Religious Education Support Service

Section A Topic 2.2 The Tradition of Response
Outcome: Outline three myths from ancient cultures which attempt to answer key questions.
Please note that the following article is background information only on this topic.  It in no way constitutes a sample or exemplary answer on this topic.

Definition of Myth
There are many understandings and use of the concept of myth in biblical studies and one should be careful in trying to define the concept exactly. The following points are those which are broadly agreed about the concept of myth.
I. Myths are sacred stories set in a time different from that of the tellers expressing an understanding of reality that justifies some of the institutions of the society of the Tellers. 

2. Some societies are able to enter imaginatively into the situations portrayed by their myths, through ritual or communal celebrations. 

3. Where societies are able to re-enact their myths, and they are not written down, the content of the myths can and does change in order to reflect new economic and political realities. After myths have been written down they are adapted to changing circumstances by means of theological interpretation. 

4. As 'rationality' advances in a society the effective link between myths and the understanding of reality is weakened to breaking point, but myths do not disappear. Because they are not born of logic but encapsulate intuitions of reality which, while hardly understood, make it possible for people to transcend their-immediate circumstances, myths become a constant source for drama, poetry *and art. 

5. While, in popular use, myths as fictions are opposed to history or art, it is possible for accounts of historical events to function so as to express or reinforce the beliefs or values of a society. The 1988 celebrations of the 400th anniversary of the defeat by England of the Spanish Armada drew attention to the way in which popular versions of this event both glorified English skill and bravery and incorporated the theme of the victory of the small and good over the large and evil. This process can be described as the mythicizing of history. 
Eoin Cassidy makes the point that the importance of the myth is that it is seen to be in some way revealing a reality. When this no longer is necessary then the myth becomes a legend, fable, or simple story.

Adapted from “The Search for Meaning and Values” by E Cassidy and “A Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation” eds. R.J Coggins and J. L Houlden

Student Work:   The story of “Children of Lir”
Once upon a time there lived a king called Lir who had four children; a daughter named Fionnuala and three sons called Aodh, Fiacra and Conn. Their mother the queen was dead, and the children were sad because they missed her terribly. They missed the stories she used to tell them, the games she used to play, and the songs she sang at bedtime as she hugged them to sleep. The king saw that his children were sad and needed a mother, so he decided to marry again. His new bride was called Aoife. She was beautiful, but she was not the kind-hearted person the king thought she was. Aoife grew jealous of the four children because their father loved them so much. She wanted the king all to herself, so she planned to get rid of the children. She asked a druid to help her, and together they thought up a terrible spell. 
In the castle grounds there was a lovely lake which the children spent most of their time playing beside. One day Aoife went with the children to the lakeside. As they played in the water, she suddenly pulled out a magic wand and waved it over them. There was a flash of light and the children vanished. In their place were four beautiful white swans. One of the swans opened its beak and spoke with Fionnuala’s voice: “Oh, what have you done to us? She asked, in a frightened voice.” “I have put a spell on you.” Replied Aoife. “Now everything you have will be mine. You will be swans for nine hundred years. You will spend three hundred years on this lake, three hundred years on the Sea of Moyle and three hundred years on the Isle of Glora. Only the sound of a church bell can break the spell.”

When the children did not come home that evening, the king went to look for them by the lake. As he came near, four swans swam up to him. He was amazed when they began to call out. “Father, father” they cried, “we are your children. Aoifa has placed a terrible magic spell on us.” The king ran back to the castle and pleaded with Aoife to change the swans back into children, but she refused. Now he saw how selfish she was and banished her from the kingdom. Lir promised a reward to anyone who could break the spell, but nobody knew how. Lir spent the rest of his life beside the lake, talking to his children, until he grew old and died. The swans were heartbroken. They no longer talked or sang, and nobody came to see them.
Three hundred years passed and it was time for the swans to move to the cold and stormy Sea of Moyle between Ireland and Scotland. The poor swans were tossed about by the wild waves and dashed against sharp rocks. It was a harsh life with little food and the years passed slowly. When the time came for them to fly to the Isle of Glora, the swans were old and tired. Although it was warmer on the island and there was lots of food, they were still very lonely. 
Then one day they heard the sound they had waited nine hundred years for. It was the sound of a church bell. The bell was ringing in the tower of a little church. An old man, called Caomhóg, stood outside. He was amazed to hear swans talking and listened to their sad story in astonishment. Then he went inside his church and brought out some holy water, which he sprinkled on the swans while he prayed. As soon as the water touched them, the swans miraculously began to change into an old, old woman and three old, old men. Lir’s children were frightened. Caomhóg told them about God and his love for all people. They no longer felt scared. Fionnuala put her arms around her brothers and all four old people fell to the ground, dead. Caomhóg buried them in one grave. That night he dreamed he saw four swans flying up through the clouds and he knew that the children of Lir were at last on their way to Heaven to be with their mother and father again.

