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INTRODUCTION

Who Were the Celts?

The terms Celt and Celtic seem familiar today—
familiar enough that many people assume that
they are ethnic descriptions, words that define a
people related by blood and culture. Such peo-
ple are imagined as fair-skinned, possibly red-
haired, often freckled. More important, it is
presumed they share an inborn mystical inclina-
tion. They see in ways that others do not or can-
not. They acknowledge a world beyond the
world of the senses. Some even have the second
sight, the ability to see fairies and other spirits
dancing through the soft evening. For evening
always gathers around the Celts, a misty twilight
where things are never quite solid and defined.

The image is a charming one; it has drawn
many to the study of Celtic culture. But it is also
incorrect. The word Celt is not as exact as many
people presume. It does not define a race or a
tribe; the alleged Celtic mysticism is not an
invariably inherited trait. Nor does “Celtic”
describe a culture that was so centralized that all
Celts everywhere felt the same way toward
nature, worshiped the same gods, and per-
formed rituals in the same fashion.

No ancient people called themselves “the
Celts.” They called themselves Belgae, Cantii,
Icini, Brigantes, Voconces, Arverni, or by any
one of scores of other tribal names. Where con-
temporary imagination sees a single culture,
these ancient people themselves knew dozens of
linguistically related groups, each bearing a
name derived from an ancestor, a god or a god-
dess, a totem animal, a sacred location. The
word Ce/t may originally have been one of these

tribal names, used by other Europeans as a
generic term for the whole people.

If the name itself is not exact, neither is what
it names. There is no one agreed-upon definition
of what constituted Celtic society and the Celtic
worldview. Indeed, some claim that Celtic peo-
ples adapted themselves to and absorbed influ-
ences from pre-Celtic cultures wherever they
lived and that, therefore, the idea of a Celtic cul-
ture is itself hopelessly flawed. Narrowly, a Celt
can be defined as someone who spoke or speaks
a Celtic language. Beyond that, scholars and
other experts disagree as much as they agree.

The Celts in Classical Literature

Literacy is not a value shared by all cultures.
The Celts did not write down their myths and
histories, honoring instead the spoken word and
the human memory. As a result, we have no
written documents from early Celtic times,
when they were settling central Europe. Instead,
the earliest writings we have about the Celts are
in the languages of their enemies: the Greeks
and, later, the Romans.

The Celts were already a mature culture
when they began to appear in the writings of
their southern neighbors. Until then, they lived
too far away to be of interest, and besides, they
were no threat to the wealth and power of
Greece and Rome. In the last several centuries
before the common era, however, the Celts
began to seek new territories. Whether this was
because they were being pushed out of tradi-
tional homelands by other invaders, or because a
population explosion put pressure on resources,
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we do not know. But within a few hundred years
of their first appearance in historical documents
the Celts posed a real threat to the safety and sta-
bility of the Mediterranean world. Simply put,
the Greeks and Romans had land and resources
that the Celts needed. Conflict was inevitable.

The earliest written reference to the Celtic
tribes is found in the late sixth century B.C.E. in
the works of Hecataeus of Miletus, who
described Narbonne, in today’s France, as a city
of the Celts. A hundred years later, the Greek
geographer Herodotus described a people, the
Keltof, as the most westerly of the European peo-
ple but also holding territories at the source of
the Danube River. The fourth-century B.C.E.
Greek writer Ephoros described the Celts as one
of the four great barbarian races, the equal of the
powerful Libyans, Persians, and Scythians to the
south, east, and north of the Greeks respectively.
These writers were reporting what they had
learned from travelers; they had no firsthand
experience of Celtic ways.

For two centuries, central and western
Europe was essentially under Celtic control.
Then the Celts began to expand, moving south
and west. At the height of their expansion, Celtic
tribes occupied territory that stretched from
Galatia in Asia Minor—today’s Turkey—west to
Ireland, and from northern Germany to Italy.
They were the first truly European civilization.

They were also aggressive in expanding their
territories. Around 387 B.C.E. the Celts reached
the steps of the Roman capital, where the city
leaders were hiding in terror. A siege ensued,
broken when the sacred geese in the temple of
Juno called an alarm that roused the captives
against the last rush of the invasion. Had the
geese not squawked when they did, Europe may
well have been a Celtic continent. But the tides
of fortune turned against the Celts, and by the
first century C.E. a Roman empire stretched
across much of the ancient Celtic territory.

It is from this period that we learn the most
about Celtic traditions, religion, and ritual. But
the source is suspect: The writer was their
fiercest enemy, the Roman general who would

become emperor, Julius Caesar, who fought the
Celtic people and recorded what he knew of
them in his Commentaries on the Gallic Wars. In
the Celts, whom he called Gauls, Caesar faced
the most significant impediment to his imperial
plans. As aggressive as the Celts had been in
their period of expansion, the Romans under
Caesar were just as aggressive.

This time, the Celts were fighting to main-
tain their home territories, not to move into new
ones. Classical sources tell us of the fierceness of
Gaulish and British warriors, but if the Celts
were a people to be feared, they also occupied
lands the Romans wished to conquer. And
because the Celtic warriors fought individually,
for personal glory, while the trained Roman
legions were pawns in a larger economic game,
the Celts were ultimately beaten back. Classical
literature tells of the carnage of battle and the
horror of massacre that, even from the point of
view of the victors, was unendurable. Roman
historian Tacitus tells us of the rebellion of the
British queen Boudicca against the invading
Romans who had raped her daughters; Polybius
tells of the powerful Celtic warriors who wore
little clothing apart from their great gold neck-
pieces and who sliced off the heads of their van-
quished enemies, only to die as miserable
captives after being paraded naked through the
streets of Rome.

Because the Celtic people themselves left no
written records, we only hear the voices of their
literate enemies. Although Caesar, Ammianus
Marecellinus, Tacitus, Diodorus Siculus, and oth-
ers recorded many interesting details about
Celtic culture, we cannot rely solely upon them.
They were writing, after all, for an audience that
cheered the extermination of this fierce foe. The
temptation was strong to portray the Celts as
more savage and brutal than they were in reality.
Such Roman material must be read with suspi-
cion. When Marcellinus speaks of the “great
pride and insolence” of the Celtic warrior, for
instance, it is easy to dismiss the comment as
intended to drive fear into the hearts of the
Roman citizenry. But what of his claim that



\% The Encyclopedia of Celtic Mythology and Folklore

Celtic women helped their men in battle? Was
this an observed fact, or a way of showing the
Celts to be more barbaric than the Romans, who
left their wives at home when they invaded
Celtic lands? When Strabo says that the Celts
are “war-mad and uncouth,” we can recognize
his propagandizing tone, but what of his report
that the Celts placed a premium on education
and eloquence?

Despite their defeat, the Celtic peoples were
not exterminated. Many remained in their old
territories, intermarrying with Roman soldiers
to become the ancestors of many of today’s
Europeans and, by further migration, Euro-
pean-Americans. Others migrated into territo-
ries traditionally occupied by the Germans,
whom they fought or married or both. Celtic
languages and Celtic customs continued to
migrate and adapt.

Both on the Continent and in Britain, the
Celts had constant contact with the German or
Teutonic tribes, who spoke a different language
and had different customs, but who shared
enough of their characteristics philosophically
and socially that at times the two groups are dif-
ficult to distinguish. The Anglo-Saxons, a Ger-
manic group that invaded England in early
historic times, encountered Celtic people there;
the resulting British culture combined features of
the two parent cultures. There, and in other
Celtic lands as well, contact with Scandinavians
occurred when Vikings raided, and sometimes
settled in, the coastal areas; these visitors brought
their own languages and religions, so that in the
ancient Celtic lands we often find words, myths,
and folklore of Scandinavian origin.

Thus what we know today as “Celtic culture”
is based in part upon biased literature written by
enemies of the Celts, and in part upon oral tra-
ditions written down in medieval or later times
in lands where the Celts mingled with other
tribal people; both sources raise questions even
as they answer them. But scholars have other
ways of finding information about the Celts that
are not reliant upon these potentally tainted
sources. They are archaeological excavations of

Celtic sites (material culture) and analysis of
Celtic languages (nonmaterial culture).

Archaeological Traces

Where language cannot reach, the archaeologist
reads instead the artifacts of ancient cultures.
Unlike warrior generals who slander their oppo-
nents, potsherds and earthen walls do not delib-
erately lie nor distort the facts. But because time
destroys anything not made of stone, metal, or
bone, even the richest site leaves many unan-
swered questions about cultures of the past.
Leather, cloth, and even ceramics can decay after
several hundred, much less several thousand,
years. Thus archaeologists are forced to piece
together a picture of Celtic life that relies solely
on non-decaying materials, sometimes compar-
ing their finds with the written texts in a search
for common themes. It is impossible to know
with certainty how close the re-created Celtic
culture is to the original.

The search for the origins of the Celts begins
more than three thousand years ago, in Bronze-
Age central Europe. There, faint traces of an
energetic people have been found and categorized
by scholars, who seek to determine which of the
related and contiguous cultures were proto-Celtic
and which were not. The analysis of archaeologi-
cal remains points to religious and social changes
that led, with unusual rapidity, to the creation of a
dynamic culture. At what point this culture can be
called Celtic is a subject of debate.

Approximately 1,400 years before the com-
mon era, people buried their dead in a distinctive
way, by building mounds or “barrows” over the
graves. A few hundred years later, burial prac-
tices changed: after cremation, ashes of the dead
were placed in urns and buried in designated
cemeteries. This, the Urnfield stage, was the
first of many steps in the development of a dis-
tinctive Celtic culture; the culture of this time is
usually considered proto-Celtic, for while it is
not yet fully Celtic, it appears related.

The Celts remained in prehistory longer
than other Europeans did, for they did not
develop writing, except for a rudimentary script
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called ogham that was used for short inscrip-
tions. But illiterate does not mean unintelligent
or lacking in genius. The Celts were both inven-
tive and artistic, as the beautifully wrought
objects from the second stage of Celtic culture—
named for its primary archaeological site, Hall-
statt in Austria—reveal. By this time, the Celts
had become metalworkers of some renown in
the ancient world. The mirrors, jewelry,
weapons, and other splendid metal objects from
the Hallstatt culture were created during the
Iron Age, from 800 to 450 B.C.E.; most were
found in barrow graves, for unlike the preceding
Urnfield people, those of Hallstatt had resumed
erecting great mounds over their gravesites.
Examples of their workmanship have been found
in non-Celtic areas of Europe, showing that
there was significant trade in their metalwork.

The manufacture of ornate but useful objects
continued in the late Iron Age culture called La
Tene, from “the shallows” of Lake Neuchatel in
Switzerland, where a hoard of metal objects was
discovered and dated to approximately 450 B.C.E.
From then until the Ist century B.C.E., the fluid
style developed at La Téne was the dominant
one among the European Celts; its influence
affected neighboring people as well, while the
skillful artists and artisans of La Teéne expanded
their repertoire by using designs inspired by the
Etruscans, the Scythians, and other distant cul-
tures. Some scholars date the beginning of
Celtic culture to this period.

From these early sites in central Europe, the
Celtdc tribes moved out to settle throughout
western Europe. Celtic migrations began early,
with people colonizing today’s Spain and France
in the Hallstatt period. Later, Celtic people
moved from their continental homelands to the
islands off the west coast of Europe. First Britain
and then Ireland were invaded by groups of
Celts who found earlier, non-Celtic people in
residence. Joining with or fighting these groups,
the Celts created what is called insular Celtic
culture, in which elements of earlier culture sur-
vived in vestigial form. Scholars disagree about
when the Celts arrived, but agree that the migra-
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tion took place in several, or many, waves—a
belief that is found as well in ancient literature
and medieval scholarship.

After the arrival of the Roman legions, Celtic
art and artifacts changed. Whereas in earlier
times, the Celtic people did not portray their
divinities in human form, later artists adopted
Roman styles, probably to please their patrons
and clients. From this period (ca. 100-400 C.E.)
we find statues and reliefs of gods and goddesses,
many clad in Roman togas but wearing Celtic
jewelry or carrying Celtic cult objects. Some such
sculptures are inscribed with names of the divin-
ity depicted. Because the Roman legions practiced
what was called the “interpretatio Romana,” giv-
ing the names of their gods to those of the people
they colonized, many Celtic gods were labeled
with Latin names. In some cases, the original
name was included, but often not even that sur-
vived. Thus Celtic and Roman cultures were also
melded and can be difficult to distinguish.

Celtic Languages
At base, the term Celtic refers not to a culture but
to a language group. In addition to the similari-
ties of archaeological finds like the Urnfield
burials and the swirling metal patterns of the La
Teéne artists, similar words are found across the
old Celtic lands—today’s nations of Germany,
Austria, France, England, Scotland, Wales, and
Ireland. While the names of gods and goddesses
may differ, some words found in place-names
suggest the spiritual values of the people who
used Celtic languages, like nemeton for “sacred
grove” and find for both “white” and “radiant.”
What the word Celtic itself means is unknown; if
it was not, as many assume, the name of a small
group within the larger Celtic world, it may
derive from the Old Norse word for “war,” for
the Celts were known as a warrior people.
Celtic is a branch of the great Indo-European
language family that includes Germanic lan-
guages such as English and Dutch; Romance
languages such as Italian, Spanish, and French;
Slavic languages such as Russian; the Baltic lan-
guages, Lithuanian and Latvian; Sanskrit, the
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language of ancient India; and the odd outpost of
Tocharian along the Silk Road near China. The
Indo-European-speaking people are not, as was
assumed in the 19th century, all racially related.
But they share a linguistic family tree that
reaches back to central Europe in approximately
2,500 B.C.E. The Celtic tongues were among the
first to branch off from the trunk of that tree;
thus some ancient verbal forms are maintained
in the Celtic tongues that were lost in later
branches of the language tree.

Today, six Celtic tongues are known. They
fall into two groups, divided by pronunciation
and, to a lesser extent, by grammar. Irish and
Scottish, both called Gaelic, and Manx, the
dying language of the tiny Isle of Man, are called
Goidelic Celtic or P-Celtic, while Welsh, Bre-
ton, and Cornish are called Brythonic or Q-
Celtic. The Goidelic languages are more
grammatically complicated, while the Brythonic
tongues are slightly more streamlined; in addi-
tion, the letter pronounced as Q (or C) in the
Brythonic languages became P in the Goidelic,
hence their alternate names. For instance, the
number “four” in Irish is ceathar; the same word
in Cornish becomes peswar. Similarly, “head”
and “son” in Irish are cenn and 7ac, while in Cor-
nish they are pen and map.

Although these languages have lasted more
than three thousand years, they are in danger
today. Some 16.5 million people live in the
ancient Celtic lands, but only approximately 2
million people speak Celtic tongues, and fewer
still speak them as first languages. Political and
cultural pressure has meant that other lan-
guages—notably French and English—are the
official tongues of Celtic countries. Only in Ire-
land is the indigenous language the language of
the state, and even there English is used for
most communication. Scots Gaelic is spoken on
both sides of the Atlantic, in the Cape Breton
Island and in the aptly named Nova Scotia as
well as in Scotland itself, but it is a minority
language, as is the case in Wales, where the
Celtic tongue, Welsh, was not officially recog-
nized until 1969.

Breton boasts 1 million speakers, but because
the peninsula of Brittany has been part of France
for the last six hundred years, schoolchildren
there are taught French, not Breton. The last
native speaker of Manx, Ned Maddrell, died in
1974; in Cornwall the language lost its native
status more than a hundred years ago. Both
languages are now the domain of scholars and
cultural enthusiasts.

The economic value of speaking English, the
world’s major language for commerce, has been
a primary reason for the decline in the use of
Celtic languages over the last several centuries.
Because Celts are not racially distinct people but
people who speak Celtic languages, if those lan-
guages die, so do the Celts.

The Oral Tradition

Literate people often presume that something
transcribed into writing is permanent and unal-
terable, while the spoken word disappears
quickly and can be readily changed. But written
works are more fragile, and memorized works
more enduring, than is commonly believed. The
Greek poet Sappho was only known from a few
lines quoted by other writers and from her repu-
tation as one of the great poets of antiquity, until
a mummy was discovered whose embalmer had
used strips from an old manuscript of Sappho’s
poems in his work. The burning of libraries, as
at Alexandria in Egypt in the third century C.E.,
has meant incalculable loss to human learning. If
the written word is not necessarily permanent,
neither is it unalterable. Changes in dialect or in
spelling can create misunderstandings at a dis-
tance in time or place. Writing something down
does not in itself insure that it will survive as the
author intended.

Conversely, skilled storytellers have been
found by researchers to be astonishingly accurate
in their recall of details and compositional frame-
works. It is now believed that the epics of Homer,
despite their great length, began as orally trans-
mitted works and were written down only later;
the Iliad and the Odyssey were composed aloud
and shared through public recitation rather than
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private reading. In addition, oral societies have
social structures that support frequent recitation
of stories, dispersing those stories through the
community in a way that the solitary experience
of reading cannot match.

So although they were not literate, the Celts
did not lack learning or poetry or historical
knowledge. They believed that words gained
power by being spoken rather than written. To
the Irish Celts, the craft of poetry was a form of
magic, related to incantation and enchantment.
Especially powerful was the satire, a stinging
verbal rebuke so strong and effective that it
could change the physical world. A satire could
raise boils on the skin of a stingy king or twist
the arm of a thief. While we do not know
whether the continental Celts held the same
beliefs, evidence from classical writers empha-
sizes the importance they placed on eloquence.

Even after literacy was introduced, it was not
widespread, and extemporaneous composition of
stories and poems continued. At the same time,
works held in the oral tradition were written
down, so that early Celtic literature was pre-
served and passed along by a newly literate class:
the monks, who in Christian times took the
place of the bards of antiquity. Ireland, which
was spared the ravages of Roman invasion and
therefore never developed artistic styles that imi-
tated those of the conquerors, is the source of
the greatest number and variety of written
sources, with Wales and Britain trailing behind,
while little remains to tell us the myths of the
continental Celts.

Celtic Textual Sources

For the earliest periods of Celtic culture and for
the continental Celts into historical times,
archaeologists must listen to the mute testimony
of artifacts. Few texts exist from ancient Gaul.
After Roman occupation, some Celts became lit-
erate, no doubt for economic and social advance-
ment. From several of these literate Celts, we
have inscriptions connected to religious prac-
tices. Written on rugged lead tablets, the inscrip-
tions were found in graves and at cult sites;

although short, they reveal some information
(names of gods, social rank, family names) about
the people who inscribed and deposited them.

Among the insular Celts, the situation was
dramatically different. Celtic languages contin-
ued to be spoken after the arrival of literacy,
which in most cases was contemporaneous with
Christianization. In Ireland many early poems
and epics—previously recited and memorized by
the bardic classes—were written down by monks
who belonged to the culture whose works they
were transcribing. In Wales the same thing
occurred, although somewhat later. While the
transcribers may not have felt any temptation to
propagandize against their Celtic ancestors, they
may also have been uncomfortable with some of
the values expressed in the stories they were
writing down. Especially when it comes to
women, the insular Celtic written sources must
be read with care. But compared to the works of
their Roman enemies, the words of the Celtic
storytellers offer complex and nuanced informa-
tion about the society from which they sprang.

In some cases, the works were transcribed in
the original languages; in a few cases, the lan-
guage used was classical Latin, the language of
the Church. Sources in Celtic languages carry
with them some of the values embedded and
encoded in the words and structure, while Latin
and other tongues may occasionally convey dif-
ferent meanings than the original may have
intended. The greatest number of Celtic-
language texts are in Irish, which boasts the dis-
tinction of being Europe’s third-oldest literary
language, after Greek and Latin.

In addition to works of direct transcription of
myths, we have some early writings by Celtic peo-
ple themselves that reveal religious beliefs and
practices, such as the geographical and historical
works of the historian Nennius and the author
Giraldus Cambrensis (Gerald of Wales). These
are not necessarily free from bias, whether delib-
erate or not, for authors can only write from their
own perspective, which is necessarily limited.

"Texts were typically written on fragile mate-
rial like vellum made from sheepskin or on
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parchment made from plant fibers. Unless such
materials are carefully preserved, they can
quickly deteriorate. In addition, the vagaries of
history—including several centuries of Viking
raids—meant that some great works were lost to
fire, water, and other destruction. What we have
today often survived by an accident of history. It
is impossible to know if other surviving texts
may someday be unearthed and might change
our view of the Celtic past.

Nonetheless a number of significant manu-
scripts have survived for more than a thousand
years. The most famous, the Book of Kells,
records no mythic material but is completely
devoted to Christian scripture. More useful for
the scholar of mythology are the Book of the Dun
Cow, written down in the 11th century (allegedly
on the hide of a cow whose milk-giving powers
recall a mythological image of abundance); the
Book of Leinster; written in the late 12th century;
the Book of Ui Maine, written in 1394 by Faelan
mac Gabhann; the Book of Ballymote, transcribed
ca. 1400 C.E.; and the Yellow Book of Lecan, com-
posed by three scribes in 1417. Each of these
compilations includes a number of stories and
poems, some of which are called “books” (as in
the Book of Invasions); because this can be confus-
ing to the nonspecialist, we will use the term ook
to refer to any compilation and the term texr to
refer to a single story.

One of the oldest of the texts is the Book of
Invasions (also called the Book of the Tuking of Ire-
land), which was written down in the 12th cen-
tury in several versions. This text describes the
history of Ireland from the beginning of time.
While there are obvious biblical interpolations
(Noah, for instance, appears as an ancestral fig-
ure), there are also many mythical figures promi-
nent in the works; thus the Book of Invasions is a
major source for information about Irish, and
through it Celtic, mythology.

Another text written down at about the same
time, but based on much older material, is the
Dindshenchas or place-poetry. Each poem tells
the history of a place-name, and as many such
names derive from their connection to myth, the

poems of the Dindshenchas provide valuable
mythic information. In addition, a series of Irish
texts variously categorized as adventures, visions,
wooings, cattle raids, elopements, and voyages
provide vivid images of Celtic life. Some of the
most important are the Irish epic called the 74in
bo Cuailnge; the legal texts called the Senchas
Mor; the short poems called the Tiiads; the col-
lection of Welsh myths, the Mabinogion; and the
poems of the great and presumedly historical
Welsh bard Taliesin.

Unfortunately, less than one-quarter of the
known texts have been translated into English.
Many of those are difficult for the average reader
to obtain. In addition, even when translated, the
texts often present problems in interpretation.
The valuable medieval texts that make up the
Dindshenchas, for instance, are filled with allusions
to stories and figures who are now unknown.

Because all of these texts were created after
Christianization, it is impossible to tell whether
the stories were altered to fit the new worldview
or whether they truly reflect the viewpoint of the
Celts. In general, where a story conveys a mean-
ing different from the later (in this case Christ-
ian) worldview, it can be assumed to be correctly
transcribed, while anything that agrees is suspect.
If, for instance, a monk describes a world-
destroying event as a flood, it would be impossi-
ble to tell whether that was originally a Celtic
idea or whether it was imported from biblical
sources. Conversely, if the same monk described
a god who wheeled a huge mallet around on a
cart—a figure not found in the Bible—we can
assume that the image was originally Celtic.

In addition to the 500 or so tales and poems
that survive from ancient Ireland, some texts are
known from other insular Celtic societies. After
Ireland, the greatest wealth of mythological
material was transcribed in Wales: the White
Book of Rhbydderech, composed in the early 14th
century, and the Red Book of Hergst, composed
some fifty years later. Together, the tales com-
piled in the two books comprise the Mabinogion,
a great cycle of myths as complex and rich as any
known to the literate world.
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Although in early times the literary language
of Scotland was “common Gaelic” or Irish, by
the late Middle Ages some works were being
transcribed in the local language, Scots Gaelic.
An important source from that time is the Book of
the Dean of Lismore, written in 1516, which
includes stories known from Irish sources as well
as some original to the document. On the Isle of
Man a ballad written down in 1770 reveals the
extent of the island’s oral tradition, while in
Cornwall only fragments of mythic material
remain, leaving us to guess at the great tales that
have been lost. In Brittany written texts are
mostly late, from the 15th century and beyond,
but 12th-century French poets Marie de France
and Chrétien de Troyes appear to have based
their romances on oral Celtic sources.

