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The Everything® Celtic Wisdom Book


Dear Reader,


My purpose in writing this book is to provide the book I would have liked to have read when I was learning about my ancestors and their beliefs: clear, accurate, and useful information on the history, mythology, and beliefs of the Celts through history. For the purposes of this book, the terms “Celt” and “Celtic” are applied to the ancient Gaulish tribes and their descendants in Britain, Ireland, and surrounding areas.


In this book, I refer to the Celts in the past tense; however, it is important to remember that the Celtic culture is very much alive and that the Celtic people currently reside in nearly every corner of the world. Although so many are so far from the place of their ancestors, the Celtic people are linked by the common thread of their spiritual heritage. Celtic spirituality is at its heart neither Christian nor pagan, but something greater and more transcendent than both. It is based on a deep connection to the natural world and one’s ancestors and fellows, and very often even Celts who have never set foot in their ancestral lands feel a certain yearning for home and a special communion with the natural world.


This is not to say that only those of Celtic ancestry may appreciate and embrace the Celtic world view: from their first emergence into history, the Celtic peoples have been both great adventurers and determined hosts, traveling far in search of new experiences yet welcoming and embracing generations of outsiders.


Jennifer Emick
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welcome distraction from work.




Top Ten Things You’ll Learn about Celtic
Spirituality, History, and Culture


1. Celtic spirituality is greater than the sum of its parts—neither specifically pagan nor Christian.


2. The ancient Celts once occupied much of Western Europe before repeated invasions narrowed their sphere of influence to the British Isles.


3. Many of the common assumptions about the ancient druids are completely wrong, including the notion that they dressed in flowing white robes.


4. The Celtic people worshipped a variety of gods, and developed a rich, symbolic mythology.


5. The Celts embraced Christianity while maintaining many of their ancient beliefs and customs.


6. Druidic orders much resembling monasteries operated in Britain and Ireland long before.


7. Many pagan Celtic customs continue even to the present day in parts of Europe.


8. Many of the ancient pagan gods became saints of the Celtic Church.


9. Both the Celtic pagans and the Celtic Christians shared a reverence for the natural world.


10. The symbolism of Celtic spirituality is unique, and is often utilized across the pagan and Christian faiths.




Introduction


[image: ] I GREW UP IN a family that was tremendously proud of its European immigrant roots, which included a large proportion of Irish ancestors. As a child, I had a tremendous love of fantasy and fairy tales, especially when I discovered that my quite ordinary first name was in fact a variant of the name of a legendary queen—Guinevere, the wife of King Arthur. And although I was raised far away from ancestral haunts, I grew up convinced that the woods of upstate New York were as magical as those of Ireland. I believed that the fairy-folk had traveled with us, remaining just out of sight in the woods surrounding us. In a sense, I was sharing the same communion with the natural world that was a way of life to my distant ancestors.


Eventually, I discovered that my appreciation for nature and my love of fairy stories were more closely connected than I ever thought possible and that the characters in the stories I read were based on the exploits of the ancient Celtic gods and heroes, then real “fairy-folk.”


The Celts emerged as a recognizable people thousands of years ago. They were brilliant poets, skilled artisans, adept farmers, and fierce warriors. But because of their reliance on oral tradition, they left no written record to tell of their accomplishments. Until recent times, this left the historical Celts with no voice with which to defend themselves from the history recorded by their political and religious enemies, who portrayed them as bloodthirsty, intemperate barbarians. Their Roman and Greek observers admired their skills in war but viewed Celts on the whole as largely violent, crass, and drunken. Likewise, the Christian missionaries who set out to convert druidic Celts were convinced that the whole of druid spirituality was violent sacrifice and superstitious omens.


Having little or no knowledge of the Celtic languages, these recorders were almost completely unaware of the complex and deeply spiritual oral traditions of the Celtic bards and druids. Archaeological evidence has gone a very long way toward establishment of an accurate depiction of the Celts, who represent one of Europe’s greatest civilizations. Celtic artifacts, coupled with the very few firsthand accounts of Celtic life and religion, paint a picture of a rich culture of wealth, intelligence, and above all, spiritual accomplishment.


Celtic religion prized wisdom and study, but also focused on the liminal—Celtic belief focused on the threshold between man and the divine, using complex symbolism to express a doctrine of transformation, interconnectedness, and communion with the natural world. This spiritual wellspring runs so deeply in the hearts of the Celts that it has survived for thousands of years, creating a spirituality that is uniquely distinguished and crosses religious boundaries, inspiring both Christianity and paganism.




