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Prologue


The Skelligs


Twelve miles off the coast of West Kerry stands one of the wonders of the world. Skellig Michael is one of two striking rocks that rise up out of the Atlantic Ocean like mountain peaks breaking the surface of the world. Seen by the fortunate who have taken the local boats from Portmagee or Derrynane, the ancient monastic settlement on Skellig Michael is an astonishing example of the imagination and heroism of the first monks of early Christian Ireland.


During my childhood our family went to west Kerry every summer; my parents used to rent a caravan by Glenbeg beach near Caherdaniel. It was perched on the sandy grass facing Kenmare Bay and the magnificent mountains of the Beara Peninsula. Seven of us piled into a five-person caravan, from which were created the wonderful memories of childhood: bare feet for the summer, sleeping bags at night, the comfort of parents’ conversations as we drifted into sleep, the sound of waves in the background, swimming daily in the wild Atlantic, the smell of fresh mackerel, gas lights at night and the feeling of being enveloped by Creation in a safe and mysterious world. Every few days my father would drive us the 11 miles to Waterville to stretch the eyes and limbs beyond the confines of our small abode. The car wound its way above the splendour of Derrynane Harbour through the mountain pass 800 feet above the sea. At the pass stood a large stone statue of the Virgin Mary with arms outstretched as if guiding us through, as the road opened up to the breathtaking vista of Ballinskelligs Bay and the sprinkled white specks of little houses along its coastline.


As you wind down along the cliff edge the scenery opens up and there is a point where the majestic Skellig rocks come into view for the first time, beyond the whale-like profile of Bolus Head in the distance. Coming up to this point my father would slow down and tell us to wait in anticipation until they came into view and say, as he did on a hundred other journeys through the pass, ‘Look at the Skelligs. Look,’ and he’d ask, ‘Can you see them?’ Always my father would point out their splendour, describe them with his artist’s eye and prompt us to feel a sense of the sacred in our natural world.


The larger Skellig rock was the home of the early monks who went to live there in about AD 580. They chose what would appear to be the most inhospitable place in Ireland. They built stone beehive-shaped huts on small outcrops of rock and soil 600 feet above the sea, where any missed step could send them to their death in the raging swell of sea and rocks below. That these were places where these monks went to meditate, live, pray and write is nothing short of astonishing. Those amazing pilgrims chose to find their God at the wildest and most isolated point of nature as they began a movement in Ireland that lasted almost 800 years.


For me as a child, the Skelligs were not just another breathtaking scene but a vision that evoked a sense of wonder at the invisible life that lay beyond the world I knew. These kinds of places draw something from the human heart that nothing else can. They resonate with something ancient in the soul and get us to half-remember something about who we are. Nature does this to us too. The natural world invites you towards it; it welcomes you and reminds you of things you have forgotten.


As inspirational as any great religious site, the Skelligs represent the unique character of both our Celtic and early Christian heritage before we were subject to invasions from Scandinavia, Europe and Britain. In contrast to the dark themes of Nordic or German myths, scholars have noted that Irish legends, myths and rituals from this early era are often uplifting, with a hopeful message that promised a means of rising above the challenges and dangers of life. Alongside the brutalities of life, the Irish had in fact developed a mystical light-heartedness.


Inspired by our shared Celtic legacy, this book attempts to show how we can recultivate that lightness of heart that rises from the weight of the world and live an ‘enchanted life’.




Introduction


Most of us try to think our way through life. We spend our days problem solving, investing all our energies contemplating and attempting to remove the obstacles that seem to impede our progress. We think that peace or perfection is achieved by looking more closely at our problems rather than looking more expansively at ourselves. We think our purpose is to be rational, to deal with everyday reality and address sequentially the problems it presents to us. Yet if this small, rational view is our only reference point, we get stressed, depressed and anxious.


Amazingly, however, we are not supposed to be rational beings. We actually never were rational beings. We were always so much more than that. Taken to its extreme, rationalism creates a form of psychological autism; we become champions of details and literal reality, but alienated from the meaning and experience of existence itself. When we seek to control reality our worldview becomes constrictive and rigid. In this kind of world, playfulness, good cheer, imagination, transcendence, genuine joy and compassion find it hard to get any purchase and any sense of spirituality in our lives becomes diminished. What the ancient Irish give us is the courage to build our spirituality facing, like the monks on the Skelligs, straight into the wild, majestic and at times brutal realities of life. This kind of fearless psychology offers an inspiration that is unique in the world. And, like the teeming bird life on the sanctuary of Little Skellig, we can take flight and be held aloft by the very gales that threatened to blow us away.


