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INTRODUCTION


Great tales from Irish mythology can be enjoyed without any background information on their origins. Indeed, some readers may choose to skip this introduction and begin reading the first story. For those who prefer a little preliminary knowledge, the following note is offered.


Old Irish was a Celtic language. Only Latin and Greek predated its literature. Its corpus reflected a mythology written probably as early as the mid-seventh century, but it existed in oral form long before that. Later scholars categorised its sagas and romances as follows:


1. The Mythological Cycle


2. The Red Branch (or Ulster) Cycle


3. The Cycle of Kings


4. The Fenian Cycle


The Mythological Cycle contains sagas of early invaders up to the Milesians and of pre-Christian gods. The Tuatha Dé Danaan (tribes of the Celtic goddess Dana), said to have inhabited Ireland before the arrival of the Celts, feature here. Christian monks chronicled the tales, and therefore acts of godly powers became wondrous escapades of charismatic heroes and heroines. Such euhemerism is common in all cycles.


The celebrated Red Branch Knights, of whom Cuchullain was the most famous, were guardians of Ulster. They billeted at Eamhain Macha, seat of the Ulster king Conor (Conchobhar) Mac Nessa, near Armagh. Mythology depicts them as upright, brave and heroic warriors. An Táin Bó Cuailgne tells of the cattle raid for the Brown Bull of Ulster (Donn Cuailng) by the Connaght king and queen, Ailill and Maeve. It is the centrepiece of the cycle and is Irish mythology’s nearest approach to an epic work like the Iliad.


The Cycle of Kings, in particular, mixes myth with fact. It contains tales of Irish rulers from 300 B.C. to 700 A.D.


The Fenian Cycle is quite straightforward. Fionn Mac Cumhaill, by receiving his father’s magic spear, became leader of the Fianna, who acted as bodyguards to the High Kings resident at Tara (Teamhair) in County Meath. Schoolboys in Irish playgrounds once knew all the qualifications necessary for joining this august body and strove with little success to match the bodyguards. The trials included taking a thorn out of a bare foot while running, bending under a stick held at knee-height without slowing, and jumping one’s own height. Members were called Fenians and, in either English or Irish, that title has been adopted by assorted political movements in Irish history. These include a republican organisation, the Fenian Brotherhood, founded in New York by John O’Mahony in 1858; a republican youth movement (Na Fianna Éireann), founded in Dublin in 1902 by Countess Markievicz; a political party (Fianna Fáil, founded by Eamon de Valera and others in 1926); and Fianna Uladh (Soldiers of Ulster), a political wing of a splinter group from the IRA, founded in 1953. Some Unionists in Northern Ireland call their Nationalist opponents ‘Fenians’. The term Ossianic (after Fionn’s son) is often given to the cycle.
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Like its Greek counterpart, Irish mythology uses music and literature as means of communication. It inspired the harper and composer Turlough Carolan and composers in Britain, Australia, Germany and the USA. While both traditional and more modern folk songs are often sad laments, the prose in mythological tales is usually spirited, lively and full of proud and noble deeds. It tells the main stories (príomh-scéil), concerned with great adventures, military actions, voyages, romances, banquets and tragedies. Lesser stories (fo-scéil) relate dreams, chases, deportation, and geological and physical phenomena. Ireland’s ancient legislation, the Brehon Laws, laid down strict rules and qualifications for bards. Only the top graduates from bardic colleges who had studied for up to twelve years received permission to recite. When, in the 17th century, the English suppressed these institutions, the Irish seanchaí (storyteller) emerged. The tradition survived, but sadly, in this television age, the art is often abused and presented as bucolic buffoonery.


Sources of Irish myth are plentiful. The oldest surviving volume is the Book of the Dun Cow (Leabhar na hUidhre), an 11th/12th-century volume written at Clonmacnois, County Offaly. Monks chose this title, tradition says, when they wrote it on vellum from the hide of Saint Ciaran’s dark cow. Because it uses 6th-and 8th-century Irish, it is most likely a transcript of earlier documents. Like the 14th-century Book of Lecan, it contains versions of An Táin Bó Cuailgne. Bishop Fionn McGorman compiled The Book of Leinster (Leabhar Laighneach, also called Leabhar na Nuachonghbála); some call it The Book of Glendalough, after the County Wicklow monastery where the prelate wrote it in the 12th century. Another source, Rawlinson Manuscript B502, takes its name from a Bodleian Library reference. Some scholars claim that it too originated from Clonmacnois.


