


[image: Cover]







What people are saying about

Pagan Portals - Artio and Artaois

Andrew Anderson leads us on a pilgrimage into the wild forests of our Ancestors in search of the ancient Bear Gods of the Celts. Through his own perceptive personal experiences with these little known but intriguing deities, we discover that far from being lost in obscurity, they wait to be rediscovered, still holding a deep relevance and meaning for us today. With some fascinating historical and cultural references, plus useful modern resources and tips for ceremony, this fabulous little book is a wonderful introduction and guide to working with Artio and Artaois. Philip Carr-Gomm, author of Druid Mysteries

This is a beautiful, thoughtful book for anyone who loves bears and is curious about Bear Gods. It is also an excellent example of how to blend research, historical practices, personal experience and the insights of other modern seekers. Highly recommended. Nimue Brown, author of Druidry and the Ancestors

Pagan Portals: Artio and Artaois - A Journey Towards the Celtic Bear Gods by Andrew Anderson is a beautifully warm and clear guide to a beloved yet lesser known pair of Celtic bear divinities. Well researched and deeply personal, this is an excellent, friendly and far reaching guide on a subject that really needs more exploration… Pagan Portals: Artio and Artaois is a gift to all those upon the Celtic paths.

Danu Forest, Celtic Scholar and traditional wisewoman, author of several books including Gwyn ap Nudd and The Druid Shaman

If you’re looking for some divine exploration that’s a little off the beaten path, look no further than Andrew Anderson’s book Pagan Portals - Artio and Artaois; A Journey Towards the Celtic Bear Gods. Though it’s short, this book is packed with archaeology, history, comparative mythology, and personal experience that acquaint the reader with the Celtic bear-goddess Artio and her son Artaois. Tying together threads of culture and religion from the Stone Age to the present day, Anderson skillfully connects clues from across Eurasia to flesh out the mythos and meaning of this divine pair. Whether you want to veer off on a new path or simply add another facet to your current spiritual practice, you’ll find this book to be a fascinating resource to turn to again and again.

Laura Perry, author of Ariadne’s Thread: Awakening the Wonders of the Ancient Minoans in Our Modern Lives

A beautiful personal journey of exploration and discovery. You won’t fail to fall in love with the spirit of bear once you have read this book.

Rachel Patterson, author of Pagan Portals - The Cailleach, Arc of the Goddess and the Kitchen Witchcraft series

Pagan Portals - Artio and Artaois is a superb exploration of bears in myth, legend and the natural world. It looks at ancient traditions and representations of bears in the modern world, including films, fiction and art. It is full of wonderful tales, inspiring interviews, and oodles of information. There’s information about bear festivals, and insights into the wider cultural significance of bears, such as the gay bear scene. The final chapter suggests practical ways to honour the goddess Artio and the god Artaois, including bear feasts. This is a book to curl up and enjoy in winter hibernation, as well as to learn from throughout the Bear Wheel of the Year.

Lucya Starza, author of Pagan Portals – Candle Magic, Pagan Portals– Poppets and Magical Dolls, Pagan Portals–Guided Visualisations and A Bad Witch Blog

This book elucidates a little-known and largely forgotten subject - exploring the ancient European links with the bear and also how it connects with Arthurian myth. Well worth reading if you are interested in bears, ancient religion or Celtic culture.

Luke Eastwood, author of The Druid’s Primer and The Journey
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Introduction

The Edges of the Forest

I first encountered Artio on a very turbulent evening. I had seen her name before on a friend’s Facebook feed when they had shared a meme where a particularly evangelical bear appeared through a door, asking “Excuse me, do you have a moment to talk about the Goddess Artio?” However, that had been the extent of my experience until she decided to visit me.

It was a dark, wintry evening and I was spending the last night in my own bed. I was going away to Glastonbury the next day and I was incredibly worried about leaving my loved ones, my cats and my home. I’d spent most of my time lying awake worrying about leaving, thinking about what would happen if the house was broken into or vandalised, so I decided I’d call on higher powers to help me. I asked, very generally, for a God or Goddess to help me, to protect my home while I was away.

