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‘A beautiful and vibrant retelling of Ireland’s goddess legends. Timely, relevant and gripping.’

EOIN COLFER

‘Girls Who Slay Monsters is the cool new book that reacquaints us with Ireland’s forgotten goddesses. Ryan homes in on their contemporary resonance, offering up the goddesses as role models for young readers.’

IRISH TIMES

‘[Ryan has] done Irish folklore literature a service. This book is far from any previous collection of myths that has existed. I love that adventurous new authors are daring to find new ways to express these stories.’

MANCHÁN MAGAN

‘A gorgeous treasure trove.’

DEIRDRE SULLIVAN

‘It is amazing what Ryan has done with the old stories.’

DR JOHN CAREY, HEAD OF DEPARTMENT OF EARLY AND MEDIEVAL IRISH, UCC

‘A book that will stand the test of time.’

MARITA CONLON MCKENNA

‘Beautifully written but highly accessible and relatable. A classic in the making.’

SARAH WEBB, IRISH INDEPENDENT

‘Highly recommend this book for all the young goddesses you know.’

MARIA DOYLE KENNEDY

‘This is a well-researched, beautifully produced book that reads like an ode to womanhood and Irish heritage that plenty of readers of all ages will enjoy.’

RUTH ENNIS

‘These legends about Irish goddesses have real girl power.’

IRISH INDEPENDENT

‘Lyrical and spellbinding, Girls Who Slay Monsters gives voice to the often-forgotten Irish goddesses … each goddesses’ tale is thrilling and feminist. A must-read for anyone seeking a fantastical adventure through ancient Ireland.’

SUNDAY TIMES
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Today, as in centuries past, the Irish are surrounded by signs of our ancient gods. Ireland itself is named after a goddess, as is County Armagh. While Lúnasa, the month of August, is named after Lug, a warrior god of many talents.

Yet today many young people know more about the likes of Greek demigod Heracles, or Norse gods Thor and Loki – the heroes of so many popular books and movies – than of Dian Cecht, the super-surgeon, or Cas Corach, a monster-slaying scholar.

But you deserve to know the stories of Irish gods, stories that were preserved for you by your ancestors. It is your right to know these stories.

So, just who were the gods? They were healers and scholars, athletes, artists and shapeshifters. Immortals who commanded the skies and seas. Some lived in battle-worn fortresses on hills or by loughs that can still be visited today. Others dwelled in the mythical Otherworld. These lands were hidden by magic, and could only be reached through invisible portals in caves, hills or waters – portals that opened during Samhain (Halloween).

The Otherworld was made up of many different realms, from the Land Under the Wave to the Island of Danger. Some gods drank from rivers of honey and raced through sun-soaked rainforests and wildflower meadows. Others played with killer cats and swam in shark-infested waters, as cyclones howled overhead.

Wherever they came from, each god left his home for wild and weird adventures. They performed powerful magic, overcame bullies, hunted down treasures and found the courage to be true to themselves.

Just like the goddesses, the gods were also tied to the natural world. Manannán was a son of the sea and may also have been the Isle of Man! Dagda commanded weather, and even death. Many others could take the form of animals, from pigs and deer to red crows and sea eagles.

The gods were so attuned to nature that they could hear the earth speak its secrets, and the sea waves call out to them. And when mortals stopped worshipping these beings, the gods retreated into the land, to become one with the hills and rivers.

So, if you drink from Ireland’s water or eat the grain of its earth, then perhaps their magical essence will become one with you. And as you connect more with nature, and with your truest self, you might start to hear the earth whispering its secrets on your way to school. Or you’ll catch a crow watching you with knowing eyes from its perch outside your bedroom window. You may notice that rain falls when you cry. Or somehow you’ll feel certain, ahead of time, that you’re going to win a match or meet a new friend.

If so, then perhaps you are beginning to sense your own power.

Embrace it.
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Manannán: ‘What is a clear sea for the prowed skiff … I myself see … Mag Mell of many flowers, there are many steeds on its surface, Though them thou seest not …’

– IMMRAM BRAIN

‘THE VOYAGE OF BRAN’, 7TH–8TH CENTURY
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Manannán (Manna-nawn) was a gangly, dark-skinned god who, by the time he was a teenager, had discovered new exciting lands, prevented the destruction of the world – twice – and married a goddess with incredible powers. Unfortunately, none of this had happened in real life but, rather, in his head.

In truth, Manannán spent his days being educated with other young gods on the banks of Lough Foyle in County Derry. Here, their elders taught them strategies for the defence of Ireland because of an ever-growing wave of mortals trying to claim the land.

