 CR 25 ~ Sinann ~ The Journey of a story
Part 1: My Introduction to Mythology
The story of Sinann, the young poet who gave her name to the River Shannon, the fluid backbone of Ireland, has flowed through my life for more than thirty-five years, now.  Hers is an important story. The oldest version of the creation of the Shannon origin story can be located in early Irish Metrical Dindshenchas, a compilation of early, originally oral poetry, describing the landscape stories of Ireland but that, surprisingly, is not the form in which I first encountered the tale.
Over the years, this story has carried me through so many landscapes, varied vistas, deep pools of exploration and reflection but best of all, so many meetings with others who have also been swept along by this Etiological Myth.  I have been energised by conversations and projects inspired by the Sinann story. These co-travellers have included artists, teachers and the children in their classes, environmentalists, as well academics, some from unexpected disciplines   
And yet, I have never recorded the full story of this journey from its wellspring source to, I can’t say to its convergence with the sea; I am by no means there yet, but certainly to a, much broader, vista of this river story.
Although the ‘Shannon ‘origin’ story first came to my attention around the time that I moved to Ireland in 1990, I can trace the ‘source’ of my interest far earlier than that.  A deep attraction to seeking for meaning in stories goes right back to my early childhood.
This is a bit of a diversion, maybe rather more than ‘a bit’. I am aware of that, but as this is just intended as a personal one of my ‘rambles’, here goes!   
I was the oldest child of parents for whom the reading the bible was central to their beliefs. They were Baptists, not the aggressively evangelical ‘American Southern Baptist’ type more the 19thC philanthropic brand but, nevertheless I had experience of the bible, from an extremely early age, with all its stories. I became very familiar with the musical flow and poetic cadences of the King James bible and the portentous 18th and 19thC hymns even if I didn’t understand all the words. I don’t think this type of exposure did me any harm. It certainly encouraged a love of language, inspired my interest in poetry and when I was in my teens, I had no problem studying Shakespeare. But as I said, I loved stories and always wanted to find out about where they came from. 

But there is another viewpoint worth mentioning. Whereas I have been maintaining that experience of poetic language ‘set me up’ for the future, the Bible stories deliberately selected as suitable for young children were less benign. Who in their right mind would wish to share the biblical version of Noah and the flood with a four-year-old?  Think about it. First you are informed about this invisible person who can see you even if you can’t ser them and whom you are told to address as a ‘loving father.  Then you are told a story about how he drowned nearly everyone in the world just because they had been bad! I still remember the nightmares I had when I hadn’t seen a rainbow in the sky for a while!

Oh, and I just checked. You can still buy wooden Noah’s Arc sets for toddlers on Amazon!

Now, a major part of my work today is to create and tell versions of some of the best of Irish stories for children in senior primary or secondary classes! Neither, stories from the Táin Bó Cúailnge, or the Cath Maige Tuired are appropriate for infants! Come to think of it, I wouldn’t tell them the Children of Lir either! 

Having said all that, there were definitely good, sides, and bad sides to my biblical introduction to stories. I was an early reader and I began to appreciate Old Testament escapades for myself. I feel they had some influence on me at least once I had begun to understand them as a treasure house of mythology.

Afterall, there are some magnificent adventures, battles, escapes and more. I enjoyed the story of Esther, for instance, or Gideon, who never took anything for granted. Yet there were a lot of stories and events that appeared troubling. I had begun to explore ancient Greek, Norse and other mythological sources, but those were just represented as ‘old tales from long ago. The bible stories I was supposed to take ‘seriously.

I recall clearly when this first became a major issue for me, It must have been at a bible class or in Sunday school, when the story of Joshua was recounted; how he and his army arrived at Jericho, blew a few trumpets, and the walls fell, allowing his army to take over the city slaughtering everyone.

I equally, recall my response to the Sunday school teacher, 
‘That's not fair. That's completely wrong. 
I also remember his reply.
’It’s what God wanted them to do’. 
‘In that case, God isn't fair either. 
And that feeling of unfairness, injustice, never quite left me.  In fact, it might have even been one of the reasons I studied Irish 19th century social history in my later teens but, again, that is a story for another time. 