Questions:

In what sense can the story of the “Children of Lir” be described as a myth?

If someone asked you is the “Children of Lir” totally false / untrue, what would you say?

Besides the framework is there a meaning or message to the story of the “Children of Lir”?

Explain your answer.

An alternative version:
Before the Spell 
Lough Davra 
Sea of Moyle 
Innis Glora 
After the Spell 
Children of Lir

The Children of Lir is one of the most interesting of the Irish legends connected with the Tuatha Dé Danann, a tale of the children of Lir that were changed into swans. It is one of the best known of the Irish romantic tales, and with 'The Fate of the Sons of Usnach' and 'The Fate of the Sons of Tuirenn' it has been grouped together as a triad of stories known as 'The Three Sorrows of Erin' Stories that were once told by word of mouth only were at different stages written into the manuscripts and annals of Ireland by monks and other writers. 

It is not known what parts of the stories are fact or fiction and as Mr Standish O Grady put it: "The ancient history of Ireland passed unceasingly into the realms of artistic representation, the history of one generation became the poetry of the next, till the whole island was illuminated and coloured by the poetry of the bards. Productions of mere fancy and imagination these songs and stories were not, though poetry and imagination may have shaped all their subject matter, but the names are names of men and women who once lived and died in Ireland, and over whom their people raised the swelling raths, and reared the rocky cromlach……." 

The story has been adapted many times by various writers and will continue to do so. Adaptations are ways of keeping old worlds illuminated in the context of our times. For this specific program Áinne Burke, program producer and director, asked the director Sam Burnside of the Verbal Arts Center in Northern Ireland to cast a writer and perfomer for another adaptation of the story. 

Marlyin McLaughlin was selected and was given a mere week to produce the story for our program. She was asked to work on the story in 5 parts : life before the spell, life during the three 100 years of the spell on Loch Davra, the Sea of Moyle and Inis Glora and finally their life's after the spell. Marylin' performance was directed by telephone in a studio in the city of Derry, Northern Ireland from Dublin, the Republic of Ireland as a result of the 'Foot and Mouth' disease movement restrictions. Maybe in years to come some other writer or mythologist will weave the events of our time into their adaptation of the story, who knows?

Before the Spell

King Lir had four beautiful children. They were Finola and Aedh, Conn and Fiacra. Their mother was dead, but he loved them enough for fifty mothers, and they loved him back with all their hearts. 

Dearg, the High King, sent Aoife, his daughter and the children's aunt, to be Lir's second wife. At first she loved the children dearly. How could she not? But she grew jealous, as sometimes happens. She wanted to be Lir's only love, and that could never be, not as long as Finola and Aedh, Conn and Fiacra were there. Every day Aoife grew more jealous. She grew sick with jealousy. She grew mad and bad with jealousy. A truly terrible thought came to her. She told the children that next day she would take them to visit Dearg, their grandfather. 

That night Finola dreamt a terrible dream. She woke with a scream and her brothers came running to her side. 'I dreamt that Aoife threw us away, like feathers on the wind. She wants to harm us. We mustn't go with her tomorrow.', Conn said, 'Aoife loves us. Your dream has some other meaning.'

Lough Davra

In the morning the children climbed into Aoife's chariot but Finola was scared and afraid. She had good reason, for Aoife had a dreadful plan. Aoife stopped the chariot beside Lough Davra. She said, 'Let us rest here.' The children ran to play in the cool clear water. They didn't see Aoife reach for the Druid's wand hidden in the chariot. They didn't see her creep up behind them and raise the wand. Then swish. She brought it down on Finola's shoulders and then swish swish on Conn and Aedh, and then on Fiacra, swish. She cast a spell so strong that no Druid in the whole of Erin could break it. 'You will be swans,' she cried. The children screamed and frightened all the birds from the trees. 'I've got feathers on me! Get them off!' 'My tummy's in the water.' 'It hurts. My elbows are in the wrong place.' 

