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The existence of a Celtic otherworld seems to inherently imply that there was an organised and unified collective pre-Christian Celtic peoples who shared a single mythological pantheon and belief in an ‘’Otherworld’’ instead of different tribes of people with varying cultural similarities that has only been recognised and appreciated retroactively. The concept of a cohesive Celtic identity is a reasonably modern one and as such there could not be a single Celtic Otherworld that belonged to the collective religious belief of the Celtic people because a single Celtic people never existed. However, the existence of various realms or lands that housed fairies, spirits and deities is a prevalent belief found within the folklore of all of the “six Celtic nations”. As this is the case, when discussing Celtic mythology or Celtic religion we must accept that there was no “organised, hierarchical pantheon” as Monaghan (2014. p.13) puts it.  The Otherworld was a popular concept of medieval Irish and Welsh texts that were written and compiled within a predominantly Christian context and as such it seems more than likely that Christian writers were borrowing from past pagan theological beliefs as opposed to creating ‘’the Otherworld’’. Christian authors may have relied on a cushion of past material for audiences to understand; in much the same way that ancient Greek playwrights used the same myths and characters repeatedly in their tragedies and comedies. In this regard, the idea of relying on past mythological material and cultural knowledge to delight audiences is not a new concept and is arguably akin to expecting people to have pop culture knowledge today. 
Irish literary genres that were popular during the medieval period included the immram and the echtrae. The immram is an Irish monastic tale written and influenced by Christian monks who were famously well-travelled; it is arguably drawing from pre-existing Christian voyage texts. Whereas, the echtrae describes the otherworld as it is and not as a moral challenge that the hero must navigate.  There has been much scholarly debate concerning the differences between the immram and the echtrae and although both are medieval genres that detail a heroes journey to an otherworld, many believe that whilst the immram is wholly Christian in nature, the echtrae is itself a product of Irish secular literary tradition. Dumville (1976, p. 73) describes the echtrae as thus: 
“the term echtrae may perhaps be rendered literally as ‘(an) outing’, but each of these tales involves a human excursion into supernatural territory. In the echtrai one is operating within a mythological framework where pagan deities and various otherworld creatures of specifically Celtic provenance may move with ease and incongruity. The route by which the human hero may seek the otherworld may be over sea (as in Echtrae Conli), or under a lake (as in Echtrae Laegairi), or into a sid (as in Echtra Nerai); the central theme is nonetheless the same, that of a human being drawn on a journey to the otherworld. The essential milieu of the echtrai is therefore a pagan one” [1] 
He contrasts this with the immram, describing these tales as “ecclesiastical in inspiration and execution” (p. 76) as he posits that parts of the stories draw from knowledge that could only have come from the Latin schools of the monasteries and from the “learning of the world of classical antiquity” whereas the echtrae describes the supernatural pagan creatures found within pre-Christian Irish belief. 
A key example of an Irish Immram is the Voyage of Mael Duin’s Coracle which describes a revenge-fuelled journey of the titular hero to find and kill the men who murdered his father and it is only with the wisdom of a Christian cleric that he is able to let go of his anger and become a peaceful and amiable man once more. This is a strong Christian message that conflicts with the druid character at the start of the tale who gives Mael Duin the exact rules in which to abide by to find his father’s killers instead of dissuading him from the violence. The author, at the end of the tale, even describes how the main purpose of the tale was delight audiences. It is possible that if this was the case and the main intent of the tale wasn’t as a piece of religious propaganda that the author was merely borrowing elements of pre-existing Irish mythology instead of entirely fabricating an evil pagan otherworld. This implies an interesting relationship within Ireland during the medieval period with Christian authors and previous mythological and folkloric material as it implies an appreciation in its use of delighting an audience. 
So, if it indeed the case that the echtrae does not rely on a Christian structure to the tale and instead draws heavily from previous Irish pagan beliefs then it seems likely that there existed an ‘’otherworld’’ that housed mystical, supernatural creatures and beings. However, first In order to define whether there was a Celtic otherworld we have to ask ourselves what is an otherworld? What qualifies as an otherworld, or the otherworld? The many examples of the otherworld that exist seem to be thus: the Irish Tir na nOg (land of the young) which is best known from the tale of the hero Oisin and his bride from the otherworld Niamh. This land is reached by various means, either it lies beyond or beneath the ocean or it can be reached by entering cave or burial mound. This seems to imply that the otherworld in this form exists as an almost alternate dimension overlaying out own world that is reached through some kind of mortal instead of a Christian-like heaven that exists as completely separate from our own world. 
