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DEDICATION

For my godfather, John, who kept a spot on his bookshelf for the one I swore I’d write. As usual, I was late. —Sorcha

I would like to dedicate this book to my father, Tony, who first taught me how to tell stories, and to my mother, Maria, who taught me how to paint them. —Aron







INTRODUCTION

Epic heroism…fierce battles…larger-than-life characters who embody all the complicated dichotomies of life: wisdom and folly, fear and bravery, loyalty and revenge. Celtic myths feature stories of transformation and tragedy, of godlike people and mortals defying impossible odds. Emerging from real geographical places and from groups of people with complicated relationships, the mist-shrouded terrain of Celtic myth is truly a landscape like no other.

Celtic Mythology is a journey into stories that whisper through the cracks of history. In this book, you’ll discover key characters’ names (and how to pronounce them), summaries of who they are (their origin stories), and the most famous adventures they’re involved in—plus, you can enjoy dozens of stunning images of these mystical figures.

The mythology of the Celts isn’t neatly written in stone or preserved in a singular, definitive text. Part of its charm is that it has been passed ó ghlúin go glúin (from generation to generation), co-created over eons. In particular, the magic of these tales lies in their oral retelling. Though they may briefly rest on a page, they come alive when spoken aloud. Centuries of cultural upheaval have added layers of trauma to these tales, which celebrate perseverance and resolve.

To help make sense of this twilit mystery, this book is divided into four parts:


	Part 1: What Is Celtic Mythology?: Turns out, it’s not actually about leprechauns. Here, you’ll learn more about the complex history of the islands where these tales originated, their people, and the cultural traditions that inform the rich tapestry of tales.

	 Part 2: Gods & Goddesses: These are the powerful figures who created the Otherworld, a realm where they still remain. The world of the real is said to have been shaped by their bodies, their rivers, and their monuments.

	Part 3: Creatures & Monsters: The creatures of Celtic mythology slip from the Otherworld into the mortal realm, thriving in the chaos they bring. Vibrant and unpredictable, they are deeply rooted in the local landscape. Blending ancient beliefs with newer faiths, these stories preserve old rites as folk superstitions. They are a reminder that the Otherworld is always close.

	Part 4: Heroes & Villains: Only a chosen few—favored by special abilities or linked by magical bloodlines—could move freely between this world and the Otherworld, matching wits with its gods and battling its monsters. The heroes of these tales reveal the paradox of the human condition as they balance on the edges of all things.


Whether you want to brush up on your Celtic trivia (where did the name of the Danube River come from?), better understand a piece of pop culture (such as the powerful goddess Morrígan, who is featured in Marvel Comics), reconnect with an ancestral lineage, or just enjoy these exciting stories, Celtic Mythology gives you a front-row seat for the captivating stories of these valiant, remarkable figures.





PART 1 WHAT IS CELTIC MYTHOLOGY?

Before exploring the stories and fascinating characters of Celtic mythology, it’s a good idea to understand the culture behind the tales and figures. In this section, you will find a brief overview of the key historical events that influenced these stories. Milestones such as the arrival of Christianity and the effects of colonization profoundly shaped both the evolution and memory of these myths. Alongside this history and a background of the geography of the region, you’ll also find a glossary of some key concepts within Celtic society—such as the “fostering” of noble children and the importance of prophecies. Understanding these cultural touchstones will help you immerse yourself in the world of Celtic mythology.

You’ll also be introduced to the limited number of primary sources that preserve these ancient tales. Cultural anthropologists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries compiled into books the fragmented manuscript sources and recordings of oral lore that survived through living storytellers. While these compendiums provide modern readers with a solid foundation of Irish and Welsh myths, they are not a complete and definitive source since so much of Celtic mythology is an oral tradition.



WHO WERE THE CELTS?

The first and most important thing to remember about the people referred to as the Celts is that they did not refer to themselves as Celts. They thought of themselves as distinctly different peoples. The term “Celt” is a modern construct, a label applied by scholars to various Indo-European tribes, and largely understood as the group of people who landed in Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Galicia (now the northwest corner of Spain), Cornwall (the southwest portion of what’s now England), and the Isle of Man (an island between what’s now northern England and Northern Ireland). The shared characteristics of these groups have only been understood in hindsight.


THE ORIGIN OF THE NAME “CELT”

The word Keltoi was used in ancient Greece as a derogatory term for the tribes living north of Greece. But it wasn’t until much later that the Welsh scholar Edward Lhuyd used the word “Celt” in his 1707 Archæologia Britannica. This study of the Celtic languages and cultures drew connections primarily between the peoples of Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, linking them together conceptually for the first time. By defining a shared linguistic and cultural heritage, Lhuyd’s work cemented the idea of a broader Celtic identity, influencing how Celtic mythology is viewed today.



WHERE AND WHEN DID THE CELTS LIVE?

