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Asturian myths and legends hold lots of information about our past which hardly has been explored. How many questions might be answered through the research of our myths?

First of all I would like to give special thanks to Berto Peña, although he is not the only one to deserve my gratitude, for his help to collect the legends and myths, unpublished in many cases, which will be produced in this lecture. 
Among the many myths of Asturias there is one which stands for its beauty – the Golden Thread. It tells of a casual traveler who walks by a well and finds, floating over the water, a golden thread. He holds the end and starts to wind it, but the thread is very long and the man doesn`t manage to finish the ball. When he is close to the end of his task the thread tears and then a voice is heard from the well, the voice of the “xana” (faery) whose was the thread. She laments that with only one more winding he would have earned a treasure but now, Alas! He has lost it altogether. 
Asturian myths are very much like this thread: at first you will notice an interesting detail from a legend such as, for example, a striking connection between a modern tale and an ancient source. From this point you follow the track, from one connection to the next, from one variant to the next, and every question that you believe to have answered leads you to a new one. The bad news is the questions never come to an end. No matter how much you toil, the treasure will remain always, alas, in the next turn of the thread. 
Take for example the legend of Prince Carendón, in county Piloña: they would say that in the field of Carenda a prince was buried with his two daughters, and on midsummer`s night he would go out with them both, riding a chariot. This story is told right in the site where the Moñes diadem, a precious jewel from the Iron Age, was unburied. You then can`t help but wonder: How could such a tradition develop? Does it hold perhaps the memory of some old royal burial, sacked centuries ago? Perhaps a real Iron Age prince lied there on his war chariot, just as in Hallstatt? Might this instead be the memory of some solar divinity, travelling in chariot the day of solstice? Or perhaps this has nothing to do with the former and it is just a recently created little tale, without any hidden meaning? 
Second example:

Na Rebollada cuenten que taba llendando una pastora coxa el ganáu y asomóse un cuélebre que salía d`una torca, d`un pozu, y dixo al toru: “Toru toracu apúrreme pa acá la moza, la vaca y el xatu” y emburriólos al pozu que dendi entós llamose el Pozu la Coh.ita. años dempués el padre de la pastora fue a beber a la h.uente`l valle y topó los corales – In La Rebollada they say a lame shepherdess was herding once her cattle and a dragon showed out of a “torca”, a pit open in the limestone ground. The dragon said to the bull: “Bull, you bull, bring me here the girl, the cow and the calf”, and the bull pushed them all down to the pit which was called ever since “Pozu la Coh.ita”, The pit of the lame girl. Years later the shepherdess` father went to drink at the well in the valley and he found his daughter`s collar, flowing out of the stream.  
Told by Guillermina Gutiérrez – El Pedrosu, Onís – collected by Berto Peña (unpublished)
The story seems to be full of hidden meanings. What does the dragon represent? What is his link with the bull? Why does he want to be delivered precisely the girl, the cow and the calf? Does all this belong to a longer story? 
Let`s move on to another one:

They would say that a man in Llaíñes killed a she-wolf which had tried to attack him, and the man had grabbed her tongue and pulled it inside a water pond and drowned her. Then he went down to town carrying her on his back and a woman saw him and she asked him: “What are you bringing over there?” and he replied “I am bringing death”, and the man got into bed and didn`t get out anymore, he died. [Cuntaben en Llaiñes d´hun home que matara una lloba que se-y fuera a él, y l`home que la garrara pela llingua y la metiera nun pozu d`agua y la afogara. Dempués baxó al pueblu con ella al llombu y violu una muyer y preguntó-y: “¿Qué traes ehí?”, y contestó-y él: “Traigo la muerte”, y l`home metióse na cama y nun volvió salir más, morrió] (Told by Juan Armayor, 67 y.o. and Luis González, 71 y.o. from Llaíñes, county Sobrescobiu. Collected on November 18th, 1999).

(Álvarez Peña, A. 2005: 143,144) 

This tale, so full of mistery, seems to me quite hard to understand. The picture of a hero who holds a wolf by grabbing its tongue we find it, however, in the most unlikely place: Iberian pottery. In La Alcudia, in Elche, (SE end of the Iberian Peninsula) archeologists unburied the pot called “Young man and wolf pot”: in it, a Young man holding a giant wolf is represented, by grabbing its tongue, and he stares the beast while it shakes trying to release. Iberian culture developed between Iron Age and the Roman conquest.

We should therefore walk with care: many times, the most simple legend conceals great misteries. Let`s take for example the Asturian story about this giant snake who lives in a cave and holds in terror the whole town. People wouldn`t even dare to walk by the place until a hero arrives, which changes depending on the versión: a reaper who returns from working in the harvest in Castile as they say in Veigacebrón, County Salas, a couple of “vaqueiros” (highland semi-nomad cattle raisers) in Cangas del Narcea. Never mind. The thing is the brave promises he will kill the monster. Hidden in the field before the cave, he buries his scythe leaving the blade to stand up quite invisible among the grass blades. The dragon goes out of his den and, as he slides across the field, the blade tears his entrails open and he dies. 
The strange thing is that Siegfried, the Germanic hero, killed the dragon Fafnir in a similar fashion: by hiding in a trench and raising his sword when the dragon was unknowingly sliding above him. That`s how they tell it in the Volsünga saga, and you wonder how can ancient Nordic traditions be so strongly connected with West Asturian folklore. 