I had already scoured my local library for folktale and mythology.  Classical stories, of course were readily resourced. And, one of the things that struck me, at the time, was that. if I was reading material from the Iliad, for instance, I would meet both Trojans and Mycenaean characters. I would encounter viewpoints from both Achilles and Hector, Priam and Agamemnon.  Yet biblical mythology left me wondering about the Canaanites, the Philistines, the Babylonians and so on. I wanted more information about them and their stories. Yes, I know. I ended up rooting for the priests of Baal rather than Elijah! I was always on the side of the underdog.

Fortunately, I had a gifted, if eccentric, uncle on hand just when I needed one. He was a classicist, who taught at Harrow, a highly respected organist and a gifted linguist. He spoke twenty-six languages and, one year taught himself medieval Welsh and Russian, just for fun. As a young child, I remember him reading me ‘The House at Pooh Corner’ in Latin!

Back in the 1950’s and early 60’s he would travel each summer to exotic, and ancient places in Turkey, Iraq, Romania and so on. I was in awe of his holiday slide shows. I got to see images of Knossos, Petra, Egypt. However, I think I was the only one who ever looked forward to these annual shows.   It was he who. from when I was around eleven, first introduced me to the British museum and showed me how to explore all these other ancient civilizations, including their mythological texts.  Yes, I discovered the epic of Gilgamesh!

I know that this is a longish diversion but I felt it worthwhile to start at the source of my personal journey illustrating just how I have come to relate to mythological texts and stories.  

One more thought. What do I mean by Mythology?
Mythological stories, I firmly believe, are neither history or direct god given instruction! Yet they are also more than mere fanciful tales from long ago created by peoples attempting to put pattern and / or agency on poorly understood phenomena.  They encapsulate shared cultural events and memories shaped into poetic or performative re-enactments intended to be passed on through generations. They frequently include contention dilemmas, and culturally agreed solutions, that may be applicable in future circumstances as well as tales of success, failure, and heroism. Genealogy and family history may also be an important component of stories to be retained and passed on.

Of course, stories change and grow as they are told and retold, accruing fresh applicability over time. But human hopes and fears remain much the same. The dialogue continues to be meaningful.

But perhaps because of my very early relationship with mythology I would go further. Some of these stories have travelled with us for an extraordinarily long period of time both in oral and literary form. I welcome their changing presentation, but feel it important to look back into the tangled forest of time to explore the routes they have taken to reach out ‘now’.. Textual sources and archives, oral folklore, archaeology, and the newer technological treasures such as genetic evidence all help to honour and celebrate their individual journeys.  

Digression over! Now I want to apply all of what has gone before to the story of Sinann.
 
The story of Sinann who gave her name to the Shannon is a great example of a story that has made such a significant journey. So, after a very long introduction let us follow the flow of this particular story.

Part 2: The Lure of Irish Mythology

I really only became focused on what I would have then called Celtic mythological stories in the 1980’s. I had studied the Welsh Mabinogion through the Charlotte Guest translation but without a guide to offer philological support, I could only get so far. 

As to Irish mythology, in spite of the fact that I had studied the poetry of W. B. Yeats at both A level and degree level, I really didn’t have more than a superficial understanding of the stories.

One new ‘spark’ was largely accidental. I was teaching a class of seven to eight-year-olds, all through the 1980’s and one year, it could have been 1987, a schools’ TV series just happened to broadcast an episode on Iron Age communities featuring both Butser Iron Age farm and the Craggaunowen crannog reconstruction in Clare, Ireland.  It’s a bit of a story, but I set up an, orally centred, six-week long classroom project, invaded another older class who were studying the Romans, my class were all in Iron age costume … and a lot more. It was a great fun and, of course, I had the parents, on-board. (sort of) before we began.

The main point is that I began to realise just how little useful educational support material there was for children on the pre-Roman period.  

By now, I was hooked myself. I read as much as I could find, Both Rolleston’s and Squires, ‘Celtic Myth and Legends’ and, of course Lady Gregory’s books. Probably most useful was Celtic Heritage by Alwyn and Brinley Rees. The books were useful but I knew that that I would, eventually, have to become familiar with the landscape that had shaped the stories. 

So this was one reason that three years later I and my two young children, six and three at the time, found ourselves having crossed the Shannon and gone to live beyond the Pale, well more accurately around 14 km outside Carrick on Shannon in Leitrim.  

I don’t recall now, where I first encountered the origin story of the Shannon. This was 1990 and the internet had hardly got going but there were always helpful librarians.