The Celtic Cross


It is the ancient Irish who gave us the Celtic Cross; and throughout this book the Celtic Cross is used as a metaphor for how we can live an integrated, vibrant life. The vertical axis of the cross is taken to represent our ‘Vertical Self’ – the elevated, symbolic, vulnerable, soulful self that looks to the stars and experiences the unadorned bliss of just being alive, senses the temporality and preciousness of life and uses the magic of the imagination to endure with good cheer and confidence. The cross’s horizontal axis represents our matter-of-fact Horizontal Self – the literal realist who observes physical reality, has a clinical, logical take on things and feels the stress and anxiety of life as it is day to day. It can be easy today to become trapped in this Horizontal Self, but to live fully, we need to occupy the point where these two axes intersect – at what I call the ‘burning point’. We must attend to both the Horizontal and the Vertical Self, but the Vertical Self must be allowed to triumph because it brings reality in from the cold to the warmth of an enchanted life. The Celtic Cross, then, is a metaphor for how we can keep a foot in both the mundane and the marvellous.


The Essentials of Life


Mind-Flight


The ability of the mind to fly – ‘mind-flight’ – is at the heart of this book. It is the ability of the mind to elevate itself above circumstance and give life a glorious meaning. It is the defining human characteristic that has enabled not only the development of culture, civilisation and art, but, more important, it has allowed ordinary people to rise to the occasion of life itself and make something magical out of the mundane. This legacy of our Celtic past is a kind of spiritual alchemy for humankind.


In this way, the book reveals the magnificent and inspirational efforts of people everywhere to raise themselves up from anonymity to be somebody, from the girl at the checkout who lightens your load with good cheer, to the refugee carrying her infant child across some mountain border. Heroism, with a small ‘h’, is to be seen everywhere you look – all of it without applause or recognition. If we took it all in we would be awe-struck by the courage of each solitary soul in this beautiful life.


Hope


One question at the core of this book is this: When all else is lost, what is it that we hold on to? What is it that sustains us? It is hope. And why, unlike all other animals in creation, do humans need hope? The answer to this question reveals the most inspiring truth we know, and it is at the heart of this book. This book is inspired by the courage and imagination of people who find hope where there appears to be none, purpose where there appears to be little and joy in what appears to be grim. Everywhere people do something with their life that is magical, awesome and redemptive. People live out a small heroic life in which they find hope and meaning in that which appears to be hopeless, in which they strive optimistically for something they cannot quite get. They elevate their life to something heroic and purposeful, each person trying to be something more than what they are. Everywhere people are gathering fragments of heaven from the debris of life. The effort everywhere of people trying to be more than what they are is a quite astonishing and inspiring human enterprise.


This book is not a self-help book that tells you what to do; rather, it is a personal development book – a series of reflections, inspired by Celtic mythology and spirituality, which may encourage you to ‘be’ in the world in a different way. I wrote it for myself as much as anyone because I too struggle to see things differently, to get the big picture. If the melody and tone of what I try to say can be heard beneath the words, maybe I will have succeeded. If this touches your heart, then we have connected, because I too wear the garment of sorrow that is part of living. My hope is that you find me a companion as we walk through the landscape of the human heart, perhaps seeing different things but sharing the same poetic imagination.


The Macroscopic View


In a world dominated by rationalism, an overarching sense of our common humanity is needed today more than ever. We do not need more specialisation, which fragments societies and communities; rather, we need a general way to understand and integrate all of the broken pieces of our life. We need to see how the hundreds of problems people have in life are all the same universal problem dressed up in different clothes. This book takes this view and resists the errors of specialisation.


If you want to understand why you do what you do there are two ways in which you can examine your own life. One is to look closely at the details of your life and try to figure out what you need to do in order to make a difference. This is the microscopic approach. The other approach is macroscopic; you see your life in the context of the full breadth of the human condition. Just as a microscope is great for observing small things but useless if you want to see the stars, rationality is useful for figuring out your current bank balance, but is useless for figuring out how you want to live life. Being an intelligent and rational person is good for many things, but as a guidebook for life it can only get you so far. To go further you need the macroscopic view – to see your life in the round, to experience a meaning that takes you beyond your problems.


