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Celtic Otherworlds – Essay

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due Date: 10 May 2018

Topic: Was there ever a Celtic Otherworld?  Discuss critically, drawing on the knowledge acquired in the different units of this module and the sources reviewed during the course.

Introduction

The idea of a Celtic Otherworld is one that has persisted for many years and has been considered by a number of modern scholars.  The medieval Irish and Welsh texts in which otherworlds appear to be referenced are not always explicit and specific in terming as such but still seem to convey a sense of an otherworld.  However, is it correct or precise to regard such Celtic texts as presenting an otherworld?  Are there any trends in the ancient texts that suggest a common theme that could be referred to as a Celtic otherworld or were there many Celtic otherworlds?  
This study will consider evidence from both ancient sources and modern scholarship to address these questions to determine it the ever was a Celtic otherworld and if so what characteristics it might have had.  In the event that there cannot be said to have been a Celtic otherworld, this study will then address why this might be the case.  An exact answer to this question may not in fact be possible but instead a recognition of what the range of interpretations are may be the most suitable answer to the question of a Celtic otherworld.

Approaches

In posing the question of whether there was ever a Celtic otherworld it is important to determine what the intent of the question is.  The notion of an otherworld is that it is a place that is in fact separate from our own physical reality as considered below.  This suggests that in answering the question about existence of such a place or places, consideration needs to be given to how medieval texts are interpreted.  This includes what kind of imagery is present and how the characters are experiencing the otherworld in any given tale.  In this, it is important to consider the fragmentation of texts which is addressed in more detail below.
From this, there needs to be some sense of how to define a Celtic otherworld in order to give some parameters to any study.  When considering places that are not of the physical world in which we live, a challenge is considerign the breadth of possibilities without that breadth overwhelming assessments.  There is a variety of both location and experience among the various tales but there are also some similarities and it is these comparisons and contrasts that lead to the other considerations.  One such consideration is the question of whether there can be said to be one Celtic otherworld that is representative of all variations or if those variations are sufficient enough to view the idea of a Celtic otherworld as a collective.  In examining the medieval texts, consideration will be given to the variety of descriptions of such places.  
There are some challenges to addressing the question of the existence of a Celtic otherworld.  Those relating to specific source material are covered below.  More generally however, when addressing issues around what appear to be metaphysical journeys there can exist a temptation for philosophical tangents to develop which, while possibly informative, would fall beyond the scope of this current study.  From this there is also the issue of what the intent of the texts was when they were written.  As well, translations of texts for modern publications can pose some issues.  Wooding for example notes the variations in quality of modern editions for several text noting in particular the detrimental absence of glossaries in some.(Wooding-p.xviii-xix).  Presently there is little that can be done to overcome that and should be considered when trying to interpret specific words or passages for the purpose of generalisations across a genre.
Following a review of source material, this study will consider a definition of the term Celtic otherworld to serve as a baseline from which other aspects of the term can be examined.  Then the locations of otherworlds will be examined.  this will include related aspects such as the journeys themselves and the nature of the regular inhabitants of otherworld places.  This study will then consider how Christian and pre-Christian, or pagan, influences on the text may affect how an otherworld may be interpreted.  Finally, there will be some concluding remarks with suggestions for other areas of future study. 

Source Review

The medieval texts that will be considered for this study will include the Welsh Mabinogion along with several Irish texts.  Among these are The Voyage of Bran, The Voyage of Mael Duin’s Coracle, and other smaller texts such as The Voyage of the Hui Corra and The Voyage of Snedgus and Mac Ríagla both by unknown authors.  The seeming disproportion of Irish to Welsh texts is the result of availability and while this might indicate a technical skewing of assessment in favour of Irish-specific texts, as opposed to a more general Celtic grouping, care in assumptions and generalisations can help to mitigate skewing. 
One of the main challenges in dealing with medieval Celtic texts is the fragmentary nature of them.  The fragmentary nature exists for many of them and makes this a challenge for many kinds of investigations.  As well, it is unlikely ever to be understood fully what kinds of adaptations may have occurred from an earlier oral tradition to the written form.  While it may be reasonable to assume that many, if not all, of these medieval tales had their origins in much earlier oral traditions, there is little to indicate how such tales may have developed or been adapted for different audiences, in particular Christian and non-Christian audiences.  
From this, the issue dating texts arises.  While there are some estimates for a number of these texts, precise dating is difficult.  The relevance of dating of medieval texts lies in the synchronisation between authoring and historical events that might inform viewpoints and thus possible intent of these versions of the stories.  It should be noted however that there is still a high degree of speculation with such an approach even if it might allow for more reasoned assumptions as specific intent is unlikely ever to be determined for these texts.
In considering modern scholarship, there are several authors who have contributed to the debates around Celtic otherworlds.  Jonathan Wooding’s edited work The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature contains several important contributions to the field among which is Wooding’s own work on the Nauigatio and the idea of monastic voyaging.   In this, Wooding addresses several points about sometimes misleading interaction between history and voyage literature.[footnoteRef:1]  Within this volume are also contributions from Thomas Clancy with his study of some of the Immrama and James Carney with his examination of the Navigatio Brendani which, although focused on this one work, raises points that are applicable to other works such as that of authorship and dating.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  J. M. Wooding, ‘Monastic Voyaging and the Nauigatio’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) pp. 226-245.]  [2:  T. O. Clancy, ‘Subversion at Sea: Structure, Style and Intent in the Immrama’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) pp. 194-225; Carney, J., ‘Review of Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) pp. 42-51.] 