The Celts, as defined by modern scholars, are largely agreed to have entered Europe sometime between 6,000 B.C.E. and 600 B.C.E. The major Celtic tribes of mainland Europe, sometimes called the Continental Celtic tribes, included the Gauls of what is now France and the Celtiberians and Gallaeci of the Iberian Peninsula. Then the Britons, Picts, and Gaels came to the Celtic archipelago—another name for the islands encompassing Ireland, Great Britain, and the surrounding islands. These islands became a refuge for the Gaels in particular, where their myths and stories endured amid the growing dominance of Roman and Norse mythologies across Europe.

Keep in mind that these communities still did not see themselves as a single entity, and there was as much rivalry and threat from each other as from outsiders. These conflicts are clear in the mythological narratives, as this book will show.




THE FOUNDATIONS OF CELTIC CULTURE

Though the Celts did not see themselves as a singular culture, the connections they shared can be understood in hindsight, and there is a certain amount of overlap that is useful to understand. These terms and concepts help outline the commonalities found within Celtic culture:


	Fosterage: Like most mythologies, Celtic myth mostly concerns itself with high-ranking citizens. Noble children were fostered by other high-ranking families. The ties of fosterage were considered to be even more emotionally close than the ties of blood. These relationships were intended as a way of strengthening alliances throughout the scattered communities and clans and were central to child-rearing.

	Gender: There have long been hints in the mythology that the Celtic world was not a patriarchy. Women and men are rulers, judges, druids, and warriors in these stories. A warrior whose name has been lost lived one year as a woman and the next year as a man. These tantalizing hints at a different way of life were obscured by the later culture that came to hold sway, and many powerful female characters were villanized, or had their stories truncated or omitted entirely. Recent research has validated that the Celtic archipelago was in fact a matriarchy. Communities lived in “roundhouses” and genetic testing of graveyards has proved that these were arranged around a clan matriarch.

	Fian: As part of their training, warriors needed to spend some time in the wilderness, living off the land. Young warriors returning from fosterage would be expected to spend a year or two in what was called a fian—a group or a band consisting of other young warriors—where they would hunt and gather together in the summer months and be hosted by kings in the winter. Two or more fian groups were known as fianna.

	Kingdoms: There is said to have been a “king on every hill” in medieval Ireland. Welsh myths tell of the 154 cantrefs, or tribes, of Great Britain. Each cantref had its own king or woman-king, whose status was dependent on the status of the area they ruled. We use the term “woman-king” because the Irish language puts both men and women in the same role—literally a king and a woman-king, whereas English differentiates king and queen. The woman-kings actually ruled areas; they were not just figureheads expected to provide male heirs. Celtic society was extremely hierarchical, and everyone was expected to know their place.

	Kings: Kingship was not directly inherited without contest as in European monarchies. One had to have a claim to the throne, which was linked to birth, but both physicality and practical ability were taken into consideration before a ruler could take a throne. It was important for a king or woman-king to be physically perfect, as the wellness of the ruler was seen to represent the wellness of the land, and therefore the people. Any injury or illness would necessitate a replacement.

	Law: The Brehon Law of Ireland is a system of laws and civil codes that dates back to the seventh and eighth centuries. Surviving manuscripts that outline the laws give a strong idea of how a Celtic legal system was structured and how it functioned. There were no police or prisons; instead, laws were enforced through fines. Fines took status into account—the wealthier the offender, the heavier their fine.

	“Geographical morality”: In many mythologies, the role of the hero is counterbalanced by the role of the villain, but that is not so in Celtic culture. There are few outright villains and few moralistic heroes. Who was considered “good” and “bad” largely depended on the teller, and where they were standing. For example, the people of Donegal in the northern region of Ireland still consider Balor of the Evil Eye to be a hero of theirs because he brought back wealth and prosperity to his own people and ruled them justly. However, people from farther south, across the majority of Ireland, see him as a villain because he was a king of raiders and a scourge to those who he attacked.

	The learned class: Bards (storytellers), druids (priests or magicians), and brehons (judges) were accorded high status and believed to have magical powers. The role of storytellers was to entertain but also to speak truth to power. Satire was the bard’s great weapon, and a satirized king would not remain in power for long. Druids appear frequently in the mythology as arbiters between the world of humankind and the powers of the Otherworld.

	The Otherworld (Annwn): The Celtic people arrived on the Celtic archipelago to see large, strangely placed stones; impressive dolmens (stone monuments); and hills that looked too perfectly round not to be made by humans. They seemed to point to something more mystical, and the Celts’ explanation for these remnants of an earlier (now lost) civilization was the Otherworld. This concept suffuses Celtic culture and mythology. The Otherworld is the dwelling place of the gods and goddesses; it is the place where the dead go; it is the home of the creatures that flit in between. Great heroes can traverse the boundaries between worlds and acquire great wisdom. The Otherworld is always immanent, lying just beside the “real.”

	Geis/tynged: One of the constant reminders of the Otherworld was the existence of a geis (as it was called in Ireland, pronounced “gesh”) or tynged (as it was called in Wales, pronounced “ting-hed”). These were magical prohibitions placed on people, more akin to a prophecy or a taboo than a curse. A geis could be placed on a child by a parent, or perhaps uncovered by a druid. The laying and breaking of a geis invoked the powers of the Otherworld, and the breaker of a geis would be destroyed by the Otherworld.

