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CELTIC MYTH AND LEGEND

; , . .
~  Evidence of the myths and legends of th’e a"';ncient Celts is scanty. The
reason is that those myths and legends were, not committed to a written
form until the Christian period when they, werc given g, Christian "gloss'
and when the ancient gods and goddesses were adjustedf -t0 new roles to
fit in with the precepts of the.new relrgron B 27 ¢ e
| Even_with, this fact, the Celtrc languages._contain_one of Europes oldest
‘and most vibrant mythologies. . l’
What is meant by mythology? It is'a sacred ‘radition embracing a whole
set of concepts covering the-philosophical beliefs of a given culture.
Some_have argued that myths are parables to: explain ideas on
rmpoderable questrons j
i T Basically, the function™ of mythology is to! 'giveman~account of the
‘religious ideas, including the concept of creat ron and the fortunes of a
people. 1t leads, almost seamlessly, into the regends of a culture, that is
-the oral history of the people from the distant past There is a fine line

H.Jetween Iegend and the. hrstor:cal reallty D e

When ‘the rnsular Celtrc tradrtrons we'r .fllrst commrtted to writing

'-,}:._,:jabout the 6th century AD, it was a developmt nt of ‘a far earlier and highly -

:_;'-"isophrstrcated oral tradition. Those entrusted w:th handmg on the ‘myths -
‘orally had to be word perfect and, as Julius Caesar remarked,
“sométimes took’ twenty years for tramees to learn the lore before they

“WereTregarded as T quaiified. ;
Thus, the traditions cantained an echo of voices from the dawn of
European civilization, a virtual "window on,theﬁ [ron Age."

The Irish myths still have a partlcular vrbr ancy as Ireland was the only
Ce tic land to, escape Roman conquest and war relatively uninfluenced by
ccntact with Rome until the Christian period. ‘"ihen however, Latin culture
was the vehicale by whch the new. religion was imported. - The Christian
~scribes tended to play down.the pagan vrbrancy of the myths and give

-__;,em a Chnstran veneer.




S T man annan
-Some of this veneer was blatant. For example the sea god manannan
: f’_"—*'VIac Lir fortells the oomlng of Christ to save the ‘world. In another story,
‘~the great hero Clichllainn pleads with St. Patrick to intercede with Christ
to. save him from the ‘fires of hell.'
as the stories were set down by individuals, worklng at varying times
and copying more often than:not from older books as well as oral
tradition, the pre Chnstlan VItaI[ty in lrish myth has not been enttrely |
obllterated g 1l e B T " - |
FOUR CATEGORIES OF IRISH MYTH
. Irish - myth “has been oategorlsed into four sections:
Flr.st is the_mythological cycle which relates to the various 'invasions' of
Ireland, from that of Cesair, a woman at the tire of the flood. There were
50 women and only 3 men, who shared the woen. Only one survivor of the
"rood" the man Flntan ‘who~hid in a hlgh ‘cave and became~a shape-shifting-
Immortal : o
| Next came Partho[on grandson of Noah and an outlaw with 1000
‘\Deople They are said to have come from Spaln about the 4th Cenhtury BC.
 _some lIrish myths- put him much earlier saying that théy were harassed
.from the north by a race of demons called th Formmre or Fomorlans and
s'L'J'ooumbed to the plague.,. . . = = F”""""““V 'plog
“ - Nemed (a descendent of F’artho[on S broIher) the Firbolg, who were
‘the first, and theh the ‘Tuatha De Danaan, or. cthdren of Danu {(the mother
goddess) followed by a group from the medlceranean known as Milesians,

~who were the progenltors of the Gael; all CaITE_, to lreland and trled to

P I N R | I

a"”“"“e‘itn'er""“e"f(termmate orco-eXistT Wit~ th‘e"’*’omé‘rs
. This group of tales are the closest to the creation myths in any Celtic

language. We find that the gods and goddesses, the Children of Danu, have
arrived in Irel_and from their -four fabulous Otherworld cities, to overthrow
the Firbolg and claim Ireland for their own.. sw N |
ﬁWn!Howevez:_,‘the real villains are the Tuatha {;Ie DomhAain, the children of
Domhnu, who:are also called-the Fomorri (means: undersea dwellers) .- |t
becomes clear that the Children of Danu are ihe deities of light and good,
~while the:Children of Domhnu are the deities 31" darkness and evil.

