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I   Introduction

The word mythology, which literally means the retelling of myths, is of Greek origin. The definition of this concept is rather blurry. Usually it is described as stories that express and organize beliefs and religious customs of a society. Frequently the society that uses myths to establish its system of beliefs is described as archaic. Myths generally tell stories about deities or heroic beings. They intend to explain the origin of the world, the reality or natural phenomena.

The first chapter contains a deeper analysis of the Celtic mythology as a whole, so that any reader could appreciate the following text. It consists of information that could be considered as a ‘general knowledge’ on this topic. 
The following chapter offers a brief overview of the Celtic history. It includes information such as who the Celts were, where they were coming from, the division of the roles in their societies, and their significance in Medieval Europe. There is also a picturesque description of Celtic festivals, ceremonies and rituals they practiced during that period of time.

The chapter named “The Celtic Universe” gives an insight into various topics. The most important deities, their otherworld, of which we still do not have a clear image, are some of them. The Celts were strongly connected with nature and therefore they respected animals, worshipped water and plants. Another topic mentioned in this chapter is the division of myths into four cycles.

The last part deals with the most prominent creatures of Celtic mythology. Some of the creatures mentioned are: The Blue Men of the Minch, Selkies, Leprechauns, Kelpies and the Loch Ness Monster.

II   Celtic Mythology in a Nutshell
It is impossible to reconstruct the origin of mythologies. They expressed the human need to explain reality, as well as the feeling of supernatural powers, divine beings that influenced one’s life. Myths are sometimes described as “primitive religions”, the first attempts to express the difficult situation of human beings, who were part of nature, but were looking for something transcendent and divine. As we can see on the example of Celtic mythology, it is not a simple narrative, but a complex system, fascinating in its intuition and depth. Every culture developed some kind of a mythological system, which includes elements of its religious customs, history and stories about its heroes. The role of myths was to justify a war, existence in this world or the structure of the society. Moreover, myths created impressions of a holy space, a sort of the middle of the universe. Sometimes they helped to establish law and order in the society, by presenting divine origin or divine cause of certain customs and happenings. Myths had a great influence on the first societies. The stories made people worship certain things and phenomena, and made them afraid of others.
Any mythology is filled with values and beliefs of its culture. Myths form the course of the future for art and science of any culture. If one carefully analyzes mythology with the use of psychological and literary techniques, one may be able to determine what the culture believed. Clues can be provided to us through the roles of deities, depiction of their interaction and the nature of the stories. Mythologies were shaped by human spirituality and that was the case with Celtic mythology too.
It is well-known that Celts left no written records of their mythology. They were always suspicious towards the written word and preferred to trust the speech and thoroughly trained memory. By using the power of oration, bards and druids transferred their knowledge and stories orally. Even though they represented an element that connected Celtic tribes from every part of Europe, Druids were previously seen as merely priests. Nowadays, they are seen as wise men and teachers. In terms of importance of memory, mixing of magical and practical knowledge and prohibition of writing it down, Druids were unprecedented. At that time people deeply appreciated knowledge, and the whole burden of transferring it was on the backs of the Druids. According to some scholars, bards wandered freely from tribe to tribe to share fascinating stories and myths. Therefore, most of the Celtic myths do not exist in the form the ancient Celts knew them. Having in mind that there was no real unity among Celts, that they had neither a centralized government nor standardized mythology, it shouldn’t be surprising that the myths evolved differently and were subjected to different influences. There are numerous factors which influenced their change. Some of the factors are: influence of Christianity, pseudo-history, misinterpretations or personal touch left by every single speaker who re-told the stories.
Christian priests created the biggest part of the manuscripts. The passion to record their native culture and their religious animosity to pagan beliefs clearly influenced their work. There was also an aspiration to alter Celtic genealogies to fit them into the known model of Greek or Biblical genealogy. It is undeniable that medieval Celtic literature preserved ancient traditions in a shape which remained almost unaltered through centuries of oral tradition.
Because of these problems, science had many difficulties to classify Celtic myths in clearly distinct groups. However, scientists realized that the best possible way was to create a division into four circles. The main criteria are the point or period of time at which they were created, characters that were mentioned, but also some similarities found among the myths. 
Mythological Cycle consists of stories of gods and origins of Celts. With the “Book of Invasions” as a pseudo-history of Ireland, Mythological cycle traces the ancestry of Celtic people back to before Noah. A group of heroic tales dealing with the lives of Conchobar mac Nessa, king of Ulster, the great hero Cú Chulainn, the son of Lug and of their friends is named the Ulster Cycle. This cycle, whose stories are written mainly in prose, depicts a warrior society in which warfare mainly consists of a battle, while cattle is the main criterion to measure one’s opulence. If we can attach an epithet of Golden Age to the Mythological Cycle, than we can consider Ulster Cycle to be the Celtic Heroic Age. The Fenian Cycle, which is focused on the actions of Irish heroes, can be distinguished from other cycles in connection with the Irish-speaking community in Scotland. The uniqueness of this cycle can be seen through the fact that the stories are told mainly in verse, while in tone they are nearer to the romantic tradition than the epic one. One of the duties of the medieval bards was to record the history of the family of the king they served. Therefore, they used poems as a tool to mix the mythological and the historical. As the result of this process, Historical Cycle was created. 
The whole Celtic universe in focused on infinity; there are no beginnings or ends. The Celts believed that everything is linked together, that everything is permanent and in continuity, and everything is a piece of the same puzzle. A common feature of all stories is an endless embodiment of the same mythical figures. Therefore, it can be concluded that the Celts never prophesied Doomsday. 

