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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 term ‘Otherworld’ is one that evokes images of a spiritual realm, often separate and distant from Earth. For instance, in a Christo-centric society, it is typical to understand an ‘Otherworld’ in the context of heaven, and it being located in some distant area in planetary space, and if we do not take the time to understand that the term ‘Otherworld’ is multifaceted and that the Christo-centric idea of a dichotomy between the Otherworld and earth can be incompatible when it comes to understanding the concept of the Otherworld in other cultures. Not only this, but when exploring the idea of the existence of a Celtic Otherworld, is important to highlight the idea of a single 'Celtic culture' may be an oversimplification of Celtic cultures. We must acknowledge that there is no single Celtic culture that is free from variation in language and beliefs, as it is simply not true that all Celtic nations have always been identical in their perception of the Otherworld. It is important to acknowledge that the cultures of Ireland, Wales, Scotland, Cornwall and the Isle of Man each have their own distinct languages and cultures as at some point they each evolved separately from their Proto Indo European neighbours as they were dispersed around Europe. Language shapes the way we see the world, and while there are indeed differences in the way in which the different Celtic languages are spoken there are also similarities in the belief systems and how their societies functioned historically. If we look more closely at historical Irish culture, for instance, we can see that it was ruled in a more localised manner with more separate areas, and upon closer inspection, it would make sense that their idea of the Otherworld occurred in separate mounds or tumuli, as opposed to in one large Kingdom as in Welsh mythology.[footnoteRef:27625] In Welsh mythology, it is possible that there was only one Otherworld that had many entrances. This could be because there was in fact only one Otherworld that was connected as one network. This may be because contemporaries’ understanding of Welsh mythology was also in the context of their own society, which historically, was more aristocratic in nature than Ireland. Though it is also possible that there is only one single Celtic Otherworld but that it was merely understood and recorded in the context of each of the languages and societies that recorded it. This would explain why it is possible to see similarities between both Celtic cultures and other Proto Indo European cultures alike. With this in mind, this essay aims to look at the use of the term 'Otherworld' and its limits and how over generalizations of Celtic cultures can inhibit our understanding of Celtic concepts such as Annwfn and Tír na nÓg - respectively, the Welsh and Irish Otherworlds of Celtic mythology. However, it could be the case that our understanding of the true concept of a “Celtic Otherworld”, or even the Otherworlds of separate Celtic cultures could be clouded by our incompatible understanding of an Otherworld, influenced mainly by our own typically Christo-centric understanding in the modern-day.  [27625:  Celtic Source, The Celtic Otherworld, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y5WiifupG-4&t=470s> [16/04/20]] 


What is an Otherworld? 

In order to investigate and explore the existence of a Celtic Otherworld, or the existence of a Celtic Otherworld as a concept, we must first establish the definition of the term 'Otherworld'. In this essay, the term 'Otherworld' refers to a spiritual world or realm containing supernatural beings and/or supernatural phenomena.[footnoteRef:12370] The term is steeped in mythology and is almost exclusively a term that belongs in myth and spirituality. However, the term Otherworld can be problematic when it is often used with only the understanding lent to us through our own understanding of the concept of an Otherworld influenced mainly by Christianity's understanding of heaven and earth. In his work focusing on Caer Sidi and the Otherworld, professor Patrick Sims Williams explores the problematic nature of the use of the term 'Otherworld' in the context of Celtic mythological discourse. Sims Williams states that our useful but probably misleading modern term 'Otherworld' seems to derive partly from unconscious analogy with the Christian dichotomy of this world and the Otherworld and partly from a calque on Orbis Alius in Lucan's account of the druidic doctrine that souls survived not in hades but in Orbe Alio'[footnoteRef:22395]. This supports the idea that the reification of Celtic otherworld viewed purely through a lens mostly influenced by the Christian idea of a dichotomy between the physical world and the spiritual one can be problematic and does not do justice to the Celtic idea of an Otherworld, as it leads us to oversimplify and convolute the discussion surrounding the idea of a Celtic Otherworld and its existence with our own preconceived ideas of the physical world and the spiritual world. It does not include The Celtic idea that the Otherworld is ever-present in the physical world and that it is not a distant place that is mutually exclusive to our own world. In addition to this, the concept of the Otherworld is not as solid, entrenched and objective as we may think that it is, and while the idea of an Otherworld does occur in Christianity it also occurs in other Indo European cultures, including Persian, Greek, Germanic, Slavic, Indic, and of course Celtic mythology.[footnoteRef:24519] However, when viewing them through a modern-day Christian influence lens, it oversimplifies the concepts of these mythological Otherworlds - especially when grouping together Celtic mythology, suggesting there is just one pan-Celtic Otherworld and that it is different, distant, and completely separate from the physical world. By studying Celtic Otherworld concepts in more depth while acknowledging the oversimplistic use of the term 'Otherworld' as a Christian centric society, we can begin to investigate the existence of a Celtic Otherworld from a more neutral viewpoint with minimised influence from the Christian definition of the term Otherworld. Only after this fact can we begin to address the question of the existence of a Celtic Otherworld.  [12370:  Scott Littleton, Gods, goddesses, and mythology (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish, 2005)]  [22395:  Patrick Sims Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh literature, (Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2010) p. 54]  [24519:  Scott Littleton, Gods, goddesses, and mythology (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish, 2005)
] 