They tried to catch hold of each other, but they had no hands. They looked around for each other, but they saw only swan faces. They tried to run away, but their webbed feet trod frantically in the water and they crashed into each other. Their wings tangled. Aoife said, 'You must stay on Lough Davra for 300 years, and then on the sea of Moyle for 300 years more, and then on the western sea for another 300 years. You will be swans, until you find a stronger magic than mine.' 

They looked so afraid, that even Aoife felt sorry. She made another spell. 'You will keep your human voices and understanding, and you will have the gift to make magic music. It will bring peace and healing to all who hear it.' 

Aoife jumped into her chariot, and got ready to go. 'Take us with you,' the children shouted. 'If you leave Lough Davra before 300 years, you will die,' Aoife said. 'I don't care. I won't stay here' Aedh yelled, and he tried to run out of the water and follow her, but, because his swan shape was still new to him, he tripped over his own feet and fell helpless on the shore. Aoife's chariot disappeared into the trees. The drumming of the horse's feet and the rattle of the harness and great wheels vanished into silence 'Aedh' Finola called out in a frightened whisper. 'There are foxes around, or wild dogs, or even wolves. Come back on the water.' Aedh came back, slowly, miserably. 'I want to go home.' 'Father will find us' 'How will he know where to look?' 

Only the foxes that shrieked along the shore, only the cold white stars that began to shine in the darkening sky knew where they were. They sobbed and the lapping lake water seemed to sob too. They wound their long necks together, and floated, side to feathered side, through the whole of that terrible first night on Lough Davra. 

When Dearg and Lir found out what had happened to the children, they was so angry with Aoife that she was changed into a Demon of the Air. She whirled, screaming, up into the sky, up among the black storm clouds and the hurricanes, and she is still up there, and will be forever. 

King Lir found the four swans at Lough Davra. They rushed out of the water towards him and he sat down amongst them . He stroked their heads. He wiped away their tears. He hugged them as best you can hug a swan. 'I will bring you home,' Lir said. 'We will be together . . .' 'We can't leave Lough Davra', Finola said. 'Then I will make my home here,' said Lir, and he came to live beside the lake. The swans were happy there with their father. They warmed themselves by the camp fires, they had the tastiest food from the table, they had the softest beds. They heard the best stories and jokes and all the news of the wide world. 

When Lir was sad and lonely, the swans sang their beautiful magic songs and all sadness disappeared, all hurts healed. Maybe the last few faint notes of their singing even reached far up into the sky and were heard by Aoife as she whirled forever alone through cloud and black storm. 

One day, after many years had passed, a thing like a black raven, suddenly plummeted down from above the clouds, so swiftly that it seemed its feathers unravelled behind it. It spun around the swans like a whirlwind, screeching and shrieking with Aoife's voice. 'Leave Lough Davra, 300 years are gone.  300 more you must spend on the sea of Moyle, alone, all alone . . .'. Then the thing that was nearly like a bird shot back up into the sky, straight up like a rocket, screaming as it went. 'I will come with you to the sea of Moyle,' Lir said. 'You can't,' Finola said. She was as pale and frightened as a swan can be. 'You heard what she said. We must go alone.' 'But when will I see you again?' Lir said. 

Then they all started to cry because they realised just how long their separation would be. Lir said, 'Never forget, Finola, and Aedh, Conn and Fiacra, our love will bring us together again' The children gathered about Lir. They opened their wings around him, closed him gently in a circle of feathers, nuzzled their cheeks against his. 'Sing before you go,' Lir said. They sang their beautiful music. Lir's grief eased. Even the children stopped crying as their song got stronger. They flew away, still singing, their great wings beating, swoosh, swoosh, steady and strong. As their music faded into the distance, King Lir called out that there would be a new law in Erin. No-one, ever, would kill a swan again.

Sea of Moyle

The sea of Moyle was wide, dark and deep. The four swans landed in rough water and the cold wind blew them hither and thither. 'It's too big. Where's the edges?' Conn cried. 'What will we eat, what will we drink?' Aedh said. 'Sing to me,' Finola said, 'My heart is so heavy I just want to sink.' They took turns to sing to each other. They sang about their loneliness, their lost home, their love for their father, and their music made them brave, calm. Maybe Aoife, high in the stormy air over the Sea of Moyle, heard their songs, and her jealous heart curdled with spite. No-one sang for her. 