	Place: The stories of Celtic mythology are deeply connected to place. The homes of the gods and goddesses are real, physical places that can still be seen today. The names of ancient goddesses are carried by the waters of the rivers. These stories came from, and belong to, these fast-flowing rivers, the dwindling forests, the ragged cliffs, and the mournful hills of Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Each tale reflects the spirit of its place, shaped by the land and its people, who accept the mysterious on its own terms.




UNDERSTANDING THE IMPORTANCE OF ORAL STORYTELLING

A fundamental aspect of Celtic culture was the oral tradition, which prioritized storytelling through spoken word rather than written text. A writing system existed, but writing was considered the first step to forgetting. People believed that these stories truly resided only in the mind, heart, and imagination. This poetic and beautiful idea is true in a wonderful way—but also proved to be a fatal flaw. Countless tales have been lost to religious conversion, conquest, war, and the march of time as the minds they lived in did not survive to pass them on. The stories that exist today are those that were written down.

Keep in mind that there is no “pure source” of Celtic myth. The earliest written versions of many of these tales were made by Christian monks. While their efforts preserved many tales, they also altered them to fit their religious narratives. For example, female figures were marginalized or omitted entirely. No details of pagan worship were recorded, as anything like that would have been sacrilegious!

Beyond those details, we can never fully know how faithful they were to the originals. It remains a topic of scholarly debate, creating unanswerable questions that extend beyond the scope of this book. What they have left is a relatively well-preserved tradition in Ireland and Wales, though sadly the older myths did not survive at all in Scotland.


THE MISSING CREATION MYTH

Given the lack of written history, it is not at all surprising that no Celtic creation myth (typically a traditional story that explains the origin of the world/universe) survives. Several Celtic scholars and writers have attempted to reconstruct a Celtic creation myth, though most of these efforts owe more to imagination than to scholarship. For example, common tropes include the Tuatha Dé Danann, the gods of Celtic mythology, calling Ireland up from the waves. But the older stories tell us that the Tuatha Dé Danann were the fourth or fifth group to settle on Ireland.



THE CELTIC CALENDAR

The Celtic calendar’s cyclical nature emphasizes renewal, continuity, and connection between human life and the natural world. It divides the year into two halves—light (summer/autumn) and dark (winter/spring). The threshold of each season was celebrated through four major festivals: Samhain (at the start of November), which marks the beginning of the dark half of the year, honoring ancestors and celebrating the abundance of the harvest; Imbolc (at the start of February), which welcomes early spring and is associated with Brigid, saint and goddess; Bealtaine (at the start of May), which celebrates the beginning of the light half of the year, focusing on protection against scarcity, as the last stores of autumn dwindle and new growth has not yet begun; and Lughnasadh (at the start of August), a harvest festival honoring Lugh, god of skill and craft. Both Samhain and Bealtaine are strongly associated with the magic of the Otherworld. The “veil” between worlds is said to be at its thinnest during these times.





IRISH PRIMARY SOURCES

Let’s start in Ireland. Some of the oldest sources were found here, dating back to the eleventh century B.C.E. Though there isn’t a single source that captures all of Irish myth, there are a few manuscripts that have been translated and organized into the myths we now know today.


ANCIENT MANUSCRIPTS

These old manuscripts often contained religious passages, mythical stories, and poems. Some of the most important ones are:


	Lebor Gabála Érenn (The Book of Invasions): The Book of Invasions is a mythological history of Ireland dating from the eleventh century. It describes the waves of inhabitants that arrived on the island—people who are often linked to Biblical genealogies. The godlike people who arrived in Ireland are presented here, as well as the explanation for their departure from Ireland at the arrival of the Sons of Mil (the Celtic ancestors).

	Lebor na hUidre (Book of the Dun Cow): This twelfth-century Irish manuscript contains a mixture of mythology, epic tales, and religious tracts. It includes portions of the Táin Bó Cúailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley), a central epic of the Ulster Cycle, which you’ll learn about soon.

	The Book of Leinster: This is another twelfth-century manuscript that holds many similar mythological and historical narratives as the others listed here, including the first arrival of Cesair to Ireland and parts of the Táin from the Ulster and Mythological Cycles.

	Dindshenchas (Lore of Places): A collection describing the origins of place names across Ireland through associated myths and legends, Lore of Places was compiled between the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It offers insights into the land and its spiritual significance to the Irish as well as beautiful linguistic insights.




MODERN ORGANIZATION OF THE ANCIENT MYTHS

Ancient manuscripts were not compiled with a view to making life easy for modern readers, and so Celtic scholars and translators have organized the Irish myths found in these ancient manuscripts into four “cycles,” or stories that are linked together by a common theme or by recurring characters. These four cycles are called the Mythological Cycle, the Ulster Cycle, the Fianna Cycle, and the Kings Cycle.