Next story comes from Cuideiru and is more popular than the formers: 

[...] according to tradition, the newly born don`t come from Paris; boys come from the rock of El Rebeón and girls from the rock of La Deva, [which is an islet some 350 m away from the coastline]; and it is not the stork which carries them, but their own fathers in the y no los trae la cigüeña, sino sus padres in the boats when they return home after working in the sea for one or more days. [...]

 (Álvarez Del Busto, J.L. 2008)

This belief is certainly widespread:

 Armenians believe that the earth is the mother womb out of which men arose. […] Peruvians believe they come from mountains and rocks […] Even today the belief survives in Europe that toddlers “come” from ponds, streams, rivers, trees and so on.
 (Eliade, M. 2000: 368)

The idea that man comes from mother Earth is a very ancient religious intuition. No wonder, then, that Cuideiru fishermen put down their origin precisely to a rock which stands from the sea which feeds them; no wonder, either, that they named it “Deva”, that is, the very old Celtic name meaning “Goddess”, attested in rivers and Wells along the Bay of Biscay, Gaul and Britain. It would be amazing, however, that such a myth like this one, utterly opposed to Christian cosmogony, had reached down to our days across so many centuries of religious change, even if it only managed to survive like a white lie about birth for innocent children. 
A myth about the origin of man and another one on his end. The Fana Xenestaza (county Tinéu) is a mountain slope covered with loose rocks. Legend says it was “una encantada” (literally a bewitched lady, a fairy) who provoked the rockslide which covered the area while she rode downhill on a white horse. This rocky slope is cursed, they say, because the rocks keep spreading slowly and eventually will cover the whole world. This story is today a bit messy, since it has been all but forgotten, but they say that the “encantada” provoked such a disaster as revenge against a young man who was engaged to her but who betrayed and eventually married a mortal girl. 
There are plenty of other examples, as many as you might wish, but I intend to stick to one of the most complete ones, a well documented Asturian myth with many parallels easy to find all over Europe: the Regeneration myth.

My grandfather would say that up the River Mouth in Aboño a ship sailed once, carrying a queen, and the ship landed and a king then led the queen to the shore and he put her under a spell, saying: “May you turn into stone for your sins and deeds”, so she turned into stone, and two lions on each side to guard her. 

This rock got to be called La Piedra la Reina, The Rock of the Queen, I remember seeing it when I was a kid, today it is covered with weed, and I would ask my grandpa, when the power plant was being built in Aboño and the blastings started, if they wouldn`t throw down the rock, and he would tell me: “Damn no, they can`t, can`t you see it`s under a spell?” 
Told by Jesús Parrado, 40 y.o. as told to him by his grandfathera, Ceferino Álvarez Fernández, from Xove, Xixón, who died at the age of 88. Collected in August the 21st, 2007 

(Álvarez Peña, A. 2007: 17)

This is a really short story, but it is full of information. Let`s proceed step by step. 
The main character of the legend is indeed the rock, this magical “Piedra la Reina” which not even dynamite can destroy. Lots of rocks like this one can be found all over Asturias, Leon and Galicia, and in their related legends a mythical woman plays the main role, just as in our example does. The more simple versions claim that it was a “mora” (Moorish woman) or else “una muyerona” (a giantess), the one who carried the big rock on top of her head until she dropped it where it remained to the present day. Most of the times the giantess is a spinner who carries also a spindle in her hand and spins while she walks. 
In some other versions it is the Virgin Mary who carries the rock, at times while she spins, at times while she holds Child Jesus in her arms, at times both things at a time. For example in Leon they tell 
[...] the legend of Cantu l'Arbechu in Ribasil, a natural rock which [...] was carried by the Virgin Mary on top of her head, carrying Child Jesus in one hand and a spindle along with a distaff in her other hand. 
 (Bartolomé, N. 1999: 10)

The next one was collected in Pigûeces, county Somiedo:

That rock it was said that the Virgin had carried it from a field down there, at the bottom, they call it la Penal.longa [. . .] they say that it was the Virgin who carried it up, and spinning with a distaff and the rock on top of her head. That`s what old timers used to say long ago. 
 (Suárez López, J, 2003: 74)

The story will grow even more complicated, however, since some versions exist in which the Virgin, once she has dropped the rock, stays living within it forever. Let`s check for instance the legend of A Pedra da Nosa Señora, The Stone of Our Lady, in Coaña: this rock is a disc-shaped standing stone, a prehistoric remain some two meters high. Legend has it that the Virgin brought it in the sleeve of her dress, therefore she is conceived as a giant woman, just as the “moras” in other cases. Let`s see now how we can know that the lady dwells in the Stone. 
Eva Canel, a local writer, collected in the XIXth century the tale of how the Virgin worked a miracle from the stone, when she proved the innocence of a man falsely accused of a theft. The following is the dialogue between the daughter of the accused and the Virgin: “Sweet Virgin  […] they will not believe me, you talk to them, blessed saint – I can`t; but take them this paper; let them read it, and if on the road you might lose it come back, for here they will find the same words that the document holds, carved on stone” (Canel, Eva, 1997: 11). 