This essay aims to separate the convolution between Celtic cultures and look at them in a more in-depth context as opposed to just looking at them as one culture. While it is important to look at individual Celtic cultures in greater depth, it is also important to understand that how we understand the concept of another world as a society may limit us from looking deeper into Celtic culture and mythology. By gaining a greater understanding we can also compare and contrast the concept of an Otherworld and see how fitting it is to group a Celtic Otherworld by looking at differences and similarities between Other cultures and the similar themes and motifs in their mythology surrounding the idea of an Otherworld.

The Otherworld in Irish mythology 
Perhaps one of the most well documented of Celtic cultures is the Celtic culture of Ireland. Irish mythology is often conflated with being pan-Celtic in nature or even seen as the Celtic culture, and while upon further inspection into individual Celtic cultures it is possible to highlight the shared themes and features between different Celtic mythologies. Unlike the distant and far away Otherworld of Christianity, the Celtic Otherworld is one that is not located in such a distant realm, it is located here on earth.[footnoteRef:18786] 20th-century Irish poet WB Yeats stated that 'in Ireland, this world and the world that we go to after death are not far apart'[footnoteRef:11374]. This view was a heavy juxtaposition to the Christian image of the realm of the afterlife or heaven being one that is far away and intangible for living human beings and a realm that is located far away in planetary time and space.[footnoteRef:26067] In Christian centric cultures, the spirits of the dead are often described as 'looking down at us on earth' from 'above' - an intangible space that can only be reached in death, yet this idea of the Otherworld in Ireland contrasts heavily to this distant idea as it is not in line with the Celtic idea that the Otherworld is present on earth and the relationship between the Celtic physical realm and the spiritual realm is not as dichotomous as the relationship between Christianity's idea of heaven and earth.  [18786:  Celtic Source, The Celtic Otherworld, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y5WiifupG-4&t=470s> [16/04/20]]  [11374:  W.Y Evans Wentz, The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries (Charleston: Bibliolife, 2009)]  [26067:  Ibid.] 

Upon closer inspection, a feature of Irish mythology and the lack of separation between the spiritual Otherworld world and the physical world maybe as a result of Ireland's societal response to trauma and hardships. Spiritual beings such as fairies and banshees are so close to the physical world that they have the ability to interfere in the lives of the living. In the modern-day, it is most common to associate the idea of fairies with an image of delicate winged mythical beings with only peaceful intent towards humans. However, in Irish mythology fairies were used to make sense of a child's illness or even for a family to make sense of the loss of a child.[footnoteRef:6608] Historically people would rationalise the fairies' actions by perceiving their motivation for taking their child and even replacing it with a changeling child as being due to one of three reasons;  [6608:  Harry Brent, Exploring Irish Mythology: Changelings, 2019 <https://www.irishpost.com/life-style/exploring-irish-mythology-changelings-170347> [16/04/20]] 

1. To act as a servant. 
2. For the fairies to receive the love of a human child.
3. For malice or revenge.[footnoteRef:22684] 
Fairies would also be held responsible if a baby became ill, took on a strange appearance, or if someone was unable to move their limbs they were thought to be 'fairy struck' and local people would then believe that it was fairies that were responsible for these occurrences. It was also believed that an older fairy could be swapped into the mortal world and present as a human so that they could die. This presence of otherworldly spirits in our physical realm in Irish culture is an idea that is prominent in Celtic mythology.[footnoteRef:29614] On the whole, again we see here how in practice the term 'Otherworld' does not encompass the true nature of a Celtic Otherworld, as the Christian idea of a distant Otherworld conflicts with the nature of any Celtic Otherworld. In Irish mythology, not only is the Otherworld present on the earth plane, but the walls between the spiritual realm and the physical realm are not solid, impenetrable, or one-way. Sims Williams' idea of the term's use being problematic is supported by these motifs in Irish mythology. Following on from this, we can also see how in Celtic mythology the way that people understood the Otherworld is in the context of familiar concepts that they understood in the physical world and in their own societies and surroundings. As has been established in Celtic mythology, the Otherworld is often located here on earth and that the Otherworld can be found in the Irish landscape in mounds of earth known as Sidh. These pockets of Otherworld were dotted around the landscape, and they can be explained as many localised Otherworlds. They had only one entrance into the mound of earth, and therefore only one entrance to this part of the Otherworld.[footnoteRef:8312] This Otherworld was not necessarily believed to be connected to a wider network of Other worlds. The Sidh that are believed to occur in earth mounds or tumuli were described in The Taking of the Hollow Hill as ‘... a wondrous land. There are three trees there bearing fruit, and an everliving pig on the hoof and a cooked pig and a vessel with excellent liquor; and all of this never grows less.'[footnoteRef:11022] [22684:  Ibid.]  [29614:  Ibid.]  [8312:  Celtic Source, The Celtic Otherworld, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y5WiifupG-4&t=470s> [16/04/20]]  [11022:  John T. Koch, John Carey (ed.), The Celtic Heroic Age: Literary Sources For Ancient and Early Ireland and Wales (Pontypridd: Celtic Studies Publications, 2003)] 