The oone ends with the, arrival of the mo-tals in [reland, the sons of
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Mrtesrus He’ lS ldentrfied as an’ Iberian Celt who' has wandered the world

_ sellrng hrs m:lrtary ‘services ‘until comlng to lceland :

L The*old gods and goddesses are defeatec-and are forced to retreat
underground dwelling in the hills. They become the "fairies' in folklore.
The best known is the banshee (bean sld(he woman of the fairies) who
walils outside the home of the. famlly to whom ‘she is attached when one.[s

about to die." ' l
" The great god of arts and crafts, Lugh was demoted to Lugh chronain

(stoop[ng Lugh) anglrcrsed as 'Ieprechaun /7‘77 ,,,W,uf_a'tﬁ 5/

: THE ULSTER CYCLE - G Ui BW/( Hoes. &ﬂé ~ 6.

' This is the second group of tales and are the stories of the deeds of
the’ ‘warrj grs of the Red Branch', the mrlltary |l|te of Ulster whom
Cuo‘huFamn was the great champion. ¥ Tkn BB coolng

This group of tales contains the famous epic Tain Bo Cuailgne, often
regarded as the Irish equivalent of the lliad.  This |st e story of the
carnpaign 'waged by'}me%l , the masterful queen of C fn nﬁi( to capture the
- famous Brown Bull of Ulster. She leads a vast army against the kingdom of
; _Ulster whose warriors are prevented frfmh ;:lenendlng it by a strange

—uebility inflicted by the war goddess Ma Dnly the youthful hero

: ;,:1._Cuchula|nn is able to carry on a smgle handed resistance agalnst her army.
:rMJ,-wul. ?'odd.us ¢D wa-v drt utlf*-mma'tv Blamad Eor-bav m-én's AJ,,TL :
: Tl lond 1o, S‘wcwynf}/

e The ;Lam is' the longest and most’ powerful of all the Irish myths The -
oth r ‘stories of the’ cycle are enlargements ¢cn themes occurring in the
Tam preparatory tales leadmg up to the epic, romances that were added
later to fulfil peoples desire to know the fortiiies of the main characters,
g a group “of entrrety lndep nc_] enttal esrpur ‘With Te] related rT“r‘acreW““""’“’“‘““
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THE. CYCLE OF THE KINGS- SRS :

I_ﬁ_thngp_oj_tales or legends relate to semi- legendary kings
who undoubtedly had-a real: existence in remote Irish history but who had
become the subject for romanticising so that Ne no longer know where
reality. ends and the sto ytellmg begms :
=, For example Niall orgh?a“l’lach “lfr%wn as Niall of the Nine Hostages
~who is recorded as being high king from 379 AD to 405 AD, is regarded as’

rogenltor of the Ui Neill dynasty, the kings of Ulster.
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" He is recorded as raldlng Brlta[n and Gaul dunng the tlme of
Theodosrus the Great and ‘encountering the Romans B S
o~ the story of Niall is a typical case in whroh history and myth are
“—sombined in the minds of the story tellers. Symbohsm is used to mark his.
birth; signs are given to point the way to his being the lawful king; he
survives attempts to destroy him by those seeking to evade the
prophecy g|ven by a goddess of soveriegnty, that he will be the greatest

hlgh klng /Uo M . ;/L.,fwr Wka

THE FENIAN CYCLE Ve U wfg.u Xn\z y . 3
Sométimes known as "the“Ossianic Cycle is The fourth and last group of

stories are the adventures of Frgnn m\acCumhall and the warriors of the

: _Flaﬁna ’fﬂ'fe elite b yguard to the high kings of Tara. ;;ge,,,c;\,_y}.

~ The Fianna are ‘ga§ 0 have been founded in 3(40 BC. by Fiachadh and
consisted of twenty five battalions Taised trom two clans, ‘Bascna and "
Morna. Fionn Mac Clmhail (anglicized as Finn. l\ﬂgCool) became the leader of
the Fianna under the high king Cormgc M c Art.

