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From the Page to the Stage 
 

This season, the Theater at Monmouth’s Page to Stage 
Tour brings a world premiere adaptations of classic 
literature to students across Maine. The Legend of Finn 
MacCool (grades Pre-K-8) was adapted to build analytical 
and literacy skills through the exploration of verse and 
playwriting, fostering creativity and inspiring imaginative 
thinking. Page to Stage Tour workshops and extended 
residencies offer students the opportunity to study, 
explore and view classic literature through performance.  

 

TAM’s Education Tours and complimentary programming 
challenge learners of all ages to explore the ideas, 
emotions and principles contained in classic texts and to 
discover the connection between classic theatre and our 
modern world.  

 

Teacher Resource Guide information and activities were 
developed to help students form a personal connection to 
the play before attending the production; standards-based 
activities are included to explore the plays in the 
classroom before and after the performance.  

 

The best way to appreciate classic literature is to explore. 
That means getting students up on their feet and 
physically, emotionally, and vocally exploring the words. 
The kinesthetic memory is the most powerful—using 
performance-based activities will help students with a 
range of learning styles to build a richer understanding of 
the language and identify with the characters and conflicts 
of the plays.  

 

Thank you for taking some of your classroom time to 
teach your students about The Legend of Finn MacCool! If 
you need more information to support your preparation for 
the production, please call 207.933.2952 or email us at 
boxoffice@theateratmonmouth.org.  
 

Enjoy the show! 
 

 
Dawn McAndrews 
Producing Artistic Director  
Theater at Monmouth 
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The Legend of Finn MacCool 
 
The Legend of Finn MacCool is composed of three tales about the 
legendary third-century hero: How Finn Became Strong (Birth of Finn), 
How Finn Became Wise (Salmon of Knowledge), and How Finn Became 
Humble (Giant’s Causeway). These tales were selected to explore what 
helped make Finn a good friend, good neighbor, and good citizen. 
 
How Finn Became Strong (Birth of Finn) 
Before Finn was born it was foretold to his grandfather that his daughter’s 
child would steal his thrown; so he refused to let her marry. Finn's father, 
Cumhal (pronounced “Cool”), was told he would lose the next battle he 
fought if he ever married. When Cumhal and Muirne met they ran off and 
were secretly wed. The only person who knew of the marriage was 
Cumhal’s mother. As foretold—Cumhal was killed in battle and just 
months later Muirne gave birth to their son. To avoid his fate, the High 
King had the baby tossed into the moat. But Cumhal’s mother had hidden nearby keeping a 
watchful eye on the babe. She grabbed Finn and they sped away to the woods. There they lived 
in a carved out oak tree, with a puppy named Bran, for five years. After they emerged from the 
tree, his grandmother taught Finn to be brave and strong.  
 

How Finn Became Wise (Salmon of Knowledge) 
Finn MacCool was just a lad when he left his home to 
learn to become a true heroic warrior. Along the journey 
Finn and his dog Brann stopped to rest in a cave. In came 
a terrible Ogre carrying a magical fish—Bradan an 
Eòlais—the Salmon of Knowledge. As the legend goes, 
the first person to taste this fish would become the wisest 

in all Ireland. The Ogre, after trailing the salmon for three years, had finally caught it. The Ogre 
orders Finn to cook the salmon and falls into a deep sleep. The Salmon and Finn work out a 
plan to escape the Ogre’s lair. When Finn removes the fish from the hook, he accidently sticks 
the hook in his own thumb. He sucks on it to ease the pain, tasting not only his own blood but 
the blood of the magical fish, and immediately takes in the wisdom. The Ogre wakes and 
realizes something is wrong. Dressed in sheep’s clothing, Finn and Bran and the Salmon, outwit 
the Ogre and escape to the river. Finn would now grow up to be a wise man and a great hero. 
 
