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Abbreviations, Spellings, and Signs



	BCE
	Before the Common Era (= BC)



	CE
	Common Era (= AD)



	Lat.
	Latin



	OIr.
	Old Irish



	Mod. Ir.
	Modern Irish



	PCelt.
	Proto-Celtic



	PIE
	Proto-Indo-European



	pl.
	plural



	sg.
	singular




This book contains many terms in the Celtic languages of Old Irish, Gaulish, and Welsh. A systematic guide to the pronunciation of these languages is found in appendix F.

For consistency in the spelling of names and places from ancient mythological texts, James MacKillop’s Dictionary of Celtic Mythology (Oxford University Press, 1998) has been used as a guide. Old Irish terms are generally cited from the headword forms in the Dictionary of the Irish Language, the standard reference for medieval Irish originally published by the Irish Royal Academy, now updated and maintained online at www.dil.ie. Proto-Indo-European roots generally follow the simplified forms given in Calvert Watkins’s American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots.

The sign > indicates that one word historically developed into another; for example, Lat. caster > Welsh caer means that the Latin word caster took on the form caer in Welsh. Conversely, the derivation of a word can also be indicated with the opposite sign, thus: Welsh caer < Lat. caster.

The asterisk sign (*) in front of a word indicates that it is a reconstructed form that is not found in actual writings or inscriptions.

 



FOREWORD

Remembering the Druids

Stephen E. Flowers, Ph.D.

The secrets of the ancient Celtic druids—like the Holy Grail—have often been sought, though few have found them. Druids and their magic, lore, and rituals have fascinated everyone who has come across them—from the ancient Greeks and Romans, who thought of the druids as powerful sorcerers and wise philosophers, to modern revivalists, who see in the druids a natural, “green” solution to the problems of the world.

Druidism has been the subject of many attempts at revival. These first started more than two hundred years ago in Britain and have continued to the present day in America and elsewhere. This undying appeal is easy to understand once you immerse yourself in the legends and lore of the ancient Celts. After all, the lore of the druids is really the esoteric understanding of that very mythology. The ancients seem to have understood many things better than we do today. They seem to have lived more fully and harmoniously not only with nature but also with their own spiritual heritage.

The Celts of old had many things we still admire today—and will continue to admire more in the future. They were not only fine craftsmen but also great lovers of poetry and the power of the spoken word. To them the family, the clan, and the tribe were all-important. It is, of course, well known that among the ancient Celts women enjoyed a greater status and authority than they do today in modern Celtic countries. This stems not so much perhaps from an ideologically based matriarchy as it does from a natural and vigorous culture in which the best in all its forms, no matter where it comes from, is encouraged.

If you feel yourself being drawn to the lore and mystery of the Celts, yet do not want to be lost in a twilight world of mere imagination and speculation, Secrets of the Druids has the drink for which you have been thirsting. Teresa Cross spent many years doing the kind of painstaking research necessary to write this book. She has delved into some truly occult literature in the fields of Celtic philology and linguistics. There she has found many a gleaming treasure and carefully brought them back to share with you. She has dug at the obscure end of the rainbow. By doing so she has made information and ideas available to the reader that would probably have gone undiscovered if she had not had the insight to search them out in the only places they could be found. When you read Secrets of the Druids you will be receiving accurate historical information about what the ancient druids believed and taught, applied in a living system of modern druidism working in the world today. That is why this is not merely a book about druidism—it is a book written from within druidism.

Some people are concerned when they read about such attempts to revive the 
pagan past of various national groups. Many will try to bring up the apparent 
attempts in this direction undertaken by the Germans in the years leading up to 
World War II. But just because experiments have gone wrong in the past does not 
mean that the idea is not a noble one full of healing promise. It is true that 
the human species is headed every day toward a more global village. Mass communications, interlocked economies, and the possibilities of worldwide destruction lead us more and more to an understanding of this. Yet at the same time we see true nations rising up to establish their identities and authenticity—the Lithuanians and dozens of others achieved their independence, while many Germans seek to become more whole again.