John Carey has also contributed to the field with several works including his study ‘Time, Space and Otherworld’ along with his own contribution to Wooding’s volume where he examines locations of otherworlds.[footnoteRef:3]  These works all offer examinations to inform the field of Celtic otherworlds but that specificity sometimes does not expand to address the wider issue of was there ever a Celtic otherworld in a broad sense. [3:  J. Carey, ‘Time, Space, and the Otherworld’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 7 (1987), pp. 1-27; J. Carey, ‘The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) pp. 113-119.] 


Defining Celtic Otherworlds

In order to determine the existence of a Celtic Otherworld, it is important first to define the term, or at least narrow the term to a reasonable collective of ideas.  The term Celtic otherworld often seems to be split into its constituent parts when considering definitions.  Precision in definition is perhaps less important than inclusion of possibilities given the variance among medieval Celtic texts in their descriptions of otherworlds.
In considering the term Celtic, it is important to note that while this is a convenient collective term, it does not necessarily represent a homogenous ethnic or linguistic identity, either in modern times or when the voyage texts were transmitted either orally or in writing.  Patrick Sims-Williams notes in his study of Celtomania and Celtoscepticism that “Whatever may be its strengths today, self-conscious Celtic solidarity cannot be traced back beyond the modern period.”[footnoteRef:4]  As such it would seem that one appropriate way to address the term Celtic is to recognise its modern provenance as a means of grouping certain cultures, societies, languages, and texts that have are believed in the present to have some commonality rather than by whatever commonality may have been perceived by those early people.  The balance of extant texts would suggest that Celtic is used in some cases synonymously with Irish.  Although this is not in fact the case when considering Celtic as a historical term or category, the practicalities of assessing texts may mean this happens. [4:  P. Sims-Williams, ‘Celtomania and Celtoscepticism’, Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies, 36 (1998), p. 11] 

The term otherworld seems to be a general, almost collective term, and in some ways does not appear to have the same degree of controversy around it as does the term Celtic.  John Carey designates an otherworld as “any place inhabited by supernatural beings and itself exhibiting supernatural characteristics.”[footnoteRef:5]  Although it could be argued that this is perhaps vague, it would not seem to diminish the experience of such a place by the characters in the tales particularly when considering both Christian and pre-Christian aspects.   [5:  J. Carey, ‘Time, Space, and the Otherworld’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 7 (1987), p. 1.] 

A Celtic otherworld then could be defined, or at least categorised, as a construction of an environment separated but linked with the regular physical world by a group of peoples for whom there is a modern assessment of commonality.  While it could be argued that this is also vague, such abstractions may be necessary to avoid specific debates that are tangential to the focus of this present study.  With this, aspects of Celtic otherworlds can now be considered.


Locations of Otherworlds

Does a location, or a series of locations indicate that there was a Celtic otherworld?    In considering the medieval texts, it can be seen that there are locations that are clearly not of the physical world as we experience it and that we presume medieval and ancient people experienced.  John Carey states “Otherworld adventures, a character is cut off from the mortal realm; however, the barrier here is not one of distance traversed but of vision obscured – it is his perceptions which have changed.”[footnoteRef:6]  While there is undoubtedly a change in perceptions on the part of those in the various tales undertaking voyages, Carey’s assessment seems to discount the significance that seems to be placed in the stories in the awareness of the characters of the getting to and through the otherworld. [6:  J. Carey, ‘Time, Space, and the Otherworld’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 7 (1987), p. 5.] 

