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

Like the Twrch Trwyth, The Celtic Otherworld is a difficult thing to hunt down. From the elusive Druidic ‘orbis alius’ described by the Roman poet Lucan 1 to the tales of hidden realms perhaps lying underground, underwater, across the sea or on an island, 2 the picture is incomplete. In this essay I look at some Welsh and Irish sources and I take Preiddeu Annwfn, the Spoils of Annwn from the fourteenth century Book of Taliesin as a starting point for the search. Preiddeu Annwfn combines the possibility of an early date of composition 3 with allusions to several otherworldly themes and is a useful comparison to other sources. I will introduce the idea that elements of the Celtic Otherworld belong to a range of ‘conceptual opposites significant in symbolic perception’ 4 and act as distinctive psychological tools in the traditions of storytelling and in ritual. This essay explores the possibility that aspects of the Otherworld known from medieval sources, can be seen as highly effective storytelling techniques that performed a significant role in marking out the ‘other’ from the everyday and may not necessarily be evidence of a once widely held unified belief.
Pitfalls in the Background
It is important to remember there was ‘nothing marginal or isolated about Celtic prehistory’ 5 and the extant manuscripts of Wales and Ireland were produced in a monastic Christian context, part of a wider European culture. As John Carey has pointed out, it is useful to avoid two assumptions when investigating this field. Firstly, that these medieval sources are based entirely on indigenous belief and secondly that they are entirely the product of Christian ‘rationalization’. 6  There is no method of securely ascertaining the extent of deductions, additions and transformations to material over time, nor of identifying one point in time and place, or many points in many times and places to pinpoint the ‘original’ version of extant tales. In this essay the search is for an Otherworld to be found primarily within the tales preserved in medieval manuscripts and it is not assumed that these represent either a religious or supernatural belief, although they may do so. To take the Mabinogi as an example, Sioned Davies observes that it is ‘an intriguing insight into the world of the traditional storyteller.’ 7 and if this is so, it may not be an insight into the religious or supernatural beliefs of the time, any more than the genre of fantasy fiction in the present day is a true reflection of present day supernatural beliefs. 
Writing in reference to Iron Age religion, Jane Webster has stated that it is a category ‘largely embedded within, and inseparable from, the world of the everyday.’ 8  This essay will examine the idea that the Otherworld was also perhaps embedded in the everyday, to be discovered perhaps by ‘utilizing (or avoiding) certain parts of the landscape, making use of music or poetic recitation...and religious offerings or rites’. 9  The key focus is the idea that storytelling, ritual and performance are central to human society and that concepts of the Otherworld are entwined within these aspects of human life on a psychological level.  Some archaeological references are introduced in order to link place names associated with tales and traditions to physical structures and artefacts, examples of ‘dindshenchus’  the lore of places. 10  It is clearly difficult, however, to deduce from archaeological remains the exact nature of the Celtic Otherworld, if it existed. One further point to make here is that although this essay will focus on Welsh and Irish sources, I do not assume that a reference to the Otherworld in a Welsh or Irish source is a reference to a Celtic Otherworld once common to all Celtic language regions.
Preiddeu Annwfn
 Preiddeu Annwfn unites themes which are repeated in other depictions of the Welsh and Irish Otherworld. The poetry of the Book of Taliesin is open to interpretation and it is difficult to pinpoint meaning. As a result, translators have taken different approaches to it, for example J. G. Evans uses the word ‘whirlpool’ for ‘Sidi’ 11 and this changes the meaning to be found in the work. The translation of Preiddeu Annwfn  by Sarah Higley is used in this essay, unless quoting from an author using another translation. The scholar Mark Adderley has viewed Preiddeu Annwfn as ‘a poem about orality itself, and the negative ramifications literacy might have upon storytelling and the dissemination of knowledge.’ 12 A deeper interpretation of Preiddeu Annwfn can be made by explaining it in psychoanalytical terms as ‘a drama between the reasoning (rational) ego and the representation of its “other” - the unconscious’. 13  Annwfn is perhaps a representation of a journey to the unconscious that ‘has no normal language’, 14 hence on approaching this unknown place ‘It was difficult to speak with their sentinel.’ 15      
Into the Depths 
Annwfn is usually taken to be an underground world although the word Annwfn is of contested etymology. It could be an intensive form of dwfn – deep or derive from an not and dwfn world, meaning ‘not-world’. 16 It is possible that the meaning of dwfn as world has a similar sense to earth in English as both the soil on the surface or the whole planet. Therefore, the depths of earth become a complete world. The earth lies on the top, the ‘unearthly’ below. The Old English verb adune meaning to go down, descend 17 possibly has a distant linguistic connection to the word Annwfn. Another poem in the Book of Taliesin known as Angar Kyfyndawd presents Annwfn as a duality, using the words peacefulness and wrath and contrasting Annwfn with the air on the earth’s surface.
