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For Brigid









Introduction


Can Brigid of Ireland be considered a dark goddess? I think so. The Great African Mother, from whom all life came, subdivided and re-embodied all over the globe. The Goddess Brigid was her Irish and Celtic expression. As the birthing mother, she continues to rebirth and reinvent herself for the needs of her people in different times. In one part of the world, she is named Athena, in another Shakti and in yet another, Rhiannon. In Ireland, one name for her is Brigid. Brigid as the Great Mother reincarnation also continues to rebirth and reinvent herself for the needs of her people. Whatever they need she gives them, wherever they go, she goes, whomever they need, she is.


Maman Brigitte came into being on a small island known once as Ayiti and now as Haiti. She was born into a religion known as Vodou from the wails of despair, terror and anguish within the shackles of slavery. Her people, now enslaved, had been brought over from the Yoruba region in Africa where Oya, the great goddess of the river Nile was a key deity. In a new land, far away from Africa, Maman Brigitte would be birthed from a fusion of the Goddess Oya and Brigid, Goddess and Saint of Ireland. What was Brigid doing in Haiti or Africa I hear you ask. We will explore this in a later chapter. But in short, as part of indentured servitude and as part of trade with Benin in West Africa, the Irish and the Breton Celts (Brittany as a Celtic country also worshipped Brigid) were found in this part of the world.


Maman Brigitte emerged as a result of slavery. She embodied rage, grief and terror as a voice for her enslaved persons but also became a symbol of comfort in the form of a wise and loving mother who not only bore witness to the suffering of her children but became an iconic symbol of strength and hope. As a figure in Haitian Vodou she would play her role within the religious construct of Vodou that brought French colonialism in Haiti to its knees and push Haiti into the spotlight as the first black republic, ever, to gain Independence. Brigitte assisted in liberating her people. In the aftermath, Haitians would take Brigitte with them as they set sail for a nearby overseas department of France to make a fresh start following the overthrow of France. Their new home would be in the Deep South in New Orleans, Louisiana. With Brigitte guiding them to a new land, Haitians would merge with Irish immigrants who had already made New Orleans their home and who arrived in significant numbers during and after the famine in Ireland. As a result, Maman Brigitte evolved into a powerful dark goddess as a consequence of increasing exposure to the Irish immigrant community who were predominantly Catholic and who had a reverence for Saint Brigid. It is said that the practice of Vodou reached a peak in popularity in Louisiana during the antebellum period where many Haitian and Irish immigrants were co-living as new citizens of New Orleans. It is my belief that the somewhat shared common experience of both Haitians and Irish in the New World, particularly the shared experience of Haitian and Irish women, propelled Maman Brigitte forward as a strong mother figure and key deity in their newfound home.


Out of murky, swampy waters in the Mississippi, New Orleans rose as a unique entity who witnessed and understood hardship that came with upheaval and displacement and who also represented strength and stamina to root down and grow in new soil. She came to represent survival and the coming togetherness of all vulnerable people beginning new lives in the New World. As Haitians and the Irish found their homes in tenements or in wealthy homes as domestics, Brigitte was found, along with her partner Baron Samedi in the cemetery. The cemetery is her home. Here, in tranquillity, she flits between both worlds of the living and the dead similar also to the Goddess Brigid who transcended the Otherworld and the living world.


In comparison to Brigid who is most typically associated with the light and the coming of Spring, Brigitte is a goddess of death. She is the lady of the night. Within the dark, Brigitte is revered for reclaiming all those who lived on the fringes of society in life and gather them into her family in death as they wander aimlessly in the spirit world. In death she gives them a place of belonging, that they may never would have experienced in life. This is what possibly made her known as a great mother figure. A mother in the living world and also beyond the veil of death. Brigitte was also worshipped as protectress of their graves in the living world, warding off zombies returning from beyond the veil. From the quiet cemetery she notices all evil actions in life and call them out in death, and so, is a symbol for justice, especially for women and children. This role as justice keeper was also associated with Brigid of Ireland. Maman Brigitte evolved into a figure that was much loved but also feared. With her large eyes there is nothing that she could not see in the light and in the dark. Her skin is deathly pale which is another reason why she is often compared to Brigid of Ireland. But in personality she is quite different to Brigid.


