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What people are saying about


Manannán mac Lir


Manannán mac Lir is an enigmatic and complex god and Morgan Daimler has written the first book which brings together thoroughly researched mythology and lore balanced with personal experience and ritual. I highly recommend Pagan Portals: Manannán mac Lir as an invaluable reference book and as an introduction to Manannán in his many guises.


Jane Brideson, Artist & Blogger at The Ever-Living Ones


Yet another fabulous book from Morgan Daimler, you will definitely need this one in your library. With her usual flair for detail and historical fact, Morgan takes an in depth look at Manannán and his roots. She delves into the mythology and correspondences but not just from an academic viewpoint, we also get to dip into Morgan’s own personal experiences with this fascinating deity. With plenty of myths and stories to get your teeth into this book also gives some suggestions and direction to explore and connect with Manannán yourself. High recommended.


Rachel Patterson, author of several books on Witchcraft including Pagan Portals: The Cailleach, Animal Magic and Witchcraft into the Wilds


Morgan Daimler’s many books on Celtic deities have been both well-researched and well-written. Morgan’s current short volume on Manannán is no different. Morgan offers great information on Manannán’s history and mythology, with suggestions for those wishing to honor him in different ways. The books are always an immense pleasure to read and filled with high quality material, and this volume is no exception. Highly recommended!


Erynn Rowan Laurie, author of Ogam: Weaving Word Wisdom


Morgan Daimler has a gift for weaving the scholarly with the spiritual, the personal with the prophetic, and does not disappoint with Manannán. The book takes you to the heart of the magnificent sea God, so that you can feel the very salt on your soul. This highly intelligent but accessible book belongs on the shelves and nightstands of lovers of Celtic myth. Now, pay for the book.


Courtney Weber, author of Brigid: History, Mystery, and Magic of the Celtic Goddess
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Preface


The Celtic gods have often held a place, as in paganism, as one of the more popular and more often written about pantheons, yet it can be a challenge to find information on any single deity beyond the basics. Part of this is because of the simple fact that ‘Celtic pantheon’ is a misnomer and what we find in many books under that heading is actually a mish-mash of deities from different Celtic cultures that have been lumped together. From a historic perspective there never was a cohesive pantheon of the Celts, nor for that matter a cohesive group of people called Celts either. Instead there was a loose grouping of cultures that shared similar cultural and linguistic roots that scholars decided to label ‘Celts’. Deeper inquiry reveals that these individual cultures grouped together under the Celtic umbrella tended to have shared mythic themes but very different myths and deities. In most cases as a person seeks to explore a specific deity this makes things easier because rather than a multitude of cultural expressions, we have only to seek a single one; however there are a few pan-Celtic deities, that is those who appear in some form in all or many of the so-called Celtic cultures. Manannán mac Lir is one of these pan-Celtic deities and like Brighid or Lugh – also pan-Celtic deities – it makes his story more complex and interesting to study.


Pagan Portals: Manannán mac Lir was written as a resource for seekers of Manannán, focusing primarily on the god as he appears in Irish mythology but also looking at him through other cultural lenses. This book offers both solid academic material and practical advice on connecting with him in a format that is meant to be accessible and designed to be easy to read. Like my other Pagan Portals books, it seeks to find a balance between academic references and personal interpretations as well as between older mythology and modern experiences. It is meant to be a basic introduction to this deity to help beginners become more comfortable as they seek to learn about this mysterious and magical God.


In writing this I have drawn on many different sources and have carefully referenced and cited all of them. My own degree is in psychology, so I prefer to use the APA method of citations. This means that within the text after quotes or paraphrased material the reader will see a set of parenthesis containing the author’s last name and date the source was published; this can then be cross references with the bibliography at the end of the book. I find this method to be a good one and I prefer it over footnotes or other methods of citation which is why it’s the one I use. I have also included endnotes in some places where a point needs to be expanded on or further discussed but where it would be awkward to do that within the text itself. I hope that this format will be useful to readers throughout.


While this book can and does serve as a stand-alone work, its ultimate purpose is to act as a first step in getting to know Manannán or to aid in deepening a relationship with him. It would be impossible for any single book to fully explore who Manannán is and obviously a book of this length could never do more than touch on his depth and significance. To make this book as useful as possible for readers to move forward in connecting further to this complicated deity, I have provided a list of both the references I used in my writing and also of recommended further reading at the end of the book under the bibliography. I have tried to offer books which represent an array of options for people, with different viewpoints and approaches to honouring Manannán. There is not a great deal of material on the market focused on Manannán and when he appears in modern books it is often as an entry in a larger work on either the Irish deities or the Celtic ones in general. I encourage readers to research the original myths for themselves and to read several translations, when possible, to get the best feel for the older stories in which he appears.