But Manannán struggled to focus on his lessons. In the real world, the fear of being harmed by land-stealing marauders made him want to retreat to safety. So he soothed himself by staring out over the lough, watching dolphins breach the surface of the murky water over and over again. Then Manannán slipped gently into his daydreams.

Inside his mind, the young god would play tricks on invaders or overwhelm them with superhuman fighting skills he had yet to master in real life.

‘I cast my spear at you, foul mortal!’ he once shouted aloud in the middle of a lesson.

Fellow students always laughed at these accidental outbursts, and Manannán would burn with shame. At other times, the elders threw questions at the god if they caught him daydreaming, to jolt him back to reality. Startled, he would have no idea how to answer and always got into trouble.

Sometimes, Manannán worried that there was something wrong with him. He knew his habits got in the way of having real friends and a normal life. But daydreaming was an addiction he couldn’t give up because he loved who he was in his fantasy world: a hero, someone that people needed.

So, every day after lessons, the god stripped down to his tunic and waded into the lough by himself. Up and down he swam, just like the dolphins. The repetitive action eased him into his inner world where he would lose himself for hours, until evening came.

But on one such day, as he was busy battling imaginary sea monsters, a storm moved over the lough. Manannán was so immersed in his inner world that by the time he realised what was happening, it was too late. The sky darkened, the wind howled, and the water churned into dangerous, furious waves. Ripped from his daydream, Manannán was suddenly wholly alert to the danger he was in. He thrashed wildly towards the shore, but it was no use. A current dragged him further out towards the mouth of the lough and into the Atlantic Ocean. Here, the waves crashed harder, the wind roared, and the sea kept shaking him. It was as though the ocean was trying to wake him up.

‘What do you want with me?’ Manannán cried out, as he flailed his arms and legs, working hard to stay above the surface.

Perhaps it was his vivid imagination, but he could have sworn the sea answered back. In a high, howling voice, it said, ‘See me.’

Stunned, Manannán stopped thrashing and calmed himself as best he could. Frightened though he was, he did as the sea asked and looked at it.

‘I see that you’re … g-grey and wh-white,’ he said, his teeth chattering from cold. ‘And … ah … big.’

‘That’s what others see, but can’t you do better?’

Manannán thought he knew the difference between reality and his daydreams, but now that the sea was talking to him, he wasn’t sure. However, for fear of angering the waves, he looked harder. The wind was quietening down now. Smaller details began to amplify. Instead of huge swells in the water, the gentler waves reminded him of small peaks.

‘You are … an endless valley of mountains,’ Manannán said, trying again.

As if in answer, the water seemed to warm against his skin. Encouraged, Manannán plunged his head below the surface to look – really look – at the sea. Salt stung his eyes and flooded his nose, so that he could taste the ocean in his mouth. But he didn’t resist these sensations, and soon his sight cleared. He could see glassy arrowworms, tiny transparent fish eggs, and larval crabs the size of a barley grain. He cast his eyes down further, and though the light was dim, he saw a gargantuan basking shark gliding through a kelp forest that danced in an invisible breeze.

‘You hold a great city in every droplet of water,’ he thought to himself.

At this realisation, the whole scene appeared less solid, as if everything was becoming translucent. Doubting his eyes, Manannán raised his head out of the water and looked around. But now he thought he could see flowery fields glint like light inside one wave and a forest within another.

‘Am I losing my mind to fantasy?’ he asked the sea.

‘You are waking up to reality,’ it whispered. ‘The world you see in front of your eyes has more to offer you than a thousand daydreams ever could.’

Manannán felt anxious. Reality was a place full of gods and mortals who could cut him with swords or cruel words. It frightened him. But his fear was overcome by curiosity. He wanted to discover what was waiting in these new worlds. So he swam fast towards the flower fields, holding his focus so that he didn’t lose sight of them. Then he felt a strange pull in his body, as if he was being sucked forward. He burst through a wall of seawater and found himself running through a valley carpeted in red clovers and surrounded by softly sloping hills. The young god slowed his pace to enjoy this magical land. He walked, open-mouthed, through the field, his clothes drying under a warm sun.

Soon he found a river of sugar-scented honey. A tired white horse was drinking from it. And tied to the horse was a battered silver chariot. But when Manannán looked – really looked – at the horse, he saw the power still in its legs, the glint of mischief in its eyes, and the sturdiness of the chariot’s bronze wheels.

