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1 Introduction 

The question 'Was there ever a Celtic Otherworld?', like any discussion of the concept of a Celtic Otherworld, is riddled with problems, starting with the basic question of defining exactly what is meant by the term 'Celtic Otherworld'. There is also the issue of what is meant by 'was there ever', which requires defining what it means for it to have existed. To address these questions it will be important to consider if one can speak of a 'Celtic' Otherworld or must otherworld be broken into a separate Otherworld based on the language and culture of the primary sources of literature which are Irish and Welsh sources for the purpose of this work. To do this, understanding or defining the term 'Otherworld' as a more general term in the relevant literature is also an important to consideration.

2 Defining 'Otherworld'

John Carey offers a working definition for the term 'Otherworld' as 'any place inhabited by supernatural beings and itself exhibiting supernatural characteristics'.
 He goes on to comment that places meeting this definition have 'many locations in Irish legend', but follows this statement up by saying that it 'is described in contradictory and confusing terms.'
  This combination of a somewhat broad definition related to anything supernatural coupled with stating the term can be contradictory and confusing just begins to illustrate some of the underlying problems in defining the term 'Otherworld'. Carey goes on to note other scholars' comments including the complexity and multiplicity of the term and places referred to as 'Otherworld'. This is illustrated well in a quote Carey uses from Dillion and Chadwick's 1967 book titled The Celtic Realms in which they speak of the residence of Celtic deities which include on earth, underground, on islands, and across the sea.
 Sharon Paice MacLeod provides a similar list when she describes the Celtic Otherworld as being near or parallel to our own and 'located in or underneath hills, beneath lakes or under the sea, on islands situated in lakes or off the coast, or in halls encountered by chance in the night which disappear with the dawn'.
 Tomislav Bilić describes 'Otherworld' in the Irish and Welsh conception of  the 'Otherworld' as 'exceedingly multifaceted'
, claiming that the reason for the complexity is even complex. He cites reasons such as 'the non-canonical nature of the pre-Christian tradition and the inﬂuence of Christianity itself'.
 He noted as addition reasons the period in which the sources were first written as well as the period of origin of the earlier sources from which the content of the written sources was derived. Additionally, he points out there is debate weather the concept of 'Otherworld' was even thought of as a concept and if it was considered a region with some eschatological purpose. He also discusses ambiguity of location, geographical or cosmological and if there was an Otherworld, or multiple Otherworlds, further illustrating the vague and somewhat unknown factors related to the term.  Bhrolcháin makes a point about this ambiguity or multiplicity of location by noting that 'early Irish stories contain a number of different names for the place that is referred to in English as the "Otherworld"'.


These examples illustrate the difficulty in defining the term 'Otherworld' within the specific scope of this work, but that does not mean that the task is impossible. Carey's working definition provides a starting point building a framework for identifying something as 'Otherworld'. While Carey acknowledges the complexity of what is labelled as 'Otherworld', he attempts to define a way to discern what can be defined as 'Otherworld' while also noting various scholars explanations of some of the issues of multiplicity of location including attributing it to the mentality of pagan Celts, regional differences, and even paradoxical transcendence previously noted. 


Using Carey's working definition, the Otherworld always involved the supernatural. The place may be inhabited by supernatural beings such as Arawn, king of Annwfn, who changed Pwyll's appearance with his own and sent him into his Otherworld realm of Annwfn.
 The second possibility with this definition is that something supernatural will happen to indicate the Otherworld such as when Pwyll was on the hill called Gorsedd Arberth. It was certain that he would be wounded or injured, or he would 'see something wonderful'.
 



While these two encounters by Pwyll with the Otherworld found in the first branch of the Mabinogi are fundamentally different from a geographic perspective, they both meet Carey's basic working definition. In his encounter with Arawn, Pwyll is escorted to a specific place he would not have otherwise found on his own and his physical appearance switched with Arawn so that even Arawn's wife did not know the difference. It is a place populated by beings similar, but somehow different from beings of this world, such as the mysterious red eared hunting dogs. This is just one example in which the other world is a geographic place to which the hero travels or is somehow transported from their everyday location and the mundane world. Another example of this is found in King Cormaic's travel to Tir Tairngiri, 'The land of Promise', Manannán mac Lir's otherworldly realm in the Echtra Cormac Mac Airt. In this tale, when Cormac's wife was taken by Manannán, a mist arose and Cormac could not see which way they had gone, but he set out in search of her and the rest of his family that had been previously taken. Suddenly, he found himself on a great plain with a large fort in the centre with a silver palisade around it. He later found out that it was the home of Manannán.
 While the story does not specifically mention it being night, this fits the halls encountered by chance mentioned by MacLeod.


Pwyll's second encounter with the Otherworld was a mound right outside of one of Pwyll's courts. There were stories about odd occurrences that had given it a reputation for being a place associated with the Otherworld. In this case Pwyll did not enter another realm or go on a journey and stumble on something unknown. People of Pwyll's court knew it was sitting there just outside of the court.  One of his men was even able to leave and return with a horse without any distortion of time or distance, but something otherworldly does occur there. When first, one of his men, then Pwyll himself tries to catch up with the mysterious female ridder who they latter discover is Rhiannon, time seems to slow down or even stand still. No matter how fast his runner was, how fast his man's horse was, and finally how fast Pwyll himself on horseback was, Rhiannon was always faster while appearing to hardly move. In that place he did see something wonderful and magical but did not travel and was not transported to another place. An similar example from the Irish literature that indicates a fixed and known place in this world is from the Tochmarc Étaíne. In this tale, Midir takes Eochaid's wife Étaíne by turning himself and Étaíne into swans and they flew away. In the story, Étaíne had been Midir's great love in her prior birth one thousand and twelve years before her rebirth. They knew that Midir was one of the Sí, the people of the sídhe, so Eochaid had told his men to dig up all the sídhe in Ireland. At Sid Ban Find, one of the of the Sí appears to them as they are digging up the mound and tells them that Étaíne is not there, informing them she is with Midir, the king of the sídhe of Ireland at Sid Bri Leith. They attempt to dig up this mound but all the work they complete during the day is magically undone overnight. They then go back to Sid Ban Find and harass the Sí there and tell him they will not stop until he tells them how to dig up the mound at Sid Bri Leith. He tells them to take blind whelps and blind cats with them and leave them there. The tale goes on and Eochaid is tricked into taking his daughter who was born in the sídhe and somehow already grown in just a few years, thinking she is his wife, and ends up fathering a child with her
. The story goes on to recount the events that took place from there, but the encounters in this part of  the story, like the story of Pwyll at Gorsedd Arberth, demonstrate an Otherworld location rooted in the natural world at a site that is commonly known. There is no great journey, invitation by a Celtic god or otherworldly person, or even a chance stumbling into it to find it. It is a physical landmark already know to the characters of the story.  


In spite of all of the issues that various scholars have put forth regarding defining the term 'Otherworld' as shown above, a basic definition that has been put forth, the working definition by John Carey, appears to be applicable to stories from both Irish and Welsh texts that are typically viewed as dealing with encounters with the Otherworld. This includes both stories where the character ends up in the Otherworld outside of the normal mundane world and those in which the Otherworld place is a known physical landmark in this world. 
3 Can there be a 'Celtic' Otherworld?

While most of the scholars mentioned so far note problems in defining the term 'Otherworld', they still make use of the term. In their discussions of the problems with the term, they demonstrate the importance of finding a way to make the term usable. Having what appears to be a usable working definition, now the issues of the word 'Celtic' preceding 'Otherworld' will be addressed. Can we use the term 'Celtic Otherworld', or is there a distinctly different Welsh and Irish Otherworld? 


Patrick Sims-Williams takes the position that there are very distinct differences between the Irish concept of the Otherworld and the Welsh concept of the Otherworld. He notes that the most commonly used word in the Welsh literature for Otherworld, Annwfn, has no cognate in medieval Irish, nor any other medieval Celtic language. He argues that Annwfn is always depicted as a single contiguous realm divided into sub-kingdoms and contiguous with Dyfed. He cites Pwyll's battle with Hafgan, a rival king from an adjacent kingdom, on Arawn's behalf as an example to illustrate this. In contrast to this, he notes that in pre-Christian or pagan Ireland, every region of any importance had its own sídhe or hill that was an entry to its own regional Otherworld and claimed the deities that presided over each of these sídhe were basically the same despite the names that were used for them. In spite of the differences he notes, he also states that the Welsh term Annwfn and the Irish term sídhe or síd are basically chthonic Otherworlds. 
 Sims-Williams argues there is a marked distinction between the structure of the Otherworld in Annwfn and the various self-contained sídhe. He does note that there is a general 'similarity in Otherworld mythology but a divergence in terminology between Ireland and Wales.'
 His argument that there is a distinct difference appears to rest on terminology that he sees as rooted in a geographical difference. In this argument, he reduces the Otherworld of the Irish to only the independent sídhe or mounds in which the Sí or Irish gods or fairies live.  But immediately after making this assertion he presents an exception to this statement in the comparison of the comparison of the Welsh word 'gorsedd', which is derived from sed  and the Irish word síd or sídhe which is also derived from sed. This brings to mind Pwyll's experience at Gorsedd Arberth as well as the other significant events that occurred there in later Branches of the Mabinogi.
 Sims-Williams also makes note of the fact that while Ó Cathasaigh argues that sid can be used generically to denote the Otherworld, Carey disputes this and explains that while in many stories the hero visits the áes síde, those that live in the side mounds, that there are other cases where Otherworld beings live beneath lakes or the sea, on islands in lakes or off coast, or halls that mysteriously appear in the night and vanish during the day.
 Another factor related to this is addresses by Carey in a different work in which he notes that 'a single Otherworld place may be linked to points far and distant from each other in the geography of mortals'
 further noting that the Irish do not assign definable spatial relationships between the Otherworld and the mortal realm. So, while this does not affirm the contiguous kingdoms in the Otherworld Sims-Williams infers from the Pwyll example from the first branch of the Mabinogi, the Otherworld as conceptualized in the Irish literature is not necessarily the regional Otherworlds, each with their own little hill that Sims-Williams describes when contrasting it with Annwfn. It is also important to note that Carey also asserts that neither early written sources nor the contemporary folklore of the Irish and Welsh traditions provide any grounds to suggest that the pre-Christian Irish or Welsh had a belief in an overseas Otherworld and that that the suggestion of such in later literature was the influence of non-native concepts.
 So, while Sims-Williams argues there is a distinctive difference between the Welsh and Irish concepts of the Otherworld in its basic geography, it appears he is focusing specifically on independent sídhe compared to Annwfn. Many of the Irish sources, as noted by other scholars previously noted suggest the idea of independent side is not the dominate Irish concept of the Otherworld. 


There are also commonalities not related to geography between the Welsh and Irish literature regarding the Otherworld that cannot be ignored. The most obvious one is the passage of time. It is completely out of sync with the human world. Carey notes three Irish stories and one Welsh story in which time passes slower in the human world than the otherworld to illustrate this point. In Echtra Nerai, Nera returns to court from a journey to the Otherworld just minutes after leaving court. In Tochmarc Becfhola, Becfhola spends a day and a night on a trip to the other world on a Sunday morning to return to find her husband still in bed on that same Sunday morning. In Duanairem Finn, Finn goes on a lengthy adventure and upon returning to his men, finds only a few hours have past since he left. In the second branch of the Mabinogi a similar thing occurs for Bran's men who survived the battle in Ireland when they spend seven years feasting in Harddlech and then they spend eighty years in Gwales then return to Britain with no time passing. Carey explains that in the Otherworld, time 'is as independent and incommensurate with our temporal sequences as its geography is discontinuous with our own'.
 

Given these points, Sims-Williams initial argument that the Welsh and Irish concepts of Otherworld are very different does not seem to have enough evidence or conviction to discount discussing the concept of a Celtic Otherworld. If fact, it seems Sims-Williams real objection is not specifically the concept of a Celtic Otherworld, but with the concept of the use of the term Celtic in general. He asserts that because the medieval Irish and Welsh did not know they inherited a common culture known now as 'Celtic' that the term itself is 'an anachronistic concept, or at least an over simplified label'.
 Given the commonalities of many of the concepts related to the Otherworld between the Welsh and Irish literature overall seems greater than some differences that exist within the literature of the Irish as a grouping or of the Welsh as a grouping and the umbrella use of the term Celtic studies as a discipline that encompasses the whole body of research in literature, history, archaeology, and several other disciplines, it seems reasonable that the term Celtic Otherworld can be applied to the examination of the topic.  

4 Was there ever a Celtic Otherworld?

In addressing the issues of defining what 'Otherworld' is and if there are enough similarities to reasonable look at the Celtic Otherworld as a whole, much of the foundation for discussing the existence of a Celtic Otherworld has been laid. The question of if there ever was a Celtic Otherworld requires a bit of interpretation by the person being asked the question. For the purpose of this work, this question is being interpreted as 'was there ever a true belief in an Otherworld, by any name or names, among the earlier, pre-Christian Celtic communities whose oral traditions informed the medieval literary record being examined?' While this is impossible to prove or disprove, some evidence can be examined to build a case for an educated opinion on this matter. 


First, some consideration must be given to the question of unravelling the pre-Christian past from the written records, since the written literature from Celtic sources that exist was written down after Christianity came to the Celtic areas. Joseph Nagy addresses this topic whilst first offering a brief history of how prior attempts at this were received. He describes the backlash of anti-nativists revisionism toward what was considered scholarly orthodoxy in the last half of the twentieth century. The anti-nativist considered anything offered based on medieval Irish literature that claimed to represent traditions predating Christianity either garbled and unusable or censored. Their claim was that anything that was a 'native' tradition played little or no role in early Christian literature from Celtic cultures. Another group emerged that held the Welsh and Irish texts suspect as palimpsests for the political concerns that existed at the time the texts were composed. Nagy refutes these arguments based on the consistency that is seen in the literary representation of the pre-Christian past over several centuries coupled with remnants of the pagan past that persisted in beliefs and customs of Gaelic-speaking people in some areas into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that are consistent with the literature. It is these traditions, customs, and beliefs that lived on in segments of the society other than the literate elites producing these manuscripts, that were handed down to folk communities that have been studied in modern times that Nagy argues gives him confidence that the pre-Christian religion and mythology in these medieval text are not imposters.
 