Yeah, that`s right: The Virgin says “I can`t”. Let`s put aside the girl of the Gospel: this Asturian Virgin Mary is a female spirit, a giantess who dwells in a sacred rock and who provides oracular advice, since she is able to determine who is right and who is lying in a lawsuit. Her power rests in the rock, that she can`t leave, just like the queen in Aboño mouth river can`t flee her magical curse. 
Now, in Coaña no sanctuary ever was found upon this pious legend, but in many other places some churches do stand to honour the Lady of the Sacred Stone. 
In Galicia, in Muxía, on the verge of the cape of Finisterre (“Land`s End”), a península lies called A Punta da Barca, Boat Point. On this swept by the waves peninsula some huge granite rocks are found. Legend says the rocks are the remains of the ship on which the Virgin arrived from the sea. A church stands by the rocks, where a crowded fair is held in early September. When the pilgrims reach the place, they perform some healing rituals around the stones that the Virgin brought. The most powerful one is the Pedra de Abalar, literally “Rocking stone”, regarded as the sail of the ship on which the Virgin travelled, according to legend: 

Murguía claims [that] the rocking stones […] were actually used as  judges in the so called juicios de Dios, “God trials”, in order to establish the innocence or guilt of suspects. Modern pilgrims to the Virxe da Barca fair believe that the “piedra de abalar” responds any question she is asked. If it rocks, they take the answer as affirmative; otherwise, it is negative”. 

(Marino Ferro, X.R. 2003: 28) 

This is, then, another oracle like the one in Coaña, also related to the Virgin Mary just as the Coanese one was. We know, moreover, that the Finisterre stone ship had already landed at least in the 15th century: 

In the account that Shaschek wrote on the journey that León from Rosmithal made across Spain between the years 1465 and 1467 it is included the legend that they heard in Finisterre, about how God and His Mother arrived in a stone ship and after landing they climbed the hill called Finisterre, and a temple dedicated to the Virgin was founded on that spot, which stands today: further downhill a big town lies; beyond this town nothing remains but the water of the sea, which only God knows where their limits are [. . . ]

(Alonso Romero, F. 2002: 14)

Let`s step back to get a wider picture. In Brittany we will discover yet another shrine very similar to that of Muxía: it is found by the shore, linked with famous rocks and dedicated to a female character. This shrine is located in the small villaje of Le Plec, in Mor-Bihan. 

Le Plec lies in a península some six km long and two km wide. A chapel stands in it, dedicated to Saint Bridget and located, just like the one in Muxia, over a bed of granite. Not far from the chapel the  Quéguil-Bréhet rises, “Bridget`s distaff”, about three meters high and another rock slightly smaller, the Goruhet-Brehet or “Bridget`s Spindle” (Gahan, M. 2002). Let`s keep in mind that Saint Bridget is widely regarded as a Christianization of the old Celtic goddess Brighid, and that the spindle is a key element in the legends that we have been exploring so far. Brighid is noted, among other things, for being mother of gods and also, for her relation with home works such as spinning.
We have checked so far two elements of the legend: the rock and the woman. Let`s go now for the third one: water.
 Both the Aboño queen and the Virgin of Muxia arrived from the sea. In Navia, where our Lady of the Boat is venerated too, we will find yet a third example: Legend says that once upon a time, when some fishermen from Navia were at serious risk of perishing in the middle of a terrible gale, they called upon the help of the Virgin and she saved them by appeasing the rage of the elements. The miracle took place when the fishermen where sailing in front of a noticeable rock, not far from Navia: the rock which came to be called Peña de Nuestra Señora, Rock of Our Lady, ever since. 

They also found right there, floating on the waves, a statue of the Virgin which they carried, being so merry and grateful, to the town. Every year after this they would undertake a procession with boats to the rock, where they would rest the image of the Virgin for a while before sailing back (Junceda, E. 1979: 348, 351, 352).

Please notice that it is once more the remarcable rock the one which bears the magical power, since the statue must return every year to the stone in order to renew its power. The main character in this sort of legends is not, therefore, the Virgin but rather the place where she miraculously appears, the place where later the chapel will be built, where pilgrims will travel and which will preserve, therefore, its sacred nature. Just to add one more example we might study the Virxen Blanca (White Virgin) from L.luarca, some 20 km away from Navia and 26 km from Coaña. This Virgin appeared in a cave by the sea, in cape Focicón. Of course, the capel was built right on the cape.  