CHAPTER 1


The Celtic World
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Warriors, poets, scholars, and visionaries—the ancient Celts were a people out of time. Celtic society was remarkably free, open, and democratic. Women were highly regarded, art and scholarship highly prized. Celts as warriors were fierce and fearless with a highly developed sense of justice, and an insult or injustice to one was generally regarded as an injury to all. The Celts were also renowned explorers, questing optimists ever seeking greener pastures. As a result, a majority of Americans and Europeans today have some Celtic ancestry, a testament to the tenacity of the Celtic spirit.


The Story of the Celts


The people we know today as Celts were already well established when their Greek neighbors began to refer to them as Keltoi, from which the word “Celt” was derived. The word was taken from a word used by a Celtic tribe to describe themselves, but its meaning is uncertain—some linguists believe it means “to strike or fight,” others believe it means “hidden,” referring to the intense secrecy surrounding Celtic spiritual knowledge.


There never was a unified body of people known collectively as “Celt.” In historical terms, Celt or Celtic refers to any of the peoples who spoke one of the Celtic family of languages and shared common cultural influences.


Even today you hear the echoes of this ancient culture—the influence of artists thousands of years past can be seen nearly everywhere one looks, with ancient patterns appearing everywhere from tattoos to coffee cups. The mythic quest of Celtic mythology still excites the imagination of poets and writers, so that much of today’s literature and cinema has roots in ancient Celtic tales of heroes, quests, and magical enchantment.
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The words Gael or Gaelic today are often used interchangeably with Celt and Celtic. The word Gael comes from the Old Irish Goídeleg (from Gaul), and specifically refers to the people and languages of Ireland, Scotland, and the Isle of Man. British Celts and their languages are referred to as Brythonic, and the two groups together are referred to as Insular, differentiated from the Gallic or “continental” Celts.





Historically, the Celtic civilization did not so much emerge as erupt. Adventurous and technologically advanced tribes spread rapidly over European soil, absorbing and combining with the native cultures they encountered along the way.


It is not entirely certain when the magic moment occurred that set the Celtic people apart from the Indo-European peoples they are descended from, but we do know that some 7,000 years or so ago, the ancestors of the Celtic tribes began to migrate from the Caucasus Mountains region surrounding the Black Sea and began to settle in the areas of Europe now known as France, Germany, Spain, and Italy—even as distant as Turkey. By the fourth century B.C.E., the Celtic tribes had established strongholds throughout Western Europe, where they were to remain the dominant power for hundreds of years.


Before the Celts: The Cosmic People


Little is known of the early Europeans who preceded the Celts; their day-to-day lives and customs can only be guessed at by the artifacts they left behind them. Long before the Celtic settlers began their westward sweep, these ancient people built astonishing monuments to the cosmos—their massive stone circles demonstrate a great knowledge of astronomy, and mysterious underground passage tombs reveal a belief in rebirth or resurrection. It is on these tombs that we find the earliest examples of the solar triple spiral, a symbol of eternity that is now nearly synonymous with Celtic spirituality.


As the Celts swept westward, they incorporated these ancient monuments and their symbols into their ceremonies and mythology. The stone circles became arenas of the gods, and the passage tombs became Sídhe, entrances to the Otherworld. Their people were viewed as the supernatural spiritual ancestors of the Celts, the Tuatha Dé Danann, or People of the Goddess Danu, who later passed into English folklore as the fairy-folk.
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The word banshee (Ban sídhe) originally referred to a female of the Sídhe, but later came to refer to a type of mourning ghost in Celtic folklore whose appearance presaged death.





One of the best-known of these ancient monuments is the megalithic passage tomb at Newgrange, Ireland, a gigantic earthwork whose best-known feature is the annual illumination of its inner chamber by a shaft of sunlight at dawn during the winter solstice. Some theorize that the tomb was used to facilitate the passage of souls from death to new life, and the tomb is decorated with beautiful solar designs of spirals, lozenges, and circles carved into its gigantic stones. When the Gaels arrived in Ireland, they assumed that such an impressive structure must be the work of the Gods, and the tomb passed into lore as the home of Aenghus, the God of Love.


The Urnfield Culture


The archetypal early Celtic community began to take shape around 800 B.C.E., in what is now southwestern Germany, when a group of these early migrants met up with a local group and combined with them to form a new group. These people were called the Urnfield culture, after their practice of interring their cremated dead in decorated earthenware jars buried in the ground.


This combined culture had all the marks of a typical Celtic community. By all appearances, the Urnfielders loved life and attached great importance to simple acts of living—eating, drinking, and fighting with great gusto. They wore brightly colored clothing and elaborate jewelry, brewed mead and ale, raised cattle and crops, and skirmished endlessly amongst themselves.


