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Chapter One



    
        The Arrival of the Tuatha dé Danann
    



The story of the Tuatha dé Danann is told in the    Annals of the Four Masters (Annála na gCeithre Maístrí) compiled
    by Franciscan monks. The Tuatha dé Danann, a mythical race of god-like
    beings with supernatural powers, came to Eire in the mists, or perhaps in a
    cloud, across the seas. They arrived with four magical
    possessions—treasures in fact—that played a significant part in Celtic
    mythology.



    The first was the Lia Fail, the Stone of Destiny, upon which all Irish
    kings would be consecrated. The stone emitted a great roar when the
    rightful king stood upon it. The second was the Claiomh Solais, or Shinning
    Sword. This was an invincible sword of light, crafted by the poet and
    wizard Uiscias. It was always carried by King Nuada of the Silver Arm, and
    once drawn, it would always kill. The third treasure was Lugh’s Spear. Its
    tip was fashioned of dark bronze, finely tapered and fastened to a rowan
    shaft by 30 rivets of gold. Much magic went into its making. The final
    possession was the Dagda’s Cauldron. This large domestic container would
    never run out of food, and all who sat at it would be satisfied. It was
    made by a druid named Semias and imbued with such power that its abundant
    supply of food fed any number of warriors; additionally, it could heal any
    wound and even restore life.



    This was more or less the time of the Bronze Age, and the following influx
    of people came mostly from Spain via Egypt and would go down in
    pre-Christian history as the Milesians. They came equipped with a new
    generation of iron weaponry, and the powerful Tuatha dé Danann were forced
    out of the mainstream. The resulting cultural clash of the natural powers
    of sun, moon, earth, and militarist bent of the Milesians, with the
    mystical, magical, and more intellectual beliefs of the Tuatha tribes,
    settled into the compromise that developed for many years. Broadly
    speaking, Ireland fell into two halves divided by the River Boyne.



    Somewhere along this continuum of time are the beginnings of the Celtic
    Ireland we now recognize, although there are few original sources of its
    beginnings. A few sacred sites and some sculptural decorations on ancient
    monuments remain, but the insular literature that has survived is tainted
    by the fact that it was written so long after the event.



    In the Book of Invasions, there is a story of the day the sons of Mil
    arrived on the Irish shoreline; the great poet Amhairghin set foot on land
    and declaimed:



    I am a wind in the sea (for depth)
    

    I am a sea-wave upon the land (for heaviness)
    

    I am the sound of the sea (for fearsomeness)
    

    I am a stag of seven combats (for strength)
    

    I am a hawk upon a cliff (for agility)
    

    I am a tear-drop of the sun (for purity)
    

    I am fair (i.e. there is no plant fairer than I)
    

    I am a boar for valour (for harshness)
    

    I am a salmon in a pool (for swiftness)
    

    I am a lake in a plain (for size)
    

    I am the excellence of arts (for beauty)
    

    I am a spear that wages battle with plunder.
    

    I am a god who forms subjects for a ruler
    

    Who explains the stones of the mountains?
    

    Who invokes the ages of the moon?
    

    Where lies the setting of the sun?
    

    Who bears cattle from the house of Tethra?
    

    Who are the cattle of Tethra who laugh?
    

    What man, what god forms weapons?
    

    Indeed, then;
    

    I invoked a satirist...
    

    a satirist of wind.



    —With thanks to the Celtic Myth Podshow.
    
        http://celticmythpodshow.com/Resources/Amergin.php
    



    The history of Celtic mythology is held in the natural landscape, in the
    bloodlines of its people, in apparitions that manifest and then are gone as
    you glance their way. There is very little you can pin down, and there is
    much more than you can ever tell.



    There were many, many great leaders and warriors during these times leading
    up to the birth of Christ. One Melisian king, who brought much order to the
    country, was Ollam Fodla, Doctor of Wisdom. He divided the country into
    Cantreds, appointing a chief, or Brugaid, over every territory, and a
steward in every town. He established a school of learning and the    Feis of Tara, which was a parliamentary gathering held once every
    three years and attended by chiefs, scholars, and citizens of the entire
    nation, to decide on governing principles for the country.