The rock-water connection is not only found in Mary shrines, nor does it belong only to the seashore. They say, for instance, that a Moorish woman carried on top or her head a rock from the Ría Miranda - this rock is known as “Altar de Santa Fartalla”, “Saint Fartalla`s Altar”. The Ría Miranda is the confluence of river Pigüeña into river Narcea and Santa Fartalla, as far as I know, doesn`t belong to the Catholic saints. We`ve got also a standing stone by the river Nalón in front of the huge stone wall of Peña Vis: its name is “Fusu la Reina”, “Queen`s Spindle”. It is obvious that the same character, in different places, may receive different names, such as “Virgin”, “Queen”, “Saint”, pointing to its great power or its sacred essence. 
In Entrerríos, county Eilao, our misterious lady chose quite an interesting place to come out. It is found there, on top of the mountain row, a plain named El Campillín, which marks the point where three counties meet: Eilao, Villayón and Allande. In El Campillín a mound field is found, and among the mounds, a dolmen called “A llastra da Filadoira”, “The Slab of the Spinning Woman”. They say that it was a woman who carried the slab to cover the dolmen up until its modern location, walking and spinning in the same time. 
It is evident that Entrerríos mound field bore a great symbolic meaning as a border site ever from the start, some five thousand years ago. The question that arises then is, can we link the Megalithic shrine and the modern legend, the one about a giant woman who loads the cover slab? Did the early builders of the dolmen already worship the spinning woman? 
Here lies an extraordinarily interesting coincidence: medieval Irish sources mention several plains very similar to that of Entrerríos, placed in the limit between several territories. Let`s take Tara, for example, in the very center of the country, supposedly in the limit between the four Irish provinces. In Tara, Tailtu`s mound was placed, Tailtu being the mother of god Lugh. It was a sacred place where a very important summer fair was held, the Tailtean games, attracting people from all over the country. Tara was also the site where the High kings of Ireland were crowned. One more example: Carman, the sorceress queen, over whose mound a big fair was held in Leinster every three years. In brief, there is an evident pattern which links the border between several territories, the so – called “navel”, with the burial mound of the goddess and with a summer fair in which the neighbours gather in a sacred truce. 
May it be a coincidence therefore that the “Slab of the Spinning Woman” is known also under a different name, “The grave of Entrerríos”? May it be chance that a fair was held every May in the plain of El Campillín, called “A Feria del Año”, where the neighbours from the three counties of  Eilao, Allande and Villayón gathered, just as the Irish in Tara did? This seems to me a matter which deserves, at least, a deep research. 
In many cases we can be certain that the rock where the giant woman dwells was already sacred in Prehistoric times. For example in Pena Colmea, in San Salvador de Valledor (county Allande), the legend tells of an old woman who can be seen while spinning with a spindle and a distaff. She stands on a rock in which some petroglyphs were carved during Neolithic times (Álvarez Peña, A. 2001b: 157). Another interesting case is “la Peña la Deva”, Deva Rock, which has been mentioned earlier. La Deva is a Celtic name meaning “Goddess” and is found, as I said back then, in Biscay Bay rivers as well as in South England. We have also learned through Roman writers about a goddess of springs, worshipped in Bourdeaux, who bore a certainly Asturian – like name: “Divona”
. Deva is also the river which flows out of the Holy Cave, in Cuadonga
, and it must have received its name in the days when such language was spoken in the country, that is to say prior to the Roman conquest (year 19 BC). 
Mount Chamorro is in Galicia, county Ferrol. In the first Monday of Easter a very crowded fair is held there. On top of the mountain some huge granite rocks are found, so big that on top of them the chapel of the Virgin could be built. They say that one of them is a “rocking stone” like the one in Muxía.

The Virgin of Chamorro has many connections with the sea. She is worshipped mainly by fishermen; her shrine was built on a height in the Pazo de Serantellos, an old reference point for sailors, and moreover she herself is called “Nuestra Señora del Nordés” “Our Lady of the North-East wind”, which is known to be the sea wind “par excellence” all along the North Coast of the Iberian Peninsula. Legend has it that the Virgin opened holes in the rock with some of her limbs, such as her eyes and one shoulder. Both the link with the sea and the intimate connection between woman and rock are features which we have found many times in the preceding examples, but there is yet more to come. The Virgin of El Chamorro was noted for her efficiency at fighting drought, and people from Ferrol would ask her for rain with processions along with certain sympathetic magic rituals. The funny thing is, some Prehistoric petroglyphs have been noticed in the shrine, shaped as concentric circles and small holes. Archeologists interpret these marks as part of ancient sympathetic magic rituals to produce rain. It makes sense, then, to come to the conclusion that the ancient Pagan ceremony may have been adapted into the devotion for Virgin Mary at some point during the last two thousand years. 
By a miracle of good luck, we have received a description of the Pagan ritual, which apparently survived in Asturias. The text was written in 1678 and it deals about the small town of Puertas, county Cabrales:

[...] Over the tip of a high rock a pyramid-shaped Stone stands, some twelve elbows tall. Here, when need of water arose, people would gather searching for a solution, and all the young bachelors and maiden of the surrounding towns and villages would meet there, and then they would dress a maid in the fashion of the land, the best they could and they would lay a flower wreath on her head, then all the others walked with branches in their hands, singing after the rhythm of tambourines and castanets, some ancient songs which told numberless fantasies, until they reached the rock. There, two young men, the most courageous and the strongest, grabbed the girl, one of each arm, and lifted her up while climbing the rock up to the stone over the tip. There, the maid knocked in a certain manner with an iron piece that she had and said the following:

“Aquí cuando Dios quería, agua había”. – “Here, when God willed, water was found”
Then the others from below replied by singing their songs, then the lady wore off the wreath from her head, lay them at the foot of the stone and got down. The others left their branches on the ground by the rock and it was amazing, as we were reported, that whenever they performed this procession, it had worked [...]