III   A Brief Overview of the Celtic History
The Celts were an ethno-linguistic agglomerate of tribes in Medieval Europe and Iron Age. They had a similar culture and spoke similar language. These tribes were considered to be the most powerful people from around 750 BC to 12 BC, in the areas of central and northern Europe. Western and central Germany of the present day is considered to be the homeland of the Celts. Until the 6th century BC they migrated from their homeland to western and Northern Ireland, and then crossed the sea in the United Kingdom and Ireland.

  Different language groups can give an insight about different Celtic tribes, and registered Celtic languages can be divided into two categories: continental Celtic and insular Celtic languages.  Continental Celtic language was spoken by the Celtic tribes all over the Europe, probably in three or four different forms. Insular Celtic is spoken in Britain, Ireland and Brittany up to the present moment. This language is divided into two main groups: Celtic language which includes Welsh, Breton and Cornish languages, and Celtic language spoken in Ireland, Scotland (in the northern part and on the islands) and on the Isle of Man, which is located nearby England. 
Unlike other foreign cultures such as the Egyptians or Greeks, the Celts left no written texts. Instead, they deeply loved and appreciated the oral tradition of storytelling, which had a strong impact on our understanding of their life and of their beliefs. What is preserved mostly includes the Celtic inscriptions, coins and names of places, which can provide only a limited insight into their values and beliefs. Myths of the insular Celts are better preserved than the continental Celtic myths, and the main reason for that is that the Celtic island culture existed long enough to be recorded. In addition, a rich collection of related and interconnected myths and legends was passed down to us.
Nevertheless, the biggest part of our knowledge of the ancient Celts comes from the invading nations. They defeated Celts, conquered their territory and imposed their own religion. These ancient writers, among whom were military opponents such as Julius Caesar, left numerous records. Many of these records can be used to create a very detailed image of the Celtic people. Some of relevant people who contributed to the clarification of this area are: Cicero (Roman philosopher, statesman, orator and lawyer), Strabo (Greek philosopher, geographer and historian) and Tacitus (senator of the Roman Empire). Caesar recorded that the Celts were very brave warriors; while Diodorus of Sicily, a Greek historian, gave the following description: “
Their aspect is terrifying...They are very tall in stature, with rippling muscles under clear white skin. Their hair is blond… They look like wood-demons, their hair thick and shaggy like a horse's mane. Some of them are clean-shaven, but others - especially those of high rank, shave their cheeks but leave a moustache that covers the whole mouth…” 
 