    Another great ruler of Ulster at this time was Conor MacNessa, a king
    praised in many songs and stories. He was particularly fond of learning and
    poetry. He declared that great learning should be brought within the realm
    of the common man and that knowledge of the professions should not be held
    away from the masses as a way of exerting control over them. There is a
    curious legend attached to his death; he had a lead ball lodged in his
    brain as a result of an old battle with Cet MacMagach. He had survived
    seven years under the care of his doctor, Faith Liag, who had decided not
    to remove it because of its proximity to the brain. MacNessa, however, had
    to live a life of moderation, avoiding excessive emotional stress—not easy
    for an Irish king in those times. One mid-day there was the greatest
    upheaval in the heavens: the sun disappeared, and an impenetrable blackness
    fell on the earth. Thunder and lightning such as had never been seen before
    rent the air, and MacNessa summoned his wisest Druids and demanded an
    explanation.



    They told him that “there had been in the East, a singular man, more noble
    of character, more lofty of mind, and more beautiful of soul, than the
    world had ever before known, or ever again would know—he was the noblest
    and most beautiful, most loving of men. And now the heavens and the earth
    were thrown into agony because on this day the tyrant Roman, jealous of his
    power over the people, had nailed him high upon a cross, and between two
    crucified thieves, had left the divine man to die a fearful death.” Conor
    was so enraged by this that he lifted his great sword for the first time in
    years and set about bringing down a grove of trees nearby. This caused the
    lethal ball in his skull to explode, and Conor fell dead.



Chapter Two



    Hibernia



    Hibernia, the name for early Ireland, is historically the only land that
    escaped the tyranny of the growing Roman Empire. The Gauls had, in fact,
    sacked Rome as early as 392 BCE and then beat a hasty retreat. They had
    overrun Greece and attacked and looted Delphi in 279 BCE. But, the fierce
    Celtic warriors were finally to meet their match in Julius Caesar. Caesar
    became one of the sources we can use to continue the tale of Ireland from
    his records of the Gallic Wars in 58 to 51 BCE. He devotes a chapter in his
    extensive memoirs to document his fierce opponents, making many interesting
    observations of their way of life.



    Caesar names five of their gods, using Roman gods as reference: Lugh or
    Lugus of the Long Arm, who he saw as the embodiment of the Roman god
    Mercury, the god of the arts, travellers, and commerce; Apollo, akin to
    Belenus, Oenghus, or Mabon, the god who drives away diseases; Mars and
    Jupiter, represented by Teutates, the Celtic god of war and heaven;
    Minerva, the Roman goddess of wisdom, was very similar to the popular
    Brigit, a goddess with many attributes, including handicrafts; finally,
    Caesar compared the Roman god Sucellos to the equivalent of the main Celtic
    god, the Dagda. Additionally, a very popular Celtic deity was adopted by
    Rome—Epona, the divine horse goddess, which came to be enthusiastically
    worshipped by the Roman cavalry.



    It was about this time that the legendary tale Táin Bó Cúalnge
    took place, involving the lengthy war between Connacht and Ulster. It is
    known as the Iliad of Ireland and an appropriate place to end this
    timeline.



    
        Creation Myths in Celtic Mythology
    




    The white mare. Once upon a time, there were no gods or humans—only the land and the sea.
    Where the sea met the land, a white mare, Eiocha, made of sea-foam, was
    born. Nearby grew a sturdy oak tree, supporting a plant with white berries
    of “foam tears” from the sea. Eiocha ate these berries and grew heavy with
    child. She gave birth to the first god, Cernunnos. The birth was painful,
    and in her struggle, Eiocha ripped pieces of bark from the oak tree and
    threw them into the sea, thus creating the giants of the deep. Her
    offspring, Cernunnos, was very lonely and coupled with Eiocha to produce
    other gods: Maponus, Tauranus, Teutates, and the goddess Epona. Eiocha then
    returned to the sea and became Tethra, the goddess of the deep.