In the past the solution might have been envisioned as some kind of worldwide federation or one-world government. But now the under-standing 
is dawning that such a solution is not only unlikely but also downright 
unnatural and perhaps even malevolent. Such a solution as commonly envisioned 
today would not lead to universal peace but would probably ensure the final 
destruction of the world. The final conflict could even more easily be a civil war rather than any other kind.

For a model of health, we like to see that individual human beings have independence and freedom and that they are able to individuate in their spiritual quests. Each individual—a whole organic entity made up of body, mind, and spirit—has the responsibility to seek their own freedom and independence. The same can be said for whole peoples or national folk groups, who are also (seen over time) whole organic entities with their own unique physical, intellectual, and cultural identities.

If a family works best with all its members living in an authentic, individuated way, then will not the human family work best with all of its various natural national groups existing in authentic, individuated ways? This means that each group—the Celts, the Germanic folk, the Greeks, the Slavs, and so forth, and all their subgroups—must find a way to self-expression, self-actualization, and self-determination before such authentic individuation can take place. It is only in this process, or after it has been completed, that we can really look for a healthy, peaceful human family. Individual species of culture, like the many endangered species of animals, must be preserved, nurtured, and defended if a true model of health is to be sought for the world.

It has been said that on Saint Patrick’s Day everyone is Irish. The same may be true for Halloween, which is directly based on the Celtic Irish holiday of Samhain—summer’s end. We all celebrate ancient Celtic customs in one way or another. We do this partly because they belong to some of our families’ roots, but also partly because of the influence Celtic (especially Irish and Scottish) culture has had on English and then American society. There are druids in our collective past. Teresa’s work here makes it more likely that there will again be true druids in our collective future. The system of druidism expressed in this book, like other authentic, practical explorations of national (natural) mythologies and magical systems, can provide a seed for the growth of the spiritual movements necessary for this new, healthy, and peaceful model of the family of humankind to emerge.

Stephen E. Flowers, Ph.D., studied Germanic and Celtic philology and religious history at the University of Texas at Austin and studied the history of occultism at the University of Göttingen, West Germany. He received his Ph.D. in Germanic Languages and Medieval Studies with a dissertation titled Runes and Magic in 1984. He is the author of more than fifty books, including Lords of the Left-Hand Path, The Magian Tarok, Icelandic Magic, and Revival of the Runes.



AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

A Cultural and Linguistic Family

Some people say that most readers skip the preface. I am glad that you are reading this one. I wrote this small tome almost thirty years ago. You now have in your hands a work that should have set the Celtic pre-Christian religion in its rightful place among other Indo-European religions: Iranian (Persian), Scythian, Indian (Indo-Aryan), Norse or Teutonic, Roman, Hellenic, Thracian, Slavic, Baltic, and so forth. By the way, there is no such thing as an “Aryan” or Indo-European race. This is about a cultural and linguistic family. It seems that anytime you mention “Proto-Indo-Europeans,” one extreme faction is going to erroneously call you racist or the other extreme faction will hope that they can commandeer it for that purpose. There is no Celtic race. If you want to learn more about genealogy and DNA, then I recommend Blood of the Celts by Jean Manco (2015).

My original book was criticized by those who would have hoped for me to lie to them and tell them that Celtic religion and their druidical priesthood (druids were a class of Celtic society, not of all Indo-European societies) were matriarchal. But Celtic society was never matriarchal in any sense of the word. It was not male chauvinistic either. To understand more fully what this all means, I would recommend that you read Cynthia Eller’s book The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory (2000). Celtic kinship terminology was patrilineal and had some bilineal tendencies like that of Proto-Indo-European ancestors’ kinship terminology. There is nothing in the records of the literature or from philology that would indicate that the monarchs or priesthood was dominated by women. The term bandruí in Old Irish indicates that there were female druids, but it also indicates that they used a special prefix, ban- (from ben, Old Irish for “woman”), to tell us that the particular druid was a woman or that the woman was a druid.

Now I never intended that anything I wrote herein was meant to be taken as a spiritual law or inscribed in stone. All the rituals were based on materials we find in Celtic lore or from Vedic material. Vedic materials were plundered whenever there was a suggestion from archaeology. I owe a great depth to various Hindu texts, including The Vedic Experience by Raimundo Pannikar (1977), the Brahmanas, and the work of Hervey DeWitt Griswold. My attempt at reconstructing Gaulish/Brittonic was on shaky ground. Such attempts are always dangerous. Since those days, a lot of materials have come to light, and new books have been published on Gaulish grammar and vocabulary. There is even a modern version of Gaulish.

