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The Celtic Otherworlds: Mutable Tales of Liminal Spaces for Initiation and Transformation
List of Abbreviations Used:
AO: Aislingi Oengusai
CDS: Cín Dromma Snechta (no longer extant)
CMT: Cath Maige Tureid
CO: Culhwch ac Olwen
EC: Echtra Condla
ECM: Echtra Cormaic
ET Echtra Thaidg
IB: Imram Brain maic Febail
MB: the Mabinogion
MD: Immram Curaig Máele Dúin
MS: manuscript
NB: Navigatio Sancti Brendani
PA: Preiddeu Annwn
SCC: Serglige Cu Cullain
SG Silva Gadelica
TYP: Trioedd Ynys Prydein
UC: Immram Curaig Ui Corra

The Celtic Otherworld is a complex idea. To begin with, neither Celtic nor Otherworlds carry straightforward definitions and parameters must be set whenever one seeks to discuss them. Further, even when a common understanding has been reached, there are a multitude of places that have variously been referred to as Otherworlds, and each of these is worthy of mention.
Celtic is no longer a standalone word that can cheerfully be read with clarity.  Sims-Williams offers a good contemporary view when he states that;
Scholars agree that the concept of ‘Celtic’ is fundamentally a matter of language.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Patrick Sims-Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) p6] 

For the purposes of this exploration I use Celtic to define those peoples living in Ireland, Wales and what is now western England and Scotland in stories recorded in Late Antiquity, with particular reference to the Otherworld myths of Ireland and Wales.	Comment by Alaw Mai: I think there is no need for this explanation – better to start the essay with ‘The concept ...’
The concept of ‘Otherworld’ is not straightforward. In this paper, I argue that the ‘Celtic Otherworld’ was, and perhaps still is, an area of liminal space and time, that is, a threshold place in rites of passage, populated by a pantheon of deities of the people and lands bordering the Irish Sea, with more localised versions residing in sacred places in the landscape, such as lake islands.[footnoteRef:2] Considering the Irish Sea as central is not a new idea; Tomas O’Cathasaigh citing Nora Chadwick refers to the Irish sea as ‘a great land locked lake and the true unit of insular Celtic civilisation.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Liminal, a term used in Anthropology, was coined by Arnold van Gennep in 1909 and further developed by Victor Turner in 1967, to describe a threshold place in rites of passage, where an initiate has not yet reached a new stage of development, but has already left behind a previous one.  It is a place of uncertainty of identity, where guides are often required. Victor Turner, Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites of Passage in Betwixt and Between: Patterns of Masculine and Feminine Initiation eds Louise Carus Mahdi with Steven Foster and Meredith Little (Chicago; Open Court Publishing Company, 1987) p4]  [3:  Tomas O’Caithasaigh, Coire Sois (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014) p 325 in part citing Nora Chadwick, see fn 24 p539 Nora Chadwick, (1963) p47. ] 

The Otherworld, a place that is neither ‘middle earth’, nor the sidhe, (the domain of the ancestors), is an ever- changing reality.[footnoteRef:4] In this paper, I consider it as the early medieval interpretation of that place where humans can go to connect to a higher version of themselves, returning transformed. Whether it drew upon pagan, universal and/or Christian spiritual myths as its source at that time does not detract from that purpose. Every generation of spiritual seekers will interpret both its own ancestral myths, and the spiritual mythology of others it is in contact with, in a way that enables them to realise their wholeness as human beings.	Comment by Alaw Mai: This is a very general statement [4:   i.e. the material world we live in. Term coined by JRR Tolkein in his fantasy epic The Hobbit & Lord of the Rings. ] 

As a student of Ecology and Spirituality, I adopt as my stance a phenomenological approach to the interpretation of early Celtic myth.[footnoteRef:5] I draw on matriarchal mythologies, Anthropology, Psychology and Spirituality to examine the motifs and storylines.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  The echtra and the immrama, within the Cycle of Kings, The Ulster Cycle, the Acallam na Senórach, and what O’Caithasaigh refers to as the Cycle of Gods and Goddesses from the Irish tradition and the Mabinogion and the Legends of Taliesin from the Welsh, specifically Preiddeu Annwn. Tomas O’Caithasaigh, Coire Sois (Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2014) p174]  [6:  In particular, myths of the goddess to Marija Gimbutas, Baring and Cashford, Anne Ross and Miranda Aldhouse-Green, universal shamanic practices explored in an earlier module, and Jungian, Yogic and Transpersonal Psychology from an previous MA. ] 

 Celticists have provided translations and detailed commentaries on a substantial body of Irish and Welsh myth, though some Irish texts remain to be translated, and some contemporary continental European research which has now been translated into English begins to provide new insights.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  such as the work of Clara Strijbosch on the Reis and the work of  F.E.R.C.A.N. on Celtic religions. Clara Strijbosch, trans Thea Summerfield,  The Seafaring Saint Sources and Analogues of the Twelfth Century Voyage of Saint Brendan (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) on a Dutch and German version of the Voyage of Brendan .  Fontes epigraphici religionum Celticarum antiquarum See Ralph Haeussler and Anthony King, Celtic Religions in the Roman Period: Personal, Local and Global  (Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications, 2017)    In addition to their work I particularly value contributions made by Proinsias Mac Cana, Jonathan Wooding, Tomas O’Caithasaigh, John Carey, and  Patrick Sims-Williams. My copies of Rachel Bromwich’s Trioedd Ynys Prydein and Culhwch ac Olwen and Sioned O’Connor’s Mabinogion have become well thumbed and bookmarked. New manuscripts are discovered all the time, see Ben Guy, A Lost Manuscript from n wales:Hengwst 33, The Hanesyn Hên, in Studia Celtica L (2016) pp 69-105 ] 

Academics with a Christian leaning tend to express doubt as to the reality of an Otherworld that did not depend on ecclesiastical elements as its base.[footnoteRef:8] They discount the possibility that remaining threads of earlier spirituality are visible in medieval texts such as the immrama, whilst dismissing the echtrae as fiction for the masses.[footnoteRef:9] [8:   E.g. James Carney, Kim McCone (in part, although see the damning review by David Dumville,  Kim McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature, Maynooth Monographs 3, Maynooth, An Sagart, 1990, Peritia Vol 10 1996 p393 and p397, in which he accuses Mc Cone of sitting on a very uncomfortable fence), Caroline Mac Garth, and Mark Williams.]  [9:   Mark Williams, Ireland’s Immortal: a history of the gods of Irish Myth (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016) p70] 