Suddenly, I had a vision of an enormous translucent She-Bear standing head and shoulders above my home, roaring deeply and protectively. She roared and roared again, warding off any ill that dare settle on my doorstep. The roars resonated through my being and I knew that my home would be safe while I was away. I also instinctively knew the name of my new found guardian: I had met the Goddess Artio.

Assuming that she was a fairly major figure in the Celtic pantheon, I began to research her and found, to my amazement, that there was very little archaeological or written information about her. I felt that, if she was calling to me, I should discover more about her. I decided to make my exploration a pilgrimage, both physically and spiritually, towards understanding Artio. Along the way, I found she had a male counterpart called Artaois, or Artaius. I began making assumptions about his character from wider cultural attitudes but, as I got closer to him, I found that they were not always accurate. I decided to include him in my pilgrimage to see if I could find out who he was beneath the layers of inference.

This book is about my journey towards the Celtic Bear Gods. My first book for Moon Books was The Ritual of Writing, which encouraged the reader to use writing as part of their spiritual practice. This book takes that idea one step further; it is a piece of devotional writing about my experiences with Artio and Artaois as I seek to deepen my relationship with them.

While you are reading this book, I would ask you reflect on Miranda Green’s statement that


“The evidence of archaeology is at best incomplete and ambiguous; at worst, it is misleading and confusing. The survival (or lack of it) of the evidence is one problem; its interpretation is another … any attempt at an explanation of Celtic religion must at best be extremely speculative - a construction, rather than a reconstruction.”1.



Please bear in mind that this is my own personal journey towards Artio and Artaois; you may have a different interpretation, a different sense of who they are. However, I hope you find something here which will enlighten your path towards them.






Chapter 1

Paw Prints across Europe


Finding Artio

Bear worship, also known as Arctolatry, is a form of spiritual observance which can be found in many ancient cultures around the world, particularly those in the northern hemisphere. Evidence for such beliefs in central Europe can be found in a collection of “stone altars and significant caches of bear bones at Drachenloch in Switzerland [which] shows us that Neanderthal man revered the cave bear as Master of Animals as far back as 70,000 years ago.”1 While it is unclear whether or not bear worship was a constant feature in this region across the centuries, during the Romano-Celtic period we find two deities in the same region named Artio and Artaois. Both of their names stem from the Celtic root word Artos2 which means ‘Bear’ and both have survived to a greater or lesser extent for us today. As I had a greater connection to Artio, I decided to begin my investigations with her.

In terms of the historical record, surprisingly little evidence exists for a Celtic Goddess named Artio, and that which does can be confusing to follow. It feels at times like tracking pawprints through a forest. In this case, however, the pawprints are sparse. Miranda Green notes that “Bears are very rare in the archaeological record”3 from this period. If bears themselves are rare, then it should, perhaps, be no surprise that a bear deity may not be represented in abundance. However, the fact that there is more than one piece of evidence for Artio shows that she was of some importance as “the epigraphic record of the Romano-Celtic period reveals about 400 god-names, over 300 of which occur only once”4. Artio, at least, was deemed to be significant enough to appear in several inscriptions and artefacts across central and western Europe, which we are lucky enough to still possess.

As my intention was to frame my discovery of Artio as a journey or a pilgrimage towards understanding, I decided to create a map showing a path of the physical, historical evidence stretching across Europe, to get a sense of where she had been in the past and how I could find my way to her. What follows is a list of the material artefacts that provide evidence for the worship of Artio. The first piece of evidence I found about Artio seemed to be in the small town of Weilerbach in Luxemburg.5 Here there appeared to be an inscription which reads “ARRTIONI BIBER”, which broadly translates as an offering to Artio from a devotee named Biber. Upon cross-referencing this information, I found that Green places the inscription in a similar area, although just over the German border, noting that “[Artio] was worshipped in the remote Bollendorf Valley, her name inscribed on the rocky sides of the defile”.6 This in turn led me to discover that the inscription is in a valley, now a tourist attraction, called Schweineställe in the municipality of Ernzen.7

These small geographical differences felt quite confusing as I was craving conclusive and definitive answers. Here, at the beginning, as would be the case for the whole journey, I found that certainty was somewhat elusive and that I would need to work hard to try and pin down the trail of Artio.