The Urnfielders’ burial practices clearly demonstrate a belief in the afterlife. Their dead were carefully cremated and interred in wood-lined earthen tombs known as barrows. Urnfield dead were well provided for, with stores of food, jewelry, and beautifully decorated pottery.


The Halstatt Culture


Following the Urnfield period was an even more recognizably Celtic community, the so-called Halstatt culture, named for the area of Austria where the rich remains of their communities have been uncovered. The Halstatt people were by all accounts a sophisticated Iron-Age aristocracy, wealthy traders whose power derived from their control over rich salt mines whose output provided much income through international trade.


The great wealth of Halstatt tribes was likely responsible for a change in burial custom. Abandoning the simple cremations of their forebears, the Halstatts opted for elaborate grave mounds, where their wealthy chieftains would be buried in high style. Instead of earthen jars, members of the Halstatt aristocracy were laid to rest in fancy wood and iron carts, in which they would travel to the afterlife with all of their earthly possessions arrayed about them. The typical wealth of a Halstatt chieftain included elaborate jewelry and ornaments of bronze, fine weapons and armor, pottery and utensils, and even provisions of meat and grain. Wealthier graves often contained elaborate metal cauldrons and even wagons or war chariots.


Warriors and Craftsmen


The most notable characteristic of the early Celts was their extraordinary artistic ability. Highly skilled metalworkers, they introduced all of Europe to the art of iron forging, and with it, brought advances in agriculture and warfare. From the forges of the Celtic smiths poured both farm implements and fearsome weapons, from swords and spears to great wheels for wagons and war chariots.


Celtic artisans were also adept at finer work. They produced exquisite adornments and jewelry in bronze and gold, extraordinarily intricate and detailed work that was also profoundly symbolic.


Decoration wasn’t restricted to weapons and jewelry, either. The Celts were so fond of pattern that it covered every available surface—clothing, drinking vessels, even human skin were all treated as canvas by Celtic artisans.


La Tène Culture


Around 300 B.C.E., the center of Celtic power shifted, reflecting new trade routes with Etruscan settlements in Northern Italy. The primary feature of this shift in the culture is a change in artistic style, from a simple tribal symbolism to a more classical, recognizably Celtic style. The La Tène (“The Shallows”) period is so called after the discovery of a large deposit of art and weaponry ritually disposed of in what is now Lake Neuchatel, Switzerland.


In La Tène art, the distinctive cosmic symbolism of earlier Celtic peoples is transformed through the addition of traditional techniques borrowed from Greek and Etruscan designs. The product of La Tène metalworkers is recognizably Celtic, full of undulating lines, spirals, and the first appearance of what we all instinctively recognize today as the Celtic knot, sinuous patterns of interlaced loops and curves.


Other aspects of La Tène culture are also recognizably Celtic. The La Tènes lived in large settlements, arrayed around large hill forts. They built log houses that might have made Abraham Lincoln proud.
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One of the best-known examples of La Tène-period art is the Gundestrup cauldron, a richly detailed silver bowl decorated with images of Celtic deities and religious rituals. The cauldron was cut into pieces and deposited as a sacrificial offering in a peat bog in Denmark. It was left there undisturbed until the late nineteenth century, when it was rediscovered.





There is also much evidence of a rich spiritual life among the La Tènes. The cache of artifacts that define the La Tène culture are sacrificial in nature—the bounty of beautiful, expensive, and ornate weapons shows little or no sign of wear, indicating they were a sacrifice, most likely for success in battle.


The Celts and the Romans


To their neighbors in cultured Rome and Greece, the Celtic tribes were viewed largely as fierce, reckless barbarians—uncivilized, uncouth, boastful, and proud. But as much as their critics found fault, the criticism was tempered with a grudging admiration for the great strength and reckless abandon of the Celtic warriors, and many of the great armies of classical times counted bands of Celts among their elite fighters. Until this point, the Celts, although they continued to expand their territories, preferred not to provoke their powerful southern neighbors and trading partners.


Eventually, though, the boundaries chafed. Ever-growing populations and a restless nature led the Celts into the territories of their Etruscan neighbors. The tribes settled in and made friends with those neighbors that remained.