The story that I found was quite coherent. It told of a magical well, kept secret and guarded by wise men, and only men. It was usually described as being circled by nine fine hazel trees whose ‘nuts of wisdom dropped into its waters feeding the salmon who lived in its depths. Sinann a noble young girl secretly dared to go there and the waters rose up becoming a great wave and carried her lifeless body away. The great flood became the river which remembers her name.

The source for the story was given as the ‘Book of Leinster’ and, as I understood it then, had been translated into English in the 19th C by a scholar named Eugene O’Curry.

The story didn’t really surprise me for a number of reasons.
 It appeared to be a version of the tale of Boand, I knew her story well enough. She was the wife of Nechtan of the Brug na Bóinne, (Newgrange) There she had a fling with the Dagda and to cover up the affair and presumably not to upset Nechtan, Dagda arranged for the child to be conceived, carried and born all in one day. This is why in stories Aengus was always referred to as ‘The Young Son’. Of course. Boand felt the need to go and wash after the birth and so she went to her husband’s magical well that was forbidden to women. It made sense as I presume it was nearby. However the angry waters rose up forming a river, and she was swept along, drowned as the water reached the sea. The new River Boyne was named for her.

In both stories the spring was also called as the ‘Well of Segais.’ This well, always appeared connected to hazel trees and the salmon of Wisdom. Its location however, tended to vary. One story even placed it up in the Bricklieve mountains in Sligo.

The other reason I was not that surprised by its general misogyny was because the ‘careless-girl-at-well-punished-for-presumption’ motif did turn up in legends and folktales. Even in Leitrim, not far from where I was living there was a cautionary tale about a girl who left the lid off a well. The water rose up and became a flood which could not be contained until a quick-thinking man, apparently, cut her feet off with an axe! Make what you like of that! 

And there were plenty of other examples to draw from. The origin of the Severn, the longest river in the UK concerned the deliberate drowning of the young Sabrina by a vengeful wife. This story had some superficial similarity with the story of Boand.  But, perhaps, the most interesting example came from the medieval Welsh ‘Owain and the Lady of the Fountain.’ In this story, after golden cups were stolen from their keepers, the well maidens, the land became a wasteland.

At the time I did wonder if these stories represented degradation of the status of female healers and healing sites or just the obvious warnings about control of women’s ‘dangerous’ sexuality. 

However, I felt that there did seem to be some difference between the story of Sinann and these other examples. For instance, Sinann was represented as a young independent girl. There was no aggrieved husband or angry wife involved. Another difference seemed to ne one of motivation. Sinann’s unofficial visit to the well appeared to be initiated by curiosity, a search for knowledge. These were minor but relevant differences. I was still attracted to this story of Sinann and felt it needed a fresh re-telling

 And then one morning when I was ‘keeping shop’ in the Barrel Store Arts outlet, I wrote a story. I had better fill in a few details first. At that time, a group of local artists and craft people managed a showroom right on the corner of the Carrick on Shannon bridge. It was a very picturesque spot, and an excellent shop. It also had an events room upstairs. Any of the members who had goods to sell could offer their time to run the shop. I had ceramics as well as other artwork there and was happy to take my turn. 

It was very quiet, that day. There were few visitors. All I could hear was the occasional car and the river flowing. My retelling focussed on the curiosity and imagination of Sinann, who dared to risk the rising waters allowing creativity to flow and flourish, green and growing ever wider towards the sea.  It honoured the text, as I had it then, without that disapproval and condemnation of her actions. Sometime ago, I found my original draft. Most unusually for me, it showed no evidence of redrafting.

The retelling did get around, with and without my name attached. This was in the early days of the internet so it wasn’t difficult. but it didn’t matter in the slightest. The retelling ended up being helpful to me, a focus for much of my schools’ work. Oh yes, and it also became the name of my house, ‘Teach Shinanna, although, once Eir codes were established, house names, largely, became irrelevant.

And that should really have been the end of the story but, in fact, it turned out to be just the beginning,
 

Part 3: Sinann and Story Archaeology 

My ‘Story Archaeology’ colleague, Isolde, joined us, in Leitrim, in the mid 1990’s. At the time she was studying for degrees in English Literature and Philosophy at Trinity, Dublin but we still found plenty of time to work together. It was Isolde who introduced me to the Metrical Dindshenchas poetry and the fascinating treasures of pre-Norman Irish law.  