The Mythological Cycle

Though there is no true creation myth in Celtic mythology, there is a concept that the land predates the people. There is disagreement over exactly who settled the land and where they came from, but the most commonly cited people or groups of people are:


Cesair

Cesair is often said to be the first leader of people in Ireland. She arrived from northern Africa in a time that was deliberately invented by Christian monks to tie in with biblical “history.” There is some debate as to whether Cesair is a “true” mythological character or a full invention of Christian monks. She is said to have arrived with fifty women of art and skill drawn from all the tribes of the world, and three men. Cesair’s people seem to have died out, but every successive invader had to deal with shadowy, seafaring shape-shifters called the Fomorians. A few scholars have made the case that the Fomorians descended from Cesair and her people, though no textual evidence for this survives. One of her followers definitely survived: her husband Fintan, who was able to shape-shift into many animals and birds and lived for over five thousand years.



The Fomorians

Also called the people of the sea, the Fomorians had a tenuous relationship with the land; they mostly lived at sea and had a magical connection to the water. Their origin was never specified, but their main base of operations was on, and underneath, the sea around Tory Island, off the northernmost tip of Ireland. They fought battles against all the peoples who wished to establish themselves in Ireland, and spent a great deal of time raiding the mainlanders.



Partholon

A giant from Greece, Partholon came to Ireland with his people to escape a curse that he brought on himself by killing his own family. His people, the Partholonians, defeated the Fomorians in a magical battle, pushing them back to their island homes and away from the mainland. It was Partholon himself who brought the first cattle, the first guesthouses, and many more firsts to the island of Ireland, including the first murder and the first legal hearing on the land. His curse caught up with him at last, however, and the Partholonians were killed off by a plague.



Nemed

Hailing from Scythia (a region in the ancient Greco-Roman world), Nemed fared the best of the invaders up to that point, settling in Ireland and defeating the Fomorians in battle. He was cruel in victory and forced the Fomorians into hard labor until they rose up against him. He decided to attack them on their island home of Tory and wipe them out. But he underestimated their magical connection to the sea, which they used to scatter Nemed’s fleet. Only four ships, with a small group in each, survived: One boat went north and became the Tuatha Dé Danann; one went south and became the Fir Bolg; one went back to Ireland but died out; and one went east to a neighboring island, which was named after Nemed’s son Britán Máel, today called Great Britain in his honor, according to Irish myth. (The French maintain they named it after the Britons.)



The Fir Bolg

Survivors of the Nemedian sea battle, the Fir Bolg washed up in Greece, where they were enslaved and forced into hard labor. Their name, which means the “People of the Sacks,” came from the heavy burdens they had to carry. They eventually turned their sacks into small round boats called coracles and made a daring escape, fleeing across the sea to Ireland. There, they met in the middle of the island and divided it into its five provinces, making space for all that it is to be human: Ulster in the north for warriors and strife; Leinster in the east for prosperity and hospitality; Connaught in the west for wisdom and mysticism; Munster in the south for poetry and music; and Meath in the middle for kingship and generosity.




The Tuatha Dé Danann

Fleeing the Nemedian battle, these people went north, where they learned magical powers and gathered magical treasures. They returned to Ireland only thirty-seven years after the Fir Bolg. Despite their shared heritage, with both being descended from Nemed, the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Fir Bolg clashed in battle. Three important battles then followed. The first two battles were called Cath Magh Tuireadh, which means “The Battle of the Plain of the Pillars,” because poets and bards erected posts all over the battlefield in order to see and record the events.


	The First Battle of Moytura, or Cét-Cath Magh Tuireadh: The First Battle of Moytura, near Cong in County Mayo, saw the Fir Bolg (with the help of the sage Fintan) face the invading Tuatha Dé Danann. Although the Fir Bolg outnumbered their opponents, they were ultimately defeated by the Tuatha Dé Danann’s superior weapons and magical powers. During the battle, the Fir Bolg managed to take the arm off Nuada, king of the Tuatha Dé Danann. This rendered him unfit to rule. During the battle, the Daghda assumed momentary leadership and allowed the surviving Fir Bolg to settle in Connaught, enabling them to coexist in Ireland.

	The Second Battle of Moytura, or Cath Dédenach Magh Tuireadh: After losing their king, Nuada (see the Dian Cecht entry), the Tuatha Dé Danann chose a new king: Bres the Beautiful, who was half Fomorian. They hoped he would be a brilliant king and bring balance and peace between the two peoples, but instead, Bres was a terrible king. He invited the Fomorians in to impose brutally heavy taxes on the Tuatha Dé Danann, humiliated the Tuatha Dé Danann warriors, and (worst of all) was stingy to guests. When he was deposed after a poet’s satire mocked him, he went to his father’s people, the Fomorians, to ask for help. Each side took seven years to prepare, and in the Second Battle of Moytura, Lugh defeated the Fomorian king, Balor, and claimed the land for the Tuatha Dé Danann. This battle took place in County Sligo, near Lough Arrow.