Finally, I want to make clear to the reader that I, as the author of this work, have since moved on to study Celtic Christianity. I am not a guru or religious leader of Celtic pagan religion. The organization Druidiactos (later Druidiacta) became a part of Kredenn Geltiek Hollvedel and Druidiacta Aremorica. There is an organization called the Sylvan Celtic Fellowship based on the older Druidiacta materials and this book. There are also Irish and Gaulish polytheist reconstructionist groups you may want to investigate on the World Wide Web.

I want to give special thanks to Stephen Flowers, Ph.D., Mark De Fillo, Segomaros, Donald Ervin, Searles O’Dubhain, C. Lee Vermeers, and others who have defended my work online or given me encouragement.
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INTRODUCTION

A New Celtic Renaissance

The religion of the ancient Celtic peoples has been one of the most misunderstood of the pre-Christian European religions. The priesthood of this religion has been the object of more speculative fantasies than any other European priesthood. Since the rediscovery of the barbarian past of ancient Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, each generation has made the druids representatives of the irrational ideals of the times. This is mainly because at the time the druids were rediscovered from classical sources, the philosophies then current in Britain had developed the ideal of the “noble savage” and the concept of “natural religion”—both of which played a large role in the rise of the antiquarians’ fascination with the druids, megalithic monuments, and the origins of the British people.

The Age of Enlightenment had seen the rise of scientific thinking, but also following it came the rise of Romanticism and many fringe areas of speculation. British and Anglo-Irish antiquarians such as William Stukeley, John Toland, and Edward Davies, to name a few, started publishing a great deal of this sort of work. To many of these writers and to their followers in later times, the idea that the Celtic people and their druids were polytheists and made sacrifices to their gods and goddesses was abominable. Many tended to project their Christian religious ideas onto the druids and created a smokescreen of fantasy around them. Others, despising the barbarism of their ancestors, took a very grim view, thought of them as nasty savages, and made up horror stories about them in much the same way as they had done with the Native Americans and Polynesian peoples.

There have been countless other fantasies created about the Celtic peoples and their druids since the nineteenth century. Mainly, each group has tried to project something of its own ideals of the noble savage onto the Celtic tradition—whether it be British Israelism, matriarchy, pan-shamanism, and megaliths, or a kind of sword-and-sorcery fantasy. However, there is another version of the Celtic traditions that is grounded in solid scholarship and scientific methods. This is the view based upon comparative studies of the linguistics, history, folklore, and mythologies of Indo-European-speaking cultures. With these methods and tools we can truly discover what the Celts believed in by asking the Celts themselves what their old religion was about rather than telling them what their religion was about. This means not allowing oneself to create an old Celtic religion or druidism from one’s own aspirations and beliefs but instead reconstructing the religion based on the oldest documents that preserve the authentic elder faith. This is what I have done in this book. I have asked the Old Irish storytellers, brehons, druids, and so on what they believed and did and got the answers through careful study of the native traditions.

I have used the best critical materials and primary sources available in the relevant fields. I have diligently compared the Celtic traditions to other Indo-European traditions with which they are closely related. (Although the term “Indo-European” is normally considered to be a linguistic designation, it is used in this book, for the sake of convenience and in accordance with modern scholarly practice, to refer to peoples and cultures that have used Indo-European languages.) Whenever Celtic tradition was silent on a particular matter, I have reverted to the traditions of the Indo-Europeans—the ancestors of the Celts—as reconstructed by great comparative mythologists such as Georges Dumézil, Émile Benveniste, Bruce Lincoln, C. Scott Littleton, Jarich Oosten, and many others referred to in the bibliography. But the important thing to remember is that I have endeavored to keep the Celtic tradition as authentic as possible. This book is not intended to provide a simple do-it-yourself religion; rather, it as a true guide for those who want to follow the ways of their ancient Celtic forbears or those who are fascinated by the ancient Celtic religion and want to understand something of its metaphysics.