Brigitte in contrast to Brigid is sensual, sexual and is associated with a most provocative dance known as the Banda, to arouse sexual feelings. Sex is the ultimate expression of life. If Brigitte emerged during hardship, she definitely reminds her devotees of the importance of taking pleasure in life anywhere they can. Life is short. She is known to enjoy a cigar or cigarettes and take a glass or two of rum. This aspect of her made her accessible to her peoples. She knew how to have a good time without materialism and would demonstrate the joy that can also be found in life amongst the most atrocious conditions. Her followers understood her ability to enter all worlds easily, which made her immortal and who could transcend time. As the lady of the night and associated with the dark realm, Brigitte became synonymous with all issues pertaining to the dark, most notably death, as well as deep, shadow work. In the depths of darkness, she emits her fiery light and is through her light a silent presence not only for grief, loss and lament but also a symbol of hope for easier times to come.


For those brave to enter their individual darkness and pain she became the epitome of backbone, a formidable femme to showcase human strength especially strong women. Herself, born out of enforced slavery and flourishing in a muddy swamp, who better than her to showcase survival? Brigitte showcased death as a significant physical transformation that is inevitable for us all. She would remind us to take pleasure in life but to be accountable for all our actions in death. This would not only input a serious undertone into the melody of life but also assure those victimised by injustice in this world that their day of justice would come. As guardian of the cemetery and fluid traveller between all worlds, she would assure us of her unspeaking, motherly presence when our time comes to depart the living world. She, the dark goddess of the cemetery, is the enigmatic and obscure Maman Brigitte.


I officially dedicated as Priestess of Brigid in January 2023. In the lead up to my dedication, particularly around Samhain (October 31st) I became more and more intrigued by the darkness and the concept of the dark goddess. I was drawn to the colour black, to black crystals and to looking at my own dark shadow parts in need of recognition never mind healing. I would never really consider myself a lover of the dark as I generally struggle with winter and the absence of light, so it didn’t really feel like ‘me’ but ‘me’, whoever that is, continues to grow and develop or to put it another way, continues to journey deeper into a more profound layer of authenticity that seems more possible with advancing age. I didn’t dismiss my newfound interest in the dark as I knew it had most definitely come from encountering Maman Brigitte whilst researching Brigid.


When researching my book This is Brigid – Goddess & Saint of Ireland I came across a mention of Brigid as Maman Brigitte in Haitian Vodou. I was utterly enthralled by the fact that she is a Haitian/Louisianan Lwa/Loa (spirit) of death. This seemed the very antithesis as to what she represented as the bringer of new life here in Ireland. I was dying to find out (pardon the pun) why she was so linked to death in this culture and why she was sometimes painted with her mouth sealed as though she were voiceless. This too, contrasted with her symbolism in Ireland as queen of oration, goddess of poetry and life giver by her sacred breath. In fact, as goddess she represents all things linked to communication, so seeing her often depicted as mute was intriguing.


Stumbling across Maman Brigitte was like a furnace door opened and a burst of fire rushed out that screamed ‘here I am, here I am’. Reluctantly, I had to close that door to maintain focus. I had to concentrate and not allow myself to go down a rabbit hole like I usually would. But in closing the furnace door, I acknowledged I had felt a different energy with the mere pronunciation of Maman Brigitte and once the time was right, I would give it the respect and time needed to explore her in this aspect.


Once my first book was completed, I felt her familiar prod to get cracking and honour my promise. This is where I can testify that Brigid is anything but soft and gentle which are words often used to describe her. She is insistent when a) she wants something, b) you’ve promised her something and c) she knows you’ll love it (which I did). When all three of these line up you can rest assured there will be a significant push to start. When the time was right, I started to dream about areas I would need to research for Maman Brigitte. Often, these would wake me up in the early hours of the morning with thoughts and ideas racing through my mind. I would need to enter the world of Vodou as it is spelled in Haitian culture and understand what circumstances in Haitian and Louisianan history not only birthed Maman Brigitte but allowed her to flourish. This felt out of my comfort zone and intellectual depth. And I doubted if I had the right to write about a culture with which I have no direct contact. However, in my down time, my mind started to piece together earlier parts of my own life that were significant to researching Brigid as the Vodun/Voodoo deity Maman Brigitte.


In my twenties I travelled to an oversees department of France called La Réunion where I spent a year as an Erasmus student. This is now a long time ago and how I wish I had been there with the same open eyes as I now have to the Réunionnais cultural and religious practices. There is only so much a twenty-year-old can understand, especially one that has been submerged in Catholicism. I don’t remember very much of that time, but I do remember standing and watching a man in his garden practising Voodoo. His house and garden were at the bottom of the road where I was living. Of course, I didn’t understand what he was doing, and it scared me, but it also really fascinated me. On this island I studied French and had a particular interest in African feminine literature which I absorbed as part of my course. Looking back now, it seems as though Brigid had always been around me with me growing up in Ireland but even as far as the Indian ocean she was there, entwined and embedded in local Vodou practices as Maman Brigitte.