What can be extracted as the common feature of Celtic tribes is the profound love for stories, decoration and music. In these particular areas bards played a vital role by creating the universe of strong warriors, powerful gods, shape-changing creatures, Banshees (harbingers of death) and very famous leprechauns.
1. Social Structure
In order to have a more profound view into the Celtic mythology, a special chapter will be devoted to the social structure of the Celtic people. Early writings suggest that the Celts were a society that had its nobility, and ahead of each tribe was a chief or a king. It is considered that Celtic societies are divided into three major groups. These groups are: intellectual class that involves professions such as druids, bards, and jurists (a class that was deeply respected in Celtic society); a warrior aristocracy, and the rest. Yet, there are some additional sub-classes that should be mentioned due to their importance.  Some of these are: the nobility, free people or freelancers and slaves. Some of these categories play an extremely important role in the mythology of the Celts. 
Druids
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An Arch Druid in his Judicial Habit (engraved by Robert Havell)


Druids had a significant role in religion, politics and Irish Celtic myths. They are believed to have originated from Tuatha De Danann, and therefore they had a divine status. Obligations of the Druids were various and numerous. Depending on a situation, they could be priests, wizards, bards, healers, prophets, sorcerers or sages, but they also served as intermediaries between the physical and spiritual world.

King Conchobar’s Druid, Cathbad, was an experienced prophet, and Tuatha’s god of the Sun, Lugh, requested the assistance of the military Druid in order to conquer the Fomorians. As the keepers of the ancient knowledge and as bards’ and nobles’ teachers, they controlled the tribal knowledge. Trainings that were obligatory for young druids were complicated and lasted for around twenty years.

Different themes could be found in many Greco-Roman accounts of the Druids. It is believed that not only that they performed human sacrifice, but they also believed in a form of reincarnation, and that they held a high position in Celtic society at the same time. Ceremonies took place at the beautiful natural landscapes, at the places that were full of positive energy (such as the Hill of Tara), or at the remote greenwoods. Druids had the power to summon storms or earthquakes. Gods and goddesses were personification of the most powerful forces of nature. Some of the worshiped forces included fertility, the earth, the sun, the sea and the sky. Even though they were able to predict the future, they could not change the course of destiny.
Druids have always been covered by a veil of mystery. Early Christians put their efforts to destroy their knowledge and power. Since the Druids transferred their knowledge orally, there is little data that can be considered as original. What could serve as an evidence are few descriptions left by Roman, Greek and various dissipated artists and authors; but also some stories created by later medieval Irish writers. The English historian Ronald Hutton said: ‘We can know virtually nothing of certainty about the ancient Druids, so that—although they certainly existed—they function more or less as legendary figures.’

Bards - Minstrels
“There are among them composers of verses whom they call Bards; these singing to instruments similar to a lyre, applaud some, while they vituperate others.”
Diodorus Siculus, Histories, 1st century BCE

In the Celtic world bards had several roles. Their profession were those of musicians, singers and poets. Just as the druids, they enjoyed special treatment in the otherwise warrior society. By leaning merely on their own memory and without the use of writing, they mastered hundreds of verses (mostly verses of blame and praise), but also developed the new ones with the use of the harp and flute, as the archetypal bardic instruments. Poetic language was seen as purely magical, with the power to transform and shape. From generation to generation, they transferred their knowledge of poems and songs as oral tradition to their students.
As well as druids, some kings were obliged to learn poetry and verses, and that represented a part of their training. Since the bards, druids and seers had the same powers, from time to time it represented a real challenge to make a distinction among them.
2. Celtic Beliefs and Festivals
Even though the names of Celtic deities appear in the surviving myths, little is known about the exact way of their worshipping. As elsewhere in the world, animals were sacrificed. Human sacrifice is considered to be a part of their ritual, which can be approved by the bodies of executed men found in moorlands in Europe and on the island. European archeological evidence, as well as Welsh and Irish myths, point to the existence of head-hunting in the war, where the heads were kept as trophies and parts of the sanctuaries.