Apart from early sources, Béaloideas, the journal of the Folklore Society of Ireland, and manuscript sources of the Department of Folklore at University College, Dublin record many tales handed down orally. Writers like William Carleton, Padraic Colum, Aubrey de Vere, Lady Gregory, Douglas Hyde, P.W. Joyce, Patrick Kennedy, Kuno Meyer, Eugene O’Curry, John O’Donovan, Standish O’Grady, T.F O’Rahilly, T.W. Rolleston, J.M. Synge, Lady Wilde and W.B. Yeats have presented ancient myth and fable in prose, poetic and dramatic forms. Even today, the characters in Brian Friel’s play Wonderful Tennessee reflect upon another Hy-Brasil or Tír na nÓg — a strange, mystical somewhere inspired by ancient myth and fantasy.


There has always been prevarication among scholars when Ireland’s mythology comes under discussion. A consensus favours the theory that historical fact forms its basis. This is particularly true in the case of certain characters whose escapades have been romanticised. Whatever the scholarly interpretation, great tales from Irish mythology continue to intrigue and entertain.


My selection is a personal one. It does not include a set number of stories from a given cycle. I retell the legends in my own words, hoping to entertain rather than educate.




ONE


THE CHILDREN OF LIR


Lough Derravaragh (Lake of Oaks) in County Westmeath is set among woodlands and pastures. One of its inlets, at Knockeyan (Cnocéin — Hill of Birds) near the town of Mullingar, is steep-sided and tree-backed, reminding visitors of a miniature Norwegian fiord. This spot is associated with a popular Irish legend. Even today, parents name their babies after characters from the story of the Children of Lir. Tapestries or paintings depicting the fable make popular furnishings.


The fate of the Children of Lir is the second of the Three Sorrows of Storytelling from Irish mythology. The other two, concerning the quest of the Sons of Tuireann and the exile of the Sons of Uisneach, appear later in this book.


The Tuatha Dé Danaan (tribes of the goddess Dana) were the gods of pre-Christian Ireland. They inhabited the land before its final prehistoric invasion by the descendants of the great warrior Milesius. The Milesians defeated the Tuatha Dé Danaan at the battle of Tailteann. This spot, at Teltown near Donaghpatrick, County Meath, was also famous for great harvest festival of Lughnasa, called after the god Lugh, and for athletic competitions. After the combat, the vanquished race decided to regroup under one king. They elected Bódearg of Connaght. This angered the sea-god Lir, who lived in a fortress called Sí Fionna, near Newtownhamilton, County Monaghan. Lir refused to pay homage to the new ruler, so Bódearg’s many supporters vowed to kill the dissenter. Their new king forbade this, but they ostracised Lir and forced him to live in seclusion. His misery increased when his wife Aobh, a beautiful young woman, suddenly died.


Bódearg felt sorry for him and sent a message from Killaloe, his County Clare seat, offering the choice of his foster-children as a replacement wife. These were the daughters of Ailill, the king of the Aran Islands, who were watched over by that king’s loyal charioteer. Highly pleased by Bódearg’s gesture, Lir immediately set out for Killaloe. A reconciliation with his former colleagues and a promise of fealty prompted lavish celebrations. Bódearg invited Lir to inspect the girls — Niamh, Aoife, and Albha.


Many compared their beauty to three of the four seasons. Niamh’s black hair, white skin and sparkling eyes reminded Lir of a forest set against the snow and frost of winter. Aoife had hazel eyes, russet hair, cream skin and the ripeness of autumn. Albha was as fresh and fair as spring.


After much thought, Lir chose the eldest girl, Niamh. The marriage ceremony took place in Killaloe and, after two days of celebration, the couple returned to Sí Fionna where a great reception awaited them. They settled down to a blissful married life. Niamh gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl, Aodh and Fionnuala. The following year Niamh died while giving birth to twin boys, Conn and Fiachra. The household at Sí Fionna was devastated; likewise that at Killaloe. Magnanimous again, Bódearg offered Lir another foster-child, Aoife, as a wife.