How Finn Became Humble (Giant’s Causeway)  
The giant Finn MacCool, lived in the Antrim coast with his wife 
Oona. Across the water in Scotland (just 13 miles away) lived 
another giant named Benandonner. One day Finn decided to build 
a causeway to go to Scotland. As he approached Benandonner 
hurled insults and even sheep at him. The two giants started 
hurling stones in the water to get at each other so they could fight. 
When Finn realized that Benandonner was much bigger than him, 
he quickly turned around and rushed back to Ireland. Benandonner 
followed to take care of his Irish foe. Finn’s wife Oona came up with a plan to outwit the bully. 
She dressed Finn as a baby and put “her” to sleep in the crib. When Benandonner arrived and 
demanded to see Finn, Oona asked him to wait until Finn returned from hunting. In the 
meantime she asked him to help her feed “the baby”. When Benandonner saw the size of “the 
baby” he was terrified as he wondered how big the father would be. After eating some 
destructive griddle cakes and bits of meat (and losing a few teeth), he excused himself and 
hurried back to Scotland, tearing up the Causeway on the way. Forever after, the two giants 
lived peacefully in their respective lands and never hurled insults at each other again.   
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The Blarney Stone 
Adapting a Classic 
 
Classrooms may read one of the following versions of the Irish Tales as adapted by 
contemporary writers. 
 

 
Finn MacCoul and His Fearless Wife: A Giant of a Tale from Ireland 
by Robert Byrd 
 
In this version of the Celtic folktale, the giant Finn MacCoul is 
challenged by the even larger, Scottish giant, Cucullin. Cucullin has 
it in for Finn, just as he has it in for every other giant in the land. As 
Finn and his wife, Oonagh, are wielders of faery magic—and 
Oonagh is also has an uncommon store of quick wits—they cook 
up a clever plan that results in Cucullin losing his golden finger, the 
source of his ferocious strength, while Finn escapes being beaten 
into jelly. Byrd retells the tale with vivid language and illustrations, 
weaving telling details of history and lore that convey a sense of the 
Celtic past. A synopsis of the MacCoul legend, source notes, and a 
pronunciation guide appear at the end of the book. Grades 3-5 
 
The High Deeds of Finn MacCool by Rosemary Sutcliff 
 
High King, Cormac MacArt, forms the Fianna to defend Ireland , led 
by Finn's father, Cumhal (pronounced “Cool”). Cumhal is killed by 
Goll MacMorna, who takes over leadership of the Fianna, and 
Cumhal's wife Muirne flees to give birth to Finn. Finn grows up 
strong, studies with the poet Finn Eces, and accidentally tastes the 
Salmon of Knowledge gaining wisdom, and ultimately regaining 
leadership of the Fianna. Most of the chapters in this novel are 
nearly stand-alone tales, covering many of the stories and 
characters associated with the Fenian Cycle. Some of these 
include: Finn's courtship of Sadhbh and the birth of Oisín; the tales 
of Diarmuid and Grainne; Niamh of the Golden Hair; the Giolla 
Dacker; multiple encounters with the Fair Folk; and ending with 
Cath Gabhra and the downfall of the Fianna. Grades: 6-8 
 
 
Finn McCool and the Great Fish by Eve Bunting 
 
Finn McCool is the largest giant in all of Ireland. Gentle and kind, 
he helps the farmers bring in the hay. And everyone in the village 
of Drumnahoon admires him. "He's the best-hearted man that ever 
walked on Ireland's green grass." But for all his strength, courage, 
and goodness, there's one thing that Finn lacks. He's just not 
smart. And he knows it. When a wise man living in a nearby village 
tells Finn about a magical red salmon with the wisdom of the world, 
Finn sets out to catch the fish. And he learns a thing or two about 
himself in the process. Grades K-2 
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Retelling a Tale 
Jeremiah Curtain’s Introduction from Myth and Folklore of Ireland  
 

The myth tales in the present volume were collected by me 
personally in the West of Oreland in Kerry, Galway, and Donegal, 
during the year 1887.   All the tales in my collection, of which those 
printed in the volume form but a part, were taken down from the 
mouths of the men who, with one or two exceptions, spoke only 
Gaelic, or but little English, and that imperfectly. These men 
belong to a group of persons, all of whom are well advanced in 
years, some very old; with them will pass away the majority of the 
story-tellers of Ireland, unless new interest in the ancient language 
and lore of the country is roused. 
 
