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

The concept of the Celtic Otherworld remains a contested notion within the field. The abundance of critical texts dedicated to the analysis of a possible ‘Celtic Otherworld’  demonstrates the continuing semantic complexities and ambiguities associated with the designation. ‘Celtic’ identity, and what constitutes the epithet ‘Celtic’ is also a vexed question, ‘the medieval Irish and Welsh seem to have had no idea that they had inherited a common ‘Celtic’ culture, so that ‘Celtic’ may be an anachronistic concept’.[footnoteRef:1] Similarly, the term ‘Otherworld’ is also problematic and deeply rooted in the controversial notion of a common Celtic identity. However, faith in an afterlife is pivotal to all belief systems, including pagan Celtic spirituality. James MacKillop notes how ‘evidence from all areas of Celtic culture, from the ancient to all the vernaculars, demonstrates a belief in life materially surviving the expiration of the body’.[footnoteRef:2] Archaeological findings appear to support this theory, as graves from the Hallstatt-era (1200-600 BC) of the Continental Celts come supplied with food and equipment to allow the deceased to begin again in the next life’.[footnoteRef:3] Bernhard Maier observes how underlying the popular perception of the Otherworld as ‘a Celtic world of ‘elves and fairies’ is the ‘Christian conception of a distinction between ‘this’, visible world and an ‘other’ world beyond it’.[footnoteRef:4] The parallels between the Christian and pre-Christian conception of an ‘afterlife’ converge in this description of the Otherworld. However, the difficulties in recovering evidence of pre-Christian Celtic beliefs are manifold. The nativist/anti-nativist polemic has, in recent years, dominated academic analysis of the Celtic Otherworld, as Katja Ritari and Alexandra Bergholm observe, the binary oppositions proposed ‘oral/literary, native/foreign, archaic/medieval, or pre-Christian/Christian – reflect a particular understanding of the possibility of recovering historical ‘reality’ from early textual sources, which in itself stems from a fundamental, albeit narrowly conceived, philosophical dichotomy between truth and fiction’.[footnoteRef:5] J.R.R. Tolkein’s famous comment that ‘Beowulf has been used as a quarry of fact and fancy far more assiduously than it has been studied as a work of art’[footnoteRef:6] summarises this prioritisation of the search for ‘truth or fiction’ over study of the true form and nature of the Celtic Otherworld, as presented to us in the extant medieval texts. Jonathan Wooding concurs that ‘in mining medieval texts for a ‘truth/fiction dichotomy: we either can recover the past – or earlier strata of texts – through ‘excavating’ texts, or we cannot’.[footnoteRef:7] In turning away slightly from nativist interpretations, however, the cultural politics of twentieth century Celtic scholarship has given agency to early Irish (and to a degree Welsh authors), whilst acknowledging the presence of authorial invention and literary creativity in these depictions of the Celtic Otherworld. [1:  Patrick Sims-Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh Literature (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 53.]  [2:  James MacKillop, A Dictionary Of Celtic Mythology, Oxford Reference Collection (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 359.]  [3:  Ibid. p. 359.]  [4:  Bernhard Maier, Dictionary Of Celtic Religion And Culture (Woodbridge, Suffolk; Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 1997), p. 219.]  [5: Understanding Celtic Religion: Revisiting The Pagan Past, ed. by Katja Ritari and Alexandra Bergholm, New Approaches to Celtic Religion and Mythology (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2015).]  [6:  J. R. R. Tolkien and Christopher Tolkien, The Monsters And The Critics And Other Essays (London: Harper Collins, 2006), p. 5.]  [7:  Wooding, Jonathan, ‘Reapproaching The Pagan Celtic Past - Anti-Nativism, Asterisk Reality And The Late-Antiquity Paradigm’, Studia Celtica Finnica, VI (2009), 61–74 (p. 64).] 