‘In Annwn the peacefulness 
in Annwn the wrath
in Annwn below the earth
in the air above the earth’ 18
Duality is also present in the notion that Annwfn is on the other side of the earth. Tomislav Bilís has written of the influence of contemporary geography on concepts of Annwfn, looking for examples of the belief in an Otherworld location at the Antipodes. He interprets the line about jet in Preiddeu Annwfn as a description of the midnight sun of the fixed Arctic Circle: ‘noon-day and jet-blackness are mingled’ 19 translated by Sarah Higley as ‘Flowing water and jet are mingled.’ 20 Line 55 says of monks: ‘They do not know when midnight and dawn divide’, 21 which may have a connection to the midnight sun. Bilís finds examples of a subterranean Otherworld in the writings of Giraldus Cambrensis, Walter Map and Gervase of Tilbury 22 The first two writers describe a world inhabited by men of diminutive stature and this theme appears also In Erec, where Chrétien de Troyes writes of a ‘dwarf’ king, under the protection of Arthur. 23 Étienne de Rouen in Normannicus Draco describes an Otherworld ruled by Arthur, 24 and furthermore, the mosaic of Rex Arturus at Otranto Cathedral depicts Arthur riding on a goat. 25 Tomislav Bilís’ examples show how complex the Otherworld concept is, as themes overlap in various sources and contemporary learning is possibly interwoven with earlier traditions. The idea of a world on the ‘other side’ is a powerful one, symbolically placing the two worlds in opposition and marking the everyday known world as twinned with the unknown. 
The word for hell ‘uffern’ is used in Preiddeu Annwfn: ‘And before the door of hell lamps burned’, 26 which is possibly a clue that Annwfn and hell are the same place, 27 although it may be a descriptive word for the type of place envisaged, not a clear statement that hell and Annwfn are interchangeable terms. The same word is used, however, in the sense of an Otherworldly place in ‘How Culhwch Won Olwen’, as Arthur and the character Gwyn ap Nudd, a person said to contain the spirit of the demons of Annwfn, 28  are tasked with collecting the blood of the Very Black Witch in ‘yg gwrthtir Uffern’ the uplands of Hell. 29 
From a psychoanalytical viewpoint, the journey to a dark world concealed below ground may be a journey ‘to uncover that mysterious “Other” hidden from the conscious knower’s inspection.’ 30 Powerful forces need to be constrained within it, as they are in Gwyn ap Nudd, but at the same time a sense of balance is created between ‘this’ world and the ‘other’ world.
Ships, Music and Islands
 A ship is a structure which links one place to another, possibly one world to another. It harnesses the power of water effectively and when not voyaging, it occupies a liminal space between land and water, tethered to land while supported by water. It is appropriate that a ship is a vehicle to another world. In Preiddeu Annwfn the ship Prydwen is a measure of how many ‘went into’ 31 Annwfn as well as a means of travel. ‘How Culhwch won Olwen’ is a comparable tale in that Arthur ‘set off with a small force and sailed in his ship Prydwen, and came to Ireland, and they made for the house of Diwrnach Wyddel.’ 32 Although Ireland is less poetic than the mysterious Annwfn, ‘How Culhwch won Olwen’ is a tale full of supernatural powers and a world where enchantment is an everyday occurrence. 
The ship or boat is also a striking symbol used to access other worlds in the Irish Echtrai and Immrama. To look at the early Irish narrative Echtrae Chonnlai as an example, Connlae is overcome by ‘éolchaire’, a powerful desire for the world of a mysterious woman and springs onto her boat, perhaps a leap towards Christian eternal life 33 or perhaps the beginning of a journey more akin to Arthur’s journey on the boat Prydwen, Connlae lured by the potency of a supernatural place. Immram Brain maic Febail portrays a multitude of Otherworlds as islands in one short piece of work. 