The Folklore Movement
Literacy and the oral tradition came together in
the late 19th century, when across Europe literate
people began to be aware of the depth and rich-
ness of their indigenous cultures. Rural life, which
had gone on relatively unchanged for many gen-
erations, was suddenly threatened by increasing
industrialization. In places where for generations
the same festivals had been held, the same stories
told, railroads now cut through quaint villages,
luring young people to factory work in the
increasingly crowded cities. The old tales, based
as they were in ancient religious and cultural
visions, were in danger of being lost, as story-
tellers died with no one to carry on after them.

The great era of folklore collecton began
then. In Germany the Grimm brothers, Jacob and
Wilhelm, gathered scores of stories from country
residents. Some of these, like “Cinderella” and
“Snow White,” are now part of the collective her-
itage of the world’s children, for although origi-
nally myths describing the actions of gods and
goddesses, the subjugation of these ancient reli-
gious ways meant the diminishment of deities into
mere human heroes and heroines, their grand
adventures becoming merely amusing tales.

In Finland Elias Lonrott trekked through the
winter weather to collect stories that are clearly
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mythical. He wrote them in a curious chanting
rhythm into a collection called the Kalevala, still
one of the primary texts for those who desire to
learn about ancient Finnish religion. In Lithua-
nia collectors transcribed thousands of daina or
folk songs, most of them addressing the land’s
ancient goddesses; the songs permit scholars to
tentatively reconstruct the ancient mythology of
the Baltic region.

In the Celtic lands, too, the folklore move-
ment made its mark. But rather than being
merely a cultural effort, in Scotland and Wales
and, especially, in Ireland, folklore and literature
joined forces. It began with the curious case of
James Macpherson, a Scottish poet who created
a sensation with the release of his collections of
“ancient” poetry from the Highlands. A jaded
public was inspired by the Celtic passion of
Macpherson’s work, then scandalized to learn
that it was not word-by-word translation but an
imaginative reconstruction—what today would
be called ethnopoetic transcription.

But if Macpherson himself fell from favor, a
renaissance of Celtic learning had begun. Sud-
denly collectors in Wales, Brittany, and Ireland
were transcribing the stories and songs that had,
only a decade previously, been scorned as the
inconsequential yarn-spinning of illiterates.
William Carleton and T. Crofton Croker set
down Irish legends, the great J. F. Campbell
published huge collections of Scottish tales, and
Lady Charlotte Guest published the first En-
glish translations of the Mabinogion. The move-
ment continued and deepened in Ireland with
the “Celtic Revival” movement spearheaded by
the great poet William Butler Yeats, and it con-
tinues to some extent today as rock bands name
themselves after ancient Celtic goddesses and
movie directors mine the tales of the past for
new entertainments.

Celtic Life and Society

That Celts did not develop writing did not
mean that they had no way to record their his-
tory and beliefs. As we have seen, Celtic peoples
placed great emphasis on the spoken word as a
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means of conveying both historical and religious
information, leaving us ancient documents
describing Celtic life and beliefs. Examination
of contemporaneous texts by Roman and other
Mediterranean writers offers information natu-
rally biased by their enmity toward the Celts.
Archaeology supplements the written word with
artifacts found in Celtic sites, both on the Con-
tinent and on the islands. Finally, vestiges of
Celtic beliefs can be traced through oral recita-
tion and storytelling.

Scholars and writers rely on these three major
points of access for information about the Celts,
but every statement made is necessarily conjec-
tural. There is much we do not know about the
Celts. Over the last two hundred years, theories
about how they lived and what they believed have
been espoused and then discarded. Many aspects
of Celtic life remain subject to intense, often acri-
monious, debate. With no definitive text to illu-
minate questions, such debate is likely to
continue. Nonetheless, some features of Celtic
life are accepted by most scholars.

Celtic society was based upon a balance of
powers among the leaders, who included both
kings and druid-poets. Kings could not continue
ruling if the land ceased to be productive for the
farmers and herders, in which case the druid-
poets had to use their magic to end the king’s
reign. This balance of powers was symbolized
by the “marriage” of the king, at his inaugura-
tion, to the goddess of the land. As her consort
and spouse, the king’s job was to keep her
happy; the goddess revealed her contentedness
by permitting the land to produce food in abun-
dance. Should the king, however, lose the favor
of the goddess, pestilence and famine would fol-
low. Thus the king did not expect his people to
serve him; rather, he served them as the god-
dess’s husband.

The role of the druid-poet was complex. In
both Continental and insular Celtic society,
great importance was placed upon eloquence.
Since Celtic culture was nonliterate, recitation
played a very important role in conveying his-
torical, genealogical, and mythological informa-

tion from generation to generation. As a result,
members of the druidic orders were highly
trained in memorization and extemporaneous
composition. In addition, they practiced what we
might call psychic skills: casting oracles, inter-
preting dreams, reading omens.

The druids were the priests of the Celts; they
were also the poets, historians, judges, trouba-
dours, and professors. Not all druids practiced
all of these arts. Some specialized in one or the
other, but all fell within the social role of the
druid. Nor did the druids form a separate class in
the way priests today typically do. They were,
rather, spread through society, where they satis-
fied their various roles.

These social roles remained, to some extent,
in Celtic lands even after Roman conquest,
Christianization, and occupation by Germanic
and Norse overlords. The Romans, who had
already cut down the sacred groves on the Con-
tinent, destroyed the last druid sanctuary, on
Anglesey island off Britain, in ca. 64 C.E. Roman
historian Tacitus described the massacre, as
robed priestesses and monks fought desperately
to preserve their sacred land. As they were cut
down, one by one, the knowledge they carried
was killed, just as surely as if a great library had
been burned to rubble and ash.

The position of Celtic women is hotly con-
tested among scholars. Evidence can be found
that Celtic women fought alongside male warriors
when their lands were threatened, that queens
ruled and led armies into battle, that women were
poets and druids. But some scholars dismiss such
evidence as indicating only occasional extraordi-
nary women, arguing that the average Celtic
woman had few legal rights and served her hus-
band in all matters. This area is one of the most
contentious in contemporary scholarship, with
some scholars arguing that evidence of matrilineal
succession (passage of property and social stand-
ing through the mother’s family) suggests a non-
patriarchal social organization, while others assert
that the Celts were a fervently patriarchal warrior
culture and any counterevidences were vestiges of
pre-Celtic cultures.
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Celtic Religion

Most religious systems begin with a creation
myth that explains how the world we know came
into being. There is, however, no extant Celtic
creation myth. One may have existed that has
been lost, but we find no references or allusions
that suggest as much. This has led some scholars
to describe the Celts as positing a world that is
continually creating itself, or one that has been
always in existence as it is today.

That world, however, does not only include
what is tangible to our senses, for according to
Celtic belief an Otherworld exists beyond our
immediate reality. This Otherworld resembles
the Dreamtime of the Australian peoples, for it is
a place contiguous with our world, where deities
and other powerful beings dwell and from which
they can affect our world. These beings cannot
enter and leave at will, but only at points in time
and space where access is possible.

The Celts also believed that human beings
could enter the Otherworld. Some did so acci-
dentally, by mistaking it for this world. Others
were kidnapped into it—for example, by a fairy
lover who desired the human as a companion, or
by a fairy hostess looking for a fine musician for
a dance. The Otherworld looked like this world,
only more beautiful and changeless. Trees bore
blossom and fruit at the same time there; no one
ever aged or grew infirm; death had no domin-
ion in the Otherworld.

This world was not mundane as opposed to
sacred; the Celts appear to have had no such dual-
istic conceptions. Although different from the
magical Otherworld, this world had its sacred
points as well. The four directions were oriented
around a sacred center, not necessarily physical
nor located in the center. The sacred center was a
concept rather than a specific place; it could move,
it could muldply, it could even leave this world
entirely and become part of the Otherworld.

In the Otherworld lived the great gods. There
is no specific pantheon of gods found among all
Celtic peoples. Rather, there were many gods,
most of which were specific to a region or envi-
ronment. So polytheistic were the Celts that the
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standard oath was, “I swear by the gods my peo-
ple swear by.” But however decentralized was the
pantheon, some divinities appear in many places,
usually under various names. These include the
triple mothers, a horned god, and divinities of
rivers and other landscape features.

The Celts typically did not depict their divini-
ties in human form. Because divinities had the
power of shape-shifting—assuming multiple
forms, including those of humans and animals—
there was no native tradition of sculpting or paint-
ing them in physical form. It was only after the
Roman conquest that we find examples of the
Mediterranean tradition of showing gods and god-
desses in the forms of Roman men and women.

Similarly, the Celts did not bandy about the
names of their deities. If all words had power,
how powerful were the names of the gods, which
were not to be casually invoked. We are not even
certain if the words recorded, often by non-
Celtic authors, represented divine names or
titles. Christians refer to the same deity as Jesus,
Christ, Our Lord, the Savior, and the Son of
God; a non-Christian reader, finding those
names in various texts, might make the under-
standable mistake of imagining five different
gods. It is impossible now to be completely cer-
tain whether the names recorded in Roman
times and later refer to one or many gods.

Nonetheless, scholars generally agree that
the Celts did not have an organized, hierarchical
pantheon. Rather than a court arranged in
descending order under a king of gods, they saw
divinities as arranged in families, as for example
the descendants of Danu or D6n, both mother
goddesses. These gods did not live in the sky but
in mountains and the sea, in trees and in running
streams. This form of religious vision, seeing the
divine within the physical world, is known as
pantheism and is distinct from those religions
that see divinity as separate from or transcendent
over nature.

Although all Celts did not share the same
gods and goddesses, each group having its own
divinities associated with features of their land,
there are some commonalities among the tribes.
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The Celts all believed in a goddess whose gen-
erosity and fecundity made life possible. Often
this mother goddess was the ancestor of the
entire people, while at other times she was
viewed as the ancestor of the gods themselves.
Her name in myth is Danu or Anu or Dén,
which has been connected with a hypothesized
central European goddess Dan, whose name sur-
vives in such rivers as the Danube and the Don.
Although she was a goddess of the land, the
mother goddess also ruled the rivers that
watered the soil; thus most rivers in Celtic lands
are, even today, named for goddesses.

The goddesses are often depicted as triple.
During Roman times, they were the Deae
Matres, the “mother goddesses,” shown as three
women with similar features, two apparently
younger than the third. As contemporary genet-
ics has shown that a woman with at least two
daughters is most likely to pass her inheritance
through the ages, the ancient portraits of three
goddesses may represent a mother-ancestor and
her descendants rather than, as was commonly
assumed, the same woman passing through dif-
ferent phases of life.

The powers of the god matched and comple-
mented those of the goddess. Although not
invariably matched into pairs and rarely into
monogamous units, Celtic gods and goddesses
are often associated. The male force was imag-
ined as representing skill, as compared to the
goddess’s powers of fecundity. Many gods were
called “many-skilled” or “many-gifted” because
they offered their gifts of magic, craft, and
poetry to humanity. Gods appeared both as
mature men and as young, even vulnerable, sons.
The latter could be stolen or lost, and then
regained, as several myth-cycles attest.

Celtic Rituals

Archaeology tells us that the Celts did not build
many temples. Rather, they celebrated their reli-
gion in the open air, a setting appropriate to a
people who envisioned divinity as resident in the
natural world. Their ritual sites were on hilltops,
where great blazes marked the turning seasons;

at wells of fresh water, which were honored for
their connection to the goddess of sovereignty
who empowered kings; and in groves of trees,
especially oaks, where ceremonies were held.

Because of the lack of written documents, we
have little idea what these rituals entailed. Classi-
cal writers liked to claim they had witnessed
butchery: animals and even humans killed as sacri-
fices to the gods. Such commentary, long believed
to be merely propaganda by enemies of the Celts,
has more recently been examined in light of bod-
ies found in bogs. Because the sterile waters and
tannic acid of boggy lands preserve organic mate-
rial for centuries, even millennia, it is possible to
autopsy such corpses to determine the manner of
death. Several bog-bodies found in Celtic lands
show that the victims were people of leisure, well-
fed and well-groomed, who were killed by being
strangled, stabbed, and then drowned. This
“threefold death” corresponds to some textual evi-
dence, suggesting that in times of crisis human
sacrifice may indeed have been practiced.

It is not, however, believed to have been a
standard component of Celtic ritual. Most Celtic
ceremonies were, rather, centered on the turning
of the seasons. Although some scholars argue
that the four recognized Celtic holidays were in
fact only Irish, most agree that the Celts marked
two seasons, each of which had a beginning and
an ending half, thus making four seasonal festi-
vals. The two most important were at the turn-
ing points of the year: from summer to winter at
Samhain on November 1, and from winter back
to summer on Beltane on May 1. The secondary
festivals marked the midpoints between those
great events: Imbolc, on February 1, when win-
ter moved towards spring; and Lughnasa, on
August 1, when summer died into fall.

These festivals are distinctively Celtic, for
other people marked their year off by noting the
solar shifts of solstices (June 21 and December 21)
and equinoxes (March 21 and September 21).
That the Celts marked the season’s midpoint
rather than the point of change may relate to the
insistence upon the sacredness of the center, which
is both a geographical and a spiritual concept.
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Tales of Arthur
Some of the most famous tales of western
Europe are those of the Matter of Britain, also
known as the Arthurian Cycle. From the histo-
rian Nennius, who rarely let himself be inhibited
by fact, we learn of a Celtic king of the island
named Arthur, who rallied his fellows and fought
against the Germanic Saxon invaders sometime
in the early Christian era, approximately the
sixth century C.E. References to the same or a
similar figure appear in the Welsh annals, so it
appears that there is some historical reality to
the regal figure of Arthur, who finally was killed
in an internecine battle with his fellow Celts.
Whatever the facts, the story that grew
around the figure of Arthur is more mythical
than historical. A single Celtic theme repeats
itself in the tales, which were developed by writ-
ers and artists over many centuries, so that the
originating pattern became embedded in com-
plication and elaboration. That theme is the
power of the goddess of sovereignty, without
whose approving presence the king’s right to rule
is in danger. The love triangle between the
queen and her two lovers (which appears in the
Tristan-Iseult-Mark story as well as that of
Lancelot-Guinevere-Arthur) is a human reflec-
tion of the myth of a goddess who marries one
king after another. Similarly, when the Fisher
King is wounded in his generative organ and
therefore unmanned, the land becomes barren,
for in the Celtic framework, a blemished king
finds no favor with the land’s goddess. Thus
although not part of Celtic religion, the tales of
Camelot and the knights of the Round Table
form an important cultural expression of Celtic
ideas and ideals.

The Fairy Faith

Much of oral tradition in Celtic lands involves
tales of fairies, beings of the Otherworld who
interact with humanity. In Ireland such figures
are diminished gods, the race of the Tuatha Dé
Danann (tribe of the goddess Danu) who went
into hiding within the hills and bogs of Ireland
after being defeated by the human invaders, the
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Milesians. Similarly, in Brittany the old gods
became korrigans, while in other areas of the
ancient Celtic world, we find magical beings
whose behavior suggests that they were origi-
nally divine.

The early scholar W. Y. Evans-Wentz named
these tales and traditions the “fairy faith,” claim-
ing that it was a functional religion. In other
words, there was both myth (or in this case, leg-
end) and ritual to be found among believers in
the fairy people. Stories about the likelihood of
being kidnapped by fairies on certain days were
connected to rituals of protection, such as wear-
ing clothing backward or carrying iron imple-
ments. Although the claim that the fairy faith is
a true religion is controversial, there appear to
be religious elements to the belief system.

Whether that belief system is connected to
earlier Celtic beliefs is similarly controversial.
Legend claims that the fairies were originally
gods, and some, like the familiar leprechaun,
bear the names of divinities known from mytho-
logical texts (in this case, Lugh). While some
scholars dismiss or question the connection
between folkloric figures and the great gods and
goddesses of mythology, most see resonances
between what has been recorded from oral folk-
loric sources and the written evidence found in
manuscripts that record early myths. The heroic
figure of Fionn mac Cumbhaill, for instance,
appears in folklore as the somewhat less-than-
heroic giant Finn McCool, and many similar
tales are told of them.

Pronunciation and Spelling
Celtic mythology did not begin in text; it began
in story. When transcribers (whether monks or
folklorists) wrote down these stories, they
spelled in various ways, caring less about the
orthography and more about plot and character.
For years, indeed for centuries, there was little
standardization among Celtic names. As a result,
various texts will offer various spellings—some-
times several spellings in a single text.

To popularize their work, 19th- and early
20th-century writers often anglicized Celtic
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words, creating a hybrid language that was easy
on the eyes of the English-speaking reader but
that had no scholarly support. Because Celtic
languages and the people who speak them have
so often been politically disadvantaged in com-
parison to their English conquerors, the angli-
cization of Celtic words can be offensive to some.
Yet the variations of ancient, early modern, and
late modern spellings, with and without diacriti-
cal marks, can be confusing and off-putting,
especially when accompanied by a pedantic insis-
tence on one formulation over another. Because
this book is aimed not at the specialist but at the
general reader, the entries include as many alter-
native spellings as were available. For words in

Celtic languages, the spelling that most scholars
accept is used as the primary entry name. When
that represents a challenge to English-speaking
readers, the anglicized spelling appears as the
first alternative as a guide to acceptable pronun-
ciation. In the rare case where an anglicized
spelling is so common as to render the Celtic
spelling not readily recognizable—as with the
magician Merlin, correctly spelled Myrddin—
the procedure is reversed, with the most accept-
able Celtic spelling appearing in brackets
immediately after the entry. Latinized names of
continental Celtic divinities, which are readily
pronounced by English speakers, are not given
anglicized forms.



Abarta (Abartach, Abhartach) Trish god. This
minor figure in Irish mythology—one of the
FOMORIANS, an ancient and monstrous race—
appears in texts devoted to the band of heroes
called the FIANNA. Ambitious to join the warrior
elite, Abarta came to them pretending to be a
lazy man in search of a job. FIONN MAC
CUMHAILL, leader of the Fianna, inexplicably
agreed to take him into service, calling him
Gialla Deacair, or “lazy servant.” Abarta tricked
Fianna into mounting his apparently frail old
horse and carried them away to the OTHER-
WORLD. There he held them hostage until Fionn,
after many magical adventures and battles,
located and freed them. After this crime, Fionn
did not offer Abarta membership in his band.

Source: Joyce, P. W. Ancient Celtic Romances.
London: Parkgate Books, 1997, pp. 223 ff.

Abbey Lubber British folkloric figure. The
Abbey Lubber haunted the wine cellar of any
British abbey where lazy monks were overfond
of drink. The best known was a spectral horse
who dressed in a monkish robe and lived in a
monastery under the name of Friar Rush. The
wealthy and dissolute prior attempted to chastise
the alleged friar for behavior more alcoholic
than was welcome in that liberal establishment,
but the Abbey Lubber assumed his real form and

vanished, leaving the monks both frightened and
chastened. Tales about this creature may derive
not from actual mythology but from satirists of
the Middle Ages, when corruption in monaster-
ies caused public dismay.

Abbots Bromley British folkloric site. A ves-
tige of the worship of the horned god CERNUN-
NOS may survive in the small English town of
Abbots Bromley, which is located in the area
where the Celtic tribe called the Curnovii or
“horned ones” once lived. There, early each
September, men wearing ANTLERS are “hunted”
through the town streets, after which the Horn
Dance is performed, a luck-bringing perform-
ance said to lose efficacy if performed outside
the town limits. As Celtic beliefs often continue
under folkloric disguises, the community festival
may have ancient antecedents.

Abcan Irish god. The TUATHA DE DANANN,
the early Celtic divinities of Ireland, had a dwarf
poet by this name who figures in the story of
RUAD, a maiden goddess after whom the famous
waterfall of ASSAROE may have been named. It
was in Abcan’s boat, with its bronze hull and tin
sail, that Ruad traveled to this world from the
OTHERWORLD. But she did not live long in
Ireland, for she died at the waterfall, lured by the



singing of MERMAIDS from Abcdn’s boat into the
swirling waters. In another text, Abcdn was cap-
tured by the great hero of ULSTER, CUCHU-
LAINN, but freed himself by playing lullabies so
irresistible that the warrior fell sound asleep.
The figure of Abcan had much in common with,
and may be related to, the dwarf musician FER I.

Abnoba Celtic goddess. Known in both
Britain and on the Continent, Abnoba gave her
name to the many rivers named Avon, including
the famous one in England that flows through
the town where playwright William Shakespeare
was born; she also ruled the source of the
Danube River in central Europe and was associ-
ated with the Black Forest, perhaps because of its
numerous rivers. Sometimes this goddess was
called Dea Abnoba, which means simply “the
goddess Abnoba.” Inscriptions to Abnoba from
the Black Forest suggest that the Romans identi-
fied her with their woodland goddess DIANA. She
is sometimes depicted as a huntress accompanied
by a hunting DOG and a STAG.

Accalon Arthurian hero. The lover of MOR-
GAN, Accalon was said to hail from Gaul and to
have been one of king ARTHUR’s last opponents
in battle. After Morgan stole the scabbard from
EXCALIBUR, thus removing Arthur’s magical pro-
tection against any fatal wound, Accalon hoped
to be victorious over the king. But the magician
MERLIN strengthened Arthur’s hand, and
Accalon fell beneath his blows.

Achall TIrish heroine. A hill just east of TARA,
Ireland’s ancient center of royal power, bears the
name of this ULSTER princess who died of sor-
row when CONALL CERNACH killed her brother,
ERC. She was considered one of the six noblest
women in Ireland because of her sisterly love.

Achtan (Etain) Irish heroine. Mother of the
Irish hero CORMAC MAC AIRT, she conceived and
bore him under unusual circumstances. The

Abnoba

king of TARA, ART MAC CUINN, was traveling to a
battle in which he expected to die, for a vision
had warned him of his fate. He stopped
overnight in Achtan’s home, where her father,
the SMITH Olc Acha, revealed to Art a prophecy
that sleeping with Achtan would ensure everlast-
ing fame to her lover. Art went eagerly to
Achtan’s bed. In order to assure fosterage for any
offspring resulting from the tryst, Art told
Achtan that his friend Lugna would be responsi-
ble should she conceive. And conceive she did,
though Achtan never saw her child’s father
again, for Art died in battle soon after.

Near her term, Achtan started for Lugna’s
home in CONNACHT, making it to the border of
the province before going into labor under a
thundering sky. A mother WOLF protected and
suckled the child when Achtan stumbled away
looking for aid, and the new mother was unable
to find her child when she returned. Some years
later a hunter found the robust young man who
had been raised by that wolf-mother. Reunited,
human mother and son went to Tara to claim the
throne, and there he reigned as Cormac mac
Airt. Achtan married the hunter and lived there-
after near her son.

Adammair Irish god. The husband of the Irish
woodland goddess FLIDAIS is obscure in compari-
son to his consort and has few known myths.

adder See SERPENT.
adder stone See SERPENT STONE.

Ade Arthurian heroine. This obscure figure is
named in some texts as the second wife of the
knight of the ROUND TABLE, LANCELOT, after an
unnamed first wife. In such texts, Lancelot does
not become the lover of queen GUINEVERE.

ad-bene Manx spirits. As in other Celtic
lands, the residents of the Isle of Man called
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their neighbors in the ghostly OTHERWORLD by
euphemisms such as this one, which means sim-
ply “Themselves.” See NAMES FOR THE FAIRIES.

Adhnuall (Adnual) Irish mythological ani-
mal. One of the hunting DOGS of the Irish hero
FIONN MAC CUMHAILL, Adhntall accompanied
his master less frequently than Fionn’s primary
companion hounds, BRAN and SCEOLAN.