She sent a deadly storm. Black waves rose around them. Black clouds stretched over the sea. Finola said, 'If we are separated, meet again at the Rock of Seals.' Howling winds pounced on the four swans, and drove them apart. They were battered, each alone, by the crashing waves and lashing foam. All night long the Demon storm raged, slashed at their white feathers, drenched them, dashed them down the steep faces of huge clashing waves. Hailstones gnashed them, thunder smashed the skies above them and great flashes of lightening gashed the darkness. 

In the morning, at last, the frowning clouds cleared. The wind screeched itself to a hoarse dying whisper and the waves rested among the rocks. Finola reached the rock of Seals. No body else was there. 'Please, please, please let my brothers be alive,' she said. 'I cannot bear to be all alone.' 

She waited and waited. 'They must come, they must come, they must come.' She waited. And they came! First Aedh and then Conn and then at long last, Fiacra. 
'Where have you been? I thought I would die waiting.'
'I have been in a whirlwind that spat me out,' said Aedh.
'I have been mashed by the sea and put back together,' said Conn. 
'I have been to the bottom of the ocean, holding my breath until I burst,' said Fiacra. 

They were exhausted, bruised, feathers torn and broken. They huddled close together and shared each other's heart beat, each other's warm breath. How wonderful to be still alive, to be still together. 

The lonely days of the three hundred years on the Sea of Moyle passed slowly, but no storm tried to destroy them again. One day, Conn shouted, 'What is that?' A black thing dropped from the sky and hissed over the water towards them. It was Aoife. She skirled and swirled around the four swans so wildly that she twirled up a whirlpool. All the while she was screaming, 
'Three hundred years on the northern sea of Moyle are ended. Your doom takes you now to the Western sea, for three hundred years more,' and then she swooped up crookedly, back up beyond the sky. 
'What is in the west?' Fiacra asked. 
'The edge of the world,' Conn said. 
'Great sea monsters that swallow ships whole,' Aedh whispered. 
The swans shivered with fear.

Innis Glora

They flew west and settled by Inish Glora, keeping close to the coast. But it wasn't sea monsters they needed to fear. Aoife sent a Demon wind from the North, filled with the breath of icebergs. The sea froze solid and was silenced as if dead. The swans froze to the rocks they sheltered on. The cold ice bit into them as if it had teeth. They fought against it, struggled and pulled so hard to escape, that they left behind, caught in the ice, feathers torn from their wings and skin from their feet. They plunged into the open sea. The salt burned their wounds. They screamed, but could do nothing. They must swim. If they stayed on the ice the frost would slide its long cold fingers under their feathers, along their shivering bones, right into their hearts, and squeeze. They would grow numb and still. Snow would cover them. Ice would close their eyes. 

'It's too cold. I'm sinking,' Conn moaned, his breath like mist around him.
Snow drifted against them, lay on their backs. Thin needles of ice grew on their wet feathers. Their breath came weakly. Finola began to sing. She sang of the warm current of sea water from the south that would reach under the ice and crack it open, of the melting away of the ice, and the melting away of all their sorrows. Her singing warmed her, and her brothers joined the song and the magic of their music called out the sun from behind the clouds and brought a whisper of springtime on the softening wind. Time must pass. Time must bring changes.

There were no more evil winds. The swans journeyed all along the western coast, and met the Lonely Crane of Inishkea. 
'What sort of birds are you,' he said, 'talking with human voices?' 
They told him the long sad story of their enchantment and exile.
'I hate being a bird,' Fiacra said. 'We should be at home, grown-up, with our father.' 
'Learning to drive a chariot!' said Conn. 
'Winning all the prizes at the games,' said Aedh. '
Walking with our father in his fields, naming the wild flowers and herbs,' said Finola. 
'Don't say anymore,' said Fiacra. 'It makes me homesick.' For the last time Aoife swooped down out of her lonely place in the sky. 
She swirled and skirled and screamed around the swans.
'Fly where you will. Your exile is ended.' 
'Must we stay swans?'
'Until you find a stronger magic . . . '

After the Spell

The swans flew straight home. They were excited, singing and calling as they went. They watched their reflections skim across the calm waters of Davra, watched their shadows speed along the road to King Lir's dun. 
But they landed among grassy ruins, where the wind whistled over broken walls, and weeds grew high.