	The Battle of Tailtiu: Through this final chapter in the story of the arrivals of these people, we get the origin for the name of Ireland, and an origin of the Otherworld. The Tuatha Dé Danann lived in Ireland for generations. At last, an old man of a new race arrived and gave high praise to the land around him. The three kings who ruled those lands—Mac Cuill (the King of the Wood), Mac Cecht (the King of the Plow), and Mac Gréine (the King of the Sun)—worried that this praise was coming from a would-be conqueror and put the old man to death. This proved to be a mistake, as the old man’s nephew, Mil, was a Celtic warlord.
The Sons of Mil threatened to invade the island, and the Tuatha Dé Danann agreed to face the new arrivals in battle. This is where things get murky. In some versions, the Tuatha Dé Danann retreated into the Otherworld, disappearing from the battlefield. In other versions, this retreat was what created the Otherworld, through the power of Manannán’s cloak. And in yet another version, the Tuatha Dé Danann fought a bloody battle and were beaten by the Sons of Mil, the survivors driven over the edge of the cliffs and into the sea.

No matter the variations, thanks to the help of their druid, Amergin, the Sons of Mil prevailed. Amergin named the island after the three goddesses he encountered: Banba, Fódla, and Ériu. The modern, official name for Ireland in the Irish language is Éire, which means “the island of Ériu.” “Banba” and “Fódla” were used as code names to talk about Irish independence in the poetry and songs of the colonial period in Ireland.








The Ulster Cycle

The Ulster Cycle is mostly concerned with the Ulaid, a tribe in the north of Ireland, and their conflict with the neighboring kingdom of Connaught. This cycle famously focuses on the great yet tragic hero Cúchulainn.



The Fianna Cycle

The Fianna Cycle is similarly centered around one great warrior—in this case, Fionn Mac Cumhaill. He was the leader of a mighty and independent army called the Fianna, who fought off invaders from across the sea and tangled with Otherworldly forces.



The Kings Cycle

The Kings Cycle is less well known and fell entirely out of fashion in Ireland for many centuries. It deals with the “High Kings” of Ireland, a unifying role that may never have existed in reality. The idea was to have multiple regional kings or woman-kings in turn all obey the one High King of all Ireland, who lived in Tara.

The High Kings who made it into the myths often promoted the concept of the “ideal king” or the paragon of kingship (like Niall of the Nine Hostages and Cormac Mac Airt). These were historical kings whose stories were intertwined with mythological lineages to legitimize their political power. The stories of other High Kings, like Conaire Mór, functioned more as cautionary tales; in his case, the violation of a sacred geis brought down utter destruction on an otherwise ideal ruler.





WELSH PRIMARY SOURCES

Similarly to Irish mythology, Welsh myths were scattered through ancient manuscripts and later organized into the Four Branches of the Mabinogi (often, this is referred to as the “Mabinogion,” a word that is incorrect, since it is a double pluralization of the already plural Welsh word “Mabinogi.” For this reason, we use the term “Mabinogi” throughout this book instead). The word “Mabinogi” translates to “moon tales” or “tales of a hero’s boyhood.”


ANCIENT WELSH MANUSCRIPTS

The most important ancient Welsh manuscripts are:


	White Book of Rhydderch: This manuscript dates from the mid-fourteenth century and is the earliest collection of prose in the Welsh language. It contains early Welsh poetry, Christian religious texts translated into Welsh, and some stories of the lives of saints. It is one of the most complete sources of the Mabinogi.

	Red Book of Hergest: The White Book of Rhydderch and Red Book of Hergest may both be copies of the same older text, now lost. Written a little later than the White Book of Rhydderch, the Red Book of Hergest contains a series of triads, a great deal of poetry, and many stories of the Mabinogi that overlap with the stories in the White Book of Rhydderch.

	The Book of Aneirin: The sixth-century poem The Gododdin, a collection of elegies and one of the oldest surviving Welsh poems, is found in this manuscript, and it contains many stories that offer great insight into the warrior culture at the heart of Welsh mythology.




MODERN ORGANIZATION OF THE ANCIENT MANUSCRIPTS

From these ancient manuscripts, the tales of the Mabinogi are organized into four distinct branches (sometimes also called “books”):


	“The First Branch of the Mabinogi” focuses on the royal family of the southern Welsh kingdom of Dyfed. Pwyll, prince of Dyfed, encounters the Lord of the Otherworld and does him a favor; then, he meets and eventually marries a woman of the Otherworld, Rhiannon. Their son, Pryderi, is abducted by a mysterious being on the night of his birth, but he eventually finds his way home.

	“The Second Branch of the Mabinogi” tells the story of Bran, legendary king of the Isle of the Mighty (aka Great Britain), and his sister Branwen. It outlines Branwen’s ultimately failed attempt at forging an alliance between Britain and Ireland through her marriage to the king of Ireland. Pwyll and Pryderi from the “First Branch” play a small role in this story, with both of them taking part in the ensuing war with Ireland, and only Pryderi coming back to Britain (his father, Pwyll, dying in Ireland along with most of the invaders).