With respect to set locations themselves, Carney states that “there were primitive Irish tales which showed the hero visiting an Otherworld located under lakes or in mountains.”[footnoteRef:7]  Carey notes that the location of otherworlds within the Irish tradition can be found “within hills, beneath lakes, or the sea, or on islands in lakes, or off the coast; there are also tales of halls chanced upon in the night, which vanish with the coming of day.”[footnoteRef:8]  An example of this is Mael Duin in which the heroes of the tale journey to a series of islands that in the majority are three days sailing from each other.[footnoteRef:9]  However, it is not clear as to how these islands might be located with respect to the other in terms of bearing.  By contrast, Carey notes that the Welsh tradition there appears to be a single otherworld known as Annwfn.[footnoteRef:10]  This is mention in the Mabinogion seems to suggest that there is a single otherworld and while it seems to be underground, it can be reached by a mound as with Pwyll or be sea as with Math.[footnoteRef:11] [7:  J. Carney, ‘Review of Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. 46.]  [8:  J. Carey, ‘The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) pp. 116-117.]  [9:  ‘The Voyage of Mael Duin’ (Introduction and Chapter I – XIX), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome IX (1888), pp. 447-495.]  [10:  J. Carey, ‘The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. 118.]  [11:  Mabinogion, translated by C. Guest (London: J. M. Dent and Co., 1906), 13-32, 61-80.] 

This variation in location seems to suggest an obvious existence of a collection of otherworlds.  However, despite this variance in both location of and access points to otherworlds, this author would argue that the idea of a Celtic otherworld in a general sense is still present.  In all these cases, there is an idea of moving beyond the established physical world into something that could be considered supernatural.  This requires considering an otherworld at a higher level of abstraction that occurs in any specific text.
The idea of a Celtic otherworld existing across the ocean is one that continues to generate debate.  John Carey puts forth the idea that beyond a few texts, “the early sources give us no grounds for postulating belief in an overseas Otherworld; nor does there appear to be satisfactory evidence for such a belief in either contemporary Irish folklore or the traditions of Wales.”[footnoteRef:12]  Likewise, James Carney notes that he has “no confidence in any view which supposes that the primitive Irish believed in an Otherworld beyond the seas.[footnoteRef:13]  That this location for an otherworld does not seem reasonable with consideration of the medieval texts in no way invalidates the idea of a Celtic otherworld.  A sea voyage is a common theme through several tales.  The Voyage of Mael Duin occurs over the sea with Mael Duin and his crew visiting a series of islands, most of which are three days sea voyage from each other.[footnoteRef:14]  However, these do not appear to be overseas in the same sense that Carney suggests as being overseas.   [12:  J. Carey, ‘The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. 119.]  [13:  J. Carney, ‘Review of Navigatio sancti Brendani Abbatis’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. 46.]  [14:  ‘The Voyage of Mael Duin’ (Introduction and Chapter I – XIX), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome IX (1888), pp. 447-495.] 

The journeys taken, independent of otherworld destination, are an important consideration in assessing the existence of a Celtic Otherworld.  Indeed, the type of journey taken is closely linked to locations for otherworlds.  With this there is the still debated issue of the types of Celtic, and in particular Irish literary tales.  These two are the immram and the echtrae, which are respectively a voyage by rowing and a hero’s adventure.[footnoteRef:15]  David Dumville’s study of these two genres suggests that a distinct division between the two is not necessarily an appropriate approach to their study.[footnoteRef:16]  It is perhaps not necessary to engage with the debate around the precision of classification of specific texts.  Rather, it is perhaps sufficient to note that these demonstrate a divergence in specifics but necessarily in the generality of an otherworld.   [15:  J. M. Wooding, ‘Introduction’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. xi.]  [16:  D. N. Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram: Some Problems of Definition’, Ériu, 27 (1976), p. 73.] 

In considering journeys to otherworlds, it is not only the physical journey as described by the texts that should be considered.  In many of the medieval texts, it is apparent that there is also a moral, if not necessarily spiritual journey made by the protagonists.  That such a journey seemingly needs the protagonists removed from their original physical reality would suggest that indeed there was a Celtic otherworld and that in fact it may have been needed in order to make a moral journey.  For example, Mael Duin experiences a change of heart with respect to avenging a wrong in part at least by his experiences while in the otherworld.[footnoteRef:17]  Other tales have a more pronounced Christian tone but even in these there is a journey to a kind of supernatural place in order to achieve a different mindset for the characters.  [17:  ‘The Voyage of Mael Duin’ (Chapter XX – XXXIV), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome X (1888), pp. 50-95.] 