Approximately 70 kilometres east of the inscription is the German town of Daun, where another inscription can be found. This one reads “ARTIO AGRITIVS”, a similar dedication to that above but this time from Agritus.8 Around this time, I found a reference by author Marija Gimbutas9 to several Artio inscriptions in Bitburg. Further work has led me to believe that this is a conflation of the two inscriptions in Daun and Ernzen, with Bitburg standing somewhere in between them in the Rhinish Palatinate.

Further east into Germany there is a third inscription to Artio at Heddernheim, near Frankfurt, which simply reads “[DEAE AR]TIONI”10 To the south east of Frankfurt is the community Stockstadt am Main, where there is a more complex inscription which reads: “[DEAE A]RTIONI SACR(VM)].[…]S SEXTI(VS) S[…] […D]E SV[O POS(VIT)]”.11 This dedication is “To the Sacred goddess Artio” from the Roman citizen with a standard three part name (or Tria Nomina) with only his middle name, Sextus, remaining complete.12

There are some references to other pieces of physical evidence which relate to Artio which have proved more difficult to track down. One example is a reference to inscriptions in Huerta and Sigüenza in Spain.13 Currently I have been unable to find any further information about what these could be.

So, after collating all of the physical evidence from the inscriptions, the trail of evidence for Artio runs in an almost straight line from the Luxemburg border in the west approximately 250 kilometres east to Stockstadt am Main. And then it takes a sharp turn 450 kilometres south.

By far the most compelling piece of material evidence for Artio is a bronze statue found at Muri in Switzerland, now housed in the Bern Historical Museum. There are pictures of the statue on-line but I felt that, if I was serious about undertaking a spiritual journey towards Artio then I needed to make a physical pilgrimage to see the statue in Bern. I wanted to see the statue with my own eyes, to get a sense of its contours and construction and to see if I could find something new about her.

The name of the Swiss city Bern comes from the word “Bear”. The city was established in 1191 by Berthold V, Duke of Zähringen who decreed that the first animal killed in the vicinity would give its name to the city. As such, when a bear was hunted and killed, the city took on its name and a bear appears on the city’s coat of arms.

I decided that I was going to take a train to Bern, rather than fly. I felt it was far more environmentally friendly to travel by train rather than by plane and, as this was the beginning of a spiritual journey, I felt it was important to honour the earth (or at least do as little harm as possible) on my journey. Similarly, the sense that I was on a pilgrimage was incredibly important to me. I wanted the experience of seeing the landscape change around me as I travelled towards my destination. And so, I booked train tickets for a post-Lughnasadh pilgrimage to Bern.

My journey took me first to London, where I took the Eurostar under the English Channel to Paris. From there, I began my journey eastwards. The golden, rolling agricultural fields of central France slowly began to make way for different terrain after we passed through Dijon. The hills seemed to be a bit steeper and I could feel the high-speed train strain a little more as the inclines got that bit more challenging. More pine trees began to appear in the forest groves and the whole place felt a little wilder. Bears seemed a more likely discovery in this deeper, greener region. Just before the town of Mulhouse, the mountains came into view.

It was around this point in my journey that I started to get a little nervous. I was far beyond any city I had visited; I was on my own and a voice inside me was suggesting that I should have stayed at home. Arriving at the station in the Swiss city of Basel, I just missed my connection to the capital. I decided to have a look around some shops on the concourse. I wandered up and down but nothing really took my fancy. I stopped next to the window of a large stationery store. I looked into the window and, staring out at me were two cartoon bears in an embrace. It was a greetings card with the phrase “I love you. Big bear hugs” emblazoned across it! You may think that is coincidence, but after my self-doubt on the train, there was a sense that Artio was reaching out and welcoming me as I approached the final stage of my journey.

