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Midir, guardian of the gateway to the Otherworld. The Bardo-Druidic alphabets are inner gateways to the same realms.
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The Celtic spiritual landscape is present at all levels of being.
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This is a substantially revised edition of my book Ogham and Coelbren, written 1998–99 and published in 2000. It was originally intended as an expansion of earlier works that I had published on Bardo-Druidic alphabets in the 1970s and 1980s. From my teens I had seen ancient stones bearing Ogham inscriptions in museums and standing in their original locations in the west of England, Wales, and Ireland. In the 1960s, when I first became interested in esoteric matters, it was not like the present where vast numbers of rare books are digitized and available online. I had to go to libraries in person and rummage through shelves containing books that had often been un-perused for decades. Access to old books in libraries revealed to me works on Druidic occultism, including texts by nineteenth-century Scottish and Irish writers. From a bookseller in Aberystwyth, Wales, I obtained a rare first volume of Barddas (1862), which purported to be an encyclopedic treatise on ancient Welsh lore. The later authors Dudley Wright (1924) and Lewis Spence (1945) revealed Bardic alphabets whose provenance they did not explain.

In the 1970s, various esoteric groups in Britain investigated the Ogham tree sequence, and at the alternative fairs held at Rougham in Suffolk (in which I participated), a tree alphabet circle composed of the corresponding woods was erected as a sacred enclosure. The Golden Section Order, whose driving force was Colin Murray (1942–1986), published between the mid-1970s and 1980s numerous booklets and papers that explored the relationship between the Ogham tree characters and the cycles of the seasons, though in certain pentagrams he used to explain solar and lunar mysteries, “bird Ogham” correspondences also appeared.

The term alphabet is used in this book for convenience even though the letters of the scripts do not follow the order from which that word is derived. Technically, an alphabet is a character row beginning with the letters A (alpha), B (beta), and so forth, as in Greek, Roman, or Hebrew, for example. Conventionally, however, it has become a generic word for letter rows in general, whatever order they may have, and that is how it should be understood. It should also be acknowledged that the “tree alphabets” dealt with here are contentious in several ways, though Ogham as understood today in esoteric circles especially is a standardized form with tree ascriptions, which has spread since the 1970s through Druidic communities worldwide.

The Ogham lore described in this book is based upon authentic Irish texts of various dates, including the medieval Auraicept na n-Éces (Scholars’ Primer) from The Book of Ballymote and the much later seventeeth-century work of O’Flaherty, Ogygia. Although contemporary Ogham writings generally use standard tree names, and this book is about that system, anciently it was more than that. The most ancient Irish texts about Ogham are variable and contradictory in their ascriptions, as indeed the many versions of Ogham in The Book of Ballymote (which also includes runes) show, and there are completely different ones for many characters that have nothing to do with trees. Not until the medieval period were the Oghams associated more systematically with trees (and some non-woody plants).

Modern scholarship would level severe criticism at any claim of a primordial tree-only Ogham system. Already in the late nineteenth century, Charles Graves asserted that it was wrong to regard all Irish letter names as trees (1876, 459): “It can be shown with almost certainty of proof that nin, huat, tinne, muin, gort, straif, ur, oir, uillenn, and emancoll, are not the Irish names of trees and plants.” Much more recently, Damian McManus asserted that many of the Ogham ascriptions were a “figment of the medieval Irish glossators’ imagination” (1988, 128).

Also, various ancient texts called Bríatharogaim (Speech Oghams), which appear to have been a teaching aid, preserve kennings for each Ogham. While a few of these kennings are arboreal, they speak only in vague terms of a “most exalted tree,” “fairest tree,” “discerning tree,” and so forth. By contrast, the majority of the kennings have no arboreal sense at all. For example, the Ogham Huath, which is now ascribed to the Thorn tree, possesses with respect to its variant form Úath (the Irish word for “fear”) three kennings of frightening and dangerous things: an “assembly of packs of hounds,” a “blanching of faces,” and something “most difficult at night.” Ur, which is—depending on the source—ascribed to Ling (Heather), Blackthorn, or Honeysuckle, has three kennings that refer instead to earth or soil: “in cold dwellings” and the “shroud of a lifeless one,” both of which refer to the buried dead, and a “propagation of plants” (McManus 1988, 137). Each Ogham character has its own kennings, none of which name specific trees.