All pagan myths would have been subject to change and assimilation as new ideas and stories came with the coming of Christianity. Here I choose to focus on what can be gleaned from the mythology of pagan Ireland and its settlements in West Wales.
Following Ralls-McLeod, I will not enter the Nativist/non Nativist discussion, which included the well known dispute between John Carney and Proinsias MacCana over the providence of the  Celtic Otherworld.[footnoteRef:10] However, I will examine John Carney’s belief that the early Irish did not have an Otherworld in the sea, but only ‘under lakes or in mountains’.[footnoteRef:11]  I will explore what Ralls-McLeod refers to as trance-inducing music, and the phenomena of women as pyschopomps and their relationship with male personages and their greater purpose in the largely male dominated world in which the myths are set.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Jonathan Wooding, Wooding, J.M., ed, The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) p xxi-xii]  [11:  Prof. John Carney, quoted in John Carey, The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition in  Wooding, J.M., ed, The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) p113 .  Ralls-McLeod, K. Music and the Celtic Otherworld, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000) [online at https://archive.org/stream/musiccelticother00rall#page/n5/mode/2up] <Accessed 230418> ]  [12:  In Ralls-McLeod, Music.] 

There are many terms used in Irish myth that have been taken to refer to what we call the Otherworld. The term itself  did not exist before the  1800’s. What we have in the manuscripts are references to the burial mounds known as Sidhe, a term which O’Cathasaigh argues a good case for meaning ‘peace’, and stories of the land of eternal youth.[footnoteRef:13] It is important to separate tales of Tir na n’ Og from tales of the Sid.[footnoteRef:14] The one refers to the domain of the ancestors, the other, what we now call the Otherworld, a place where one might be taken to forget oneself and exist in a blissful state, for a time, before returning the better for it, or to die a good death. Many authorities talk about the euhumanising of deities when an invading culture dominates, and accept the tales of the sid being shared out among the Tuatha de Danaan in the cycle of Gods and Goddesses, as homes for the newly made ancestral line, as evidence of that.[footnoteRef:15] There are many occurrences of cultures who still practise ancestor worship.[footnoteRef:16] It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine the roots of this ancient practice, and there are many stories that point to head cults in the broader Celtic mythology which suggest the pivotal role of the ancestor in their culture.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Tomas O’Caithasaigh, Coire Sois  pp 19-21]  [14:  Land of Eternal Youth]  [15:   David Dumville, Review: Kim McCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Christian Literature (Maynooth: National University of Ireland, 2000) p393, Peritia, 10: (1996) p397,  Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh LIterature p13, Williams, Ireland’s Immortals p70.]  [16:  for example; the H’mong in Vietnam and Cambodia, the Hindi Balinese of Indonesia and the practice of Shinto in Japan]  [17:  E.g. The talking head of Bran in the second branch of the Mabinogion in Sioned Davies ed, The Mabinogion (Oxford: OUP.2007) p33. On the cult of the head, ibid p236 note 32, & p237 note 34.] 

 I suggest that the Tuatha de Danaan, far from being euhumanised mythical gods, actually were an earlier people, one who had the gift of what we now call Shamanism, described by . Geo Athena Trevarthen thus;	Comment by Alaw Mai: civilitation?
 ‘a body of techniques that bring the individual into a personal and interactive contact with the spiritual aspect of life.’ [footnoteRef:18] [18:  Geo Athena Trevarthen, Brightness of Brightness: Seeing Celtic Shamanism (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Edinburgh, 2003). ] 

For the purposes of this exploration I consider the tales of the Sidhe, and that of the Welsh Otherworld, Annwn, to refer to the realms of deified ancestors, and not demoted gods.[footnoteRef:19] This is the domain William Sayers refers to as the Netherworld; a realm where the wisdom of the elders of a tribe is held within its sacred landscape, in its mountains, hills and burial mounds, as well as at the bottom of its lakes and springs.[footnoteRef:20] In other words, the place where people feel indigenous, where they understand their role within the landscape as an integral part of it, as both its guardians and its beneficiaries; a role incidentally, sadly lacking for many displaced peoples, both now and in the tumultuous past, but not for the peoples of early Ireland, where banishment was one of the heaviest penalties for misdemeanour. [19:  I William Sayers, Netherworld and Otherworld in Early Irish Literature, Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie, (2012) p203, tells us that Annwn is usually thought to mean ‘deep’.]  [20:  Ibid pp 210-230.  ] 

Overtime, perhaps tales of the sidhe became confused with those of the realms of the divinities who ruled the powerful sea and weather, and archetypal forces of Love and Fear, until a clear distinction between the Otherworld of possibility and the netherworld, repository of wisdom, was blurred, and then obscured.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  For example Oengus mac Og was considered to be the god of Love.  F.M. MacNeill, The Silver Bough 3rd edn, (Edinburgh: Canon Gate Classics, 1989) p 27.
] 

Common to all the Otherworlds is the quality of timelessness, a psychopomp, and a difficulty in returning to the mortal world if certain observances are not kept. 
References to Tir Tairngire, the promised land, appear later in the Irish immrama, no doubt prompted by the Christian notion of heaven, just as Annwn is referred to as Uffern in CO. [footnoteRef:22]  Later still the myth of Hy Brasil appears, the mythical island that Barbara Freitag argues first appeared on medieval maps and never actually existed.[footnoteRef:23] However, these have the flavour of a Utopia, and do not, strictly speaking, refer to the healing Otherworld of the earliest Irish myth. In EC  the Otherworld woman tells Connlae she comes from the Land(s) of the Living which is an ambiguous reference.[footnoteRef:24] It could be equated with Tir na nOg if one were to take it as meaning ever living, or refer to the Land of Women according to Tomás O’Flanngaile, which could make it a reference to her being a psychopomp of the mortal world; a woman or priestess sent or inspired to encourage the hero to undertake his journey.[footnoteRef:25]   [22:  Immrama: Christian voyager myths. C 1000 . Rachel Bromwich and Simon Evans eds Culhwch and Olwen; An Edition and Study of the Oldest Arthurian Tale (Cardiff; University of Wales Press, 1992)  pp129 -30, note 653. What is interesting is that Annwn was thought to be under the earth ( like the sidhe and therefore equated with Uffren or hell by Christians) whereas the Land of Women is on islands on water and equated with bliss for those that go there. Ibid p135 note 714 dieuyl Annwuyn.]  [23:   Barbara Freitag, Hy Brasil: The Metamorphosis of an Island (Amsterdam, New York: Rodopi, 2013). Though see Sims-Williams Medieval Welsh Literature (2011) p194 for the lost Echtra Bresail which tells of the hero’s loss beneath a lake that may have been a river from before the flooding that created the Irish Sea. ]  [24:  Tír na mBéo (Land of the Living) Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature p70. ]  [25:  Tír na nBan. Tomás O’Flannagaile, ed, The Lay of Oisín in the land of youth by Micheál Coimín  AD 1750 (Dublin: M.H. Gill & Son Ltd,  1896) [Online https://archive/org/details/laoioisnasirnang00coim  The Internet Archive 2015] <Accessed 020518>,  pp x111 – xiv, but not according to John Carey. A notion somewhat taken up by Sayer, Netherworld, p212 of the Tuatha being ‘people of the peace settlement’.] 

