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This publication inaugurates a new series from the University of Wales 

Press edited by Jonathan Wooding, entitled ‘New Approaches to Celtic 

Religion and Mythology’. In the past decades all that circumscribes the 

concept of ‘Celtic’ has been challenged and reassessed, and this is 

reflected also in the title of this volume. The aim of the book is to 

highlight how conservative dichotomies such as oral/literary, 

native/foreign, archaic/medieval, pre-Christian/Christian, truth/fiction, 

are too limiting for scholars, particularly those interested in investigating 

the so-called ‘Celtic religions’. It thus challenges questions and concepts 

which are currently central to discussions in the field of Celtic Studies, 

and explores progress achieved by the most recent scholarship, while 

also pointing up questions for further research. Methodological choices 

concerning the historian’s craft (to use a term coined by Marc Bloch) are 

discussed in the introductory chapter and throughout the seven essays 

gathered together here by Alexandra Bergholm and Katja Ritari.   

 Chapter Two, ‘Celtic Spells and Counterspells’ written by 

Jacqueline Borsje, discusses ‘various rituals that may have once been 

part of Irish society’ (37). As this essay is the result of her VIDI-funded 

research, it is available via Open Access at the University of Amsterdam 

Digital Academic Repository. In the first section, ‘Celtic Conversion’, 

Borsje opens her analysis with a ritual condemned by St Patrick in his 

Confessio and examines it through a combination of perspectives, 

including textual criticism, motif analysis, biology, cultural anthropology, 

the history of religions, reception history, and source study (13). She 

argues that the ritual in question exemplifies a ‘certain overlap between 

the lore of Christians and the cultural heritage of the Irish’ (16), 
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indicating that even though it was influenced and shaped according to 

the book of Isaiah, it also reveals Irish or ‘Celtic’ influences. In the 

second section, ‘Celtic Opposition’, Borsje analyses the concept of spells 

and counterspells. She emphasizes how Sts Patrick and Columba are 

depicted in their lives as having what she called ‘verbal power’. By 

contrast, their opponents (usually druids) were never depicted as 

manifesting such a power. However, as Borsje argues, one should not be 

misled by hagiographic accounts, as they may not reflect historical 

‘reality’ (18); indeed there is a variety of Irish terms for supernatural 

verbal power, usually poorly translated into English owing to a limited 

variation of terms.  

She selects a few texts to exemplify her argument. Firstly, she 

summarised the arguments of Michael Herren on how the lorica and its 

two subsidiary literary models, curse tablets and amulets, represent a 

hybrid between pre-Christian Celtic and Christian culture. Furthermore, 

the lorica had roots in Graeco-Roman and Jewish cultures (19–21). 

Borsje’s second example is an Irish poem addressing the dangers of 

travel. Where the poem itself has become a lorica or protective text. In 

order to analyse the meaning of the tools for divination in the poem, 

Borsje then turns her attention to Christian texts forbidding similar 

practices, such as the sermons of Caesarius of Arles (c.470-542) and 

their reception as reflected in the vernacular homily on auguries by 

Aelfric of Eynsham (c.955–c.1010). As she highlights, even though these 

texts are borrowing from earlier texts and contexts, they do include new 

nuances in the prohibitions they contain, indicating their relevance to 

the contemporary readership/audiences of these texts. According to 

Borsje, the poems and sermons considered in her analysis were 

attempting to establish  Christian ‘orthodoxy’, and shaping concepts of 

identities for a ‘true Christian’ and a ‘true Irish person’ (29). Therefore, 

her methodological approach to identifying Irish pre-Christian religious 
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traces was to uncover religious practices that were being rejected in the 

sources. In the third and last section of her chapter Borsje deals with 

‘Mirrors and Layers’ in which she looks at love charms. Even though the 

discussion here addresses a variety of localities, including Ireland, 

Britain and Gaul, and a long time-span, Borsje’s erudition makes her 

argument both interesting and convincing. And while many historians 

have argued for over a century for the importance of dialogue with other 

social sciences, many still resist the idea of comparative studies. Yet 

there is little point in trying to understand medieval Irish texts, 

particularly those dealing with religious aspects, using methods of 

enquiry based only on internal textual and linguistic analysis. Inter-

textual and cross-referencing is crucial. And as Borsje well demonstrates 

through the sources she has selected, Irish literary materials display a 

creative and complicated hybridization of classical, ‘Celtic/Irish’ and 

Christian cultural and religious influences.  