The Awakening


In Chapter 2 I suggest that imagination began at the dawn of human self-consciousness – a moment I call the awakening; that is, the point at which we became aware that we exist and that at some time we will die. It was clear that the shock of this awareness triggered a state of emergency for humankind. For every positive consequence associated with being aware that one is alive there was a negative consequence in being aware that one will also die. So the awakening was the stirring of the opposites of awe and dread, of gratitude and terror. It also triggered the need for people to counteract their helplessness by proving themselves in some way. What sprang forth from this existential awakening was imagination, which in turn begat what I call the provinces of enchantment. This effort became the fuel for both civilisation and personal heroism.


In Chapter 3 I point out that it is critical not to offer a prescription for the good or enchanted life without having the courage to look directly at why we need it in the first place and to take on board the degree to which terror and vulnerability lie at the core of our being. I could not present a book related to hope without embracing the hopelessness inherent in the human condition. Humankind’s essential problem is that we want eternal life but are burdened with a mortal one; and hope is the means of transcending this conundrum.


In Chapters 1, 4 and 5 I suggest that ancient Irish mythology is a story not about facts but about our symbolic life. The stories of Irish mythology remind us that we inhabit not just a physical place, but an enchanted and magical inner landscape populated by metaphorical companions who walk with us. They remind us that we live by life-enhancing illusions not to escape reality but to engage with it fully. The enchanted life is one that turns the black and white world of reality to one of vivid colour and vibrant hope. Ancient Irish mythology reminds us that it was our original awakening that triggered this shift from a literal to a symbolic relationship with life from which there was no going back.


The Enchanted Life


I Part 2 I describe how the awakening of our helplessness and terror triggered what I call ‘the enchanted life’ and the quite magnificent human responses of imagination, transcendence, heroism, enchantment and poetry. These represented our refusal to accept reality and submit to life’s relentlessness. Rather than succumbing to fate we began to respond to it.


These provinces are the sparkling jewels in the crown of thorns we call life. They represent the symbolic relationship that human beings developed with the world. Reality therefore became the arena, the dramatic stage where humanity acted out biblical themes and overcame them. For these reasons our relationship with the world became the stuff of myth. Our mythologies were descriptions of our relationship with reality and how we sought to resolve it. For that reason the ancient Irish legends of the Tuatha Dé Danann (the people of the goddess Danu) reveal this process of enchantment. They are reminders that beneath the surface of everyday life lie invisible forces, entities and resources that, if we harness them, can enhance our lives in profound ways.


History is the story of humanity’s efforts to stretch up and out of its body to an imagined reality that awakened hope and possibility. I seek to describe in a robust way the place that enchantment, imagination and poetic intuition have in our everyday life. The poetic and imaginative quality of everyday life is rooted in our evolution and history and it is more than a tool for survival; it is a gateway to transcendence. The marginalisation of imagination and spirituality by modern myths of technology, progress, economics and science has many tragic consequences for us.


Enchantment and imagination are essential to our relationship with reality. Enchantment is not an avoidance strategy or some kind of artificial sweetener that makes life more palatable. It is the means by which we have to engage with the world. We are not just in the world, like unaware animals; we are in relationship with it, which is very different. We are ever so slightly separate from and above reality. The stuff of human life is therefore not external reality but our relationship with that reality. How we enchant the world is as invisible as electricity, gravity or light, but just as essential to a fulfilling life. Such a life is possible for us all. This book explores your relationship with your life and world and, as such, is an invitation to be the champion of your own awakening.




Part 1


The Awakening




Chapter 1


Beyond Mindfulness: Ancient Ireland and You


Before inviting you to look at yourself, I want to tickle your unconscious mind and connect you with your history – your roots in ancient Ireland. It is a connection that I hope you can keep alive so that when you think about your own ‘little’ life, you feel the sympathy of history in a way that means you do not feel quite so alone. The Celtic imagination and its unique sense of the sacred has the potential to allow you to ‘fly’ beyond the confines of our circumstances to something that gives you the courage to live in the here and now.


Go into any large bookshop today and you will find sections on both mindfulness and motivation: mindfulness as derived from the Eastern practice of meditation; and motivation borrowed from North American models of corporate success. We look to the East to figure out how to meditate. We look to the West to figure out how we can get what we want – be it money, relationships or success. In the same bookshop you will also find sections on philosophy, theology and psychology that all seem to emanate from Central Europe, where many of the great philosophers and psychologists were born. We have been hugely influenced by these external forces.