Patrick Sims-Williams observes that ‘what is often reified as ‘The Celtic Otherworld’ is a good example of a concept that is sometimes projected back from medieval Irish and Welsh texts into ancient ‘Celtic culture’.[footnoteRef:8] This observation highlights a central problem in the search for form and meaning in the notion of a Celtic Otherworld. Reliably pre-Christian conceptions of the Otherworld are extremely difficult to prove and come to us in a highly mediated form through the lens of medieval Christianity. Evidence of ancient beliefs and religious practices that in some cases pre-date medieval literary texts by a thousand years have inevitably been subject to a degree of ‘re-imagining’, and even ‘re-purposing’ by Christian clerical authors to convey Christian doctrine. Sims-Williams sees our contemporary understanding of the term ‘Celtic Otherworld’ as an amalgamation of Christian and Classical thought, ‘Our useful, but probably misleading, modern term ‘Otherworld’ seems to derive partly from unconscious analogy with the Christian dichotomy of this world/the other world and partly from a calque on orbius alius in Lucan’s account of the druidic doctrine that souls survived not in Hades but orbe alio’.[footnoteRef:9] Classical ethnography may provide evidence of pre-Christian conceptions of the Otherworld, however, these testimonies may be coloured by the Roman practice of interpretatio (the sequestering of native gods by the conquerors). Nonetheless, there does appear to be a consensus amongst classical commentators that the druids taught about the soul’s immortality as well as its transmigration, or metempsychosis. The Druids ‘wish to inculcate this as one of their leading tenets, that souls do not become extinct, but pass after death from one body to another, and they think that men by this tenet are in a great degree excited to valour, the fear of death being disregarded’.[footnoteRef:10] Early medieval Irish and Welsh literary traditions extend this fragmentary outline from the ancient world, as the Druidic transmigration of souls gives way to the widespread motif of shape-shifting, and the happy afterlife becomes concurrent with mortal life’.[footnoteRef:11] Is it, therefore, realistic to view the depiction of the Celtic Otherworld in these texts as a faithful representation of this pagan, pre-Christian beliefs?  [8:  Sims-Williams, Irish Influence, p. 54 .]  [9:  Ibid. p. 54.]  [10:  Caesar, Julius, The Gallic Wars, ed. by Ruedele, Franz (neptunepublishing.us, 2018), Book VI, Verse XIV.]  [11:  MacKillop, A Dictionary, p. 359.] 


John Carey observes how the Otherworld is characterised by an ‘indeterminacy and ambiguity in temporality and physical location’.[footnoteRef:12] The incorporeal nature of the Celtic Otherworld, therefore prompts many further questions; how many Otherworlds existed? Was it a single realm, or many? Why did the Irish and Welsh use different words for ‘otherworld’? There are analogues between Irish and some Welsh literary depictions of Otherworld(s) as ‘Elysian, happy places overflowing with good food and drink, sport, beautiful and submissive women, enchanted music’ in which sickness, ageing or decay do not exist’.[footnoteRef:13] The Otherworld is also denoted by the presence of recurring motifs, magical swine (the Otherworld pigs of Pryderi in the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi, and one of the Three Powerful Swineherds of the Island of Britain[footnoteRef:14]), magic cauldrons (the cauldron of rebirth in the Third Branch and the bejewelled cauldron in the poem Preiddeu Annwn, ‘it was kindled by the breath of nine maidens’.[footnoteRef:15] Exotic and legendary islands are a prominent feature of the Irish voyage genre, Tir inna mBan, the ‘Land of Women’, as depicted in Immram Brain and Immram curaig Máele Duin is the manifestation of an ‘Otherworld peopled by beautiful women’ and characterised by the motif ‘sinless sexuality’.[footnoteRef:16] Proinsias Mac Cana observes how the conception of these supernatural women is rooted in Irish mythology and ‘the great figure of the goddess in whose dispensation lay such basic issues as peace and war, prosperity and sovereignty’.