Mag Mell (plain of joy) is another Irish “otherworld” also described as a portion of the otherworld accessible only to great heroes, very similar the ancient Greek fields of Elysium which was a paradise reserved for the worthy select few. It was described as lying across the ocean, off the coast of Ireland and as such existed within voyage tales. It could be argued that this realm, similar as it is to the fields of Elysium, relies heavily on knowledge of the classical world and as such is much more likely to be a Christian addition to collective Irish mythology drawing inspiration from ancient Greece but also of the Christian heaven, a paradise where one goes after they die and only if they have been just and good in life. Tech Duinn (the land of the dead) is also described in Irish texts and again, is very similar to the Greek underworld and the same argument could be made that it draws heavily from knowledge that would have only been available to well-educated Christian monks. It is within a Christian context that we have named this realm or these realms as ‘’other’’ to our own mortal world for it is unclear that the belief in ancient Celtic texts was that the world was separate to our own. There might have instead been a belief that it was simply another region or area of our own world and indeed, lots of the language within certain texts would indicate that this may in fact be the case, that supernatural as these realms are described to be they are also described as being another country, much like in the modern consciousness of today we talk about the lost lands of Lyonesse and Atlantis as being past regions of our own world (or so the myth indicates) instead of separate worlds of their own. 
It could be argued that the Irish sea voyages exist within a purely Christian context, an otherworld full of splendour across the ocean, not part of our own mortal world because how could such a paradise be connected to the earth? Indeed Koch (2006, p. 1404) posits that “Nearly all of the stories that locate Otherworld regions overseas contain explicitly monastic elements” and argues that it was a Christian mode of quelling pagan belief to have the otherworld far from our own, and not part of it like the chthonic tir na og. “One may object that we have no solid proof for the previous existence of such a pre-Christian tradition. On the other hand, the preserved secular Otherworld tales cannot be regarded as purely invented by Christian authors drawing on ecclesiastical exemplars” (Oskamp, H. P. A. 1970. P. 80). 
A modern mistake to make would be to view Celtic as a synonym for pagan. This is not the case. There arguably exists a period in which Celtic-Christianity was prevalent, many saints across Wales, Ireland, Cornwall and Brittany have been described as ‘’Celtic saints’’ for example. These are no doubt Christian figures and they do not belong to pagan polytheism as they do not represent traditional deities, however because of their similarities and their existence within what we now class as Celtic nations, they are retroactively described as such.  There may not have ever been a pagan equivalent of the Christian heaven and the Christian hell, the otherworld as defined by later people within a Christian context may have in fact been taken from beliefs in separate regions of the earth itself. In some tales the otherworld can be reached by boat and inhabits islands off the coast of Ireland, in this sense the otherworld could mean real islands that had yet to be explored and reflect a belief in these islands on earth containing supernatural elements to fill the unknown. “Teasing apart the ambivalence of Irish mythological motifs as Joyce does in Ulysses has been a long standing process; it is a way of assimilating Celtic modalities to the dominant norms of Western Culture and can be traced in the history of the assimilation of Celtic myth to Christian-Latin norms.” (Maria Tymoczko, 1994. P. 202)
If there was ever a Celtic otherworld that belonged to the Iron Age people of Western Europe then it seems likely it was a chthonic one; and this seems to fit many representations of the otherworld in folklore. The geography and existence of the otherworld vary from myth to myth, but the Welsh Otherworld in particular seems to exist underneath the ground; although it also interacts with our world through changing weather which would indicate that it lies on top of our own world in a way, out of sight, almost like a separate dimension. “The heaven-world of the ancient Celts, unlike that of the Christians, was not situated in some distant, unknown region of planetary space, but here on our own earth. As it was necessarily a subjective world, poets could only describe it in terms more or less vague; and its exact geographical location, accordingly, differed widely in the minds of scribes from century to century.” (W. Y. Evans-Wentz, 1911, p. 332). The chthonic element of the Otherworld seems entirely different to the Christian hell that was described as laying below our own because it was never described as a place of punishment and misery; in fact it is merely another realm where fairies and spirits live. 
