The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 1

Invasions and The Mythological Cycle

Betrayal, violence, seduction, murder, thundering giants, jealous kings and shape-shifting spirits … are just some of the elements that make up the earliest Irish tales. 
We don’t know exactly how the first versions of our many myths and legends sounded. They were stories – told by the fire, in the woods, under the stars, wherever people gathered and wanted to make sense of their world.
When Christianity came to Ireland in the fifth century it brought the Roman alphabet and more widespread literacy. 

The monks who first wrote down the ancient stories assembled them into various manuscript collections. The earliest of these writings to survive date back to the twelfth century, though the tales they contain are often several centuries older - so they may have undergone various transformations by the time they arrive at a written form.

Nineteenth-century commentators, whose main interest was the history of language, ordered these narratives into what are called ‘Cycles’: these are known as the ‘Mythological Cycle’, the ‘Ulster Cycle’, the ‘Fenian Cycle’, and the ‘Cycle of the Kings’. 

It’s best to think of these cycles as networks of associated stories rather than as single continuous narratives - as you’d find in a modern novel. Like any literature derived from oral sources – and developed over long periods of time - there are repetitions, inconsistencies, contradictions, omissions and much that is simply, to the modern reader, strange!
The stories which stretch back furthest are gathered into the ‘Mythological Cycle’. 

Central to this is the ‘Lebor Gábala Érenn’, ‘The Book of the Taking of Ireland’ - better known as ‘The Book of Invasions’. This contains a series of stories about successive settlements of Ireland – and the compilers of the Book (monks, working probably between 600 and 1,000 years after the birth of Christ) have attempted to square the stories with what they knew of the history of the world, taken mostly from the Old Testament.

The earliest settlers in Ireland are therefore supposed to have come from Scythia via Egypt - where they were in bondage with the people of Israel. This gives rise to the folk tradition that claims the Irish as a lost tribe of Israel, an idea that James Joyce plays with in ‘Ulysses’ when he has Stephen Dedalus and Leopold Bloom quoting old Irish and ancient Hebrew to each other.

According to the Book of Invasions, six different waves of people come to Ireland. 
The followers of Cesair, a grand-daughter of Noah, survive only for a short time: three men and fifty women accompany her, but two of the men die and the third takes fright at the thought of being responsible for populating an entire island! They die out. 
The Partholonians are more successful. Their story involves the division of Ireland into provinces, the establishment of agriculture and the shaping of a social order – but they’re eventually wiped out by plague. 
The Nemedians are, like their predecessors, given a Biblical pedigree, and are again involved in settlement and agriculture. The Partholonians and Nemedians both have to contend with the Fomorians: sea pirates who prey cruelly on several different groups of settlers. 

The Fomorians are characterised as monstrous and evil; none more so than ‘Balor of the Evil Eye’ who is capable of destroying whole armies merely by looking at them. The Nemedians are initially successful in their battles with the Fomorians, but they are eventually destroyed and the survivors scattered across the world.  A descendant of the Nemedians then brings the Fir Bolg to Ireland, but their time is short as they are defeated in battle by the Tuatha Dé Danaan.

The Tuatha Dé Danaan are the closest that Irish mythology comes to a pantheon of gods - as found in Greek or Roman mythology. They are also the group which finally defeats the Fomorians, though a number of their central figures such as Lug Lámfhota (Lug of the Long Arm) are the result of interbreeding between the Tuatha and the Fomorians: Lug is actually Balor of the Evil Eye’s grandson and kills him by driving a stone from a slingshot through his eye, in line with a prophecy. 

Despite their powers, the Tuatha Dé Danaan are themselves defeated by the Milesians who rule the whole of Ireland - the Tuatha go into an Otherworld under Ireland where they become the sidhe, or fairy folk.
One nineteenth century commentator, with remarkable understatement, notes that the accounts in the Book of Invasions are ‘open to question’; another commentator, while wondering if there is a grain of fact somewhere in all of this, suggests that it is ‘built on moonbeams’.