[footnoteRef:17] Mac Cana views the otherworld Land of Women as an ancient construct, pre-dating the earliest vernacular records in Irish or Welsh. Pomponius Mela’s first century AD description of the island of Sena ‘off the coast of Aremorica in which dwelt nine priestesses who had the power of healing and prophecy and could stir up the winds and the seas and transform themselves into the shapes of animals’[footnoteRef:18] is, for Mac Cana, possibly ‘a distorted reminiscence of voyage legends akin to Immram Brain’.[footnoteRef:19] The possible location of the Celtic Otherworld is also a contested concept. ‘Both Irish and Welsh accounts are frequently ambiguous and contradictory about the place of the Otherworld’.[footnoteRef:20] Carey argues that the Otherworld’s separation from our world, (temporal and metaphysical) ‘coexists with its immediacy’ of location, ‘this opposition provides a theme which is ‘central to the Irish conception of the Otherworld: that of a fundamental paradox’.[footnoteRef:21] The paradox of ‘separation’ and ‘immediacy’ identified by Carey is exemplified by the location of the Irish síd (plural, síde), or fairy mounds, (tumuli or barrows), a familiar landscape feature in Goidelic culture. However, whilst emphasising the ‘mysterious nearness of the land of the immortals’,[footnoteRef:22] ‘the Otherworld in Irish literature is not assigned different locations. It exists in ‘no definable spatial relationship with the mortal realm’.[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, Sims-Williams emphasises the difficulties inherent in identifying the Otherworld as a specifically ‘Celtic’ phenomenon; ‘the case for a peculiarly ‘Celtic’ underworld has yet to be made. Indeed, whereas in Wales we seem to have a unitary Otherworld, Annwfn, in Ireland there seems to have been a multiplicity of underworlds beneath the side and no clear notion of a single chthonic Otherworld’.[footnoteRef:24] The extant medieval texts, the work of educated clerics, also exhibit external literary influences, particularly from classical literature. In Brendan’s Meerfahrt (1889), Heinrich Zimmer concluded that the literary model for Immram curaig Máele Duin, and subsequently Nauigatio Brendani was Virgil’s epic poem, the Aeneid. Zimmer based his theory on parallels between the Aeneid and Máele Duin, notably the depiction of Island of Sheep, and the recollections of adventures through which the travellers had passed, including the Cyclops, expressed in both texts as ‘haec olim meminisse iuvabit’ (Virgil’s Aeneid 1.198), ‘it well may be some happier hour will find this memory fair’.[footnoteRef:25] The extant immrama, therefore, clearly present a mediated understanding of ancient religious practices and belief systems but to what extent can the Otherworld be defined solely in terms of inherited pre-Christian belief systems? To what extent do the immrama reveal parallels between the Christian and a non-Christian conception of the Otherworld as a non-mortal paradise? [12:  Carey, John, ‘“Time, Space And The Otherworld”’, Proceedings Of The Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 7 (1987), 1–27 (p. 3).]  [13:  MacKillop, A Dictionary, p. 359.]  [14:  Rachel Bromwich, Trioedd Ynys Prydein: The Triads Of The Island Of Britain, Fourth Edition ((University of Wales Press, 2017), p. 26.]  [15:  Haycock, Marged, ‘Preiddeu Annwn And The Figure Of Taliesin’, Studia Celtica, XVII/XIX (1983), 52–78 (p. 62).]  [16:  Proinsias Mac Cana, ‘The Sinless Otherworld Of Immram Brain’, in The Otherworld Voyage In Early Irish Literature: An Anthology Of Criticism, ed. by Wooding, Jonathan M. (Ireland: Four Courts Press, 1998), pp. 52-73 (p. 61).]  [17:  Mac Cana, p. 68.]  [18:  Ibid. p. 68.]  [19:  Ibid. p. 69 (Notes). ]  [20:  MacKillop, A Dictionary, p. 359.]  [21:  Carey, 'Time, Space And The Otherworld', p. 2 .]  [22:  Ibid. p. 6.]  [23:  Ibid. p. 7.]  [24:  Sims-Williams, Irish Influence, p. 9.]  [25:  Aeneid Parallel English/Latin Version, trans. by Theodore C. Williams (toronto publishing@gmail.com), p.825.] 