The tree-alphabet ascriptions that are well evident in the Ogham tract of the Auraicept na n-Éces received additional modern impetus from the presentation of Ogham in Roderic O’Flaherty’s Ogygia (1793), which was originally published in Latin in 1685. The arboreal correspondences were then popularized and expanded upon by the poet Robert Graves in his book The White Goddess (1949), and further refined by writers who followed Graves. And it was Graves who was a seminal influence of what became the pagan movement, especially its Celtic tendency. It should also be noted that the characters of the Gaelic alphabet, used in both the Irish and Scots versions of the language, are ascribed tree names that correspond to the names used in standard Ogham, and this usage goes back at least to the eighteenth century.
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The ancient Ogham alphabet (Wikimedia Commons).
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Iolo Morganwg’s Coelbren alphabet as presented in John Williams Ab Ithel’s Barddas (1862).

Unlike Ogham, whose ancient inscriptions on stones in Ireland and western Britain attest to its antiquity, the origin of the Welsh “Bardic alphabet” called Coelbren is much more contentious. Dating to the early nineteenth century, but claimed to predate that, there are no examples of it prior to supposed transcriptions produced by the Bard Iolo Morganwg (Edward Williams, 1747–1826). A grammatical text called Dosparth Edeyrn Davod Aur, translated by the Reverend John Williams Ab Ithel and published in 1856, is supposed to have been authored by a thirteenth-century Welsh Bard, but identified by the National Library of Wales to be spurious, having been written by Lewis Richards in 1821 and derived from one of Iolo’s manuscripts. In addition to the Coelbren Bardic letters, Dosparth Edeyrn Davod Aur contains several other allegedly ancient scripts: the Alphabet of Nemnivus; the Coelbren y meneich (“Monkish Alphabet”); and the “Winged Alphabet” that has two rows of twig-runes of the Younger Futhark, which the author clearly knew nothing about. To these, Lewis Spence added the supposed Druidic alphabets of Beth–Luis–Nion and Bobileth, possibly arcane magical alphabets arranged more or less in the Ogham sequence.*

Iolo appears to have been somewhat of a rascal. Nevertheless, his influence over later developments of the Celtic mysteries is significant. Reformers of old religions and philosophies, as well as inspired prophets and inventers of new ones—some of them frauds—have existed for thousands of years. It is difficult to distinguish between these categories, as many true-believer devotees claim that their founder spoke the “one-and-only truth,” and that all else is error. Some are historic and some are legendary or even fictional. They include Zoroaster, Orpheus, Moses, the Buddha, Odin, the Emperor Augustus, Togo Dubellinus, Saint Paul, Guru Nanak, John Wesley, Emanuel Swedenborg, Henry Hurle, Joseph Smith, Mary Baker Eddy, Madame Blavatsky, Gerald Gardner, and L. Ron Hubbard, to name but a few. Foundation myths, however fanciful, appear in numerous initiation rituals of religions and mystic orders. The work of Iolo Morganwg is the foundation of a current of Druidry that stems from the orders of the nineteenth century. William Blake, whom later Druids claimed without evidence as chief of one of the many Druidic orders, claimed that anything that it is possible to believe is an image of the truth, and Iolo proved that.

The illustrations in this book are part of my Celtic Art corpus,* and many were specially drawn for the first edition. The infinitely variable threads of Celtic Art coalesce in flowing patterns that interlace and spiral, echoing the entangled thickets of the wildwood; the weavings of fate; and the fluid flow of wind, water, and spirit. It is an art that embodies the metaphorical and analogical view of the world that emerges from the spiritual landscapes of the Celtic lands.