This book is the result of a decade of study and research. Not only have I studied the old Celtic materials, but I have also put many of the ideas into practice and experimented with the system as a whole in practical ways. This book is a practical guide for becoming part of a new Celtic Renaissance, which we call Druidiacta. The name is a neologism based on the reconstructed Gaulish word for “druidism.” Its Old Irish cognate, druidecht, “druidism” or druidry, was often used as a synonym for the heathen Celtic religion or paganism. I have intentionally made sure that this reconstruction would be balanced between the sexes so as not to discriminate against women (or men, either). But it is a fact that the ancient Celtic peoples had a male-dominated society. This perhaps uncomfortable fact may distress some readers, but I must point out that the concept of equality between the sexes was not much of an issue to the ancient Celtic peoples, and to pretend that they were matriarchal or that things were more ideally equal between the genders in that society is not necessary to have greater equality today. The ancient Celtic way of life was rugged and rough, and we must take this into account when we consider what they were doing in the elder days. To fail to take these differences between our modern society and their ancient culture into account is to be not only ethnocentric but also chronocentric.

This book is a handbook or manual for starting your own touta (tribe) in the Druidiacta movement. This way you can join others for fellowship and celebration with the appropriate ceremonies and rituals besides learning the meanings and the metaphysics behind all of these Celtic customs and traditions. Also I hope that this book will be the first to make sense and order of the basic Celtic religious system so that people no longer need to make up something from nothing and will instead be able to understand the system as a whole rather than as fragmentary remains of a half-forgotten culture.



[image: image]

PART I

• • • • • • • • • • •

Ancient Customs




1

Celts, Druids, and Gauls

 


THE INDO-EUROPEANS

The Celtic peoples are a branch of the Indo-European group of peoples who had their origins in an area northwest of the Black Sea in the region of southern Russia from the Carpathian Mountains to the Volga, Don, and Dnieper river valleys. From about 4000 to 3000 BCE, the ancestors of the Celts, Germanics, Italics, Slavs, Greeks, Illyrians, and other Indo-European groups began migrating from their original homeland and settling central Europe and beyond. Other branches of the Indo-European family went eastward to the Urals, Turkestan, the Iranian plateau—all the way to the region of present-day India. Another group migrated southward to Asia Minor, becoming the Hittites. The ancestors of all of these peoples shared a common language, a common religion, and a common sociopolitical system. These Proto-IndoEuropeans were real people with a culture of their own. This has been an area not only for the study of linguists and archaeologists but also for many other specialists in comparative fields such as ethnology and cultural anthropology. Little evidence has been found for the assimilation of pre-Indo-European cultures into the culture of the IndoEuropeans, except in extraordinary cases (such as that of the Hittites) and in regions where the Indo-European languages were not adopted (Basque territory, for example). The culture of the Indo-Europeans took over wherever the language took over. This is what happened in the case of the Celts as well as among the Germanic peoples, and there even may have been previous migrations of earlier Indo-Europeans into areas that later became Celtic.

The Celts were among the most conservative of the IndoEuropean peoples. They kept to their Indo-European traditions most tenaciously. Like their ancestors who had lived in eastern Europe, they loved cattle herding, horse breeding, mead drinking, poetry, and storytelling. They liked to make things out of wood and built timber dwellings. They lived in villages among their own kin, clan, and tribe. Their rulers were chieftains and those who had memorized history, laws, ethical principles, and religious lore. They had women and men talented at healing and magic or divination who helped people get over illnesses and emotional problems. People gathered for feasts and celebrations of the seasonal calendar. The evening was time for gathering around the fire to hear tales of long ago, of heroes, beautiful heroines, gods and goddesses, monsters, and otherworlds. During the cold half of the year, people would gather indoors not only to hear these stories but also to listen in fellowship to singers and musicians after feasting together.