In Jungian psychology all men are said to have an anima, an internal  feminine spirit that calls on them to integrate unconscious aspects of their being in order to become fully mature adults. [footnoteRef:26] Sometimes the anima appears as a heitara.[footnoteRef:27]    Sometimes she comes in a dream, as we see in CO, in the tale of AO, in EC and a reversal in Rhiannon’s love for Pwyll.[footnoteRef:28] There are specific words in Irish for falling in love in this way, the vision itself, and for the female who appears.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  And a woman an animus, Carl Jung in Aspects of the Feminine trans R.F.C. Hull (London: Routledge, 1982, this edition 2003) pp 108-112 and John Beebe in Jung, C.G. Aspects of the Masculine ed John Beebe, trans R.F.C. Hull, (London: Routledge, 1989, this edn 2003) pp xiv – xv and Carl Jung ibid pp 128 – 156. ]  [27:  A heitara, A lover or mistress, who acts as a muse, inspiring a man to be his greatest most creative self will often appear in a man’s life when he is ready to make this transition, typically, in recent times, when he reaches middle age. Toni Wolfe played this part in Jung’s life, Ibid p xiv. References to Gwenhvyuar in Bromwich & Evans, Culhwch  (1992) in notes 159 & 161-2 pp64 & 66 hint at the possibility of her having been an Otherworldly woman. ]  [28:  See page 14 for Pwyll in the role of shaman/pyschopomp. However, in the first branch Rhiannon first appears to Pwyll as an Otherworld woman, on her uncatchable white horse, Davies Mab  pp 8-11 echoing the same theme as Echtra Teigihg mac Céin, where the otherworld woman falls in love with the mortal first.]  [29:   Gradh or serccecmaise. Bromwich & Evans, Culhwch (1992) p52, note 52. Aisling – the vision, speirbhean (skywoman) – Otherworld woman, Sharon Blackie, If Women Rose Rooted (London: September, 2016) p152. ] 

There is some debate as to whether the tales of the sidhe or fairy mounds, and Tir n mBan refer to the same Otherworld, or whether the island of women recorded in  IB, MD and EC  is a later addition, or a universal theme. Dumville speculates that  IB, which contains many references to the Otherworld, including  Mag Mell, could be our oldest reference to the Otherworld along with EC.[footnoteRef:30] Both contain active Otherworld women. [30:  David Dumville, ‘Echtrae and Immram Some Problems of Definition’ in Ériu 27 (1976) p93. He also cites EC as the only tale that gives us a complete description of the Otherworld,p81. Mag Mell - Plain of Honey,  i.e. pleasant plain. Williams, Ireland’s Immortals p58] 

I consider the Otherworld as representing two distinct yet connected places; Paradise, i.e. a place of ancestors where everything we feel we have lost in the present time remains, and Utopia, that which does not yet exist in the material world, except for within our hopes and dreams.	Comment by Alaw Mai: Afallon – Ynys Afallon connected with King Arthur is considered to be a paradise.
Just as a tribe can have its race memory, held in its myths of local gods, as well as deities that represent universal powers, so can our psyche contain an inner dimension of ancestral traits, and a wider perspective containing our visions for the future, including our fear of uncertainty. These might belong in what Jung refers to as the collective unconscious and can appear at times of great  emotional  (personal) and  physical (world) upheaval to guide and support transition times.[footnoteRef:31] O’Caithasaigh notes that some of the major Irish tale types are concentrated around exactly those moments.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  See Freida Fordham, An Introduction to Jung’s Psychology, (London: Penguin, 3rd edn 1966, reprint 1991) pp47-68.  Systems thinking techniques such as Systemic Constellations, pioneered by psychotherapist Bert Hellinger, uses this internal resource of the psyche to great healing effect. See Dan Booth Cohen, “Family Constellations”: An Innovative Systemic Phenomenological Group Process From Germany in The Family Journal: Counseling and therapy for couples and families, (Sage Publications,14, 3, July 2006) pp 226-233,  Available at  http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1066480706287279  <Accessed 07052018)]  [32:  O’Caithasaigh, Coire Sois, p184. He gives Tochmarc Étaín ‘The Wooing of Étaín’ as an example.] 