The dreadful and well-known Wicker man also has a Celtic origin - an enormous man- shaped construction which is made out of interwoven branches. The prisoners were captured inside of this construction, and then would be burned alive. In fact, this area is still shrouded in mystery, and all the hints that exist in the myths might be more symbolic than realistic. 
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The Wicker Man
There are four prominent festivals in the Celtic world: Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane and Lughnasad. 

Samhain is a harvest festival held on October 31st – November 1st. From the late 19th century it was considered to be the “Celtic New Year”. This festival marked the last harvest and beginning of winter. Samhain night is also known as Halloween in the Gaelic languages. In order to practice a ritual of purification, people would lit two bonfires side by side, and walk between them. It is said that at Samhain, souls and beings from the Otherworld visit our world. On this day, fairy moulds were avoided as much as possible, since fairies were thought to steal humans. In order to protect themselves, people would stay near their homes. Yet, if they were forced to leave their hearths, they would carry salt or iron to keep the fairies at bay, the habit that can be compared to the habit of carrying garlic on Halloween in our mythology. There is another identical custom between Slavic and Celtic means of self-protection – turning clothes inside out. On this date the Celts would often wear masks and costumes, only to distract or ward the evil spirits off. Another part of traditional festival were candle lanterns which were carved in the shape of the face out of the turnips. Western civilizations embraced this ritual with a slight change: instead of turnip, nowadays they use pumpkins. 

Imbolc (1st February) is the Celtic festival that marks the end of the winter and the beginning of spring. It is also known as Brighid’s Day - the day dedicated to St Brigit, the Christianized version of the Celtic goddess of the same name. Apparently, this festival can be considered a feast of purification for farmers. Therefore, it can be compared to Lustratio - an ancient Roman and Greek purification ceremony. On the night of this festival the Celts would put the food outside the door, usually a cake, milk and buttered bread. They believed that the goddess Brighid and her cow would visit neighborhood that night, and the food represented an offer for them. Also, Brighit would bless a silk ribbon which would be left on the doorstep. Later, they would use that ribbon for healing purposes.  
Beltane (1st May) is another important Celtic festival that represents the beginning of summer. It is linked to other similar festivals that took place in other parts of Europe, such as the Germanic Walpurgis Night and Welsh Calan Mai. The name Beltane is a derivation of the name of god Bel or Bil, and the old Irish word tene, which means “fire”. If Samhain can be considered a festival of the dead, Beltane is a festival for the living. That is the time when trembling spirits come out, to seek embodiment in human bodies. At this time, the Celts would organize a hunt for hares (shape-shifted witches). They would also pray for animal well-being, as well as human health. People would extinguish all the hearth fires in the country, and then the druids would relight it using friction. There is a custom on April 30th at Midnight that young people go out into forests and the fields to pick flowers. On their way home they would stop at each home to leave the flowers.  In return, they would receive the best food from the host. This custom can be compared to the popular “trick or treat”. 

Lughnasad is the forth traditional Celtic festival which is celebrated on 1st August. As a harvest festival, it may correspond to English festival Lammas. This festival takes its name from the god Lugh, who dedicated this festival to his mother. On this date huge sport contests were organized, the performance of which reminds of early Olympic Games. The Celts would organize big celebrations. First, they would cut off the first of the corn and bury it in a high place, an act of dedication to the deities. Then they would prepare a meal of the blueberries and every person had to take a piece, but they would also sacrifice a young bull and make a feast of its flesh. Ritual dance follows the entire process, alongside with the ritual fight. Lughnasad celebrations were usually held on hilltops where people could gather blueberries, an important part of the meal. The ashes from bonfires are used to bless cattle, people and fields. This was time for handfastings - trial marriages that would last a year and a day. After that period was over they could end up their marriage or formalize it as a lasting marriage.
IV   The Celtic Universe

It seems that Celtic people in different times and in different areas had a lot of gods. There is evidence for the existence of over 360 names of gods all over the Celtic areas, but only about twenty of them are mentioned more than once. These includes names such as: Esus (Hesus), Lugh (Lugus), Cernunnos, Sequana, Brigantia, Epona and Matrona (Modron). However, since most of the Celtic gods have more than one name, it is possible that they actually represent one and the same god. Our knowledge about them is rather limited: responsibilities of gods were warfare, oratory and they had the role of the young savior. Duties of goddesses were linked with the earth and fertility, and they included Mother Earth, but also goddesses of spring, fields and fruits. 