Adra TIrish hero. In the BOOK OF INVASIONS, the
mythic history of Ireland, Adra “the ancient”
was the husband of CESAIR, the land’s first settler.
Theirs was an incestuous marriage, for BITH was
the father of both. The multiple and sometimes
contradictory texts make it difficult to determine
if Adra is the same character as LADRA, otherwise
said to be Cesair’s mate.

Adsagsona Continental Celtic goddess.
Adsagsona was invoked as “weaver of spells,” for
she was a divinity of magic and the OTHER-
WORLD, and as “she who seeks out,” for she
could find the object of any curse or blessing.

adventure Irish literary form. One class of
ancient Irish texts that often includes mythologi-
cal material is the Adventure (echtra); often, an
Adventure includes a journey to the OTHER-
WORLD, although the class of stories called voy-
AGES (imram) also describe Otherworldly visita-
tions. The most famous texts of this genre are: the
Adventure of ART Son of Conn, which tells of the
desire of the fairy woman BE CHUMA for the king
of TARAS son Art; the Adventure of the Sons of
EOCHAID (Mugmedén), which relates the birth of
NIALL, another king of Tara; the Adventure of
NERA, in which a warrior enters the Otherworld
through the cave of CRUACHAN; the Adventure of
CONNLA, in which a FAIRY woman lures Connla to
the Otherworld; the Adventure of CORMAC, in
which that king is lured by FAIRY MUSIC to seek an
Otherworld lover; and the Adventure of LAOGHAIRE
(Mac Crimthann), in which the titular king helps

an Otherworldly peer gain the release of his wife
from captivity in the surface world.

Aeb (Aebh, Aobh) Irish heroine. In the famous
Irish story of the CHILDREN OF LIR, this unfor-
tunate woman was the birth mother of the fated
children of the title. The daughter of BODB
DERG, a great magician, Aeb died giving birth to
her second set of twins; Aeb’s only daughter, the
loyal FIONNUALA, is the heroine of the tale, for
she replaced her mother after the children were
bereaved. Aeb’s death brought her evil foster-
sister, childless ATFE, into Lir’s household and
led to the curse that turned Aeb’s children into
singing swans.

Aed (Aedh, Aodh) Irish hero and divinity.
Anglicized as Hugh, this common ancient Irish
name gives rise to contemporary surnames
including Hay, Hayes, Hughes, McHugh, and
MacKay. Among the many legendary figures
bearing this name are:

e Aed Abrat, a FAIRY king and father of the
renowned fairy queens FAND and LI BAN; little
legend remains to define him.

e Aed, son of Eochaid Lethderg of Leinster,
who was held captive by two fairy women for
three years; unlike most such captives (see
FAIRY KIDNAPPING), he sought to escape the
beautiful if sterile land in which he was held.
After successfully doing so, Aed traveled to
see ST. PATRICK, who freed him from the ves-
tigial bonds of FAIRYLAND. While the former
part of the tale is consistent with Irish mythol-
ogy (see FAIRY LOVER), the latter seems to have
been added after Christianization of the land.

* Aed, son of LIR, one of the enchanted princes
of the tale of the CHILDREN OF LIR, turned into
a swan for 900 years by his jealous stepmother.

e Aed, king of TARA. A sixth-century king who
owned a maglcal cow that he thought would
keep him safe in battle; this assumption may
have been correct, but Aed left the cow at
home when he went to war and was killed.



e Aed Minbhrec, son of the DAGDA, seduced
the wife of the hero COINCHEANN who killed
Aed Minbhrec in retaliation. The 'Dagda con-
demned Coincheann to carry Aed’s corpse
until he found a boulder big enough to cover
it. This story is connected with GRIANAN
ATILEACH, where Coincheann died of exhaus-
tion from bearing boulder and body. But some
variations have Aed alive still and ruling from
his FAIRY MOUND at Mullaghnasee, near
Ballyshannon in Co. Donegal.

* Aed, husband of Aibell, a queen of CON-
NACHT; the powerful and lusty king MONGAN
shape-shifted into Aed’s form to sleep with
Aibell, putting a transfigured crone into Aed’s
bed to cover the deception.

e Aed Alain, husband of the birth goddess
BEBINN, sister of BOAND.

¢ Aed Ruad (Rua, Ruadh), father of the goddess
and queen MACHA Mong Rua, who ruled jointly
with two other ULSTER kings, CIMBAETH and
DITHORBA, in periods of seven years each.
When Aed Ruad drowned in the famous water-
fall ASSAROE in Co. Donegal, Macha went to
war for the right to succeed him. This Aed has
been considered an Otherworldly figure, some-
times identified with GOLL MAC MORNA, rather
than a mere human king.

e Aed, son of Miodhchaoin, killer of (and
killed by) the SONS OF TUIREANN, the most
tragic of Irish heroes.

e Aed Eangach, long-awaited king of Ireland
who was to be born miraculously from the
side of a pillar on TARA. This “red-handed”
king was never born, but the expectation of
his imminent arrival was a staple of Irish
poetic lore for centuries.

Aed Slaine, see SLANE.

Aed Srénmar. Human lover of the goddess

or FAIRY RUAD, he plays little part in myth

except to inspire his beloved’s fatal trip from
the OTHERWORLD to join him on earth; Ruad
died before reaching him.

Sources: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Part IV. Royal Irish Academy, Todd Lecture

Aei

Series. Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co., Ltd.,
1906-1924, pp. 3-9, 95, 103, 298, 375-376;
MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the Ancient Celts.
London: Constable, 1911, p. 65; MacNeill,
Miire. The Festival of Lughnasa, Parts I and I1.
Dublin: Comhairle Bhéaloideas Eireann, 1982, p-
84; O’Rahilly, Thomas. Early Irish History and
Mythology. Dublin: The Dublin Institute for
Advanced Studies, 1946, p. 319; Squire, Charles.
Mythology of the Celtic People. London: Bracken
Books, 1996, pp. 143, 105.

Aei (Plain of Aei) Irish mythological site. In
the greatest Irish epic, the TAIN BO CUAILNGE,
which tells the story of the CATTLE RAID of CON-
NACHT against ULSTER, the two great bulls of the
opposing peoples fight a final battle on the plain
of Aei. Actually reborn human enemies destined
to fight in every lifetime, the bulls fought for
three days and three nights, tearing each other
apart so that at the end of the battle, both lay
dead. The plain of Aef has been variously located
in the actual Irish landscape.

Aeracura (Aericura, Heracura) Celtic god-
dess. Known in Switzerland and Germany as
partner to DIS PATER, Aeracura is believed to
have been similar to Greek Hecate, whose name
resembles hers, for she was depicted holding a
CORNUCOPIA or basket of fruit, common
emblems of goddesses of fecundity and the OTH-
ERWORLD. See also DEAE MATRES.

des ddana (aos dana, aes dana) Trish hero,
heroine. This phrase, which today in Ireland
designates a group of nationally acclaimed
artists, derives from the Old Irish term for poets;
the term was also sometimes applied to DRUIDS,
BREHONS, or lawyers. To gain the gift of inspira-
tion, one had to drink from the WELL of wisdom,
eat the HAZEL nuts floating there, or taste the
flesh of the SALMON who swam in it.

des sidbe (aos shee, aos sidbe) See FAIRIES.



Agnoman

Aeval (Eevell, Aoibheall, Aibell, Aebill, Aoibhell,
Aoibhil, Aibhinn) Irish spirit. Ireland has many
ancient goddesses who come into literature and
folklore as FAIRY QUEENS. Among the most
famous is Aeval, connected with the southwest-
ern region of MUNSTER and specifically with a
FAIRY MOUND at Killaloe in east Co. Clare, near
which a well called Tobereevul (“well of Aeval”)
gushes from beneath the crag Craganeevul
(“rock of Aeval”); she is also associated with the
mountain Slieve Bernaugh, where she was said
to have lived.

Her name means “beautiful” or “the lovely
one,” but her behavior was more threatening
than loving. Queen of the two-dozen BANSHEES
of the region whose appearance predicted death,
she appeared as a WASHER AT THE FORD before
disasters like the defeat of the historical hero
Brian Boru; she was especially connected with
the O’Brien family. Aeval judged the famous
Midnight Court of the poet Brian Merriman, in
which prudish Irishmen were found guilty of not
being satisfactory lovers. Her rival was the sea
fairy CLIDNA, who turned Aeval into a white CAT.

Sources: Dames, Michael. Mythic Ireland. London:
Thames and Hudson, 1992, p. 236; Gregory,
Lady Augusta. Gods and Fighting Men: The Story
of the Tuatha De Danaan and of the Fianna of
Ireland. New York: Oxford University Press,
1970, p. 87; Merriman, Brian. The Midnight
Court. "Trans. Frank O’Connor. Dublin: The
O’Brien Press, 1989.

Afagddu (Avagddu, Morfran) Welsh god.
Afagddu (“utter darkness”) was a boy so ugly
that his mother, the HAG-goddess CERIDWEN,
feared he would never attract a mate. Thinking
that poetry might draw maidens even to an
uncomely man, Ceridwen mixed herbs of inspi-
ration for her son in her magical CAULDRON—
but the young servant boy GWION sipped the
brew prematurely, thus draining its magic and
becoming the great poet TALIESIN as a result. (In
Irish myth, inspiration is gained from drinking

from a sacred water-source, apparently a corol-
lary of Ceridwen’s cauldron.) After this theft, we
hear nothing more in myth of Afagddu. It is
unclear whether MORFRAN was an equally ugly
brother or another name for Afagddu.

Sources: MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the
Ancient Celts. London: Constable, 1911, p. 116;
Straffon, Cheryl. The Earth Goddess: Celtic and
Pagan  Legacy of the Landscape. London:
Blandford, 1997, p. 43.

afanc (avanc) Welsh monster. The afanc
haunted a whirlpool in the River Conwy in
north Wales in the form of a massive beaver—or
sometimes a crocodile, though that tropical rep-
tile is otherwise rare in the vicinity. The mon-
strous size of the afanc clashes with its name,
which means “dwarf” or “water-dwarf.” The
afanc could be tamed, but only if lured (like a
unicorn) to the lap of a maiden, where it could
be harnessed by chains. One maiden, however,
who tried to do so lost her life as the monster
fled back to the safety of its lake home.

Source: Rhys, John. Celric Folklore: Welsh and Manx.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1941, pp. 130 ff.

Agallamh na Seandarch See coLLOQUY OF
THE ELDERS.

Aglovale Arthurian hero. This minor figure
in Arthurian legend was killed by LANCELOT as
that great knight was rescuing his beloved GUIN-
EVERE from death at the stake.

Agnoman Irish hero. He never reached
Ireland, but this mythological figure nonetheless
figures in the Irish mythic history, the Book or
INVASIONS. Agnoman’s son was NEMED, founder
of the vaguely described race called the
Nemedians who followed him from the family
home in SCYTHIA to migrate to Ireland. Some
scholars believe that such myths are vestiges of
otherwise lost history; Elizabethan English poet



and political apologist Edmund Spenser took the
story literally and argued vehemently that the
Irish were originally Scythian savages.

Agravaine Arthurian hero. This minor figure
in the legends of king ARTHUR and his knights of
the ROUND TABLE was a member of that
renowned assembly, as were his brothers
GAWAIN, GAHERIS, and GARETH. He was killed by
LANCELOT for plotting with the evil MORDRED.

agricultural rituals Although the Celts enter
history as migratory herding tribes, they soon
developed agriculture, perhaps as a result of con-
tact with settled people; new religious rites
developed to reflect and support the new
lifestyle. Whether the rites were Celtic inven-
tions or adaptations from rituals of pre-Celtic
cultures is a matter of debate. In Ireland, we find
rituals connected both with herding (as in the
driving of animals between the BELTANE fires)
and with agriculture (as in the offering of fruits
to the god CROM DUBH on SAMHAIN), suggesting
a mixed economy and the need to sustain both
herds and fields through ritual. More clearly
agricultural are the Irish myths and rituals that
reflect the belief that the king was married to the
goddess of the region, its FERTILITY being reliant
upon the rectitude of his actions (see SOVER-
EIGNTY, INAUGURATION). In Wales the god
AMAETHON, who appears in the epic poem KUL-
HWCH AND OLWEN, was a human farmer able to
make even the most unlikely wastelands bloom;
although he was a god of agricultural fertility,
the rituals offered to him were not recorded.

Source: MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the Ancient
Celts. London: Constable, 1911, pp. 57, 80.

Agretes Arthurian hero. Long before king
ARTHUR took the throne of CAMELOT, Agretes
reigned there. Because he refused to assist a pil-
grim from the Holy Land who bore a great
chalice called the GRAIL, he was stricken mad
and died.

Agravaine

Agrona British goddess. An obscure goddess
of war found in Britain and perhaps in Wales,
she has been described as cognate with the MOR-
RIGAN, the Irish death queen.

Aguigrenons Arthurian hero. A minor figure
in legends of the great ROUND TABLE knights, he
was their enemy who was finally vanquished by
the pure PERCIVAL.

Ai (Aoi, Aoi mac Ollamain) Irish god. This
minor Irish divinity was a poet of the magical
race of Ireland, the TUATHA DE DANANN; at his
birth a prophet predicted that he would wield
great power. This prompted a king to try to
murder the babe, but his father saved Af so that
his destiny could be fulfilled; however, the
specifics of that destined greatness are lost.

aiats See DIRECTIONS.

Aibgréne (Abgrenia) Irish heroine. In some
texts, this otherwise-unknown heroine is the
daughter of the doomed lovers, DEIRDRE and
NOISIU.

Aibheaeg Irish divinity or fairy. This FAIRY
QUEEN or goddess of Donegal was worshiped at
a “well of fire” whose waters were held to be an
effective treatment for toothache; the petitioner
was to leave a white stone as a substitute for the
afflicted tooth. Connection of WELLS with
toothache was less common than with HEALING
of eye diseases; see BRIGIT.

Sources: Logan, Patrick. The Holy Wells of Ireland.
Gerrards Cross: Colin Smyth, 1980, p. 67;
Monaghan, Patricia. O Mother Sun: A New View
of the Cosmic Feminine. Freedom, Calif.: The
Crossing Press, 1994, p. 70.

Aidin (Aideen) Irish heroine. A minor figure
in Irish lore, Aidin was the wife of OSCAR, a war-



Aigle

rior of the elite FIANNA, and she died of grief at
her husband’s death. The BARD, OISIN, buried
her with high honors under a CAIRN on the hill
called BENN ETAIR.

Aife (Eefa, Eva, Aoife, Aife, Aeife) Irish hero-
ine. Several legendary Irish figures bear this
name, which means “radiant” or “beautiful.”
These include:

¢ Aife of Scotland, a great warrior who trained
Irish heroes. She was the daughter, sister,
and/or double of the fearsome, SCATHACH,
one of the great WARRIOR WOMEN. After the
ULSTER hero CUCHULAINN showed his virile
strength by besting her in battle, Aife bore his
child, cONNLA. The hero later unwittingly
killed the young man, finding—too late—the
ring he had given Aife as a memento for their
child. This tragedy has been the inspiration
for several literary works, notably W. B.
Yeats’s play On Baile’s Strand. In some myths,
Aife was Scithach’s rival rather than her sister.

* Aife, stepmother of the CHILDREN OF LIR, a
jealous woman who took the place of her
unfortunate foster sister AEB as wife of Lir
after Aeb died giving birth to her second set of
twins. But the children did not fare well in
Aife’s care: she turned FIONNUALA and her
brothers into swans for 900 years.

¢ Aife of the crane bag, a woman magically
transformed into a CRANE (sometimes, HERON)
by a jealous rival, Iuchra; after spending a life-
time on the sea, she was again transformed by
the sea god MANANNAN MAC LIR, who created
the mythological CRANE BAG from her skin to
carry all his mythic treasures, including the let-
ters of the alphabet. Sometimes described as a
muse figure, she is occasionally conflated with
the stepmother of Fionnuala.

Sources: Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the Goddess:
Women, Religion and Power in Ancient Ireland. San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989, pp. 122-123;
Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.

Royal Irish Academy, Todd Lecture Series.
Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co., Ltd.,
1906-1924, p. 133; Hull, Eleanor. The Cuchullin
Saga in Irish Literature. London: David Nutt,
1898, p. xxxi; Joyce, P. W. Ancient Celtic Romances.
London: Parkgate Books, 1997, pp. 1-32.

Aifi Irish heroine. This obscure figure is
named in the BOOK OF INVASIONS as one of the
FIVE wives of the hero PARTHOLON, along with
Elgnad or DEALGNAID, Cerbnat, Cichban, and
Nerbgen. She is otherwise unknown.

Aige Irish heroine. A malicious FAIRY, urged
on by neighbors envious of Aige’s grace and
charm, turned this woman into a wild doe. In
that form she wandered the island, fleeing from
hunters, until the warrior Meilge killed her
while he was hunting. Aige’s brother FAIFNE, a
satirist, tried to avenge her death but lost his
own life instead.

Source: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Part II. Vol. IX. Royal Irish Academy, Todd
Lecture Series. Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co.,
Ltd., 1906-1924, p. 67.

Aigle Irish hero. This CONNACHT prince was
slain by his uncle, Cromderg, in retaliation for
Aigle’s own murder of a woman named Cliara
who was under Cromderg’s care. For a time
Aigle’s name was given to one of Connacht’s
most important mountains. First called
Cruachan Garbrois, the pyramidal peak then
became Cruachan Aigle; now the mountain,
called CROAGH PATRICK for the last 1,600 years,
is honored as the site of the final conflict
between the Christian missionary and Ireland’s
ancient pagan powers.

Source: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Royal Irish Academy, Todd Lecture Series.
Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co., Ltd,,
1906-1924, p. 281.



Ailbe (Ailba) Irish mythological beast. A
famous hunting DOG owned by the warrior MAC
DATHO, Ailbe was desired by two powerful
provincial kings, each of whom his owner wished
to satisfy. Promising the dog to both CONCOBAR
MAC NESSA and AILILL MAC MATA, kings of ULSTER
and CONNACHT respectively, Mac Dathé set in
motion an argument in which the dog was killed.

Aileach See GRIANAN AILEACH.

Ailill (Aleel, Aileel, Allil) TIrish hero. Ancient
Irish literature boasts many heroes and kings by
this name, which means “elf” or “sprite” and is
similar to the goddess name ELE; it is often
anglicized into Oliver. Mythic figures of this

name include:

e Ailill mac Mita (mac Matach), the most
famous bearer of the name, was consort of
queen MEDB of CONNACHT. In the Irish epic,
TAIN BO CUAILNGE, an argument between Ailill
and Medb (the famous “pillow-talk”) set off a
murderous CATTLE RAID on ULSTER. Medb
announced that she had married Ailill for his
generosity, bravery, and lack of jealousy; Ailill
showed the latter by ignoring Medb’s flagrant
affair with the well-endowed FERGUS. Ailill
claimed the right to rule Connacht because
his mother Mita—after whom he is called
mac (“son of”) Mdta—was the province’s
queen, although in some stories he was a mere
man-at-arms raised to consort status by
Medb’s desire; in either case, his claim to
power comes through relationship to a
woman. In addition to the Tdin bd Cuailnge,
Ailill also appears in the Tdin bo Fraéch, the
Cattle Raid of Fraéch, in which he set obstacles
in the way of the hero FRAECH who wished to
wed FINNABAIR, Ailill and Medb’s daughter.

Ailill also makes a significant appearance in
Echtra Nerai, the Adventure of NERA, for it was at
Ailill’s  instigation that the hero NERA
descended into the OTHERWORLD on SAMHAIN,
the day when the veils between worlds were

Ailbe

thinnest. Despite his forbearance about her
many lovers, Medb did not return the favor;
Ailill met his death when she found him
unfaithful and convinced the hero CONALL
CERNACH to kill him. That Ailill was not with-
out fault is emphasized by the derogatory ref-
erence in the SENCHAS MOR, a compilation of
ancient legal texts, which censures him for
“sudden judgements,” apparently meaning
hasty and ill-conceived opinions.

e Ailill, a MILESIAN king of LEINSTER and father
of the romantic heroine ETAIN. When the god
of beauty, AONGHUS Og, asked for Etain’s
hand for his foster-father, the FAIRY king
MIDIR, Ailill exploited the situation by
demanding the clearing of 12 vast agricultural
plains—a task that the sturdy DAGDA,
Aonghus’s father, performed. Not yet satis-
fied, Ailill demanded that 12 rivers be created
to irrigate the new fields; again the Dagda
complied. Then Ailill asked for his daughter’s
weight in silver and again in gold, and once
again the Dagda did as asked. And so finally
Ailill agreed to grant Midir permission to
court his daughter, setting in motion events
that affected Etain for several lifetimes. The
name Ailill also appears later in Etain’s story,
the result either of poetic doubling or of the
derivation of both figures from a lost original.

* Ailill Anglonnach (Anguba), who seduced
Etain, queen of TARA, wife of his brother
EOCHAID Airem. Ailill feigned illness to attract
Etain. Not wishing to betray her marriage bed
but convinced that only making love to him
would save Ailill’s life, Etain agreed to meet
him on a nearby hill. A man looking exactly
like Ailill approached, and she made love with
him—but the man was, in fact, her FAIRY hus-
band from a former lifetime, MIDIR, who thus
spared her honor. )

e Ailill Olom (Ailill Aulomm, Ailill Olom),
mythological king of ancient MUNSTER and
ancestor of that province’s historical Edganacht
dynasty. He was said to have lived for nearly a
century as the mate of the land goddess AINE,
but alternative stories say that he raped her on



Aillén

the feast of SAMHAIN and that, in defending
herself, she ripped off his ear—hence his nick-
name, “bare-eared Ailill.” Ailill was foster
father of the hero LUGAIDH mac Conn, who
despite that relationship turned against Ailill
and his ally ART MAC CUINN. After defeating
them at the battle of MAG MUCRAMHAN,
Lugaidh gave Tara’s kingship to Art’s son, COR-
MAC MAC AIRT, and traveled south to make
amends to Ailill. But the Munster king, unwill-
ing to accept Lugaidh’s apology, poisoned his
son with his breath.

e Ailill of Aran, father of two wives of king LIR:
AEB, who gave birth to his children, including
the heroic FIONNAULA; and the envious AIFE,
who bewitched the children into swans,
according to the story of the CHILDREN OF
LIR, one of the THREE SORROWS OF IRELAND.

¢ Ailill Aine, mythological ancestral father of the
historical Lagin people of ancient LEINSTER.

Sources: Evans-Wentz, W. Y. The Fairy-Fuith in Celtic
Countries. Gerrards Cross: Colin  Smythe
Humanities Press, 1911, pp. 288-289; Gantz,
Jeftrey, ed. and trans. Early Irish Myths and Sagas.
New York: Penguin Books, 1984, pp. 37 ft, 113 ff;
Green, Miranda. Celtic Goddesses: Warriors,
Virgins and Motbers. London: British Museum
Press, 1995, p. 122; Green, Miranda. The Gods of
the Celts. Gloucester: Alan Sutton, 1986, p. 15;
Hull, Eleanor. The Cuchullin Saga in Irish
Literature. London: David Nutt, 1898, pp. 111 ff;
Joyce, P. W. Ancient Celtic Romances. London:
Parkgate Books, 1997, p. 3; Kiernan, Thomas J.
The White Hound on the Mountain and Other Irish
Folk Tales. New York: Devin-Adair, 1962, pp.
129-152; Markale, Jean. Women of the Cels.
Rochester, Vt.: Inner Traditions, 1986; Squire,
Charles. Mythology of the Celtic People. London:
Bracken Books, 1996, pp. 147 ff; Kinsella,
Thomas, trans. The Tain. Dublin: The Dolmen
Press, 1969, pp. 52 ff.