Jonathan Wooding defines immrama as the ‘journeys of monks or secular pilgrims – the latter may be an allegory or satire upon monastic peregrini’.[footnoteRef:26] If all elements need no necessarily be of Christian origin, it is still necessary to understand them as products of a Christian milieu.’. The allegorical, and in later immrama, parodic nature of these texts are characterised by the journey motif in which the monastic voyager (or secular hero) travels to the peripheries of the known world (both geographical and metaphysical). The Christian interpretation of the immrama (literally ‘rowings about’) relates to monastic penitential practices in the early medieval Gaelic world. The voyagers have placed their faith in the will of God. The unknown expanse of the ocean to the west of Ireland becomes an altered plane of existence, which, as in the otherworld paradigm, may symbolise the eternal life to come, the fate of the soul, heaven and hell. The sea voyage to a number of islands is a narrative framing concept common to all the immrama. ‘Immram Brain, the oldest of the immrama, is a journey to the otherworld Tir inna-mBan (‘Land of Women’), via another island, Inis Subai (‘Island of Joy’). ‘the quest is inspired by a flowering branch being brought from the otherworld to Bran’.[footnoteRef:27] ‘Immram curaig Máele Duin, by contrast, is an Odyssey-like tale which takes in visits to some thirty-one islands’. David Dumville views the immrama as exclusively ecclesiastical in inspiration, ‘though they draw to a limited extent on the motifs of the native secular literature (including the echtrai) and form their ethos from the society to whose literature they belong’.[footnoteRef:28] Therefore, if the Otherworld can be understood as a spiritual phenomenon deeply rooted in the collective cultural memory, the notion of peregrinatio (voluntary, permanent exile in which your fate rests solely in the hands of God) as a belief central to monasticism in early medieval Ireland may have structural resonances with the perception of exile as punishment in secular society. Exile was commonly prescribed in early Irish law for certain very grave offences such as kin slaying and this element was present in Irish society at the same time as religious peregrination.[footnoteRef:29] The social practice of exile has clear analogues in other literary texts. In Adomnan’s Vita Columbae, an encounter between Columba and a wicked man who had committed incest with his mother and slain a kinsman echoes the themes of the penitential literature, ‘such sins had made the man an outcast’.[footnoteRef:30] If the voyage tales, therefore, can be understood as a ‘literary visualisation of that exile and encounter of Ireland with the worlds beyond its shores’,[footnoteRef:31] the ocean may be seen as a desert (the Latin ‘desertum’ means desert in the sense of wilderness, or in the plural, unfrequented places) a vast and remote expanse in which all that is familiar shifts into an alternate sphere of reality. In a world before the discovery of the Americas, the sea to the west of Ireland is a liminal place characterised by strange islands and populated by sea monsters (such as the devouring beast in Nauigatio Brendani). All that is familiar vanishes, few people on the voyages are given names, visions become more frequent emphasising an increasing reliance on instinct and the senses. Dumville argues that the Irish immram tales were clearly ‘ecclesiastical in inspiration and execution. The most straightforward indication of this is the use of knowledge which can only have come from the Latin schools of the monasteries’.[footnoteRef:32] The Nauigatio Brendani is clearly a voyage tale of ‘monastic provenance’ but one in which allusions to a pre-Christian otherworld paradigm are also present. [26:  Jonathan Wooding, ‘Introduction’ in The Otherworld Voyage In Early Irish Literature: An Anthology Of Criticism, ed. by Wooding, Jonathan M. (Ireland: Four Courts Press, 1998), pp. xi-xxviii (p. xiv).]  [27:  Wooding, p. xiii.]  [28:  Dumville, David, ‘Echtrae And Immram: Some Problems Of Definition’, Eriu, 27 (1976), 73–94 (p. 82).]  [29:   Thomas Charles-Edwards, 'The Social Background to Irish Peregrinatio' in The Otherworld Voyage In Early Irish Literature: An Anthology Of Criticism, ed. by Wooding, Jonathan M. (Ireland: Four Courts Press, 1998), pp. 94-109, (p. 98).