The Celts believed that all the gods and goddesses descended from the mother goddess named Don (Welsh) or Danu (Irish). Her descendants are therefore called the children of Don (Welsh) or people of the goddess Danu (Tuatha de Danann) in Ireland. Among Danu’s children there are Amaethon, god of agriculture, Gwydion, the god of art, and Nudd. Danu’s only daughter Arianrhod gave birth to Lugh (also known as Lley Llaw Gyffes in Wales), later famous as “the knight of Light”.

In Welsh mythology there are gods who may have been associated with the goddess Danu, and are the descendants of Lir, the god of the sea and the king of the old Brits. Lir has two sons, Bran and Manavidan, and daughter Branven. In Irish mythology these two gods are known as Bron and Manannan mac Lir. Although there are similarities between them, they are very different and they participate in various endeavors.

Considering the deities, only two of them can be found in almost every part of the British Isles’ mythology. One of them is Lugh, also known as Lugus or Master of skills. Another one is goddess Matrona, also known as Modron. Many Celtic goddesses are powerful figures associated with fertility, fire, inspiration and healing. They have often been active in the war and could transform themselves into the raven, the harbinger of death. 
1. The Otherworld

It seems that people who spoke Celtic language shared the same opinion that there are several layers of reality: the ordinary world and another reality where different creatures live who can easily penetrate into our everyday lives. It is possible to cross over from this world into the otherworld - the characteristic that can be found in the mythologies of Ireland and Wales; as in the legends about hunting where the magical creatures and gods are crossing from the Otherworld to this world freely. According to the data collected from the stories, the Otherworld is often associated with the land known as Tir na nog, the sacred land that is thought to be located far to the west of Ireland. One must cross a long distance over the seas to reach this sacred land. As a symbol of purity and rebirth, water is mentioned in most of the stories about the travelling to the Tir na nog. The Otherworld could be a place where the dead people live well, feasting and enjoying the music, and where soldiers live only to fight again; or it could be a dull, dark and dangerous place, especially for the people who visit it before their own death. 

2. The Celts and the World of Nature

“The natural world of the Celts is nowhere manifested more clearly than in the realms, ritual and myth. For the Celts, the supernatural forces perceived in all natural phenomena could not be ignored, but had to be appeased, propitiated and cajoled.”


The Celts observed nature carefully. Water represented the source of life, and there were certain rivers, springs, lakes and moorlands, which are considered to be holy. Animals such as bulls, deer, horses and wild boars were worshipped in a different way because of their brutality, bravery, speed, fertility or beauty. Celtic god Cernunnos is often depicted with antlers. During the hunt, the Celts respected their prey and the death of these animals required placation.

The Celts alongside with their Druids observed the flight of the birds to prophesy the future, and the flight itself is thought to be an allegory of the soul. They listened to the gulls and ravens as the voices that spoke about the upcoming events, and the water birds were the connection between the water and the sky. In the Welsh stories, if a person is sick, he would be put to sleep with the birds of the goddess Rhiannon. Crows and ravens- that were considered vultures- were brought in connection with the impending death.

