Academiclandneo(pagan interpretations/of[shamanism
inBuile Suibhne: a[comparative approach’

AlexandraBergholm
University of Helsinki, Department of Comparative Religion, alexandra.bergholm@helsinki.fi

Introduction
S nl thel introductoryl chapter! tol thel bookl titled New!|Directions linlCeltic
&z) Studies (1999), editors IAmyl Hale and Philipl Payton lexpressed their

&% concernabout /the |general lunwillingnessl ] within[|Celtic_|Studies_Ito
4 address! thel arrayl of modern f‘Celticity”[ (Halel & Payton 1999, 1-2).

Althoughl several scholars'have alreadybegun/to_acknowledge that‘the
constructed nhaturel of contemporaryl Celtic identities Tinl all'its'’complexitylis a topic
worthl studying,| critics arguel that/the field is still dominantlyf focused onl analysing
medieval literaturel by outdated methods’ of comparative cultural analysisl (Ibid, 2,
8,010).. Whilel T personallyl do not embracel thel claims! that Celticl Studies as an
academic |disciplinel llacks imethodological 'progress land! Icritical 'discourse, T ldo
agreel with/ ithel view that modern/ lexpressions’ lof “Celticity” rather than being
rejected at the outsetl as uinauthenticl or fabricated, deservel attentionl alongsidel with
the more traditional topics of Celtic scholarship.?

Inl this[article, T will elaborate onl this outlook byl bringing one aspect of
modern Celtic $pirituality’ lithe. Neol Paganl teception’ of the 12" century(tale Buile
Suibhne (The Frenzy of Suibhne) llinto’ comparison with' scholarly discussions’ of
the same text. Though(itis arguable/that the’academic and NeolPaganl approaches
to earlyl Irishl materiall differl substantiallyl inl the aimsl of their inquiries, I would
claim/that in/ termsl of literaryinterpretation, thelscholarlyland Neo Pagan/ views of
theltale’s main/ protagonist' Suibhne’ as' a’shamanic figure’ sharel commonl ground in
their lunderlying Jpresuppositions’ concerning the nature Jof shamanism/ land ‘the

'Thelwriting/of this article hasbeen funded by thelAcademy of Finland project humber 1211006.

"Myl background being inrComparative Religion and Folklore, T-aml especially interested in the
emergencel of thel “Spiritual Celtlas al religious' phenomenon. Of similar approach tol this facet of
“Celticity” [ seel éspeciallyl Bowman 19931994 and 1999.

Theldefinition”and proper use_of the terms *“Celt”“and *Celtic” remains_ambiguous_among
scholars. 'Whenl speaking lof icontemporary religious' movements' I Jlam/ herel using “Celtic”[in
accordancel with the usage of theladherents themselves.[ Thus I am hot' committing myself on how
Celtic thelelements in their belief systems/actuallylare.
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transmission of tradition.[ To illustrate’ this I will present some readings of Buile
Suibhne where! thel tale has beenl fviewed throughl a’ shamanistic/lens’ (Trevarthen
2003,25) by keeping the focus on how readers signify the text they study, and how
the heuristic categories they uselinfluence their inderstanding of the tale.

The Neol Pagan material used herel consists primarilyl of popular! literature
and websites’ on thel principles and practicel of Celtic shamanism. It also includes
the dissertation of Geo Athenal Trevarthen, which combines academic research
with_overt_ Neo Paganengagement (2003),* and onel site_offering an  overview. of
shamanisml in general (d’Emerys 2001).. The books' of John Matthews (1991) and
Tom Cowanl(1993), aslwell as[the[sweblarticles_of Maral Freemanl (1998a,[1998D),
Sharynnel ] NicMacha'| (1998) 1 and[| Cynthia | Danielson/ ] (2001)(] all'] strivel| for
representing early Irish' texts as onel sourcel for' thel practice of Celtic shamanismlin
thelmodern Wworld. However, apart froml thel do’it yourself guidance on meditation
and procedure, mostl of these Neol Pagan writings' alsol include an account of what
Celtid shamanisml is, how! it has been transmitted tol s and how!its' adoption tan
beljustified.[ The argumentationl is constructed onl interpreting early Irish tales as
historical evidence for' thel claim/ that nativel Celtic shamanism/ oncel existed and
that it hasl[latentlyf survived inl tradition downl to the present’ day (Matthews 1991,
3;.Cowanl 1-2; Trevarthen 2003,.10-11).[Thuslthe  tales_are u1sed as legitimisation
for the view that contemporaryl Celtic'shamanism/is tevitalising anl agel old spiritual
discipline[whichlteflects thel ‘{deep/levels of ancestral memory’[(Matthews 1991, 1—
2).