Ailinn (Aillinn, Aillin) Irish heroine. One of

Ireland’s greatest romances revolves around this

princess of the southeastern PROVINCE of LEIN-
STER and her lover Baile Binnbhéarlach (“sweet-
spoken Baile”), prince of ULSTER in the north-
east. As each traveled separately to a trysting
place midway between their realms, a maleficent
FAIRY told the prince—falsely—that his lover was
dead, whereupon he died of grief at Baile’s
Strand, a seashore near today’s Dundalk; the
spiteful sprite then carried the same story (sadly
true this time) to Ailinn, who also fell down dead
of grief. From their adjacent graves grew two
entwined trees: a yew from his, an apple from
hers. Seven years later, poets cut down the trees
and carved them into magical tablets, engraving
all of Ulster’s tragic love songs on the yew, while
those of Leinster were recorded on the apple-
wood; thus their provinces were joined as closely
as the lovers had once been. When the king of
TARA, CORMAC MAC AIRT, held the two tablets
near each other, they clapped together and could
never again be separated. A variant holds that
Ailinn was abducted and raped, dying of shame
over her treatment; an apple tree grew from her
grave, while nearby a yew ascended from the
grave of her beloved pet DOG Baile.

Sources: Condren, Mary. The Serpent and the
Goddess: Women, Religion and Power in Ancient
Ireland. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989, p.
66; Hull, Eleanor. The Cuchullin Saga in Irish
Literature. London: David Nutt, 1898, p. xxx.

Aillén (Ellen, Aillene) Irish hero, heroine, or
spirit. A number of legendary Irish figures bear
this name, which is related to words for “sprite”
and “monster.” Several are sufficiently similar
that they may be the same or derivatives of the
same original.

¢ Aillén mac Midgna (Midna, Midhna) The
most famous Aillén, he was called “the
burner.” This destructive musician of the
magical tribe called the TUATHA DE DANANN
burned down the great halls of TARA for 23
consecutive years, each time lulling its
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defenders to sleep with FAIRY MUSIC so raptur-
ously soporific that no one could resist. After
each year’s success, Aillén crept back to his
FAIRY MOUND at Finnachaid (the tragic king
LIR was sometimes said to live there as well);
each year after his departure, Tara was rebuilt.
Finally the hero FIONN MAC CUMHAILL killed
Aillén, using a poisoned spear whose fumes
were so noxious that no one could sleep after
breathing them, not even those lulled by
Aillén’s magical music.

* Aillén Trechenn (Trechend) “Triple-headed
Aillen” regularly attacked Ireland’s great capi-
tal TARA, as well as the regional capital of
EMAIN MACHA in ULSTER; described as some-
times male, sometimes female, this fiend lived
in the cave called OWEYNAGAT at the CON-
NACHT capital of CRUACHAN. The poet AMAIR-
GIN finally dispatched the monster and freed
Tara from its stranglehold. As Oweynagat’s
usual resident is the MORRIGAN, this figure
may be associated with her. The distinction
between this murderous monster and Aillén
mac Midgna is difficult to discern.

¢ Aillén, brother of AINE, goddess of FAIRY
QUEEN of MUNSTER, he fell in love with the
wife of the sea god MANANNAN MAC LIR.

Source: Briggs, Katherine M. An Encyclopedia of
Fairies: Hobgoblins, Brownies, Bogies, and Other
Supernatural Creatures. New York: Pantheon
Books, 1976, p. 3.

Aill na Mireann See STONE OF DIVISIONS.

Ailna Irish heroine. When the bold warriors
of the FIANNA killed her husband Mergah, this
woman set out to gain vengeance. Transforming
herself into a deer (see SHAPE-SHIFTING), she led
the Fianna leader FIONN MAC CUMHAILL and his
musician pal DAIRE on a desperate chase until
they were exhausted. Then she surrounded them
with a DRUID’S FOG so that they could not find
their way home. When the Fianna heard Ddire’s
music and attempted a rescue, they too got lost

Aill na Mireann

in the thick fog. Wandering, Fionn and Ddire
met another lost traveler, Glanlua, who asked
them for aid. Then FAIRY MUSIC arose from
within the fog, and all fell asleep.

When the fog cleared, Fionn found himself on
the shores of a lake, from which there arose a
GIANT and a beautiful woman: Ailna and her
brother, DRYANTORE, demanding recompense for
the murder of Mergah in battle and for the deaths
of his nephews, Dryantore’s sons, as well. The
pair imprisoned the heroes in a dungeon, but
Glanlua became Ailna’s companion and from her
learned of a magical drinking horn that would
restore health and strength. When the Fianna
were finally able to locate Fionn, the wily Conan
slipped the vessel to Fionn so that, strengthened,
he was able to break his bonds and escape.

Source: Joyce, P. W. Ancient Celtic Romances.
London: Parkgate Books, 1997, pp. 362 ff.

Aimend Irish goddess. This obscure goddess
appears to have been an early solar divinity.

Aine (Enya) Irish goddess, heroine or spirit.
Irish legend offers several figures of this name,
which means “brightness” or “splendor.”
Historical figures of this name tend to be male
and are connected with the Limerick/north
Kerry area of the southwestern province of
MUNSTER; mythological figures are female and
are typically connected to the same area,
although the name is found as far away as
ULSTER. The most prominent Aines of myth
may be ultimately the same or may derive from
the same original.

e Aine of KNOCKAINY [Cnoc Ainel, usually
described as a FAIRY QUEEN although she is
probably a diminished goddess, who inhabits
a hill near storied LOUGH GUR in east Co.
Limerick. Several scholars connect her with
ANU (DANU), the great goddess of MUNSTER
who gave her name to the TUATHA DE
DANANN, the tribe of the goddess Danu.
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Aine

There are indications that she was a SUN god-
dess, for she was connected with solar wells
like Tobar Aine near Lissan in Ulster as well
as being linked with the sun goddess GRIAN,
her sister; but at other times she is described
as related to FINNEN, “white,” an obscure god-
dess of the Lough Gur region. As sun god-
dess, Aine could assume the form of an
unbeatable HORSE, Lair Derg (“red mare”).

Aine’s special feast was held on either MID-
SUMMER night, the summer solstice on June 21,
or on LUGHNASA, the Celtic feast on August 1.
At that time, straw torches were waved over
animals that were then driven up the slopes of
Knockainy to solicit Aine’s protection. She is
sometimes called Aine Chlair, either from the
connection with the “cliars” or torches used in
such ceremonies, or from Cliu/Cliach, the
ancient name for the territory. “The best-
hearted woman that ever lived,” as she was
locally called, was reported to have been seen
on the slopes of her mountain even into recent
times, offering help to those in need.

The long list of Aine’s lovers includes both
gods and mortals. Among the former was the
sea god MANANNAN MAC LIR. Aine’s brother
AILLEN fell in love with Mananndn’s wife, and
Mananndn with Aine, so Manannin gave his
wife to Aillén in exchange for the charms of
Aine. (A variant has Aine as daughter rather
than lover to Mananndn.) Although a lustful
goddess, she also has a matronly aspect, for
her “birth chair” (see SUIDEACHAN) can be
seen on the mountain Knockadoon.

Aine was the lover of Maurice (Muiris), the
human Earl of Desmond, who stole her cloak
in order to capture her (see SWAN MAIDEN);
once captured, she bore him a son, GEROID
IARLA or Gerald the waterbird. Warned
against showing any surprise at their magical
son’s behavior, Maurice remained composed
at all times—until Geré6id was fully grown and
showed himself able to shrink almost into
invisibility at will. When his father called out
in astonishment, Geréid disappeared; he is
said to live still in Lough Gur and to ride
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around it every seven years on a white horse.
The descendants of Aine’s son—the
Geraldines or Fitzgeralds—long claimed sov-
ereignty in western Munster through this
descent from the goddess of the land.

Aine did not always go willingly to
prospective lovers; she was responsible for the
death of the hero ETAR, who expired of a bro-
ken heart when she rejected him. She was also
said to have resisted AILILL Olom, who took
her against her will and whose ear she ripped
off in her unsuccessful fight against him; the
child of the rape was Edgan, a story that some
scholars describe as an invention of his descen-
dants, the Eéganacht rulers, to affirm control
of the lands under Aine’s SOVEREIGNTY.

Some legends connect Aine with madness,
for those who sat on her stone chair went
mad, and if they sat there three times, they
would never recover their wits. Those who
were already mad, however, could regain their
sanity through the same process.

¢ Aine of Donegal, from the parish of Teelin in

the townland of Cruachlann, near another
mountain called Cnoc Aine; there Aine was
said to have been a human woman who disap-
peared into the mountain to escape a savage
father. She now spends her time spinning sun-
beams, this story says, suggesting that the
folkloric figure disguises an ancient SUN god-
dess. A folk verse from the area has Aine
telling discontented wives how to weaken
their husbands with “corn warm from the kiln
and sheep’s milk on the boil.”

e Aine of the FENIAN CYCLE, daughter of either

the fairy king CUILENN or a Scottish king, was
the lover of FIONN MAC CUMHAIL, by whom
she had two sons. Aine and her sister MILUCRA
fought for Fionn’s affections; Milucra turned
him into a graybearded ancient who would be
uncompelled by lust, but Aine restored him to
youth with a magical drink. Fionn, however,
married neither of the sisters.

Sources: Dames, Michael. Mythic Ireland. London:

Thames and Hudson, 1992, pp. 62-67; Gregory,
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Lady Augusta. Gods and Fighting Men: The Story
of the Tiatha De Danaan and of the Fianna of
Ireland. New York: Oxford University Press,
1970, p. 86; Joyce, P. W. Ancient Celtic Romances.
London: Parkgate Books, 1997, pp. 351 ff; O
hEochaidh, Séan. Fairy Legends of Donegal.
Translated by Midire MacNeill. Dublin:
Combhairle Bhéaloideas Eireann, 1977, p- 39
O’Rahilly, Thomas. Early Irish History and
Mpythology. Dublin: The Dublin Institute for
Advanced Studies, 1946, pp. 286 ff; Straffon,
Cheryl. The Earth Goddess: Celtic and Pagan Legacy
of the Landscape. London: Blandford, 1997, p. 36.

Ainge Irish goddess. This daughter of the
DAGDA magically defended against the theft of
the logs she was gathering by transforming them
into living trees. She owned a tub or CAULDRON
in which water would ebb and flow as though it
were the tide.

Airech Irish hero. The foster son of the great
BARD of the MILESIANS, AMAIRGIN, Airech plays
little part in Irish mythology except as the man
who steered the ship of the mysterious DONN. As
Donn is sometimes interpreted as ruler of death,
Airech may be the steersman of the death barge.

Airmid (Airmed, Airmedh) Irish goddess. A
member of the TUATHA DE DANANN, the tribe of
the goddess DANU, Airmid was an herbalist,
daughter of the divine physician DIAN CECHT.
With her beloved brother MIACH, Airmid healed
the wounded hand of king NUADA so that he
could continue to reign, for a BLEMISHED KING
could not lead the people. Her father had already
tried, but Dian Cécht was only able to craft a
hand of silver, while his children made a far supe-
rior replacement: They made flesh grow around
their father’s prosthesis, creating a lifelike limb.
Furious with envy, Dian Cécht killed Miach. As
Airmid tended the flowers on her brother’ grave,
she observed hundreds of healing plants among
them, and she sat down to classify the herbs, fail-
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ing to notice her father creeping up on her. He
allowed Airmid to finish her task, then scattered
all the herbs. Airmid’s order has never been
restored, and the ancient Irish said that the loss
of her medical knowledge greatly increased the
pain that humans must endure.

aisling (ashling, aislinge) Irish literary form.
A traditional form of Irish poetry, this word
means “vision” or “dream.” The most famous
such poem is the Aislinge Oenguso, or The Vision
of AONGHUS, which tells of the love of that god
for a SWAN MAIDEN named CAER; another
renowned poem in the genre is the Aislinge Meic
Con Glinne or The Vision of MAC CONGLINNE, a
satirical poem about a wise scholar who travels
around an Ireland burdened by the corruption of
its clergy and poets. Many later (17th—19th cen-
tury) aislings were patriotic poems that
described the poet encountering the goddess of
SOVEREIGNTY, now betrayed and alone, walking
the roads of Ireland searching for a hero.
See DREAMS, SPEIR-BHEAN.

Aithirne (Aitherne, Athairne) Irish hero. A
poet who appears in a number of medieval texts,
Airthirne “the Importunate” represents a
degraded form of the magical BARD of ancient
times. He lived by taking advantage of the Irish
custom that it was wrong to refuse the request of
a poet. He was so greedy that even before birth
his iz wutero noises caused ale barrels to burst;
later he used his poetic gift to satirize anyone—
or anything, for he even satirized a river—that
did not give him food. It was because of Aithirne
that a bridge of bundled saplings was built over
the River Liffey where the city of Dublin now
lies (in Irish, the city is Baile Atha Cliath, the
town on the wicker ford); when he wanted to
drive some stolen sheep across the river, the men
of the region, frightened of his merciless reputa-
tion, built the bridge for him. He then repaid
them—by stealing their wives.

Aithirne traveled to the FAIRY MOUND of BRI
LEITH to steal the HERONS of inhospitality,
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which he intended to install in his own house, in
direct defiance of the requirement that house-
holders be generous and hospitable. His greed
extended to the sexual realm; he demanded to
sleep with one queen immediately after she gave
birth. Finally he went too far, demanding access
to the bed of Luaine, the bride of ULSTER’ king
CONCOBAR MAC NESSA. When she refused,
Aithirne composed a satire that caused her to
break out in blisters so virulent that they killed
her. In retaliation, the Ulster warriors set fire to
Aithirne’s house, and the greedy poet was
devoured by greedy flames.

Sources: Dames, Michael. Mythic Ireland. London:
Thames and Hudson, 1992, p. 138; Hull,
Eleanor. The Cuchullin Saga in Irish Literature.
London: David Nutt, 1898, pp. 87 ff; Kennedy,
Patrick. Legendary Fictions of the Irish Celts. New
York: Benjamin Blom, 1969, p. 311.

Alain See FISHER KING.

Alator British warrior or healing god. His
name, which appears to mean “he who rears and
nourishes his people,” is found in several British
sites, and versions of it appear in Ireland as well.
Alator was associated by the Romans with MARS,
which suggests that he ruled war or healing.

Alauna Continental Celtic goddess. Alauna
was a river divinity found in Brittany (in the river
Alaunus) and in Wales (in the river Alun in
Pembrokeshire), and possibly in England’s Alun,
a tributary of the Dee, from which fish reputedly
came ashore to stare at human men and to wink
suggestively at women.

Albinal (Albu, Alba) British goddess.
According to the Roman author Pliny, this was
the name of the chief goddess of the island of
Britain, sometimes called Albion after her;
some authors refer to her as Alba, although that
name is also used to refer to Scotland. The
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early medieval British historian Holinshed
mentioned a figure of this name, a princess who
landed on the British shore in ships with 50
fugitive women who had killed their husbands;
a parallel figure in Irish mythology, CESAIR,
similarly landed with boatloads of women,
although in that case several men were permit-
ted aboard. Albina’s name may mean “white,”
suggesting a connection to the chalky soil of
southeast Britain, although others have derived
the word from an ancient term for “height” (as
in “Alps”).

Albion British hero. According to the
medieval writer Geoffrey of Monmouth, there
was once a giant of this name whose father was a
sea god. The name has been seen as cognate
with that of the continental Celtic god ALBIORIX.

Albiorix Continental Celtic god. This name
may mean “king of the world” and is found in
several inscriptions from Gaul; the Romans iden-
tified this deity with their own god of war, MARS.

alder Celtic sacred tree. On slender, graceful
branches, the alder (genus Alnus) carries tiny
cones and dangling catkins at the same time;
perhaps it was this evidence of the simultaneity
of seasons past with those to come that led the
Celts to connect alder with DIVINATION and
prognostication, a connection that lasted into
the early modern period in Scotland. When cut,
the wood turns from white to red as though
bleeding, which may have suggested that the
trees sustain a humanlike spirit; in ancient times,
the felling of alder trees was forbidden as a kind
of murder. The sacredness of alders is empha-
sized in tales that the FAIRY folk used it to cover
their theft of cattle from humans, leaving
enchanted boughs of alder in place of the cattle
they spirited away. In Wales the alder was asso-
ciated with the hero BRAN, THE BLESSED for the
poet GWYDION was able to ascertain Bran’s iden-
tity because of the alder branch he carried.
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ale (dergfblaith) Ritual object. This hearty
drink of hops and malt—a favorite of the ancient
Irish, who also fermented honey into mead—
had a ritual significance as the symbol of the
goddess of SOVEREIGNTY, who offered a cup of
dergfhlaith (“red ale”) to the new king at his inau-
guration. The legendary but little-known
PARTHOLONIANS were said to have brought the
beverage to Ireland, but it was a later mytholog-
ical race, the TUATHA DE DANANN, who refined
the art of brewing until the ale of their SMITH
and brewer GOIBNIU was strong enough to
endow the drinker with immortality. Irish epics
such as The Drunkenness of the Ulstermen and the
Adventure of Nera connect ale with the festival of
SAMHAIN, when the boundaries between this
world and the OTHERWORLD were blurred.
Archaeology has revealed ancient brewing caul-
drons but no indication of storage vessels; thus
drinking may have been a seasonal event in
ancient Ireland.

Aleine Arthurian heroine. A minor figure in
legends of king ARTHUR, Aleine was the niece of
GAWAIN and lover of PERCIVAL.

Alend Irish goddess. The great ancient capital
of the eastern Irish province of LEINSTER, Almu,
was named for this otherwise obscure goddess or
heroine, who was described as royal and heroic,
but with little narrative to reveal why. The hill
where the capital once stood is now known as
the Hill of Allen, in Co. Kildare; this goddess
also gave her name to the BOG OF ALLEN.

Source: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Part II. Vol. IX. Royal Irish Academy, Todd
Lecture Series. Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co.,
Ltd., 1906-1924, pp. 81 ff.

Alfasem Arthurian hero. One of the BLEM-
ISHED KINGS of Arthurian legend, he attempted
to gaze at the GRAIL before his soul was pure
enough for him to do so. As a result he was
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stricken in his reproductive organs and remained
wounded until the Grail quest was completed.

Alice la Beale Pilgrim Arthurian heroine. A
minor character of Arthurian legend, Alice kept
her face always veiled; she was a cousin of the
fair knight LANCELOT and the lover of
ALISANDER LE ORPHELIN.

Alisander le Orphelin (Alixandre ’Orphelin)
Arthurian hero. This minor figure in Arthurian
legend was held prisoner by MORGAN, who
appears in this story as a FAIRY QUEEN who
unsuccessfully attempted to seduce the pure
knight. The same story is told of LANCELOT,
leading some to believe they are the same or par-
allel figures.

Alisanos (Alisanus) Continental Celtic god.
An obscure Gaulish god whose name may have
been given to the important settlement of Alesia,
variously believed to mean stone, alder, or rowan.

All Saints’ Day See SAMHAIN.

Almu TIrish goddess. Almu was honored in the
eastern PROVINCE of Ireland, LEINSTER, on the
Hill of Allen—once the sacred capital of the
province from which the regional kings reigned.
Surrounded by the immense BOG OF ALLEN, the
hill was personified as Almu, “all-white,” a term
also used to describe the royal citadel on the hill’s
crest. An invisible entrance to the OTHERWORLD
was reputed to exist on the hill, and the
Otherworldly king NUADA was described as its
original possessor, until the hero FIONN MAC
CUMHAILL won it from him by strength of arms.
The hill was often named as the birthplace of
Fionn, whose “chair”—a small mound—was atop
its summit. Almu has been frequently confused
with Dun Ailinne or KNOCKAULIN, near Kilcullen,
the former residence of the kings of Leinster.

Sources: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Part II. Vol. IX. Royal Irish Academy, Todd
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Lecture Series. Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and
Co., Ltd., 1906-1924, pp. 78 ff; O’Rahilly,
Thomas. Early Irish History and Mythology.
Dublin: The Dublin Institute for Advanced
Studies, 1946, p. 280.

alp-luachra Irish folkloric figure. A water
sprite who could be accidentally swallowed, the
alp-luachra was no end of trouble, causing stom-
ach ailments until it was lured back out of the
mouth. Some contended that the problems arose
when a person accidentally swallowed a newt, a
small amphibian that turned into an alp-luachra
within the body. To get rid of one, the sufferer
had to eat salty food without washing it down
with liquids, then sleep next to a stream; dying of
thirst, the alp-luachra leapt from the afflicted
one’s mouth and into the water.

Source: Hyde, Douglas. Beside the Fire: A Collection
of Irish Gaelic Folk Stories. London: David Nutt,
1890, p. 47.

altar Celtic ritual object. Although a number
of stone altars engraved with dedications to
Celtic divinities have been found in Britain and
on the Continent, such altars represented Roman
rather than Celtic custom. Several authors,
including the Roman Cicero and the Irish
Cormac, speak of Celtic altars used for sacrifice,
but these seem to have been rather different than
the stone imitations of dining tables that arrived
in Celtic lands with the Roman legions. In keep-
ing with Celtc custom of worshiping out of
doors rather than inside a building, the original
altars of the Celts were probably unshaped boul-
ders or piles of large rock. See SACRIFICE.

Source: MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the
Ancient Celts. London: Constable, 1911, p. 283.

Amadin (Amadiin, Amaddin Mhéir) Irish
hero or spirit. Just as every FAIRY MOUND had its
queen, so also did it have a fool, the Amadin,
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who served the queen loyally, even blindly,
unaware of the difficulties he caused. It was the
Amaddn who could cause a stroke by the mere
touch of his hand over human flesh (see FAIRY
STROKE). While some describe the Amadin as
malicious—and certainly his behavior caused
difficulties for his victims—he is more often
depicted as too dim-witted to understand the
(sometimes dire) consequences he wrought.

The fool also appears in oral folklore and in
written texts as a hapless human simpleton, as in
the story of “Shawn an Omadawn,” recorded by
several early collectors, wherein a somewhat stu-
pid boy winds up outwitting his more intelligent
siblings or companions. In a tale from the FEN-
IAN CYCLE called the Adventure of the Great
Amadin (Eachtra an Amaddin Mbhbdir), the fool
was really the son of a king, dispossessed of his
lands by invasion. Hiding in the wildwood, he
grew into a hairy giant who, despite his unat-
tractive features, married into the usurping fam-
ily, only to kill his in-laws in retribution for their
crimes. After many adventures and battles, the
Amaddn was restored to his own family and went
forth to battle other giants.

Sources: Curtin, Jeremiah. Hero-Tales of Ireland.
New York: Benjamin Blom, 1894, p. 140; Hyde,
Douglas. Beside the Fire: A Collection of Irish
Gaelic Folk Stories. London: David Nutt, 1890,

p- xi.

Amaethon (Amatheon) Welsh god. Amaethon’s
name means “ploughman,” suggesting that he
was a spirit of earthly FERTILITY. Despite his
name, he was associated with wild animals such
as the DEER, and thus seems connected not
strictly with agriculture but with fruitfulness of
all kinds. In the Welsh TRIADS, Amaethon owned
a DOG, a deer, and a lapwing that he stole from
the king of ANNWN, the OTHERWORLD, suggest-
ing that the source of this world’s abundance
rests in the mysterious realm beyond. This rela-
tively obscure god was one of the children of the
mother goddess DON.
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Amairgin (Amargen, Amhairghin, Amairgin,
Amairgein, Amorgin) Irish hero. This name,
which means “wondrously born” or “song-con-
ception” is borne by two legendary poets:

* Amairgin, son of Mil and the first great poet
of Ireland, was reputed to have lived in the
sixth century C.E. When the TUATHA DE
DANANN, who then had control of Ireland,
blew up a magical storm to keep the invading
MILESIANS from landing, Amairgin’s magical
words calmed the storm and allowed his peo-
ple to land, with Amairgin himself becoming
the first of his race to set foot on Irish soil. As
he did so, he recited his most famous poem,
the “Song of Amairgin,” in which he describes
himself SHAPE-SHIFTING into a SALMON, a
sunbeam, a flower, a spear; similar poems
ascribed to the Irish poet TUAN MAC CAIRILL
and to the Welsh bard TALIESIN show the con-
nection in the Celtic mind between magical
transformation and poetry. As the Milesians
traveled through Ireland, they encountered
three goddesses of the land, each of whom
demanded that they name the island after her
(see FODLA and BANBA); it was Amairgin’s deci-
sion to call it after ERIU. As chief poet of the
Milesians, Amairgin was simultaneously judge
and seer, so his decision was unchangeable.