If instead of looking to the East, West or to Europe to find out how to stand, I believe more solid ground might be found at home. In Ireland we can perhaps access some eternal truths that have not been put through the sieve of European, Eastern or American influences. We have a unique history that reveals something about human nature and the soul that you do not find anywhere else in the world. And evidence of this history is everywhere in the Irish countryside, dotted as it is with the ruins of monasteries, stone circles and standing stones.


For thousands of years Ireland stood alone on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, left to develop itself without colonisation or war, all of which came much later in its history. This isolation gave us something that no one else had. We could give to civilisation what no other nation could give: an ancient spirituality and wisdom born out of our undisturbed Neolithic, Celtic and early Christian civilisation, summed up in the cliché of being a nation of saints and scholars. Our faith, mythology, monasticism, literature, spirituality, history and poetry gave a unique sense of the sacred. In the records of ancient Ireland we find a hopeful psychology and spirituality that has something quite unique to offer.


Therefore we do not need to look west to the USA or east to Asia to learn how to meditate – our monks were pointing the way as far back as AD 500. Our own history of psychological spirituality offers something even more precious – not just mindfulness as practised by those early Irish monks, but also what I call ‘Mind-Flight’. Mindfulness encourages us to live in the here and now. Celtic imagination, or Mind-Flight, encourages us to imagine the ‘then’ so that the ‘now’ has both meaning and passion.


Why Bother with Ancient Irish History?


The prehistoric Irish of the Mesolithic and Neolithic ages, the Celts and the early Christians were a bunch of mystics, monks and ‘mad’ heroes who prayed, sang and wrote the poetry of the ‘Wild Atlantic’ way of life. This book tries to honour that history and add some Celtic ingredients to our recipes for psychological relief. You might consider them spells of wisdom that have drifted in on the mist from the ancient peoples who inhabited our land, leaving signs and symbols that point the way back towards our essential nature.


Both the landscape and history of Ireland reveal something quite magnificent about how humanity has risen to the occasion of life itself. Our ancient history gives us images of our naked humanity before it was hidden beneath the robes of modern political civilisation. The footprints of the truth about our human purpose can be seen more clearly in the soil of ancient Ireland. This history is like a psychological archaeology site where we can excavate some essential truths about our emotional nature and identity – truths that can loosen the ties that bind us to the modern cults of technology, politics and economics.


Our countless megalithic monuments, our treasure house of Celtic mythology and legends and our early Christian monastic movement were all spontaneous creations of the human being who fronted up to life in its wild and most elemental forms. Each site, monument, myth, legend, incantation, monastery, poem or story bears within it some eternal truth about the human predicament and how we experience and ultimately transcend it. As a consequence of this, you inevitably find remnants of your own personal story buried in these ancient tombs of history.


We are drawn to our history and to our original identity not because of a curiosity about what things were like back then but because it evokes in us a realisation of who we are right now. Even if you don’t know this, you feel it. To climb the steps of Skellig Michael, to drive along our Wild Atlantic Way, is to come home to a land of memories you cannot quite recall and be welcomed home by an invisible people who call your name. Our myths, legends, music and historic sites endure because they are about us as individual people. An Irish mythology binds all of our pre-Christian, Celtic and early monastic traditions. It awakens in each of us a subconscious personal mythology that guides and shapes our life.


Identity


If you want to know who you really are, imagine what you would be like if you were stripped of all the protective securities that surround you – your roles, responsibilities, financial security, state benefits, modern amenities and so on. Imagine what your real character would be if you were in some post-apocalyptic world and had lost everything except your very life. Would you be the same as you are now or would you crumble? Would something in you endure, or would you despair and collapse like cardboard in the rain? Would you rise to the occasion, as so many do in times of tragedy or catastrophe, or would you become a depressed or violent creature?


One way to try to answer this question is to examine how your ancestors coped with such situations. The human brain has changed very little over the past fifty thousand years. You and your ancestors are more similar than different. They did not have all of the securities provided by modern society, but their emotions, fears, hopes and longings were the same as yours. When you go back to the dawn of recorded history, before the development of institutional civilisation and colonisation, you can see yourself in all your psychological nakedness and dependency. This is a wonderful place to look for clues as to who you are as an individual and what we are as people. This is why our ancient history, our Celtic heritage and the influences of early Irish Christianity are windows to what we are really like.