The best example of the otherworld in Welsh mythology is perhaps “Annwn” found within the first branch of the Mabinogion. Annwn, the otherworld does not lie across the ocean far from the land of mortal men, instead it seems to lie atop our own or underneath it; either physically beneath the world in the chthonic sense, or lying over our own like another dimension. The first branch of the Mabinogion details how the mortal hero unintentionally finds himself within Annwn whilst hunting and he comes across strange white hounds with red ears unlike anything he has ever seen before and when he chases them off he realizes that they are the hounds of the King Arawn who rules the Otherworld. He must recompense his misdeed by helping Arawn win a battle against a rival king in Annwn. This shows that even heores must be led and guided to this world; they cannot enter it without a specific quest or purpose fuelling them forward – in some tales heroes fall in love with beautiful and bewitching maidens from the otherworld and in some tales heroes must visit the otherworld at the behest of a great warrior or a king; there is a belief in this place but one cannot reach it without a concentrated effort or the invitation of one who belongs there. In this sense, although the world might be part of earth either below or on top of, it is also outside of earth, separate to it and ‘’other’’ perhaps this is where the idea of ‘’other’’ comes from – although in many tales the otherworld exists beneath our own world or as a separate country or land across the ocean it is also a world that that cannot be freely travelled to – it is not a normal kingdom where mortal men are born and hail from. 
The idea of monarchs within these otherworld realms implies that they are not like Christian afterlife with god, but these deities can control elements of the mortal world but they are not the creator of man necessarily, they are something else entirely, something separate, much like the fairy folk themselves, they are not always deities but creatures similar to man but who exist within a magical realm and who sometimes have magical abilities and properties. The idea of warring monarchs of the Otherworld found within the Mabinogion also seems to suggest that the Welsh Otherworld is one huge realm.  Sims-Williams (2011) states that a key difference between the Irish and Welsh Otherworld is that the Irish otherworld consists of many splintered kingdoms “which enjoy more or less friendly relations with one another.” However, despite minor differences in the political and geographical structure; the inclusion of the otherworld in both Welsh and Irish mythology would seem to indicate a possibility of the Otherworld as a concept predating Christianity in the British isles, especially when if we consider the parallels to the Scottish Fairyland ruled by a fairy queen. Napier (2008) describes the fairyland of Scottish folklore and mythology as a “subterranean home of the fairies” indicating another connection to the Celtic otherworld as a previous belief in a chthonic residence of the gods. The idea of fair folk living in their own realm is not an uncommon one and seems to exist across all Celtic nations which are perhaps where the revisionist look at the Celts and their mythological pantheon takes root.  Fairies and their own separate land exist within Cornish folklore as well; with changeling children myths not being uncommon in the county accompanying the idea of a separate realm where the fairies exist. 

The importance of oral tradition in passing down cultural practises and folklore should not be discredited in this regard, although much of what we know of the ‘’Celtic Otherworld’’ is taken directly from medieval literary texts, the folk belief in fairies and their separate kingdoms is a common and prevalent belief across all six Celtic nations. There are many examples of “changeling” myths found in Scotland and Cornwall, for example, where fairy children take a human child’s place and these myths rely on their being a separate realm where the fairies come from and where they have taken the human child to.  The otherworld often abides by some kind of rules; it is not all anarchic strangeness – there are monarchs who rule this world and as such they must have land and people that they rule over and care for and they must have conventions that they must abide by otherwise what would be the point in having a system of government in any form. 