- The- stones of Fionn and his Fianha'are irmumerable, covering his blrht
to his.death. © These stories were highly popuiar in late medieval Ireland
yand although the Irish had produced their owr native Arthurian saga, many
f.-“_tales of which are not translated into English,.nor even acknowledged by
.'."-Arthurlan scholars', the: storles of Fionn werefnot dlsplaced as the great

*fhero tales of Ireland @, : A olrii B S5
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SOURCES S : Tt i
The 'oldest survrvmg sources of Insh myThology are two books dating

'-w-n-‘
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fopthe 12'rn century Known as- Q "Book of tne DonCow and the Book of
Srav- "\ — —_—
__el_ngLGI plus a couple others known only froin manuscript numbers.
These: were done.in a monastic setting.. - ¥ :
Only about 150 stones are known of Irish myth but it is est[mated
that at least another 450 remaln unedited and untranslated even today..
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The world of Irrsh mythology |s remote er'rﬂ the classrcl world of Greek
_ and Latm myth.  Yet one is constantly surpnMd by the fact that Irish _
- mythology seems to share_a curious me_dlt_erranean warmth with its fellow

1do-European cultures.
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The broodlng blackness that permeates Nul’dlC myth is not there and
at tlmes it is dltf[cult to realise that wer are looking ‘at a north-western
-uropean culture A happy spirit prevades. the majority of tales, even the
b \’tragedles There is an eternal spirit of optln"*sm Death is never the
conqueror ‘and we are reminded that the Celts were one of the first
i cultures in Europe to evolve a doctrlne of the |mmortal:ty of the. soul.. )

Parallels to Insh mythology lie in Hmdu mythology And to say that a
happy splr[t pervades the lr|sh myths is not. to say that evil is never
encountered “As in the real world good and evrl constantly rub shoulders
and the malevolent forms of the Fomiorii, the gods and goddesses of
darkness and death are constantly hoverlng on the edge of the Northern
Ocean : ; o B et Sl e, o o PRI, ;:

" ln these storles both the deltles and the htrmans (|mmortals and |
mortals) are no mere phys1cal "beauties with . mpty heads. Their lntellect
and Physncal ‘abilities are equal. They are su oject to all the natural virtues
and vices, and are involved in many wrongful thlngs

Their world, both this one and the Otherworld, is one of rural happiness,
—a world in whrch they mdulge in all the pleasures of life in an idealised
.‘\_on “love of}nature art games feastlng and her0|c singl combat.

T
| The myths and legends of lreland are also to be found in the Manx and
Scottlsh Gaellc traditlons for these languages did not begin to separate
' ;W_from thelr old |l’lSh parent untll the fifth and sixth centuries AD, just as
| the Brltlsh Celtlc Ianguage dlverged at the sa ne tlme lnto Welsh Cormsh
and Breton e - :

I
WELSH MYTHOLOGY .

In Welsh. mythology ‘we-can see themes. thct show that the Irish and
Welsh have a common: source for there are echos of a common Celtic
mythological, rellglous and perhaps, hlstorlca experlence Nevertheless,
the Welsh material is nowhere near as: extenswe or as old as the Irish
tales and-sagas. - ;.. . ° ‘ et G :

..+ .The earliest. survrvmg Welsh mythologlcal texts are from the 14th
r'entury AD.. xIhe tales are collectively known as The four Branches of the
«—~Aabinogi ;. The term ‘Mabmogl originally meent ‘a tale of youth' and has
MKmeqlt: _ _ . G ‘ : ‘
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'sin"_ce;r become. simply 'a tale" E -T‘E.Mk btn B gee =
~ < I, Theére are twelvgét?le's' that comprise the "Mabinogi'. | will mention a -
- ~ew. The stofy of Igwyli,' lord: of Dyfed, echoeg,the 'Holy Grail' theme for
“—Pwyll ‘adventures in AnnWP,-’the- Otherworld; and searches for a magic
sel . 0 e AR whene Lt e T PR
vessel. “ A » e’

{is ! W e el S I Nt n¥s "-raj'i’sf'nygﬁ M
- One of the most interesting stories is Hanes Taliesin. Taliesin was a
poet who flourished inthe Celtic north of Britain in the sixth century AD.
He is ‘mentiorled in the Historia ‘Britonum and the 14th century Book of
~ Taliesin, a group of 12.poems, may be his authentic work. |
- % -this is & highly. mythological tale which shows Taliesin as the child of a ‘
~ goddess, .Cfe_'rff_j\‘:ven, Who goes thru a number of reincarnations before he
reaches thestate of being Taliesin.” ~ ~t oo
1% this book,' Hanes Taliesin was developed in North Wales sometime
during the-9th or 10th “century but had its rocis in Welsh culture long
‘before then. * Certainly if Taliesin did live in the 6th century this would be
607 g o SR E B DR, UATTY 40 A
- 7t He certainly ‘appears in othér Welsh myths;, such as the story of Bran
~and’Branwen. ‘His name is frequently coupled with that of Merlin and given (