	“The Third Branch of the Mabinogi” continues the story of Bran and Branwen by focusing on their younger brother, Manawydan, the only one of the three to survive the war in Ireland. Pryderi and Rhiannon come back into this story as significant characters. The kingdom of Dyfed is placed under a curse, but Manawydan manages to break it.

	“The Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi” takes the story to another kingdom in Wales, called Gwynedd. This is a twisted tale, with rape and incest driving a great deal of the action. The treacherous Gwydion decides to incite war with Pryderi, the king of Dyfed, in order to gain access to the king’s servant so that he and his brother can assault her. His king, Math fab Mathonwy, punishes Gwydion by transforming the brothers into animals for three successive years, commanding them to breed with each other. Gwydion’s sister, Arianrhod, is proposed as a new servant to the king but has to magically prove her virginity in order to qualify. Instead, she spontaneously and magically gives birth to two children, one of which turns into a sea creature. The other is raised by her brother Gwydion, who is implied to be the child’s father. Pryderi’s role in this story is relatively minor, as he dies in the war incited by Gwydion.


Other Welsh heroes include an early version of King Arthur, who went on to become a unifying myth for Great Britain in medieval literature. In these early tales, Arthur rules like any idealized Celtic king, leading an extraordinary company of warriors, including several who appear in later Arthurian myth and many more whose names are all that survive. His great lieutenant, Sir Cai (later Kay) bridges the earlier and later versions of Arthur. A prototypic version of the great Arthurian wizard, Merlin, appears under the name of Myrddin Emrys.


NOW YOU KNOW

Both the Welsh Mabinogi and the Irish four cycles are modern arrangements of the old tales. In Ireland, stories were usually grouped by the kind of action rather than the cycle they belonged to (i.e., birth stories, voyages, adventures etc.). Welsh manuscripts arrange tales in “triads” or groups of three, some of which are small fragments and others full tale groupings. Examples of this are the “Three Powerful Swineherds” (see Cath Palug’s entry), the three children of Llyŷr (Bran, Branwen, and Manawydan), and the Three Exalted Prisoners of Britain (Llyŷr, Mabon ap Modron, and Gwair ap Geirioedd), and there are many more examples of things being arranged into threes wherever possible.






THE IMPACT OF CHRISTIANITY ON CELTIC MYTHS

Conversion from what we now call paganism, or the many multiplicities of Celtic beliefs and religious traditions popular in Celtic culture, to Christianity was not a process that happened overnight, but gradually, over centuries. Because Celtic myths were first transcribed by Christian monks, it is impossible to fully untangle the influence of Christianity from these stories. The Welsh stories, which were recorded later, show an even higher reliance on Christian beliefs, as priests filled the role of druids as counselors, the Otherworld became threatening, and the godlike people became belittled and associated with more sinister superstitions, with no custom of reverence for them recorded.


A CHANGE IN EMPHASIS

The effects of conversion can also be seen in the way the stories evolved over time. For example, Celtic folklore continued to speak of the Otherworld, but its character gradually shifted. It became the realm of “little people” rather than the supernatural dwelling place of gods and goddesses. Superstition replaced reverence, and under the new religion of Christianity, other beings with the power of gods were literally downsized, becoming physically smaller and less important. Instead of being honored, they were now to be feared or treated as mere superstitions. The belief in the “other” gods was too strong for Christianity to completely stamp out, so it survived as superstitions about “faeries.” They became the thing to blame for a bad harvest or a stolen child and kept a sense of fear about them.



OMISSION OF KEY WOMEN

Heroes who did not fit Christian ideals were simply not recorded. Take the Scottish warrior Scathach, whose name means “The Shadowy One.” (The Isle of Skye might take its name from her.) Some scholars believe there was once a whole cycle of stories about her, comparable to the cycles of Ulster or the Fianna in Ireland. But the idea of a warrior woman did not align with Christianity. All that had to be done to erase Scathach’s achievements from cultural memory was to not write her story down. And her stories, like her name, are now only shadows cast from the male hero she trained, the Irish Cúchulainn.




IMPOSING A CHRISTIAN VALUE SYSTEM

Some characters underwent more subtle editing. Fionn Mac Cumhaill was associated with hundreds of women throughout his mythically long lifespan, but many of these relationships were changed to “marriages” in order to align him more closely with Christian values. Similarly, and more damagingly, Queen Medb, whose legendary sexual appetite was a status symbol in Celtic society, had this characteristic twisted against her by later writers, who considered it evidence of her wickedness.




THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM ON CELTIC MYTH

British colonialism affected Wales, Scotland, and Ireland. In all three countries, the languages and cultures of the local people were suppressed, often through legal means. In Wales, penal laws were enacted by the British in response to the Glyndŵr Rebellion of 1400, prohibiting the Welsh from obtaining senior public office positions, and directly forbidding the support of “rhymers and minstrels,” whose storytelling talents were used to stir up support for the rebellion.