* Amairgin of Ulster, whose wife Findch6em
was the sister of king CONCOBAR MAC NESSA;
this Amairgin saved TARA by killing the mon-
ster AILLEN TRECHENN who raided the capital
at destructive intervals. He fostered the hero
CUCHULAINN, who thus became foster-
brother to Amairgin’s own son, CONALL CER-
NACH. Amairgin was once visited by the bitter
poet AITHIRNE, but Amairgin’s words were too
slippery to provide Aithirne a foothold for sat-
irizing him. Amairgin was a warrior as well as
a poet; in the epic TAIN BO CUAILNGE,
Amairgin was so powerful that the dead piled
up around him.

Sources: Hull, Eleanor. The Cuchullin Saga in Irish
Literature. London: David Nutt, 1898, pp. 111 ff;
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O hOgain, Daithi. Myth, Legend and Romance:
An Encyclopedia of the Irish Folk Tradition. New
York: Prentice-Hall Press, 1991, pp. 25-26.

Amangons Arthurian hero. This evil king set
the quest for the GRAIL in motion when he and
his warriors raped the maidens who protected
the sacred WELLS deep in Britain’s forests.

Amr (Anir) Arthurian hero. This obscure fig-
ure was said to have been the son of king
ARTHUR and slain accidentally by him. His grave
in Wales cannot be measured (see COUNTLESS
STONES), since it continually gives a new meas-
urement to those who try.

amulet Ritual object. Some people distin-
guish a TALISMAN, an object worn or carried to
bring good luck, from an amulet, typically an
object of warding power, used for protection
against some force or entity. The distinction is
not always observed, however, so that we read of
amulets dedicated to certain gods but intended
to attract rather than to keep their powers at bay.
Celtic peoples wore amulets of various sorts.
Some were made of precious metal such as gold
and embossed with the symbol of a divinity: A
wheel for the solar deity, for instance, was com-
mon. Other amulets included coral, which was
worn as both a decorative jewel and, as Pliny
attests, an amulet of protection. Amber and
quartz were graven into balls, and tiny animal
figures (boars, horses, bulls) were shaped from
stone or bone, both to be worn on thongs
around the neck. In Scotland nuts were hung
around the necks of children as amulets against
the evil EYE. For the most famous Celtic amulet,
see SERPENT STONE.

Ana Life (Ana Liffey) Irish heroine. James
Joyce called her “Anna Livia Plurabelle” in his
great modernist novel Finnegans Wake; she is
invoked in the invented word that begins the
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book, “riverrun,” and is implied in its ending,
which circles back to the beginning like water
from the River Liffey running to the sea and then
returning to the source through rain. Although
Anna Livia Plurabelle is Joyce’s invention, there
is precedent for personifying the river in this way,
for Ana Life is the name given to the only female
visage among the sculpted river divinities on
Dublin’s bridges, apparently joining the early
Irish land-goddess name ANU with the Irish name
of the river, Life. Despite being a sculptural
invention, Ana Life is the most mythically accu-
rate of the bridge sculptures, for Irish rivers are
almost invariably goddesses rather than gods; the
correct name of the goddess of the Liffey is LIFE.
In his flowing and abundant archetypal feminine
figure, Joyce similarly reflected ancient Celtic
beliefs. The Liffey is an especially archetypal
river, rising from the BOG OF ALLEN (not in the
Devil’s Glen in Wicklow, as Joyce says) and flow-
ing south, west, north, and finally east, forming a

great “c” shape before disgorging itself in the sea.

Ancamna Continental Celtic  goddess.
Consort of MARS (a Roman name given to Celtic
war gods; not her mate’s original name),
Ancamna appears to have been a maternal god-
dess of prosperity and HEALING.

ancestors To the Celts, ancestral spirits
always remained close to their families, often
still cohabiting their dwelling places by remain-
ing around the hearth. Generally these spirits
were seen to be neutral or even protective,
though in need of regular attention to keep their
energies positive. Ancestor-honoring may have
been ancestor-worship in early Celtic society,
where goddesses and gods were addressed as
“mother” and “father” of the tribe; in Christian
times, veneration for a family’s special saint may
be a vestigial form of such devotion.

In Brittany and other parts of France, it was
common to water graves with milk, as though
the dead needed its nourishment. In Ireland the
dead were said to come back and visit—have a

17

drink, smoke a pipe, sit by the fire in their usual
chair—on SAMHAIN, the day when the veils
between this world and the OTHERWORLD grew
thinnest. Food and tobacco were often left out
for them. Implicit in such rituals is the idea that,
if unattended to, the dead may grow angry and
cause disruptions in the earthly world.

Sources: MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the
Ancient Celts. London: Constable, 1911, p. 170;
Ross, Anne, and Michael Cyprien. A Traveller’s
Guide to Celtic Britain. Harrisburg, Pa.:
Historical Times, 1985, p. 67.

Andarta Continental Celtic goddess. Goddess
of a continental Celtic tribe, the Voconces,
Andarta’s name is similar to that of the war
goddess ANDRASTE, which has given rise to an
identification of the two; she has also been
interpreted as a goddess of wildlife because the
second syllable of her name, ast, is found in
the names of many Celtic BEAR divinities.

Andraste British goddess. Andraste, whose
name means “invincibility,” was invoked in a
sacred grove by the warrior queen BOUDICCA of
the British tribe, the Iceni, before she led her
troops into battle against the Roman invaders. In
her ritual to Andraste, Boudicca released a HARE,
found in Ireland as an occasional symbol of the
warrior queen MEDB; although at first the hare
seems a timid beast for a war divinity, it can grow
fierce when threatened and is thus an appropri-
ate image of defense. Boudicca came near to suc-
ceeding in her quest to drive the Romans from
her land, but when the tides of war turned
against her, she committed suicide rather than
submit to the ignominies the Romans heaped
upon their conquered enemies.

Andred Arthurian hero. This cousin of the
romantic hero TRISTAN served as a spy for king
MARK, husband of Tristan’s lover ISEULT. Some
texts claim that he murdered Tristan to curry
favor with the king.



18

Anfortas See FISHER KING.

Angharad (Angharad Law Eurawc, Angharad
of the Golden Hand) Arthurian heroine. The
knight PEREDUR courted this otherwise obscure
maiden, who may have originated as a goddess of
the land’s SOVEREIGNTY.

Anglesey (Mona) British and Welsh sacred
site. Location of Druidic college. According to
the Roman historian Tacitus, this island off
Wales was the site of a DRUID sanctuary
destroyed in a fierce attack by Roman soldiers in
ca. 59-64 C.E. Celtic women or priestesses,
robed in black, screamed like the RAVEN-goddess
MORRIGAN as their fellow priests fought fiercely
against the invaders. As the Romans had ruth-
lessly cut down the NEMETONS or sacred groves
of other Celtic peoples and massacred the clergy,
the druids of Anglesey knew what fate held in
store for them and their honored trees. And
indeed, the druids were killed in battle or exe-
cuted, and the great forests burned. But evidence
of the wealth and glory of Anglesey survived.
The BOGS and lakes of Anglesey have yielded up
great troves of goods in Celtic design, suggest-
ing that the Druids hid them during or before
the invasion.

The island may have been sacred to pre-
Celtic people, as attested by an ancient CAIRN
atop the hill of Bryn-Celli-Dhu. Celts typically
absorbed the holy sites of their predecessors, so
Anglesey would be typical. The destruction of
Anglesey has been depicted in several works of
contemporary fantasy, most notably Diana
Paxon’s Arthurian trilogy.

Source: Straffon, Cheryl. The Earth Goddess: Celtic
and Pagan Legacy of the Landscape. London:
Blandford, 1997, pp. 16, 169.

Angwish (Anwisance) Arthurian hero. A king
of Ireland and father of the fair ISEULT around
whom one of the greatest Arthurian romances
centers, Angwish was the enemy of king ARTHUR

Anfortas

but later became his ally. His brother, the fierce
MORHOLT, caused the battle that brought the
fated lover TRISTAN to Angwish’s court, where he
first laid infatuated eyes on Iseult.

animal divination See BULL-SLEEP.

animals In both Continental and insular
Celtic mythology, divinities are pictured or
described as accompanied by animals and birds:
NEHALENNIA and CUCHULAINN with the DOG,
SEQUANA with the DUCK, CERNUNNOS with the
STAG, MOCCUS with the PIG, and EPONA with
the HORSE. Such animals are often interpreted as
the servants of the divinity, but it is more appro-
priate to describe them as the god or goddess in
shape-shifted form. In some cases, as with the
CAILLEACH, who is said to appear in the form of
a HARE, or OISIN, whose mother gave birth to
him while in the shape of a deer, such SHAPE-
SHIFTING is part of the figure’s mythology; more
often, as in Gaul, where Romanization left
names and figures but no myths, we lack narra-
tive descriptions of the relationship between ani-
mal and divinity.

It was not only gods who could shape-shift
into animals; poets were thought to have the
ability, as were WITCHES. Several legendary
poets, including AMAIRGIN and TUAN MAC CAIR-
ILL, describe themselves as having lived many
times in different forms, including those of ani-
mals; this can be viewed as evidence either of
shape-shifting or of transmigration of souls.
This connection of magical transformation with
the art of poetry is typical of insular Celtic soci-
ety and may have extended as well to the
Continent.

The folkloric belief in witches’ ability to take
on animal form, however, is not clearly Celtic
and may as well derive from pre- or post-Celtic
beliefs. Like the haggish Cailleach, human
witches were thought to disguise themselves as
hares in order to be about their nefarious deeds;
if a suspected witch were found with a bad wound
in her thigh the morning after a night-roving
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hare was shot in its back leg, it was clear to all
that the hare had been the shape-shifted witch.

According to classical writers, animals were
offered as SACRIFICE in early Celtic rituals. The
most famous description of such sacrifice comes
from Julius Caesar, who claimed that annually the
Celts of Gaul burned animals caged with human
captives alive; there is, however, substantial doubt
that Caesar—who was in the business of conquer-
ing the Celts abroad and may have yielded to the
temptation to paint them as savages at home—
was correct in this description. However, there is
evidence of the sacrifice of the BULL, a sacred ani-
mal; such sacrificed animals were doubtless eaten,
so the distinction between a sacrifice and a feast is
sometimes difficult to discern.

The eating of some animals was generally
forbidden. Caesar said that the Britons would
not kill nor eat hare, hen, or GOOSE. Yet such
taboo beasts could, upon certain occasions, be
sacrificed; there is evidence that the Briton
queen BOUDICCA sacrificed a hare to divine her
people’s future. Often taboos were linked to
imagined descent from divine beasts, as is made
clear in the story of the Irish king CONAIRE who,
because his mother was a BIRD, was forbidden to
hunt or eat them. Irish folk belief that such fam-
ilies as the O’Flahertys and the Coneelys were
descended from SEALS points to such an ancient
tradition, as was the idea that such families
would be drowned or otherwise killed should
they attempt to hunt their erstwhile kin. Ancient
Celtic tribal names often incorporate an animal
reference, as the Bribroci (beavers) of Britain,
who may have pictured themselves as descended
from an ancestral beaver goddess. Scots clan
names, too, incorporate references to animals, as
in the Cinel Gabran, “clan of the little GOAT,” or
Cinel Loarn, “clan of the FOX.” Some Irish
names are similarly suggestive of ancestral con-
nection to animals, the McMurrows from
OTTERS and the McMahons from BEARS, for
instance. Such divine ancestors tended to be wild
rather than domesticated animals.

See also BADGER, BOAR, CAT, CATTLE, COCK,
COW, CRANE, CROW, DEER, DOVE, EAGLE, EGRET,
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EEL, FISH, FROG, HERON, OX, RAT, RAVEN, SALMON,
SERPENT, SWALLOW, SWAN, WOLF, WREN.

animism Religious concept. The Celts, like
many other ancient peoples, seem to have
imbued the world in which they lived with ani-
mating spirit. This did not take, as in some cul-
tures, the form of a single abstracted divinity of
nature but rather was radically place-based and
polytheistic. A startling outcropping of rocks,
for instance, might be animated by a goddess, or
a huge ancient tree by a god. Often these divini-
ties were known only in the immediate locality;
the spirits of various WELLS, for instance, did not
move freely about the landscape making the
acquaintance of distant tribes but remained
within their own sacred waters. Many writers
have argued that this animism, which may have
originated with pre-Celtic peoples, in turn
became part of the Celtic Christian tradition.
See also GENIUS LOCI.

Anind Irish hero. One of the sons of the early
invader NEMED, Anind is connected with an
important feature of the Irish landscape, Lough
Ennell in Co. Westmeath. That part of Ireland
had no surface water until Anind’s grave was
dug, whereupon the lake suddenly flooded
forth. Such tales of landscape formation often
indicate the presence of an ancient divinity with
creative powers.

Anna Arthurian heroine. This obscure figure is
named as the sister of king ARTHUR in some texts.

Anmnals of Ireland (Annals of the Four Masters)
Irish text. One of the textual sources for the
mythological history of Ireland, this book (in
Irish, Anndla Rioghachta Eireann) was compiled
between 1632 and 1636 C.E. by Michedl O
Cléirigh of Donegal and three other unnamed
“masters,” probably Franciscan friars or lay
brothers. While the later entries in the Annals
are roughly historical, early entries date to “forty
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days after the Flood” and include much myth
and legend. Irish monks are credited with the
preservation of most of Ireland’s most important
Celtic legends, for despite their differing theol-
ogy, the monks recognized the narrative treas-
ures of the ancient tales. Such texts must be read
with suspicion, however, and with alertness for
the insertion of Christian beliefs and motifs.

Annaugh (Anna) Irish goddess. This obscure
Irish goddess was known in only one place,
Collins Wood in Connemara, where she was the
GENIUS LOCI.

Annowre Arthurian heroine. This WITCH or
sorceress (possibly the double of MORGAN) con-
ceived a lust for the great king ARTHUR and lured
him to her forest, but she was not to have her
way with him. When he rejected her, she held
him captive and sent knights to challenge him in
single combat, hoping he would be killed.
Arthur was able to hold them off, so she sent the
challengers after him in pairs, and they over-
powered him. But with the assistance of NIMUE,
the knight TRISTAN was able to free the king,
after which Arthur killed Annowre.

Annwn (Annwyn, Annwin) Welsh mytholog-
ical site. Like the Irish who proposed multiple
sites for the OTHERWORLD, the Welsh saw
Annwn (“abyss”) in various ways: as a seagirt cas-
tle (Caer Siddi); as a court of intoxication (Caer
Feddwid); as a palace of glass (Caer Wydyr).
Like TIR NA NOG, the Irish island of the blessed,
Annwn was a place of sweetness and charm,
whose residents did not age nor suffer, eating
their fill from a magic CAULDRON and quenching
their thirst at an ever-flowing WELL. Two kings
ruled in Annwn, ARAWN and HAFGAN, who were
perpetually at war; Arawn figures more promi-
nently in legend.

Antenociticus British god. A temple dedi-
cated to Antenociticus was excavated at Benwell

Annaugh

in Condercum; like many other Celtic gods, he
is known only in a single site and may have been
the GENIUS LOCI or spirit of the place.

antlers Symbolic image. Celtic divinities often
appeared in animal form, suggesting a connection
to shamanic transformation (see CELTIC SHAMAN-
ISM). At other times, deities would be seen in
human form but with animal characteristics; most
commonly, this meant either HORNS or antlers,
the latter representing prosperity and worn by
both gods and goddesses. See CERNUNNOS.

Anu (Ana, Danu) Irish goddess. In south-
western Ireland, two identical rounded hills are
capped with prehistoric CAIRNS, stone nipples on
the great breasts of the mother goddess. The
hills are called D4 Chich Danann, convention-
ally and rather prudishly translated pAPS OF
DANU. Alternatively, the hills are called after the
presumed goddess Anu, of which little is known.

No narratives describe this supposed goddess
of abundance, who is listed by the early glossarist
Cormac as “mother of the gods of Ireland.” She
is considered by many identical to DANU, pur-
ported ancestor of the TUATHA DE DANANN.
Others argue that she is a separate goddess of
Ireland’s abundance; still others connect her with
AINE of Limerick or with BLACK ANNIS of Britain.
In Christian times, she became conflated with St.
Anne, grandmother of Jesus, to whom many
holy WELLS are dedicated, most impressively that
of Llanmihangel in Glamorgan, South Wales,
where St. Anne is depicted in a fountain, with
water gushing from her nipples. Welsh mythol-
ogy has a shadow figure named Ana or Anu,
connected by Rhys and others with the Irish
mother goddess Anu.

Sources: Briggs, Katherine M. An Encyclopedia of
Fairies: Hobgoblins, Brownies, Bogies, and Other
Supernatural Creatures. New York: Pantheon
Books, 1976, p. 9; MacCulloch, J. A. The
Religion of the Ancient Celts. London: Constable,
1911, pp. 67 ff; Rhys, John. The Welsh People.
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London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1906, p. 42;
Straffon, Cheryl. The Earth Goddess: Celtic and
Pagan  Legacy of the Landscape. London:
Blandford, 1997, pp. 36, 71.

Aonbarr Irish mythological beast. The
enchanted steed of the Irish sea god MANAN-
NAN MAC LIR, whose name (“froth”) suggests
the seafoam.

Aoncos Irish mythological site. One of the
many magical islands of the Irish OTHERWORLD,
Aoncos was distinguished by the silver pillar that
held it aloft above the ocean waves.

Aonghus (Angus, Aengus, Oengus) Irish and
Scottish hero or god. Several mythological and
heroic figures of Ireland and Scotland bear this
name, which means “strength” or “vigor.”

¢ Aonghus (’)g,/ who also goes by the name
Aonghus mac Og or “Angus son of youth”: he
was god of beauty and poetry among the
TUATHA DE DANANN and corresponds to the
Welsh god MABON. His conception was mirac-
ulous, even for a god: His father the DAGDA
“borrowed” his mother Eithne from her hus-
band ELCMAR, then caused the sun to remain
overhead for nine months so that the goddess
could gestate the child without Elcmar’s real-
izing that more than a day had passed; upon
his birth Aonghus Og was immediately given
to the god MIDIR to foster. In another version,
the cuckolded husband was NECHTAN, the
mother was BOAND, and the foster father
Elemar. In either case, the young son took
after his father, gaining by trickery the great
carved-stone palace called the BRU Na
BOINNE, where trees held out tempting fruit
and two pigs took turns being cooked and
eaten, only to spring to life again. Several
commentators connect these legends with
other traditions in which a son defeats or
replaces his father, as in the Greek myth of
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Saturn and Uranus, or Zeus and Saturn. The
place-poems called the DINDSHENCHAS call
him “Aonghus of the many exploits” and
“mighty Mac in Oc.”

_ Four white sWANS flew about Aonghus
Og’s head when he traveled. When he fell in
love, it was with a woman he had seen only in
a dream, as recorded in the Aislinge Oenguso,
the Dream of Aonghus. His lover visited him in
dreams for a year, until he sickened with
desire to be with her in the flesh. With the
help of the magician BODB DERG, Aonghus
found his beloved, CAER, and flew away with
her in the shape of white swans whose song
was so lovely that it enchanted people to sleep
for three days and three nights. It was this leg-
end that inspired William Butler Yeats’s poem,
“The Song of Wandering Aengus,” while an
earthier version of the god appears in James
Stephens’s comic novel, The Crock of Gold.

¢ Aonghus, brother of FAND and LI BAN, a fairy
who lured the hero CUCHULAINN to the OTH-
ERWORLD to meet his lustful sisters.

¢ Aonghus of the FIR BOLG, after whom the
great stone fort on the Aran Islands, DUN
Aonghusa, was named.

Sources: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Royal Irish Academy, Todd Lecture Series.
Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co., Ltd.,
1906-1924, pp. 65-67; O hOgain, Diithi. Myzh,
Legend and Romance: An Encyclopedia of the Irish
Folk Tradition. New York: Prentice-Hall Press,
1991, pp. 39-40.

Apollo Romano-Celtic god. The Roman
legions were under orders to bring conquered
lands into the Roman empire. One way to do
that was through the INTERPRETATIO ROMANA, in
which local divinities were given Latin names.
But when the Romans began to conquer the ter-
ritories of their longtime rivals, the Celts, their
hierarchical pantheon met a polytheism so
extreme that the generic Celtic oath was “I swear
by the gods my people swear by.” Nonetheless
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they set about renaming divinities, in some cases
keeping the original Celtic name as an
appendage, while in other cases tossing it into
the dustbin of history.

Oversimplifying Celtic religion grandly, the
legions affixed to dozens of gods the name
Apollo—ironically enough, not originally a
Roman god’s name but one adopted from con-
quered Greeks, for whom Apollo was a sun
deity; these Celtic Apollos may have had little or
nothing to do with the Roman, much less the
Greek, original. In turn, the Celts adopted
Apollo into their ever-flexible pantheon, provid-
ing him with a consort that the classical Apollo
lacked but who was necessary in the Celtic
worldview. As the Roman Apollo was both a god
of HEALING and of light, divinities of hot
SPRINGS, used by the Celts (as they are today) as
healing spas, were often retitled with his name.
Some Celtic Apollos are:

¢ Apollo Amarcolitanus, “of the distant gaze,”
found on the Continent.

* Apollo Anextiomarus (Anextlomarus), Con-
tinental god of healing or protection.

* Apollo Atepomarus, god of horses and the
SUN, often linked to CERNUNNOS, but also to
BELENUS.

¢ Apollo Canumagus (Cunomaglus), a British
god connected with DOGS.

* Apollo Grannus (Grannos), god of healing
springs across Europe and Scotland, consort
of SIRONA; his name seems to derive from the
same source as the Irish sun goddess GRIAN;
around Auvergne, in France, he was honored
in a ritual in which sheafs of grain were set on
fire and people sang, “Granno, my friend;
Granno, my father; Granno, my mother,”
which suggests that the god may have been
seen as of dual or ambiguous gender.

* Apollo Moritasgus, healing god of France,
consort of DAMONA.

* Apollo Vindonnus, healer of EYE diseases.

Sources: Green, Miranda. Symbol and Image in
Celtic Religious Art. London: Routledge, 1989,

apple

pp- 89, 61; MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the
Ancient Celts. London: Constable, 1911, pp. 42
ff, 135.

apple Symbolic fruit. The most magical of
fruits to the Celts, the apple appears in many
myths and legends. It hides in the word for the
Arthurian OTHERWORLD, AVALON; it is the fruit
on which the hero CONNLA of the Golden Hair
was fed by his FAIRY LOVER; the soul of king CU
ROI rested in an apple within the stomach of a
SALMON; it was one of the goals of the fated SONS
OF TUIREANN. Its significance continues into
folkloric uses such as that in the British
Cotswolds, where an apple tree blooming out of
season meant coming death. Symbolizing har-
mony and immortality, abundance and love, the
apple was considered a talisman of good fortune
and prosperity. Some have connected the word
to APOLLO, whose name may have originally
been Apellon, a word derived from the same
source as our word “apple.”

Aquae Sulis British goddess. Roman name
for the shrine and hot SPRINGS at BATH in
England, dedicated to the SUN goddess SUL.

Arawn Welsh god. The lord of ANNWN, the
Welsh OTHERWORLD, Arawn owned a magical
CAULDRON, which suggests a parallel with the
Irish father god, the DAGDA. Arawn had magical
PIGS (another motif associated with the Dagda)
that he presented as a gift to the mortal king
PRYDERI; when the bard GWYDION stole them, he
was apprehended and imprisoned in Annwn.
Three magical animals belonging to Arawn were
stolen by the obscure divinity AMAETHON; the
motif seems to point to a belief that domesti-
cated animals originally belonged to the gods
and had to be brought by force or trickery to this
world. In one tale, Arawn was said to have
exchanged identities for a year with the mortal
king pwyYLL, who during his stay in the
Otherworld killed Arawn’s enemy and rival for
power in Annwn, HAFGAN. Arawn’s world is a
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typical Celtic Otherworld, beautiful and
unchanging, not entirely unlike our world but
without any pain, death, disfigurement, or dis-
ease; its residents spend their time in merrymak-
ing and games.