. ‘-")Ul-" i “ o S

4 an authoftly“on ‘prophecies. *© - ¢ N[ pmghom - 3/ 95
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 THE CONTINENTAL CELTS = - = . .=
~—  Since the only complete Celtic mythologié’él texts to survive are from
the. insular GCelts, we do not know nearly as mich about the Continental or
Gabhsh Celtic mythology
Archealogy has to be relied on to find.the| names of gods and
goddesses and often they are in their Latin forms, whcih are found on
~ inscriptions throughout the continent. ‘ 5}
. . Some fragments so seem identifiable w1th their insular counterparts.
.V EY however, the gods of Gaul can only be gimpsed thiough Roman
eyes. Ceasar as we have seen, was content simply to give Roman names
to the gods——Mercury, Jupiter, Mars,-Minerva, Apollo and Dis Pater (Pluto).
Thlé,S has m.erelly confused their identification @nd functions.

‘ , :-,r"

| No Greek or Latin writer has made clear i origin myths of the Celts

wwomthe continent, tho we may deduce these frum -a-compendium-of ===
evidence and a comparison with Hindu mythoiogy;

In the fabulous and epic histories of Livy we can see some similarities
with the lnsular Celtic stories. Livy was raised in Gaul and it is entirely
,.JObSIb|e that his ‘family ‘were: among the early iRomanized Celts. Reason:

h[S hlstorles are unlike the usual straightforward Roman accounts.
They were: influenced by Celtic oral epics he heard in his youth. for
iy example In d:scussmg a chal!ange made by & Celt for one to one combat
_with a Roman, a _young Tribune Valenus age : '3 accepted the challange. -
leys descr[ptlon has more in common with C zltic ldeas and symbols than
romcm Here |s a dlscrlption of the Duel ot

Lewis [ “". ERY '{.‘

The duel proved less remarkable for its human mtervst than for the divine
mterventlon of the gods for as the Roman engaged his adversary, a raven suddenly
allghted on l'1h[s helmet facmg the Celt. The tribune first hailed this with delight, as a
sigin sent from heaven, and then prayed for the good will and gracious support from
whrever:hadisent-him the:bird,; were .it'god or gdddess.. Marvelous to rélate, not only
did; the ;raven keep the perch;.it-had. once chosen,. butlas often as the struggle renewed
:t rose up onilts wmgs and attacked the enemy's facel and eyes with beak and claws,
un’ul he ,was temfled at the SIght of such 2 portant end so bewildered as well as half

_blinded, "hé ‘was kll!ed by Valerlus “The raven then “lew off out of sight towards the

Ak
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ThlS story is repeated by: others using ley as the source. Now, this
_ syrfrbolrsm isiscarcely Roman. We know that one of the personae of the
“~Teltic. war goddess was |n ‘the form of a Raven.. This is particularly evident
\"’ln lnsh myth B v i Born wbet bd O i |
; elf 1 ('-.-;,n , 5 w ¢ iy Sl (: ¥
PRSP MThls was(not the frrst tlme ley used Celtl symbollsm ;:Onge - of his best
known accounts is .of the Celts cllmbrng up, the Capitol in Rome at night
wrth the, sacred geese of Juno cackllng a warnlng to the roman garnson
_ Juno,tthe W|fe of: Juplter was goddess of women and marnage and
“mother of-Mars (Ares); the god of war: s ¢ frp
; ! ley says that these ‘geese were kept as & “sacred totem in the temple.
ln ;fact, the Roman geese were not sacred ‘to luno ‘but kept in the capitol's
temples for ntual slaughter dunng dlvmatlon oractlces If the geese sere

u' ;

r

‘\

o

why Lrvy 1ntroduces them rnto the eplc e il s s e
rplt could well be . that he is recountlng srmp}e fact On the other hand as
he ’was rarsed among Celts |‘was possibly: even a Celt h:mself there could
be a link’ wrth Celtrsh symbollsm here. 'HOW? poo s B
- geese are most commonly associated with war in Celtic iconography.
cdecause of thelr watchful and aggressive natures, the birds were used as
an appropnate symbol or companion to the gods and goddesses of battle.
4 Thus the goose as a warlike symbol aggrecsrve and watchful, is found in
; Celtlc culture Jlong before the sack of Rome lr seems the 'sacred geese of
"'__Juno came mto Latln mythology trom a Celtic‘source, We are told that