In Ireland, extensive penal laws were enacted in the 1600s to disenfranchise Irish Catholics and prevent them from holding on to or building wealth. Scottish Presbyterians were similarly considered to have a “non-conforming” faith. Though historians disagree on how stringently the penal laws were enforced in either case, there was certainly a massive suppression of education—from 1723–1782, all Catholic education in Ireland was illegal. The languages of Wales, Scotland, and Ireland were also suppressed, and the stories associated with these cultures began to be associated with ignorance, poverty, and illiteracy.

For those seeking to further careers in literary circles, English was the only language to write in. And authors and scholars who were heavily interested in mythology favored Greek and Norse myths over those homegrown. These stories were rich with exotic names and wise lessons, and were often regarded as more “sophisticated” than what remained of the local stories.



A REVIVAL OF CELTIC MYTHOLOGY

Despite numerous obstacles, there was a Gaelic revival toward the turn of the twentieth century, as notable authors delved deeply into the wealth of Celtic mythology. The works of W.B. Yeats, Lady Gregory, Douglas Hyde, and James Stephens helped co-create this revival. They added their own flair to the translations of the older stories. At the same time, figures like political activist and actress Maud Gonne and poet Pádraig Pearse drew on warrior mythology to encourage nationalism.

This revival fanned the flames of Irish independence. The 1916 Easter Rising, an armed rebellion against British rule, helped spur the War of Independence in Ireland (1919–1921). Despite Ireland achieving its independence, a brutal civil war followed (1922–1923). Burdened by its association with nationalism and violence, the mythology was once again shunned by Irish people for a generation and more.

Wales and Scotland experienced their own revivals during this time. In Scotland, a revival of the Scots Gaelic language was pioneered by Hugh MacDiarmid (also known as Christopher Murray Grieve) and later carried on by the likes of George Mackay Brown, who notably celebrated life on the Orkney Islands.

Writers like Hedd Wyn, Kate Roberts, and Edward Thomas honored the natural beauty of Wales in poems, stories, and songs, bringing a resurgence of the Welsh language. The effect this revival had on Welsh is evident, as the language is still widely spoken and not as endangered as Scots Gaelic and the Irish language, which are both spoken only in dwindling rural fringes.

Today, freed from the baggage of the past, people are once more delving into the wealth of inspiration in Celtic mythology. It is a playground for the imaginations of modern audiences to revisit the realms of these shared stories, and co-create new and reimagined ways for these stories to live on.

The characters, gods, and creatures in this book were chosen for their cultural importance and enduring relevance. They have been selected for their prominence in mythology, their influence on Celtic beliefs, and how they still resonate today through literature, art, and popular media. By blending well-known icons with lesser-known figures, this book highlights the depth of Celtic mythology and its timeless connection to modern audiences, showcasing themes and values that remain universally compelling.






PART 2 Gods & Goddesses

The gods and goddesses of Celtic mythology were more than powerful figures—they were otherworldly beings who could move between realms. Their home was the Otherworld, or Annwn, a land of eternal youth and beauty, referred to as the many-colored plains, where magic was the norm. These deities were not necessarily tied to elemental forces like the sun or the tides, as in some other traditions—they were instead linked to the land and seasonal cycles. For example, Lugh has become associated with summer’s end, Brigid with healing and the fertility of spring, and the Cailleach with winter. The practices and original ways of worship surrounding them were lost to time, but these connections remain.

These godlike people had the power of transformation and prophecy, and these abilities come to life in individual tales. In addition, they often acted in surprising ways. They could be as benevolent as they were malevolent. This dual nature, both protective and threatening, reflects the cautious attitudes still held about them today, where motorways have been diverted to keep a “faery tree” from being knocked down.

Through their stories, we are introduced to an ancient worldview where these godlike beings can walk among us at certain times of the year, and where myth and reality are closely intertwined, guiding mortals with wisdom, mystery, and power.



[image: On the left, Danu in a green cloak in a sunny forest; on the right, Arianrhod in a navy cloak in the same forest at night. The illustration is separated by a Celtic decorative border.]




DANU AND ARIANRHOD

PRONUNCIATION: DAN-U; AR-AN-RHOD

ALSO KNOWN AS: ANU; ARANRHOD

[image: ]

Both known as mother goddesses in Celtic lore, Danu and Arianrhod have inspired a legacy of creative reverence in their honor. Danu, the namesake and maternal figure of the Irish Tuatha Dé Danann, embodies creation, wisdom, and the flow of life. The great Danube River of mainland Europe still echoes her name, reminding us of this great goddess. Over time, however, Danu’s stories have drifted away from us, like the waters of that mighty river, yet her essence survives in the tales of the Tuatha Dé Danann, translated as the “people of the goddess Danu.” Arianrhod, whose name means “silver wheel,” is similarly cosmic in her creative influence and is strongly associated with the moon and sea; fortunately, her role in Welsh mythology is better documented.

