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It’s difficult to know where to begin since there are so many possible points of entry to the topic, but I’ll start with a comment that Abigail Burnyeat made in a seminar here quite recently. She remarked that there are similarities in the Scandinavian and Celtic scholarly situations in relation to mythology and drew attention to an influential article of the last century (Page 1978–81) which stressed the need for work on Old Norse mythology to be done by specialists in Old Norse limiting themselves to the area of their expertise. This introduction of the Scandinavian dimension seems very promising but, in the context of the present colloquium, we need to update.  So we are led to ask: ‘What is the 21st-century situation among scholars in Scandinavian Studies?’.  In answer to that query, we find that they have been holding conferences specifically on myth over the last few years and that this year for the first time they are highlighting the comparative approach at a conference at Harvard organised by Stephen Mitchell (2013) that I shall be speaking at next month.  The presentations are to include papers by specialists in Sanskrit and Chinese Studies who will bring their insights to bear from the outside. The contribution by scholars within the field of Scandinavian Studies is still marked by caution, but two of the leading exponents, John Lindow and Thomas DuBois, are venturing out into, respectively, comparisons with the mythologies of Finland and with the Baltic strand of the Indo-European linguistic tradition that is known today in Latvia and Lithuania. It can be noted that they have begun to develop the field by increasing the geographical area of coverage and are dealing with contiguous cultures.  It is probably Jens Peter Schjødt from Denmark who has explored most widely within the entire Indo-European area and, in a paper given in Edinburgh that has just been published in Critical Reflections on Indigenous Religions (2013a), he brought out the different scales at which comparison can be undertaken: the immediate, the broader in geographical extent, and the wide coverage of the genealogically related Indo-European myths. In this paper and in another that is available online through the Retrospective Methods Network Newsletter of May this year (2013b), he has stressed the importance of modelling. It is the prepared mind that can see the relevant connections. Schjødt develops his idea of modelling in the homely image of the jigsaw, and I’ll quote him here so that we can be clear about what would be involved in his eyes. We can keep in mind that a grammar is also a total whole like a jigsaw picture. Schjødt presents the idea of finding some of the pieces of an old jigsaw puzzle in a bag and says (2013a: 37–8):
We know that they are not there all of them, so the picture we will end up with must be incomplete, and it is very likely that some of the pieces we have found belong to other puzzles (Christian ideas by Christian authors), although it is hard to decide which. Now, in order to do anything with these pieces we have to have an idea of what the picture could have been like. Part of this idea will come from the pieces themselves, but it is a necessary prerequisite that we have an idea of the structure of the picture. The blue will probably belong to the sky, the green to the grass and the trees, there may be pieces with parts of persons that must belong together with other parts of persons, and so on. Because of that idea we do not have to assemble every piece with every other piece: the possibilities can be delimited to those that seem to be part of the same motif. But even so there will be single pieces or groups of pieces that we have succeeded to assemble that cannot be connected to other motifs, maybe because we do not have all the pieces or maybe because we are not clever enough. Anyway, if we want to do anything with such a bag of pieces, we have to have a model of what it could be like, and then try from there to collect the pieces, so that they will make sense. And the situation concerning the information related in the Old Norse sources is more or less the same: if we do not have a model, the evidence will remain incomprehensible.
Scholars are wary of modelling as a methodology, probably sometimes because it is simply unfamiliar, but also because of the justified fear that people can be deceived, and have often deceived themselves, into seeing things that are not actually there in the data. This is where the institution of a scholarly field is so valuable as a means to pare away the factors that are the results of too enthusiastic introspection and to create an objectively verifiable theoretical framework, building on the individual insights which, by definition, are initially liable to contain a subjective element. 