As I have said before in my previous book Pagan Portals: The Morrigan, I do not think that the religious framework we use to connect to the gods matters as much as the effort to honour the old gods itself. I think we can all do this respectfully and with an appreciation for history without the need for any particular religion. Whether we are Reconstructionists, Wiccans, or Celtic pagans all that really matters is that we are approaching our faith with sincerity and a genuine intention. To that end this book is written without any specific spiritual faith in mind, beyond polytheism, and it is up to the reader to decide how best to incorporate the material. My own personal path is rooted in witchcraft and reconstruction so that is bound to colour some of my opinions in the text, however, so the reader may want to keep that in mind.


I have been an Irish-focused pagan since 1991 and have long held a deep respect for Manannán. Although he is not one of the primary gods I honour, he is an important one and it has not escaped me that I was born less than a mile from the ocean and have never in my life lived further than a dozen miles away from the shore.


For some people this book may be the beginning of a lifelong journey, the first attempt to reach out to this important and complex God. For others, this book may provide a greater understanding of Manannán, his history, and modern beliefs and practices associated with him. For others, perhaps, this will simply be one piece of a larger puzzle, as I hope that those who have already spent years or decades with Manannán can still find some value here. In any case I hope that the reader feels that some value is gained from the time spent with this little volume, getting to know Manannán.










Chapter 1



Who Is Manannán?




Manannan mac Lir from the lake,


eagerly he sought for an abundance


Oirbsen his name, after hundreds of battles


death snatched him.


Lebor Gabala Erenn





One of the deities that can be found in the mythology of several different Celtic nations is Manannán; called Manannán mac Lir (son of the sea) in Ireland, and Manawydan to the Welsh. He had many powers and qualities, but for the Irish and Manx he was above all a god of the sea and today he is still often viewed primarily as the Celtic god of the ocean. His mythology and folklore was complex, however, and digging deeper we quickly find that there is much more to Manannán than waves and sea-mist. To begin, though, we will look at his name and its meaning, the basics of who he was to the Irish, Welsh, and Manx, and what his family relationships can tell us about him.


In much of his folklore his home was said to be the Isle of Man, called Manaw in Welsh and Manu in Irish; Manannán’s name is derived from this. A translation of his name might be ‘born of the Isle of Man’ with Manann being the accusative form of Manu and the final án a common diminutive (Sims-Williams, 2011). Unlike other Irish deities then, Manannán’s name would not at first seem to give us any great insight into his nature, simply reinforcing his origin, but in earlier periods the Isle of Man itself was seen as nearly mythic rather than a physical place. We may understand one layer of his name then as something like ‘he who is from a mythic or Otherworldly place’, giving us our first hint of who Manannán was.


It is likely that what is usually understood as his patronym, ‘mac Lir’, is actually an epithet as we know from mythology that his father’s name was Allot; by this view, mac Lir is meant as a reference to his skill as a sailor and dominance over the sea (Sims-Williams, 2011). So rather than being called literally the son of Lir,1 meaning a person, it is instead referencing the older Irish word ler, the sea or ocean, making him Manannán son of the sea. He is also sometimes known as Manannán mac Allot or Allod, a reference to his father in the mythology. According to other stories his real first name is Oirbsiu, possibly relating to the idea of flooding, although MacKillop suggests that this is an epithet rather than a first name (Macalister, 1944; MacKillop, 1998).


Since the name we now have for the Isle of Man is a later development, O hOgain suggests that Manannán himself and his mythology are later developments as well, likely dating to no earlier than the third century CE (O hOgain, 2006). One theory suggests that the Irish initially borrowed the name from the Welsh, but then added the title ‘mac Lir’ which was then borrowed into the Welsh as ‘map Llyr’ (O hOgain, 2006). This demonstrates the composite nature of Manannán that has developed over time as the cultures shared mythology back and forth. To the Manx, he was the first king of the Island of Man and stories locate his grave there, as well as tell of how he would walk among the Manx fishermen as they repaired their nets (Monaghan, 2004).