Aoife and Lir married and lived happily for a while. The four children got on well with Aoife and with their grandfather in Killaloe. They also became very attached to the King of Aran’s charioteer, who had come to Sí Fionna with Aoife. Bódearg visited often and brought Aodh, Fionnuala, Conn and Fiachra on holidays to his castle. Indeed, all the Tuatha Dé Danaan loved them. Their father was very proud of this popularity and doted upon them all the more.


As time passed, however, Aoife became less happy with her situation. She became jealous of her husband’s attention to her stepchildren. One day Lir brought Fionnuala a beautiful, gem-encrusted toy chariot for which he had searched the country. Aoife was furious. She still tried to hide her feelings, but every time Lir expressed his love for his children, she became increasingly bitter. This continued until a great hate possessed her. It became so debilitating that she was forced to retire to her bed. The condition of her mind and body deteriorated, and Lir, fearing losing another wife, began to lavish attention on her. Aoife mistook this for pity and screamed angrily at him. Thereafter, during a full year in her darkened room, Aoife plotted a terrible deed that she thought would regain all Lir’s love for herself.


She surprised him one day by jumping out of bed and resuming her household duties. She appeared to be back to normal. Lir’s heart felt light and he went away on a hunting trip. While he was gone, Aoife announced that she intended to visit Killaloe with the children. Three of them cheered with delight, but Fionnuala was apprehensive. The night before, she had dreamed that her stepmother had placed a curse upon them. Fionnuala’s anxiety grew when her grandfather’s loyal charioteer whispered a warning to her to stay behind. He had noticed Aoife’s jealousy and demeanour closely enough to suspect her of some evil intent.


Unfortunately, Aoife arrived before Fionnuala could run away, so they all set out on the journey. After crossing Monaghan and Cavan, they entered Westmeath. As the retinue rested, Aoife took the charioteer aside and promised him wealth and security if he would kill the children and dispose of their bodies. He refused, as did other retainers whom the wicked stepmother approached. Furiously, she ordered the party to continue. As they passed between the village of Crookedwood and the town of Mullingar, she called upon her servants to camp for the night. They halted on the shore of Lough Derravaragh. Aoife planned to kill the children herself, but when she raised her spear to strike at Conn, she could not bring herself to deliver the death-thrust.


There was still plenty of daylight, so she encouraged the children to undress and go for a swim. As each small, naked body passed by her, she touched it with a druidic rod saying, ‘Live then! Not as a child, but as a swan!’


Four beautiful swans swam from the shore as Aoife spoke an incantation:


 


This curse I place upon you:


Linger three hundred years upon this lake;


Three hundred on the Sea of Moyle,


Three hundred on the Western Ocean by Erris,


Until the woman from the south will wed the man from the north


And a cold bell peals,


Bringing belief in the word of God throughout the land.


The deed was done and almost immediately the stepmother was sorry. Her curse could not be undone, but in pity for their loneliness, she cast a second spell which granted the swans human intelligence and the use of speech and song.


Foolishly, Aoife carried on to Killaloe, where her foster-father questioned her about the children. She lied, saying that Lir again was refusing fealty to Bódearg. Bódearg did not believe her and sent a messenger to Lir. The sea-god became distraught when he heard that his children were missing. Remembering Aoife’s year in bed, he feared for her sanity and wondered if she might have killed them. Quickly, he ordered the harnessing of chariots and set out for Killaloe.


Lir too camped by Derravaragh. When the sun was setting, casting a shimmering pinkness across the lake’s waters, he heard the most beautiful singing coming from behind an expanse of high reeds. Four elegant swans swam into view and one spoke to him, saying that she was his daughter, Fionnuala. She explained what had happened. People told of trees across the land bending from the force of Lir’s lamentation.


In the meantime, the charioteer informed Bódearg of Aoife’s wickedness. He too had a druidic rod, with which he struck his foster-daughter, turning her into a demonic hag, a Morrígan. She soared up into the sky, and was never seen again.

OEBPS/Images/img126_1.jpg
T





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
PADRAIC O'FARRELL