According to Roman accounts some of these neighbors, the Etruscan settlement of Clusium, underestimated the fierce nature of its neighbors and thought to involve them in a dispute with Roman aristocracy. Thinking the Celts simple barbarians, the Clusians enticed neighboring tribes with gifts of wine and promises of fertile land. They were quite unprepared for the arrival of heavily armed settlers who weren’t exactly prepared to go marching back from whence they came when the dispute between Clusium and Rome ended. The Clusians issued panicky messages to Rome, which sent diplomatic envoys to prevent disaster.




[image: ]


The Celtic warriors were so renowned that they served as elite troops in many foreign armies, including those of Hannibal and even the Ptolemy pharaohs. Cleopatra kept a band of 300 Celtic warriors as her personal bodyguards.





Unfortunately, these would-be diplomats made the same mistake in assuming the Celts to be uncultured, and during a scuffle, they murdered an important Celtic chieftain. The Celts were appalled at the poor behavior of the Romans and went before the senate seeking reparations. The senate responded by rewarding the perpetrators with political powers, a move that disgusted the Celts and proved a very bad idea.


The Celtic warlords excelled at psychological warfare and were very effective at ensuring their enemies were thoroughly unnerved before battle even began. One of the most effective methods they used to terrorize the enemy was a form of martial theater—warriors entered battle naked but for tattoos and body paint, hair bleached with lime and arranged in spikes. Combatants reinforced their supernatural appearance with great athletic leaps and screaming cries, augmented by the use of specialized musical instruments such as wailing battle harps and the jarring carnyx, a long, harsh-sounding trumpet.


The Romans, as it turns out, were not prepared for barbarian invaders. After witnessing the spectacle of tall, painted, naked warriors with spiked hair singing, dancing, and blasting horns, they beat a terrified retreat all the way to the fortress on the Capitoline hill, where they remained barricaded until an epidemic of disease convinced the invaders to accept a cash bribe and vacate the city.


The Celts Under Roman Rule


From that point onward, the Celts were in near-constant conflict with the Romans. Despite the Celts’ early success, they were no match for the organized war machine that was Rome, which responded to its humiliating defeat with a relentless forward push into Celtic territories. Within 200 years, the Romans were unquestionably in charge, and the era of the Celts gave way to Roman rule. The subsequent Romano-Celtic period was to last for hundreds of years.
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The series of military campaigns that brought about the end of Celtic Europe is known collectively as the Gallic wars. It is through Julius Caesar’s account of these wars that we know much of what we do about Celtic society and culture.





After the Roman conquest, Celtic society began to conform in many ways to Roman custom and societal norms. Religion began to follow Roman styles—worship moved from sacred groves to temples, and Celtic gods merged with their Roman counterparts and were more frequently depicted in human form, often with Roman-style written inscriptions. The ancient pastoral lifestyle gave way in many places to Roman-style cities, and the Celtic lifestyle gradually gave way until the only truly Celtic communities were those of Ireland and Scotland.


Celtic Society


Early Celtic society was divided into tribal groups called tuatha. A tuath (singular) was like a kingdom in miniature, a family group that usually claimed descent from a common ancestor. Most tuaths operated as independent entities, but many came together as part of larger kingdoms under a central ruler. This was the beginning of the succession of chieftains and high kings.


Each tuath was headed by a king (or, sometimes, a queen) who usually claimed descent from one or more tribal ancestral deities. In times of peace, the king was both ruler and an administrator of justice; in times of conflict, he was a warlord. The king was vested in his office through his symbolic marriage with the land, which was personified as a goddess. This rite of investiture ensured the fertility of the land and is echoed endlessly in mythological tales. The legendary Queen Medb of the Ulster Cycle is a personification of the sovereignty of the land, queen to nine kings who ruled only with her consent—a metaphor for the true source of a king’s power and his true responsibilities.
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A Celtic king was never above the law. A special judge called a brithem rig (literally, “judge of the king”) oversaw cases and settled disputes involving the king and his rights. A king who angered his people could find himself removed from his throne.





The Celtic system of rulership was bound by a strict code of justice, given that the prosperity of a king’s tribe depended upon his fairness and honesty. This was a practicality, as the king also acted as landlord to his people and provided them both protection and grazing land. In later times, these lesser kings themselves swore allegiance to an over-king, who traded military protection in return for tributes of food, supplies, or treasure. A Celtic king was often elected to his position, and if he did not fulfill the role as expected, he could be replaced.


Under the king were the nobles or flaithi—warriors, artisans, lawyers, poets, and other skilled citizens. Under the noble class were the freemen who kept the flocks, tilled the soil, and paid rent to the nobles. Each class contained subdivisions, each with its own rights and responsibilities.


Women in Celtic Society


Many of the most powerful deities of the Celtic pantheons were female, ranging from powerful, nurturing earth mothers to fierce goddesses of war.


