Here we look at the story of Icarus and how three different versions of the same story throw up three completely different morals.  It’s an interesting exercise to see how slight differences can result in very different meanings.  You could ask for a show of hands at the end of the assembly to see which version the pupils liked best.  
You can also read the section reproduced at the end if you have time.   
______________________________________________________________
It can be a confusing world – especially when you’re young and given so much advice from those around you.  Parents, friends, relatives, and yes, sometimes us teachers – we all, at times, offer the benefit of our undoubted wisdom but it can be hard to know which bits to ignore and which to take on board. 

Here’s a story that many of us learned at school when we were young.  It is a tale that gives advice as it has a moral attached to it.  Have a listen and see what you think. 



*


*


*



In the Greek mythological tale of Icarus, the protagonist (that’s Icarus) and his father, Daedalus, were imprisoned by King Minos of Crete because Daedalus had acted against the King’s interests.  

Daedalus knew that Minos controlled any escape routes by land or sea, but Minos could not prevent an escape by flight.  So Daedalus, a talented craftsman, used his skills to build wings for himself and Icarus.  He used wax and string to fasten feathers to reeds of varying lengths to imitate the curves of birds' wings. 

When their wings were ready, Daedalus warned Icarus to fly at medium altitude.  If he flew too high, the sun could melt the wax of his wings, and the sea could dampen the feathers if he flew too low. 

Once they had escaped Crete, Icarus became exhilarated by flight.  Ignoring his father's warning, he flew higher and higher.  However, the sun melted the wax holding his wings together, and the boy fell into the water and drowned.  

Daedalus looked down to see feathers floating in the waves and realized what had happened.  He buried his son on an island which would be called Icaria, and the sea into which Icarus had fallen would forever be called the Icarian Sea.

The moral of the story here has to be given a bit of thought but one comes to the conclusion that it encourages a life of moderation.  ‘Don’t fly too high or low but keep your eyes on maintaining the right level – or balance - between all the world has to offer.  It also suggests, strongly, that it is a good idea to listen to those with more experience than us.  
Okay, story told - end of matter.  Except that, in this case, it isn’t because the story of Icarus that many of us were told when we were younger was slightly different.  

In this version we learned of a young man who being vain enough to think that he could fly to the sun  built a pair of wings and attempted to do just that.  

Despite the warnings from those around him that the wax holding the feathers in place would melt, the foolish Icarus ignored their words and set off on his quest.  As he got closer and closer to the sun, the wax did melt, the wings fell apart and Icarus plummeted to the sea, where he drowned.  

The moral of this tale is obvious.  Don’t be too ambitious, don’t try to rise above your station and listen to those people who don’t want you to try something different, or extraordinary.  

But let’s have a think about this.  

I have to say, now that I’m older I can only look at this story as one exuding only the basest negativity: a story with the intention of suppressing ambition and inhibiting people with creativity, drive and determination to do something that is untried or simply difficult to achieve.  

What a sad world it would be if everyone took the advice that we shouldn’t try to stretch ourselves.  (What kind of species would we be if people like Emeline Pankhurst, Martin Luther King and  Nelson Mandela had not challenged the status quo with their opinions and their actions?) You may like to expand on their work here, if you have time,  or you may wish to exclude the actual names and keep it non-specific.   
Believe it or not, there is actually another version of the Icarus myth.  This version has the same beginning as the first version we heard today. 
So when Icarus and his father were flying across the sea, Icarus took his father’s advice not to fly too high.  However, he got very tired and ended up flying too low with the result that his wings became soaked by the sea spray.  Eventually, with his wings becoming too heavy, Icarus was dragged into the sea.  
However, he did manage to swim to shore where he emerged extremely bedraggled, one imagines, but still alive!  

Reflecting that the experience of flying was one that should definitely be repeated, he set about crafting another set of wings.  This time, determined not to have them destroyed by the sea, he aimed much higher and realized that even though he was closer to the sun than in his previous flight, the wax holding the wings together showed no signs of melting.  

In fact, the higher he rose, the cooler the air became (of course) and thus the wax became firmer making Icarus safer and able to enjoy the exhilarating feeling of swooping through the skies, gliding alone on the currents and seeing the world from a totally different perspective. 
In this version of the story, we are exhorted to override our perceived limitations and reach for the experiences that we really want to achieve but which people may tell us are impossible to realise.  When we accomplish great things – even the things that may look small to the outside world but are big to us -  it gives us a great feeling of exhilaration  and personal freedom.  
Also prevalent in this story is the message that the world is full of doubters – sometimes it’s a wonderful to prove them wrong.  
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So, three different endings to the same story – well I did say life can be confusing!  Having listened to the three different versions I have to say I’m pretty clear about which one I prefer.  

What about you?  




*


*


*

If you want to extend this assembly you could add this now famous passage which is widely attributed to Nelson Mandela despite him never uttering the words.  The passage was actually composed by one Marianne Williamson and it remains a wonderful message to impart to all children – and adults for that matter.  
"...Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn't serve the world. There's nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won't feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It's not just in some of us; it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we're liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others."