As will be argued_ inl thel following, among scholars_and Neol Paganslalike,
seeing shamanisml as” thel mostl archaic’ and ultimately universal form of spiritual
behaviour is'the preconditionl for identifying shamanic elements inl éarly Irishl tales
suchlas Buile Suibhne Whilel several other figures_of earlyl Irish/literature havelalso
beenl linterpreted as! representatives_lofl ICeltic lshamanic ‘practice,’ 'the  Istatus lof
Suibhnel as thel archetypal Celtic shamanl is well established,land therefore thel tale
serves_as a natural caselstudy.

Thel Istorylinel lof Buile'| Suibhne | canl |be |briefly |summarized las’|follows:
Suibhne, king of Dal Araidhe, is ‘cursed byl Saintl Ronanl lafter his unprovoked
attacksl against’ thel saint. Following thel curse, Suibhnel loses_his wits_during the

“JOne lof her_theses lis_that the levidence lof shamanistic_worldview in literature_lcan_Jonly be
understood throughl personal experience’ inl shamanisml (Trevarthen 2003, 49, 51).. Herd Master’s
ThesisLon Celticcshamanism [Which forms the basis.oflher dissertation,is_available_onher website
www.celticshamanism.com.

S Trevarthen, for lexample, Idiscusses the figures Jof 'Mis, Oengus_land /Cti /Chulainn Jin  her
dissertation.[ Onl scholarly studies on shamanism/in’ Celtic_ mythologyf see’ e.g.[ Lonigan' 1985; in
Fenian narrativel Nagy 1981-82;[ in hagiography Melia 1983 [intelation to_druids_and poets O
hOgain1998.
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Battlel of Mag Rathl (A.D.637) and flees froml the battlefield.  Hel becomes a wild
madmanl (in Irishl called geilz, pl. gelta), wholWwanders testlesslylinl thel woods, lives
inl thel trees, and shies' awayl from people.l As a madmanl helisl able tol travel great
distances by levitating ot leaping, land Thel lalsol lreceives’ thel gift of poetry and
prophecy. Inl the coursel of his lifel hel regains hisl sanity threel times, but losesl it
againl duel to the intervention! of Saintl Ronanl orf other unfortunate’ circumstances.
Eventually,[] Suibhnel ] befriends ] another | Saint(] called ] Moling, ] as_] has_| been
predestined in/the/tale.[Saint Moling writesldown/ Suibhne’s story’ and feeds himl on
a dailylbasis for a year. Onel dayl when Suibhnelis drinking milkl from al pilel of cow
dung at Saint' Moling’s'house, thel Saint’s' swineherd kills him/ Wwithl al spear, duel to
unjustified accusations/ that Suibhnel hasl committed adultery! with his[wife. Before
his death, Suibhnelteceives_.communion from Moling.[Helis buried in holy ground
and his[ blessed soul goes' to heaven. Suibhne’s deathlis greatly' mourned byl Saint
Moling and his ¢lerics.®

Insteadlof Iseeing Ithel lappropriation Jofl ithe /figureJof Ithe geilf Jin[ICeltic
shamanisml Jas/ la_ 'wholly! larbitrary loutcomel lof the )post modern/ Ireinvention’ lof
tradition, Il would suggest that thel Neo Paganl viewsl arel partlyl embedded inl the
scholarlylinterpretations of the talel and its topic/in the  course  of the 20™ century.’
Examining thel vastr amount of rresearchl donel onl thel essential meaning of Buile
Suibhne onel s struck byt ithel fact ithat, 'despitel thel varietyl in  their ‘approaches,
scholarsl havel continually based theirf studiesl onl at least two commonl premises.
Firstly, that Suibhne’s madness (geltachf) as it is' depicted inl the talel is' not actual
mental illnessl or psychosis, but rather alliteraryl metaphor; and secondly, that this
metaphori should'be inderstood and explained in/ terms’ of somelreligious! framel of
reference.® In Celtid studies, the notion  that_ many early. Irish narratives_embody
elements of shamanism emerged inlthe 1980s in linel with' al general renaissancel of
thel topic across disciplines (Atkinson 1992 [807; Jones 1998, 64), and although

SIrhavefused O’Keeffe’s editionand English franslation of the'tale, first published in1913.[All‘the
following referencesl arel to the 1996/ reprint’ ofl thel edition,land the humbers/ indicate the passages
in'thetext.