Sources: Gantz, Jeffrey, trans. The Mabinogion. New
York: Barnes & Noble Books, 1976, pp. 47-51,
100; MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the Ancient
Celts. London: Constable, 1911, pp. 368-387.

Arberth Welsh mythological site. This name
is given in Welsh mythological texts to a magical
FAIRY MOUND in the kingdom of PWYLL, where
people see visions. It is sometimes associated
with the town of Narberth in the region of
southwestern Wales called Dyfed.

Ard Eireann Irish mythological site. The
mountains in central Ireland called Slieve Bloom
include a peak called by this name, which means
“height of Ireland,” although it is not the highest
geographical point in the land; the summit was
mythically the birthplace of the island of Ireland.

Ard-Greimne Irish hero. This otherwise
obscure figure was the father of the great WAR-
RIOR WOMEN of the Isle of SKYE, SCATHACH and
her sister/rival AIFE.

Ard Macha See EMAIN MACHA.
ard ri (wrd ri, ard righe) ~See HIGH KING.

Arduinna (Ardwinna, Arduenna, Arduanna)
Continental Celtic goddess. Sometimes con-
flated with the Roman DIANA or the Greek
ARTEMIS, Arduinna rode, mounted on a wild
BOAR, through the Gaulish forest that bore her
name, the Ardennes. Hunters were welcome in
her forests only if they left money as payment for
the animals they killed. Her name may incorpo-
rate ard, the syllable for “height” or “highland.”
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Argante British heroine or goddess. Queen of
the OTHERWORLD island of AVALON, she has been
variously described as a form of ARIANRHOD and
of MORGAN Le Fay. It was to Argante that king
ARTHUR was taken to be cured of his mortal
wounds; from her realm he has not yet returned.

Arianrhod (Arianrod, Aranrhod) Welsh hero-
ine or goddess. In the fourth branch of the
Welsh MABINOGION we find the tale of this hero-
ine, who may be a diminished form of an earlier
goddess. The story begins with the rape of
GOEWIN, who served a strange office for king
MATH: As his life depended upon his feet resting
in the lap of a virgin, Goewin sat endlessly on
the floor beneath his throne serving as
footholder. GWYDION and GILFAETHWY, Math’s
nephews, were responsible for the violation, in
recompense for which Math married Goewin
and cast a spell on the rapists.

To preserve the king’s life, Gwydion nomi-
nated his sister Arianrhod, daughter of the
mother goddess DON, to serve as footholder.
Asked if she were a virgin, the beautiful
Arianrhod said that, as far as she knew, she was.
Math asked her to step over his wand to prove
her purity, but when she did so, she gave birth to
two children she had conceived unawares: DYLAN
and LLEU LLAW GYFFES. The first, child of the
sea, immediately escaped into that watery realm;
the second was rejected by Arianrhod but
claimed by Gwydion, whose son he may have
been, and raised in a magical chest. But when
Lleu was grown, Arianrhod refused to give him
either a name or weapons—two prerogatives of a
Welsh mother—and once again Gwydion tricked
her so that Lleu could attain his manhood.

The story is a confusing one, especially in its
lack of clarity about whether Arianrhod’s chil-
dren were conceived parthenogenetically (as
would befit a goddess) or without her knowledge
(as befits deceitful Gwydion); she seems as sur-
prised as anyone at the children issuing from her
womb, so it does not seem likely that she was
lying. Her name means “silver wheel,” and many
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have seen in Arianrhod the remnants or reflec-
tion of an ancient moon goddess; conversely, she
may be a mother goddess of the land, since such
goddesses were often described as virgin moth-
ers; yet again, she has been called a dawn god-
dess because she is mother of both light (Lleu)
and darkness (Dylan). She was said to live sur-
rounded by her maidens in her castle on the
coastal island of CAER ARIANRHOD, which is also
an idiomatic Welsh name for the constellation
called Corona Borealis. In that seagirt (or starry)
realm, she lived wantonly, which suggests a par-
allel to the Breton figure of DAHUT. She has also
been compared to the ancestral goddess BRAN-
WEN, for the Welsh TRIADS name her as one of
the “three fair maidens” or “white ladies” of the
isle of Britain.

Sources: Gantz, Jeffrey, trans. The Mabinogion.
New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 1976, pp. 97
tf; MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the Ancient
Celts. London: Constable, 1911, pp. 104-109;
Spence, Lewis. The Minor Traditions of British
Mpythology. New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc.,
1972, p. 27; Straffon, Cheryl. The Earth Goddess:
Celtic and Pagan Legacy of the Landscape.
London: Blandford, 1997, p. 41.

Armorica See BRITTANY.

Arnemetia British goddess. This name of this
British goddess is related to the word NEMETON
and means “in front of the sacred grove.” The
Romans called her shrine—today’s Buxton Spa in
Derbyshire—Aquae Arnementiae, “waters of
Arnemetia,” for two mineral SPRINGS that rose in

close proximity. After Christianization, Arnemetia
became St. Anne.

Art mac Cuinn (Art Son of Conn) Irish hero.
He was the best known of the Irish heroes and
champions given the name Art, which means
BEAR. His father, CONN of the Hundred Battles,
ruled at TARA with a woman named BE CHUMA,

Armorica

who both lusted after Art and sent him into exile.
When he returned, she sent him on a quest to
gain the affections of a woman of the OTHER-
WORLD, DELBCHAEM. After many feats of arms,
he won Delbchém and brought her back to Tara,
where she forced the sly Bé Chuma to depart. In
other texts, Art is the consort of MEDB Lethderg,
a form of the goddess of SOVEREIGNTY. Art was
was mythically important as father to the great
hero CORMAC MAC AIRT, who was conceived by
the magical heroine ACHTAN immediately before
Art’s death at the battle of Mag Mucrama.

Sources: Cross, Tom Peete, and Clark Harris
Slover, eds. Ancient Irish Tales. New York: Henry
Holt and Co., 1936, p. 491; Curtin, Jeremiah.
Hero-"lales of Ireland. New York: Benjamin Blom,
1894, p. 312.

Artaios See MERCURY.

Artemis Greek goddess. The paradoxical
Greek goddess of FERTILITY and chastity found
several parallels in Celtic lands; the name is
linked with figures as diverse as the HAG named
the CAILLEACH of Scotland and Ireland and the
unnamed DOG goddess of Galatia to whom coins
were offered annually as payment for every ani-
mal killed in the hunt. This tendency to associ-
ate Celtic divinities with those of the classical
Mediterranean began early, with the assimilation
of Celtic deities to Roman ones in areas subdued
by the legions, who called Artemis-like god-
desses by the Roman name of DIANA. These god-
desses were associated with wild lands, which
they were imagined as occupying with a com-
pany of untamed maidens.

Arthur British hero. The tale of the great
king of CAMELOT was first recorded in sixth-
century Wales and was popularized by the 12th-
century British writer Geoffrey of Monmouth,
whose History of the Kings of Britain (ca. 1136)
mingled romance, history, and mythology and
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inspired poets and storytellers in both England
and France. The verse romances of the 12th-
century French poet Chrétien de Troyes were
another important contribution to the Arthurian
cycle, introducing the GRAIL theme into
Arthurian legend. From Sir Thomas Malory’s Le
Morte d’Arthur (1485) and through Alfred
Tennyson’s Idylls of the King (1859-85) and T. H.
White’s The Once and Future King (1958), the
Arthurian cycle has inspired both literary and
popular treatments in English and French;
related tales of PERCIVAL and TRISTAN, including
the related FISHER KING and Grail cycles, expand
the corpus of Arthurian renderings into thousands
of works. The story of king Arthur continues to
inspire poets and authors today; the popular
musical Camelot, the movie Excalibur, and the
bestselling novel The Mists of Avalon are among
the most recent of hundreds of works of art
inspired by the theme of the noble but flawed
(and betrayed) king.

The cycle of Arthurian tales, often called the
MATTER OF BRITAIN, has roots in Celtic myth but
has been altered and amplified through literary
transmission. While it is possible to glimpse
Celtic and even pre-Celtic mythological motifs
behind the characters and plot twists of the story
as we know it, especially given the parallel Celtic
love-triangles of MARK-Tristan-ISEULT from
Brittany and FIONN-DIARMAIT-GRAINNE from
Ireland, such interpretation is necessarily specu-
lative. For much of the past thousand years,
Arthur has been viewed in the popular imagina-
tion as an historical king of sixth-century C.E.
Britain, his court at Camelot offering a true pic-
ture of the possibility of nobleness as well as a
tragic depiction of betrayal. The reality of an
early Celtic king named Arthur now seems
assured, but the power of his story is mythical
rather than merely historical.

Although there are many variants of Arthur’s
legend—which began to be recorded even as
Celtic influence in Britain and France, the lands
most connected with the legends, began to
wane—the story usually follows roughly similar
outlines. Arthur was born of royal blood after his

25

father, UTHER PENDRAGON, slept with his mother
IGRAINE through deceit, using the great MERLIN’S
magic to appear in the form of her husband, the
duke of Cornwall, GORLOIS. Arthur was snatched
away at birth by the omnipresent Merlin and fos-
tered away from the royal seat. Despite his royal
blood, Arthur was only accepted as ruler when he
performed a feat no one else had managed: to
extract a magical sword (often confused with, but
actually distinct from, EXCALIBUR, the magical
sword later given to Arthur by the LADY OF THE
LAKE) from a stone that it pierced. Assuming his
rightful place as king, Arthur established an ide-
alistic and idealized court of noble knights
(among whom were PERCIVAL, LANCELOT, KAY,
and others) who met around a great ROUND
TABLE at Camelot. He married the rapturously
beautiful GUINEVERE, and all of Britain was at
peace under their reign.

Arthur in these legends appears as the epit-
ome of manhood and KINGSHIP. He is strong, an
excellent warrior and strategist who drives
opposing forces from his land; he is also an
inspiring leader who draws to himself the
noblest knights and wins their affection and loy-
alty. He is a trickster figure in some legends, as
when he steals the CAULDRON of plenty from the
OTHERWORLD. He is even a BARD, fluent in
poetry and song.

Despite the king’s gifts and good nature, all was
not to be well in Camelot. The beautiful Lancelot
and queen Guinevere fell in love, and Lancelot
exiled himself rather than betray his king. Finally
their love grew too strong to resist. Although they
kept it secret, the land knew the truth; the crops
failed for seven years while Arthur attempted to
discover the cause. At the same time, his estranged
son MORDRED—born of a secret liaison with his
own sister MORGAUSE—began to war against
Arthur. In the chaos of battle, Arthur was mortally
wounded. He did not die, however; casting
Excalibur into a lake, he was borne across its
waters to AVALON by mysterious women, thus
becoming the “once and future king.”

Among the mythological motifs that point to
a Celtic origin for the tale is the emphasis on the
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rectitude of the king, upon which the land itself
depends. Yet Camelot falls not through the king’s
ungenerosity—the usual downfall of Celtic
kings—but because of his unwillingness to doubt
his wife and apparently loyal knight. This diver-
gence from the Celtic norm has suggested to
some a pre-Celtic basis for the tales, with
Guinevere standing in for an early goddess who
chose and discarded kings, a motif employed by
Marion Zimmer Bradley in her popular novel,
The Mists of Avalon. Whether Arthur was origi-
nally a British or Welsh god, as suggested by his
name’s connection to the divine BEAR (in Welsh,
arth), is arguable; some scholars find in the figure
evidence of a Celtic (probably Brythonic) divin-
ity, while others consider him a culture hero, per-
haps based on an historical king.

Sources: Evans-Wentz, W. Y. The Fuairy-Fuaith in
Celtic Countries. Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe
Humanities Press, 1911, pp. 308 {f; Geoffrey of
Monmouth. Histories of the Kings of Britain.
London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1912, pp. 164 {f.;
Herm, Gerhard. The Celts: The People Who
Came out of the Darkness. New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1975, pp. 274-286; MacCulloch, J. A.
The Religion of the Ancient Celts. London:
Constable, 1911, pp. 119 ff.

Artio (Dea Artio, Andarta) British and conti-
nental Celtic goddess. In Britain and Gaul, the
goddess of wilderness and wildlife was wor-
shiped in the form of a BEAR (the meaning of
Artio’s name), while the name ANDARTA is found
in inscriptions in Switzerland (especially in
Berne, “bear city”) and France for a similar god-
dess, the second syllable of her name suggesting
a bear connection. Not only in name but in
function, Artio is similar to the Greek goddess
ARTEMIS, also envisioned as a bear. A bear god,
Artaios or Artaius, is also found in some regions.

Arvalus Continental Celtic god. This obscure
Celtic god of HEALING was equated with APOLLO
by the invading Romans. As that name was often
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applied to divinities of thermal SPRINGS, Arvalus
may have once ruled such a shrine.

Arvernorix (Arvernus) Continental Celtic
god. This obscure god, known from only a few
inscriptions, may have been the tribal divinity of
the Arverni. It is also unclear whether the two
spellings represent different gods or the same
one.

Asenora (Senara, Senora) Cornish heroine. A
legend in Cornwall tells of a princess of Brittany,
Asenora, who was thrown into the sea in a barrel
while pregnant. Despite its origin in a historically
Celtic land, the motif may derive from non-
Celtic sources, for it is found in the Greek story
of Danae, mother of the hero Perseus. Asenora’s
barrel drifted to Ireland, where she was rescued.
She tried to return to Brittany but only made it
as far as Zenor, where she founded a church and
where she is honored as St. Senara. In that
church is found a famous 600-year-old carving of
a MERMAID, believed to be originally a sea god-
dess of the region. Interestingly, unlike the Greek
version, Asenora herself is the focus of the
Cornish tale; legend tells nothing of the offspring
with whom she was pregnant when cast adrift.

Source: Straffon, Cheryl. The Earth Goddess: Celtic
and Pagan Legacy of the Landscape. London:
Blandford, 1997, p. 85.

ash Symbolic tree. Despite being a common
TREE in many climates, the ash (genus Fraxinus)
plays a significant role in Scandinavian and
Germanic as well as Celtic mythologies. It is a
large but graceful tree whose sweeping,
upturned branches make a dramatic pattern
against the winter sky and whose feathery com-
pound leaves create a dappled shade in summer.
Together with the 0OAK and the THORN, the ash is
one of the magical trees of Celtic tradition.
Because it is connected with the FAIRIES, it was
also believed to ward them off; for this reason
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Scots Highland mothers burned a green ash
branch untl it oozed sap, which was fed to a
newborn as its first food. In the Cotswolds the
ash was believed to be protective against WITCH-
CRAFT if crafted into a whip handle. It cured
earthly as well as Otherworldly diseases: as a
protection against rickets, children were passed
through young ash branches slashed in two, after
which the branches were sutured up and left to
heal; should such healing not occur, which in the
hardy ash was uncommon, the child was thought
doomed to be as twisted as the tree. Ashwood
was believed to be a general charm against evil.

The ash tree is especially associated with
BELTANE, the spring festival celebrated on May
1. In Ireland the most important site for that fes-
tival was the hill of UISNEACH, so ash trees on
that site were considered especially potent. One
great ash on Uisneach’s summit was said to have
fallen in prehistory, its tip reaching across the
country to near the town of Longford; such an
impossibly tall tree (over 30 miles high) suggests
a world-axis that may originally have been envi-
sioned to ascend from Uisneach. Another
famous Irish ash was the holy tree of Clenore,
where the spirit or saint Creeva was thought to
live. So important was the ash in Ireland that
three of the five most significant mythological
trees were ash.

The ash family has many branches, including
the square-twigged blue ash and the common
green ash; it is distinct from the ROWAN or
mountain ash, which is a different genus. Ash
trees love water, which is why many are found at
holy WELLS; such a combination of ash and
water source was held to be especially powerful.
Miracles were said to be possible when ash trees
“bled” or leaked sap into the well, and people
would gather the liquid to use as an elixir.

See TREE ALPHABET.

Sources: Briggs, Katharine M. The Folklore of the
Cotswolds. London: B. T. Batsford Ltd., 1974, p.
123; Dorson, Richard M., ed. Peasant Customs
and Savage Myths: Selections from the British
Folklorists. Vol II. Chicago: University of
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Chicago Press, 1968, pp. 58, 329; Spence,
Lewis. The Minor Traditions of British Mythology.
New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1972, p. 108.

ashes Symbolic material. Remnant ash from
peat fires was part of many Irish folk traditions.
Some derived from Christian tradition regard-
ing Ash Wednesday, the beginning of the peni-
tential season of Lent; ashes were thrown at
unmarried people then, which gave rise to the
saying “You’ll have the ash-bag thrown at you,”
meaning that a person was unmarriageable.
Older, probably pre-Christian traditions use
ashes as a MIDSUMMER fertility symbol (from
which the Lenten rite may have evolved); ashes
from the LUGHNASA bonfires were used to bless
cattle, fields, and people.

Source: Danaher, Kevin. The Year in Ireland. Cork:
Mercier Press, 1922, pp. 50, 135.

Assa See NESSA.

Assaroe Irish mythological site. The waterfall
Assaroe on the River ERNE in Co. Sligo, famous
in legend, was flooded when a hydroelectric dam
was erected nearby in the mid-20th century. It
was there, according to some stories, that FIONN
MAC CUMHAILL accidentally ate the SALMON of
wisdom (named GOLL Essa Ruaid), which the
druid FINNECES had been awaiting for seven
years. It was there that the father of the warrior
woman MACHA Mong Rua, AED RUAD (Aed the
red), died, giving his name to the falls, which in
Irish are Eas Ruadh, “the red waterfall.” A vari-
ant holds that the falls are named for a goddess,
RUAD, who drowned there after being lured to
her death by the singing of MERMAIDS. Sailing in
the ship of the poet ABCAN, she traveled from the
OTHERWORLD in order to pursue a human lover
(see FAIRY LOVER) but drowned before reaching
him. The drowning of a goddess in a river is
common in Irish mythology and typically repre-
sents the dissolving of her divine power into the
water, which then gives life to the land.
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Source: Gwynn, Edward. The Metrical Dindshenchas.
Part IV. Royal Irish Academy, Todd Lecture
Series. Dublin: Hodges, Figgis, and Co., Ltd.,
1906-1924, pp. 3-9.

Assembly See OENACH.

Assembly of the Wondrous Head Sece
BRAN THE BLESSED.

Assipattle Scottish hero. This Scottish Cin-
derfella is found in many folktales and resembles
the Irish AMADAN. Unlike Cinderella, typically a
girl of good birth cast down to servitude,
Assipattle was born poor and looked to stay that
way, being lazy and unambitious. Finally stirred
to action by some crisis (a threatening dragon
does nicely), Assipattle performs heroically.

astrology The Celts, like other tribal peoples
whose way of life required them to be outdoors
much of the time, knew the stars well. They may
have elaborated this knowledge into an arcane
science in which the changing patterns of the
planets had impact on earthly life; Julius Caesar
claimed that the DRUIDS were master astrologers.
There is evidence that in Ireland the starting date
of the Christian St. Columba’s education was
determined by starry aspects, and legend holds
that the druid CATHBAD cast a horoscope to see
the future of the child who would grow up to
become DEIRDRE of the Sorrows.

A Celtic astrology would not be surprising, as
the druids were skilled at divination of various
sorts, but only the faintest hints remain of this
supposed system, including the Irish word
néladdir, used of someone who divines from the
sky (although it has also been translated “cloud-
diviner”). The Celts conveyed such sensitive and
powerful material orally, and thus it is unlikely
that any Celtic astrological text will ever be found.

Atesmerta, Atesmerius Continental Celtic
goddess and god. Divinities of these names are
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attested from several inscriptions from Gaul, but
nothing more than their names is known of them.

athach Scottish monster. A monstrous crea-
ture that haunted the Scottish Highlands, killing
passersby and throwing them into gorges or
down rocky hills. Athachs included the female
luideag of Skye and the male direach of Glen
Etive, who had one hand growing out of his
chest and one eye in his forehead.
See also FACHAN.

autumn equinox Astronomical feast. The
EQUINOXES and SOLSTICES were not celebrated
by the Celts, who instead celebrated the solar
year’s fixed points (IMBOLC, BELTANE, LUGHNASA,
SAMHAIN). But in Ireland, after the coming of the
Normans and of Christianity, an equinoctial
teast was celebrated on or about September 29.
This feast of St. Michael the Archangel or
Michaelmas was, in many regions, defined as the
date on which rents and loans were repaid and
contracts settled. Elected officials took and left
office on Michaelmas, which was often cele-
brated with harvest fairs. Michaelmas marked
the Fomhar na nGéan, the goose harvest, when
butchering began; farmers were expected to be
generous at that season and to give meat to the
poor. In England the fall equinox period was
devoted to harvest fairs marked by mummers’
parades in which mythological characters like
ROBIN HOOD and Maid Marion danced with ani-
mal archetypes like the HOBBYHORSE.

Avalon (Afallon) British mythological site.
When ARTHUR, ruler of CAMELOT, was ready to
pass from this world, mysterious women carried
him in a boat to Avalon, the Island of Apples, a
typical Celtic OTHERWORLD. Avalon was a beau-
tiful place of mild weather and eternal spring,
where flowers and fruit were found simultane-
ously on the trees and where no storms ever
raged. A queen ruled there, sometimes named as
ARGANTE; she and her maiden attendants were
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great healers. There may have also been a king
of Avalon, for a shadowy figure named Avalloc
appears in some legends. Although today
Glastonbury in southwest England is often
linked with Avalon, this seems to be a post-
Celtic association, perhaps deriving from the
town’s ancient name Ynys-witrin, “glass island.”
To the Celts, Avalon was clearly one of those
western isles of the Otherworld where the dead
and the divine mingle.

Sources: MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the
Ancient Celts. London: Constable, 1911, pp.
120, 369; Evans-Wentz, W. Y. The Fairy-Faith
in Celtic Countries. Gerrards Cross: Colin
Smythe Humanities Press, 1911, pp. 314-315.

Avebury British mythological site. The great
STONE CIRCLES at Avebury have been associ-
ated with the DRUIDS for centuries, although
they in fact date from thousands of years
before the Celts arrived in Britain. When the
Celts arrived in what is now north Wiltshire,
they found a huge ditch-encircled site with
four openings, one at each of the cardinal
directions, with great stones standing upright
within that circle, as well as a double parade of
stones standing like sentinels along a pathway
toward a nearby hill. Although there is some
evidence that the Celts may have adapted the
site to their own ritual purposes, as appears to
have been the case with the similar monument
of STONEHENGE, Avebury was not built by the
Celts but by the mysterious pre-Celtic people
of the MEGALITHIC CIVILIZATION. The site is so
large that an entire village has sprung up
within its boundaries.

Source: Malone, Caroline. English Heritage Book of
Avebury. London: B. T. Batsford, Ltd./English
Heritage, 1989.

Avenable Arthurian heroine. This ambitious
and vital young British woman, dissatisfied with
her options at home, dressed herself up as a
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young man, renamed herself Grisandole, and
headed for adventure. She soon found a job in
Rome, as seneschal or steward to the emperor
himself. As one of his nearest confidants,
Avenable heard him complain about a haunting
dream in which a PIG was crowned with jewels.
The dream told him that only a wild man could
interpret it. Avenable found the wild man—none
other than the great magician MERLIN, living in
the woods during his period of madness—who
indeed interpreted the dream. Rome’s empress
was in fact a pig who had engaged in SHAPE-
SHIFTING, and her offspring were not really
knights but piglets. In horror, the emperor had
her killed and, once she had revealed her true
gender, married Avenable.