‘Were you abandoned, boy?’ Manannán asked the horse, stroking its coat, gritty with grime. He climbed into the chariot. At once, the horse snorted in delight. It galloped fast and joyously through the flower fields and towards a shimmering wall of water. It burst through, catapulting them both out into the Atlantic Ocean and riding over waves as if they were hard ground.

Exhilarated, the young god laughed out loud.

‘I am Manannán the sea god!’ he hollered. ‘Son of the waves! Discoverer of lands!’

And when he raised his arms in joy, the waves rose with him in response.

The god hadn’t just discovered the secrets of the ocean that day. By using his imagination – not to escape the world but to truly see it – he had harnessed the power to enter multiple worlds. Manannán didn’t feel like he had to hide away in his mind any more. The real world was just as beautiful and free as the imaginary.

And now he got to watch speckled salmon swimming under the surface as well as multicoloured lambs grazing in golden fields. In the water beneath his wheels, Manannán saw the tops of trees in a vast fruit forest. He reached down to pluck an apple from a branch and the sea splashed and sprayed him in shared delight. It was as if each of the worlds were sheets of transparent paper, delicately laid one on top of the other.

Finally, Manannán returned to the banks of Lough Foyle and rushed to speak with his elders and fellow students. ‘My people,’ he said, ‘I have found a place for us to live in peace, away from warring mortals.’

He told them about his adventure and described what he had seen. At first, the other gods refused to accept that a dreamer like Manannán had discovered any new worlds that weren’t inside his own head. But when they saw how his old horse and chariot could gallop atop the waves, they were impressed enough to follow him out to sea. Manannán showed them how to focus all their attention on a single point within the waves and find the worlds hidden within. His people were delighted to discover they could escape the mortal invaders and live safely and happily in these secret realms.

After that day, Manannán discovered many other magical lands under the sea, providing further refuge for many more gods across Ireland. But unlike some, Manannán never left Ireland for long. He had found his purpose as a discoverer and a shepherd to his people. This role gave him confidence and made him less afraid of the ‘real world’ and the people in it.

Over centuries Manannán even surprised a few Irish sailors on their journeys across the waves, by bringing them on adventures to new lands. But he often pretended to be characters from his old daydreams. For, as ancient as he became, the god still liked to make believe that he was a warrior or a trickster.

If Manannán ever felt himself retreating into his inner world, he returned to Lough Foyle to marvel at each drop of water. And the sea would remind him of all the wonder and adventure that the real world had to offer.
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NAME MEANING:

Being or Having the Nature of the Isle of Man. Manannán may once have been, literally, the Isle of Man, an island off Ireland’s east coast. Many Celtic gods took the form of land masses and bodies of water.
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RELATIONSHIPS:

Manannán married the shapeshifting goddess, Fand. He also had a daughter named Clídna, who gave up her female form to become a wave.
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POWER:

Ability to open and enter multiple worlds, and to command water. An ancient text describes Manannán as ‘god of the sea’ and states that both the Irish and British worshipped him.
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APPEARANCE:

One text tells us that Manannán had black skin. New research suggests that some of the earliest Irish settlers had dark-brown skin, sometimes with blue eyes.
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TREASURES:

Manannán had an impressive collection of treasures! As well as his magic chariot and horse, he also had a self-navigating boat, a cloak that caused forgetfulness, a pig that could be eaten and come back to life, and a magical sword called ‘Great Fury’.
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DID YOU KNOW?

In 1896, a miniature golden boat complete with tiny oars was discovered buried near the water’s edge of Lough Foyle in Derry. The shore has shifted over millennia, but the treasure, known as the Broighter Boat, was deposited in the lough more than two thousand years ago (first century BCE). Because old Irish texts associate the god with Lough Foylethe boat was likely an offering to Manannán.
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VISIT:

Lough Foyle in Derry. The historic lough isn’t officially part of the Republic of Ireland or the United Kingdom. So perhaps Manannán used his magic to keep it for the gods! You can scale the nearby Binevenagh Mountain to find a statue of Manannán with his arms raised as if commanding the waters of the lough. You can also visit the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin, where the Broighter Boat is on display.
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‘As for Nuadu, he was in the centre of the fight. Sreng dealt a blow with his sword at Nuadu, and … severed his arm at the shoulder; and the king’s arm … fell to the ground.’

– CATH MAIGE TUIRED

‘THE BATTLE OF MOYTURA’, 9TH–12TH CENTURY
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Nuadu (Noo-uh-thoo) had golden skin and floppy hair that fell into his deep, brown eyes. His face was so pretty, he made other young immortals swoon. Though he was also built like a bull. And like a bull, he loved to fight.