The consideration of the inhabitants of otherworlds does not appear to be an area of extended study in comparison to other aspects of Celtic otherworlds.  However, in determining if there ever was a Celtic Otherworld, such people and creatures may validate, if not prove by themselves, that a Celtic otherworld did exist.  All otherworlds seem to be inhabited by people at some stage of the main characters’ journey.  In Mael Duin, the main characters encounter an island on which a maiden provides them with food and drink but then vanishes leaving them to wake in their boat while in the Voyage of Bran, the hero meets a land of women with seemingly supernatural abilities.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  ‘The Voyage of Mael Duin’ (Introduction and Chapter I – XIX), edited and translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, Tome IX (1888), p. 487; The Voyage of Bran, Son of Febal to the Land of the Living, edited and translated by Kuno Meyer (London: David Nutt in the Strand, 1895), section 62.] 

Many of the inhabitants of what appear to be otherworlds resemble those found in the physical world of the heroes.  However, there seem to be occurrences of other more fantastical creatures.  Mael Duin and his crew encounter a variety of creatures in their otherworld.  In other examples, in The Voyage of Hui Corra, one of the islands encountered had “Jet black birds with beaks of fire and real, fiery talons a-mangling them and burning them, and taking the full of their beaks and talons out of them.”[footnoteRef:19]  As well, in The Voyage of Snedgus and Mac Riagla, there were birds that “used to beat their sides with their wings, so that showers of blood dropt out of their sides for dread of the signs of Doom.”[footnoteRef:20]  Both of these examples come from texts that are very fragmentary with strong Christian element in both.  However, this does not necessarily support an argument against there be a Celtic otherworld.  It suggests that interpretation is key in making an assessment.   [19:  ‘The Voyage of the Hui Corra’, translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, 14 (1893), p. 53.  Available online through CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts.]  [20:   ‘The Voyage of Snedgus and Mac Ríagla’, translated by Whitley Stokes, Revue Celtique, 9 (1888), p. 21.  Available online through CELT: Corpus of Electronic Texts.] 

The extent to which there was an actual belief in such creatures, people, and locations is not known nor is it likely ever to be known.  As such, whether people viewed them as an actual experience or merely metaphorical may contribute to the debate on the existence of a Celtic otherworld.  Certainly, there are possible indications of cultural interaction with non-Celtic peoples as well as an interaction of Christian and pre-Christian elements, the balance of which varies from text to text.  The idea that an otherworld was a genuine experience for Celtic people may be found in the nature of an earlier oral tradition from which these stories likely originate.  Tom Duddy notes in his study of druids in early Celtic society that “They [early Celtic peoples] believed that a false utterance by a king, druid, or poet – such a pragmatist theory of a king, druid, or poet - such as a false story, an unjustified satire, or an unwise judgement or prophecy – would have physical and social consequences, and lead to misfortune.”[footnoteRef:21]  It is perhaps reasonable to believe that such a link in belief between the rightness of stories and the physical consequences would not have disappeared with the introduction of Christianity. [21:  T. Duddy, ‘Derrida and the Druids: Writing, Lore, and Power in Early Celtic Society’, Religion & Literature, 28, 2/3 (1996), p. 17.] 


Christian and Pre-Christian Aspects

The idea of division between the Christian and Pre-Christian, or pagan, world is not necessarily a clear one.  The conversion of people across the British Isles to Christianity from paganism did not occur in a uniform fashion nor did it occur simultaneously.  These variations have consequences for how modern scholars might interpret the Otherworld idea in ancient texts.  Part of the debate with respect to Celtic otherworlds lies in their representations for a Christian or non-Christian experience and perhaps in perceived ownership of the associated tales.  As an example, Dumville views “The essential milieu of the echtrai is therefore a pagan one.”[footnoteRef:22]  However, such divisions between Christian and non-Christian belief or indeed the transformation from the latter to the former need not undermine the notion of there ever having been a Celtic otherworld. [22:  D. N. Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram: Some Problems of Definition’, Ériu, 27 (1976), p. 73.] 