Like their Indo-European ancestors, the Celts raised not only oxen but also pigs, geese, and, in some places, sheep and goats. The Indo-Europeans knew the ash, aspen, beech, birch, elm, elder, fir, oak, and willow—the names for these trees being reconstructible from the early Indo-European languages. This evidence indicates a mixed forest and temperate climate for the original Indo-European homeland. Their favorite fish was apparently freshwater salmon. Mead was made from honey, which they also used as sweetener. They enjoyed milk from cows. Hunting was a sport among the Celts as well as their forebears. Their favorite game were boar, wild oxen (aurochs), bear, beaver, fox, badger, and squirrel. They knew of wild horses, frogs, and snakes. They enjoyed nuts, berries, fruits, and they grew cereal grains for porridge, beer, and bread.

During the time of their cultural unity, the Indo-Europeans made weapons and tools from stone and copper. The stone battle-ax was one of their favorite early weapons. The Celts developed short swords and excelled at making spears, lances, and javelins. The Indo-Europeans also knew of the wheel and made wagons. The Celts designed excellent chariots for use in warfare, and they even used ball bearings and sophisticated axles.

The Indo-European aristocracy was made up of warriors and their families as well as those recognized for their great learning and prodigious memories. The king was the warrior-leader recognized for his prowess in battle or regarded as a descendant of a great hero (usually considered the son of a deity). Among the Celts and Germanic peoples there were women who fought in battle alongside their husbands and lovers. The warrior class was entrusted with the protection of the people and their property so that if a neighboring tribe were to attack them they could defend themselves or retaliate.

The common people were herders, farmers, and stock breeders who produced agricultural products necessary to sustain life. Beef, dairy, and cereal crops were the staples. There were also people who raised sheep for wool. Weavers, merchants, and many other people talented at crafts and arts were also among them as well as poor people who had to work on land they did not control or own, much like tenant farmers or serfs. They suffered many hardships in Indo-European and later Celtic society. The common folk often had to pay tribute to the warriors, and landowners collected a share of the crop or livestock raised by their tenants or clients. In return for this, the farmers received the much-needed protection of the warriors.

The priesthood consisted of those with prodigious memories. They spent many years cultivating this knowledge from the time they were small boys until they were adults living with older men who taught them all the old tales, laws, histories, myths, legends, and rituals of their people. Among the Celtic folk, these men were called druids (Gaulish druides). There were other religious specialists in the priestly class besides those who memorized religious lore. The Celts had a class of prophets or wizards who were poets and who learned how to make invocations, prayers, charms, spells, and foretell the future through omens. These men were called uates (sg. uatis) in Gaulish.

Similar to the uates was a class of women who were seeresses. They did much the same thing as the uates, but they were also priestesses of certain goddesses. These women were called ueledas (in Old Irish they had various titles, such as inghean an dagha, “daughter of fire,” or banfili, “female seer”).

Other Indo-European tribes had priesthoods similar to those of the Celtic folk. The Vedic Indians, or Aryas, had a priesthood of
purohitas, hotars, adhvaryus, udgātṛs, and so on. The early Romans had their flamens, augurs, and various other priests; the Greeks had the hiereōs, the Norsemen had the goði and vitki; the Goths had the gudja and sinista, and the old Prussians their criwe.

All of these priesthoods had many things in common, particularly in their rituals and the structures of their mythological themes. The similarities between these many priesthoods are not mere coincidences. They shared a common Indo-European heritage that their fathers and mothers had handed down to them through their learning and was then passed down from teacher to student.

These priesthoods were not only concerned with the lore of the divine but also with the right performance of rituals or sacrifices, which were considered beneficial to the people, their gods, and the multiverse or cosmos. Without sacrifice the cosmic order would break down and natural disaster would occur. Victory in battle and success in life, childbirth, and the next world were dependent upon the performance of sacrifice. The gods were seen as the friends of humankind and givers of those things considered good in life. The gods reflected human society: like their worshippers, they lived in clans and tribes and had leaders and skilled craftsmen. The difference between them and humans was in their great powers and their magic. Gods also enjoyed a sacrifice just as the humans did. In performing the sacrifice, the humans were holding feasts or banquets in honor of the gods, much the same way as people throw birthday parties today.