The word ‘paradise’ is an Arabic word meaning orchard, a link to older goddess worshipping days reflected in both the Irish name for the Isle of Man, Emain Ablach and the Welsh afallon; islands of apples trees, often  tended by nine priestesses.[footnoteRef:33] For me, this is the root of the Land of Women tale; a universal theme and of the upmost relevance to the mythology of the Irish Sea peoples, as we shall see. 	Comment by Alaw Mai: Yes! Ynys Afallon – King Arhur [33:  Emain Ablach or Síth Emhna was the Irish name for the Isle of Man,  Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature  p66. Reference to stories of 9 priestesses,  Ibid pp 63-64. Bromwich & Evans Culwych p xxxvi  refer to 9 witches. ] 

The Welsh word hiraeth has no direct translation into English; it evokes sensations of nostalgia for what once was, and is no longer within the grasp of the person feeling it. As MacCana has pointed out, in Irish myth and story there is race memory of the sinless nature of sexual relations, wistful nostalgia for a more innocent time.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Proinsias Mac Cana, The Sinless Otherworld of Immram Brain in Ériu 27 (1976) pp 95-115] 

Alongside hireath runs longing for a more perfect world of the day; plenty of food for feasting, bountiful and divine music and story, a painless, carefree existence. Tales of Otherworlds enable a culture to embrace a quality of timelessness where everything is possible. As humans we ever live in the present moment, experiencing tension between halcyon days and visions of a better future.  Action happens in the moment that exists between intention and belief. The Celtic Otherworld served as vehicle for expression of such ideals as were not possible in the everyday world, and enabled leaders to take heart and bring about positive change. Profound inner transformation came about as a result of a character’s sojourn in the Otherworld.	Comment by Alaw Mai: Yes, indeed – like a moral test
 When a clear distinction between our hiraeth for an imagined perfect past and our longing for a dreamt Utopian future is lost, with it goes all perspective.[footnoteRef:35] In the warlike climate of Late Antiquity this tension must have been acute. The Otherworld acted as a release valve in what must have been a dangerous and brutal society. [35:  Even in today’s prosaic times there is a sense of differentiation between the notion of paradise lost and the utopia which is ever just out of reach, and too, a confusion between the two. Modern discussions of a post peak oil age can be fuelled into polarisation when proponents of a pragmatic power down future meet Arcadian dreamers. Rob Hopkins, The Transition Handbook, (Totnes: Green Books, 2008) pp 46-47, maps 4 future thinking scenarios.  I have always been aware of proponents of a fifth; that of reverting back to an idealised state of original bliss. When a group of this persuasion meet a Techno Fix group in a community discussion polarisation often occurs] 

It is perhaps for this reason that its tales  are found to be full of desirables for the warrriorhood; abundant food and drink, wonderful entertainment and beautiful, forthright women. One can imagine soldiers on active service today dreaming of similar.  So where do these elements come from? Aidan O’Sullivan, in his thesis on crannogs, artificial or semi artificial islands in the centre of lakes, relics of much earlier times, discusses their re-emergence in 6-8th century Ireland.[footnoteRef:36] In them, kings and their entourage lived, feasted and no doubt recuperated between battles. [36:  Pre 600 bc. See Aidan O’Sullivan, A., Islands and Social Identity in the Medieval Imagination in The Social and Ideological Role of Crannogs in Early Medieval Ireland, ch 4 (Unpublished PhD thesis, National University of Ireland, 2004) [Online: https://www.academia.edu/8486350/The_Social_and_Ideological_Role_of_Crannogs_in_Early_Medieval_Ireland._Vol._1_PhD_thesis_NUI_Maynooth] <Accessed 220418>] 

Crannogs must have welcomed bards to record their tales. These storytellers must have had grand tales to tell those outside of the crannogs as they travelled from one region to another. They must have told tales of the abundant feasting that went on there, of the beautiful women and the music played to evoke the emotions; joy, grief and even to induce sleep in the wounded, and the local tribes may have equated them with their own tales of magical music played to bring on a state of ecstasy when communing with their ancestors, feasting and ritualistic copulating  at the liminal times when the seasons turned, such as celebrations of abundance at harvest time.[footnoteRef:37] As these became increasingly unacceptable under a Christian regime they would have gradually entered the collective imagination as a form of paradise lost.	Comment by Alaw Mai: A tradition that existed in Wales until the late sixeenth century. [37:  Lughnasa, Ronald Hutton, The Stations of the Sun (Oxford: Oxford University Press,1996) p328.  See Ann Talbot for a discussion on the relevance of Lughnasa in The Search for the Otherworld Maiden, A Mythic Theme in Early Norse and Celtic Literature with Special Reference to Svipdagsmal (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Lancaster, 1976). Mac Cana The Sinless World.] 

 At the same time, folk memories of ancient universal matriarchal traditions must have still have been told of  islands where priestesses were known to live giving rise to tales of Tir na mBan.[footnoteRef:38]  Every once in a while these women would captivate men to sojourn with them a while, perhaps to produce new priestesses (Máel Dúin stayed on the isle of women for 9 months), perhaps as a period of initiation (in the second branch of the Mabinogi the vanquished followers of Bran stayed with his talking head for 7 years, feasting and being lulled by Rhiannon’s singing birds).[footnoteRef:39] These memories may have been equated, in medieval times, with islands of nuns, such as Lough Lene, which may once have been islands of pagan priestesses.[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Sims-Williams Medieval Welsh Literature p63-4]  [39:    H.P.A. Oskamp, The Voyage of Máel Dúin (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff Publishing, 1970) p157. Davies Mab  p32 ]  [40:  In Westmeath. http://www.askaboutireland.ie/reading-room/environment-geography/physical-landscape/lakelands-of-westmeath/lough-lene/   The nearby town, Collinstown, (Baile na gCailleach in Irish) takes its name from the island of women – the veiled ones or hags.] 

The voyager myths which took place on the open sea may have been tales of monks’ pilgrimages in search of local versions of deserts and wildernesses, conflated with these earlier stories of lake islands and offshore islands such as Tory island and Bardsey island, where tales of avalons and healing centres as well as enlightened hermits would have prompted them.[footnoteRef:41]	Comment by Alaw Mai: Namely Island of the Saints – something magical [41:  As discussed by T Charles-Edwards in The Social Background to Irish Peregrinatio in Celtica, 11: (1976) pp 43-59. Tory Island off the coast of N Ireland, in Maele Duin, and Bardsey island off the coast of the Llyn Pennisula, where Merlin is said to have taken the 13 treasures of Britain, to the house of glass. See footnote 63.  It seems churlish not to mention a further island: Tech Duinn or the House of Donn, the island of the dead off the coast of Kerry.  MacCana, The Ideology of Cultural Unity in Ireland, p222, Sayers, Netherworld, p209 ] 

All of these places provide interludes out of time where ritual could take place and where the wounded could go, be healed, and leave transformed.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  (whether physically, emotionally, psychologically or psychically) Not unlike today’s retreat centres. E.g. https://www.caemabon.co.uk in N Wales, . https://www.seventhwavemusic.co.uk/womens-workshops/workshop-cancellation-policy/ on Dartmoor and the work of Mac MacCartney https://embercombe.org/the-descent/.  ] 