]  [30:  Ibid. p. 100]  [31:  Wooding, p. xxiv]  [32:  Dumville, 'Echtrae And Immram', p. 76.] 


The narrative structure and use of imagery in Nauigatio Brendani define it as a monastic allegory. ‘The monks’ experiences on the sea prepare them for their destination..encountering both dangerous and benign sea creatures, paradisiacal islands with hidden perils, and other wonders of the deep which represent the trials and threats to their souls and the rewards which await them in the world to come’.[footnoteRef:33] It is likely that the Latin text of Nauigatio Brendani was written between c.730-c.830 and it is cited as a major influence in the highly intertextual Immram Brain and Immram curaig Máele Duin. Saint Brendan (c.484-577), ‘lived in a period when Irish monks were leaving their country in significant numbers to be on pilgrimage for Christ’s sake and to spread the Gospel’.[footnoteRef:34] Brendan is the voyager ‘who sails to and fro across the ocean, no longer in search of lonely islands in which to find solitude but of the ever famous and ever elusive Promised Land’.[footnoteRef:35] The Promised Land is the Christian Elysium. However, Ernest Renan in La Poesie des race Celtiques describes Nauigatio Brendani as ‘sans contredit le produit le plus singulier de cette combinaison du natrualisme celtique avec le spiritualisme chretien’,[footnoteRef:36] (‘Undoubtedly, the most singular product of this combination of Celtic naturalism and Christian spirituality’) and within this Christian allegory, examples of pre-Christian otherworld imagery can be found. O’Meara highlights the presence of literary imagination in the narrative style of the text and the use of imagery. In agreement with Renan, he views the texts as ‘stylized’, ‘abstract’, and ‘non-naturalistic’; ‘there is indeed the underlying reality of monastic life and the sense of space on the ocean – but one does not feel the salt spray or the plunging of the boat in heavy seas; one does not see the scudding clouds or wit under the pitiless sun….It may take forty days to reach an island, but the reader does not feel them pass. There may be reality, but there is also suspension of reality.’[footnoteRef:37] The suspension of reality and the notion of ‘dream states’ in a ‘non-naturalistic’ environment resonate with other immrama, notably Immram Brain, a distinctly ‘hybrid’ and therefore problematic text. Carey argues that Immram Brain deals with ‘fundamental differences separating the mortal and immortal states’ which are, in turn, magnified by the ‘discrepancy between mundane and Otherworld time’.[footnoteRef:38] Alwyn and Brinley Rees note how otherworld time is ‘both longer and shorter than the time of our world’.[footnoteRef:39] Brain’s stay on Tir inna m-ban (‘The Land of Women’) mirrors this suspension of reality through a paradisiacal dream-state and the alteration of mortal time, ‘the food that was put on every dish vanished not from them. It seemed a year to them that they were there – It chanced to be many years. No savour was wanting to them’[footnoteRef:40].  [33:  Dorothy Ann Bray, ‘Allegory in Navigatio Sancti Brendani’ in The Otherworld Voyage In Early Irish Literature: An Anthology Of Criticism, ed. by Wooding, Jonathan M. (Ireland: Four Courts Press, 1998), pp. 175-187, (p.176). ]  [34:  John J O’Meara, The Voyage Of Saint Brendan: Journey To The Promised Land (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 2011), p. ix.]  [35:  Ibid. p. ix.]  [36:  Ernest Renan, Essais De Morale Et De Critique (Paris: Michel Levy Fréres, Libraires-Editeurs, 1859), p. 442.]  [37:  O’Meara, The Voyage, p. xvii.]  [38:  Carey, 'Time, Space And The Otherworld', p. 9.]  [39:  Alwyn D. Rees and B. R. Rees, Celtic Heritage: Ancient Tradition In Ireland And Wales, Paperback First Edition (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973), p. 344.]  [40:  The Voyage Of Bran: Son Of Febal, ed. by Meyer, Kuno (repr. various, 1895), p. 30.] 