The symbolic green man of the wildwood may wrestle with mythic beasts; he may be a sylvan, shamanic figure like Merlin or the Green Man, who is half man, half tree. New identities appear in the wildwood. The roebuck may hide in the thicket, but equally, the tangled wood can conceal fatal danger. We must enter the vague terrain if we wish to find certain spiritual truths “vivid as the forms of nature . . . a fountain of interior light” as Æ (George Russell) wrote of in A Mythic Vision (A. E. 1918, 28). Bardic creativity has made new visions such as the Awen of Menw and the wooden rack of letters, but even these fanciful images are significant in modern Druidry and have their place in the ever-evolving story of Celtic spirituality. For it is through the interlaced knotwork that we may find a path, if we are brave enough.



*Only Ogham and Coelbren are discussed in the present book.

*My work has been featured in the book New Visions in Celtic Art, edited by David James and Stuart Booth (1999), and exhibited at the Birmingham (England) City Library in 2002 and in the Celtic Art Worldwide show at the Walkers’ Gallery, San Marcos, Texas in 2017.
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THE ORIGIN AND A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF OGHAM

The form of writing known as Ogham or Ogam [pronounced OH-um] was used in historic times in Ireland and the western parts of ancient Britain. Its precise age is uncertain, though some have claimed that it was in existence as early as 2200 BCE. Historically, however, according to Professor Brendan O’Hehir of the University of California at Berkeley, the earliest dateable Ogham is from around the second century CE. Also, it is certain that the majority of definite Ogham inscriptions are located in Ireland, with smaller numbers found in Wales, the Isle of Man, and England (Cornwall and Devon).

Early modern researchers into Ogham at first claimed that it was derived from Greek sources, even Hellenic semaphore that used blazing torches, but, more recently, the Latin (Roman) alphabet has been favored as its base. Several hundred ancient Ogham inscriptions are known to exist. They have been found on rockfaces, standing stones, Celtic crosses, portable artifacts, and in manuscripts. In 1945 R. A. S. Macalister published the Corpus Inscriptionum Insularum Celticarum, a collection of every known Ogham inscription on stone from the British Isles. There were 385 in all. Most of them (320) are in Ireland, of which 130 are in County Kerry (60 are from the Dingle Peninsula alone), 84 in Cork, 48 in Waterford, and the rest scattered through Leinster and the eastern seaboard.* The Barony of Corca Dhuibhne (which corresponds to the Dingle Peninsula), where Ogham stones are most numerous, is a kind of archaic origin place where, according to legendary history, all manner of significant changes were first introduced to Ireland.

Most of the other ancient Ogham stones are in places where Irish invasions and colonization took place: the Isle of Man, Scotland, Wales, and the former Dumnonia (Cornwall and Devon). Between the third and sixth centuries CE, there were continued invasions of Great Britain from Ireland. Irish invasions of western Britain were extensive. They involved relatively short occupations of parts of what is now Wales and Cornwall, and a permanent conquest of Caledonia (north Britain) by the Scots who originated in the north of Ireland.

The medieval Irish narrative known as “The Expulsion of the Déisi” tells how, around the year 265 CE, accompanied by his family and followers, Eochaid, son of Artchorp, invaded the territory of Demed (Dyfed, Wales). There, “his sons and grandsons died”; from them came the “Race of Crimthann” (Meyer 1901, 113). Cormac’s ninth-century-CE Glossary also mentions Irish incursions into Great Britain:


For when great was the power of the Gael [Irish] on Britain, they divided Alba between them into districts, and each knew the residence of his friend, and not less did the Gael dwell on the east side of the sea quam in Scotia [Ireland], and their habitations and royal forts were built there. . . . Thus every tribe divided on that side, for its property to the east [Great Britain] was equal [to that on the west (i.e., Ireland)] and they continue in this power till long after the coming of Patrick. (O’Donovan 1868, 111)
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Ogham standing stone from County Kerry, Ireland, with Pagan and Christian symbols.