Around the millennium there was a lot of money made available for community arts projects, especially in Irish border counties, but for me, the most consequential was the well-funded Moytura 2000 project. It was something that I had hardly believed possible, the chance to create a re-enactment of the Cath Maige Tuired on the site of Moytura itself. 

It was while we were creating the re-enactment narration that Isolde became annoyed that, while she had fluent modern Irish, she was less than proficient in early Irish. Even in the Elizabeth Grey translation of the Cath Maige Tuired, there were passages of ancient and obscure Rosc poetry. These had been left untranslated. Isolde wasn’t going to give up. In the early years of the new millennium, she returned to Trinity to take a Masters in early Irish.

And that is really how it began. Now I could get answers to my questions and we settled down to explore the Irish texts in depth and in the broader context of comparative mythology and archaeology. And, of course, we began with the story of Sinann.

I still remember the very start of our search
‘It’s in the book of Leinster, I argued.
‘There are two or three poems concerning Sinann’ in Gwynn’s Metrical Dindshenchas she told me but they are nothing like the Eugene O’Curry’s story. 

So, we took a careful look at Volume 3, poem 53. It told of a young and gifted woman. She was described as noble, compassionate, radiant, powerful and of high repute. She undertook a quest to seek for, ‘poetic inspiration’ a form of visionary poetry, to be found at a hidden well beneath the sea. Her purpose was to make a new land for her people. As she received this gift of inspired poetry, the ‘lovely bubbles’ bubbled up along with the salmon of wisdom. A great wave rose and covered the land. It was implied that the wave either formed the Shannon or reached the river bringing a new life to her people.

A second poem gave a similar reading. In neither was it implied that she had no right to attempt the quest, only that it was both difficult and dangerous. So how did O’Curry come by his version?

We went looking for O’Curry.  And this is where we uncovered what Isolde always referred to as ‘The Great Mashup!

What we discovered was this.
On the 18th of June 1857 Eugene O’Curry delivered a lecture entitled “OF EDUCATION, AND LITERATURE, IN ANCIENT ERINN”.  This lecture was later transcribed and published by William Sullivan, who coincidentally turned out to be related to Isolde’s family! 

It was at this event O’Curry offered the story of Sinann.
He was a highly reputable scholar, who undertook significant and important work in the field of Irish studies. He was employed by the ordnance survey and worked closely with John O'Donovan in gathering material concerning ancient sites as well as recording information from knowledgeable local informants on place names and family names. His first language was Irish and he worked closely providing translations and notes for the Celtic Society. However, this doesn’t imply he was an expert in early Irish. 
· He may have considered the Dindshenchas poems too obscure for a lecture. 
· He may have had little knowledge or interest in the role of the early Irish Fili (poet class) They were of high status, male or female and their poetic speech was thought to hold the world in balance.
· He may have merely conflated the Sinann and Boand stories. 
· He may well just have been a thoroughly 19th century misogynist! 

And, sadly, it had been his version of the story which had survived and was to be found in libraries and tourism offices.

There is a lot more to tell but on Story Archaeology you can find, translations, and analysis of the poems plus two full podcast episodes and much more.

However, I want to continue with the on-going journey that this story has made and is still making. It does seem to have developed a vibrant life of its own!

Part 4: The Continuing Journey

Isolde and I went on to ‘deep dive’ into a wide variety of Irish mythological stories including the immrama, dindchenchas and much more but although we covered so many topics, what seemed significant was the attention that the story of Sinann received. It appeared to have a lot to tell! 

The story also kept on demanding further research. The dindshenchas version of the story tells how when Sinann found the well beneath the sea the poetic waters rose up into a huge wave that covered the land destroying the coastal environment. It was described almost like a tidal wave. Could this possibly be a glimpse of a traumatic memory, placed into narrative form and passed down through the ages. Was that even possible? 

Perhaps, because I had made so many trips to Australia, (My eldest son and his family live in Queensland), over the years, I had enjoyed the privilege of talking with First Nation storytellers both in Queensland and in the Northern territories. Their stories carrying memories of landscape change over thousands of years were accepted as having genuine longevity. There is a Queensland story telling of crocodiles within the region. There have been no crocodiles in Queensland for 13,000 years.

But could a story remember a tsunami off the west coast of Ireland? There was the Storega Slide around 6100 BC but that hit the east coast, of Scotland and the UK. I needed the help of an ocean geologist who was interested in ancient stories!  And then I read an article by Professor Patrick Nunn from the University of the Sunshine Coast who had whose book Edge of Memory, and later, Worlds in Shadow provided well researched evidence of stories remembering landscape, especially sea level changes.

I was delighted to be able g to speak with Patrick Nunn and we recorded a shared conversation on Story Archaeology. Later we met up in Queensland. He was very encouraging about the longevity of the Sinann story suggesting several historical events, around four or five thousand years back, less cataclysmic than the Storega slide but equally destructive to coastal communities.  I keep an open mind about the idea, but the possibility is definitely intriguing.  

But the flow of the river story has also attracted a number of artists who have contacted me with wonderful ideas and plans for creatively interacting with the story. 
.
For instance, there was Clare whose installation based on the Sinann story was exhibited at the Sydney Biennale. I was able to visit it and to meet up with Clare when it moved to Brisbane. 

There isn’t time in this ramble to introduce each artist and describing their work in detail but their gallery pages are all available under the Arts Projects’ top navigation on the website. Even so I still want to thank each of them for sharing their story of Sinann with me. I suppose, if I stretch the metaphor a little, these tributaries which began with Sinann’s river have each, in their turn, become broad and shining rivers with amazing journeys of their own.
  
But there is one more person, I want to include in this ramble, someone   who has supported and enriched this river story in so many ways, Professor Ralph Kenna. was an Irish physicist with a love of mythology.  He grew up in Athlone close to the Shannon. He was always interested in Irish stories but told me that what inspired him to combine network physics with mythology was the story of Sinann that he found on story Archaeology.

It would take too long, now, to properly explain how Ralph developed a method of analysing and comparing different mythological cycles, or how Innovative this approach actually was, but a link to a conversation with Ralph on his ‘Myth meets Maths’ paper is available on the podcast website page.

Briefly, in 2016 Ralph and his team published a paper in which they used network science to compare the societies described in James Macpherson’s epic poems of Ossian with those of ancient Classical and Irish mythological sources.  The results were all fascinating but for now, let me offer just one example to illustrate its significance. The paper was able to demonstrate strong evidence showing the higher levels of female interaction and agency in Irish mythological tales than in other cycles. 
Ralph followed on with a paper similarly analysing the Kyiv Byliny and a paper shared with archaeologist Daniel Curley on the character of Fraoch . 

But Ralph hadn’t forgotten about the Sinann story and when a new piece of street art, representing the Shannon, was commissioned for Athlone, based on the ‘river god’ stone head from the Dublin Custom house Ralph was not impressed.  He decided to launch an international ‘Arts for Sinann competition with some significant prizes. Along with Daniel from the Rathcroghan Centre and Nicola from ‘Celtic Eye’ arts group Ralph and I got together to promote and support this event.

It all went so well that the next year the ÉIRÍ’ ‘group ‘Evoking Ireland’s Resilient Female Icons’. was set up to extend and grow the project to include other women from Irish Mythology. This included a bigger and better arts competition and involved Irish schools as well, but much more was planned. You can, of course, read all about this on the Story Archaeology website.

Oh, we had a lot of plans, but so sadly Ralph lost an unexpected battle with cancer. Yet all of us who worked and planned alongside him are still in touch and we still all follow where the wonderful Irish mythological stories take us.

Conclusion
Rivers are important. They can be seen as the living veins and arteries of the land. The health of a river predicts and reflects the health and prosperity of the wider landscapes   through which they flow.
Rivers represent continuity yet are also liminal spaces always present but ever changing. Equally, they are functioning paths of transmission through the landscape even if roads and railways have largely taken over that role in modern times. Yet we, and certainly animal life, still depend on them. If our waterways become polluted and fail, we will all suffer.
It is hardly surprising that rivers are personified in myth and folklore.

Recently I was discussing a project with a very creative photographer who is planning a project on the Shannon and Sinann. Like many of us, she is very concerned about the potential environmental damage to river the that is likely to occur if the planned Shannon pipeline goes ahead to provide water for the proposed Dublin data centres. 

She commented that it seemed both tragic and somewhat ironic. Sinann had used her poetic skill to free the salmon of knowledge to swim in her river and now the water of the same river would be diverted to feed the thirst of the proposed data centres designed to store knowledge, information.
But was that truly wisdom?   
It seems that Sinann’s ancient story may indeed, still have applicability.