Aveta Continental Celtic goddess. The god-
dess of the healing SPRING of Trier in Germany
was depicted as a nursing mother, suggesting
that she may have been a tribal ancestor; she is
also shown with baskets of fruit, suggestive of
a control over FERTILITY, as well as with DOGS,
linked by the Celts to OTHERWORLD or after-
life powers.

away FAIRIES were said to lust or yearn for
humans—babies, lovely maidens, hearty young
men, fiddlers, and midwives were at particular
risk—whom they stole away from ordinary life
into the beauteous but sterile FAIRYLAND. Such
people were said to be “away” or to have been
“taken.” When stolen people returned, they
were usually unaware of how much time had
passed, for a night in fairyland might be hun-
dreds of years in our world. Sometimes a stolen
person was replaced by a replica; sometimes they
just disappeared. Children were especially at risk
of being “taken,” for fairy children were often
weak or wizened while human babies are plump
and happy; putting a piece of iron in the cradle
was said to protect the child from being replaced
by a CHANGELING. In Ireland the stolen person
was thought to be able to escape by removing
the vision of fairyland by wiping the EYES with
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an ointment made of four-leafed clovers or  Sources: Bourke, Angela. The Burning of Bridget

SHAMROCKS. The belief in changelings occa- Cleary. London: Pimlico, 1999; Killip,
sioned several murders, most notably the death Margaret. The Folklore of the Isle of Man.
by burning of the seamstress Bridget Cleary in London: B. T. Batsford, Ltd., 1975, p. 28; O
1895. On the Isle of Man, belief in FAIRY KID- hEochaidh, Séan. Fuairy Legends of Donegal.
NAPPING survived into recent times as well. Trans. Madire MacNeill, Dublin: Combhairle

See also FAIRY LOVER. Bhéaloideas Eireann, 1977, p. 231.



Ba’al (Baal) Non-Celtic divinity. This title,
meaning “the lord,” was given to various gods of
the Phoenicians, the sea-trading ancient people
of the eastern Mediterranean; Ba’al was parallel
to, and perhaps consort of, the goddess named
Ba’alat, “the lady.” Ba’al is sometimes mistakenly
described as the Celtic corollary to a hypothe-
sized seasonal god named Bel, after whom the
spring feast of BELTANE, celebrated on May 1,
was presumably named. There is no evidence of
such a divinity; no inscriptions to or sculptures
of Bel have been found, although we do find a
god named BELENUS whose name may have been
incorporated into the springtime festival. Unlike
Ba’al, who was typically a god of the atmosphere
(and especially of stormy weather), Belenus was
associated with healing spring and, at times, with
the sun.

Bacorbladhra Irish hero. A member of the
obscure mythological race, the PARTHOLONIANS,
Bacorbladhra is distinguished as the first teacher
to have lived in Ireland.

Badb (Bave, Badhbh, Baobh, Badb Catha) Irish
goddess. One of ancient Ireland’s war furies,
Badb joins with the MORRIGAN and MACHA under
the title “the three Moérrigna”; she and the
Mérrigan also appear with MEDB, FEA (“the hate-
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ful”), and NEMAIN (“the venomous”) to form
another fearful group of war goddesses.
Sometimes Badb’s name is used for the entire
group, while at other times she seems a separate
entity. As a result, it is difficult to tease out
Badb’s distinct identity from those of other Irish
war furies.

Her name means “hoodie CROW” or “scald
crow,” and she was often envisioned as a carrion
bird screaming over the battlefield, inciting war-
riors to provide more meat for her hungry beak.
At other times she was conflated with the
mournful BANSHEE, weeping over battlefields
and sometimes predicting death by wailing
before a battle or washing the clothes of those
about to die (see WASHER AT THE FORD). Badb’s
function as a prophet—usually of doom—is
pointed up by her appearance after the final
mythical battle for control of Ireland, on the
plain of MAG TUIRED; at that significant moment
she described not a peaceful future but evils yet
to come. Until recently in Ireland, because its
call betokened doom, farmers would abandon
projects if they heard a crow scream.

Badb may be related to the Gaulish war god-
dess named CATHUBODUA, sometimes depicted
as a RAVEN riding a HORSE. Inscriptions to
Cathubodua are found in the Haute-Savoie, as
well as in tribal names like Boduogenos, “people
of Bodua,” in Gaul. It may have been Badb who
was imitated in battle by black-robed women
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DRUIDS who stood by the sidelines and screamed
to incite the warriors to greater deeds, as was
witnessed in the massacre and destruction of the
druidic college at ANGLESEY.

Whether Badb and the other war goddesses
were originally Celtic or pre-Celtic is debated.
Scholars have argued that her bird form con-
nects her to the unnamed Neolithic or New
Stone Age goddess who was frequently depicted
in that form.

Sources: Dexter, Miriam Robbins. Whence the
Goddesses: A Sourcebook. New York: Pergamon
Press, 1990, pp. 89-90; Green, Miranda. Symbol
and Image in Celtic Religions Art. London:
Routledge, 1989, p. 26.

Bademagu (Maelwas) Arthurian hero. In
one of the many lesser-known tales of the cycle
of ARTHUR, he was the father of MELEAGANT,
the king or god of the OTHERWORLD who car-
ried away queen GUINEVERE, intending to
force her to become his consort. The knight
KAY followed after the kidnapped queen but,
unable to win her escape, was himself held
hostage. Thus LANCELOT, the queen’s beloved,
had to find and free the pair; the pure knight
GAWAIN accompanied him. The site of their
captivity, in the city of Gorre, was difficult to
find; once there, the heroes were faced with a
terrifyingly turbulent river, which they could
cross either over a sword-sharp bridge or
through a safer underwater route; Gawain
chose the latter, but Lancelot, eager for
Guinevere, raced across the upper bridge and
thus was deeply wounded. In that state,
Lancelot had to fight Meleagant—whose
father, the kindly king Bademagu, forced his
son to return the kidnapped queen.

badger Symbolic animal. Like the SFAL, the
badger was sometimes seen as a SHAPE-SHIFTING
person; the Irish hero TADG found their meat
revolting, unconsciously aware that they were
really his cousins.

Bademagu
Baile See AILINN.

Bairrind Irish heroine. This otherwise
obscure figure appears as the wife of the early
invader BITH; her activities parallel the more
important CESAIR.

Balan See BALIN.

Balin (Balin le Sauvage) Arthurian hero. A
minor role in Arthurian legend is played by this
knight, brother of Pelles, the FISHER KING; he
struck the DOLOROUS BLOW and thus was respon-
sible for the Fisher King’s crippling wound.

ball seirc Irish mythological motif. This “love
spot” miraculously drew the heroine GRAINNE to
the handsome hero DIARMAIT. The ball seirc was
a kind of dimple or other mark on his forehead
(sometimes, on his shoulder) that made
Diarmait irresistible to women, for which reason
he usually wore bangs or a cap. But Diarmait’s
fate was sealed when, struggling with some
active dogs, he accidentally revealed the ba/l seirc;
Gridinne fell in love at that moment, and she
tricked Diarmait into escaping with her.

Balor (Balar, Bolar, Balor of the Evil Eye) Irish
god. Before the Celts came to Ireland, other peo-
ples whose names are lost to history lived there.
The mythological history of Ireland, the Book or
INVASIONS, describes various waves of arrivals on
Ireland’s shores, each of whom had to do battle
with the monstrous FOMORIANS who owned the
island before the first invaders arrived.

Balor was king of the Fomorians; his daugh-
ter was the fair EITHNE, who a prophecy warned
would give birth to a son destined to kill his
grandfather. Balor attempted to outwit the
prophecy by imprisoning his daughter in a
tower, on the understandable assumption that if
Eithne never laid eyes on a man, she could never
become pregnant, thus sparing Balor’s life.
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But Balor’s own greed led to his downfall, for
he stole a magical cow, the GLAS GHAIBH-
LEANN, who belonged to a SMITH and was
tended by a man named CIAN. Threatened with
death by the Glas’s owner unless he reclaimed
the cow, Cian found his way to Balor’s domain
and, discovering the tower in which Eithne was
imprisoned, disguised himself as a woman to
gain access to her. Eithne bore Cian three sons,
all of whom were thrown into the sea by their
furious, frightened grandfather when he discov-
ered their existence. Cian was able to save one,
who became the god and hero LUGH. (Because
myth is rarely consistent, Eithne’s husband is
sometimes named Maclnelly.)

It was Lugh who fulfilled the feared
prophecy at the second battle of MAG TUIRED,
when the Fomorians were finally defeated and
the island wrested from their control. Lugh,
despite being half-Fomorian, fought on the side
of the TUATHA DE DANANN, the tribe of the god-
dess DANU, and it was his sharp aim that brought
victory when he blinded Balor with a slingshot
or a magical spear crafted by the smith god
GOIBNIU. Lugh then used the spear to cut off
Balor’s head, after which his one remaining bale-
ful EYE continued to have such power that it
could split boulders.

Balor’s evil eye was sometimes described as a
third eye in the middle of his forehead, spitting
flames and destruction. Alternatively, it may have
been a conventionally placed eye that leaked poi-
son from fumes cooked up by his father’s DRUIDS.
That maleficent eye never opened unless four
men lifted its heavy lid, and then it caused any-
one looking into it to fall to the ground helpless
as a babe. Because of his ocular peculiarity, the
god is called Balor of the Evil Eye (Birug-derc) or
the Strong-Smiting one (Bailcbhémneach). His
consort CETHLION also had poisonous powers
that killed the good god DAGDA.

Balor was associated with Mizen Head (Carn
Ui Néit, “the Burial-Place of Neit’s Grandson”)
in Co. Cork and Land’s End in Wales. For this
reason he is sometimes interpreted as a sun god,
imaged as the single eye of the setting sun off
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such southwesterly promontories. Other inter-
pretations connect him with the winter season,
which smites growing plants with frost and chill,
and as such he is sometimes said to be the Irish
version of the continental OTHERWORLD god the
Romans called DIS PATER. Balor lasted long in
Irish folklore, where he appears as a pirate living
on Tory Island, off the northwest coast, and
struggling against those who would steal his
magical cow.

Sources: Curtin, Jeremiah. Hero-Tales of Ireland. New
York: Benjamin Blom, 1894, pp. 296, 304;
MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the Ancient Celts.
London: Constable, 1911, pp. 31-35, 89-90; O
hOgain, Diithi. Myth, Legend and Romance: An
Encyclopedia of the Irish Folk Tradition. New York:
Prentice-Hall Press, 1991, p. 43.

banais righe See INAUGURATION, HORSE

SACRIFICE.

Banba (Banbha) Irish goddess. When the
MILESIANS—the mythological invaders often
interpreted as the first Irish Celts—arrived, they
were met by three goddesses or queens of the
TUATHA DE DANANN, each of whom announced
herself as ruler of the land. First was Banba, who
according to the BOOK OF INVASIONS met the
Milesians at Slieve Mis in Co. Kerry, although
some sources say that she was found on the plain
from which the royal hill of TARA rises; she
promised the Milesians happiness and wealth so
long as the land bore her name. Next was FODLA,
on her mountain Slieve Felim in Co. Limerick,
who made the same promise in exchange for the
same honor. Finally, the Milesians met the most
impressive goddess, ERIU, on the central hill of
UISNEACH; she promised them they would for-
ever live happily in her land if it bore her name,
and to her they gave precedence.

The three earth goddesses have been con-
nected with that continental Celtic triple god-
dess of FERTILITY called by the Latin name of
DEAE MATRES, “the mother goddesses.” Or they
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may have been not a trinity but three unrelated
goddesses, rulers of their specific regions, who
were brought together in a shared narrative by
the newcomers. Banba may once have had her
own mythological cycle; if so, it has been lost,
her specific powers being discernable only
through hints and vestiges. That she was an
ancient divinity is shown by her statement to the
Milesians that she had been in Ireland before
the biblical Noah, whose descendant CESAIR was
the first human to reach the land. Similarly,
some versions of the Book of Invasions say that the
Milesians banished her by singing SPELLS against
her, suggesting the removal of an early divinity
by invaders. What Banba’s original meaning was,
however, is conjectural.

Three gods or heroes are named as the hus-
bands of Ireland’s three goddesses, with Banba’s
being MAC CUILL, “son of HAZEL,” suggesting a
connection with poetic inspiration, for hazel
nuts were said to feed the SALMON of wisdom.
The PIG is sometimes cited as an emblem of
Banba, whose name resembles the word for
piglet, banb; pigs were images of the goddess of
the underworld in many European cultures as
far back as 6000 B.C.E. and were in Ireland espe-
cially connected with prosperity.

The name Banba remains today as a poetic
term for Ireland. Despite that connection with
the entire island, and despite her associations in
myth with the southwestern province of MUN-
STER and the eastern province of LEINSTER,
Banba is most especially connected with the
most northerly point in ULSTER, Malin Head,
locally called Banba’s Crown. Occasionally,
Banba is given as an alternative name for Cesair,
the earliest human arrival in Ireland.

Source: MacAlister, R. A. Stewart. Lebor Gabdla

Erenn: The Book of the Tuking of Ireland, Part 5.
Dublin: Irish Texts Society, 1956, pp. 35 {f.

bandrui Woman druid; see DRUID.

bangaisgedaig See WARRIOR WOMEN.

bandrui

Ban Naemha (Ban Naema) Irish mythological
being. Throughout Ireland we find the story of a
magical FISH that swims in a holy WELL. In Cork,
the sun-well called Kil-na-Greina was the resi-
dence of Ban Naemha, the fish of wisdom that
only those gifted with SECOND SIGHT could see.
The well’s ritual involved taking three sips of the
well’s water, crawling around the well three times
between each drink, and offering a stone the size
of a dove’s egg with each circuit. Whether this
series of actions was intended to lure the fish or
simply to honor the place is unclear.

banshee (bean sidhe, ben sid, bean si, ben side
in Scotland, ban-sith, bean-shith, bean sith; on
the Isle of Man, ben shee) Celtic mythological
being. The Irish word bean-sidhe—woman of the
SIDHE or FAIRY people—originally referred to any
woman of the OTHERWORLD. Such beings were
often early goddesses of the land or of SOVER-
EIGNTY, diminished into regional FAIRY QUEENS
when their worshipers were conquered by those
who honored other divinities. Over time, how-
ever, the banshee’s domain narrowed, until she
became a spirit who announced forthcoming
death, a transformation that has been linked to
the seizure of Irish lands by the English in the
16th and 17th centuries.

The banshee is similar to the WASHER AT THE
FORD, who washes the clothes of those about to die
in battle, save that she specializes in deaths from
causes other than war. She is a folkloric rather than
a literary character, not appearing in written docu-
ments until the 17th century, after which her pres-
ence is commonplace. She appears either as a HAG
or as a lovely woman; the transformation of one
into the other is frequent in folklore (see CAIL-
LEACH), so there may be no difference between
these forms. The banshee often has RED hair (a
common signifier of fairy blood), or wears white or
green clothing, or sports bright red shoes.
Sometimes she combs her hair with a golden comB
as she wails in anticipatory grief, usually at noon.

Some Irish families have banshees who signal
the deaths of their members; most of these fam-
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ilies have names beginning with O or Mac and
thus represent the ancient families of a region.
This association perhaps reflects a lingering loy-
alty to ancient Celtic beliefs, for the banshee has
been linked to Celtic goddesses such as AINE.
These families’ banshees are occasionally found
in the New World, having followed their emi-
grating charges, as was the case with the banshee
of the O’Gradys, who traveled to Canada to pro-
vide her lamentation services.

Sources: Croker, T. Crofton. Fairy Legends and
Traditions of the South of Ireland. London:
William Tegg, 1862, p. 110; Delaney, Mary
Murray. Of Irish Ways. New York: Harper &
Row, 1973, p. 170; MacDougall, James. Folk
Tiles and Fairy Lore in Gaelic and English.
Edinburgh: John Grant, 1910, pp. 175-179;
Westropp, T. J. Folklore of Clare: A Folklore
Survey of County Clare and County Clare Folk-
Tiles and Myths. Ennis, Co. Clare: Clasp Press,
2000, pp. 6-10; Wilde, Lady. Ancient Legends,
Mystic Charms and Superstitions of Ireland.
London: Chatto and Windus, 1902, p. 136.

baptism Celtic ritual. There is some textual
indication that the Celts had a ritual of name-
giving that required children to be splashed with
water from a sacred water-source, for the hero
AILILL Mac Méta was said to have been “baptized
in druidic streams” while the Welsh GWRI was
“baptized with the baptism which was usual.” In
Ireland the power of the local goddess was imag-
ined as resident in holy WELLS; baptism with her
waters might have symbolized acceptance into
her people. Until recently, children in the
Hebrides were protected at birth from FAIRY
KIDNAPPING by the placing of three drops of
water on their brows; this rite may descend from
an ancient baptismal ritual.

bard Celtic social role. Throughout the Celtic
world, the poet was held in high esteem because
of an assumed power to curse and to bless. Thus
POETRY was connected to MAGIC, perhaps because
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both employed the power of transformation: in
poetry, metaphor; in magic, SHAPE-SHIFTING. In
addition, because of the emphasis that the Celts
put upon honor (see ERIC) and reputation, the
words of a satirist were greatly feared.

Although the term bard is often used today to
describe Celtic poets, the usage is inexact;
according to Roman writers, the bard was the
lowest among the various types of poets found in
Gaul. According to this system, a bard was a
singer and reciter—no inconsequential thing in
a world that relied upon recitation rather than
writing. These bards were historians, under
strict demand not to change any of the basic
facts of a story or genealogy.

As memory was important to the bard, vision
was significant to the higher orders; the VATES,
who interpreted omens, and the DRUIDS or
priests. In Ireland the bard was a low-ranked
poet, a student still working to learn the nearly
four hundred required myths and legends; as
one ascended the scale, one became a FILI, a
member of a more distinguished caste of poets,
of which the OLLAM was the highest rank. Both
Gaul and Ireland thus seem to reflect the same
hierarchy: bards or reciters; diviners or prophets
(vates and fi/i); and druids or magician-priests.

Open to both men and women, these social
roles were not generally hereditary but were
contingent upon the gifts of the potential bard.
Intensive training, including the memorization
of hundreds of narratives, was required before
progressing to extemporaneous composition in
highly structured forms; such composition
demanded familiarity with altered states and was
connected to PROPHECY and spell-casting. In
Ireland such poet-seers could be called upon to
discern the next king in the bloody rite called the
BULL-SLEEP or farbhfleis. Finally, the most ele-
vated poet was the satirist whose stinging words
could punish any king who proved ungenerous
or unfit to rule. Thus the dividing lines between
poet, judge, historian, and prophet were not
crisply drawn among the ancient Irish.

Several bards appear in myth and legend,
some holding heroic or semidivine status. One is
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the Irish TUAN MAC CAIRILL, who described him-
self as having lived in various bodies since the
beginning of time; another is AMAIRGIN, the
MILESIAN poet who spoke the first words upon
the arrival of his people in Ireland. In Wales the
greatest poet was TALIESIN, who had gained all
knowledge by accidentally drinking the brew of
the goddess CERIDWEN; pursued and persecuted
by her, he took on the shapes of animals and
birds but was unable to escape her. She finally
ate him as a grain of wheat, when she was a hen;
but she then bore him as a child that she threw
into the sea. This shape-shifting motif shows
that the poet was believed able to assume the
bodies of animals and birds while maintaining
human consciousness.

In Ireland poets originally moved freely
about the countryside, accompanied by their
students and retainers, demanding hospitality
from every king. But later poets attached them-
selves to specific noble families. Even later, when
their traditional patrons were driven out by
English settlement, the bardic orders degraded
into wandering poets like Anthony Raftery, an
historical figure of Co. Galway in the 1700s; like
Raftery many of these poetic practitioners were
blind. In Wales a continuous line of poets can be
traced to the sixth century C.E.; the Bardic Order
(Bardd Teulu) served the Welsh kings for more
than a millennium, with assemblies of bards
called EISTEDDFOD known as early as 1176.

Sources: Henderson, George. Swurvivals in Belief
Among the Celts. Glasgow: James MacLeose and
Sons, 1911, pp. 11-14; Hull, Eleanor. The
Cuchullin Saga in Irish Literature. London:
David Nutt, 1898, p. xviii; Kelly, Fergus. 4
Guide to Early Irish Laow. Dublin: School of
Celtic Studies, Dublin Institute for Advanced
Studies. Early Irish Law Series, Vol. 111, 1988,
pp- 43-51; MacCulloch, J. A. The Religion of the
Ancient Celts. London: Constable, 1911, p. 117.

Barenton (Belenton) Breton mythological
site. The magical Fountain That Makes Rain

Barenton

was hidden in the center of Brittany’s legendary
forest, BROCELIANDE. Visitors who drew water
from the fountain and sprinkled it around
unleashed fierce storms. The fountain may be
the same as that ruled over by Laudine, the LADY
OF THE FOUNTAIN, lover of the Arthurian hero
OWEIN. This legendary site may also reflect a
folk memory of a NEMETON or Celtic sacred
wood.

barguest British and Scottish mythological
being. Hard to distinguish from BOGIES and
boggarts (see BROWNIE), the barguest found in
Scotland and England could appear as a headless
man, a ghostly rabbit, or a white CAT. The bar-
guest could also take the form of a BLACK DOG,
especially when locally prominent people died;
at such times the fire-eyed barguest would set all
the dogs in the region to howling infernally. The
barguest was dangerous to encounter, for its bite
refused to heal. The name has been interpreted
to mean both “bear-ghost,” and “BARROW-
ghost,” the latter referring to ancient stone
graves it was reputed to haunt.

Barinthus (Saint Barrind) Arthurian hero.
The ferryman of the OTHERWORLD, Barinthus
carried the wounded king ARTHUR away from
the surface world to the Otherworld after his
final battle.

barnacle goose Symbolic animal. In Ireland
until recently, this waterbird was considered a
fish, so it could be eaten during the Lenten fast.
Although this curious belief may not have
mythological roots but may derive from later
folklore, it has a basis in the ancient Celtic belief
that BIRDS are beings of several elements and
therefore magical. It is even possible that the
folkloric prominence given to the bird reflects
pre-Celtic belief, for a barnacle goose was exca-
vated from a Neolithic house, where it appears
to have been part of a foundation sacrifice, sug-
gesting that it was viewed as a protective being.
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The barnacle goose is a migratory wildfowl,
which annually arrived in Ireland from parts
unknown, and it may have had special signifi-
cance because of that cyclic disappearance and
reappearance.

See also GOOSE.

Barrax (Barrecis, Barrex) British god. Known
from one dedication only, this obscure British
god was likened by the occupying Roman armies
to their warrior god MARS; the Celtic name
seems to mean “supreme” or “lordly.”

barrow Sacred site. A pre-Celtic grave made
from stones set in a line ending in a grave, in
which more than one burial is sometimes found.
The Wiltshire Downs, whereon rises STONE-
HENGE, has the greatest collection of barrow
graves in England; such graves are also found
throughout Ireland. Barrows were revered by
those who dwelt around them, who told stories
of hauntings by fairy creatures (BLACK DOGS, for
instance) or ghosts at the site.
See FAIRY MOUND.

Bath British mythological site. The great hot
SPRINGS that bubble forth from the earth at
Bath, a town in the southwest of England, have
been renowned for HEALING for at least two
thousand years. While some suggest that the
springs were used in pre-Celtic times, what we
know of AQUAE sULIS (the Roman name for
Bath) dates to Celtic times. SUL, the Celtic god-
dess of the site, was conflated with the healing
MINERVA by the Romans who built the colon-
naded temples and interior bathing rooms still
visible today. The Celtic custom of throwing
coins into water-sources was practiced at Bath,
as was the custom of writing curses on lead;
16,000 coins have been excavated from Bath and
more than 50 cursing tables.

Source: Ross, Anne, and Michael Cyprien. A
Traveller’s Guide to Celtic Britain. Harrisburg,
Pa.: Historical Times, 1985, p. 19.
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Battle of Mag Tuired (Moyturra) See MAG
TUIRED.