 In Chapter Three John Carey analyses the representations of ‘The 

Old Gods of Ireland in the later Middle Ages’. His focus is on the history 

of Irish Christianity and Irish culture, and how Irish medieval Christians 

interpreted the traditions regarding their old gods (51). Carey starts by 

looking at the strategies the Irish found to explain their gods. One of 

them was ‘euhemerism’, whereby the Túatha Dé Donnan were described 

as human occupiers of Ireland. However, according to Carey, the Irish 

put forward other theories to explain the non-Christian gods that were 

unique to them. The first one was that the people of the síde might have 

been ‘half-fallen angels’. This is found in the tale, The Voyage of Saint 

Brendan. The second theory was that the gods were an unfallen branch 

of humanity, as seen in the eighth-century exegetical work, the ‘Irish 

Reference Bible’. Based on this evidence he argues that the Irish process 

of Christianisation was a lengthy one which might have involved a level 

of compromising and accommodation (52). Another interesting example 
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of cultural synthesis explored by Carey is provided in The Adventure of 

Connlae, in which the native Otherworld is identified as the Christian 

paradise (55). Yet another indication of harmonization between past and 

present is seen in Acallam na Senórach where St Patrick is described as 

blessing ancient warriors. In Carey’s opinion, there is no evidence within 

these texts that the learned people involved in their compilation did not 

believe the stories they were telling. Besides, as many of these texts were 

composed between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, Carey puts 

forward the argument that it seems that these writers were anxious to 

explain their old beliefs and traditions from a Christian perspective since 

they were facing the arrival of the new monastic orders (59). This 

intriguing argument deserves further investigation.  

 In Chapter Four Joseph Falaky Nagy’s discussion about ‘Staging 

the Otherworld in Medieval Irish Tradition’ is in harmony with the 

previous one. Nagy aimed to apply methodologies from comparative and 

performance studies to Irish Medieval tales and took as case studies the 

ninth-century Cormac's Glossary and the Acallam. He points out that the 

fact that Patrick was descripted in the latter text as listening to the 

stories from the past required a Christian explanation, and this is done 

in the story on the understanding that the oral narratives were to be 

committed to writing and only for the purpose of enjoyment of the 

following generations. In tune with the other contributors to this 

collection the author also argues for cultural cross-fertilization. He 

concludes that that ‘whether operating in Latin or in Vernacular, 

medieval Irish and Welsh authors undeniably took many of their clues 

from biblical, classical, and late-antique/early medieval models, as well 

as perhaps from the parallel Celtic tradition(s) across the Irish Sea’ (72). 

For Carey, the diversity presented to us in these texts is an opportunity 

to learn about early medieval Celtic mentalité. He extends his discussion 

to modern and contemporary Irish societies that have retained some level 
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of these beliefs, providing (in my opinion) an indirect explanation for the 

long-term duration of these cultural and religious beliefs (74–75). 

Generally speaking, historians nowadays tend to look at these 

ideas with suspicion. Nevertheless, the way the author presents his 

argument is convincing: These sources are indeed complex and multi-

layered and the fact that we cannot now encapsulate the full picture 

should not stop us from trying to understand the cultural melting pots 

that existed in medieval societies.    

 Chapter Five, ‘The Biblical dimension of Early Medieval Latin Texts’ 

contributed by Thomas O’Loughlin, analyzes a number of texts such as 

Gildas’s De Exidio Britanniae, Adomnán’s De locis sanctis, Muirchú's Vita 

Patricii, and the Collectio Canonum Hibernensis. O’Loughlin emphasizes 

the importance of exegesis in the Middle Ages and a number of 

interesting points about the work of medieval exegetes. One point which 

he highlights, and which has been recently argued within Irish Medieval 

Studies, is the understanding that while Irish exegetes did acknowledge 

disagreements between the Fathers, they aimed at accumulating and 

reconciling all the information instead of deciding between themselves 

(91). Another interesting issue raised by O’Loughlin here is the non-

dichotomy between Scripture and liturgy whereby both are placed ‘within 

a more all-embracing category of the presence of Christ to the Church’, 

which serves to remind us that the scriptural/liturgical world of 

imagination was an important element of the ‘early medieval mentality’: 

the lenses through which medieval clerics explained the world (93–94). 

Consequently, the author reasserts that in order to understand their 

mental world it is a sine qua non to be attentive to the clerical 

appreciation, examination and use of Scriptures.  

