
bbc.co.uk/ni/schools/storyteller

Study Ireland: storyteller

The Thorn Tree

Key words 

Fairy Tree, Emigration, Gentle Place, 
Exorcise, Change, Entrepreneurial 
Flair, Development, Modernisation, 
Scenery, Subconscious. 

After many years in London, Seán returns to the remote boyhood farm which he has now inherited 
following the death of his Uncle Mickey. He left in the Þ rst place because he saw no future in the 
area, but now he hopes to turn it into a leisure project.  He sees his native district in a new light now, 
and it is a very different light from that which Uncle Mickey saw it in. Mickey had loved the land as 
it was; it did not give him an easy life but it was a contented life, in balance with the environment 
and the spirit of nature.

To achieve his goals, Seán must redevelop the land, and that includes the destruction of a fairy 
thorn, �hallowed ground�, a �gentle place� as Mickey described it. The Thorn Maiden inhabits 
the tree, and Mickey always warned that it should be left alone, not out of fear, but because he had 
always been on good neighbourly terms with �them�, the fairy folk. He had only been caretaker of 
the land, holding it in trust.  But Seán must destroy the tree, for progress� sake, and to escape from 
the clutches of the past. When the locals refuse to cut down the tree, he does the job himself. But the 
Thorn Maiden remains alive in his mind, and Seán has to leave for the second time. 

Activities

� Find out what you can about fairy trees and bushes.

� Are there any trees or bushes in your district which were connected with supernatural beings 
(e.g. fairies or the dead)? Where are they situated? What species of tree are they? What do 
people call them - fairy bush, fairy thorn, lone tree sceach, bile? Why do people consider these 
bushes or trees signiÞ cant, rather than others? Were fairies or the dead supposed to live in or 
under the tree, or go there at certain times? Find out if cutting or interfering with a local tree 
or bush would bring bad luck. Does a lone tree scream or bleed when cut?

� The land is the source of fertility and food. The preservation of this fertility is all important, and 
so in ancient times many customs and beliefs grew around it. Fairy wells and fairy forts were 
considered good to have on one�s land since they meant that the land would be fertile. Care 
for these traditions also meant care for the land. What �pagan�customs and practices have 
come down to us as Christian practices - holy wells, Hallowe�en, St. Johns Eve/Midsummer 
bonÞ res, Midwinter/Christmas etc.
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�  Consider how Mickey�s �superstition� is also an environmental concern.

� Do you think that the thorn maiden really appeared to Seán, or was she only in his  
imagination?

� Seán is aware of his subconscious gnawing at him. Is it just the story of the tree that he is 
trying to conquer, or do you think that he might be trying to come to terms with other parts 
of his life?

� Consider placenames with �thorn� (Lisnaskea - Lios na Sceiche, Ring Fort of the Thorn) and 
other trees(Derry - Doire, Oak Grove).

� Why did Seán leave? �Afraid to go forward, unable to go back�. 

� �Give me back my dear boy, my innocent, give me back my thorn tree�.  Seán plants another 
tree, why did he do that?

Music

St. John Irvine �The Hawthorn Tree� set 
to music by Dorothy Parke (collection �By 
Winding Roads)
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STORYTELLER

We often use the term �Ghost Story� to describe tales of the supernatural. But are these �Horror 
Stories�? The Þ lms in our series work most often in the mind of the characters and the audience, not 
on our senses, not frightening us by nasty scenes of blood and murder or by piercing screams and 
shrieks. But what about the tree-cutting scene in �The Thorn Tree�? If the maiden only appeared to 
Seán in his mind�s eye, did the way it was Þ lmed seem horriÞ c to you? Did you Þ nd the other stories 
frightening? If so, why or how were they frightening?

The �bean sí� and the spectre of death in �The Undertaker� are presented as realities. But does the 
Thorn Maiden appear to Seán in �The Thorn Tree�, or is she conjured up in his imagination from the 
stories he had been told as a child? The superstition or �pisreog� becomes real in his mind.
The priest in �The May Altar� is bafß ed by the reappearance of the ß owers. He tries to break with 
tradition, but, again, some �geis� or taboo in his subconscious preys upon his mind.
Is psychology the modern way to understand folklore?

KEYWORDS

NORTHERN IRELAND CURRICULUM

English
Attainment Target 1 Talking and Listening
Attainment Target 2 Reading
Attainment Target 3 Writing

Consult the English Programmes of Study and Attainment Targets, Levels 3-10 for relevant 
statements.

Cross-Curricular Themes

�Storyteller� should provide plenty of opportunities for cross curricular theme work. Cultural 
Heritage features particularly strongly throughout. EMU  is often relevant, in �The May Altar�, for 
example. Grief and bereavement are topics within Health Education which arise in �The May Altar�. 
Economic Awareness issues arise in several stories.

Folklore  Folktale  Legend  Storyteller/Seanchaí  Supernatural  Superstition/

Pisreog  Taboo/Geis  Irish Language  English Language  Local  International  

Imagination  Subconscious  Media  Communications  Cultural Heritage
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General Questions and Activities -   Apply to each programme.

� General class discussion on each story. The teacher might focus on �words and images�, 
and the relation between the two. What were the most effective parts of the story? How 
well do you think the story was told; how well do you think the story was depicted?

� Divide the class into groups of about six. Let one person in each group be the storyteller. 
Tell the story using words and body language only. Try to make it as frightening as 
possible. Then write a piece about �The strangest thing that ever happened to me� or �The 
most mysterious moment I ever had was...�

� Let the children imagine some weird or unusual incident. Divide the class into pairs: 
one talks about it, the other plays the part of a reporter from the television or the local 
newspaper. Then swap roles.

� Ask each child to write a short report on the story for the television or local paper.

� Ask people at home or in your neighbourhood if they know any ghost stories. Tell your 
story to the class. Have you any explanation for what happened?

� Are there any legends connected with your area?
- Historical Legends
- Local Legends
- Personal Legends
- Religious Legends
- Supernatural Legends

� Have a discussion about whether or not such things as ghosts, gnomes, fairies, banshees 
etc. really exist. What kind of evidence can the pupils give for their views?

� Some of the �Storyteller� Þ lms have unexpected endings. Ask the pupils to rewrite the 
story in their own words and give it a different ending, or to write their own �Tale of the 
Unexpected� with a surprise ending. Remember that magical and supernatural stories can 
have as unusual and fantastic endings as they can imagine.

� Provide short stories with surprise endings, e.g. the stories of O. Henry.

� The teacher might want to follow �Storyteller� up with other stories or poems dealing with 
the supernatural: e.g. �The Raven�, and other poems and stories by Edgar Alan Poe; �The 
Monkey�s Paw� by W.W. Jacobs; �The Legend of Sleepy Hollow� by Washington Irving.

� Ichabod Crane in �The Legend of Sleepy Hollow� was fascinated by tales of ghosts and 
spectres, listening to them at every opportunity. But he was really frightened by them. 
Have you ever read a book or seen a Þ lm that affects you like this?

But if there was a pleasure in all this, while snugly cuddling in the chimney corner of a 
chamber that was all of a ruddy glow from the crackling wood Þ re, it was dearly purchased 
by the terrors of his subsequent walk homewards.  What fearful shapes and shadows beset 
his path amidst the dim and ghastly glare of a snowy night!

Washington Irving The Legend of  Sleepy Hollow.
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� The quotations from the Ordnance Survey Memoirs seem to regard the traditions and 
folklore as ignorant peasant superstitions. Is this a fair and informed assessment, or does 
it display another kind of ignorance and intolerance on the part of the Memoir writer?

� Do the Ordnance Survey Memoirs for your area give any account of storytelling?  Are 
there any other local sources of evidence?

� Storytelling is a part of our oral tradition. How does the visual approach of television 
enhance the story and the drama? Discuss the effectiveness of the visual element. How 
successful is the narration technique together with the visual in �Storyteller�.

� Draw a picture with a banshee, fairy thorn, or some other such subject.
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