The Indo-European divinities had a threefold class structure much like that of their human worshippers in the Proto-Indo-European (PIE) days. This had been referred to by some scholars as the “tripartite ideology.”
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This is the threefold, or tripartite, ideology that modern comparative mythologists have discovered in the mythologies, religions, and philosophies of the ancient Indo-European peoples. They inherited this system from a time when they were all one people—the Proto-Indo-Europeans. This tripartite system is well documented in Celtic traditional literature and reflects the archaic pre-Christian beliefs that were handed down by the druids, uates, and bards of the Celtic peoples. This system is also found in Germanic, Vedic, Roman, and other Indo-European mythologies, but it is lacking in non-Indo-European mythologies.

This system was very much alive until mediaeval times in Ireland’s social classes and in India’s caste system.
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In the society of the gods of the Indo-Europeans, this system is even more obvious.
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The first two sets of gods represent the magician and the judge. The next gods are the warrior gods who represent physical strength, and the last two pairs of gods represent either twin brothers of fertility or a male and female couple (brother and sister, or father and daughter, or mother and son) who represent fertility and fecundity (economic prosperity and sexuality). These match with the three functions, or three ideals, we discussed earlier. The first function is concerned with magic and law, like that of priests and kings; the second function is concerned with physical strength; and the third is concerned with productivity, sex, and material well-being.

This system is the key to understanding Celtic as well as other IndoEuropean myths, and these functions permeate the ritual, myths, and literary themes we will encounter along the Celtic spiritual path.

The structure of the classes, divine societies, and ideologies are not the only things we know that the Indo-European religions had in common. The names of many of the deities and a word for “god” can also be reconstructed.

The Indo-Europeans thought of the shining light of the sky as the abode or source of the main class of gods and perhaps the place of the high god himself. This is *deiwos, “god,” “shining one,” and the main god was *dyeu-pater (literally “father sky”), whose name was kept intact among certain Indo-European tribes (see appendix D for a list of many of these divine names). This “Father Sky” was a very powerful entity; he was considered the leader god among the Greeks and the Italic peoples, but his place of importance was lost to other gods among the Indians, Celts, and Germanic peoples. Sometimes another god, the Thunderer or Oak God, took his place; or he was considered to be the same divinity. In other times and other places, a god of magic was to assume this place. The Celts worshipped Lugus, whose name was earlier thought to derive from the ProtoIndo-European root *leuk-, “light,” but is now considered to be derived from a Celtic root, *lugion, which means “oath.” The Celtic Thunderer was called Taranus, and he was depicted with a chariot wheel and lightning bolts. He resembles many of the other Indo-European Thunderers such as Indra, Thor, Perkunas, and Perun. The Celts also inherited a belief in other groups of beings such as the giants, from whom many of the gods descended and with whom they competed in the cosmic struggle for sovereignty. I will be discussing this in more detail in chapter 5.




THE CELTS

We know the Celts descended from the Proto-Indo-European tribes and that they settled a great deal of western Europe in ancient times. Their neighbors to the north were another group of Indo-European tribes we call the Germanic peoples, while their neighbors to the south were the Italic peoples who settled present-day Italy. In terms of archaeology, the Indo-European culture from which the Celtic peoples had their beginnings is the Urnfield culture of the Bronze Age in central Europe. Other cultures, which immediately preceded them, were the Battle Axe and Beaker Folk. The first Iron Age of the Celtic folk was the Hallstatt phase, which spread out from the Austrian alpine region and southern Germany. During the Hallstatt phase, the Celts spread settlements across central Europe to the British Isles from about 800 BCE to 500 BCE. The great movement in art and ironworking came circa 300 BCE, when the La Tène culture spread from the region where present-day Switzerland is located.