In Celtic mythology there are no strong boundaries between human and animal world. Also, there is a form of belief into people’s ability to change shape or to transform themselves into animals. People who are able to turn into animals, but also animals who reveal their wisdom to the people, can be found in many Irish and Welsh myths. Magic and transformations, often as much as bravery and heroism, influence on the outcome of the Celtic stories.
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The Tree of Life, typical Celtic symbol, represents harmony and balance of the universe
3. Cycles in Celtic Mythology

Earlier in the past people did not divide their myths and literature into cycles. These cycles were interpretations and characteristics invented by modern scholars, and they represent a convenient means of dividing myths into periods, depending on the period of creation, common topics, or characters mentioned. Cycles that are mentioned in the Celtic mythology are: Mythological Cycle, Ulster Cycle, Fenian Cycle, and Historical Cycle.


Mythological Cycle is the least preserved of the four cycles previously mentioned. The sources that must be mentioned when speaking of Mythological Cycle are Lebor Gabala Erenn, or “Book of Invasions”, as well as Metrical Dindshenchas, or “Lore of Places”. The most important tale of this cycle is Cath Maige Tuired. Translated into modern English, the title of this tale means “The Battle of Magh Tuireadh”. In addition, the name Mag Tuired itself means “plain of towers” or “plain of pillars”. This tale depicts two battles of Tuatha De Danann. The first one is fought against the Fir Bolg, while the other one was against the Fomorians, the semi-divine race, just as Tuatha De Danann themselves were. These two races, Fir Bolg and Fomorians have threatened to endanger peace and prosperity of Tuatha De Dannan. The King of this semi-divine race, Nuada Argetlam, lost his arm in the first battle, and it was later replaced with the new one, minted from silver by the supernal leech Dian Cecht. Other important stories mentioned in this cycle are: The Wooing of Etain, The Dream of Aengus, and Oidheadh Clainne Lir (The Tragedy of the Children of Lir).

The stories of the Ulster Cycle are set at the time of King Conchobar Mac Nessa’s reign. Most of the action takes place in the provinces of Connacht or Ulster, even though the King lives in Emain Macha (nowadays Navan Fort, near Armagh). The bravest warrior mentioned in this cycle is Cu Chulainn, King’s nephew. This cycle actually represents a group of stories which depict lives of the King Conchobar Mac Nessa, his heroic ally Cu Chulainn, their lovers, friends and foes, but also the military order known as the  House of the Red Branch. Therefore, this cycle is also named the Ultonian Cycle, the Ulaid Cycle or sometimes even the Red Branch Cycle. These stories are written mostly in prose; in Old and Middle Irish and are preserved in manuscripts of the 12th to 15th  century, such as The Book of the Dun Cow (c. 1100) and The Book of  Leinster (c. 1160). Yet, the language of the earliest and oldest stories dates from 8th century. The most important, central, and at the same time the longest story in Ulster cycle is Tain Bo Cuailnge, or “Cattle Raid of Cooley”. Other important stories include The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel, The Tragic Death of Aife’s Only Son, and Bricrin’s Feast.

Fenian Cycle introduces us to the life of the legendary hero Fionn Mac Cumhaill and a group of his heroic companions, the Fionna, and that is the main reason why it is occasionally found in literature that this cycle is named Fionn Cycle. Nevertheless, it can also be found that this cycle is named Ossianic Cycle, after its narrator Oisin. This cycle introduces us to other Fianna members, including Diarmuid, Cailte (warriors of the Fianna), Oisin’s son Oscar, and Fionns enemy, Goll mac Morna. Even though it is less turbulent and violent than previous two cycles, the Fenian Cycle is still filled with otherworldly adventures and battles.  The battles mentioned occurred during the reign of Cormac Mac Airt and Conn Cetchathach. Also, there are speculations that these battles date from 3rd century A.D. The above mentioned tales may be centered on the southern lands of Ireland, Munster and Leinster. The Fenian Cycle exists in written form - in ancient, but also in more modern texts. This cycle “includes some of the most famous characters of Irish myth: Deirdre of the Sorrows, the fated lovers Diarmait and Grainne, Oisin the poet, and the heroic Fionn himself”.