At this forthcoming conference at Harvard, two of us are taking a broad Indo-European approach and will be making comparisons between aspects of Old Norse mythology and the Persian Book of Kings, the Shahnameh. I’ll be looking at “Baldr and Iraj: Murdered and Avenged” for which I have the foundation on the Old Norse side of Lindow’s study of Murder and Vengeance among the Gods. It was especially interesting to me to find that the other participant who has chosen to give a presentation in this area is the Celtic scholar, Joseph Nagy. The last time I met him, he was asking me where I had published an article on age-grade systems. It was no surprise that he had some interest in this aspect of my enquiries since one of his books is on Finn and the contrast between the young hunters and warriors of his band and the established older men in Irish society.  This contrast is a very obvious one and it was probably its presence in Irish society that led Kim McCone to posit a major revision that has implications for all Indo-European mythological studies. He did this first in extended form in articles (1986, 1987) and included a fairly brief treatment of it in his Pagan Past and Christian Present (1990: 209–11). That was hardly yesterday and so there ought to have been time for considerable further exploration.  The book was so rich, though, and so controversial in other areas, that this feature did not receive specific attention within the field of Irish Studies, or Celtic Studies more broadly.  What it did do was dovetail with my previous thinking and make me realize how crucial it was to see the traces of Indo-European mythology as possibly resting on an age-grade system which would only have been fully operative in an oral society before the advent of writing; that is, we would be looking at a period of prehistory before the earliest linguistic records. McCone, of course, had to know about age-grade societies of more recent times before he could even posit this idea, but he merely sketched in a comparison with the East African pastoralists and left it at that.  However, the existence of age-grading has massive implications for the way a society organises itself and I tried to absorb information on this from all the available literature (Lyle 1997). One striking point was that such a society could live out, in everyday and ritual existence, a set of three cross-cutting polarities of a kind that I had already posited for the Proto-Indo-Europeans (Lyle 1990).  I had actually wondered how such a complex pattern could have been retained in a society over vast periods of time so I was naturally pleasantly surprised to have this answer presented to the problem I had identified.  We’ll have a chance to look at the concept of a three-polarity system tomorrow in a discussion that will be initiated by James Carney who has been led to it by a different methodology from mine. Three cross-cut polarities yield an eightfold system and in my view the eight components are, on the divine level, the culturally posited supernatural beings of a polytheistic system, the Indo-European gods. Now, either these eight components are gods or they aren’t gods.  It does seem to matter, and to be a question that should be settled one way or the other. Because of the subjective element in any individual scholar’s approach already mentioned, the enquiry needs to be taken up within the field and, in the Indo-European case, this largely means the sub-fields determined by language grouping. The hope is that the necessary attention may be paid to this current theory within the field of Celtic Studies at and after this colloquium.  


So, to revert to the “grammar” of my title.  There are eight identifiable entities but it is the interrelationships between them that create the complex network of a code that is comparable to a linguistic one (Lyle 2012).  A difference is that the linguistic code is confined to the field of language whereas the code under discussion is a cosmological one that embraces myth as part of a system which also references space and time and human individual and social life. I see very exciting possibilities ahead as this code is explored, and argue that a natural and rewarding way to study myth is through a re-examination in the light of this grammar of the narratives in each of the Indo-European language groups, of which the Celtic one has a particularly rich and varied store.


The eight components I have sketched in can be described as “simple”. They include a gender divide between six males and two females, with the females having the pivotal roles of (1) the primal goddess from whom all creation stems, and (2) the queen, who is the object of desire and contention among the young gods.