By the end of the La Tène period, the Celtic peoples had occupied the British Isles and the areas that are now France, Belgium, Switzerland, and southern Germany. Not much later they began expanding again, and Celtic tribes went southward and sacked Rome and Delphi (Greece) and conquered much of Iberia (present-day Spain). The same group who sacked Delphi set up a colony in Galatia in Asia Minor (present-day Turkey). This was the time of the Celts’ greatest strength and power. The Boii tribe of the Celts settled eastern Europe in a region that later bore their name—Bohemia, “home of the Boii.” They and other Celtic tribes ruled the Geto-Dacian peoples (related to the Thracians). The Celtic lands were usually named after the toutas (tribes or folk groups) who lived there.*1 The Greeks were the first to give the general name of Keltoi (Celts) to them, and in Latin this name was borrowed as Celtae. The Greeks and Romans also called them the Gauls (Galatae), but later the terms were not used synonymously. Despite the fact that the Britons and many Irish tribes in ancient times spoke dialects of the same or similar languages and often had the same customs, the Romans did not call them Gauls but reserved that name for only those of the regions of Belgium, France, and the Celts of the Swiss and Austrian areas. The Celtic folk referred to themselves by their tribal names until the Romans gave them a sense of a national identity during the time of the Roman Empire. What did they call themselves?
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This is just to illustrate a few of the tribal names and their etymologies (more are to be found in appendix D). From this you should get a feel for the political plurality as opposed to the cultural unity. The ancient Celts recognized their common cultural identity while at the same time thinking of themselves as having a tribal and familial identity that kept them from unifying into an empire. Romans, on the other hand, thought of themselves as citizens of a city, which grew in power, and so they felt patriotism more toward Rome than to their tribes or clans. There had been attempts by certain powerful Gaulish tribes to unify Gaul, but they failed because either the client tribes rebelled or the Romans under Caesar stopped them. Thus, our idea of “the Celts” as a designation for all the peoples of the Celtic language and cultural family is largely a modern concept.

The archaeology of the Celtic peoples indicates that the religion developed from older Indo-European traditions and that contact with distant kinsmen in the old Indo-European homeland continued as they went westward across Europe. From the Proto-Indo-European days to the Urnfield culture, the priesthoods may have begun to develop more complex specializations. During this period they may have begun a more highly organized metaphysics of fire and sun cults—symbols for the high gods of their people. They also identified fire as a symbol for the heat and light from above. In the Bronze Age, a cremation cult began in central Europe and lasted for a short period, but the older burial mounds prevailed as they did in the time of Proto-Indo-European unity. The burial mounds of the Proto-Indo-Europeans are called kurgans, and the earliest archaeological record of the Indo-European expansions is identified with the Kurgan culture.

The Celtic priests were collectively known as druids, but the druids were certainly not the only priests of the Celts. The name druid derives from a plural form in the Latin sources, but this word in Gaulish was singular druis and plural druides. The other types of priest were the uatis (pl. uates), the gutuater (pl. gutuatres), and the uelis (pl. uelites) or ueleda (pl. ueledas). All were collectively called druids, but the druid proper was the chief priest and judge who advised the Rix, the chieftain or king.

There were occasionally large intertribal gatherings, such as in the territory of the Carnutes in Gaul or at Tara or Uisnech in Ireland. On these occasions the most respected and powerful druid hosted the convention with other druids representing their tribes. This druid was the *uerdruis, or “arch-druid,” of the convention. In Ireland this gathering was called a feis and the hosting druid the ard-druí. The word druis itself derives from the Proto-Indo-European root *dru-, “firm, solid, steadfast,” and from this the English words “true,” “truth,” and “tree” also derive. The word druis does not derive from the Greek word δρυς (drys), “oak,” but both terms do come from the same Proto-IndoEuropean root. The Gaulish words for “oak,” incidentally, were *deruos and *cassanos, “twisted, gnarled [tree].”

The great Irish scholar of Celtic languages and literature Myles Dillon was one of the first to point out the striking similarities between the Celtic druids and the Vedic Indian Brahmans. Since that time, many more studies have been done in this area of comparative scholarship, including those of Georges Dumézil, the founder of a whole field of comparative Indo-European mythology.

Like the Celtic druid, the Vedic Brahman priest, called the purohita, was the priest-judge and adviser to the raja, or king. Vedic sacrifices share many similarities in detail with those reported among the Celts, as described in the Celtic literary tradition and which have been found in the archaeological record. This has long been one of the most fascinating areas of Celtic studies among philologists, cultural anthropologists, and comparative mythologists. Now we can take this historical data and, with its help, begin to reclaim our ancestral Celtic heritage in place of the misinformation and fantasy we have heard, and we can get to know better the old gods and goddesses as they actually are.

In the next chapter, we will take a look back at some of the past attempts at reviving druidism and the sometimes highly imaginative fictions that were created when scholarship was lacking.
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