If we strip you of the securities of our modern world and place you alongside your counterpart from Neolithic times, as if standing with them in any of the stone circles in Ireland, you will find that you both hunger for the same things: a feeling of significance, influence and belonging in the world. Fortunately, we Irish have some of the oldest records of ancient times in the Western world. We have an extraordinarily rich fund of stories, legends and mythology that show us what we are really like. Ancient Ireland reveals aspects of our essential nature that are buried under the cloaks of modern comforts, securities and dependencies. We have much to learn from our ancestors and there are many noble human traits that progress, science and civilisation conceal but do not wash away.


It is vital that we do not consider ourselves to be different from these ancient people. We must not diminish the spiritual beliefs of our pre-Celtic, Celtic and early Christian ancestors. We are guided by the same stars and experience the same terror and awe in the face of Creation. When we look to ancient Ireland we discover that our desire, terrors and longings have not changed. We have the same intuition that we are part of something greater than our minds can comprehend and are carried by forces and powers beyond our grasp. Ancient Irish mythology is still alive in our language, place names, myths and legends, literature, monuments and, most of all, in the landscape of the earth, sea, mountains and sky that surround us. The deities that have been presumed to have decayed and died are still breathing within us.


A Celtic Psychology


The Neolithic, Celtic and early Christian psyche of the Irish was not infected by the Roman Empire as the rest of Europe was, and, apart from conflict-free immigration of people from Britain and Europe, Ireland was left to its own devices until maybe the fifth century. This gave the Celtic spirit room to breathe and develop its own Irish character. Being grounded in native spirituality it took to monastic Christianity with the enthusiasm of all those who were hungry and ready for enlightenment.


The early Irish monks then took their monastic tradition of learning and meditation across Ireland, into Britain and out into Europe to trigger the emergence of Western civilisation after the Dark Ages. It was an amazing contribution to civilisation and psychological life and its legacy remains to this day. We invaded Europe not with a sword or the symbols of power, but with the spiritual symbols of silence, prayer, scholarship and mindfulness. This is all symbolised by Skellig Michael. This extraordinary rock and its monastic remains tell us about human nature, human imagination, the psycho-spiritual life of Irish people and the heroic and transcendent potential of humanity.


When you read any of my references to ancient Ireland I would ask that you also hear it as a metaphor for your own forgotten life. I recall examples from ancient history to remind you of your inner identity – how you are guided by a personal mythology more than by reason and that in a metaphoric way, you are influenced by the ancestral gods. I refer to Celtic spirituality, ancient history and our monastic heritage not as an example of what happened back then but really as a metaphor for what can happen now in the provinces of our inner life.




Chapter 2


The Awakening


The First Heartbeat of Self-consciousness: ‘I Exist’


Let me take you back about a hundred thousand years, to the time when early humans walked the plains of Africa looking for food. Life expectancy was poor for these nomadic tribes and, just like the deer they hunted, when one of them died the rest of the tribe would carry on regardless, leaving the dead body behind them. As the tree does not grieve for its falling leaves, early humankind did not grieve for its dead. The human animal, like other creatures, kept on walking with scarcely a backward glance.


At a certain point, however, about thirty thousand years later, that changed. Somewhere in human history someone stopped, and instead of leaving their dead comrade lying in the ditch, they turned back, moved by the first flickering of grief and self-awareness. They turned back and initiated a most remarkable act – the first burial ritual in history. These first burial rituals were a response to the first ‘heartbeat’ of self-awareness – a sudden consciousness of one’s own fate as a mortal being. This marked a fundamental change in human history. For the first time a human being had the first inklings that they existed – they were able to think, ‘I exist’. Nothing else in creation was ever able to do this. And to be aware that you exist also means being aware that you will not exist – that you are vulnerable and will die. These are interdependent feelings. It was the sudden awareness of death that triggered human self-consciousness. Humankind had awoken from the sleep of unconsciousness to wakeful self-consciousness.


This first ‘heartbeat’ of self-awareness set in motion a chain reaction that woke humanity from its unconscious dream. Resounding like a drumbeat across the ages, it would change everything for ever. It is one thing to exist, but it is something else entirely to know that you exist. In all of nature, this knowledge was like a laser beam piercing the dark universe. Humans had taken their first bite from the apple of self-awareness.


Early Archaeological Evidence of Ritual Activity


When early people first began to create a ritual of burying their dead they started to do things for reasons other than mere survival. This inclination blossomed into something quite extraordinary, as we shall see. The earliest evidence of this comes from Neanderthal people, about 100,000 BC. This activity is called ritual because it symbolises something else, something so much more than what it is. The evidence of our earliest ritual activity is associated with burial, which shows that the consciousness of death had kickstarted our awakening as a species. The issues that death raised for people were, ‘What happened this person? She was walking around, warm and caring for the children and now she is as cold as stone. What happened her when she died? Where did she go?’ This reflective searching was the start of our first religious, ritual and imaginative response to life.