For years previous to my visit of 1887 I was not without hope of 
finding some myth tales in a good state of preservation. I was led 
to entertain this hope by indications in the few Irish stories already 
published, and by certain tales and beliefs that I had taken down 

myself from old Irish persons in the United States. Still during the early part of my visit in Ireland 
I was greatly afraid that the best myth materials had perished. The persons whom I met that 
were capable of reading the Gaelic Language had never collected stories. All that was left was 
do seek out the old people for whom Gaelic is very-day speech and trust to fortune to find the 
story-tellers. 
 
I was not disappointed, for in all my journeyings I did not meet a single person who knew a myth 
or an old story who was not fond of Gaelic and specially expert in the use of it; while I found 
very few story-tellers from whom a myth tale could be obtained unless in the Gaelic language; 
and in no case have I found a story in the possession of a man or woman who knew only 
English. Anyone who reads the myth tales contained in this volume will find that they are well 
preserved. 
 
The time perhaps may not be so distant when, on the basis of correct information, the 
erroneous opinions on myths and mythology now held by most people will be reversed—a thing 
quite possible in this America of ours, where the printed word is so far reaching and so strong. 
 
—Jeremiah Curtain, Hoopa Valley, Humboldt County, California. 1889 
 
Writings by Jeremiah Curtain: 

 
Read Hero-Tales of 
Ireland online at: 
http://www.archive.or
g/stream/herotalesofir
ela00curtuoft#page/n
7/mode/2up 

 
Read Tales of 
Fairies and of the 
Ghost World at: 
http://isites.harvard.
edu/fs/docs/icb.topi
c152414.files/Curtin
.pdf 
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What are Myths and Legends? 
 
What are myths and legends anyway? Are a ‘myth’ and a ‘legend’ the same thing? What’s the 
difference? Are they fact or fiction? Do all cultures have myths and legends? How did myths and 
legends come to be? And why are many of these stories still so popular? What can you learn 
about a culture by reading their myths and legends?  While both myths and legends are part of 
folklore, they are distinct from each other.  
 

 
Myths: The Facts 
Myths are ancient stories that have their roots in 
the sacred beliefs or cosmology of groups of 
people long ago. The stories take place in a 
remote past, in a time before historical time, and 
the main characters are deities, semi-deities, or 
humans with extraordinary powers. Myths 
represent the ways in which all cultures, before 
the advent of modern science, sought to explain 
the origin of the world and of human beings’ relationship to it. Explain to students that myths 
stem from the desire to know and make sense of the world. They are explanations of how things 
began. The stories are timeless and concern the human condition: what we are, why we are and 
how we react to things. Some stories might seem unrealistic but the message behind the story 
usually has an important religious or social meaning that sets myths apart from ordinary stories.  
 
Legends: The Other Facts  

Legends are a subset of myths—like squares are a type of rectangle. 
Legends too are explanatory stories. Like myths, they have fantastic 
elements in them. Legends however are set in historical times and in 
places that seem recognizable and the main characters are humans. 
Legends may grow up around historical people and events or may be 
wholly imaginary. Legends have often been passed down from 
generation to generation, and popularly accepted as part of history. 
While myths tend to explore the meaning of the world, legends are 
tales of heroes who generally go out on an adventure and accomplish 
amazing and sometimes impossible feats.  
 
Most races and cultures have national heroes, for example Ancient 
Greece has Hercules while Britain has King Arthur and France has 
Joan of Arc. Here are some other legendary heroes: Robin Hood, 
Boadicea, Beowulf, Finn MacCool, William Tell and Gilgamesh. What 

does a hero have to do to become a legend?  Can you name any heroes from the 20th or 21st 
Century? 
 
To Myth or NOT to Myth  
Ever wonder why people in different countries across the globe created myths in the first place?  
Did you know that people in Arctic lands (Greenland, North America, northern Russia and 
Scandinavia) relied heavily on fishing and hunting for food as it was too cold for farming? 
Animals and weather are prominent in their mythology.  And Greek, Roman, and Egyptian 
myths have many similarities because of their proximity to each other. For thousands of years 
they invaded and traded with each other. In the 4th century BCE the Greeks conquered 
countries in the Near East and spread Greek culture and language over the area. However, by 
the 2nd century BCE, Romans had conquered the area and expected all the people and 
countries to worship Roman gods and to adapt to Roman culture. At the same time, people in 
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Central and South America have the common theme of sun worship and used mythology to 
reinforce their power over the people they conquered. And Australian Aborigines are closely 
linked to the land and to nature. As with other cultures, Aboriginal people have passed their 
creation stories to their descendants through story-telling, dance, art, etc.  
 