The women of Celtic mythology are likewise portrayed as brave, resourceful, even crafty heroines. Unlike the wilting heroines and distressed damsels of the Greeks, these heroines did what they wanted, when they wanted, even when it meant disaster—and when matched with these larger-than-life women, the heroes of many Celtic tales are most often done in, whether by beauty, cleverness, or enchantment.


While customs varied according to region and circumstance, when compared to neighboring cultures like Rome or Greece, women enjoyed a very high status in Celtic society. Female aristocrats were afforded the same lavish burials as their male counterparts, with the same rich grave goods as the men. Women were often afforded positions of authority, often serving as leaders, chieftains, diplomats, and even warriors. Celtic women also served in religious life as seers, healers, poets, and even as druids.


Married women had unparalleled rights of property and divorce. A married woman with greater wealth than her husband would control all of their combined property, unlike the Roman women, who left their fathers’ homes only to become the property of their husbands. Divorce was available to both men and women, and women who divorced retained their property.


Celtic wives often accompanied their husbands to battle and were not always content to keep to the sidelines; there are numerous accounts of Celtic warrior women and their achievements in battle. Some of these warrior women were so notable in their achievements that they became teachers of the art of war, owners of their own martial academies. Many became legendary.


The Greek historian Marcellinus, writing of Celtic warriors, marveled:




In a fight, any one of them can resist several strangers at once, with no other help than his wife, who is even more formidable.





The Story of Boudicca


Perhaps the most famous Celtic heroine of history is Boudicca, the legendary warrior queen of the Iceni. The Iceni were a tribe of eastern Briton, a somewhat independent ally of the Roman Empire—that is, until the Iceni King Prasutagus died. The king had hoped to maintain some independence for his tribe upon his death by leaving half of his kingdom to his daughters and bequeathing the rest to the Emperor Nero, but this proved a mistake. The Romans moved in almost immediately, and had no interest in royal daughters. When Boudicca protested the Roman takeover along with her daughters, she was publicly flogged, and her daughters were raped by Roman soldiers. Iceni chieftains were deprived of their position and property, many of Boudicca’s relatives were sold as slaves, and the kingdom was reduced almost overnight to the status of province.


Boudicca was understandably outraged at this great humiliation. When Roman Governor Paulinius Suetonius left on a campaign against a stronghold of rebel druids on the Isle of Mona, Boudicca easily convinced the oppressed Celts to take on the hated Romans, and 80,000 Iceni warriors rallied behind her.


The queen and her all-female guard made quite an impression on the enemy. Roman historian Cassius Dio described her appearance:




In stature she was very tall. In appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden necklace; and she wore a tunic of diverse colors over which a thick mantle was fastened with a brooch. This was her invariable attire.





The Iceni queen’s armies initially swept the Romans and laid waste to three Roman cities and an entire Roman legion in a very short time. Boudicca, having no soft spot for her own sex, slaughtered her enemies to the last woman.


Boudicca’s story ended in defeat. Suetonius and his men, fresh from victory over the druids at Mona, gained a tactical advantage over Boudicca’s forces and decimated her army in one devastating battle. The queen’s warriors were destroyed, and she is reported to have ended her life by poison.


The Celtic Cosmos


Unlike the Greeks and Romans, whose gods lived far from human reach, the deities of the Celts were ever-present, embodied in the natural world around them. The visible, everyday world was interpenetrated by the Otherworld, the abode of the gods, elemental spirits, and the souls of the dead.


The abode of the gods was delineated by three elemental domains, those of earth, sea (water), and sky. These domains of spirit were not distinct but instead operated in a continual state of flux and overlap.


The elements were both physical and spiritual—the domain of water, for instance, encompassed not only the oceans, wells, and streams, but was also the source of wisdom and inspiration. The lords of the sky provided not only sunlight for crops but also strength and vigor to warriors and heroes. The woodland creatures gave not only their flesh to those who consumed them but their qualities as well—the boar gave strength, the salmon wisdom, and rabbits, cleverness.


The elements were both the home and the substance of the gods. Goddesses of earth brought forth and nurtured the crops; gods of the sky brought rain and lightning, and so on.
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The ubiquitous motif of the triskele, with its three interlocking and flowing spirals, originated as a solar symbol, an emblem of birth, death, regeneration. However, it also illustrates the interplay of the three worlds, as well as the labyrinthine path to the Otherworld.