This superstition could not be completely removed by the priest [...] as a full remedy, he had that stone pulled down, although with some difficulty, an action served to cure some other ignorant beliefs [...]

(Álvarez Peña, A. 2004: 98, 99)

The procession, the peak, the rock, the prayers to end drought… this is all exactly the same as in Chamorro but now, instead of adapting the old ritual to the Catholic liturgy, the Church strove to erase the ceremony and the Pagan shrine. The text says nothing on any woman, Virgin, queen or giantess linked to the sacred place. Maybe the spinning woman was mentioned in the verses that Cabraliegos sung in the road to the rock. Anyway, I think it is most revealing that the ceremony consists in getting a maid to the top of the stone and that it is her precisely who calls upon the rain by knocking the stone with iron. Instead of myth, now it is the rite the one which establishes a clear union between rock and woman, however the concept is the same. Many sayings and legends insist in the same. Here it comes an example which relates the Peña Mayor peak, the rainbow and a mythical old woman:

"Cuando llueve y fai sol canta la vieya'n Peña Mayor" – “When it rains while sunny, the old woman sings in Peña Mayor” (Polledo Arias, A. 1996: 118)

Asturian for “rainbow” is “arcu la vieya” literally “old woman`s bow”. When it is a double rainbow they call “arcu la vieya” to the most intense and “arcu les moces” “Young girls` bow” to the faintest one. The old woman, which we formerly met when talking about the petroglyphs in Peña Colmea, is nothing but another avatar of the same giant woman who carries slabs. In Tineo, the weak sun closet o sunset is called “sol de les vieyes” “old women`s sun” (DALLA, 2000: 1256) and in León, the whirlwinds are believed to be witches (Álvarez Álvarez, S. 1987: 34). As to the mounts, the Vieya gives her name among others to the Picu la Vieya (“Old Woman`s Peak”, county Cangues d'Onís), l'Alto la Viecha (“Old Woman`s Height”, county Degaña) and the Picu la Vieya (“Old Woman`s Peak”, county Cangas del Narcea). To sum up, our mysterious grandma controls the weather and lives in the summits: no wonder the shepherds from Piloña, when the first snowflakes of the season were falling, would turn to the highest peaks and ask in a loud voice: “¿Qué traes, Vieya?” “What are you bringing, old woman?” (Alberto Álvarez Peña, unpublished).

If we scann over the rest of the European continent we will find that the rainbow, for example, has the same name as in Asturian in many other languages, from Portuguese to some Greek dialects. In the folklore of the Gaelic-speaking districts of the British Isles there is a female spirit who can control the weather, called Cailleach, “Old Woman”. Ancient Celtic sources provide interesting clues about her origin. In Ireland we find the one who might arguably be Cailleach`s Pagan ancestor and who turns to be a spinner, too:

The Irish goddess Anu is called “Gods`mother” in Cormac`s Glossary, written around 900, and she is related to the earth and fertility. In some versions she is described as a goddess of the Otherworld and her palace is found inside a hill. For instance in Cnoc Aine, a hill in the parish of Teelin (Donegal) it is said that she has her mansión and that she spends her time “spinning sunbeams and weaving a cloth with golden threads”.

(Alonso Romero, F. 1998: 18, 19)
Where does this sea-born, rock-dwelling, weather-controlling goddess come from? Sources are desperately scarce in Asturias, but we may resource to many indirect reasoning which will help us answer the question. So far we know the following:

-This is a Christian myth.   

-It will be as old, at least, as the Christian shrines linked to it. In some cases this sites are reutilized Prehistoric sanctuaries. 
-The myth had an extraordinary strength, since it named the landscape and managed to modify some religious rituals. It is widely spread, moreover, all over the NW corner of the Iberian Peninsula. 
-It has both Pagan and Catholic variants very much alike, a hint that both come from a common, older root. 
Seems like we have unearthed a very ancient belief which thrived in the days when Christianity arrived in the country. However, what does “very ancient” exactly mean? To get an approximate idea I provide a very interesting text from the Roman author Tacitus, where he talks about Aphrodite`s shrine in the Greek island of Paphos: 

A more recent version claims that the temple was consecrated by Cínyras, and that the goddess herself was carried there by the sea, where she was conceived. [...] the statue of the goddess is not human - shaped: it is a rounded block which, from a wider foot, rises like a landmark up to a narrow tip; the reason for this is not clear. Tacitus, "Histories", book II, 2.