As my train headed out of Basel, I found myself in what I thought was the heart of the wooded mountains. In the next few days, I would see the Eiger and the Jungfrau from the Parliament Plaza in Bern and realise that I had actually been passing through hills rather than mountains, but for a lowland Englander like myself, the landscape felt magically mountainous! The train began to spend longer and longer underground as it charged through tunnels carved into the hills. This gave a deeply grounded sensation to the final stage of the journey, so deep that, at times, it made me close my eyes as I felt quite dizzy.

Bern is a magical place. The centre of the city is a UNESCO world heritage site, so retains much of its medieval architecture. After settling into my hotel, which overlooked the turquoise river Aare, I began to explore the central streets of the old town, Gerchtigkeitsgasse and Kramgasse. It felt like a completely different world, a place where characters from myths and fairy tales could come barrelling around the corner. I decided to find some food and try to connect to the spirit of place, so I found one of the quieter eateries and set myself up overlooking the old town. Once settled, I began to ask if Artio was present and the answer was immediate. The same figure who had appeared to me when I had asked for protection on that dark night at home appeared again but far more powerfully. She was absolutely enormous, towering, head and shoulders over the streets of the city so that I had to look up, over the roofs of Gerchtigkeitsgasse to see her. There was a rainbow quality to her pelt and she was resplendent in a regal headband.

Knowing I was in the right place for the next stage of my discoveries, I headed back to my hotel for an early night.

One of the reasons I had picked my hotel was because of its proximity to Bern’s biggest attraction; the Bärengraben or Bear Garden. Also known as the Bärenpark, this area houses three beautiful brown bears called Finn, Björk and Ursina in the heart of the city. Bern has a long history of keeping bears with the first bear pit being established in 1513, when a young bear was captured in a military campaign. Although the idea of bear pits may seem cruel to us now, there is no doubt how important bears have been to the Bernese throughout their history. I found an interesting piece of information at the site referring to an invasion and occupation by the French in 1798, where the removal of the bears to Paris was framed as an ‘abduction’. Visiting the Bärengraben today, the bear pit built in 1857 is still in use and seems incredibly small to modern sensibilities. The other, smaller pit which stands nearby, built in 1924 to house the young bears, is now a bistro and exhibition about the history of the site. It is interesting to walk around in this space and get a sense of the confinement those bears would have experienced.

When I arrived at the at the Bärengraben for my first visit, Finn, Björk, and Ursina were confined in the 1857 pit. Finn did not seem happy and was pacing around the space, digging at one of the doors. His mate, Björk, sat on rocks in the middle of the enclosure, while their daughter Ursina sat quietly near her father. As it turned out, this would be the only time I would see all three of the bears together and in one place. The bears seemed frustrated in the pit, being, as it is, surrounded by people and close to a busy road.

However, it soon became clear that they were only there while their keepers did some essential maintenance on the rest of their home. Although the 1857 pits were improved in the 1990s, calls for a bigger enclosure led to the building of the wider Bärenpark which was opened in 2009 and the site was improved again recently. The bears can now wander through a large garden which runs down steeply to the river Aare. There are plenty of places for the bears to hide under trees and in the undergrowth and they can bathe in deep water which runs along the bottom of the site. This area is connected to the pit by tunnels where there the bears can stay well out of sight of visitors.

While there is a sense of the conquered beast about the bear pit in the main plaza, the wider Bärenpark is an absolute joy to visit. No, it is not ideal that these animals are in captivity, but they are treated in an incredibly respectful way and there seems to be constant reassessment of the site to improve the quality of the bears’ lives. For example, pictures of the Bärenpark from 2009 show the site as a grassy hill, with few spaces for the bears to hide. Today, they can hide themselves in an array of dense undergrowth and do their best to ignore the humans, who desperately seek out a glimpse of these beloved creatures. As such, it became a place I returned to again and again throughout my stay, just to be close to the bears, even if I couldn’t see them.