Having examined some of the possible sources for the Celtic Otherworld, the next section identifies some of the common elements found in Otherworld tales.
There is a quality of timelessness.[footnoteRef:43]  Rall-McLeod distinguishes between seasonal turning points, everyday time and time spent in a liminal place (for initiation or respite).[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Or liminal time]  [44:  Rall-McLeod Music pp 80-81] 

The Otherworld is a liminal place - local sacred places such as lakes, springs, sidhe, hills, mountains and caves and Otherworld islands in lakes, off shore, and distant and hidden in mist, all serve.	Comment by Alaw Mai: Yes, the subject of an island is important.
Trancelike music played by kings’ bards and by supernatural beings is a prerequisite either to take a character to the Otherworld or played to him whilst there. John Koch provides a name for otherworldly music that causes yearning; sírechtach. [footnoteRef:45] [45:  or hiraethog in Welsh. John H. Koch & John Carey, eds, The Celtic Herioc Age (Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications, 2003)  p418. A connection to the lands of the Manaw with the Otherworld could be made with the motif of the harp of 3 peoples, (telyn teirtu) which Bromwich & Evans, Culwych p126, suggest was an original member of the 13 treasures. Is it stretching possibility too much to wonder if the old British, the Picts and the Irish had a shared mythology?] 

Beautiful supernatural people are the pyschopomps. In many tales they are women and the possibility of sinless sex.[footnoteRef:46] In others, for example, EMC and IB,  it is Manannan mac Lyr.   [46:  In kingship rituals in the Cycle of Kings, the would-be monarch mated ritually with the land in the guise of a woman, or even a horse. John Creighton, Visions of Power: Imagery and Symbols in Late Iron Age Britain in Britttania 26 (1995) pp 285-301, Kim MacCone, Pagan Past and Christian Present in Early Irish Literature, (Maynooth: Department of Old Irish, National University of Ireland, 2000) pp 110, 130, 148.] 


Abundant riches and nourishment are freely available and birds, fruiting trees and branches all signal the beginning of a liminal experience or appear as part of it.
When considering the body of Otherworld literature as a whole a few common themes can be identified.
After a sojourn in the Otherworld, the protagonist is transformed. Sometimes he receives gifts that are a lifetime’s memory of the visit, Cormaic leaves with a cup and a branch.[footnoteRef:47] Bromwich speculated that there was once a Welsh tale of Pwyll taking away his cauldron from a visit to Annwn.[footnoteRef:48] Sometimes the gifts have been an enticement to voyage, such as the magical branch  Manannan  leaves in ECM.  [47:  EC from the Cycle of Kings]  [48:  O’Caithasaigh Coire Sois, p32. Bromwich, TYP p cx also considers if the original Arthurian tales were a form of echtra and the 13 treasures associated with the Gw’yr y Gogledd, i.e. the bloodline of the ‘Old North’  ibid, pp 256-257, came from the Otherworld, a notion compatible with my speculation in footnote 63that Merlin returned the treasures to their original owners, i.e. the Brytthonic or old British line.] 

The gifts are not always physical. Cormaic’s cup personifies truth and perhaps represents a quality the king has matured into after his stay in Tír Tairngire. For some, the voyage is the end of a life, Bran does not live to step foot on mortal earth again and Brendan dies soon afterwards. Máel Dúin, on the other hand, like Cormaic, comes back from his voyage embodying more mature qualities that he previously had; he has learn forgiveness.
In the case of ET it is love that is the gift. Versions vary as to the content and conclusion of Teigihg’s love affair with Cliodhna, queen of the Otherworld. As hero of a local Munster myth, a youthful Teigihg in his coracle leaves the Isle of Man, domain of Manannan, with his daughter, only for her to drown when a giant wave overwhelms her.[footnoteRef:49] In the echtra she sends Teigihg and his men away with the gift of her singing birds to comfort them as they set sail to rescue his wife and retainers from raiders.[footnoteRef:50] Although this echtra is not considered beside the other echtrae and immrama, our extant versions dating from the 15th century, for me it is very much of the genre, and to have a local version as well as an echtra is suggestive of its place in a older tradition, and, what is more, one that preserves more fully the true role of the Otherworld woman.[footnoteRef:51]  [49:  S.H. O’Grady, ed & trans Teigue son of Cian in Silva Gadelica A Collection of Irish Tales, (London: Williams and Norgate, 1892) xxvii pp 385-401]  [50:  Anne Ross,  Pagan Celtic Britain 2nd edn (Chicago: Academy Chicago Publishers, 1996) p339-340]  [51:   On dating Tadhg mac Cêin see John Carney, The Earliest Bran Material in  Wooding, J.M., ed, The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) p 85] 

Whether, or not, the trip to the Otherworld has a Christian, or distinctly pagan flavour the essential story maintains the integrity of its theme; transformation. The Celtic Otherworld,  is a vehicle for personal development, and in the case of the early medieval versions we possess, specifically for the elite; kings, warriors or abbots. For younger men there is an initiation into true relationship, for the adult man it is a time for developing qualities of a good leader, whereas for the elder it is his opportunity to make peace with the world.[footnoteRef:52] [52:   This has parallels in MacCone Pagan Past pp 166-174 where he discusses the 8th century  coire sois, or cauldron of poesy –  3 cauldrons of knowledge. The first is knowledge a young man is taught, then comes poetry, and finally, all the knowledge and skills that come after the joy of connecting to the spiritual realms as a result of the poetry.] 