Historical Cycle, which is also named The Cycle of the Kings, contains stories whose events occurred between late Celtic and early Christian periods (3rd to 11th century C.E.). Most of the stories are very realistic, but they are fulfilled and decorated with descriptions of supernatural happenings and mythological motifs. The tales of the Historical Cycle are enriched with the documentation of Celtic and Indo-European myth rituals, particularly regarding kingship. This cycle contains stories of legendary kings, such as Eogan Mor, Niall of the Nine Hostages, Cormac mac Airt, Cornal Corc, Conn of the Hundred Battles, Guaire, Morgan and so on.  
V   Celtic Mythical Creatures

With the help of books, movies and even cartoons, some of the creatures found in Celtic mythology are well known to the whole world. On the other hand, there are some mythical creatures known only to those who might be regarded as experts in the field of Celtic mythology. Some of the creatures that should be researched more by all those who are interested in Celtic mythology are: The Blue Men of the Minch, Selkies, Kelpies and Leprechauns. 

1. The Blue Men of the Minch
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“Between the Island of Lewis and the Shiant Isles lies a narrow strait, part of the Minch, which is known in Gaelic as Sruth nam Fear Gorm – The Stream of the Blue Men. Even when the seas all around are calm, the water in the Stream of the Blue Men can be rough and treacherous, and even today many skippers choose to steer clear of the strait and take a more circuitous route, for fear of the Blue Men.”


The Blue Men of the Minch, also known as Fir Gorm or Fir Ghorma, are Celtic folkloric figures who live in the waters near Scotland. They look like human beings, except for the fact that they have blue skin and a tail as that of a mermaid or merman. It is believed that they descend from seals. Yet, there are other beliefs, such as that they might be fallen angels. They lure sailors into water and are trying to wreck ships by evoking storms. The Blue Men compose riddles in rhymes. The only way to beat and outwit them is to develop a skill in composing rhyming couplets. If the Blue Men are satisfied with captains’ rhymes they will leave the ship alone. If the rhymes are not good enough, the Blue Men of the Minch capsize the boat.
2. Selkies
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Selkies or Seal People are marine creatures frequently mentioned in Celtic mythology. They live in the sea as seals. A female selkie can come to the shore, take off the skin and transform into a beautiful woman. The stories dealing with female selkies are usually romantic tragedies. If a man finds the skin of a female selkie he can force her to be his wife by hiding or burning her skin. Yet, if she ever finds her skin, no matter how long or pleasant their marriage was, she will escape and return to the sea. In the form of human being, male selkies are very attractive. They have a great power of seduction over women. Male selkies revenge to the seal hunters by inducing the storms or sinking the ships. Another interesting belief is that they were born as human beings, but drowned at sea and then transformed into selkies. Inspired by stories about selkies, an American director John Sayles created a movie named “The Secret of Roan Inish” (1994).
3. Leprechauns
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Leprechaun is another mythical creature well-known to people all around the world. The word leprechaun originates from “leith brogan” – the maker or sometimes even tailor of the brogan or shoes, usually for elves. It is important to say that they produce only one shoe, not a pair. They are very short, in fact dwarf-like creatures who take the form of an old man. They wear green or red clothing and are said to live in farmhouses or wine cellars. It is said that they know the location of the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, yet that information is hard to get. The only way to get that information is to capture him, but even if one does so it is very likely that the leprechaun would use its tricks and disappear. It is well-known that leprechauns love practical jokes, and if one manages to capture the leprechaun, he should keep an eye on him. Leprechauns are helping humans by accomplishing small labor for them. Sometimes, humans give them things such as furniture and supplies. In return, leprechauns give them objects that bring good fortune and luck, such as clover, which is their trademark.  
4. Kelpies
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“Every lake has its Kelpie, or Water-horse, often seen by the shepherd, as he sat in a summer’s evening upon the brow of a rock, dashing along the surface of the deep, or browsing on the pasture ground upon its verge.”