‘thereafter the Romans carried the geese on |tters wrth purple and gold

L

] responsrblllty of The censors ‘ a
In the same ceremony, dogs were crucafled on stakes of elder to
- reriind .the people they-had-.not barked.a warnlng of. the Celtic attack. . This
ritual was done in Rome well into the Chnstran era.’

‘i *******.{*
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LEGENDS OF KING ARTHUR |
To the modern: popular mind, the most farnous of Celtrc mythologlcal
-flgures is Arthur, even tho this is a comparaurely recent development.
,.le is. undoubtedly..an hrstorlcal person llvmg dunng the late fifth or early
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S|xth Centunes AD . : :
4 W|th|n a few centurres after hlS death this Bntrsh Celtrc 'war chelf’

.“‘lghtlng the Anglo Saxon mvasnons of Brltlan tlahd become f|rmly

embedded m mythology ..... The earlrgst refererce to Arthur comes from the
late srxth century in a poem by’]’f\nernn who speaks of at attempt by 300
e_Ilte warrlors whose chen‘ton was at Edrnbulgh attemptrng to recapture
Catraeth from the Anglo Saxons ‘ i

C& L 'l'here are historical references datrng from 500 AD to 1000 AD

speaklng of his conquests. 'In a Latin history dbf 955, it is said that Arthur

and Mordred fell at the battle of Camlua&t in t’%e year 537 AD.

Cl(ml

As |t seems to be a tendency that Celts make therr heroes into gods
and therr gods |nto heroes over the next few centurres foIIowrng the

death of the" h|stor|cal Arthur the ‘Celfs’ embelllshed his story with earlier

myrhologtcal themes giving htm a specral cirfie of warriors, who later
became Knlghts of the Round Table, but were originally closer to the
l‘—Feanna of Flonn Mac Climhail. In fact,” many of the Arthurian tales seem to
ave been embelllshed wrth themes from the jFenian Cycle. ”

. Chrrstran themes soon began to replace the ‘Celtic elements; for

uexamp[e the search for the' maglc cauldron ot plenty from the Otherworld

developed into " a search for the Chr|st|an HolviGraiI o : ‘
Other elements however remarn |n theutpure Celtic form--the magrc

sword of Arthur“now popularly known hrou l\ a Latrn corruptron as

‘‘‘‘‘‘

o Excalrbur was “in fact “the Welsh Ca adfwlc'i‘h (Hard Dinter) which seems to

have been taken fromi “the’ lrlsh form Caladch:*'g the sword of the hero
Fe qus Mac Roth |n the Fted Branch cyc‘lé “") T A Beas v #28 i

i

Geoffrey of NMonmouth (1100 1155) devefoped Arthur lnto somethlng |
aporoachmg his popular heroic image in his H'storia Flegnum Britanniae
Srnce «Geoffrey's. development, a great amourt of literature has sprung up.
Arthur -was- an accepted character in both ‘Welsh -and lrish Mythology

.*****i**
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TFHSTAN AND SEULT PR TICI RO "l 0 |

w1, A Second, world far%ous myth developed out of the Celtlc \évorld the .
story of Trlstan and lsé There was an hl‘ +orrc king March of Cornwall
Identlfled as Marcus: CuH’omarus Marc'h comgs from the Celtic word for

o d
¥

i ziorse r,and one writer let it slip that he had eirrs like a horse.

by



“r‘t H[s‘capltal in® Corn.wall was at the “hill- fort of Castle Dore occupred from
the 2nd’ cent BC't9° the Bth century AD. His son was named Drustaus which,
*‘*cholars clarrﬁ-" 'is a phllologlcal equwalentL ofh Trlstan ey Tans

b-. -;L::l T

.......