I consider Brigid a multi-faceted Goddess that continues to twirl and reveal different aspects of herself. Maman Brigitte is one such aspect. This makes Brigid such a unique deity. Apart from the fact that she is the only pagan deity to have been swept into Christianity, leaving that aside for a while, it just fascinates me how she continues to rebirth, blend and become whatever is needed by people. The needs of her devotees is what defines Brigid. She is the definition of fluid and modern and this is what makes her accessible to everybody, of any creed, gender, culture. She is never static, and I love her for this. For me, she represents life flow and life is constantly in flux. I see her as the ultimate Mother Goddess who becomes and appears as to what her children need, wherever they are and no matter what dire situations they find themselves in. Throughout this book I will endeavour to express this through a variety of language that will hopefully make sense. I will refer to Maman Brigitte as an expression/version/aspect/ appearance/persona of Brigid that hopefully will help paint a picture of how I sense her. One thing that continues to become clear to me whilst working with the divine feminine is that nothing is ever compartmentalised, black or white, or nothing connected to her can ever be easily defined. The Goddess, by her very essence is a mystery. She is chaos that begins with the beginning of life found in blood and mucus at birth. She gives us life and watches over us as autonomous beings without defining or limiting our behaviours. This is in stark contrast to most patriarchal religions that demand certain life choices in order to belong. The Goddess is free and ever evolving. I find this so comforting because I understand that no matter how life develops during my time here on earth, this energy of the divine feminine will reveal herself into a specific aspect to help us that is unique to our needs of our times. Maman Brigitte is, of course, not unique to our times, but she is in my opinion, underused as a dark goddess figure as we all navigate through issues today that were also pertinent during the time of her emergence. Issues such as war, displacement, homelessness, injustice, misogyny and issues relating to our personal shadows which is our responsibility to face.


By connecting to Brigid, I reconnected to a feminine, energetic universal life force within me that has been intentionally removed from the world at the hands of patriarchy. I reconnected to the sacred feminine, the Great Mother, the divine feminine, the mama, the creatrix. Finally waking up and remembering her has helped me to feel like I have a footing here in this world as I, as a woman, have a role model that has my back and she’s just fabulous. I remembered the sacred feminine through Brigid. Once I had remembered her, I needed to really discover or to begin my journey to my authentic self. And this is when Maman Brigitte raised her head significantly to call me to this journey. It was time. It would mean stripping away all that I had internalised from the patriarchy and moulded by familial and societal conditioning and discard it as I delved deep into the depths of my soul. It was the next obvious layer of working with the sacred feminine. Again, this brings me back to the chaos associated with the goddess. Unlike working with structured patriarchal religions, remembering our spiritual connection doesn’t end with simply remembering. We don’t remember or find our way back just to have an ‘A ha’ moment and leave it there. Once we remember our soulful origin, we need to get dirty and dig deep into the many layers of conditioning that we have had placed around us in order to resurrect or rebirth our true selves and be as close to our true selves as we can be.


To consciously begin my journey to authenticity I needed a unique energy that had come forward into the lives of people who had been literally stripped away of all material possessions and who were finding themselves walking on completely new soil. Everything outside of themselves that they had identified with was now gone. Brigitte was a symbol of this complete erosion down to the most basic essence within us, the soul. I needed strength through my personal tower moment. I needed someone to ok the death of things and to assure me that the new could only come in through the releasing of the old. The void after the removal of the old would be the portal for the new. Who was more suited to this than Maman Brigitte? And the best thing was, I didn’t even need to move beyond Brigid for this. I just needed to go deeper down into her sacred energy and look at her from a different angle. And there she was. The Goddess Brigid, turning and twirling in slow motion, like a ballerina figurine, to enable me to see another aspect of her that had a similar but different name. Brigitte would show me a specific skillset that she possessed and that I could also discover in myself if I opened myself up to her.


And yet at that time I was unconsciously, already in her deathly realm of the graveyard. I was mourning and lamenting pieces of myself that were no more. On a physical level, this was an ever-changing menopausal body in which I felt no familiarity. On an emotional level I needed to let a part of me die but I was struggling with the releasing of the familiar for the unknown. Thankfully, my connection to the Goddess would help me navigate through my darkness. And through this darkness her appearance and energy felt different as I leaned into those heavy feelings. A sombre, silent presence was now witnessing my inner struggles, and this felt very different to the vibe that I feel with the Goddess Brigid. So silent was Brigitte, I felt like I was losing my connection to Brigid. She seemed far away, and this frustration added to the hopelessness. I was having a different experience and what I was experiencing was in fact, a descent into my darkness. And in this darkness Brigid turned her other cheek that gave her a different identity as Brigitte. It was up to me then to cultivate a personal relationship with this aspect of her so that I could feel this energy and tap into it. In working with Brigitte, I came to feel and understand how we are all composed of the light and dark. If we ignore the dark part of ourselves, we can only lead a semi-fulfilling and half-life because we are denying half of who we are or only telling half of our story. Because Maman Brigitte deals with deeply repressed issues, this is why I sense her as a dark goddess.