‘There are thrice fifty distant isles
In the ocean to the west of us;
Larger than Erin twice
Is each of them, or thrice.’ 34 
A strangely dressed unearthly being, and a silver branch with white blooms 35 arrive in the everyday life of Bran to entice him with an unknown power. The music that accompanies the woman from a mysterious place, has the ability to make Bran sleep and as Joseph Nagy observed in Staging the Otherworld in Medieval Irish Tradition, 36 within a performance, music may be identified as emanating from an Otherworld so that the audience can ‘cede control’ to the performance. 37 In another story the otherworldly musician Cas Corach plays timpán so persuasively in front of St Patrick, that Patrick agrees not to ban such music, 38 showing the allure of music and its association with a place outside the mundane world.
In addition to the musical, the visual is important in the Voyage of Bran. Like the pearls adorning the cauldron in Preiddeu Annwfn, the island is supported by precious white objects: ’Feet of white bronze under it’. 39  A life of luxury is promised, ‘treasures of every hue’ and ‘the best of wine’. 40 The description of the island is one of colourful and valuable physical objects that works on a symbolic level rather than a spiritual one. More of a Christian afterlife, however is described in Line 10 of Voyage of Bran: 
‘Without grief ,
Without sorrow,
Without death,
Without any sickness,
Without debility,’ 41
Another section of the Book of Taliesin, very close in wording to Preiddeu Annwfn suggests a similar place to the Irish island:
‘Equipped in my chair in Caer Sidi,
An island untouched by old age and disease,
With music and fruitful fountains...’. 42  
It is interesting that these three short lines contain so much that is also in the Voyage of Bran. Fruit trees, often apple trees are a recurring story motif and in the Voyage of Bran, in Mag Mell, the watery land of Manannán son of Ler:
 ‘There is a wood of beautiful fruit
Under the prow of thy little skiff.’ 43 
Invisible to Bran, Manannán’s world is ‘a flowery plain’ 44  both upon and below the sea. James Carney has studied earlier material and reinterpreted the Voyage of Bran in light of this. In particular he has observed the eight stanzas known as Dialogue (Imbaccaldum) which contain no Christian elements 45 and suggested that Mag Febuil, the kingdom of Bran was flooded , possibly by otherworldly women located in a well, as punishment for attempting to take their treasure. The resulting flooded land became Loch Febuil. 46 Carney suggests that in Immram Brain the sea covered kingdom of Manannán mac Lir is a development from earlier tales about the flooding of the loch. 47 and that the otherworldly island may be a version of the Otherworld that lies underwater. 48 The fortress in Preiddeu Annwfn is on ‘ynys pybyrdor’ ‘island of the strong door’ 49 and it is notable that visually a mound rises up from the landscape like an island. The refrain in Preiddeu Annwfn ‘ny dyrreith’ ‘none rose up’ 50 may imply that the fortress is underwater, therefore in the destination is both underwater and on an island. On a symbolic level, the representations in these stories of water, ships and islands and the affective power of music allow an audience to enter a shared experience by utilising the ‘psychic universe of representations’. 51 
Stirring the Cauldron
Where the ship travels between worlds, the cauldron contains a dangerous unearthly brew. The narrator of Preiddeu Annwfn, describes the cauldron as a source of inspiration: ‘My poetry, from the cauldron it was uttered’. 52 The Otherworld speaks through the poet and the cauldron is the medium between the two. Breath is the power behind the cauldron and breath is related to the physiological meaning of inspiration: ‘From the breath of nine maidens it was kindled.’ 53  The cauldron has ‘A dark ridge around its border and pearls.’ 54 which can be compared to ‘the beauty of the gold and the fine workmanship of the bowl in the Third Branch. 55 This Otherworld is filled with valuable high-status artefacts in a visual representation of the potency of the supernatural realm.
The cauldron of Preiddeu Annwfn belongs to ‘pen annwfyn’ 56 the chief of Annwfn which can be linked to Y Mabinogi and the characters Pwyll and Arawn. In Line 4 of Preiddeu Annwfn ‘pwyll aphryderi’  57 is a reference to the Mabinogi, as after his time in the Otherworld, Pwyll is named in the First Branch as ‘Pwyll Pen Annwfn’ 58 Pryderi in the Third Branch follows a white boar to a mysterious fort and his hand is welded to a golden bowl, the bowl hanging from four golden chains.59 The fort, the imprisonment, the bowl (cauldron) and chains echo the world of Preiddeu Annwfn.
To return to the tale, How Culhwch won Olwen one of Arthur’s many tasks is to take from Ireland the cauldron of Diwrnach Wyddel to prepare food at the wedding of Culhwch and Olwen. 60 Included in the list of the Thirteen Treasures of the Island of Britain is a cauldron in the ownership of Dyrnwch the Giant which, like the one in Preiddeu Annwfyn cooks rapidly for the brave and not at all for the weak.61 The three cauldron references appear to be connected and show how an otherworldly object may be relocated from Annwfn to Ireland. It may be that one version of the Welsh Otherworld lies close, but in opposition to the existing world, as Ireland lies in opposition to Wales across the sea. Ireland was described by Gerald of Wales as ‘quasi alter orbis’, ‘as if another sphere’ 62 which reflects this sense of a mysterious world nearby, the Otherworld ‘immediate’ and to be found in the locality. 63 The highly valuable life-giving Irish cauldron in the Mabinogi is another instance of overlapping themes. In the Second Branch Matholwch says:
‘I was hunting in Ireland one day, on top of a mound overlooking a lake called the Lake of the Cauldron. And I saw a large man with yellow-red hair coming out of the lake with a cauldron on his back.’ 64 
This sentence is interesting as the Irish Matholwch is on top of the mound, as is Pwyll at the Gorsedd Arberth. The Gorsedd is a place where a nobleman ‘will be wounded or injured, or else he will see something wonderful.’ 65 Matholwch sees the man and the wonderful cauldron emerge from the lake, suggestive of an underwater Otherworld. In references to the cauldron, the artefact retains its potency when taken from a magical place as if it contains something of the Otherworld and is a connector between the two worlds.
The Mound Fortress and The Irish Mound
In Preiddeu Annwfn, the fortress has many names, but sidi is the most interesting as it is associated with an Irish Otherworld. Higley translates ‘ygkaer sidi’, as ‘mound fortress’, 66 , although it has been translated as ‘fairy fortress’. 67 The Welsh word gorsedd may have a similar root to sidi meaning seat 68 and is also associated with the supernatural as seen at the Gorsedd Arberth in the Mabinogi. 69 The Irish sid is seen as an entrance to the fairy otherworld and is often associated with burial mounds. The mounds may be hollow and be the entrance to independent kingdoms, not to a unified underground world. 70 In the case of Preiddeu Annwfn it is likely that the word ‘sidi’ has been borrowed directly from Irish literature.71 There is an interesting  reference to the fairy mound in the Voyage of Bran relating to Mongán: ‘he will delight the company of every fairy knoll’, 72 ‘fairy knoll’ being a translation of the word síde. Throughout Europe the mound, as well as having supernatural connections, can be a place of assembly for example, in England some burial mounds are known to have marked local meeting places. 73 In the following section the significance of the meeting place in defining the everyday world from the ‘other’ is discussed.
The festival and meeting place
Carey has studied the role of the tribal assembly or oenach in Ireland. It was often held at a burial site and so gave the túath, a word meaning both people and area, a link to ancestors who ruled the same area, ‘giving legitimacy from the traditions received from ancestors who have departed into the Otherworld’. 74 The assembly involved feasting and sports, reminiscent of  the world in the Voyage of Bran : ‘the plain on which hosts hold games’. 75 Often held at a specific time, notably Samain, 76 everyday life was put on hold and people gathered in a designated sacred area where the rules of society were relaxed and there was possibly sexual freedom. 77 At the oenach the people were taken away from the mundane world into a different sacred place, which recognised the past and looked to the future. Many of these themes emerge in tales of the Otherworld and the oenach is perhaps a symbolic gateway to these worlds. Carey states that ‘within the ritual boundaries of time and space the Otherworld itself was in some sense present.’ 78 However, it would be an overstatement to argue that the Irish Otherworld is entirely derived from the oenach as the powerful symbolism of the Otherworld in tales transcends the time and space of a seasonal gathering. It may be that the oenach was one means of access to concepts of the ‘other’.