If you remember what you were like when you were about four or five years old, you can get a feel for what early Neanderthal people felt. At that age you too were partly in a dream-like state and experiencing the first flickering of consciousness. This dream-like innocent state of childhood is sometimes broken by tragedy or trauma and, like death for early humans, accelerates the awakening of the human mind to mortality.


The other evidence of symbolic awakening is from early humans in Spain and France, who, some 42,000 years ago, created the first pieces of cave art. This early art illustrated figures of the gods and tried to reconcile life with death – just as we do today.


What we begin to realise is that, as early humans became increasingly conscious of their mortality, it awakened in them both dread and awe. As well as a real sense of dread about death, people also had a sense of awe and wonder in the face of the majesty of life.


Terror and Wonder


To be alive and to know that at some point you will die creates fear and terror. Just as you know the wonderful feeling of being alive, you are also disquieted by your own vulnerability and mortality. So, although you can achieve great things and have a rich and abundant life, at the same time you are trapped in a decaying body that goes the way of all living things. If that were not bad enough, you are also aware that death can strike at any time for reasons beyond your control. As any protective parent knows only too well, the risk of death lurks around every corner. These ideas have been articulated well by Ernest Becker and Sheldon Solomon.


We see in the artwork and rituals of ancient cultures that humanity also developed a sense of wonder at the majesty of Creation. Celtic people and their predecessors in Ireland, before the arrival of Christianity, for example, had a rich spirituality and a sense of the sacred in all natural life. All ancient cultures developed religions, beliefs and rituals that gave expression to this awe.


One does not need to go back in history to feel these things. There is something wonderful about being alive and just savouring your existence; it is probably the most sublime experience we know. Every once in a while, you will experience the exhilaration of being able to appreciate it. You think to yourself, ‘It’s great to be alive.’ Other animals do not have this privilege. So the first heartbeat of self-consciousness awakened both wonder and dread not known to any other living organism.


For ancient people, this first heartbeat of self-conscionsness was prompted by necessity, born of the proximity of death. Death was and is the one brutal fact of life that confronted people with their powerlessness and ultimate impotence. Death was the one constant that awoke humankind to its predicament. How humanity then dealt with death revealed everything we need to know about the emerging human psyche, as has been brilliantly articulated by psychologist Sheldon Solomon and anthropologist Ernest Becker.


It is for these reasons that discoveries about the burial rituals of ancient peoples are so fascinating – they reveal so much about the human condition and what really concerns us. Such discoveries also show that early humans displayed not just terror but a sense of the sacred, the sense of being a small part of a much bigger reality.




The ancient stone monuments of Ireland are wonderful, weather-beaten witnesses to history. They have an ancient wildness that fits perfectly with the magical meanings that have been ascribed to them. There are about 1,500 megalithic tombs still evident in Ireland – all built between about 4000 BC and 2000 BC. Megalithic tombs like Newgrange in County Meath, which dates back to about 3000 BC, testify to the presence of an indigenous pre-Celtic culture that had clearly awoken to the human predicament. These megalithic monuments are a dramatic revelation of the religious and existential consciousness of the early Irish settlers. These people did not just exist; they were aware of the vulnerability and privilege of that existence and aware of the gods that made such existence possible — gods associated with the seasons, stars, animals, harvests and crops; the same things we depend on today but take for granted.


Most of the megalithic monuments were tombs of some sort, and they reveal the religious and existential disposition of humankind. Rituals and religious ceremonies were symbolic of people’s relationship with their condition. Places of ritual show how the early Irish dealt with life and death and what the awakening meant. To stand in the middle of the stone circle of Drombeg in West Cork is to sense this awakening, to experience the meaning that is wrestled from the cosmos. To know that ‘I exist’, and that all about me things and people die, is a fearsome reality that lies at the heart of human existence.





Death and Desire


The emergence of self-awareness – the realisation that ‘I exist’ – was driven, therefore, by our psychological and physical confrontation with death. Of all the things our early ancestors had to deal with, the ever-present proximity of death was the primary one. This is self-evident given that the whole purpose of life, evolution and any creature’s existence is to avoid death for as long as possible. This terror of death is at the heart of life itself. All living creatures, from ants to antelope, pulsate with the determination to survive and endure. It is what defines us and makes us what we are.
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