Gods and goddesses all over Celtic lands appear in triplicate form. Two of the best-known are the Morrigan, a goddess of the battlefield who also had command of birth and death, and Brigid, the patron of artisans and a goddess of healing. Three-headed gods made their first appearance in prehistoric rock-carvings and persisted into Roman occupation, eventually associated with the god Mercury.


Celtic stories, poems, and even riddles are likewise divided into threes, a tradition that carried over in Christian times. It is widely believed that it was the Celts’ threefold view of divinity that aided the ready acceptance of Christianity in Ireland.


Rebirth and Reincarnation


The body of Celtic mythology gives much evidence of Celtic beliefs in reincarnation and life after death. The Celts had an underworld similar in some ways to the beliefs of the Romans and Greeks, but all indications are that it was a place much like the everyday world. It is most commonly referred to as the Otherworld, for although its entrances are usually under the earth, it is believed to exist commingled with the world of men and can even be reached by sea. At certain times of the year, and in certain geographical locations, the veils or mists that conceal one world from the next could be broached, and both men and spirits could travel between them.
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The Welsh Otherworld was called Annwn, the Isle of Apples, which came to be known later as Avalon and figures heavily in Arthurian legend. Although Arthur is portrayed as a Christian king, it is to Avalon where he is taken to die after being mortally wounded by his nephew Mordred.





There is also much evidence that Celts believed in reincarnation. Mythological stories abound with episodes of rebirth and reincarnation, especially in relation to water. A repeating feature of battle stories is the cauldron or spring of rebirth, by which slain warriors return to life.


Another kind of transmigration is hinted at in stories of gods and heroes who take the form of animals, often in succession. Many are reborn as humans after being consumed by women or goddesses, which gives some insight into the reverence the Celts had for animals.


The Head


For the Celts, the head was regarded as the seat of the human soul, the container of the life force. The head, therefore, had enormous talismanic properties. Severed heads were placed for protection at the entrances of homes and temples and buried at the base of bridges and at crossroads. Celtic warriors took great pains to collect the heads of fallen enemies. Heads, especially of the battle-slain, were among offerings made to the gods and are found in ritual deposits alongside offerings of animals and wares. The heads of friends and military leaders were also kept sacred, a practice that remained a frequent theme in hero’s tales.


Celtic warriors were known to enthusiastically collect the heads of slain enemies, preserving them in oil in earthen jars and even nailing them over the lintels of doorways. Many a startled visitor to Celtic lands expressed shock when enthusiastic hosts showed off their treasured collections of captured heads. Historian Diodorus Siculus writes:




When the enemies fall, the Gauls cut off their heads and fasten them to the necks of their horses. They nail up the heads in their houses. They embalm in cedar-oil the heads of the most distinguished of their enemies and keep them carefully in a chest; they display them with pride to strangers.





The head in ancient Celtic art is also emphasized, sometimes exaggerated out of all sense of proportion. When the Celts depicted the deities as humans, they very often pictured them as gigantic, solitary heads—bodies were perfunctory, and often ignored.
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The most famous Celtic talisman is the head of Bran the Blessed, a legendary god-king of Britain. Upon his death, the head of Bran was buried under the Tower of London to ward off foreign invasion. According to legend, it remained in place until the time of Arthur, who turned the head inward, as Arthur claimed to be Britain’s sole protector.





Gods and Goddesses of the Celts


The Gallic Celts had no supreme or all-pervasive deities. Gods and goddesses were usually particular to geography, tribe, and place, although they shared many characteristics. Most Celtic gods had an amorphous character. Later, the Romans recognized many Celtic gods as their own in character, and under Roman rule many Celtic gods became strongly associated with Celtic deities.


Scholars typically sort Celtic deities into three main classes. The first group of deities comprises the ancient Gaulish deities. What little that is known about them comes from the writings of the Romans, from inscriptions and from images on ritual artifacts, and from their assimilation into the Irish pantheon.


The second group of deities is the Sidhe, or Tuatha Dé Danann, the Irish pantheon of legend whose myth tales are the best-known in Celtic lore. They are often referred to as the chthonic gods because they are believed to reside underground, in caves and Sidhe-mounds.
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While the three main groups of Celtic deities once belonged to separate pantheons, they are often muddled together in late mythological stories. Lugh, for example, is of the older, Gaulish deities, but appears in many tales of the Irish Tuatha Dé Danann.





The third group is known as the rebirth or resurrection gods because of their close association with healing waters. The origin of the rebirth gods is unclear, but later tales give their descent from the sea. These sea-gods have largely passed out of memory, but they exist in vestigial form as mythical creatures such as mermaids, selkies, and kelpies. Of the few who transitioned into the Irish pantheon are Mannanan mac Lir, the sea-god, and Etain, a goddess who lives and is continuously reborn as her own daughter. There are also numerous local deities of wells, streams, and rivers, whose names are mostly lost to history.