The object of my visit, the statue of Artio, is housed in the Bernisches Historisches Museum, a short if steep walk along the Aare from the Bärenpark. From the outside it resembles a fairy tale castle on the corner of a busy road junction. The entrance to the museum is guarded by two giant stone bears who look down sagely at the visitors passing beneath. The museum is excellent and houses an outstanding exhibition on Einstein. However, I was there to see Artio, so as soon as I bought my ticket, I set out to find her.
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I discovered her standing in a central case towards the end of an exhibition on the Celts. The statue itself consists of several pieces. A somewhat plain base which supports the figure of a seated female seemingly being confronted by a large bear. There is also a tree behind the bear and an elevated bowl of fruit next to the woman. It is displayed with several other bronze statues, including those of Minerva, Juno and Jupiter, which were found during the excavations at Muri. The Artio piece stands in front of them and is the focus of the display, although, surprisingly, she seems to get little attention. As I later discovered, there is not even a postcard of the statue in the shop.

I was a bit worried about making a fool of myself when I first saw the statue, after all I had travelled a long way on a spiritual pilgrimage to see it and I thought it would be an emotional moment. I did not want other people to see me burst into tears in the middle of the museum, so I braced myself before I walked into the room. It was a pretty pointless thing to do because, as soon as I saw the statue in the case, a wave of joy came over me and I did indeed begin to cry, overwhelmed at the sight of the ancient icon I was approaching. However, there was no one else in the exhibit. In total, I spent nearly an hour with the statue and during that time only three other people came in: a man came through quickly, taking photos of all of the exhibits except for the statue of Artio, and two young women came in, looked around quickly and left. Apart from that, I was alone with the statue. At one point the lights in the exhibition switched off because I was so still and no one else had been in for so long!

There is an energy that comes from the statue when you see it in real life, rather than in books or online. That power could come from the original intention of this statue, hinted at on the base which is inscribed with the phrase “DEAE ARTONI LICINIA SABINILLA” or dedicated to “the goddess Artio (by) Licinia Sabinilla”.14 As a devotional figure, possibly for use in a temple or private altar, Green suggests that originally “the god would be considered as dwelling within that image”15. As such, there was a sense that by arriving at the statue I had arrived at the closest point to Artio that I had ever been and could ever get. That energy, that excitement, filled my time with her.

Face to face with the statue, it began to reveal its secrets. The piece is far more beautiful than I had realised, but also more fragile. The plinth on which the figures stand is damaged and there is a hole beneath the bear’s feet. However, the biggest revelation came from information next to the statue. Up until that point, all of the information I had found about the Artio statue had suggested that she was the human female figure in the arrangement. Green states that the piece is “an image of the goddess and her bear”16 while J.M.C. Toynbee states “Artio had a tame bear, delightfully portrayed in bronze”17. However, the information in the exhibition clearly states that “The Celtic Bear Goddess Artio is depicted as a powerful She-bear and at the same time as a human figure”.

While the idea that Artio is both the human and the bear is widely accepted, it was only by visiting the museum I discovered that only one of the figures originally stood on the plinth, as evidenced by welding marks on the base. “Originally the bear stood alone on the pedestal … At a later date the tree was moved to the semi-circular projection behind the bear to make room for the enthroned goddess”18 Although it was likely that the inscription was added at the same time as the human figure, there is a clear sense here that it was the figure of the bear, not the human, which originally represented the embodiment of Artio.

I think it is interesting to note at this point that, whenever I have met Artio, she has always appeared as a bear rather than in a human form. I wondered if that would change as I approached her homeland but she has always remained resolutely in bear form, something that resonated even more strongly with me after I made these discoveries about the statue.

The bear is such a dominant part of the statue that it is the first piece which draws the eye. She is incredibly beautiful. Her fur is delineated in lines which, in places, look like stars. The bear’s face is charming and reminded me of Finn’s face from the bear pit that morning, as he looked up at me. He had looked me straight in the face and blinked repeatedly, a trait which I recognized from my cats and which I call “friendly eyes”. The bear on the plinth has the same face, her eyes look almost sleepy, as if she is giving “friendly eyes” both to the human in front of her and those looking at her. While her mouth is open and her teeth bared, again, it does not feel aggressive. Her tongue lolls out, possibly as if she were hungry or hot. She may initially look like she is squaring up to the human figure in front of her, her stance being very dominant, but it rather feels like she is inviting you in to stroke and fuss her, not that she is being in any sense confrontational.