Themes in Myths & Legends:  People created myths to help them to better understand the 
world and their place in it. From spiritual rites to sacred animals to festivals honoring certain 
times of the year, myths often formed the center of the life of a village or region. Many myths 
describe the creation of the universe and the formation of the Earth and of people. Different 
cultures all have stories explaining how they believe the universe began.  
 
Man vs. Wild: Many cultures have myths that explain how different parts of the natural world got 
to be the way they are. For example, many cultures have myths to explain the constellations;  
the Southern Cross, found on Australia’s flag. The constellation known as the Pleiades (ply-
adeez) is also known as ‘the seven sisters’ in both Greek and Aboriginal myths, with stories in 
each culture of how the seven sisters got to be in the sky. 
 
Before Science and Theories of Evolution: According to most mythologies, people were created 
by the gods, for example the Egyptians believed that the first human beings were made from the 
tears of Ra, the Sun god; the Norse god, Odin, made a man and a woman from driftwood.  
 

Man’s Best Friend: Common types of animals play important roles in myths 
and legends. Some cultures, for example, believed that when birds 
migrated, they were leaving this world for another. Some myths tell how an 
eagle (in Finland) or a swan (in India) laid the egg that gave birth to the 
world. 
 
There Be Monsters!: Many myths contain unusual beasts; serpents such 
as the many-headed Hydra and the winged horse Pegasus are important 
beasts in Greek myths.  

 
Gods and Goddesses and Heroes: Gods and goddesses are often the central characters of 
myths. The heroes that fight for or against them are often the stuff of legend. In Greek 
mythology, heroes are nearly as important as gods. Heroes are usually the child of a god and a 
human. For instance Achilles, Atlas, Odysseus, Perseus, and Heracles. 
 
Whatever they explain, myths and legends were told to deliver a message to the listener. To 
teach a lesson to help a young person survive. The messages they carry might still be relevant 
today, so we continue to be fascinated by the stories of people a long, long time ago. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reflections: Truth or fiction? 

Ask students to brainstorm qualities they feel a hero should have. Tell the story of 
Robin Hood to students. Discuss his qualities, for example his sense of humor, fair 
play, and daring escapades. Do students think he is a hero? Did he really exist? 
Why has this story survived through the centuries? 
 
Discuss, as a class, similarities and differences between heroes in legends. Has our 
image of heroes changed over the time? Ask students to list the qualities of heroes 
and heroines that might be displayed by people today. 
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The World of the Play 
A Timeline of the History of Ireland 
 
7500 B.C.E.  First Known Inhabitants Settle in Ireland 
 
600-150 B.C.E Celtic Tribes arrive on the island 
 
300 A.D.  The Time of the High King and the Legends of Finn and the Fianna 
 
432 A.D.  Saint Patrick arrives in Ireland, bringing with him Christianity 
 
1541    Britain’s King Henry VIII is declared King of Ireland 
 
1608  Britain’s King James I sends thousands of Protestant English Farmers to 

Ireland to take over land owned by Catholic Farmers, mostly in the north.  
 
1692  New laws forbid Catholics to vote, own land or practice their religions. 

Laws remain in effect until 1829. 
 
1845-49 A potato blight kills Ireland’s staple food crop. About a million peoples die 

from starvation and fever during the Great Potato Famine. 
 
1916 The Easter Rebellion. Armed Irish Patriots rebel against British troops in 

Dublin, Ireland, on the Monday after Easter.  
 
1919-21 Anglo-Irish War between the British and Irish Republican Army. In treaty, 

Britain finally gives up control of most of Ireland but tightens its grip on the 
six counties of Ulster (Northern Ireland)  

 
1921-23 Irish Civil War between those who accept the treaty with the English and 

the Irish Republican Army, which want all of Ireland to be free of British 
rule. The Republicans lose.  

 
1949 Britain declares Ulster a permanent part of the British Empire. The lower 

26 counties of Ireland declare themselves the Irish Republic, totally free 
of British control.  