The Gallic Gods


Little is known about these ancient, pre-Irish Celtic gods. They were similar in many ways to the Northern gods; when the Romans encountered the Celts, they found that the Celtic gods closely resembled their own. The Gallic gods are also referred to as continental deities, referring to the area of Britain and Western Europe, excluding Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, whose deities are detailed separately.


Some of the better known of the ancient Gallic gods are the following:




	Teutates, a war god closely related to the Norse god Tyr or Tiw



	An unnamed father god called by the Romans Dis Pater, (Latin for “Great Father”)



	Ogmios, likened to the Greek Hercules



	A stag-horned god of the hunt, called Cernunnos (“Horned One”) by the Romans



	Epona, a goddess of horses and patroness of cavalrymen



	Lugos, the sun god, called the Celtic Apollo, who would become Lugh or the Dé Dananns and Lleu to the Welsh



	Succellos, “The Good Striker,” a hammer-wielding god of good fortune



	Esus, the spirit of the oak, closely identified with the Norse Odin



	Taranis, god of thunder, associated with the Norse Thor and the Roman Jupiter



	The Matronae (“Mothers”), a triplicity of earth goddesses who symbolize nurture, fertility, and abundance



	Belenos, the personification of the sun; the annual Beltaine festival was held in his honor








CHAPTER 2


The Myth Cycles
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The ancient Celts had a noted abhorrence of written records. They kept no scriptures, history, or genealogy and preferred to preserve their religious teachings through the sacred oral traditions of the druids. Unfortunately, the majority of this ancient wisdom was lost forever with the coming of Christianity to the Celtic Isles. Druidry gave way to the persuasive proselytizing of westward-sweeping Christians, and with none to take on the bardic task, the old ways gradually fell away. Ironically, the task of recording the remnants of Celtic mythology fell to the Christian monasteries; thus, the remnant of Celtic wisdom was preserved by those who destroyed it.


Sources of Celtic Mythology


In the time of the druids, the ancient oral myths and stories were maintained in strict secrecy. Ironically, it was only in the death of the druidic tradition that they were maintained. The Irish Church undertook to preserve Celtic mythology in the seventh century, when its monasteries began to set pagan tales to paper. These scribes of the Church rewrote the ancient gods as human beings, heroes, and magicians whose tales they regarded as the history of the Celts. Because these tales are presented as histories, they neglect any intentional exploration of Celtic theological ideas, resulting in a pitiful lack of stories of the creation of earth or mankind. If the Celts had origin stories, they are forever lost. The myth cycles do, however, give a very good idea of ancient Celtic customs and lifestyles, and they reveal much about the character of the ancient gods and goddesses.


The greatest wealth of Celtic mythology is contained in three major collections of texts known as the Mythological Cycle, the Ulster Cycle, and the Fenian or Fionn Cycle. A looser, less-regarded collection is known as the Historical or Kings Cycle, a record of the lives and adventures of the legendary kings of Ireland. Another popular source of mythological tales is The Mabinogion, a series of four cycles of Welsh mythological tales with early Arthurian elements.


The Book of Invasions


The chief work of the Mythological Cycle is known as the Book of Invasions, compiled in the twelfth century by monks of the Irish Church. The Book of Invasions purports to be a chronological history of successive waves of invading tribes said to have occupied ancient Ireland, but most of the stories it contains are bowdlerized versions of ancient tales of Celtic gods and goddesses.


The Son of Noah


The Book of Invasions does away with Celtic mythological tales of origin and begins with the biblical account of the great flood. Unlike the canonical story of the flood, however, the monks gave their version a twist. A Celtic son of Noah, Bith (meaning “life”), is excluded from his father’s ark and therefore constructs his own ships. Bith and his ships sail into the unknown, and all but his own vessel are lost. Bith’s solitary ship with its passengers wanders lost for many months, finally arriving in Ireland, where they await the deluge. The floods eventually arrive and wipe out all but a single man called Finntan, who survives for many thousands of years by shape-shifting into the forms of various animals.


It was Finntan, claimed the monks, who returned after so many years with the countenance of an ancient druid and prophesied to the Gaels the coming of St. Patrick, whom he describes as a “druid of an unknown faith.” Patrick, according to this prophecy, would cleanse Finntan his sins and allow him to cease his endless wanderings.
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Finntan is also credited with the traditional division of Ireland into five parts: Ulster, Leinster, Connaught, and Munster all ringed about Meath, the location of the Hill of Tara, the legendary seat of Irish kings.