After making his point about being able to glean remnants of the pre-Christian past from the medieval texts, Nagy chooses as his example for further analysis the 'otherworlds of Irish tradition'.
 He frames his analysis of the literature as an examination of the narrative episodes in terms of performance as seen by an audience. He asserts this model has been useful to scholars in recent decades and provides a different way of thinking about 'the possible correspondence between contact with the otherworld as expressed in narrative and the experience of the supernatural as it might have been realized in ritual, the latter aspect of pre-Christian Celtic religion about which we know very little'.
 In this analysis, he makes the point that there is a 'strong, persistent, and presumably ancient conceit to be found in Celtic tradition'
 that the art of music and musicians originated in the Otherworld. He asserts that one of the oldest themes in Irish and Scottish Gaelic storytelling is the Otherworld presenting itself to humans as musical performance. He illustrates this with the example found in the Echtrae Chonnlai of the lyrical seduction of Connla to the other world by the otherworldly woman that only he can see. He points out that this story might be the oldest surviving Celtic story of an encounter between a human and a supernatural being.
  We see this lyrical or musical encounter in many other places in medieval Celtic literature, such as Imram Brain maic Febail which starts with the woman from the Otherworld singing fifty quatrains that only Bran could hear.
 By making the argument that the concept of music originated in the Otherworld is an ancient Celtic belief, using examples of supernatural encounters with Otherworld beings involving music, and suggesting an understanding of experience of the supernatural within the pre-Christian ritual could be gained through examining the available medieval Celtic literature in terms of performance, Nagy not only suggest an actual pre-Christian belief in the Otherworld, but that it may be possible to gain a better understanding of how pre-Christians expressed that belief in ritual. 


Professor John Carey presents a slightly different way of examining the Celtic Otherworld and its concept among pre-Christian Celtic people. He does so by addressing the history of Irish Christianity and the process through which it replaced the old religion of Ireland. While he admits the answer may never be able to be completely answered, he makes the point that a unique culture did emerge from the fusion of the old Irish traditions and culture and Christian culture. He sees in the Irish medieval literature a way to examine how the early medieval Irish Christians interpreted traditions around the gods of their ancestors. He suggests that as prevalent as the people in the sídhe were in the literature, it must have been even more prevalent in the oral and popular culture at the time. He argues that the Irish attempted to give a status to their former deities that was 'preternatural and benevolent'.
 He like Nagy uses the example of Echtrae Chonnlai to illustrate his point. Carey proposes the merger of Christian themes with stories of the Sí attempt to align them in a more positive light. In this example, the woman of the sídhe says she comes 'the lands of the living' which he notes is a biblical phrase. In spite of some of these attempts to align the old gods with the new religion in a positive light, he also points out examples of attempts to demonize them or imply they are burning in the Christian hell, in some cases within the same work. One example of this is found in the Lebor Gabála. One part mentions that the Túatha Dé Donnann are in 'the Land of Promise' but in a passage that is appended to some copies of a longer poem in the Lebor Gabála states that 'The Land of Promise of which they speak…is the lowest hell'.
 The important part about Carey' arguments to this discussion is that it shows an interest by even the elite who can write and access written works during the Irish medieval period had in attempting to reconcile the pre-Christian Irish gods and their abode with Irish Christianity. 
5 Conclusion


While there are many differences in the depiction of the Otherworld in the medieval Celtic sources, there are also many conceptual similarities, especially among the earlier sources. While there is much that cannot be known about the details of pre-Christian beliefs about what is termed Otherworld based on the definition proposed by John Carey and presented in this paper as a guideline to have a common working definition, there is evidence that there was some belief in an Otherworld that made it such a common theme within the relevant literature. The seemingly inconsistent attempts to reconcile the Celtic Otherworld with Christian concepts and to simultaneously demonize and dismiss the Celtic Otherworld and its gods only serve to demonstrate that even in the medieval period, there was still enough of a concern with the pre-Christian belief in the Otherworld and even some level of persisting contemporary belief that it was an issue that went beyond common folklore. It was even a concern for the literate elite. Work like that of Nagy and others suggests we are finding ways to obtain a better understanding of these pre-Christian beliefs through new ways of examining the literature and other sources, but even without knowing details it is clear that there was a belief in an Otherworld by pre-Christian Celtic people that is reflected in the Celtic literature of the medieval period as well as folk customs that have been handed down even into the modern age. In that since, yes, there was a Celtic Otherworld, and given the amount of work scholars in Celtic Studies and related fields and others have put into understanding it, perhaps there still is.
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