There are also two “complex” components, the king and the counter-king who is his opponent. Concentrating here on the king, and following the widespread view that Lug can be placed as the central king figure in the Irish context, we can see that he is not at the start of the system (which has already been claimed to be the place of the primal goddess) but has both this female predecessor and also two male predecessors who were kings before him.  Lug is the welcomed successor of the first king, Nuada, and both these kings belong to the Tuatha Dé Danann, but intervening between them is Bres, who comes from a different group, the Fomorians. This sequence has the potential to be recognised as the charter myth of a scheme of alternate kingship. Alternate kingship works well with matrilineal succession as can be found historically among the Hittites and can be traced in the legends of Dark-Age Greece, as shown  by Margalit Finkelberg (1991, 2005), who is a leading figure  in Aegean Studies. And here again I am indebted to an Irish scholar for an important reinforcement of conclusions I had been reaching independently. This was Máire Herbert, who heard my conference paper on a line of queens as the pivot of a cosmology (Lyle 1992) and pointed me to the work of Margalit Finkelberg, with whom I was later able to have discussions that proved fruitful for us both. From the point of view of feminist studies especially, it is important to note the difference between the view offered here and the view formerly taken by Marija Gimbutas.  She saw the importance of goddess figures in Indo-European stories and also identified traces of matrilineal succession but she put them all down to being elements that were left over from the world of Old Europe (Gimbutas 1991: 348–9, 352, 396, 401) . It is obvious that they can equally well be seen as belonging integrally to the Indo-European world in which they are embedded and, as I have just claimed, two key female figures are essential to the Indo-European organisation at the levels of gods and humans in prehistory.  

Again, we have components in a grammar that has to be studied as a whole. Derrida in Of Grammatology, touched on the point that grammar is actually something that is cognitively present in the mind. He showed that linguistic grammar is only one expression of a structuring that could also find expression in images and, we can add, also in a total cosmology of which myth is located in the register of narrative. Continuing in the linguistic area of scholarly discourse, we can perhaps say, in Ferdinand de Saussure’s terms, that mythological stories have been very interesting to explore on the level of parole as individual instances of expression in specific speech (or myth) communities, but that it would be doubly interesting to explore also the langue, the basic structure at the root of these individual instances – their grammar. And I hope that we are engaged at this colloquium in the process of inaugurating such study. 

It can be argued that mythological study on the firm basis of a grammar has considerable importance for the cultural history of Europe, and not simply of Europe but of the world at large, in which Europe and its Indo-European heritage, have been an anomaly – with Europeans being presented as lacking roots in their own past and only being reflected through records in the written medium that came in from the outside. Although the term “religion” is not fully appropriate for an oral culture with a cosmology that involves all levels of existence, nevertheless there is some value in seeing the mythology as an expression of the Indo-European indigenous religion on a par with the indigenous religions of other world populations that did not encounter writing until a later point in time. I suggest that, if we employ the appropriate methodology, we can reach an understanding of the prehistoric conditions in which the Indo-European mythology arose, and can begin on the absorbing task of studying the divergences that took place diachronically to yield the different patternings and free fantasies found in historically known societies, including those of the speakers of Celtic languages.

I’ll finally address the practicalities of how we can set about using the proposed grammar in the context of Celtic mythology. The first point is that we do not need to establish its absolute truth before making use of it. It would be nice to think that it is valid – and I have a good deal of confidence in it – but its validity is not an essential since a hypothetical model can  function usefully in the interim, while it is still being assessed and explored. If we work with ten clearly distinguished entities, we are not at the mercy of names and nor are we lost in a maze where a god or god-like hero in one culture is somewhat like a god in another in one respect while being similar to a rather different one in another culture in certain other ways. We have to identify the place of the god, which is one of ten possibilities overall, or eight if it is a male and only two if it is a female. It is often the role in a story that will clarify the position. Because we do not have the situation of a complete pantheon operating in a prehistoric context, and because names are fluid and may change their attachment, we may sometimes want to offer the proviso that the hero named N has the role of a particular god within the confines of a particular story.  There is nothing forced about the application of the features of a model. The model merely gives a much needed base. Mark Scowcroft referred to stories in Irish tradition as often relating  to ‘the architecture of medieval learning’ (1988: 1) and that has a solid feel to it.  I think we can also say that stories in Irish and Welsh tradition sometimes relate to the structure of a cosmological grammar which can be just as firmly grounded.  
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