Some of the texts do seem to have a much more pronounced Christian framework than others.  For example, The Voyage of Snédgus and Mac Riagla is very much more Christian in nature than pagan and it is perhaps reasonable to assume that this was the case throughout the complete text.  The elements of what appear to be the supernatural such as the birds the protagonist encounters may well have some relation to pagan descriptions however, the context is still very much that of a Christian story.  This is also similar to The Voyage of Ui Corra.  However, this does not necessarily mean that the places journeyed to in those particular tales are not part of a Celtic otherworld idea if consideration is given the how an otherworld is defined. 
Gradations of obvious Christian influence among stories suggest perhaps a merging of traditions such that an otherworld is re-imagined for Christian audiences with a greater emphasis on the spiritual journey than necessarily the supernatural aspect of the places and beings encountered.  These tales noted above are in some ways contrast to The Voyage of Mael Duin’s Coracle where the elements of otherworldliness are more pronounced despite a Christian moral that runs through the story.  With respect to the actual characters themselves. Wooding notes that “Immrama thus appear to be either journeys of monks or of secular pilgrims” and that “If all the elements [of an immram] need not necessarily be of Christian origin it is necessary to understand them nonetheless as products of a Christian milieu.”[footnoteRef:23]  Again, this assessment does not invalidate the existence of a Celtic otherworld, but rather is suggestive of a certain interpretation based on perceived ownership of a tradition at that time. [23:  J. M. Wooding, ‘Introduction’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) pp. xiv.] 

The introduction of Christianity to Ireland also introduced the idea of a monastic voyage or pilgrimage.  Wooding notes in his examination of monastic voyaging and The Voyage of St Brendan that there is a risk for at least this particular tale to have an overlay of presumed historical reality to the voyage.  He notes that the tale presents a “seamless journey from an historical foreground into an eschatological background” of which he is critical.[footnoteRef:24]  It is worth pursuing this line of enquiry to a certain extent as such an historical overlay has implications for the how an otherworld might be perceived.  Dumville notes of known historical voyages that “the type of voyage [to islands] must lie at the roots of the immram-tradition.  Examples of such voyages are legion in the hagiographic literature of Ireland and may be regarded as closely affiliated to the immram-genre.”[footnoteRef:25]  With this it is perhaps a more reliable claim that there was some degree of influence between stories and history rather than a provable causation.  [24:  J. M. Wooding, ‘Monastic Voyaging and the Nauigatio’, in The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature, An Anthology of Criticism, edited by J. M. Wooding (Bodmin, Cornwall: Four Courts Press, 2000) p. 226.]  [25:  D. N. Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram: Some Problems of Definition’, Ériu, 27 (1976), p. 78.] 

It seems reasonable to consider that the idea of ownership of how otherworlds are interpreted and disseminated has an impact on the current analyses and that possible historical connections, even if dubious, offer the perception of validation of those interpretations.  It is also of note that this issue seems only to apply to those voyages that imply a long journey between landfalls.  For example, it is unlikely that the same kind of historical overlay would be applied to the Voyage of Mael Duin’s Coracle even if there could be a basis for it in the small islands around the British Isles.

Conclusion

This study has considered both medieval texts and modern scholarship in addressing the question was there ever a Celtic otherworld.  In establishing the meaning of the question, the issue of a single Celtic otherworld existing or a collective was examined.  That Celtic otherworlds existed as part of some kind of belief system seems apparent.  However, it seems that it is the idea of a Celtic otherworld that is the trend among the various tales rather than specific instances.  The existence of a Celtic otherworld is to a large extent dependent upon interpretation of medieval Irish and Welsh texts as it is not possible to determine with any certainty the intent of the authors of the tales or the intent of those perpetuating a previous oral tradition.  
Locations of otherworlds are an important consideration particularly among the Irish stories given what appears to a link between geographic points in the physical world with entrances to otherworlds.  While these places are important, it is important not to neglect the journeys to and through these places as these seem to be inherently tied to the voyage of the spirit that is made by the main characters.  As well, there is no compelling reason to consider that the divide between the Christian and pre-Christian Irish has any significant impact on the existence of a Celtic otherworld.  What appears in the texts is an overlay of a morality based on Christian teachings but perhaps less on Christian doctrine.
There are still some aspects for further study in this area.  The debates around the extent of Christian and pre-Christian influence on the texts remains ongoing and thus is an area for further consideration.  Likewise, further work on developing current translations with appropriate glossaries and other kinds of references with new translations is needed for more in-depth study.
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