It has been suggested that the Celtic Otherworld tales are a repository for Shamanic knowledge.[footnoteRef:53] John Carey is tentative about this connection, but nonetheless suggests both Cu Cullain’s year long sickness in  SCC and the tale of Pwyll’s year in Annwn in the first branch of the Mabinogi could represent accounts of initiatory rites for shamans.[footnoteRef:54] If one accepts the role of pyschopomp in the Otherworld myths, then perhaps one also needs to consider the mysterious females to be bandrúi and Tir na mBan their home and place of work.[footnoteRef:55] [53:  Trevarthen, Brightness of Brightness (2003)]  [54:  i.e. those who are able to exert some measure of control over spirit beings in Animist cultures John Carey, Cú Cullain as Ailing Hero in Celtic Connections: Proceedings of the Tenth International Congress of Celtic Studies I Language Literature History Culture eds Black et al (East Lothian:  Tuckwell Press, 1999)
SCC if a tale from the Ulster Cycle. Animism is the belief that all living things have a spirit and can thus be communed with.  The sidh in  Táin Bó Fraích is described as  a place of healing, Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature, pp 55-56. David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous (New York: Vintage, 1997) p116 describes initiatory journeys for would be shamans and Robert Ryan  Shamanism and the Psychology of  C.G. Jung: the great circle (London: Vega, 2002) describes breakdown as part of the shaman’s initiation p90.]  [55:  Druidesses. Bandruiad See Nora Chadwick, The Druids,2nd edn, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1997) p 83] 

Returning to Carney’s belief that the Celts had no overseas Otherworld I will take a brief look at the cult of Manannan and his daughters. [footnoteRef:56] Manannan also had a foster son called Oengus, famed for his love story with the Otherworldly Cáer, when he falls sick for a year, a shamanic initiation as we have seen, linking both Tir na n’Og and Tir na mBan with both the sidhe and Manannan.  I suggest what we find in tales of Mag Mell are memories of a paradise lost, an early shamanic society based around the fertile flood plains of the former lake of the Irish Sea, with their mage like leaders on the Isle of Man.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  Who rode over the sea in his chariot as it were land in IB. The Cycle of Gods and Goddesses tells us Manannan had 3 daughters. ]  [57:  which would make sense if he had lost his kingdom to the encroaching sea. References to a tradition of an Irish Sea culture can be found in Proisinias Mac Cana, Mongán Mac Fiachna and Immram Brain Eriu (1972)  p105, and Barry Cunliffe, Facing the Ocean: the Atlantic and it Peoples (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) pp172-173.  J. Carey in Sims-Williams Medieval Welsh Literature p66 fn 109 believed Mannanan was connected to Síth Emhna. The tradition on the Isle of Man is to call him little Manannan, son of the sea .  ] 

Jonathan Wooding tells us Manannan is one of only two gods mentioned in Irish mythology.[footnoteRef:58] Even here, he adds, the references are not certain, leading me to suspect that what we may have here is a deified ancestor.[footnoteRef:59] Mannanan is derived from Manaw/u, the name for the Isle of Man in Welsh/Irish. It is also the name for the kingdom around the Firth of Forth. It is thought to have been ruled by an alliance between the Irish, the ancient Britons and the Picts .[footnoteRef:60] [58:   Jonathan Wooding, Tyrannies of Distance? Medieval Sources as Evidence for Indigenous Celtic and Romano-Celtic Religion in Haeussler and King, Celtic Religions in the Roman Period (Aberystwyth: Celtic Studies Publications, 2017) p59. Ibid Sims-Williams Medieval Welsh Literature pp 11-12]  [59:  There are four historical Mannanans whose names have come down to us, according to Wooding. Ibid Wooding, Tyrannies of Distance? P 59 MacCana names one; ‘Manannán mac Lir is the name of him who has come to you’ Mac Cana, Mongán p138,i n the supernatural birth of Rónán. Rachel Bromwich and Simon Evans list a reference to the Welsh counterpart, ‘Manawidan son of Llŷr, profound was his council’ where he appears as one of Arthur’s followers. Bromwich and  Evans Culhwch  pxxxv. The triads also tell us that Manawydan was a merchant, an excellent seafarer and one of the three golden shoemakers. ibid TYP (2014) p434Bromwich clarifies this by explaining that golden meant ‘exalted’ and that there are tales of nobles who would disguise their true identity. ibid TYP (2104) p lxxiv , p185-7. Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature p250, records an incidence of Manawydan going to England as a saddle  and shield maker. This shapshifting is reminiscent of the tale of the other Irish god Lug, recounted briefly in Marie-Louise Sjoestedt, trans Myles Dillon, Gods and Heroes of the Celts, (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1949, this edn 1994) p44  Manawydan is one of the men who went to Harlech with the head of Bran after their sister Branwen dies of shame. Sioned Davies, ed, trans, The Mabinogion, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) p32. Marie-Louise Sjoesstedt suggests that beneath Manannan lurks an ancient sea god Ler. Sjoestedt, Gods and Heroes p 46 In each case, the figure is skilful and noteworthy. Would this not be more likely to have been a family name; perhaps even that of a line of mage like royalty on the Isle of Man,  especially when we consider his epithet maic Lyr (of the sea) and the Welsh counterpart map Llŷr?]  [60:  Sally M. Foster,  Picts, Gaels and Scots (London: Batsford, 1996) p37] 

What if the ‘speckled’ and perhaps matrilineal kingdom of Manaw, which must once have stretched in a band from the Firth of Forth as far as NE Ireland, had a shamanic tradition that is remembered in the tales of Manannan?[footnoteRef:61] One that became centred around the Isle of Man, and which over time took refuge in Ireland and NW Wales, giving rise to stories of an Otherworld that was both real and lost, and the realm of their illustrious ancestors to where they might make out-of-body journeys. Over time and with Christian influence the yearning for a new perfect world evolved too, creating a three-fold tale whose roots neither the Welsh nor the Irish later fully understood. [61:   William Skene, The Four Books of Ancient Wales, (1868) print on demand copy by First Rate Publishers and available online at http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/celt/fab/index.htm  p225, refers to ‘the speckled race of sea-druids’. The Manaw king who came to rule Gwynedd in 825ad was called Merfyn Frych ( the freckled). I believe references to ‘ speckled’ in the Otherworld myths refer to the mixed bloodline of the Gwydl Ffichti.] 

