, that player 

draws two cards from the draw deck per 

player placing their Noble Warrior 
card(s) last.

When playing Noble Warriors, it is 
best to keep in mind that players 

must offer a grand feast, discarding five 
Cattle points for every Noble Warrior 
in play. The full rules are listed below at 
Samhain.

Warrior cards are initially played 
face-down into the player’s 

Roundhouse to indicate they are inex-
perienced. When these Noble Warriors 
gain experience and prove themselves, 
they are turned face-up. Proven Warriors 
have additional benefits and restrictions.

Autumn

Autumn is the time of  the harvest 
during which players draw cards to 

strengthen their hand.

The wealthiest player again goes first, 
drawing one card from either the 

draw pile at the center of  the table or the 
Wilderness adjacent to it. The Wilder-
ness is home to unattached Warriors and 
begins the game without any cards in it. 
If  there are no cards in the Wilderness, 
the active player must take their card(s) 
from the draw-deck. Any Warriors 
drawn from the Wilderness are imme-
diately placed into play in the drawing 
player’s Roundhouse.
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Warrior that is sent into the Wilderness.

To maintain Warriors, a player must 
discard 5 Cattle-points per Warrior 

from their Cattle-field. The meal takes 
place en masse, so leftovers from feeding 
one Warrior can be used to feed another. 
To calculate the amount of  Cattle-points 
which must be discarded, each player 
should count the number of  Warriors 
they need to feed and multiply that num-
ber by five. That is the amount of  Cat-
tle-points that must be discarded. The 
Cattle cards need not be the same suit, 
and a player is allowed to over-pay. In 
the event of  an over-payment, no change 
is provided (i.e. the extra is eaten).

Winter

Each year ends in Winter. Winter is an 
exciting season, as free time allows 

for (1) Hunting, (2) Raiding, and (3) Poli-
ticking. Players may choose one of  these 
three actions, with the wealthiest player 
again acting first, and the second-wealth-
iest acting second, and so on until the 
least wealthy player has acted.

OPTION 1: HUNTING.  If  a 
player chooses to hunt, they draw 

3 cards from the draw deck + 1 addi-
tional card for each proven-Warrior 
(i.e. face-up Warrior card) they send on 
the hunt from their Roundhouse. If  a 
proven-Warrior is sent on the hunt, they 

Samhain & the Hero’s Portion 
The festival of  Samhain was a time as-
sociated with intense change. The role 
of  warriors as those both prompting and 
guarding against change was thus high-
lighted both at this time and at Bealtaine. 
The warriors’ importance was refelcted 
in the offering of  the best cuts of  meat, 
usually boar which was associated with 
martial prowess and the protection of  
life. This Hero’s Portion was then the 
reward for martial prowess evidenced 
both in combats of  weapons and poetry, 
and there are a number of  legends that 
relate combat both ritualistic and genuine 
over who was worthy of  the best cut. The 
feast did not stop there, however. Each 
member of  a king’s retinue was guaran-
teed by Brehon Law a certain portion of  
alcohol, either beer or mead, every night, 
and even more at the high festivals of  
Samhain and Bealtaine. Our rules sim-
plify the laws of  apportionment by lim-
iting the sacrifice of  cattle to Samhain 
alone.  
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cannot be used to defend against an attack during this winter.

OPTION 2: RAIDING. If  a players chooses to raid, they may send any number 
of  proven or unproven-Warriors from their Roundhouse to raid the Cattle-fields 

of  any number of  their opponents. Warriors can only commit to one action, so a 
Warrior sent on a raid cannot be used during the same Winter to defend against a 
raid. Likewise, a Warrior raiding one Cattle-field cannot be used to raid anything else. 
(See next page for full rules.)

OPTION 3: ENFORCING CÉILSINE. This is the option a player will choose if  
they want to attempt to win the game by forcing the others to acknowledge them 

as High King. (See p. 14 for full rules.)

Céilsine (pron. KYALE-shi-na)
Céilsine is a contractual arrangement in which one person assumes another as his or 
her legal dependent called a céile. In ancient Ireland and Scotland, this arrangement 
allowed kings to assert dominance over other nobles, the wealthier claiming superior-
ity over the lesser. This was done by offering a formal Gift called a comhaiceass to 
the person who would become the céile. When a dispute arose, warriors were sent to 
enforce the acceptance of  the comhaiceass. 
In our rules, we have kept the term as it is important to the notion of  Gaelic kingship, 
but the other terms, céile and comhaiceass, could potentially prove too confusing so 
have been dropped in favour of  Client and Gift.
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Raiding & Defending — a How-to Guide:
To conduct a Raid, the active player designates which Noble Warriors will be taking 

part in the Raid by moving them from their Roundhouse into the Marches. The Marches 
are the semi-cultivated lands between the opponents’ Cattle-Fields and Roundhouses, near 
where the draw-deck and discard pile are situated. The active player then designates which 
of their opponent’s Cattle-Field(s) each of the Warriors sent on the Raid will be targeting. 
All Noble Warriors sent on the Raid are turned face-up and are considered “proven” at this 
time.