Annemarie Kaufmann-Heinimann notes that the human figure on the plinth, sitting on a now missing throne, is of a “Vegetationsgöttin”19 or vegetation goddess. The figure is certainly linked to ideas of the harvest as she appears to have emptied a bowl of fruit and corn over herself, as if she were submitting to the bear and encouraging it to eat from her lap. Kaufmann-Heinimann proposes that this statue once stood separately as a more generic vegetation goddess before being unified with the bear on the plinth to become Artio. Green seemingly expands the figure’s role beyond that of simply a vegetation goddess by noting that “Images of a goddess associated with life and abundance are physical manifestations of a community endeavouring to control the behaviour of the seasons and to appease and propitiate the forces who imposed the cycle of life and death”.20 In their seminal book on bear lore The Sacred Paw, Paul Shepherd and Barry Sanders suggest that, for many cultures, bears were a potent symbol of rebirth, with female bears emerging after a period of hibernation or ‘denning’ deep in the earth, not only alive, but with young: “Clearly the bear was a master of renewal and the wheel of the seasons, of the knowledge of when to die and when to be reborn”.21 Perhaps it was this sense of potency and renewal which led to Licinia Sabinilla placing the vegetation goddess next to the statue of the bear and using it as a devotional piece.

While it is tempting to look simply at the bear or the human figure to identify the characteristics of Artio, I personally feel we have to look at the piece as a whole. This is an idea not pursued by any of the authors I have previously read, but thinking of the statue in this way reveals a new interpretation. Artio’s meaning lies not in one single piece but in every element, in the friendly bear, the generous Goddess and her basketful of fruit. For me, meaning also resides in the tree which stands behind the bear. The tree is very stylised, not identifiable as any particular genus of tree and seems to have a somewhat phallic acorn pointing over the bear’s back. Many writers dismiss the tree simply as “representative of the wild forest [the bear] inhabits”.22 However, I feel it needs a little more consideration as there are strong connections between the bear and the tree as symbols of rebirth:


In the bear the tree has a metaphysical symbiotic partner, a companion in the art of immortality. The bear, like the tree, seems to die but, in the spring, is discovered not to have died. And so it is said that, even when killed it does not truly die. Like the tree, with its roots, trunk, and limbs in different layers of the cosmos, the bear is seen in the stars in the night sky, underground as the sleeper and on earth as an animal.23



Meaning that, taken together, the bear, the human, the fruit and the tree present a powerful image of rebirth and of plenty, a dedication to an extremely powerful protective mother.

It was difficult to leave the museum after such an intense time working with the statue. But Bern is full of bear energy so it felt like the Goddess was all around me. There are bears everywhere around the city: bear statues, bear paintings, bear souvenirs. I even got a lift to the station in a Bärentaxi! And yet, something felt slightly amiss to me. I began to wonder how much of Bern’s enthusiasm for bears came from Artio and how much came from the decree by Berthold V, so I began asking local people I met. The answer was pretty clear. Few of them had ever heard of Artio. I was stunned! The city of bears is home to the most beautiful devotional piece of bronze made to honour a Bear Goddess and no one knew about it! Of course, this matched up with my experience in the museum, where I was mostly alone and where the visitors failed to take notice of the statue of Artio. I met up with some friends and fellow Druids on my last day and asked them directly about the connection between the city and Artio. They confirmed that she was not particularly well known. Through our discussions, however, we did note the interesting appearance of bear energy in the area during the Neolithic, then again during the Celtic period, when it was a centre for a bear cult, which was augmented with a more human face by the Romans and which, although it disappeared (or hibernated) for many years, re-established itself from the 1100s in a city which embraced the bear as its symbol and its name. Although there isn’t a direct, unbroken like back to Artio in Bern, it still felt very much, to me, like her city.
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