One explanation for the origin of these little pockets of Other world is that it is believed that the spirits that were living on the land of what we know today as modern-day Ireland and they hid away into the mounds of earth in the Irish landscape upon the arrival of mortal humans to Hibernia.[footnoteRef:24742] The people of Ireland perceived the inner workings of the underworld and how it functioned as similar to their own. It is possible that they understood how it functioned in the context of their own society and how it was structured and as a result of this, the Irish idea of the Otherworld was understood differently to that of Other Celtic cultures, and their idea of the otherworld. Historically, Irish society was ruled less by aristocracy than Wales and so the island of Ireland could be more aptly described as almost a Federation-like structured culture, as opposed to a 'kingdom'. The Otherworld was linked to the physical world in more ways than just being close in proximity but also because the context in which it was understood was one that almost mirrored the physical world and society was structured in the eyes of contemporaries. However, this is where we can begin to see splinters in the idea of the reification of a single Celtic Otherworld.  [24742:  Celtic Source, The Celtic Otherworld, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y5WiifupG-4&t=470s> [16/04/20]] 


The Otherworld in Welsh mythology 
Perhaps another well richly documented Celtic culture that could be compared and contrasted to Irish mythology and its images of the Otherworld could be the historic culture of Wales and Welsh mythology. Annwfn or Annwn is the Otherworld or ‘underworld’ of Welsh mythology.[footnoteRef:3707] The realm is described similar to previously discussed descriptions of the Irish Otherworld. Similar to the Land of Women in The Voyage of Bran (and indeed, in other Irish legends), Annfwn is depicted of a world of plenty, that is free from pain and suffering, and whose inhabitants may enjoy eternal youth and a world of delights. It is similarities such as these that bring into question the existence of a ‘Celtic Otherworld’. Another very specific overlap in Irish and Welsh literature that discusses the Otherworld is the use of the term ‘Sidh’ in Welsh tale, The Spoils of Annwfn.[footnoteRef:14920] Now, it could be possible that the use of the term was misplaced and that an Irish word had no real place in Welsh folklore, or it could be that the story was describing the same Otherworld that is in many Irish mythological tales. Could it be that these similarities are shared because they are the same Otherworld that is merely recorded differently in both Irish and Welsh mythology? Or could it indeed be the fact that, as Professor Sims-Williams believes, that we are merely back-projecting what we understand to be the Otherworld in Welsh and Irish literature onto Celtic culture? After all, when literature and folklore is the main key to our understanding of historical cultures, we can only interpret their meanings, and make educated guesses as to how the evidence that we have fits together to make a wider picture, and what that wider picture would look like.  [3707:  Ibid.]  [14920:  Sarah Higley, Preiddeu Annwn: The Spoils of Annwn, 2007 < https://d.lib.rochester.edu/camelot/text/preiddeu-annwn> [16/04/20]] 