We call the Dark Goddess the Goddess of the Underworld, Goddess of Death. She rules over everything we fear and every aspect of ourselves where we feel shame. While it is true that one Goddess may have more pronounced darker qualities than another, we need to see both the light and dark qualities within each and every Goddess archetype. This is crucial, I think, if we are to be honest about our own light and dark qualities and if we are to use the Goddess as a sacred roadmap for our lives. The notion of perfectionism inherent in our society, especially for women is built solely on the light qualities that are considered acceptable. We live in a toxic ‘love and light’ society that is unbalanced and unattainable all the time.


The darker aspects of the divine feminine are awaiting recognition and reverence on a collective level. These aspects within the divine, like in women, are ignored, frowned upon or buried into disappearance. A fine example would be the madness attached to the rage of Kali-Ma. If these aspects of the divine feminine continue to be vilified then our source of connection and guidance through these deities is not as powerful as it could be and we continue to struggle in an inauthentic world that refuses to wholly accept us women, for all that we are.


Why is society so afraid of these dark goddesses? Strong powerful goddesses such as the Morrigan, Kali-Ma, Hekate, Sekhmet and Maman Brigitte. Why have they been so vilified for us, especially us, as women? Why is rage shunned as a means of screaming STOP? Why are death and our ancestors not regularly discussed even though our towns and villages contain all of our deceased loved ones within cemeteries. The dead world touches our living world and vice versa but we endeavour to keep them separate as them and us. These dark goddesses can help us understand the cycle of life that involves death and help us feel part of the natural rhythm of the world if we acknowledge them.


Brigid is a Goddess of extreme depth and contains both the light and the dark. On the surface she is the Goddess of Spring, of Fire as well as healing, poetry and smithcraft. We tend to look at these three aspects as positive and, of course, there is also a darker side to these. Fire can destroy as well as function positively for warmth or illumination. Words in poetry can ridicule or call something or someone out and smithcraft is, in its very essence, the death of one thing in order for something else to be constructed.


Even in Irish mythology and lore surrounding Brigid I feel so much darkness with her. A darkness that is deep beneath the earth as Mother Goddess, all the way through bones and minerals down in her womb. This place where we return home in death known as the Otherworld. The Otherworld was sacred to our Celtic Irish ancestors. It was a place where all earthly suffering ended and life in a different form continued. Brigid is deeply connected to the Otherworld, not only as shapeshifter between worlds but also as daughter of the God of the Otherworld, An Dagda.


This darkness that I experience with Brigid is solid and tenacious. There’s no breaking her strong hold. She’s got your back. There is no time in our lives where we feel as vulnerable as when we experience death and there is nothing darker than death itself. Yet we rarely associate Brigid with death. But Brigid was the original keener of Ireland. As keener she gave voice to grief and honoured the pain experienced with loss. With resolution, she held the grief and through keening, managed to release it healthily and purposefully. Also, in ancient Irish practice, she was the strong psychopomp of the recently departed, who brought souls to their eternal home. Brigid was the resilient energy that Irish people beseeched in their dark moments of witnessing and experiencing death. But this changed. Death became something we feared. We stopped seeing time as cyclical where death and life went hand in hand, and we started to see it as linear with death being the final stop. The dark came to be viewed as diabolic, evil, something to be feared. We started to extend vast amounts of energy in fighting the appearance of advancing age and approaching death which has resulted in a society obsessed with keeping young and valuing youth. Over time, our natural acceptance of death evolved into a strained relationship for us all. We ignored it until it inevitably arrived at our doorstep and then we adopted the stiff upper lip approach to our grief rather than expressing our loss. We turned our backs on our communities for support, put on a brave face and returned to normal duties at the speed of light as though nothing had happened. This has had a huge knock-on effect as to how we view life and our own existence. With us not acknowledging death as a natural part of our lives we view our prestigious places in our family lineages with apathy and stop venerating our ancestors who played an important role in getting us to this point where we are now experiencing life. Ancestral acknowledgement and veneration had been a huge part of early Celtic life. Samhain was the season with the arrival of the darkness where ancestors were particularly remembered. Samhain/Fet Gede is also a significant time of year for Maman Brigitte.
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