In triad 8  we find: ‘Manawydan son of Llŷr Half-Speech’ an  epithet which Bromwich queries and suggests ‘submerged by misfortune’ instead , which may hold the key to the mystery of Otherworlds in the sea.[footnoteRef:62]  Carney translated a poem from CDS which references lost treasure of Otherworld women in what is thought to have been the flooded Lough Febail.[footnoteRef:63] Many authorities refer to flooded rivers, lakes and floodplains, especially in eastern Ireland and Wales.[footnoteRef:64]  The origin of Mag Mell now becomes obvious. The memory of Man as an island in what once would have been a landlocked lake could well have been the root of tales  of an idyllic plain now submerged beneath a glasslike  ocean, an idea supported by evidence in both Bromwich and Strojbosch. [footnoteRef:65] [62:  Rachel Bromwich, ed, trans, Trioedd Ynys Prydein ( Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1961; new edition 1978, repr. 1991, this edition 2014), p15, triad 8. ibid p16 Bromwich notes and that he and another had been unfortunate in  losing territorial lands. This would be compatible with the royal family of Lir leaving Man  and settling in Gwenydd in N Wales (having already left territory in Scotland in the 5th century for the same destination) but also to a possible loss of land to flooding. See also Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature p193. A list in the Triads that gives a hint of the myth of the 13 treasures of Britain might have its counterpart here. A clue to the existence of such a myth is found only in the margin of the 16th century MS Pen.147.   Bromwich, TYP p462 The royal bloodline of the Old North is hidden within this myth in which their treasures are taken by Merlin to the house of glass. Early glass was blue green in colour, like the sea. Glas in Irish and in Welsh means blue, more specifically it can sometimes mean blue-green. John Carey,, The three sails, the twelve winds, and the question of early Irish Colour Theory, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 72 (2009), pp. 221-232 [Online: http://www.jstor.org/stable/40593770 ]<Last Accessed: 03-05-2018 >  Could the house of glass refer not to a mysterious structure made out of glass, but rather the house of the sea, ap Llyr, mac Lir? Did the treasures get taken to the royal family of Lir or returned there, or indeed, to the sea itself? Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature p242 cites a 10th century echtra in which cauldrons are taken away as treasure from beneath  a lake at Mag Mell. Amongst the 13 treasures is the cauldron of Dymach the giant, to which there is a reference in the oldest extant Welsh myth CO, PA and ECM. Bromwich, TYP p cix, Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature pp 154 & 161.It is curious that this treasure, mentioned in Cath Maige Tureid, as one of the four treasures of Ireland, is also connected to the Otherworld. Elizabeth A. Gray, trans, Cath Maige Tuired, The Second Battle of Mag Tuired [Available at: http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/cmt/cmteng.htm]Manannan possessed a magical truth telling cup in ECM. In Koch,  The Heroic Age p 187.]  [63:  John Carey, The Location of the Otherworld in Irish Tradition in  Wooding, J.M., ed, The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) p114]  [64:   John Carney, The Earliest Bran Material in  Wooding, J.M., ed, The Otherworld Journey in Early Irish Literature, (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) p75, John Carey, ‘Time, Space and the Otherworld’, Proceedings of the Harvard Celtic Colloqium 7 (1987), 1-27.  pp 8-9, Proisiaas MacCana,‘On the ‘Prehistory’ of Immram Brain’, in Ériu 26 (1975) p36, 47,50, Barry Rafferty,  Pagan Celtic Ireland; The Enigma of the Irish Iron Age (London: Thames & Hudson, 1997)pp182-3, and Jonathan Wooding ed, The Otherworld Voyage in Early Irish Literature: An Anthology of Criticism (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2000) p xvi ]  [65:  Bromwich TYP pp lxxiv – lxxv cites a 13th century triad that describes kingdoms lost to the sea between Ireland and Wales. Clara Strojbosch, The Seafaring Saint pp 188-9 and 193-5 refers to underwater kingdoms in the voyages of Máel Dúin and Brendan and in other tales collected by Doris Edel, p191.] 

Sims-Williams has observed that by the medieval period  the Irish and Welsh were not aware of a shared heritage.[footnoteRef:66] Proinsias MacCana in his papers on the sacred centre described a lack of coherence between local and regional politics and national cultural matters in Ireland during Late Antiquity.[footnoteRef:67]  Further he reminded us that Ireland had been settled long before so-called Celtic peoples arrived.[footnoteRef:68] If we are to consider that a shamanic cult of Manannan, having once been centred around the river and lake islands of the fertile flood plains of what is now the Irish Sea, was dispersed across Ireland, as the myths of the Tuatha de Danaan, and associated in Wales with Ireland when the lake became a sea, then perhaps it is small wonder there was little coherent knowledge of the original Otherworld, either as a reality or a liminal space.	Comment by Alaw Mai: The word ‘original’ might be a little bit too strong ..  [66:  ibid p53]  [67:  Proinsias MacCana, Le Recherche du Temps Perdu in  The Cult of the Sacred Centre; Essays on Celtic Ideology (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 2011) p323]  [68:  MacCana, The Ideology of Cultural Unity in Ireland, in Sacred Centre p292] 

The Irish sailed east to populate western Britain between the 4-6th centuries.[footnoteRef:69] Ogam and Latin inscriptions on stonework in all of these places testify to this.[footnoteRef:70] Would they not have taken their myths with them? We know that the royal bloodline of Man fled to Gywynedd in the 9th century at the time of the Viking raids .[footnoteRef:71] By then the tales of their lost lands must have been conflated with local tales of Annwn and their tales of Manawydan ap Llyr as the shared tradition developed.	Comment by Alaw Mai: Yes – oral traditions. [69:   parts of S Wales, Dalreada in SW Scotland and SW England Cunliffe, Facing the Ocean pp 456-60, T.M. Charles-Edwards, Early Christian Ireland, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) p 44, Sally M. Foster, Picts, Gaels and Scots (London: Batsford, 1996) p13, Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature, p17 ]  [70:   Cunliffe ibid p458, Sims-Williams ibid p17]  [71:  Nora Chadwick, The Celts p100,  Charles-Edwards,  Early Christian Ireland, p589, William Skene Ancient Books p51. Cunliffe, Facing the Ocean Viking; raids on Ireland. pp 505 – 509.  Man was a Viking stronghold by the 9th century p509 The Irish got Vikings out of Dublin in 902 and some settled on Man p497-8.] 