    Work of the gods. Once upon a time, nothing existed except a few gods and a
    great oak tree. The gods created humans and the world. First, they
    fashioned a man and a woman from the wood of the oak tree. Cernunnos told
    the oak to grow forests, and he made several animals: deer, hounds, bears,
    ravens, hares, and snakes. Epona made a mare and a stallion. Teutates made
    bows, arrows, and a club. Tauranus also took wood from the oak and
    fashioned noisy thunderbolts and fire. Maponus fashioned an exquisite harp





Chapter Six



    
        The Effect of Christianity and Celtic Superstitions
    



    The “Chronicle of Prosper of Aquitaine,” a historical record of the history
    of Christianity in Ireland, had the following entry for the year 431 CE:
    “Palladius was ordained by Pope Celestine and sent to the Irish believers
    in Christ as their first bishop.” If this is true, then he preceded the
    beloved St. Patrick, who became the patron saint of Ireland. Perhaps they
    are even the same person. The work of promoting Christianity was painfully
    slow but steady. It was fiendishly difficult to replace the old beliefs of
    magical power, the sanctity of kin, and the holiness of nature with the new
    dogma of the Vatican. The church chose, cleverly, to embrace certain
    aspects of Celtic mythology to woo the people with what they knew and
    loved. As part of this strategy, certain pagan festivals were incorporated
    into the Christian calendar; Samhain became All Saints; Beltane was
    transformed into Whitsun, and the goddess Brigit became St. Brigid, with
    her special day at Imbolc.



    Almost imperceptibly, the extravagant Celtic mythology, the stories of
    heroic, brilliant, gifted warriors, stern, wise and sometimes dreadful
    druids, and the exploits of the fearsome Fianna, shifted into the mists of
    the Otherworld and retreated to the earthen mounds that marked the
    Underworld. Their stories were replaced by the tales of the Little People,
    the Aes Sidhe. Legends of leprechauns were born, as well as other fae such
    as fairies, pixies, piskies, goblins, elves, brownies, and knockers. An
    adapted folklore of little people emerged and quickly filtered into the
    literature of Ireland, Scotland, and the new world, notably in the work of
    William Butler Yeats.



    “Faeries, come take me out of this dull world,
    

    For I would ride with you upon the wind,
    

    Run on the top of the dishevelled tide,
    

    And dance upon the mountains like a flame.”



    —By William Butler Yeats, from The Land of Heart’s Desire



    In the early twentieth century, there was a worldwide resurgence of
    interest in spirituality that followed paths other than those practiced by
    organized religions—mostly based on a church hierarchy and a strict
    dogmatic code. In this milieu, modern Druidism and Wicca beliefs became
    very popular, and there are now several well-established and serious
    organizations that are based on Celtic mythology. You can read more about
    this at
    
        http://www.druidry.org/druid-way/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/history-modern-druidism
    



    The Irish are said to be more superstitious than other races. This is
    questionable, but they do have an array of interesting beliefs. Here is a
    sample regarding the days of the week:



    Monday—Avoid marriage or taking a loan.



    Tuesday—Good day to marry or start a journey.



    Wednesday—Good day for writing but avoid new projects.



    Thursday—Good day for a christening but a bad day to be moving house.



    Friday—Really unlucky day as this is when Adam and Eve were banished from
    the Garden of Eden. Don’t prune a fruit tree because it will not bear for
    three years in a row.



    Saturday—Lucky day except for marriage: tying the knot on this day means
    you may not live out the year!



    Sunday—A good day for a wedding. If you are unlucky enough to receive a
    knife wound on a Sunday, it will take a long time to heal.



    Ireland has produced many outstanding artists and in particular fine
    writers, among them William Butler Yeats. I give the last words to him:



    “The Celt, and his cromlechs, and his pillar-stones, these will not change
    much—indeed, it is doubtful if anybody at all changes at any time. In spite
    of hosts of deniers, and asserters, and wise-men, and professors, the
    majority still are adverse to sitting down to dine thirteen at a table, or
    being helped to salt, or walking under a ladder, of seeing a single magpie
    flirting his chequered tale. There are, of course, children of light who
    have set their faces against all this, although even a newspaperman, if you
    entice him into a cemetery at midnight, will believe in phantoms, for
    everyone is a visionary, if you scratch him deep enough. But the Celt,
    unlike any other, is a visionary without scratching.”



    —William Butler Yeats