(Moralejo Álvarez, J.L. 1990: 105, 106)

This is to say, Aphrodite came from the sea and founded a shrine where she is worshipped as a rock. Tacitus wrote almost two thousand years ago, but Paphos tradition must be far older than this, down from a time where Greek gods were not conceived yet under human form. 
We have winded a long thread already, but there is still much work left. After the queen, the rock and the water, there is still one remaining character in the Aboño legend: the king who put her under an enchantment in the rock. All we know is the spell was a punishment for the “sins” of the girl. Luckily, however, it is relatively easy to find other variants of this story which will allow us to gradually understand the meaning of the myth. The first one is a legend which explains how the Picos de Europa got their name:

 'From tradition and guess [...] the founder of said county (Cabrales) is regarded to be the prince Astur when he kidnapped queen Europe from Phoenicia [he] took as his castle [...] (as to hide from the investigation that her brothers conducted in order to find said queen) the formerly mentioned Peñas de Europa.' […] Noble judge of Cabrales D. Francisco Antonio Fernández de La Madrid (Letter addressed to D.Tomás López de Vargas, 1771, National library of Spain, manuscript 7295, _ 51 a 58)

(Mañana, G. 1994: 24)

The Picos de Europa are a range of high limestone mountains in the East edge of Asturias. Another version of this tale was collected in the 17th century by a monk from Liébana, this second versión says that the Phoenician princess` brothers followed her …

'...up to the Peñas de Europa, some very high white rocks [...] at which foot a cave opens, with a narrow entrance that later grows wide and long, with some sort of rock seats by the wall, which seem to be handmade, where Europe is believed to have been hidden, and here she was kept from the rage and concern of her father the king Agenor, since from immemorial times it has been recorded in the tradition of Lebaniegos some confused remembrance about a queen who was hidden in very old times…though it is not known who she was, for what reason or for how long [...]'

'Chronica de los Principes de Asturias y Cantabria', 1681: 179 y 180 by the Lebaniego monk Fr. Francisco de Sota

(Mañana, G. 1994: 23-24)

These tales are undoubtedly interesting clues! They hardly clear anything that we didn`t already know, however: once again the queen arrives from the sea, once again she ends hidden in the rock and once again we find out that the reason for her pain was a king who was mad for some reason. This time, however, it seems that it was the queen`s father who was angry because of his son in law. The son-in-law plays also a key role in the following variant of the myth, which was collected in the other end of the country around late 19th century:

[…] there is […] By the “ribeira” or beach called “das Polías” a spring where it is believed that at dawn she was seen, especially in Midsummer`s morning, an enchanted girl […] who was cursed in this fashion by order of her father and by the power of an evil Moorish magician, for she had been noticed to be in love after the slenderness and courage of the conquering King Castro.

 (Fernández, M. 1984: 102) 

Here, we find an answer at last. The crime of the daughter it was to fall in love with her father`s deadly enemy. King Castro (“castro” means “hillfort”) is a hero who plays a role in several legends from West Asturian coast. He defeated the Moors and kicked them out of the country, then he donated some lands to the Church. He is, therefore, a founding hero who establishes the organization of society in remote, mythological times. The Moors, then, embody a chaotic situation, an age when the creation of the world had not been completed yet. 
If we want to properly understand King Castro and the cursed princess from As Polías we must leave for Donegal, a Gaelic-speaking county in NW Ireland, where John O`Donovan collected, in 1835, the Story of Balor: 

  Balor was a mighty warrior who lived in Tory island, nine miles away from Ireland. He had one only eye in the middle of his brow and another one in his nape, but this back eye he kept it covered except during battle, since his glance killed anyone who stood by it and therefore he kept it for his enemies. 
It had been prophesied that his grandson would kill Balor, so the monster kept his only daughter locked on top of a tower, over a huge rock in the furthest point of the island, kept by twelve women and not allowing any man to talk to her. 
Balor had an enemy, an Irish chieftain called Mac Kineely. He stole him a magical cow and Mac Kineely, as a revenge against the thief, entered in the tower with the help of a witch, and got Balor`s daughter pregnant. The girl had triplets, but their grandfather ordered to drown the three of them in the sea so that the prophecy wouldn`t be fulfilled. One of the boys, however, miraculously survived. 
Balor, meanwhile, had already killed Mac Kineely by beheading him, so the little boy eventually got to be raised at his uncle`s home, who was a smith. He grew an accomplished Smith himself and gained, in the same time, Balor`s confidence, until the day he saw an occasion to kill him by driving a red-hot iron rod through both of his eyes, from one side of his head to the other. 
This is the legend as the oral memory preserved it. However, Irish medieval sources provide us with yet more details about Balor`s legend. According to these written accounts, the evil cyclops was the king of Fomorians, the Irish aboriginal nation of monster-gods. Fomorians` enemies are the newly arrived Tuatha Dé Danaan, the gods who eventually will defeat them and conquer the supernatural world only to receive in due time the final invasion, when humans, the mythical forefathers of modern Irish, eventually reach the island. Let`s note that this fight is mostly similar to that of King Castro against the Moors, thus one more variant of the order imposing over chaos in the earliest stages of Creation.  

