Blog Six
Ancient Beginnings from Ireland and New Futures for
All

Smashing Times are one of seven partners involved in Legend of the Great Birth, a European
cooperation project funded by Creative Europe and implemented in the framework of
the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018. Legends of the Great Birth is a Creative Europe
transnational project that explores, through the use of performance, a common European
mythological heritage, specifically in relation to the Myth of Creation, a myth present in a range
of mythologies.
As part of the project Legends of the Great Birth, I wrote a series of short articles to share the
research we have come across as part of our involvement in this project and to offer reflections
on myths of creation linked to stories of powerful women from ancient times to the present.
In a previous article one of the mythical women creatures I wrote about from Ireland was
An Cailleach Bhéara or Cailech Bérri, a figure that has appeared in Irish and Scottish folklore.
‘She is an extremely complex figure with a multiplicity of forms and functions and her cluster of
roles includes those of a divine ancestress, an epitome of longevity in passing repeatedly
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through the cycle of youth and age, a sovereignty symbol, and a geotectonic role in landscape
formation.’1
There are many different interpretations of this creature from the past and this reflects on the
fact that women themselves are multi-faceted and often defy definition. Too often media and
society tend to stereotype or box women in to specific ‘categories’. While An Cailleach Bhéara
may be a ‘type’, she is many different ‘types’ and not easily defined. As a mythical Irish Goddess
from ancient times, the Cailleach Bhéara can be an ancient mid-wife like a Wandering Witch who
gives birth to all things and may even be referred to as the original ‘creator’ of the universe, the
original God.
In 2004 when writing about the Winter Solstice, the brilliant Irish Times journalist Eileen
Battersby who sadly passed away in 2018, created the following image: Imagine a witch, a hag,
menace alive in her face, racing across the landscape, scattering stones from her apron in her
haste. These pebbles, in falling from the sky become huge as they touch the earth’ creating a
world of stone and mountains. Who was this witch-like creature racing across the landscape,
scattering stones from her little black bag. The pebbles, round and black and shiny are thrown
down as if falling from the sky and they create mountains and magical hillsides, places of beauty
and wonder. But how can a witch create places of beauty and wonder? Is this creature the Hag
of Beara, a kind witch who creates landscapes for the benefit of animals and humans, and who
may have created the original landscape of Ireland way back at the very beginning.
This witch is the Hag of Beare. Some say she is the original creator of the lands and seas of
Ireland and she lives in places of mystery with waterfalls, snow and ice. She has a massive stone
chair on the highest mountain in Ireland, a throne of stone facing North where she sits and
smokes her pipe thinking on other great things to make apart from mountains. When she grows
tired she sings herself to sleep. If you walk across the mountain you can often hear her voice
singing lamentful songs and if you look into the water of the lake at the foot of the mountain you
can see her spirit swimming with the fishes, a place that is thousands of years old.
A favourite night for the Hag of Beara is the Winter Solstice, the longest night and shortest day, a
day when we celebrate the return of the sun with the symbols of light encouraging love and
kindness to shine across the earth. Solstice means ‘sun standing still’ and is the moment from
which the days will begin to grow longer and the nights shorter.
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It is said the Hag of Beara can see as far as the pre-historic monument called Stonehenge in
England believe to have been built around 3,000 BC and in Ireland she can throw a stone as far
as the megalithic monument in Newgrange, County Meath. These are places of mystery and
provide a connection to an ancient past. Newgrange is now a world heritage site and is a 5,200
year old Irish passage tomb located in the Boyne Valley. Built by Stone Age farmers Newgrange
is a mound about 85 metres high 13 metres wide and has a passage entrance about 19 metres in
length that leads into a chamber with three alcoves. ‘The passage and chamber are aligned with
the rising sun on the mornings around the Winter Solstice.
Newgrange is surrounded by 97 large stones called kerbstones some of which are engraved with
megalithic art’. 2 Another name for Newgrange is Brú na Bóinne which is Irish and means
Women of the Moon or the Womb of the Bright Cow. Every year at dawn on the day of the
Winter Solstice, the shortest day of the year, a magical event happens at Newgrange. The winter
light from the rising sun enters a small opening or roof-box situated above the passage entrance.
The shaft of light enters through this opening in the roof-box and penetrates the passageway to
illuminate or light up the inner space.
The idea of illuminating or lighting up an inner space is a key concept to carry with us as we
move forward in life. Learning and understanding how to look after our inner selves and how
to listen to our inner, instinctive ‘voice’ enables us to remain centred and connected. In the same
way that the Hag of Beara has many different sides to her, so too do all humans have many
different elements to our ‘being’, both light and dark. Accepting who we are is an important part
of self-esteem.
What has all this to do with ‘myths of creation’ and a common European heritage, you may ask?
What comes across from reading the different myths and legends across Europe is that, while
the stories are different, they share a common desire to move out of darkness and isolation into
a future of human connection and respect, to care for the landscape, the universe, and most
importantly to let go of greed and connect with each other. In telling myths and legends into the
future, it is important to tell stories that do not perpetuate negative stereotypes or systems of
oppression but instead to find new visions of a past and a future where all beings are treated
with dignity and respect. That is the vision of a Europe we are working towards, a world built
on a desire to promote peace, equality and diversity for all.
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