After the time of Bith, the islands remained devoid of human life until the coming of Partholon, another descendant of Noah, who sets foot on Irish shores with Ireland’s next wave of colonists. Partholon is more successful at colonization than Bith; he goes about the business of settlement, building houses, planting crops, and battling monstrous, mutated invaders called Fomorians.


Tuan the Shapeshifter


It is not the Fomorians who doom Partholon’s settlers, but a fatal disease. All but one man, a nephew of Partholon named Tuan, are destroyed. In an odd echo of Finntan’s story, this lone survivor again must make his way through successive shape-shifting. Tuan becomes a stag that leads herds of deer; a boar that roots in the woods; and an eagle that takes to the skies. At last he becomes a salmon, and swims in the sacred pools until humans return to Ireland.


The salmon Tuan is caught and eaten by an Irish queen, who in turn becomes his mother. The newly reborn Tuan is born with all of his wisdom intact and recounts to his mother’s people the history of Ireland, continuing the tale where it left off: with Partholon’s successors Nemed and his people, who are driven out of Ireland by the Fomorians and who return as the noble Tuatha Dé Danann and the wicked and clumsy Fir Bolg.


Nemed is recounted as a Scythian Greek, who comes to Ireland with his four sons. Nemed and his followers are enslaved and oppressed by the Fomorians, who finally drive them away. Some move to the far shores to be left in peace and become the ancestors of the Fir Bolg. The remainder travel to the west, where they are schooled in the magical arts. The descendents of Nemed return many years later as the Tuatha Dé Danann to drive the Fomorians away and retake Ireland.


The Tuatha Dé Danann


The Fir Bolg tribes are also vanquished by the Tuatha Dé Danann, the “People of Danu,” who are but the gods of the pagan Celts in disguise. The stories of the Tuatha Dé Danann provide the best record of Celtic mythological tales—the gods are stripped of their divinity but retain most of their magical powers and abilities. The gods of the Irish are recounted in the Book of Invasions as yet another conquering tribe, albeit one with fantastic occult powers. The Danann hero Lugh finally defeats the Fomorians by driving them into the sea.
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The works of fantasy fiction author J. R. R. Tolkien are heavily based in ancient Norse and Irish mythological tales. The inspiration for the races of elves who “sail into the West” in Tolkien’s ring trilogy is the story of the Tuatha Dé Danann, who recede into the underworld at the coming of the Gaels.





The Coming of the Milesians


The Tuatha Dé Danann continue to rule Ireland in peace until the arrival of the last invaders, the Gaulish Milesians. The Milesians are named for their chieftain, Míl. The Milesians sail to Ireland on the advice of druid seers, and among their party is Míl’s son, the legendary bard Amergin. The Milesians are not welcomed by the Dé Dananns, and a series of fierce battles ensues, in which the kings of both tribes are killed. Eventually, the warring parties reach a compromise. The Milesians will rule the upper, daylight world, and the People of Danu will take the Otherworld and pass into legend. Ever after, they are known as the Sídhe, the people of the fairy mounds.


The Ulster Cycle


The Ulster Cycle was told in two places: the eleventh century Book of the Dun Cow, and the fourteenth century Yellow Book of Lecan. The Ulster Cycle chronicles the adventures of a succession of great heroes, most notably Cuchulainn, a warrior of tremendous stature and ferocity. The cycle begins with the tale of Fergus, an impossibly gigantic king of Ulster. Fergus wishes to marry Nessa, his brother’s widow, who will only consent if Fergus will make her young son king. Fergus, all too glad to be rid of the responsibility, readily agrees, and seven-year-old Connor becomes king of Ulster.
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Macha, one of the older Celtic goddesses, was often portrayed as a horse. She is sometimes seen as an attribute of the Morrigan, a triplicate goddess of fertility, war, and death. It was to Macha that the heads of the battle-dead belonged.





Despite King Connor’s youth, all goes well under his reign until one terrible incident. A wealthy cattleman by the name of Cruinniuc boasts that his wife Macha, a swift runner, can outrace the king’s chariots. Despite her protests, the king forces the heavily pregnant Macha to compete. She wins the race, but the exertion proves too much. After giving birth to twin babies, she expires at the finish line, cursing the insensitive men of Ulster to suffer a woman’s labor pains whenever the kingdom is under threat. Macha’s curse carries down nine generations of Ulster men, until the birth of the semi-divine hero Cuchulainn.
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