To him, combat was a thing of beauty. He had to be so light on his feet that he was almost dancing. He also had to master the art of throwing a left hook with perfect precision and summon the strength to get back on his feet after a bone-crunching headbutt.

From a young age, Nuadu boxed with gods twice his size, along the banks of the River Severn in his homeland of Gloucestershire, England. As he was highly skilled, he felt they were fair fights, though he didn’t always win. There were many days when Nuadu would limp home crying, his face so swollen he could barely see. But every setback made him train all the harder.

By the time he was a teenager, Nuadu was unbeatable. As he grew older, Nuadu’s fellow Celtic gods called upon him to be king. They sent him to the golden shores of Clew Bay, in County Mayo, where the gods were being confronted by primitive and warlike Bag Men – mortals who lived in Ireland and didn’t like to share the land.

The Bag Men threatened the gods with double-headed axes and poisoned spears. They offered the gods two choices – leave Ireland immediately or travel south of the county to Moytura, Cong. There, they should agree a way to divide up the country with the legendary leader of the Bag Men, Sreng.

Keen to avoid war, Nuadu agreed to meet with Sreng. He took his closest comrade, a god named Dagda, and together they set out across Ireland. But as they journeyed through a forest close to Moytura, Cong, the two gods were ambushed by Bag Men hiding in the trees.

Nuadu and Dagda were tackled to the ground, and several men held them down by their arms and legs. To their surprise, Sreng himself strode out from the dense forest and stood over them. Without a word, he swung a huge axe and chopped Nuadu’s left arm – his fighting arm – off at his shoulder, spraying so much blood over the Bag Men that it pooled under their feet.

Nuadu was stunned and felt intense, burning pain.

‘How can I defend myself if your men hold me down?’ he roared at Sreng. ‘If you want to finish this fight fairly, tie your arm behind your back and face me, one-on-one.’

Sreng sneered. ‘I’m not interested in a fair fight.’

Nuadu was furious. With all his strength, he kicked the Bag Men off him and managed to get up on his feet. With his right hand, he grabbed a sword from one of the enemies and jumped at Sreng. In one stroke of the blade, Nuadu decapitated the mortal leader.

But as he swung, the god lost
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Gods Don’t Cry offers unsung stories about the ancient gods of Irish myth.

As I began to write this book, some friends were excited to discover the stories of male Irish gods who, like our goddesses, have been the subject of cultural erasure for centuries. Others, understandably, asked if we needed yet another book on male heroes.

My answer was yes. Now, more than ever.

Today’s boys deserve heroes that reflect a fuller expression of male strength. The strength to be gentle, to ask for help, to look within. Our ancient gods challenge modern notions of what it means to be a hero. Many of their myths offer a vision of masculinity that supports gender equality. They don’t shy from emotion and they showcase surprising diversity. They also inspire a deeper appreciation for the magic and power of the natural world.

Few books of this nature exist for boys and fewer still centre on the heroes of Irish myth.

To compose my stories about these authentic Irish gods, I have drawn from over thirty medieval Irish texts, plus works on folklore, Celtic studies, literary critique, botany, science, cultural studies, genetics and paganism. There are some that cannot go unnamed, as without them, this book would not have been possible.

These are: Tales of the Elders of Ireland: A new translation of Acallam Na Senórach by Ann Dooley and Harry Roe. The Táin translated by Thomas Kinsella from the Irish epic Táin Bó Cúailnge. Táin Bó Cúailnge translated by Cecile O’Rahilly. Cormac’s Glossary translated by John O’Donovan. The Metrical Dindshenchas, Volume 3 and Volume 4, both translated by Edward Gwyn. Lebor Gabála Érenn: The Book of the Taking of Ireland, Volume 4, translated by R. A. Stewart Macalister. The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel translated by Whitley Stokes. ‘The Fosterage of the House of the Two Pails’ translated by Maighréad ni C. Dobs. Cath Maige Tuired: The Second Battle of Mag Tuired translated by Elizabeth A. Gray. ‘The Boyhood Deeds of Finn Mac Cumhaill’ edited and translated by Tom Cross and Harris Slover. ‘The Training of Cú Chulainn’ translated by Whitley Stokes. ‘The Wooing of Étaín’ translated by Osborn Bergin and R. I. Best. Cath Finntrága edited by Kuno Meyer and translated by Mary Jones. ‘The Adventures of Nera’ translated by Kuno Meyer. ‘The Pursuit of the Gilla Decair and His Horse’ translated by Standish Hayes O’Grady. ‘The Fate of the Children of Tuireann’ translated by Tom P. Cross and Clark Harris Slover. ‘The Voyage of Bran’ translated by Kuno Meyer.