'He didn't wait for us.' 
'Over here, look! His name, cut in stone, and ours.'
'Look what it says: Here lies King Lir, the father of Finola and Aedh, Conn and Fiacra. Where ever they are his heart is also.' The swans stood around the huge boulder that marked their father's grave. 
'We have no father, no home. I hate that Aoife.'
They looked up up up. If they'd had fists they would have shook them. 
'I'm going to fly up there and yank her out of the sky,' yelled Aedh. 
'Drown her at the bottom of the sea,' shouted Conn.
'Mash her to bits on the sharp rocks of Moyle.'
'Boil her, bash her.' 

Then a quiet voice spoke out among them. It was their father's voice. It came from the air all around them.
'Aoife is already punished. She is alone for ever. Only spite and hatred fly with her. We have each other, and the whole wide world to be our home. My spirit has been waiting for you.' 

The children of Lir flew off into the whole wide world and their father's spirit flew with them. Nobody knows where they went. Nobody knows if Aoife's spell is broken yet. Maybe they changed back into children, long ago; maybe not. If you meet four swans someday, greet them. They might answer you . . . .and maybe, although you don't know it, you might have the stronger magic . . . . ..

http://www.culturalireland.org/lir_5.asp

Sisyphus
Sisyphus was king of Corinth, He was considered very clever. His greatest triumph came at the end of his life when the god of the Underworld, Hades, to claim him. Sisyphus tricked Hades and kept him captive. This meant that the world was not could work properly. People could not die because Hades could not come to claim them for the Underworld. Eventually Hades was released and Sisyphus was ordered ort the Underworld to face his eternal punishment.

However Sisyphus told his wife not to bury him and complained to the Queen of the Dead, Persephone, that he had not been given a proper funeral. Since he had not been given the correct funeral rite he should no t be in the Underworld. His wife had not placed a coin beneath his tongue to pay the ferryman, Charon, for his journey across the river Styx to the Underworld. Persephone gave Sisyphus permission to return and make the correct arrangements for his funeral and journey to the Underworld.

But when Sisyphus returned to earth he forgot his promise to Persephone and continued to live for many years. During this time he told told Asopus that Zeus had taken away Aaegina, Asopus daughter. Zeus had many dalliances and made many conquests. However Sisyphus had made the mistake of thinking himself equal to the Gods in passing on the information to Asopus. 

Eventually he was called to Underworld again. This time all the funeral rites had been observed so he was destined to spend eternity there. AS a punishment for his pride Zeus decreed that Sisyphus should push a boulder up a mountain and just as he reached the top, the boulder would slip from his grasp and tumble down the mountain and Sisyphus would have to begin again. His punishment was eternal frustration. In this way Zeus, a god, should himself to be more clever than Sisyphus, a mere mortal.

Dagda’s Harp
In Ireland there lived two races of people. One was dark haired and dark skinned and fought with long golden spears. The other was faired haired and fought with short heavy spears.
The fair-haired people were called the Fomorians and their leader who was also their priest was called Dagda. Dagda had a magical harp which was very beautiful. Only Dagda could play this harp. He used th e harp to play battles songs to encourage the warriors in battle; after the battle Dagda would use his harp again, this time to sooth and refresh the warriors after their battle.

There was a time when the Fomorians and the fair haired people were at war. During a great battle Dagda’s hall was not guarded as well as it usually was and some Fomorian chiefs stole Dagda’s harp and made off with it. They fled far from the field of battle and some of their wives and children went with them. 

They came at last to a place where they thought they would be safe and took over a vacant castle. They began feasting and recounting the story of how they had stolen the magical harp from Dagda. 

They did not know that Dagda had followed them with a couple of his warriors. In the middle of their feasting the door was thrown open and the Dagda and his warriors entered the hall. Before any of the fair haired people could do anything Dagda call to his harp to come down from the wall and come to him.

The harp recognised Dagda’s voice and immediately flew from the wall. It killed or swept aside any of the Fomorian people who got in its way. Dagda played the Music of tears and all the Fomorians began weeping and wailing. 

Then Dagda made the harp play the Music of Mirth and all the Fomorians began to laugh. Finally he made the harp play the Music of Sleep. All the Fomorians fell into a deep sleep. When Dagda was sure they were asleep he and his men went back to safety and their own homes.
When they were all deep in slumber, the Dagda took his magic harp, and he and his golden-haired warriors stole softly away, and came in safety to their own homes again.
Dagda, or The Dagda, ("the good god") was ruler of the Earth and of Life and death. He is a master of magic and a great warrior. Dagda was son of the goddess Danu, and father of the goddess Brigid.  Dagda had the power to take life with one end of his war club and to give life back to the dead with the other end. He was sometimes described as Ollathir which means “all father”.
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