To generalise and oversimplify the idea of a single Celtic Otherworld to too large an extent does not allow for a deeper understanding of individual countercultures cracks in the revocation of a pan Celtic Other world begin to appear when we start to look at individual Celtic cultures idea of the Other world in the context of them being reflections of contemporaries understanding of social structure in their societies naturally cultures with even slight variations in language political and social structure religion and even natural surroundings will perceive the world in different ways this may be partly because so much of what we understand and know in both our cultural familial an individual's fears alike is shaped so much by how we are influenced by language for instance as has been discussed the Irish Otherworld has been divided into tumuli or separate kingdoms and each mound was only home to one sphere of the Otherworld. 
The ‘myth’ of the ‘Celtic Otherworld’? 
in his book Irish influence on medieval Welsh literature, Sims Williams explores the idea that maybe there was no one Celtic Otherworld that was shared between all Celtic cultures. Sims Williams states that what is often reified as the Celtic are the world is a good example of a concept that is sometimes projected back from Irish and Welsh texts on to ancient Celtic culture without proper consideration being given to the differences between the two languages’.[footnoteRef:15544] With this to think about, it is important to critically assess whether what we think we know of as the 'Celtic Otherworld' is just a projection of an idea that we have gathered from studying Irish and Welsh texts, and merely looking at them in our lens of what we think the Celtic Otherworld is. By merely studying Irish and Welsh texts we can only make informed but possibly incorrect guesses regarding what we think the Celts might have believed about the Otherworld. By making these informed guesses we are also not taking into account the difference in the Irish language and the Welsh language and how our understanding of language and Celtic peoples' understanding of language may affect both their and our understanding of the Otherworld. Our perceived image of the Celtic Otherworld may merely be a projection of our understanding of texts that we may never understand how they were intended to be told or understood. They were also intended to be told in their language and to their people, and not in English centuries later. It may just be the fact that we are simply not equipped without the understanding of older Celtic cultures. While there are similarities and shared themes and motifs between Irish and Welsh culture, there are also differences in each Celtic culture that reflect on their understanding of the Otherworld. These differences may mean that there is no single Celtic Otherworld that ever existed in the way that we understand it. Our lack of understanding and oversimplification of the complexities of each Celtic culture, their society, and their beliefs prohibit us from truly understanding that there may have never been a single Celtic Otherworld, in so much as there is no single proto Indo European Otherworld. And while Celtic cultures may be more closely related on the branches of ethnolinguistic groups than other Indo European cultures, it is both their similarities and their differences that define them and their understanding of the Otherworld. In addition to this, we can also see both similarities and differences alike with Celtic cultures and their mythology and the cultures and mythology of other proto indoor European cultures. However, it may also be true that the similarities shared between Celtic cultures originate from one common idea that is older than the shared beliefs between Celtic cultures that we are familiar with. Because of this, it is possible that at one point in history the ancestors of Celtic peoples did share a single, unified belief of how the Otherworld was. Upon closer inspection, it is important to acknowledge the evolution of the separate cultures and languages of Welsh and Irish, differences in mythology in language, and in how their societies functioned continued to develop. As a result of this, there are now differences in Celtic stories and Celtic languages and while it is hard to deny the similarity is between stories such as Fionn mac Cumhaill and the Tale of Taliesin, it is also important to recognise that there are also differences in these stories, and for the purposes of this essay it is most important to recognise that there are differences in the Otherworlds of Welsh mythology and Irish mythology. Sims Williams in particular stresses that perhaps the similarities between the Welsh and the Irish of history are more basic, and upon further inspection, as a reader of Celtic mythology it is easy to agree with this idea, as we can see that it is the differences between these cultures that make up the bulk of their features, but it is both their similarities and differences alike that give each Celtic culture their true richness. [15544:  Patrick Sims Williams, Irish Influence on Medieval Welsh literature, (Oxford: OUP Oxford, 2010) p. 54
] 


Did the ‘Celtic Otherworld’ ever really exist? 
With all of the evidence in mind, it is possible to consider the existence of a ‘Celtic Otherworld’ in greater depth. In the eyes of Professor Sims-Williams, the answer is more complex. Sims-Williams's work stresses that the common understanding of an “Otherworld” is more dichotomous than the one that is portrayed in the mythology of Wales and Ireland. In both cultures, the concept of the Otherworld isn’t a distant and far away image for it is an Otherworld that is present here on Earth and is accessible to humans even in life. Sims-Williams also makes the case that the reification of the Celtic Otherworld is merely what is projected from Irish and Welsh texts onto historic Celtic Culture without any regard for the differences in language. While this may be the case, it is also difficult to deny the similarities and overlaps in the portrayal of the Otherworld between individual Celtic mythologies, and while this does not necessarily mean that this is because a ‘Celtic Otherworld’ exists, it could suggest that these descriptions of the Otherworld are different iterations of a common concept. It would not be too far-fetched to believe that a group of ethnolinguistic cultures could believe in the same Otherworld, it could just be that their cultures and myths had evolved separately upon their further dispersal from the branch of Celtic cultures and before that, the Indo European cultures. Despite this though, it must be said that it also wouldn’t be too far to suggest that the over-generalisation of Celtic cultures and even the almost unwillingly ignorant use of terms such as ‘Otherworld’, does become problematic in nature, as it may inhibit our understanding of already marginally understood historical cultures. While it must be said that Sims-Williams' idea that there is a reification of a ‘Celtic Otherworld’ holds a lot of weight, there are overlaps and shared concepts between the Celtic descriptions of the Otherworld which likely came from a common idea. In conclusion, there likely was a Celtic Otherworld, but it has been largely misunderstood, overgeneralised and over-romanticised as a concept due to our problematic misuse of the term ‘Otherworld’ and our tendency to not give credit to the importance of languages, and how they shape the way that we see and define not only the physical world but the idea of the Otherworld too.  
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