Note that a Cattle-Field need not have Cattle in it to be targeted. A player may target 
an empty Field in an effort to “prove” previously unproven Warriors.

The defending player(s) then decide if they wish to block the Raider(s), and if so, 
which of their Warriors they wish to pair in battle with which of the Raiders. The defend-
ing player can choose any of their Warrior(s) with which to block a Raid, be they proven 
or unproven. However, if they have a proven Warrior, that Warrior will not stand aside and 
allow the Raider(s) unchallenged access to the Cattle in their lord’s Cattle-Field; they must 
defend if no other Warrior engages a Raider.

Raiders and defenders are paired on a 1-to-1 basis. Kings are stronger than Queens 
which are stronger than Jacks. In battle, the weaker party is killed and placed in the 
discard pile. Both parties are killed and discarded in the event of a tie. A Raid is blocked 
if a defending Warrior is matched against a Raiding Warrior, regardless of which Warrior 
survives the battle. 

A successful Raiding Warrior may steal all of the Cattle in the targeted player’s Cat-
tle-Field if the Raiding Warrior’s suit matches the suit of the Cattle-cards in question. If 
the suits do not match, the successful Raider can only steal one Cattle card of their choice 
from the Cattle-Field. Successful Raiders bide their time in the semi-cultivated lands of 
the Marches with their spoils until the end of the season, at which point they are returned 
(face-up) to their Roundhouse; the stolen Cattle are then placed in their player’s Cat-
tle-Field; the Warriors do not return to their player’s Roundhouse and the stolen Cattle 
are not placed in their new owner’s Cattle-Fields until after every player has completed a 
Winter action.

A Warrior which is designated as defending against a Raider is considered locked in 
combat with them and cannot be used to simultaneously defend against a separate Raider. 
Warriors can only defend their own Cattle-Field. Successful defenders become proven 
Warriors and are returned face-up to their Roundhouse at the end of the season. 
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Winning the Game — a How-to Guide:
To win the game, a player must simultaneously bring two of their opponents 

into a dependent relationship known as Céilsine, forcing the others to acknowledge 
them as the Ard Rí (High King). In a two-player game, a player merely need con-
vince their one opponent to acknowledge them as High King.

Ceilsine can be enforced during a player’s turn in the Winter season. To bring 
another into this dependent relationship, the active-player must prove they are 
better at accumulating wealth than their opponent(s). This is done by giving their 
opponent(s) a Gift comprised of four cards, which must contain one Cattle card 
from each of the four suits. (Note: if giving two Gifts, the Gifts cannot be comprised 
of the same cards. Different Cattle must be used for separate Gifts).

For the Gift to be accepted, the sum of the value of the Gifted Cattle cards must 
be superior to that which the opponent(s) can generate from their own Cattle-Field. 

To determine what the opponent can generate, that player locates the highest 
single Cattle card of each suit which they have in their Cattle-Field and sums the 
total (note: if they are missing a suit, they simply sum the total without that suit 
represented). If the total value of the active-player’s Gift is higher, the Gift must be 
accepted and ceilsine established.

If the value is NOT higher, the Gift-giver can attempt to enforce the Gift by 
sending as many of their Noble Warriors as they wish to “persuade” the recipient to 
accept it. This proves any unproven warriors and is resolved according to normal 
rules for Raiding. If the Client kills or blocks these Noble Warriors, they keep the 
Cattle from the Gift, immediately adding those Cattle to their Cattle-Fields, but 
reject the attempt to establish Céilsine. Play then continues as normal.

Some special abilities will affect the outcome of  a bid for Céilsine. 
A player can send a Noble Warrior on a bid, proving it and mak-

ing use of  its special ability, but a defending player can also prove 
any unproven Warrior by sending it to block this bid for Céilsine, 
making use of  its special ability against the bid (if  possible). 
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Tie-Breaks

Ties may occur throughout game-play 
when calculating wealth. To deter-

mine who is wealthier at any given time, 
please see the tie-breaks, listed in order, 
immediately below. If  the first tie-break 
does not resolve the tie, continue to the 
second, then to the third, and so on until 
all six tie-break options have been ex-
hausted.

1. First, see which player has more Cat-
tle cards in their Cattle-Field.

2. Then check to see which player has 
more Warrior cards in their Round-
house.

3. Then calculate which player has more 
cattle-points present in their cat-
tle-field.

4. Then determine which player has 
more proven-Warriors (i.e. face-up 
Warriors) in their Roundhouse.

5. Then calculate which player has 
more cards in their hand (i.e. not yet 
played).

Finally, if  two or more players are still 
tied, each of  these players should take 

a card from the draw deck. The strongest 
card breaks the tie, with that player being 
considered to be the wealthier. Warrior 
cards are superior to Cattle cards with 
Kings as the highest and Jacks as the low-

est. Cattle cards are ranked with Aces as 
the highest and twos as the lowest.

Reshuffling

When the draw deck is depleted, 
shuffle all the discards together 

(including Warriors killed in battle) and 
place them face down in the center of  the 
play area to function as the new draw deck 
(reincarnated for continuing play). If  there 
are no discards to shuffle when the draw 
deck is depleted, players will simply not 
have the opportunity to draw new cards.
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