Baudwin (Baudwin of Brittany) Arthurian
hero. One of the few knights to survive the bru-
tal battle of CAMLAN at the end of the reign of
king ARTHUR, he became a hermit thereafter.

bean nighe See WASHER AT THE FORD.
bean tighe See FAIRY HOUSEKEEPER.

bear Symbolic animal. A dim-sighted but sharp-
eared creature of impressive speed and climbing
ability, the bear was feared and respected for its
strength by all early people who encountered it.
Perhaps because a skinned bear looks very much
like the carcass of a person, and because the live
animal can walk upright like a man, the bear was
often imagined as nearly human.

The region where the Celts emerged, in
mountainous central Europe, was supreme bear
terrain. Prior to the Celts’ appearance in the
archaeological record, we find evidence of a bear
cult centered in Alpine caves; this ancient reli-
gious vision may have influenced the Celtic
sense of the bear’s divinity. Swiss sites especially
attest to the bear’s early importance, as at the
city of Berne (whose name means “bear”), where
the sculpture of the Celtic bear goddess ARTIO
was found; there is some evidence of a parallel
bear god named Artaios, whom the Romans
called by the name of MERCURY. The name of
ANDARTA, an obscure Gaulish goddess, may
mean “great bear.” Other mythological figures
with ursine names include ARTHUR and CORMAC
MAC AIRT.

Beare (Bera, Béirre, Moméa) Irish goddess. In
the far southwest of Ireland, in the province of
MUNSTER, a thin peninsula stretches out to sea:
the Beare (Bheara) peninsula, rich in both antiq-
uities and legend. The area gets its name from
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this woman, said to have been a Spanish
princess; little legend remains of her. More
mythically significant was the CAILLEACH
Bhéirre, the Hag of Beare, an ancient land god-
dess of the pre-Celtic people; she is associated
with the area even today, and she can be seen, in
the shape of a boulder, looking out to sea on the
north side of the peninsula. Occasionally the
consonants mutate, making her name Moméa.

beating the bounds British ritual. In some
areas of rural England, the tradition of walking
the boundaries of parishes on certain holidays
was maintained until recent times. Although a
priest or minister led the procession, the ritual
itself probably harkens back to pre-Christian
days. When the procession passed ancient
STANDING STONES, children were pushed against
the boulders; similarly, children were ducked in
sacred springs or ponds along the route.

Beaumains See GARETH.

Bébinn (Bebind, Bé Find, Be Bind, Be Find,
Bebhionn, Befind, Befionn) Irish goddess or
heroine. This name is common in early Irish lit-
erature and legend. One Bébinn, the goddess of
birth, was sister of BOAND and mother of Ireland’s
most handsome hero, FRAECH; another Bébinn,
beautiful GIANT from Maiden’s Land off the west
coast, was always surrounded by magical BIRDS
and may have originally been a goddess of pleas-
ure. Of the latter, legend has it that she left the
OTHERWORLD to live with the king of the Isle of
Man but ran away from him after he began to
beat her. In a sad but realistic ending, the king
pursued his escaping wife and killed her.

Bebo Irish heroine. The small wife of an
equally tiny FAIRY king, TUBDAN, Bebo traveled
with her husband to the land of ULSTER, which
seemed to them to be populated by GIANTS. The
lovely diminutive queen caught the eye of
Ulster’s king, FERGUS. Despite physical chal-
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lenges (his phallus was bigger than her entire
body), Bebo became Fergus’s mistress for a year,
until Tubdan offered a pair of magical shoes to
Fergus in order to gain her back.

Bec Irish hero. This name, which means
“small,” is borne by several characters in Irish
legend. One, Bec mac Buain, was the father of
the maiden guardians of a magical WELL, where
the hero FIONN MAC CUMHAILL gained wisdom
when one of the girls accidentally spilled some
of the well water into his mouth. Another, Bec
mac Dé, was a diviner who could answer nine
questions simultaneously with one answer.

Becthola (Becfola, Beagfhola) Irish goddess
or heroine. A mortal queen of TARA, she is pro-
tagonist of the Tochmarc Becfhola (The Wooing of
Becfhola), which tells of her affair with a FAIRY
LOVER, FLANN ua Fedach. As Tara’s queen repre-
sented SOVEREIGNTY, her unhappiness with king
DIARMAIT and her preference for the hero
CRIMTHANN might have caused Diarmait to lose
his right to rule. But when Becthola attempted
an assignation with Crimthann, she met Flann
instead and spent an enchanted night with him
on an island in Lough ERNE. When she returned
to Tara, it was as though no time had passed, for
she had lived in fairy time with Flann, who soon
came to take her away.

Source: Cross, Tom Peete, and Clark Harris
Slover, eds. Ancient Irish Tales. New York:
Henry Holt and Co., 1936, p. 533.

Bé Chuille (Becuille) Irish goddess. Magical
daughter of the woodland goddess FLIDAIS, she
was the only member of the TUATHA DE DANANN
able to combat the wicked sorceress CARMAN.

Bé Chuma (Bechuma, Bé Cuma, Bé cuma)
Irish goddess or heroine. A woman of Irish leg-
end, one of the magical people called the TUATHA
DE DANANN, Bé Chuma was known for her car-
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nal appetites. She originally came from the OTH-
ERWORLD, where she left her powerful husband
for another man, after which she was banished to
this world. There she continued her fickle ways,
lusting after her stepson ART MAC CUINN while
married to the king of TARA, CONN of the
Hundred Battles. Since Tara’s queen represented
SOVEREIGNTY over the land, Bé Chuma could
have replaced one king with another. Instead, she
was forced to leave Tara when Art returned with
a wife who demanded Bé Chuma’s ostracism.

Bedwyr (Bedivere, Bedwyr fab Bedrawg) Welsh
hero. In the Welsh mythological text of kuLHWCH
AND OLWEN, this warrior was highly regarded; he
was so brave that he never shied away from a
fight. He was also beautiful (though not as hand-
some as ARTHUR, much less LANCELOT). In later
Arthurian literature Bedwyr’s importance dimin-
ished until he was only called Arthur’s butler,
though a remnant of his earlier significance
remained in the story in that he was instructed to
throw the great sword EXCALIBUR into the water
so that it could be reclaimed by the magical LADY
OF THE LAKE, after which Bedwyr placed the
dying king in the boat headed to AVALON.

bee Symbolic insect. Bees do not often appear
in Celtic legend; when they do, it is typically as
a symbol of WISDOM. bees were believed to drop
down to earth from heaven; on the Isle of Man,
they were caught early in the spring by fisher-
men, who used them as AMULETS of safety when
at sea. In Ireland bees have no pre-Christian
symbolic importance, although some saints (the
Welsh Domnéc and the MUNSTER nun GOBNAT)
were associated with beekeeping.

Source: Killip, Margaret. The Folklore of the Isle of
Man. London: B. T. Batsford, Ltd., 1975, p. 76.

beech Symbolic tree. One of the Celtic sacred
trees, this large relative (genus Fagus) of the OAK,
with its muscular gray trunk and low full
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branches, was especially honored by Celts in the
Pyrenees mountains.
See TREE ALPHABET.

Belatucadros Continental Celtic god. This
obscure Gaulish god, whose name means “beau-
tiful in slaughter” or “fair slayer,” was equated by
the Romans with their war god MARS. Evidence
of his worship found in numerous (though not
elaborate) dedications in northwestern England
suggests that his cult was strongest among lowly
soldiers. He never appears with a consort.

Belenus (Bel, Belinus) Continental Celtic
god. The spring festival of BELTANE was named
for him, some have suggested. Not much is
known of this continental Celtic god, whom the
Romans compared to APOLLO and who was wor-
shiped at HEALING waters including Aquae
Borvonis (Bourbon-les-Bains) in France; the
healing plant Belinuntia was reputedly named
for him, strengthening the likelihood that his
domain was health.

Belenus’s worship appears to have been wide-
spread, for many inscriptions to him are found
throughout Gaul, and several classical writers
refer to his cult. His name appears to mean
“bright” or “shining one,” so he may have been
a solar divinity; such deities were often associ-
ated with healing SPRINGS on the theory that the
SUN, leaving our sight at night, traveled under
the world, heating the waters of thermal springs
as it went. The ancient author Apollonius relates
a Celtic story of a stream formed by the tears of
Apollo Belenus when he was forced from heaven
by his father; as Apollo was the Greek sun divin-
ity, this textual evidence strengthens the argu-
ment that Belenus had solar connections.

In Britain a hero Belinus was mentioned by
the early historian Geoffrey of Monmouth as
twin to Brennius; the two went to war over the
throne but ultimately agreed to share power.
The continental Belinus is not described as war-
like, so despite the similarity in names, it is not
clear that the same figure is intended.
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Source: Geoffrey of Monmouth. Histories of the
Kings of Britain. London: J. M. Dent and Sons,
1912, pp. 38 ft.

Beli (Beli Mawr, Beli Mawr fab Mynogan)
Celtic ancestral figure, possibly a god. This
Welsh ancestral father may have been derived
from the Celtic god BELENUS, although given
how little is known about the latter, that is con-
jectural. In the MABINOGION, Beli appears as con-
sort of the mother goddess DON and as father of
the goddess ARIANRHOD and the warrior
CASWALLAWN; in the story of MAXEN, Beli was
said to have ruled Britain until the titular hero
arrived with his legions, driving Beli into the sea.
He has been described as a god of death as well
as of the sea, the latter giving rise to the poetic
description of the ocean as “Beli’s liquor”; the
London site of Billingsgate (Beli’s gate) appears
to contain his name. Some have connected him
with the obscure Irish god Bile (see BILE).

Sources: Gantz, Jeffrey, trans. The Mabinogion.
New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 1976,
pp- 67, 85, 124, 129; Rhys, John. The Welsh
People. London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1906, p. 43.

Belisama (Belesama, Belisma) Continental
Celtic and British goddess. This powerful god-
dess, found in several places in the ancient Celtic
world, was an unusual circumstance in that most
divinities are found in only one site. She was
both a cosmic goddess and one associated with
the RIVERS that, to the Celts, sheltered the pre-
eminent divinities of good fortune and abun-
dance. As her name may be derived from words
for “brightness” or “shining,” it has been pro-
posed that she is a continental Celtic corollary to
BRIGIT, the Irish flame goddess of healing. That
the Romans connected her to MINERVA, as they
did the hot-spring goddess SUL of Bath, is also
suggestive of Belisama’s possible original ruler-
ship of healing, water, and the solar flame.

In Lancashire the River Ribble once bore
Belisama’s name, according to the ancient
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Egyptian geographer Ptolemy, and it is thought
that the headless statue still to be found near the
river represents her. More recently the spirit of
the Ribble was said to be named PEG O’NELL, a
tyrannized servant girl who drowned while fetch-
ing water and who vindictively returns to claim a
victim every seventh year. The only way to avoid
such a human tragedy on Peg’s Night was to sac-
rifice small birds or animals to the waters, a tra-
dition in which some have discerned a memory
of human sacrifice to the water divinity.

Sources: Spence, Lewis. The Minor Traditions of
British Mythology. New York: Benjamin Blom,
Inc., 1972, p. 11; Straffon, Cheryl. The Earth
Goddess: Celtic and Pagan Legacy of the Landscape.
London: Blandford, 1997, p. 141.

Bellieus Arthurian hero. A minor character in
the tales of king ARTHUR, Bellieus became a
knight of the ROUND TABLE by a curious means:
He found the pure knight LANCELOT in bed with
his lady, which Lancelot claimed was entirely a
mistake. Bellieus was honor-bound to challenge
the invader, who proved much the better swords-
man. Despite his wounds, Bellieus survived and
joined Lancelot at Arthur’s court, CAMELOT.

Beltane (Bealtaine, Beltain, Beltine, Beltaine,
Bealtane, La Beltain, May Eve, May Day,
Cétshamain) Celtic festival. Celebrated on
May 1, Beltane was one of the four great festivals
of what is conventionally called the ancient
Celtic year—although it has been argued that
the CALENDAR, not found on the Continent, rep-
resents only the Irish seasonal cycle. Beltane is
essentially an agricultural festival, its roots in the
cycle of grazing and planting. Traditionally,
Beltane marked the beginning of the summer
and the movement of cattle from sheltered win-
ter pastures to the mountain buaile or “booleys”
of summer, where the grass would be fresh and
green. As might be expected of a festival that
begins an agricultural cycle, weather divination
was important, with frost being deemed omi-
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nous of bad times ahead, while rain was a sign of
good fortune and a strong harvest.

As with other such festivals, Beltane began at
sundown on the eve of the festival day. Like
SAMHAIN in the fall, Beltane was a day when the
door to the OTHERWORLD opened sufficiently
for FAIRIES and the dead to communicate with
the living. Whereas Samhain was essentially a
festival of the dead, Beltane was one for the liv-
ing, when vibrant spirits were said to come forth
seeking incarnation in human bodies or inter-
course with the human realm.

The name is related to words referring to
fire. The spurious connection with the Semitic
god BA'AL has been long since disproven, but
divinities such as BELENUS and BELISAMA have
been connected with the bonfires of spring,
which were the most significant part of the
Beltane celebrations in several Celtic lands. On
Beltane Eve, hearth fires were extinguished,
then relit from a bonfire made on the nearest
signal hill. In Ireland these fires were thought to
have been lit around the land in response to the
sacred fire of ERIU on the hill of UISNEACH, in
the Island’s center, or at its royal center at the
Hill of TARA.

The famous story of the “Easter fire” or
“Paschal fire” lit by ST. PATRICK as he attempted
to Christianize Ireland is anachronistic, for there
would have been no Easter fires in the pre-
Christian period; the fires in question were for
Beltane, and Patrick was being both sacrilegious
and politically challenging by lighting his own
fire on SLANE hill before the royal fire blazed.

Beltane fires, which may have originated sim-
ply in the need to burn off brush before the
fields and pastures were put into use, were lit in
Wales until 1840 and in Ireland regularly
through the middle of the 20th century, with
CATTLE being driven near or between fires in
order to assure their safety in the coming year. It
was considered especially significant if a white
heifer was seen in the herds, presumably an
incarnation of BOAND, the white cow goddess of
abundance. At the same time, Beltane was a
night when evil could strike cattle, drying up
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their milk and causing them to sicken and die.
Thus many Beltane rituals, including hunting
HARES (shape-shifted WITCHES), and speaking
CHARMS over BUTTER churns, have a basis in the
belief that agricultural produce is particularly
vulnerable at this time of year.

There are strong indications that Beltane had
its origins in a festival for the protection of cat-
tle. In ULSTER, as in other parts of Ireland, cattle
were driven around raths and other areas
believed to be residences of the fairy race. There
they were bled, and after their owners had tasted
the blood, it was poured into the earth with
prayers for the herds’ safety. In Devon in Britain
a ram was tied to a STANDING STONE and
butchered, its blood pouring over the stone; the
animal was then cooked, hide and all, and its
burnt flesh devoured to bring good luck.

It was not only a time of prayers for animal
well-being but of rituals for human health as
well, Beltane being one of the days on which
Irish holy WELLS were most frequently visited,
together with IMBOLC on February 1 and LUGH-
NASA on August 1. Well visitors performed a
PATTERN or ritual walk, usually sunwise around
the well, then left offerings (coins or CLOOTIES,
bits of cloth tied to the sacred trees that shade
the well) while praying for health and healing.
Usually no words were to be spoken except in
prayer, and the visitor departed without turning
back to look at the well. These rituals, still prac-
ticed in many parts of Ireland, may have once
included the carrying of sacred water to Beltane
ritual sites, where trees and fields were sprinkled
with prayers for an abundant harvest.

Decoration of a “May bush” was popular
until the late 19th century in rural Ireland and in
urban areas as well, with groups vying for the
most resplendent tree covered with flowers and
ribbons and bits of bright fabric. The THORN
tree, traditionally the abode of the fairy folk, was
a favorite for May bushes, but others could sub-
stitute, especially the ASH, considered the pre-
miere Beltane tree in Ireland. In Dublin and
Belfast, bushes were cut outside town and then
decorated in various neighborhoods, with
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attempts to steal another district’s May bush
causing much jollity. The disreputable behavior
of some Beltane revelers caused the May bush to
be outlawed in Victorian times. In Cornwall the
sycamore was the favored “May tree”; celebrants
stripped its new branches of leaves and crafted
little flutes. In Liverpool the festival long sur-
vived in rudimentary form, with houses and
horses being decked with flowers for the day.

Beltane dew was believed to have the power
to increase sexual attractiveness. Maidens would
roll in the grass or dip their fingers in the dew
and salve their faces, hoping thus to become
fairer. In Britain one of their number was chosen
as the May Queen, who was ceremoniously mar-
ried to the May King, an act that symbolized the
joining of the land’s fertile powers. But in some
cases there was a queen only, without a consort,
which some scholars view as evidence that the
goddess was invoked rather than the god at this
time; in Britain the May King was called the
“Beltane carline” or “old woman,” which has led
to the same interpretation.

Sexual license, with the magical intention of
increasing the land’s yield, is believed to have
been part of the annual event. English Beltane
festivals focused on that transparently phallic
symbol, the MAYPOLE, around which dancers
cavorted (see MORRIS DANCING). The full ritual
entailed bringing in a cut tree from the wood-
lands and erecting it in the town square or a sim-
ilar public gathering place. In the Cotswolds the
maypole was associated with “summer bowers”
built of new-budding trees and decorated with
flowers and a large china doll called the “lady.”
Plays about ROBIN HOOD and maze-games, both
originally part of the Beltane festivals, slowly
diminished into children’s games rather than
sacred calendrical rituals.

Remnants of the maypole festival are still
found in some English towns, most notably in
Chipping Campden, but maypole dancing
today is usually a folkloric revival, for the
dances were outlawed in Puritan England
in 1644. It is probable that it was not so much
the dances themselves that caused concern but
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the usual aftermath, the “greenwood weddings”
of young people who spent Beltane night
together under the pretext of gathering flowers
to deck the town next morning, for the Puritans
complained that girls who went a-maying “did
not one of them return a virgin.”

Virginity was not the only thing sacrificed to
the new season. Animal sacrifices continued into
historical times; in Dublin the skull and bones of
a horse were burned. Some have suggested that
human sacrifice occurred at this time, although
perhaps only in times of plague and need. In
Britain until the 18th century, part of the
Beltane festival was the preparation of a round
cake that was broken up and distributed; who-
ever got a blackened piece was designated the
“devoted” and the other celebrants mimed push-
ing the selected into the fire, suggesting an
ancient sacrificial ritual. Such round cakes,
called Beltane bannocks, were typically made
from the last sheaf of the previous year’s harvest.
In Britain parts of the cake were offered to the
land, with the words, “I give you this, preserve
my horses; I give you this, preserve my sheep; I
give the FOXES this, preserve my lambs; I give
this to the hoodie CROW and to the FAGLE.”

On the Isle of Man, Beltane fires and the
strewing of flowers were said to scare away
witches, who were most active on this day but
who could be most effectively countered then as
well. DIVINATION on Beltane or Beltane Eve was
common among the Manx islanders: Light blaz-
ing from a house meant a wedding was in the
offing, while dim light meant a funeral. Girls
placed snails on pewter dishes that night, watch-
ing until midnight after washing face and hands
in dew from a wheatfield, in the hopes that the
creatures would write their husband-to-be’s
name on the dish. Protection of cattle and home
were also part of the Beltane ritual, for the door-
way was strewn with rushes and primroses while
ROWAN crosses were fastened to the cattle’s
necks. Leaves of ELDER trees were affixed to
windows and doors as protection against fairy
powers. But fairy beauty would leave its mark on
the dew, which could be gathered and used as a
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beautifying potion. Until some 50 years ago, the
Manx islanders celebrated Beltane with a contest
between the Queen of Winter and the Queen of
the May, represented by girls whose attendants
staged mock battles that ended in a festival.

In Scotland cattle were preserved from the
influence of witchcraft by placing garlands of
rowan and honeysuckle around their necks; red
threads tied in their hair or woven into the
wreaths likewise protected dairy cattle from
milk-stealing witches, who were especially active
on Beltane. Records from the 18th century show
that a pot of eggs, butter, oatmeal, and milk was
placed on the Beltane fire, after a bit of the mix-
ture had been thrown onto the ground to honor
the spirits; once cooked, the oatcake was divided
into nine parts and offered to the animals who
might steal the harvest: one part to the crow, one
to the eagle, one to the fox, and so forth. Even as
late as the 19th century, Beltane fires were still
being built in rural districts of Scotland and cat-
tle driven between them for purification.

The Beltane festival is alluded to in several
recent popular works, including the science-
fiction cult classic, The Illuminatus! Trilogy by
Robert Shea and Robert Anton Wilson, in which
conspiratorial forces of the Bavarian Illuminat
and their henchmen meet (and are defeated by)
the orgiastic forces of alternative culture; in the
film The Wicker Man, in which a remnant Celtic
society sacrifices a puritanical policeman to
increase the land’s fertility; and in the “Lusty
Month of May” sequence in the musical Camelot.

See also GLEN LYON.
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Beltany Irish mythological site. In the far
northwestern county of Donegal, a huge circle
of some 60 stones once caught the beams of the
rising sun on the morning of BELTANE, May 1; an
alignment between a pillar stone and a stone
engraved with small indentations called cup
marks indicates the sunrise on that day. While
STONE CIRCLES indicating astronomical align-
ments are far from unusual in Ireland, most were
engineered as much as 4,000 years before the
Celts arrived with their four festivals marking
the midpoints between solstices and equinoxes;
the pre-Celtic builders of stone circles more typ-
ically marked the equinoxes themselves. Thus
Beltany presents an archaeological puzzle: Is it a
Celtic site, inspired by the stone circles that they
found in Ireland? A pre-Celtic site whose orien-
tation has been misread by enthusiasts? Or an
astronomical accident?

Bendonner Irish folkloric figure. This
Scottish GIANT terrorized the coast of ULSTER
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until the residents requested the aid of FINN
MCCOOL, a folkloric version of the great Irish
hero FIONN MAC CUMHAILL. Finn challenged the
giant to battle, then dressed himself in swaddling
clothes. When the monster came to call, he
found an enormous baby in an immense cradle,
and he became so terrified of its strength that he
ran away without Finn’s having to lift his
weapons. He never bothered the people of
Ulster again.

Ben Bulben Irish mythological site. Near a
mound of stone atop this famous, dramatically
sweeping peak on the coast above the town of
Sligo in the western Irish province of CONNACHT,
the romantic hero DIARMAIT Ua Duibne died as a
result of a wound from a magical BOAR who had
kidnapped him and to whose back the hero clung.
Diarmait managed to kill the beast, but then acci-
dentally brushed against the body, puncturing
himself with a poisonous bristle. As Diarmait lay
dying, FIONN MAC CUMHAILL—whose intended
wife GRAINNE’s love for the much-younger
Diarmait had consumed years of Fionn’s waning
energy as he pursued the lovers across Ireland—
arrived on the scene. A healer, Fionn could have
saved the young man, but instead he taunted
Diarmait, who had been so beloved for his beauty,
with his gory ugliness. The mountain is famous in
contemporary letters as shadowing the site of the
grave of William Butler Yeats.

Benn Etair (Ben Edair, Ben Edar) Irish
mythological location. Now the well-known Hill
of Howth near Dublin, Benn Etair appears in
many legends. In the tale of the SONS OF TUIRE-
ANN, the exhausted heroes believe if they were
able to see Benn Etair their strength would
return; the hill may have been thought to have
healing power. The grieving widow of the hero
OSCAR, AIDIN, was buried there by the BARD, OISIN.
Benn Etair was also the dwelling place of a fairy
woman, ETAIN of the Fair Hair, who died of
grlef after her mortal husband was killed; the hill
is said to have been named for Etain’s father, ETAR.

Ben Bulben

Ben-Varrey See MERMAID.

Berba Irish goddess. Tutelary goddess of the
River Barrow.
See also CESAIR.

Bercilak See GAWAIN.

Berecynthia Continental Celtic goddess. This
obscure goddess was described by the early
Christian author Gregory of Tours as being
conveyed, in the form of a whit