Both figures symbolize the endurance of life-giving forces—Danu through the remembrance of her name and possible rebirth of her customs under a different name; Arianrhod through her lineage of Welsh heroes who go on to have Otherworldly associations. They both reflect the customs of honoring fertility, lineage, and natural order, suggesting shared origins in an early form of Indo-European mythology, where goddesses of creation, sovereignty, and cosmic balance took on localized expressions within Celtic tales and traditions.

While Danu is associated with rivers, Arianrhod is associated with the moon and stars and is believed to be a remnant of an older sky goddess. Arianrhod was asked to be the foot-holder of the great king Math fab Mathonwy (who had a curse on him that demanded he must have a virgin hold his feet while he was sitting, or else he would die). He administered a virginity test by having Arianrhod step over a magic wand. She thought she would pass, but instead found out that she had been violated (the implication being that she was raped by her own brother) when the magic caused her to suddenly and spontaneously give birth to twins.

She later ruled her own lands near Caer Arianrhod, a rock formation that is visible at low tide from the village of Llandwrog in northwest Wales. Older tales of Arianrhod in her full power do not survive. (It is not uncommon in mythologies to only preserve stories of goddesses’ disgrace, victimization, and bitterness in order to discredit them and take away from their worship.) Nowadays, she is mostly remembered as one who tried to take her anger and public humiliation about her rape out on her son Lleu. Her brother, Gwydion, who is the child’s father in some versions of the story, consistently tricked her, to the benefit of the child.


THE STORY YOU NEED TO KNOW

Unfortunately, no stories of Danu remain. It is perhaps the starkest erasure in Celtic mythology—her name only survives in the rivers of Europe and the name of the tribe of godlike people: the Tuatha Dé Danann.

However, in Ireland, goddess-worship had to change to survive, and that may have led to Danu’s stories being told under someone else’s name. A saintly woman named Brigid of Kildare was named after the pagan goddess Brigid, who is a minor figure and only known for her role in the Second Battle of Moytura, when she paused from fighting to perform the first keening (traditional Irish lament) on the death of her son. It is likely the traditions that were transferred to Saint Brigid originally surrounded the most important goddess: Danu.

If that is true, then Danu, like Saint Brigid, was a goddess of smithcraft and forgery. She imbued healing magic into sacred wells, making them places of pilgrimage and restoration, where people could leave offerings of cloth, ribbons, and handkerchiefs in exchange for the healing powers of the waters. She also protected livestock, especially in the early months of the year, when they began to give birth to the first lambs and calves. On top of that, she was a master brewer, creating beer and kindling musical and poetic inspiration. She was a particular protector of the vulnerable, spreading her cloak of protection over victims of domestic abuse and women in childbirth.

The first day of February was sacred to her and is remembered in Ireland as Imbolc or Brigid’s Day. In folk tradition, she was believed to visit every household in the country on that night. Straw beds were left out for her to rest on. The solar cross (a cross with all four arms of equal length, as opposed to a Christian cross in which one












PART 3 Creatures & Monsters

The creatures of Celtic mythology are a varied, fascinating lot, each revealing different aspects of nature and the supernatural, depending on the specific region in which they are found. The creatures show clearly both the links and the differences within Celtic cultures and traditions.

Tales of these creatures often reflected local beliefs in nature’s mysterious power. In some tales, the creatures are helpful; in others, they are purely tricksters. They exist to explain the unknown and the terrifying, to give the darkness a voice so we can listen to it, and to express the darker edges of human nature. These creatures paint pictures of alluring adventure, utter destruction, pitiful folly—and the chaotic nature of being alive.

These creatures suggest a belief in a world where human rules do not apply and nature’s forces go untamed, inspiring awe, caution, and reverence. Each story is a reminder of a time when the boundary between human life and the supernatural was thin, and the landscape itself was filled with beings beyond ordinary understanding.





PART 4 Heroes & Villains

In Celtic mythology, heroes are often mortals who can transcend the limits of the human world, journeying into the Otherworld, where only the brave dare to venture. These heroes are often bound by personal geasa (sacred promises or prohibitions) as they step through the veil to face challenges with an uncertain chance of return.

The lines between the magical world and real world often get blurred in their stories, as the immortal godlike beings interact with these heroes and stir up great commotion. Today’s readers still easily empathize and connect with these heroes through their epic emotions and mystical adventures since they portray heightened levels of angst, loss, fear, and fury. As these epic stories play out in the shared landscape of what it means to be human, each archetypal character sheds further light on the human condition.

Celtic heroes embody humanity in all its messiness and are rarely either purely heroic or entirely villainous. Queen Medb, who rules with fierce courage, offers her own daughter as a prize for her warriors to win. Fionn Mac Cumhaill, the hero who leads with compassion, lets jealousy destroy his legacy. King Bran, who united his people, turns to genocide against his rivals. It’s up to the storyteller and listener to choose what side, if any, they take in tales of war and conflict; the heroes themselves remain powerful, alluring, and ambiguous.
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