In the sixth century, the dynasty of the ethnic British (Welsh), Brythonic-speaking Cunedda ruled north Wales, while the south was ruled by Goidelic-speaking ethnic Irish. The boundary lay roughly along a line between the Dee and the Teifi rivers. The Ogham stones in Wales are certainly the product of these Irish colonies. Around fifty have been noted. Most are inscribed with Christian texts in Latin as well as Irish Ogham. By the style of the accompanying Roman letters, most date from the fifth and sixth centuries CE, generally before the year 550.

The Ogham stones are Irish memorials, inscribed with a formula: the name of the dead person is always given in its genitive form, inferring “the grave of” or “the stone of.” Some stones give a single name, while others record the deceased’s patrilinearity. A stone from Nevern in Pembrokeshire is typical, reading: MAGLICUNAS MAQI CLUTARI, the “stone (or grave) of Maglicu Mac [son of] Clutarius.” Another, at Brynkir in Caernarvonshire, carries only a single name, Icorigas, meaning the “stone (or grave) of Icorix.” Instead of MAQI, “son of,” some Ogham inscriptions have AVI, “grandson” or “descendent of,” or INGENIA, “daughter of.”

Because Ogham was an Irish form of writing, it died out in Wales when most ethnic Irish were exterminated, and the survivors expelled, during the Welsh resurgence of the seventh century. For many years, one of the landmarks for sailors on the Irish Sea was a vast cairn of Irish skulls heaped up on a headland at Holyhead in Anglesey. In Caledonia, the Irish conquest was permanent. The indigenous Picts were largely exterminated, and the survivors absorbed, while the British (Welsh) were expelled from Strathclyde, and Scotland came into being.

Although the majority of the ancient surviving inscriptions are memorials, various medieval and later texts indicate that the Ogham alphabet also had a symbolic aspect. When Christian missionaries introduced the Roman alphabet to Ireland, and, later, Scandinavian settlers brought the runes, these scripts—and not Ogham—were preferred for memorials. In Ireland and western Britain, there are monuments upon which both Ogham and Roman letters coexist. By the end of the sixth century, Ogham had gone out of use on public monuments. However, by the ninth century, craftsmen had begun to use Ogham feadha (“characters” or “letters” [but literally “trees”] also spelled feda; sg. fidh or fid).

Some of the Ogham stones on the Isle of Man, Scotland, and Shetland are later than those in the rest of Britain, dating from the tenth to the twelfth centuries. Their inscriptions are known among Oghamists as “scholastic Oghams,” which are also found on metal artifacts from monasteries and the courts of kings and lords. This type of Ogham differs from the earlier form because the feadha are cut across an engraved line, not the arris (edge) of the stone (see chap. 2).

Scholastic Oghams are in the style of manuscript Ogham texts. The only inscriptions from mainland Europe that have any reason to be called Ogham date from this time, when Irish monks traveled Central Europe and founded monasteries following the Celtic Christian rule. Scholastic Oghams are defined as dating between the ninth and seventeenth century. Contemporary Oghams are a continuation of the “scholastic” tradition by way of manuscripts and the researches of antiquaries of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

In addition to their use by “scholars,” Oghams were part of the vernacular learning of the “Plain People of Ireland,” too.* History provides sporadic instances: for example, in the nineteenth century, a man surnamed Collins was brought before a magistrate in County Cork because he had not painted his name on his cart, as required by law. He was able to explain that his name was on the cart—written in Ogham—and was acquitted. The nineteenth-century antiquary John Windle carried a stick inscribed with Ogham. He and the parish priest of Blarney, the Reverend Matthew Horgan, were avid preservers of Ogham learning.

An Irish vernacular rhyme mentioned by O’Begly and MacCurtin in 1732 and recorded (in English) by collectors in the nineteenth century began:


For B one stroke at your right hand,

And L doth always two demand.

For F draw three; for S make four;

When you want N, you add one more . . .