However‘the myth developed the basrs is that March of Cornwall
, ~n_marned Iseult‘ daughter of an Irrsh kmg He c=ent Tnstan htS nephew in the
" myth to feteh her and Trlstan fell in Iove W|th her. i : -
They eventually fled March s courst. The core motif is a tradltlonal
Cettrc elopement tale and’ most of ‘the essent*al elemeénts are to be found
in other 'Celtic storiesy such as the ‘el ement of thg kin's: wife with #ethe
klngs nephew or the tales of IBI rmffl%9 ind Guarnne
5t " There are’ many different verS|ons of the tale written in practically
every European Ianguage but’ scho[ars have traced them back to. one’ °
extant manuscrlpt written' in the“mldd!e of the?12th century AD It was
wfittenin French, copled from a Breton source or a Cornrsh source
wntten rn Gaelrc BRI | f L s
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_MAGIC CAULDRONS J

o One -motif that frequently occurs throucjhout the Celtic world is that
of - the maglc ‘cauldron, |nclud|ng the cauldron of plenty; which feeds
everyone ‘and the cauldron -of reblrth whereby the dead are put in and
come toUt’ aliviey ™ 6. i B I e B

Zaf Cauldrons can’ be found “from the Iate Bronze Age perlod --vast
cauldrons with a capacny of! 60 70 llters One ‘silver’ one ‘has been found
int a peat bogT(m May 1891) 1n north Jut!and that had a capacrty of 130

I[tres . _ §J

<The Celtic motifs .are absolutely clear on the cauldron. We have the
antier headed god Cernunnos with his neck rir g, and a sequence of animal
symbohsm e et Aun WeS PO =
One of the fascmatlng scenes on the cauldron rf that in which a god
accompanied by warnors holds a dead warnor over a cauldron while
prev:ously dead warnors march away Th[s 13 clearly the cauldron of

_re blrth b 7
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Cauldrons have been found throughout the C,eltlc world datlng from as

early as 600 BC These back up the mythologlcal traditions survrvrng in
—ish and Welsh texts They are -found in bothLHaIIstatt and La Tene graves.

- , ¥

« The Dagda had a maglc cauldron that came from the fabulous city of

_Murras It was so enormous, - we are told, that* the Formorii could make a.
porrrdge |n it W|th goats sheep, pigs and elghty measures each of milk,
meal and fat 4 No ne Ieft the cauldron hungary

;@ R5E ;erw:-"" e o M& The lcm

_ IN the Welsh tales we hear that ‘Matholwch of lreland possessed a -

| magrc cauldron mto whrch the dead were cast to appear ‘the next mornmg
whole and well except that they had lost theu power of 'speech. -

"ThlS cauldron was: orlgrnally the- property of Bran the Blessed who is-
percelved as an early god. He gave it to Matholwch but, after hostilities
broke out, the cauldron had to be destroyed before Bran and his Britons
could overcome hﬂﬂtorﬁvch P o l

The story recounts how the cauldron emerged from the Lake of the
Cauldron otn the back of a-huge man accompanied by a huge woman. Were

Athey delttes whose role has been obscured'? .who knows for sure. .
. =/,;3 g < b ”*4*uru; Cloo LUQGA<5

"4 Yet another maglc {:auldrgn appears lnt thd tale of CLulhweh's search
for Olwen ‘for on of Cu hiwch's tasks is to obtain a magic cauldron which
belongs to- Dlwrnach of lreland and which |s full of all the treasures of
rejand.  OFrEnest o
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~CONCLUSIONT E . |
Our knowledge of Celtic mythology overil is greatly obscured by the
- Greekr-and ;Romanyinterpretations in sthe the classical allusions. It has been
argued that the Celtic peoples did. not possess a. unlform mythology but,
mstead a plethora of different myths whrch are only comparable to a
lim ted degree. y
.Since we have no systematic record befoqe the insular Celts began to
set down their storres at the start of the Chrictian era, it has also been
argued that we have no means of formmg a complete plcture of
Jre -Christian mythology PR ST |
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However, knowledge in this field is still very fragmentary and new
information is constantly coming through. Tha native sources are not yet

~ ﬂxiausted and. full comparisons with other Inda-European cultures have yet
Flﬁ

~{o be carefully made. - . ) e iy B
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