Annals of Inisfallen, Pre-Patrician Section by Seán Mac Airt. Annala Rioghachta Eireann: Annals of the kingdom of Ireland by the Four Masters, translated by John O’Donovan. ‘On the Manner and Customs of the Ancient Irish: A Series of Lectures’ delivered by Eugene O’Curry. Legendary Fictions of the Irish Celts by Patrick Kennedy. Of Boys and Men: Why The Modern Male Is Struggling, Why It Matters and What To Do About It by Richard Reeves. ‘The Boys Are Not All Right’ by Michael Ian Black for the New York Times. ‘You are stardust: The long view of when your existence really began’ by Daniel Cossins for New Scientist. ‘Science Explained: Do Atoms Last Forever?’ by Jolene Creighton for Futurism. Irish Witchcraft from an Irish Witch: True to the Heart by Lora O’Brien. The Origins of the Irish by J. P. Mallory. Ireland’s Immortals: A History of the Gods of Irish Myth by Mark Williams. Ireland’s Wild Plants: Myths, Legends & Folklore by Niall Mac Coitir. Magic, Metallurgy and Imagination in Medieval Ireland: Three Studies by John Carey.

The UCC Celt project at celt.ucc.ie – founded by Professor Donnchadh Ó Corráin, directed by Dr Hiram Morgan, and managed by Beatrix Färber – gave me access to a treasure trove of translations of Irish medieval texts. The electronic Dictionary of the Irish Language (eDIL) at dil.ie. LibraryIreland.com. The Celtic Literature Collective online, created and compiled by Mary Jones. The articles of Dr John Carey, from ‘Nodons in Britain and Ireland’ to ‘Time, Space and the Otherworld’ and ‘Sequence and Causation in Echtra Nerai’, published in Éigse.

Thanks also to Dr John Carey and Professor Dan Bradley for their invaluable responses to my many emails, and to my sensitivity reviewers, Cathy Reay, Hazem Kahlout, Jordan Lee, Hélène Fallon-Wood, and Jess Webbley-O’Gorman, for their insights.

Finally, it should be noted that any mistakes or misinterpretations in this book are my own and Gods Don’t Cry is not intended as a scholarly work. Instead, elements of each tale have been reimagined for today’s young readers, who will meet complex, diverse gods that have been forgotten for long enough.

I hope my readers will see their own courage and kindness reflected in these stories.
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Thank you once again, to the goddess of editing, Paula Wood. You are an extraordinary talent and this book wouldn’t be what it is without you; Rob Meaney, my rock, for championing my work, and me, and for putting your whole heart into helping us get here; Martha Meaney for your understanding and patience when I couldn’t play games; Amy Kahlout, I’ll never stop thanking you for setting me on this path and staying by my side; Fergus Ryan for your lifelong guidance and love; Carmel Wood for being the person to teach me about Irish myth as it should be taught; and also to Carmel, and Shea Wood, for fostering in me the self-belief that it took to get here; Mali Kahlout, for picking me up in tough times; Adrienne Dunne, Katie Dunne, Emer Dunne, Aislinn Kearns, and Conor O’Neill for your constant support.

Thanks to industry leaders Sarah Webb, Elaina Ryan, Trish Hennessey, Breda Brown, Vanessa O’Loughlin, Eoin Colfer, Vince Murphy, and Mary Murphy, for your encouragement, counsel, and kindness; and all the fantastic, fearless booksellers, bloggers, journalists, librarians and fellow authors for your generous endorsement.

I’d also like to thank everyone at HarperCollins, in particular Conor Nagle for being a friend as much as a publisher; editor Stephen Reid for your brilliant insights and desire to raise the bar; Patricia McVeigh and Courtney Fitzmaurice for being the best publicists in the business; Tony Purdue for your dedication and talent; illustrator Conor Merriman for blowing me away with the action and emotion of your art; and stellar agent Lauren Gardner for understanding everything I don’t, and making me feel like the sky is the limit.
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Ellen Ryan is a writer and journalist from County Wicklow, who has contributed to the Irish Independent and Irish Times, among other media. Her debut book, Girls Who Slay Monsters: Daring Tales of Ireland’s Forgotten Goddesses won both the Children’s Books Ireland KPMG Book of the Year Award and the Children’s Books Ireland KPMG Junior Juries Award, 2023, as voted for by thousands of young readers across Ireland. Girls Who Slay Monsters also won Children’s Book of the Year: Senior at the An Post Irish Book Awards 2022.
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