Kelpies are legendary beings who are said to haunt rivers and lochs. It is believed that they have magical ability of shape-shifting: they could take the form of beautiful horse or the shape of handsome young man. In spite of the fact that they seem friendly, these water spirits are vicious and highly dangerous. They are tempting jaded travelers to ride upon their back. Once they do, they become helpless, dragged into water and drowned. After he drowns his victim, the kelpie will inevitably eat it (except for the heart and liver). It is said that kelpie’s skin is sticky like glue, and that could be the main reason of the helplessness of the victims. It is also believed that kelpies are diabolic spirits. Among Celts, it is believed that the only way to catch the kelpie is to put a rein adorned or engraved with cross onto it.   
5. The Loch Ness Monster
[image: image7.jpg]




No analysis of Celtic mythology could be considered complete without mentioning the Loch Ness Monster. Loch Ness is a large, freshwater loch located in the North of Scotland. The suggestion of this monster’s existence, affectionately named “Nessie”, makes Loch Ness one of Scotland’s top tourist attractions, by attracting reporters, tourists, investigators and mystery seekers from around the world. The first written record of the Loch Ness Monster is found in Saint Adamnan’s biography of an Irish monk Saint Columba, written in the 7th century AD. Over the years Nessie was noticed from time to time, but it was in 1933 when the Loch Ness became world-wide famous. On 4th August 1933, The Inverness Courier published the story of a couple who lived in the district nearby Loch Ness. George Spicer and his wife claimed that they have seen an enormous creature in the loch. “The Loch Ness Monster” fever rapidly spread, and other alleged perceptions were noted. In most of the letters people who preferred to remain anonymous wrote that they noticed Nessie. On 6th December, The Daily Express published the photograph of the monster taken by Hugh Grey. Nevertheless, the most famous photograph is the one published in The Daily Mail, so called “The Surgeon’s Photograph”. It was supposedly taken in 1934 by Dr. Robert K. Wilson, who never wanted to admit that the photo was his property. Later on, the most shocking photography of that period was revealed as fake in The Sunday Telegraph (1975). Up to the present moment sightings of the Monster continued to be reported. Several scientific studies, including sonar survey of the loch, revealed that the Loch Ness Monster is nothing but a story for those who sought for some kind of amusement. Nevertheless, the legend of Loch Ness Monster still continues to grow.
VI   Conclusion
Celtic people crossed a long way from their homeland and inhabited almost all Europe. Brave warriors as they were could not cope with the immense force that threatened to endanger their existence. The mighty Roman Empire spread their territories and conquered Celtic settlements. Romans were the saviors and destroyers of Celtic mythology; they recorded Celtic myths but altered them in accordance with Roman values at the same time. The Celts spread their knowledge by using the power of speech. Bards and druids were those who had the biggest responsibility for this sacred task. 
Rich folklore tradition can be seen through a variety of rituals and festivals. In a solar year, Celts celebrated four big festivals: Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane and Lughnasad. During that time, they practiced different rituals and respected them deeply. The terrifying aspect of this story is that they sacrificed animals and humans. Samhain is the most popular festival since it represents the precursor of Halloween.

The Celts were polytheists and their most famous folklore deities were Lugh and Matrona, who were worshipped in all Celtic tribes. The Celts were creatures of nature, and therefore they respected it. They deeply worshipped elements of nature and considered them to be holy. With that information in mind, there’s no wonder that their temples were some of the most beautiful places of nature, such as lakes, meadows or forests.
During the process of classification of myths, scientists have divided them chronologically into four cycles. They depict the events from the history of Celtic people, as well as lives of prominent heroes. They are: Mythological, Ulster, Fenian and Historical Cycle. 

Just as any other mythology, Celtic mythology had a considerable number of mythical creatures. Depending on their attributes, they could be benevolent (such as Leprechauns or Selkies) or monstrous (such as The Blue Men of the Minch or Kelpies). The main purpose of these entities was to intimidate. 

Even though there are many ambiguities due to lack of information and saved data, the Celtic mythology still represents one of the most powerful and unique mythologies of the world. Its opulence and vividness do not leave readers disappointed or indifferent. This mythology has a strong influence on modern Irish, Scottish, Welsh and Manx civilizations and cultures.
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