Shall I bore you once more? Sea, island, rock, woman locked in a rock, a furious father, the daughter`s lover is father`s enemy, their nations fight each other: all these elements from Irish myth are found in Asturian variants. A new character is discovered, notwithstanding: the son who is destined to kill his grandfather. Medieval manuscripts give him a name: Lugh Samildánach, he who knows many trades. This craftsman god is the same Lugus that Gauls worshipped, the same one that the ancient Luggoni in Asturias regarded as the forefather of their nation. His legend, just as in Ireland, seems to have reached down to us only slightly modified. Here comes one version that Aurelio del Llano collected right from oral informants in the early decades of the XXth century:

The bewitched girl
Once upon a time there was a great lord who had two daughters: one of them was about to marry a count. The other one was being wooed by a young man, a commoner with no money. Her father learned this and locked her in a room of his palace. She managed to communicate with his boyfriend through a window but this was detected also, eventually […] so the young man decided to leave and go to war with a lord who intended to fight the Moors. 

Following the instructions of sorcerers, her father took the girl and the money which would go to her as heritage and drove her up to a mountain; one of the sorcerers started to read from a book, and from the cave a dragon came out which would watch the girl and keep her a prisoner. She was crying her eyes out in the meanwhile and prayed her father not to bewitch her […]

In the meanwhile her boyfriend, who wanted to gain honor, made so great feats while fighting the Moors that the king made him a noble and gave him a coat of arms. 
He returned then and showed up by the palace where his girlfriend lived. From an old servant who loved the girl so much he learned about the bewitching [...] In Midsummer`s morning, armed with a lance and covered in relics, the young man stood in the cave where she was bewitched and waited. Sort after he heard a great noise and saw the dragon was heading to him, hissing and beating the ground with his tail.
Right then the bewitchment was dispelled and the girl could be seen in all her beauty by the brave man. He held her in his arms and lay her fainted in the field near the cave. When he saw the dead dragon, [a local shepherd] ran to take the news to the old servant of the girl. Her father had died the same day when he bewitched her. 
Great preparations were made in palace, and everybody in the county headed for the mountain to meet the lovers, who married a few days later. 

Heard to Constanza Uncal, 74 years old, from Caravia, September the 3rd 1916

(Del Llano, A. 1983:85-87)

This tale, which seems to be very popular all over Asturias, basically follows the same plot that we have tracked from the Piedra de la Reina to the Rey Castro: for example the girl in As Polías had been bewitched by a Moorish sorcerer, just like in this tale. The last episode of the myth, which so far we hadn`t encountered in Asturian versions, is the return of the daughter`s lover, the death of the monstrous grandfather and the victory of her lover, who then gets to be the new king in turn of the evil old man, thus bringing order into the universe and opening the final age of creation, the current one. We find also some elements which remind much of the Irish tale, such as the tower where grandpa has locked the girl and the episode when the main character leaves for a period of time that he spends growing, developing his skills and learning, then coming back for revenge. In Ireland the lover entered the tower, begot a son in the girl and was killed by her father, so the revenge was left to his son. In Asturias the lovers “communicate” through a window, then the man leaves for a while and returns to take revenge for himself. The pattern, however, is basically the same. It is interesting also that both Balor and the Asturian dragon die in the same fashion, driven through with a metal rod (a red hot rod in Ireland, a lance in Asturias).
The myth is very ancient, it can be found all over Europe and in Asturias it has several distinct variants. The oldest one is the Greek legend of Cronos and Zeus.  

Cronos kills his father Uranus and the latter curses the former, prophesying that his own sons will kill him as well in due time. Then Cronos devours each of the sons that his sister and wife Rhea delivers to him, until she gets to cheat him and saves the last one, Zeus. The god grows hidden until he returns to fight his father, defeat him and banish him to Tartarus: “Only when the reign of Zeus starts [...] does the world receieve [...] social order and the achievement that this involves (especially agriculture); however, Cronos` time came to be regarded a previous, “unciviliced” stage” (Harrauer, Ch et Hunger, H. 2008: 196) 

Another excellent example of the same is the story of Romulus and Remus. Amulius is the evil king of Alba Longa who got to the throne by toppling the legitimate monarch, Númitor. Amulius forces Numitor`s daughter, Rea Silvia, to become a Vestal virgin, but in spite of this she gets pregnant from god Mars and has two twins, Romulus and Remus. Amulius orders that they be drowned in river Tiber but the children are saved, they grow up hidden and when they reach young age they come back to the royal palace, kill Amulius and restore Numitor in his throne: then they found Rome. 
 Yet one more: Gargoris and Habis, kings of Tartessos, in South Spain. Gargoris was king of Tartessos in ancient times, and he is believed to have invented beekeeping. He had a grandson out of incest with his daughter. The boy was called Habis. He ordered him to be killed. However the boy survived nursed by a she-deer and eventually he returned to become the king of the country. It was Habis who invented agriculture, provided Tartessos with laws and divided society in seven classes. 