(FERGUSON 1887, 12)

This country rhyme contains the description of all of the Ogham feadha and how they are written. It was the key by which the antiquaries, first of all the Right Reverend Bishop Graves, were able to decipher ancient Ogham inscriptions.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, “Celtic Revival” artifacts became popular among the ruling class in Ireland and Britain.* They included the Clarendon Shawl Brooch otherwise called the “Ogham Pin.” Made by the jewelers Waterhouse and Company from 1849 onward, this was a replica of the Ballyspellan Brooch, a medieval Celtic artifact with scholastic Ogham inscriptions on the reverse side. Waterhouse offered these brooches either in gold with Irish pearls, silver, or silver gilt inlaid with Bog Oak. These copies of the Ballyspellan Brooch brought Ogham to public attention for the first time since the early medieval period.

During the twentieth century, the poet Robert Graves further popularized Ogham through his book The White Goddess (1947), where he interpreted ancient Celtic poetry in the light of the “Tree Alphabet.” This gave an impetus to the esoteric study of Ogham, which was further refined in the 1970s in England by Colin Murray in his Druidic organization called the Golden Section Order. Murray was the first person to put Ogham into the form of divination cards. Since then, Ogham has become an integral part of the teachings of Celtic spirituality.

This brief history of Ogham demonstrates that it has developed over time from carvings on the edges of standing stones to bookish and metal forms and finally divination cards. The interpretation of the meanings of the individual feadha have also varied and developed through their history. Apart from their phonetic meanings







































































OEBPS/images/pg_x.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy_1.jpg
Scan the QR code and save 25% at InnerTraditions.com.
Browse over 2,000 titles on spiricualicy, the occult, ancient
mysteries, new science, holistic health, and natural medicine.






OEBPS/images/Fig_1b.jpg
COELBREN Y BEIRDD, HERWYDD DOSPARTH LLAWDDEN.

AVWLORNI=Z
I3

<m0l

a
<LdAXISVXRA
EF

X A Neh





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright & Permission



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Preface: Celtic Tree Alphabets, Ancient and Modern



		1 The Irish Tree Alphabet



		2 Meanings of the Ogham Feadha



		3 Ogham Cryptography, Gall Ogham, and the Gaelic Alphabet



		4 Deities of the Sacred Forest



		5 Celtic Tree Lore of Birch, Thorn, and Oak



		6 Welsh Bardic Scripts



		Postscript: Through Woods to Wisdom



		Appendix 1: Ogham Correspondences



		Appendix 2: Classification of Celtic Tree Types



		Appendix 3: The Bardic Hierarchy



		Glossary of Terms



		Bibliography and Resources for Further Study



		Index



		About the Author



		Books of Related Interest



		About Inner Traditions • Bear & Company



		Backcover











Page List





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		1



		2



		4



		3



		5



		6



		7



		9



		8



		11



		10



		13



		12



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		27



		26



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		35



		34



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		44



		43



		45



		46



		47



		48



		50



		49



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		66



		65



		67



		68



		70



		69



		71



		72



		73



		75



		74



		76



		77



		78



		80



		79



		82



		81



		83



		85



		84



		86



		87



		88



		90



		89



		91



		92



		95



		93



		94



		97



		96



		99



		98



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		107



		106



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		114



		113



		115



		117



		116



		118



		119



		120



		122



		123



		121



		124



		125



		126



		127



		129



		130



		128



		131



		133



		134



		132



		136



		137



		135



		138



		139



		141



		140



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176











OEBPS/images/fm_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pre_1.jpg
Preface

Celtic Tree Alphabets,
Ancient and Modern





OEBPS/images/Fig_1a_.jpg
NG

ul

ol

EA





OEBPS/images/toc_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Celtic Tree
Alphabets

Mystic Signs and Symbols
of Ogham and Coelbren

Destiny Books

Rochester, Vermont





OEBPS/images/chap_1.jpg
|
The Irish Tree Alphabet





OEBPS/images/pg_03.jpg
SRS A
IS ARSI GHA
= AN D

(553 (00 B0 O
= A
SO
RS

e T





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MYSTIC' SIGNS AanD SYMBOLS
- OF OGHAM AND COELBREN

3.
&