The Archaeology and Traditions of Rathcroghan
Oweynagat,the cave of the cats is one of the  unusual archaeological features centred on the mound at Rathcroghan, associated with the kings of Connaught. The cave is natural with a souterrain connected to it and an important oenach took place close by. The cave was described in ‘Dindshenchas’, the lore of place names, as the home of the Morrígan and was viewed as the entrance to the Otherworld, a place from which terrifying creatures may emerge.  79  John Waddell suggests that the cave is a site where chaotic powers are contained, contrasting with the order of the royal settlement close by.80  Waddell sees the underground, like water as an ‘opening in the earth giving access to an other- or under-world.’ 81 He proposes that to dig a ditch or pit is an attempt to access this world, as is burying valuable hoards and casting metal objects into bogs or lakes. 82 Oweynagat’s location in Ireland exemplifies the close connection of the physical world to the Otherworld, as ritual and storytelling transform a landscape feature into a symbolic gateway.
The Uncanny and the Double
The ‘uncanny’ and the double are two aspects of the Otherworld that haunt this world. Arawn’s hounds in the First Branch have a ‘different cry’ 83 and they are a ‘gleaming shining white, and their ears were red’ 84 Their appearance and sound sets them apart from the hounds of this world. This presents an example of the Freudian ‘uncanny’, the hounds are familiar but marked as different, like the woman wearing ‘strange raiment’ in the Voyage of Bran. 85 In 1919 Sigmund Freud wrote of the ‘Unheimlich’, translated as ‘uncanny’, the opposite of familiar and belonging to the home. 86 He lists one meaning of ‘Unheimlich’ as concealed. 87 The underground world is concealed, but it releases unearthly hounds to run alongside earthly hounds. Freud also spoke of the double, the ‘Doppelgänger’ who inspires ‘extraordinarily strong feelings of something uncanny.’ 88 Not only do Arawn’s hounds mirror the hounds of Pwyll, Arawn is the double of Pwyll. They look the same to others, exchange lives and share the same title of Pen Annwfn. 89 This doubling is further complicated by Hafgan, named after summer in opposition to winter, he stands against Pwyll who is a stand in for Arawn. The unconscious is the dark side of the self and to express it symbolically is to keep it under control.
A sense of the ‘uncanny’ also haunts the distorted concepts of time and space in the Otherworld. In Ireland, sacred sites such as Uisnech are already ritually marked out as ‘other’ and double up as gateways to the concealed Otherworld.90 Carey has written that time in the Otherworld ‘exists in no definable spatial relationship with the mortal realm.’ 91 (Carey’s underline.) In the Voyage of Bran on the Island of Women many years are as one year 92 and at the Assembly of the Noble Head in the Second Branch no person ages in a time span of eighty years. 93 The dimensions of time and space in the Otherworld exist alongside the present world in the same way that Rhiannon in the First Branch slowly rides her horse at a pace which is faster than any other pace on earth. 94  Time distortion is often seen as ‘a common folktale motif’ in ‘the land (or island) of immortality’. 95 It is a warping of the earthly experience of time into a double which exists simultaneously. Aisling Byrne has suggested that ‘the Otherworld should be approached as an imaginative field employed to bring about a fundamental shift in the audience’s horizon of expectation within a fiction.’ 96 and it is possible to interpret the ‘uncanny’ nature of time and space in the Otherworld as a representation within a tale of that shift.
Conclusion
There is no direct evidence of a belief in one single Otherworld, either an afterlife or a supernatural realm, that was common to all Celtic language cultures. There is, however, a strong vision of the otherworldly in the tales examined here from Wales and Ireland. The Otherworld occupies another dimension, an ‘uncanny’ place of magic apple-trees, doubles, and unearthly music. The Otherworld is both hidden yet nearby so the entrance may be through a physical point in the earth’s surface and at the same time via a story attached to the landscape feature. This other realm is not predominantly concerned with spiritual and moral ideas as it is more concerned with allegory and symbolism. Creatures and supernatural beings from it emerge into the mundane world and people from the mundane world may visit it. It is not always heavenly, and it can be dangerous. Objects such as a cauldron, infused with dark power make their way into the everyday world and are highly valuable. Furthermore, the Otherworld operates differently in terms of time and space and it has glamour and allure. A journey into this ‘uncanny’ world is a journey into an unearthly double of the real world. 
Otherworlds existed in Welsh and Irish literature, contained within the poetry and tales of extant manuscripts and suggested by ritual practices and the traditions associated with archaeological and landscape features. At the present time it is impossible to know with certainty if there was once a universal Celtic Otherworld beyond the storytelling heritage, archaeology and traditions of Celtic language regions which is the only evidence available, but there is evidence in these places of a multidimensional symbolic use of the unearthly as an effective representation of  the ‘other’.
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