The most famous variant of all, however, is recorded in Mathew Gospel, chapter II: in Judea Herodes reigned, and one day some wise men arrived who announced him that the Messiah was about to be born in Bethlehem, destined to reign. Herodes ordered that all the toddlers younger than two years in Bethlehem and the surrounding areas be killed, but Jesus, son of God, miraculously got saved, his family left for Egypt and he grew hidden until the death of Herodes, when he returned to Judea and fulfilled his fate.

This myth has left many tracks in popular religiousness of Asturias. There is, for example, the belief that the Virgin of Cuadonga first arrived in her shrine sailing from the sea, since she was fleeing some evil “Moors” who were chasing after her. They say that she landed in Cueves del Mar, in Nueva, county Llanes. There is a footprint in nearby stone called Zapatu de la Virxen, The Virgin`s Shoe, and also horseshoe prints. In Peña de Pría, in the boundary of Llanes, the gate (“Portiellín”) can be seen through which the Virgin walked on the road to Cuadonga, and the donkey left the marks of its horseshoes in a place called Patada de la Mula, Kick of the Mule. They say also that in Valle de la Piedra, Stone Valley, there was a huge chasm which, in order to let the Virgin pass, got filled with rocks by a massive rockslide, after she opened the gate (“Portiellín”)  (Martínez, E. 1974: 799). To sum up, the Virgin flees, just like in the Gospels, to hide in a cave with her son, and she behaves besides like the average lady of previous legends who provokes rockslides and leaves marks in rock. This story reminds also the legend of Europa, she who arrived from Phoenicia with prince Astur and ended hidden in the caves of the Picos. This is a typically Asturian hodgepodge of Christianity and Paganism. 
The “xana” or bewitched lady is connected as well with all this structure made of symbols and myths. She appears always in caves or springs, and legends often mention that she has been bewitched as a punishment from her father. Some versions even claim her father bewitched the “xana” so that she didn`t marry anyone. Therefore, when she offers herself for a hero to break her curse, the “xana” does nothing but reenact the original myth, and the hero who tries to release her from her enchantment is acting exactly in the same manner as the divine suitor who challenged the evil grandfather intending to topple him and start a new reign, a renewal of the world.  

I am afraid, however, that I have already pulled long enough from the golden thread, and I will have to settle for what I have winded already. Let`s get to conclusions.

The symbols of this great Asturian myth are not hard to interpret. Luckily, they all belong to a well known language. Let`s check, for instance, the spindle: 

[...] in those cultures in which the great goddesses have gathered the features of the moon, the Earth and the vegetation, both the spindle and the distaff they weave the fate of men with turn into one more of their attributes. Thus, for instance, the goddess with a spindle unearthed in Troy, who belongs in the period between 2000 and 1500 B. C. [...] This iconographic type is widely spread in the East; the distaff is found in Ishtar´s hands, in the hands of the great Hittite goddess, the Sirian goddess Atargatis, a primitive Cypriot divinity, the goddess of Ephesus [...] Fate, life thread, is a longer or shorter period of time. Hence the great goddesses come to be masters of time, of the destinies that they forge at will [...] 

(Mircea Eliade, Tratado de Historia de las Religiones, page 289)
The sea the goddess flees from is the primitive chaos, the complete lack of stability, and the rock that she founds, the stone where her power lies, embodies right the opposite: it`s the perfect symbol of permanence, stability and things unalterable. This woman who arises from the water, carrying a spindle and who dwells in the rock, is therefore an Earth-goddess, master of time. No wonder then that she is called “vieya”, old woman, in some versions, as to highlight that she is as old as the world. Almost inevitably it comes to mind the Finnish Kalevala Creation myth: in the beginning of all Luonnotar or Ilmatar, the primeval goddess, was swimming in the boundless ocean. She remained alone in that sea for numberless centuries, yearning to have a son. Eventually,  Luonnotar creates the world, the continents and lakes, with the help of the East wind. From her womb Vainamoinen is born, the great hero y Finnish myth. 

The Asturian goddess dwells in the sacred places where she leaves her footprint, is buried or simply has been locked, like the queen of Aboño was. The boy who goes with her at times is the pantheon top god, the one who is destined to dethrone the primeval monster and reign instead on the cosmos as the great law-maker, the king of all.  

I believe I have managed to prove that Asturian tradition goes far beyond the mere folklore and that we can regard it as a true mythology. I think our myths may show as a lot about the history of the country, pre-Christian beliefs and the manner in which Christianity was implemented. 
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� The “-ona” suffix in Asturian refers to the concepts of big and female. “Divona” in Asturian sounds basically like “Big Diva”. 


� Cuadonga (or Covadonga, in Spanish) is the most important shrine of Asturias and the Virgin of Cuadonga, called “La Santina”, is the Saint Patroness of all Asturians according to Catholic tradition.