This idea of varying landscapes is an interesting one and indicates that if there ever was a single otherworld belief it has subsequently splintered off into many separate ones.  The location of the otherworld in relation to our own mortal world varies. “Archaeological material is notoriously difficult to use as evidence of supernatural belief: this is especially the case when, as with the ancient Celts, the inscriptional evidence is fragmentary and obscure. But the numerous finds of offerings deposited in bodies of water, or in votive shafts dug deep into the earth, suggests a pervasive idea that the gods were in some sense located underground or underwater. At least they could be contacted below the everyday surface world.” (Koch, J. 2006. P. 1404). The idea that the ancient Celts, or Iron Age people of ancient Britain had a similar practice of leaving votive offerings near bodies of water and deep in the ground is a fascinating one and when paired with literary texts that describe the entrance of another world inhabited by deities and fairy folk, it is a convincing idea that the chthonic version of the otherworld pre-dates Christian intervention and assimilation of pagan belief and instead exists as a fully realized pagan belief somehow shared by the people of ancient Britain and western Europe. However, the leaving of votive offerings near water and earth could just as easily be explained as pagan personification of natural aspects of the world such as streams, rivers and nature.
The existence of separate realms of creatures exists in various other cultures across the world including the ancient Greek Fields of Elysium and the Underworld so it is not a purely Christian concept to have a world where the dead, and spirits and supernatural beings live. “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 onto ancient ‘Celtic Culture’ without proper consideration being given to the differences between the terms used in two languages and the possibility that some similar terms may be due to late literary borrowing” (Sims-Williams, 2011, page 53).  Having said that, the concept of an ‘’Otherworld’’ or various otherworld’s cannot simply be attributed to one local region, it exists within Irish and Welsh medieval texts and within the folklore of Cornwall, Brittany and Scotland there exists lands where fairies and similar creatures hail from. And if it is the case that Christian writers or authors writing within a Christian context were borrowing and appropriating past pagan beliefs and folklore then it is particularly interesting that the same concepts appear in not only Irish medieval texts, but also in Welsh medieval texts too. 
The Celtic otherworld seems to represent a state of being just outside of the reach of humans, ever so slightly outside of the realm of our understanding. We get glimpses of the creatures that are said to populate this world in folklore but it is only in grand legends and mythological texts that we seem to get an elaborate description and real look inside of the otherworld; as though the heroes in these tales are akin to today’s superheroes, and only these special and select few can understand and comprehend the world around them. As such, this could be a symbolic representation of the Christians being just unable to quite understand past pagan beliefs. It seems unlikely that there was ever a Celtic otherworld that represented one place to the ancient Celts, as these people would have seen no kinship between themselves to form an organised pantheon of Gods and their homeland, however despite the inherently Christian Irish immram, much of the text that references the Otherworld could either be argued to be secular literature such as the Irish echtrae or borrowing from previous Celtic beliefs as the similarities are too prevalent across what we now call the Celtic nations to assume it was all Christian fabrication, therefore the Celtic otherworld did exist in a certain form. The collective beliefs of the ancient Celts paired with archaeological and literary evidence does seem to suggest that an underworld or otherworld was a religious belief that existed. 
In conclusion, it is difficult to determine to what extent the Irish and Welsh Christian authors during the medieval period borrowed from past pagan beliefs as archaeology and literature gave ample evidence, combined with orally passed down folklore, of pagan beliefs for medieval authors to draw from. However, that there exists a version of the otherworld or a fairyland within much of the ‘Celtic nations’ of the British isles and continental europe implies that there was either a trend within Christian medieval Europe to create different realms for various pagan creatures to inhabit much like a Heaven and Hell that they could understand or that there really was some kind of belief in an ‘’otherworld’’ that existed amongst the peoples of Pre-Christian Britain and continental Europe. The fact that archaeological evidence exists of many votive offerings being left near bodies of water and deep in the earth coupled with the prevalence of orally passed down folk belief in fairies from a separate realm as well as literary interpretations of the otherworld found within Irish and Welsh texts seems to indicate that although many forms of the otherworld have a distinctive Christian flavour, especially the islands in Irish sea voyage tales that there may well have been a belief of a chthonic otherworld that lies beneath our own which can be reached by mortals through certain portals although it could also represent personifications of natural aspects of the world. Although there was never an organised and unified Celtic mythological pantheon of Gods; archaeological and literary evidence during the Romano-Celtic period and before suggests that polytheism was the system of religion favoured by the Iron Age people of the British Isles and continental Europe that we now know of as the ‘’ancient Celts’’ and as such it could be argued that these gods, separated as they were from mortal men and women, had to have been part of some ‘’other’’ world. 
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