Otherworld bliss and the alteration of time is also present in the Welsh tradition. In the Second Branch of the Mabinogi, the seven men who survive the disastrous battle in Ireland spend eighty years in the Otherworld kingdom of Gwales with the severed head of Bendigeidfran, ‘they were not aware of ever having spent a more pleasurable or more delightful time…..nor could anyone tell by looking at the other that he had aged in that time’.[footnoteRef:41] For Carey, the difference between time in this world, and the Otherworld is the character of eternity.[footnoteRef:42] Similarly, in Nauigatio Brendani, the journey between Mernoc’s island and the Promised Land of Saints ‘cannot be measured in miles or days’.[footnoteRef:43] ‘Having left Mernoc’s island his [Brendan’s] boat was enveloped in a dense fog that veiled the third place, and when they emerge out of the fog they have left the limitations of space and time behind them’.[footnoteRef:44] The Promised Land of Saints, the third place, is identical with the New Jerusalem in Apocalypse 21-22. ‘There is no day or night there is neither sun nor moon, for the ‘Lord Jesus Christ is the light of this island’. However, this island ‘has no temple for it is the very place of the eternal, heavenly liturgy; all its plants are in flower, it is full of precious stones, a river runs through its middle, and those there want for nothing. Even after fifteen days one still has not walked around it, for it is beyond measuring’.[footnoteRef:45] The third island, the Promised Land, ‘belongs not to the limited material creation characterised by temporal and spatial restrictions, but to the new creation when this world has passed away (Revelations 21:1)’.[footnoteRef:46] This description of the Promised Land of Saints echoes pre-Christian notions of eternity and the Otherworldly paradise of Emain Ablach (sometimes known as the ‘Land of Promise’, and the ‘Isle of Women’).[footnoteRef:47] In Immram Brain, the woman who appears before Brain in her ‘strange raiments’ sings of Emne (Emain Ablach) as the island ‘where there is no grieving, winter or want, where the golden horses of Manannan mac Lir prance, and where games and sport continue without cease’.[footnoteRef:48] Likewise, ‘one gloss of the name for the magical Irish island of Emain Ablach is ‘Emain of the Apples’.[footnoteRef:49] In Echtrae Connlai, the beautiful woman from the otherworld, ‘Lands of the Living’ ‘where there is neither death not want nor sin’,[footnoteRef:50] throws Connlai a magic apple before departing. Connlai remains ‘to the end of the month without food or drink, for no nourishment seemed to him worthy to be consumed save only the apple. What he ate of the apple never diminished it, but it remained always unconsumed’.[footnoteRef:51] [41:  The Mabinogion, ed. by Sioned Davies, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 34.]  [42:  Carey, 'Time, Space And The Otherworld', p. 8.]  [43:  Thomas O’Loughlin, Journeys On The Edges: The Celtic Tradition, Traditions Of Christian Spirituality (London: Darton Longman & Todd, 2000), p. 92.]  [44:  Ibid. p. 92.]  [45:  Ibid. p. 93.]  [46:  O’Loughlin, Journeys On The Edge, p. 94.]  [47:  MacKillop, A Dictionary, p. 270.]  [48:  Ibid. p. 270.]  [49:  Ibid. p. 20.]  [50:  Ancient Irish Tales, ed. by Clark Harris Slover And Tom Peete Cross, and Dunn, Charles W., Reprint (Dublin: Allen Figgis, 1969), p. 488.]  [51:  Ibid. p. 489.] 