 Robin Chapman Stacey contribution in Chapter Six brings new 

insights into the study of early Irish law in an essay entitled ‘Ancient 

Irish Law Revisited: Rereading the Laws of Status and Franchise’. This 
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author presents a valuable assessment of the historiography and 

methodologies used to approach the laws, and goes on to propose new 

ones. She emphasizes the importance of a profound knowledge of 

vernacular languages but also points out the limitations of historical 

linguistic studies and their usually heavy ‘textual’ element (99–101). 

Similarly, she also questions the validity of comparative studies between 

‘Celtic’ legal institutions of Ireland and Wales as methodology (99), 

adding that there is still a continuity of ‘positivist’ approach to the 

studies of ‘Celtic’ law. She highlights that it has been only very recently 

and in a very modest way that some approaches to Irish law have 

featured perspectives from anthropology and the social sciences, 

feminist, post-colonialist and critical theory (102). The Laws, in Stacey’s  

view, ‘may or may not reflect historical reality. However, they clearly 

represent it’ (103).  

In order to prove her argument in relation to the relevance and 

validity of these ideas, Stacey reassess three texts, Críth Gablach, 

Uraicecht Becc, and Míadshlechtae (103), pointing to patterns of 

gendering which lie behind them  (104–14). According to her, status 

seems to have been moralised: firstly, the poor are portrayed as the ones 

more inclined to break the law (113). Additionally, by not taking women 

into consideration into their rulings and structuring of Irish society, the 

compilers of these texts made a connection between gender and political 

authority (106), therefore the realm of the domestic was also the realm of 

the political (107). For her, these texts are not only concerned with 

status, but also with the maintenance of the political order, restrictions 

on social mobility, as well as on female roles and rights in society (114). 

This approach is innovative and offers a new contribution to our reading 

of the Irish laws.  

 The concluding essay in Chapter Seven is provided by Jane 

Webster who writes on ‘A dirty window on the Iron Age? Recent 
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Developments in the Archaeology of Pre-Roman Celtic Religion’. She 

reassesses recent historiography questioning the concept of ‘Celtic 

religion’ and ‘pan-Celtic social structure’. Through the lenses of post-

colonial theories she criticises the concepts of Romanization and 

acculturation, and proposes instead the use of the idea of ‘creolization’  

as ‘referring to the process by which elements of different cultures are 

blended together to create a new culture’ (136). Webster engages in a 

detailed discussion of some of Miranda Green’s work and perspectives, 

acknowledging that many of the problematic aspects which have been 

challenged in the past, have in a certain way been more recently revised 

by Green herself. Webster also reviews the work of Stephen Yeates, Chris 

Lynns, Raimund Karls and the so-called ‘Viennese’ method. For her, the 

linking argument between these three scholars is the idea of cultural 

continuity based on genetics, which Webster herself regards as 

questionable. Her argument essentially consists of reaffirming that the 

Irish and Welsh medieval written sources are not ‘windows on the Iron 

Age’ and that we should move away from the homogenised concept of 

‘Celts’ and ‘Celtic religion’.  

 Overall, this collection of essays provides a much needed review of 

the concept of ‘Celtic Religion’ and of ‘Celts’ in general. Jane Webster’s 

contribution engages a very helpful historiographical overview. 

Furthermore it re-balances the quasi-uniformity of the book, which in 

general is somewhat too concentrated on Irish history and Irish written 

sources. To this extent it is not truly representative of the scope 

promised in its title with its application of the term ‘Celtic’. Borsje, for 

example, used this concept and chose an over-arching  geographical and 

chronological boundary for her study. At the opposite end, Webster 

suggesting the abandonment of the concept and argued in favour of more 

localized and contextualised studies. The variety of the authors’ opinions 
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and observations just demonstrates the complexity of the term and of the 

sources.  

Nonetheless this book brings a fresh breeze into the field by 

exploring new concepts. Theoretically and methodologically it is very 

much in tune with other fields, such as studies of the Classical world, for 

example. The contributors have attempted to move away from positivist 

and purely linguistic studies towards more analytical ones. Also, they 

have replaced concepts such as acculturation with ones, such as cultural 

cross-fertilization, hybridization, creolization, among more useful and 

less limiting precepts of the relationship between the meeting of 

dominant/oppressed, foreign/native cultures. It is insightful, enjoyable, 

and well worth reading.  
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