Manannán was originally said to live on the Isle of Man, a place as mentioned which was seen as near mythical in Irish stories; later his home shifted fully into the Otherworld, to Emhain (O hOgain, 2006). The Irish described Emhain in rich detail as a sacred place, an island held up by four silver legs or pillars, on which grew magical apples which gave the island the full name of Emhain Abhlach, Emhain of the Apples (O hOgain, 2006). Other names for his domain include Mag Meall [the pleasant plain] and Tír Tairngire [the land of promise] (O hOgain, 2006). Each of these names and associations reflect the connection between Manannán’s realm and the Otherworld.


To the Irish he was seen as the lord of the waves, to whom the ocean was like a field of solid land, as well as a master magician and God who could control the weather (O hOgain, 2006). He appears throughout four of the major Irish mythic cycles: the Mythological Cycle, the Fenian Cycle, The Cycle of Kings, and the Imramma stories. His roles in these tales vary from minor to major and from benevolent to antagonistic.


In the Mythological cycle, although he was not counted among the People of Danu in stories until the tenth century, it is Manannán who advises the Tuatha de Danann to take up residence in the sidhe, and he who assigned each new home (O hOgain, 2006). Additionally, he gives three gifts to the Tuatha de: the féth fiadha, the feast of Goibhniu, and the pigs of Manannán (O hOgain, 2006). The féth fiadha was either a spell or cloak that allowed the person to become invisible and travel unnoticed. The feast of Goibhniu was a magical feast that kept the gods young and living. And the pigs of Manannán were immortal swine who could be killed and would return to life. Some sources suggest that it was these actions that earned him a place among the Tuatha Dé Danann, however, I believe that it is more likely that he fills a role as an outsider deity, not fully part of the People of Danu nor fully separate but liminally placed. Even his realm which is a land that is not part of the land reflects this idea.


Manannán’s appearance is described as that of a handsome warrior (Berresford Ellis, 1987). One eighteenth-century story describes him fairly thoroughly this way:




A very beautiful, prosperous warrior, the most beautiful of the children of Adam was on the back of a boat with a purple fringed mantle and with a shiny silk cloak and with a variegated golden tunic and with a delightful golden sword in his possession and a bright, royal crown holding and fastening his beautiful wavy hair, protecting his shapely, fair noble head.


(Imtheacht an Da Nonbhar aus Toraigheacht Taise Taoibhghile)





We may assume this beatific description is his true one, however, in many of his appearances in the Fenian cycle he disguises himself in extremely oafish or even grotesque appearances. As the Bodach an Chóta Lachtna he appears to Fionn mac Cumhail as a giant with enormous feet, a muddy skirt, drab coat, and is described as ‘thick boned’ and with yellow skin (O Grady, 1892). In the stories of Ceithearnach Caoilraibhach he appears wearing pants with a narrow striped pattern on them, an old, ragged cloak, boots with holes in them and with a scabbardless-sword at his waist (O hOgain, 2006). In the story of Cormac’s Golden Cup, while in disguise, he is described as a grey haired warrior wearing a golden-threaded shirt, purple fringed mantle, and white bronze shoes; later he shows his true form as a beautiful warrior.


Manannán’s nature is as mercurial as the sea. When visiting Elcmar at his sidhe he is paid great tribute with rushes laid out before him and a great feast prepared, yet despite the pleasant visit he dislikes Elcmar and acts against him later (O hOgain, 2006). In the stories of the Fianna Manannán is often helpful yet also appears at least once to stir strife and create trouble among the warriors (O hOgain, 2006). This could reflect the knowledge of all sailors that the favour of the sea is fickle and quick to change, or perhaps Manannán’s own liminal nature tends toward changeability.


Some sources consider him a shapeshifter, and he often appeared in disguise when travelling among mortals. Interestingly, although clearly depicted in an anthropomorphic form in stories he implies in the Imramm Brian meic Ferbail that his human appearance is a shape he is putting on saying ‘This shape, he on whom thou lookest; Will come to thy parts’ and ‘For it is Manannan, the son of Lír; From the chariot in the shape of a man’ (Meyer, 1895).


His magical powers were numerous, both in what he could do through his own actions and what he could do with his many magical tools and possessions. He could travel faster than the wind could blow in his magical boat, he could create realistic illusions, and he could alter people’s destinies with his cloak (O hOgain, 2006).


According to myth, Manannán was killed in Connacht during the battle of Cuillenn at the hands of the warrior Uillend Faebarderg (Macalister, 1944). He was buried in Connacht as well and at the site of his grave a lake burst forth.
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