The conflation of Christian and pre-Christian literary motifs also occur in the Hiberno-Latin saints’ uitae (‘Lives’) of St Brendan and specifically Saint Ailbe. The uitae however can be distinguished from Nauigatio Brendani in their use of such motifs in that the Nauigatio is ‘unique in terms of genre in its abandonment of the formulae of the classic uita to focus exclusively upon an adventure by the saint on the ocean’.[footnoteRef:52] Written possibly in the eighth century, Saint Ailbe exhibits influences of the pre-Christian Irish Otherworld. The episode recounting Ailbe’s temporary disappearance on a mysterious ship anchored off the coast of Clare ‘has evident contemporary affinities with Irish vernacular works such as Echtrae Connlai and the early Bran material, narratives which, in their different ways, are concerned with accommodating pre-Christian traditions of mortal visitations to the supernatural world with Christian ideology’.[footnoteRef:53] The text has multiple meanings, ‘the opening of the episode immediately evokes the opening scene of the vernacular Irish echtrae genre, in which the chosen hero with his companions is approached by an Otherworld presence’. Furthermore, ‘the veiled ship which comes to Ailbe is of bronze, which according to vernacular Irish tradition is the material of Otherworld vessels’. Máire Herbert views the presence of these pre-Christian motifs and stock features as more than interpolations, or the gloss of ‘local folklore’, ‘overall, the hagiographer’s purpose seems to have been the transmutation of the overseas Otherworld voyage into a voyage of spiritual revelation, presaging the saint’s final translation to heaven’. Herbert observes that ‘a convention of reticence about supernatural revelations may be observed in the Vita Columbae (1:43), which cites the example of the apostle Paul, ‘Anyone who has read St Paul, himself a chosen vessel, will remember what he has written, telling of such visions revealed to himself: not ‘I know that I…’ but ‘I know a man, caught up to the third heaven. In this way our Columba had followed St Paul’s example in describing his visions of the spirit’.[footnoteRef:54] Similarly, there is a contrast between the attitude of reticence expressed in the disappearance episode in the Life of Ailbe (an absence of ‘commentary or explication’) ‘with the explicit enjoyment of Brendan in the Naugiatio to return with fruit and precious stones from the Land of Promise’.[footnoteRef:55]  [52:  Wooding, p. xiii.]  [53:  Máire Herbert, ‘Literary Sea Voyages And Early Munster Hagiography’, in Celtic Connections: Proceedings Of The 10th International Congress Of Celtic Studies, ed. by Ronald Black, William Gillies, and Roibeard Ó Maolalaigh, Archaeology Monograph Series, No. 2 (East Lothian, East Lothian, Scotland: Tuckwell Press, 1999), pp. 182-190 (p. 186).]  [54:  Adomnán, Life Of St. Columba, trans. by Richard Sharpe (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England; New York: Penguin Books, 1991) <https://www.overdrive.com/search?q=F4F864B5-8E92-4B23-81B9-23F997A9C183> [accessed 29 April 2020], p. 146.]  [55:  Herbert, p. 186. ] 

 
Critical studies of the Otherworld have focussed on identifying the binary oppositions in the texts between Christian and pre-Christian, as discussed by Bergholm and Ritari. However, the depictions of the Celtic Otherworld in the extant medieval texts demonstrate a spirituality which perhaps transcends ‘ancient Celtic and ‘medieval Celtic’ designations. The Otherworld, therefore, may be seen as a fulcrum at which pagan and Christian interpretations of paradise and eternity converge. In turn, the ambiguities, contradictions, and inconsistencies that characterise the depiction of the Otherworld in these texts are not the mark of incompetence on the behalf of the medieval authors but central to ‘the tale’s message and narrative strategy’.[footnoteRef:56] Can the Otherworld be better understood as a literary construct for the spiritual notions of paradise and eternity in the afterlife? Barbara Hillers description of the nature of the voyage genre equally describes the mysterious nature of the Celtic Otherworld, ‘What is this island world in which we are navigating? Is it the world of the dead or the world of the living – Christian paradise, Greek Elysium, or Irish tír na nóg?’[footnoteRef:57]  [56:  Carey, 'Time, Space And The Otherworld', p. 12.]  [57:  Hillers, Barbara, ‘Voyages Between Heaven And Hell: Navigating the Early Irish Immram Tales’, Proceedings Of The Harvard Celtic Colloquium, 13 (1993), 66–81 (p. 67).] 
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