If the Isle of Man was once a place where a tradition of initiation and transformation was upheld, then it is perhaps memories of voyages there that are remembered in the immrama.[footnoteRef:72] After all, Brendan does not sail west in his coracle but east.[footnoteRef:73] [72:  According to Bromwich, TYP, pp 432-434 Manawydan mab Llyr is the same as the Irish sea god Manannan mac Lir and is a euhumanised god related to both the territories of Manaw; the Isle of Man and the region of the Firth of Forth, a notion William Skene also subscribed to in The Four Books of Ancient Wales, (1868) print on demand copy by First Rate Publishers and available online at http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/celt/fab/index.htm pp49-59. However in 1988 in her notes for Culhwch p79 n215, Bromwich cites John Koch being of the view that Manawydan comes from a British tradition and was not originally the same figure as Manannan.  I agree that Manawydan must surely come from an old tradition but do not see why the 2  should not refer to the same personage, given how much intermingling there was between the Irish and the peoples of the Old North and what is now Scotland. After all the British royal family of the Old North ended up ruling from the Isle of Man before returning to Britain and ruling in Gwynedd. Sims Williams Medieval Welsh Literature p11 suggests Manawydan is the borrowed name.]  [73:  John J. O’Meara The Voyage of Saint Brendan(Buckinghamshire: Colin Smyth Ltd,  1991) p xx. Although Brendan’s journey is said to have taken 40 days in the Latin Version, www.celtic-challenge.org.uk has measured the time needed to cover the distance between Arklow and Aberystwyth as being only 24 hours. It seems logical to assume the reference to 40 days as being a biblical reference that has nothing to do with local journey times.] 

Where was Manannan’s island now?
Iinhabiting lake islands, off shore hermitages, and in far off mist covered isles, oft sought after, but not always found. The Otherworld  stories had become dislocated from place, conflated with tales of the Sidhe (which in turn had blended with Oengus’ myth at Tara), localised islands, and with the pilgrim voyages of Christian monks. An example of how the location of Otherworlds mutated over time and place can be seen in Bromwich and Evan’s identifying  of the magic cauldron motif in CO as the one in the earlier poem PA and how in both Culhwch and the tale of Branwen, Annwn is now located in Ireland.[footnoteRef:74] This being so, I find it unsurprising that one of the names for the Welsh Otherworld should be Kaer Sidi.[footnoteRef:75] 	Comment by Alaw Mai: Yes, but it has been dicsussed by many scholars! [74:  The cauldron is one of the 13 treasures of Old Britain (Bromwich & Simon Culhwch p lviii). M. Alderley, Singing to the Silent Sentinel: “Preiddeu Annwn” and the Oral Tradition, in The Review of English Studies, New Series, 60:244 (April 2009) 175-193. [Online: http://www.jstor.org/stable/40267537 ] <Last  Accessed 09-05-2018>  cites Haycock likening the story of Branwen to that of Preiddeu Annwn.]  [75:  Sims-Williams, Medieval Welsh Literature p66] 

All that now remained of the story of Manannan’s realm was the essence of its teaching. Rites of passage for men of renown, to ensure their value, remnant, perhaps, of kingship rites, initiation rituals for harnessing the power of men in service to the land on which all depended. 
The eternal concept of halcyon days and of the return of a perfect world is here with us still. For the Irish and the Welsh it was understood to be both below the ground and under water, in the form of the ancestors whom they revered, and crossing seas where plains had once been, when in the form of immortals who influenced the decisions of those whose actions would determine the future; kings and their warriors.	Comment by Alaw Mai: Maybe more on this idea? (and less on others)
Both water and earth are traditionally associated with the feminine principle and though Iron Age traditions slowly superseded the earlier culture, the spiritual understanding of nature remained; women were the psycopomps. It was to women that iron swords and cauldrons were returned once their purpose had been served, and it was to the feminine that the kingship rites bowed down to, as receptacle and bestower of life.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  For kingship rites and their relationship to the otherworld and to fertility see Tomas O’Caithasaigh Coire Sois p22, pp 57-8,  p151, p212. Concerning the tradition of throwing cauldrons in lakes, Sims-Williams Medieval Welsh Literature p242 quotes only one tale and says it’s not very common in the literature, but Anne Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain (Chicago: Chicago Academy Publishers,  1967, this edn 1996) p57 and pp 48-58  gives more examples from archaeology.] 

The Celtic Otherworld represented both the deeper abode of the soul, where it dwelt at the end of a life, assisting descendents to fulfil family geis, and the higher plane of the spirit, where in immortal form celebrated figures could awe-inspire future heroes to greatness. In shamanic teaching there is the notion of triplicity; travelling from the mortal world in the present into the realm of the ancestors or the descendents in order to receive advice or to effect change. The Celtic peoples referred to in this paper would seem to understand the tripartite nature of human beings, ever existing in an ephemeral present moment between past pleasures and future hopes, and their myths of a timeless Otherworld reflect it. Their hiraeth takes them back to reclaim lost gifts and their longing ever incites them to greater deeds, always to enable them to better serve the common good.
Whether it was originally perceived as existing in a dimension parallel to the material world, accessed through burial mounds or on or beneath lakes, or as a physical but (later) hidden-from-sight ocean island, belief in its power to act upon mortals is tangible. [footnoteRef:77] As with all things material, there is a constant process of assimilation and adaptation, so that we may never know what a pure form of belief in an Otherworld meant, but that the concept played an important role in the lives of those who knew the tales is clear. [77:  particularly in the stories of the Ulster cycle and the Cycle of Kings.] 

A pagan tradition of Otherworlds most certainly existed, not least because even Christian clerics used elements from the stories in the immrama, alongside the motifs they had learnt about from their ecclesiastical and classical reading.  Themes such as singing birds, magical branches and supernatural females appear in all but the most monastic of the tales.[footnoteRef:78]	Comment by Alaw Mai: Yes, many motifs like these are common. [78:  And even there, in the Reis version of the Voyage of Brendan, they are still there.  Clara Strijbosch, The Seafaring Saint pp 210-211, p286.] 

The Otherworld of the Irish and the Welsh has such a strong presence that it is still extant in counter culture myths, still serving the same purpose; to represent a transformative experience.[footnoteRef:79] A voyage into the unknown to meet larger than life aspects of the psyche and hear ancestral voices is perhaps after all a timeless affair; one that requires a shaman’s guidance, or, perhaps, that of a druidess. [79:  Dr. Sharon Blackie offers personal development and study programmes centred around the Celtic Otherworlds. https://hedgewalking.org/about-hedgewalking/  (2018). Lorna O’Brien offers personal development shamanic journeys using the Irish Otherworld as described in the tales http://loraobrien.ie/wp/  (2018). Caitlin Matthews created divination cards based on the Voyage of Máel Dúin with an accompanying book of the dead text, Matthews, Caitlin, The Celtic Book of the Dead: A Guide for your Voyage to the Celtic Otherworld (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1992). ] 
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