 
1972 During anti-British protests in the Ulster town of Londonderry on January 

30, 13 unarmed marchers are killed by British troops, and event now 
known as Bloody Sunday. A more intense era of bloodshed begins. The 
Irish call this violence, the Troubles.  

 
1990 Mary Robinson becomes the first woman president of Ireland.  
 
1998 Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland adopt the Good Friday 

Agreement, an important step in the peace process. 
 
2005-06 European Union officially recognizes Irish as a working language. Irish 

government begins a 20-yer plan to make Ireland a bilingual country 
where everyone speaks both Irish and English.  
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A Map of the Island of Britain 450 A.D. 
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BEFORE THE PERFORMANCE 
 

1. Myth and Legend 
The Legend of Finn is considered a Myth. Myths, like fairy tales, usually take place 
“long ago” and have special beginning words such as “Once upon a time”, and 
ending words such as “lived happily ever after.” Often thay have both a good 
character and a not-so-good character, and the good character usually wins in the 
end. There is almost always royalty and castles, and sometimes magic. Myths often 
contain a problem, and by the end, a solution. Ask your students:  

 Does The Legend of Finn MacCool fit all the criteria for a myth?  

 What kind of beginning and ending words did it have?  

 Who were the good and not-so-good characters?  

 How about magic?  

 Can you identify the problems and the solutions? 
 

2. Myths and Legends of the Alphabet 
Assign a letter of the alphabet to each student. Ask them to research a mythical 
character whose name begins with that letter. If more than one student has the 
same letter, they should make sure they do not choose the same character. Ask 
students to write down any information they find about their character.  Encourage 
them to list the myths in which they character appears. Ask them to add a 
description of the mythical character: good or evil, god or goddess, animal or 
human? Ask students to create an illustration of their mythical character to 
accompany the description. Compile the characters into a book or create a gallery 
(on the wall or online) of the mythical characters complete with illustrations and 
descriptions. 

 
3.  Pass the Story, please 

Theater at Monmouth’s version of The Legend of Finn MacCool is based on one 
specific translation but also many different stories of a traditional tale told orally by 
people in a country that speaks a different language, Gaelic, many centuries ago. 
Ask students to develop their own story based on a fairy tale, myth, or folk tale that 
they have read in class previously. Sitting in a circle, have students pass a talking 
block or beanbag to indicate their turn. When they have the bag, they should add 
one sentence to tell what happens in the original story. Once the story has been 
completed then start to pass the bag again only this time, students may add to the 
story in whatever way they wish so long as they continue to tell the basic tale as it 
was started by those that added before them. Repeat as many times as the class’ 
imagination will allow. Ask students: 

 What did students find easy/difficult/fun about the process?  

 How did their stories change? 

 What elements remained in each version? 

  

9 



AFTER THE PERFORMANCE 
 

1.  Create Your Own Hero 
Now that you’ve seen the production, it’s time to create your own hero. There are all sorts of 
super heroes and super villains in books and movies—what would your hero look like? What 
sort of journeys would you send your hero on? Now’s your chance to start a legend of your 
own. Just answer these questions and then draw your hero. 

 The Hero: Describe your hero. What does s/he look like?  Where does s/he live? 

 The Problem:  What problem is your hero going to solve? What has s/he been 
asked to do? Who is asking and why? 

 The Journey: What journey will your hero have to complete? What will s/he see on 
the way? Will there be any difficulties on the way? 

 The Mythical Beast: Who is the mythical beast in your myth? What special powers 
does this beast have? What does the beast look like? 

 The Protectors: Will your hero meet any Gods on the way? Will they give any 
special objects or powers? 

 The Obstacles: Where does s/he meet the monster? Are there any obstacles in the 
way? 

 The Conflict: How does the hero outwit the monster? Does the hero use any special 
powers or objects?     

 The Problem Solved: How does the hero solve the problem? What happens at the 
end? 

 
2.  Imagining the World 

Designers translate the world of the play into the real space and time of the performance, 
creating the music and sound, set, costumes and props for the production. Designers 
transform the ideas of the story into real elements that convey the mood, meaning and 
magic for the audience. What choices did the designers make for this production? How did 
they represent the characters, the places, and the magic of the tales? How was it different 
than what the students imagined? How would students have done it differently? Divide 
students into groups and ask them to pick an element of the play, sets, costumes, props and 
re-design it for their own production. 