"DIT0havellonly lrecentlylIbecomelawarelof Ja_ paper Ipresented byl Annette /Pehnt Jat Ithe 110™
International ICongress! fori ICelticl Studies,[ in which shel formulates al literary ‘approachl to ithe
scholarly reception of Buile Suibhne. Based onlthe abstract (Pehnt 1999) her' methodological stand
appears to'be Very ¢close tolmy own.

¥ Even Padraig Ol Riain’s_ renowned article_onl the Trish legend of the wild man(1972),5which
shifted the focus from the theme of madness tolstatus'and/liminality, was grounded on Arnold van
Gennep’s_theory of transition tites_and thereby gave the metaphor a titual explanation. O Riain
stated that manyf of the characteristicslof the basic themel of theltale, the Trish novitiatel or person’s
‘separation froml wonted or duel status’, correlatel with the  threel sections of the ritel de passage +
separation, transition and incorporation+ as described by van Gennep (O Riain 1972, 205)..In
terms of religious  explanation it should be noted that O Riain  did not elaborate on anyl sacred
dimension of the'behaviouridentified by himlas ritual.
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definitive arguments’ arel beyond! the scopel of thisl paper, it is possiblel that this
academic Ipreoccupation lalsol lcontributed 'to 'thel lsimultaneous’ igrowth/ lof Neol |
Pagan[Celtic. Shamanism.

Thel| objective | of | the| juxtaposition | of | NeolPagan'| and | scholarly
interpretationslinl thislarticlelis[to highlight thel fact that the. meaning given/ tol a text
1slalwaysl & result of ‘conscious! interpretativel Ichoices. whichl reflect thel readers'
preconceptions! land expectations.[ Since the focus of 'my analysis iis onl textual
reception, I aml not at present’ concerned with the truthl value of the claims, i.e.
with the question’ of whether there actually areé shamanicl elements present inl the
talel orf not. JAsl this/ articleisl part of a workl inl progress, alll thel remarks arel still
tentative rather thanl iconclusive. Il willl return to this topicl in my' forthcoming
dissertation,[ Jin lwhichl /T lanalysel Ithel sacredness/ lof Ithe geilf land ItheliImodern
appropriationsl of the figureinlmorel detail.

Amotelonterminology: NeoShamans, Neo Pagansiand New Agers

Defining Neo Shamanism, Neol Paganismland New! Age' either  as/separatel éntities
orl inl relationl to eachl other isl pronel to prove problematic, as many scholars have
acknowledged.[Such elementsl as thel sacrality’ of thel Self, polytheism, centralityl of
naturel (often’ expressed as' animism), oppositionl to_ authoritarianism' and doctrine,
and ithel linfluencel lof various! non/ Christian Itraditions havel 'been lidentified Jas
common denominators, ‘alongsidel with ithel lgeneral feeling of ‘alienation in’ the
modern world andl the ultimatel goal of living in harmony! with! the Self and with
nature. Most of thesel groups have their roots/in thel ‘neol trancendental ’movement
of 1thel 11960s/ 1and | canl Itoday | bel Iseenl |asl | examples/ ] of | post modern,[ |urban
individualisation and elective affinities (Adler’ 1986; Heelas 1986; Harvey 1997).

Grahaml ]| Harvey,[ lwho largues! |that |contemporaryl |Paganisml Ishould Ibe
viewed_ as_onel religion_ among others_of the world, drawsa distinction_ between
(Neo)Paganisml and Newl Age. Hel claims/ that  despitel their apparent’ similarities
they! Ishare  Inol Imorel lcommon/ |ground Ithan Newl |Agel Idoes! lwith/ IChristianity
(Harvey(1997,211,219,220).[Galinal Lindquist'includes'both Newl Agel and Neo' |
Paganism/ within the wider categoryl of New' Spiritualityl (Lindquist' 1997, 2), but
heri attempt tol place Neo Shamanisml inl this field resultslin somel confusion:[ first
she describeslit as a forml of Neol Paganism/ (Ibid, 3),/but laterf refers/tolitl as ‘a path
within/the[New Age’[(Ibid,[50; also Johnson 1995,163). Marion . Bowman, in turn,
mentions__that_her informants_in Glastonbury, all being adherents of the Celtic
spiritualityl movement, preferred tol bel called New Agers rather that Neol Pagans
(Bowman(1993,147).
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Forfthelpresent purposel I am/ using thel terms Neol Paganism and Neol Shamanism
inlJorderl tol Jseparatel lthesel lcontemporary Jphenomena from’ Ithe  Thistorical Jand
ethnographical | usagel | of | thel I words,[ | and | consider | Neol Shamanism/ | as'| one
manifestation of NeolPaganism! (cf. Harvey 1997).[ Fully. aware of thel pitfalls of
generalization and simplification, 1 seel thel eclectic and creativel attitude towards
historical sources as’ onel of thel factors in separating INeol Pagan readings from
scholarly’ ones. As Marionl Bowman! has noted, strict historicity’ orl thel question/ of
“correct”[reading is hot hecessarily thelmain concern of Neo Pagans:

Some Newl Agers'and Paganslare trying tol teconstruct a Celtic past, somel are
trying tol reinterpret al Celtic past tol makel it/ relevant tol the present, somel are
creating or reinventing something about whichl they know!littlel can/be proved
butiwhich somehow “feels”[tight (Bowman[1994,147).

Clearly, this differs’ froml academic endeavours’ in which! thel earlyf Irishl tales/ are
studied withl sensitivity' towards’ theirl historical and linguistic background as/ well
asl | their' | contextual | setting.[ ] Another | important' | aspect | separating | thel | two
approachesllis, Jof Icourse, Ispiritual. It i must be 'remembered that Ithel religious
significancel of thel past' does not depend onl historical accuracyl (Harrington 2002,
16; Bowmanl 1994,148),l and my! theoretical approachlis' not meant tol belittle this
sidel of thelNeo Paganlappreciation of early Irishisources.

Defining'shamanism

Whenl thel word *‘shaman”( first' becamel part of thel English/ languagel at the endl of
thel 17" century it teferred solely' to teligious experts.among the Tungus in Siberia,
identified then byl ethnographers! as ‘magicians’ or priests’ (Hammer 2001,0216).
While! thisl origin[ 0f the[ word canl bel seenl as_al mere_historical_coincidence, most
scholars'havel taken'it as' anlindication that thel shamanisml of Siberia  and Central
Asialrepresents thel‘classical”and most completelmanifestation of thelphenomenon
(Ibid, 216; Eliade 1964, 6; ¢f. O'hOgain 1998,12; Jones 1998,71).

Today, shamanismlis often ised as al generic term! for religious functionaries
inl tribal societies_well_ beyond the Northern f‘corearea” .. This hasl transferred the
terml tol a morel abstract level and simultaneously turned intol al heuristic category
(Sj6blom[2002,[142).[ In[u1sing shamanismlas_a heuristic tool, scholars are working

*TAccording tol Akel Hultkrantz(1973), *classical shamanism’Cincludes the following elements:
ecstatic trance, soul flight, soul dualism, multi'layered cosmology joined by a world treel or pole,
and auxiliary spirits. Hel alsol maintains! that' shamans' belong to hunting societies, similar to the
‘typel of societyl apparently Tl represented in thel oldestl knownl cultures' of prehistoricliman’l (Ibid,
35).
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withlan'ideal type. Thel theoretical model enables the identification of similarities
in[ different’ cultural contexts, but it also implies' making anl interpretation of the
researchl object (Ibid,[ 141). Thusl stating, forl example, that gelfachf is al fshamanic
encounter withl the supernatural’ l(Nagy' 1982—-83,58) means providing a'model for
how geltacht should be understood, but at thel same timel the_ differencel between
description andl subjective constructionl is' not clearly articulated (Sjoblom 2002,
127-128,Hammer 2001, 217).[ Al $imilar problem’islevident in Neol Paganl sources,
wherel Ithel 'word geilf lisl Icategorically Ipresented as/ Ithel lnativel |Celtic lterml Ifor
“shaman‘/(Danielson 1991; .d’Emerys 2001; ¢f Matthews 1991 ,4-5).

Ake Hultkrantz, who has offered_an outline of contemporary approaches to
shamanism/ (2001, 28-32), notes that_ manyl scholars_still_hold onl tol thel original
understanding/ 1 of Ishamanisml]as/ Ibeing |a I ritual 'techniquel land Ibelief Isystem
exclusively limited tol thel circumpolar peoples, while others concentratel onl the
experience of possession as'the  main characteristic' of thephenomenon. