THE CHILDREN OF LIR 
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PROLOGUE: - IN THE BEGINNING
NARRATOR:    In the beginning, before humanity knew the one God, there were men, and women too, who were thought to be lesser gods.  Truth to tell, many of them had extraordinary powers, though not all of them used their powers for good.  Yet there were a few who laboured to make their world a better place and their people happy.  

In Ireland, one such leader was the great king, Bov.  Bov had two daughters. Eve, the elder, was famed throughout the land, as much for goodness as for her radiant beauty.  Of her younger sister. Aoife, less was known, though she too was handsome.  And it came to pass that many men sought the hand of the lovely princess, for men were as moved by beauty then as now.  Only one suitor won the heart of Eve, however, the handsome Lir, Chieftain of the Tuatha de Danann.   *****

LIR & EVE’S WEDDING – WEDDING DANCE OF EVE
BOV:  A fond father’s blessing on you both!  Where is the music?  Music ho!  Dance everyone!  Rejoice with me that my daughter is wed.*****

EVE:   Sister, we must go, for the fort at Shee Finnaha is many days journey.  Are you not happy for me?

AOIFE:  You have done well.  Lir is a man any woman would welcome.

EVE:   Don’t look so downcast.  You will have a husband like Lir one day, and I will dance at your wedding.  Lir, I’m coming. (sound of footsteps retreating)

AOIFE: (aside)  There is no man like Lir, and you sister have him 

NEW BORN JOY
NARRATOR:  And a year later, there was great joy, for Eve bore a daughter to Lir, whom they called Fionnuala.  All of their people celebrated, for Eve had won the hearts of Lir’s people.   Less than two years later, a double cause for jubilation came.  Eve bore healthy twin sons, Fiachra and Conn.  The people felt truly blessed and Lir’s happiness knew no bounds*****
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EVE’S DEATH/LAMENT OF EVE’S DEATH
NARRATOR:   Yet this happiness was short lived.  When the twins were only five, Eve fell victim to a raging fever.

EVE:  Fionnuala, I know you are but seven; nonetheless you will have to care for your brothers.

FIONNUALA:  No, mother.  You aren’t going to die!  We need you!

EVE:  I am being called away by a power greater than any of us.  Remember, I love you.  Take care of Fiacre and Conn.  Your father will need you to…

FIONNUALA:  Mother! Mother!
NURSE:  She is gone child.  And this land is the poorer for her passing*****

BOV’S OFFER

LIR:  I can’t believe Eve is dead.  Three years since her death and I can still hardly face the days that lie before me. Only my children comfort me.  For I see Eve in them, especially in Fionnuala
BOV:  I have shared your grief, for she was my daughter before she was your wife.  Yet for the sake of your people you must be strong, and for the sake of your children you must marry again.

LIR:  There can be no one for but Eve.

BOV:  There is one who is very like her - her sister Aoife.   Aoife has refused all suitors and I believe that she is in love with you.  With my free will I gave to you one daughter.  Now with all my heart I offer you my other daughter, for who is more fit to raise Eve’s children than her sister? *****

 THE SECOND WEDDING – WEDDING DANCE OF AOIFE
NARRATOR:  Lir, reluctant at first, was persuaded by the needs of his children.  There was a resemblance between the sisters in face and voice and, in his imagination; he could pretend to be reunited with his wife.

BOV:   May all joy and contentment be with you and, my grandchildren, with you as well.  Welcome your new mother.

FIONNUALA:  Welcome to our family.*****

BOV: There must be music.  Let the dancing begin
FIONNUALA:  Why are you so sad father?

LIR:  I’m not sad; I just remembered that your grandfather called for music in the same way when I married your mother.   Be good to Aoife children, for it is not easy to come to a marriage where there are already children.

FIONNUALA:  We’ll do our best.  Now father dance.

AOIFE: (aside) Why is he talking to his children now? I am his wife. This should be my day.

LIR:  Aoife, shall we dance?  Everyone is waiting for us to lead off.

AOIFE:  Yes Lir. Let us dance then*****
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AOIFE’S GROWING JEALOUSY

LIR:   I’ll be away today Aoife. I promised the children that I would walk with them in the woods.  I love their questions.  Fiachra has a new one every minute and Conn, Conn can never have enough of the wilderness.   I could leave Fionnuala with you for company if you wish.

AOIFE:  She wouldn’t want to miss time with her father.

LIR:  Truth to tell, I don’t want to miss time with her either.  I will see you later then.

AOIFE: (aside) Yet you don’t mind missing time with me, Husband!*****

NARRATOR:  There was no denying that Lir’s affections went to his children first.  Oh, Aoife could not complain that he mistreated or ignored her, for he was always courteous and gentle.  But he did not love her with the fierce passion with which she loved him.  Even when she had heard of her sister’s death, Aoife’s first thought had been that Lir was now free.  Aoife’s passion for Lir was so strong that she wanted all of him.   Jealousy of the children grew sharp and sour within her.  What right did they have that was stronger than her own need?  And the venom worked within her, poisoning her every thought.

AOIFE:  I’ll never have him while his children live.  No, not while they live, yet children have died ere now…*****

AOIFE:  Fionnuala, call your brothers.  I have a surprise for you all.

FIONNUALA:  Fiachra!  Conn!  (sound of running steps).

CONN:  I’m here!

FIACHRA:  And so am I.  Why did you call us?  

AOIFE:  I asked your sister to call you.  Your father left last night with the border patrol, as you know.  It suddenly came to me that you might enjoy a trip to see your grandfather Bov.

CONN:  When can we go?

FIACHRA:  We haven’t seen grandfather since the fall fair.  He’ll be pleased to see us too! *****

NARRATOR:  But though her brothers raced around the fort in high spirits, Fionnuala felt no joy.  For she had dreamed the same dream three nights running, and in the dream her mother spoke to her.

EVE’S VOICE (as from a distance) Oh Fionuala, you are all in great danger!  Do not trust Aoife.  Do not, my child. Fear her!!

NARRATOR:  Yet Fionnuala did not know if the voice was truly her mother or if the dreams were to be heeded.  Still she spoke to her brothers.

FIONNUALA:  I think we should not go to see grandfather until father returns.

CONN:  But that could be months.  You know there is trouble on the borders.  Father may be detained for who knows how long.

FIACHRA:  Please, please let’s go Fionnuala.  It is so dull here when father is away.  Grandfather’s court is always so lively.

NARRATOR:  Their pleading was more than Fionnuala could bear, and she couldn’t disappoint them on the strength of a dream alone.  
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THE FATEFUL TRIP/ FIRST TRANSFORMATION

NARRATOR:  The next day Aoife and the children set off in an enormous war chariot pulled by four jet black horses, and driven by the largest man they had ever seen.   They traveled without rest for hours, and then came the storm. 

DRIVER:  Aoife, we’ll have to find shelter.  The children will be drenched.

AOIFE:  Drive on!  We’ll not stop until Loch Derravaragh.

NARRATOR:  When Fionnuala heard the icy command in Aoife’s voice, she feared the dream had not lied.  The thunder crashed, and lightening streaked in fiery trails across the sky.  The winds howled while the mighty horses lurched on.  Wildness was everywhere! *****

AOIFE:  There’s the loch to your left through the pass.

DRIVER:  We’ll make it.  The children will be safe.

AOIFE:  (in a low hissing voice) I don’t want them safe.  I want them dead.  You are to drown them in the loch.  I command it!

DRIVER:  You are mad!  I’ll never touch a hair on their heads.  You dare not harm Lir’s children

AOIFE:  Stop the chariot!!   Now driver take your horses off to drink and leave us be.

DRIVER:  But… I…but…..
AOIFE:   Leave us.  Now!  Or would you rather face my magic?

DRIVER: Ahhhh!  No!

NARRATOR:  As Aoife raised her hands to cast a spell, the terrified driver first backed away, then turned and ran.  Fionnuala and her brothers drew back from the terrifying spectacle of their stepmother.  In their fear, they stepped into the shallow waters of the loch’s edge.

AOIFE:   I cannot kill you myself but I can ensure that you will never come between Lir and me again. (Aoife’s spell is cast) *****

NARRATOR: Aoife’s hands flashed and the children’s bodies began to soften and their shapes distort, until where three children had stood, now floated three white swans.

AOIFE:  As swans you will dwell for 300 years in this loch, a further 300 years in the Sea of Moyle and a final 300 years on Inis Gloria in the desolate ocean.

FIONNUALA:  Can nothing save us!

AOIFE:  (laughing) When you hear a Holy bell ringing, and seek it out, the spell will be broken.  I’ve left you your sweet voices to bring others joy and that one hope. *****
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LOCH DERRAVARAGH

NARRATOR:  When Aoife arrived at her father’s court, Bov asked after his grandchildren, but Aoife was evasive.  He called the chariot driver to him.

BOV:  Where are my grandchildren?

DRIVER: Oh Sire, I dare not say what I have seen.  Who will believe me?

NARRATOR:  Bov drew the news out of the frightened man.  When he heard the terrible tale, Bov knew that the man spoke truly.  Bov called Aoife to him and in her defiant face read the guilt that now shamed his house. 

BOV:  You have used your power to wreak great evil.  Demon woman you have become and demon you shall be! (Bov’s spell is cast) *****

NARRATOR:  Though Aoife waved her hands to deflect the spell, Bov’s magic was far more powerful.  Soon her body was wracked with seizures and the horrified court looked on as Aoife transformed into a hideous dragon.  The stench of sulphur was everywhere.  Then suddenly the dragon, who had once been Aoife, rose into the air and flew howling away *****

NARRATOR:  When his dragon daughter had vanished, Bov sent the doleful news to Lir and rushed to Loch Derravaragh.  There his heart nearly broke when he heard the weeping of his three grandchildren.  Through his tear dimmed eyes, he could make out the forms of three swans.  He called them to him.

BOV:  Oh my precious grandchildren! 

FIONNUALA:  Grandfather!  Can you help us?

BOV:  I cannot undo the spell.  Not even Aoife, if she were still alive could reverse such a spell.  A great wickedness she has cast upon you and… Lir?  You’ve come quickly.

LIR:  But too late to save my children.  Fionnuala, Fiachra, Connor – my lovely children.  You were all I had since your mother died.

BOV:  Oh! This is all my fault!  I meant such good when I urged you to marry Aoife.  Lir, I cannot stand the pain!

LIR:  No, I am the one to blame.   I should have realized… I should never have left the children…

SONG OF FINNUALLA

NARRATOR:  The children became distressed at the grief of the two men they loved the most in all the world.

FIONNUALA:  Conn, Fiachra, let us sing away their pain*****
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THE SEA OF MOYLE

NARRATOR:  And so indeed it happened that, as the children sang, their father and grandfather became still and their hearts eased somewhat.  For that was the one kindness Aoife had done.  No one could hear the sweetness of their voices without feeling peace within.  The years passed and Lir came often to visit his children, as did Bov.  But, as mortal men, though their lifespan was longer than most, first Bov died and then, many years after, Lir came no more, for he too passed on*****

NARRATOR:  Yet there were always others who came to see and hear the legendary swans.  Time passed as time always does.  Eventually three centuries faded into the past and Fionnuala, Fiachra and Conn felt a call that would not be denied.  On one sparkling, clear morning, they rose on their wings and flew in search of their next home*****

NARRATOR:  As the evening sky began to gather into darkness, the wind began to wail and a deep chill set into the three travelers.  Soon they were frozen clear through and then the tugging brought them earthward on icebound wings to the dread Sea of Moyle, a watery wasteland between the coasts of Ireland and Scotland*****

CONN:   Fionnuala, we cannot last in this.

FIACHRA:  We’ll surely die but at least be free of this curse!

FIONNUALA:  We cannot be free until we hear the ringing of a Holy bell.  Huddle closer together.  We can warm each other and ride out the storm*****

NARRATOR:  True to her words, they did survive.  It was a pitiful seascape they inhabited but every time they tried to leave, they found they could not.  Fiachra 

and Conn were inconsolable but whenever they plumbed the depths of their depression, Fionnuala in her love for them, would sing and their hearts awakened once again*****

Soon winter bowed to spring and they found that people came and, once again, warmth entered their bones.   Yet every winter the ice and sleet returned and humans could come no more*****

NARRATOR:  And so it went for another three hundred turnings until an irresistible urge forced them to rise again into the air.  As they flew, an overwhelming sadness came upon them. They were being drawn away from 

Ireland and Scotland towards a storm tossed coast off the island of Inis Gloria in the raging Atlantic Ocean*****
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INIS GLORIA

NARRATOR:  Here there were no mortals and nothing but desolation and howling elements.  Yet on good days, few though there were, seals and terns came to cheer them with acrobatic tumbling and turnings*****

NARRATOR:  Throughout all of the years that followed, they somehow bore their pain and isolation.  Yet two things bothered them most of all.  One was the distant memory of their home, now surely turned to dust and decay. *****

NARRATOR:  The other was the distress at seeing brave sailors lost off the terrible coast of Inis Gloria.   They managed to save one sailor by forming a net with their wings and bearing him to the island.  He lived with them for many years.  One day Fionnuala asked…

FIONNUALA:  Have you ever heard the ringing of a Holy bell?

SAILOR:  Why, every day on land I heard such a bell.

CONN:  What is it, this bell?

NARRATOR:  Slowly, he told them the story of Christ, his miracles, his death, resurrection and the promise of eternal life.   They pondered what the sailor told them and questioned him often.  Life was better for a while until the sailor too grew old and died. They were alone once more, but with a new hope*****

THE ARRIVAL OF KEMOC/SECOND TRANSFORMATION

NARRATOR:   It came to pass that a simple priest, Kemoc by name, came to the West coast of Ireland, spreading the gospel news and gathering a small community about him.  He heard a tale of marvelous swans who sang in voices of unearthly beauty.  Indeed some of the fishermen who were part of his small 

flock claimed to have seen them, though only at a distance.   He was troubled in his spirit by such news, for he had been raised near the shores of Loch Derravaragh.   There when he was a child, his grandmother, a pious woman, had told him the tale of the swan children of Lir.

KEMOC:  Good people, we have built a house where we can worship the Lord.  Now is the time to build a tower and to cast a bell so that it may ring out the good news far and wide*****

THE HOLY BELL

CONN:  Fionnuala, Fiachra, sheeeee – that ringing.

FIONNUALA:  It is a bell!  It must be the Holy bell we have waited for!

FIACHRA: Come on, come on! We must fly to it! *****

THE SWANS RETURN

NARRATOR:   And that evening, Kemoc was startled to see three great swans come winging over the sea towards him.  He first drew back as they settled to earth, and then breathing a prayer, stepped towards them.

KEMOC:  Are you the swan children of Lir?

FIONNUALA Yes, we are Lir’s children.  We have come to you at last.  We have endured time beyond belief***** 
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SECOND TRANSFORMATION & BAPTISM
NARRATOR:  And as she spoke, the swans’ feathers dropped from them.  In a few moments, there stood before Kemoc three incredibly ancient beings.

FIONNUALA: (in an aged voice) We come to ask two things of you.  First, we crave the privilege of baptism.
KEMOC:  Surely, I will do as you ask.  What is the second thing you need?

CONN: (in an aged voice) Our hearts have been moved at the terrible sight of sailors needlessly shipwrecked on Inis Gloria’s coast.

FIACHRA:  (in an aged voice) Could there be a tower built to house a great light to show sailors where safety lies?

FIONNUALA:  Our time is not long, and we have not the strength to do this deed.  But if it could be done, then we shall not have suffered in vain, and much good may come of the great evil that has stolen our lives.

KEMOC:  I am moved by your heartfelt plea.  It shall be done as you ask.  Now I will baptize you, for I fear that your time is indeed short*****

NARRATOR:  When the water was sprinkled on the three, and the prayers prayed over them, they suddenly took on a more youthful appearance.  Turning 

they embraced each other.  Suddenly, their features began to move, faster and faster.  Their bodies started to whirl and then faded to a silvery dust, caught by the wind and blown gleaming across the land*****

KEMOC:  May God hold you in his bosom.  I will honour your request With God’s help, we will honour your request *****

SILENT O MOYLE
THE LIGHTHOUSE

KEMOC:  My people, we have been moved by the spirit of God to build this great beacon of light.  Let us dedicate this tower and the safety it promises to the memory of the bravery and compassion of the three souls who inspired it.  Whenever there is a storm or a ship in peril, we who light this beacon are only living hands moved by their unconquerable spirit.  Their doom they bore and their deaths they accepted.  Great was their spirit and great the gift they left behind.

ENDING

NARRATOR:  And legend has it that when the beacon fought against the blackest nights, its light seemed only to grow stronger.  A beacon of hope, a light of faith, offering salvation to all wayfarers.

Traditional Story Adapted & Dramatized by: 


Warren L. Robinson - SOCAN 2003