 
3.  The Hero’s Journey 

Well known mythologist Joseph Campbell felt that everyone followed the path of the “hero’s 
journey”—encountering challenges in life, attempting to overcome them, and changing as a 
result of conquering them. Within a given journey, one finds many obstacles, barriers, and 
enemies, as well as friends, allies, and teachers. Trace Finn’s “hero’s journey” over the three 
tales that make up the play. Discuss specific moments when he confronted to obstacles, 
barriers, enemies, friends, allies, and teachers. As a class, create a timeline of his adventures 
and then break into groups and have each draw a section of comic strip of the journey. Be sure 
to include visuals of the events, places, and people he meets along the way. 

 
4.  Change the Ending 

Some adaptations of fairy tales or folk tales update the story into a contemporary time 
period to make the play more recognizable to a modern audience. In pairs, students should 
pick one of the tales and select a time period and location (city or region) to reset their tale. 
Ask students to rewrite the ending to one of the tales. Add an illustration to show how things 
change in the new ending.  
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RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS AND STUDENTS 
 
Books on Myths & Legends 

 Fantasy Literature in the Classroom, by Monica R. Edinger. Scholastic.  

 The Storyteller's Sourcebook: A Subject, Title, and Motif Index to Folklore Collections for 
Children, by Margaret Read MacDonald. Neal-Schuman.  

 The Uses of Enchantment: the Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales, by Bruno 
Bettelheim. Knopf.  

 Fairy Tale in the Ancient World, by Graham Anderson. Routledge. 

 The Orchard Book of Greek Myths, by Geraldine McCaughrean. Orchard Books. 

 Myths and Legends from around the World: The Crystal Pool, Geraldine McCaughrean. 
Orion Children’s Books. 

 Mythology, Eyewitness Guides, by Neil Philip, Dorling Kindersley. 

 The Creation of the World: Myths & Legends, by Claude-Catherine Ragache. Cherrytree 
Books. 

 
Books on Finn MacCool 

 Finn MacCoul and the Great Fish by Eve Bunting. Sleeping Bear Press 

 Finn MacCool and the Small Men of Deeds by Pat O’Shea. Puffin Books. 

 Finn M’Coul: Giant of Knockmany Hill by Tomie dePaola. Scholastic Books. 

 The Green Hero: Early Adventures of Finn McCool by Bernard Evslin. Antheneum. 
 
Websites 

 Irish History Links for Children. Provides links to information on Irish History and Culture. 
http://www.irishhistorylinks.net/More_Links/Childrens_History.html   

 A Guide to the Irish Language.  Provides details on writing and speaking Irish. 
http://www.omniglot.com/writing/irish.htm   

 Irish Myths and Legends. Complete resources for Irish myths and legends. 
http://www.theemeraldisle.org/irish-myths-legends/index.htm 

 The Giant’s Causeway Visitors’ Center. Features a great animation of the legend. 
http://www.demotix.com/news/1313711/giants-causeway-visitor-centre-opens-its-
doors#media-1313693 
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Common Core Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy addressed in the 
Guide: Anchor Standards for Speaking and Listening 

 Comprehension and Collaboration 
o Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations and 

collaborations with diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly and persuasively. 

o Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and formats, 
including visually, quantitatively, and orally. 

o Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric. 
 

 Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas 
o Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that listeners can 

follow the line of reasoning and the organization, development, and style are 
appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 

o Make strategic use of digital media and visual displays of data to express 
information and enhance understanding of presentations. 

o Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative tasks, demonstrating 
command of formal English when indicated or appropriate. 

 

http://www.irishhistorylinks.net/More_Links/Childrens_History.html
http://www.omniglot.com/writing/irish.htm
http://www.theemeraldisle.org/irish-myths-legends/index.htm
http://www.demotix.com/news/1313711/giants-causeway-visitor-centre-opens-its-doors#media-1313693
http://www.demotix.com/news/1313711/giants-causeway-visitor-centre-opens-its-doors#media-1313693

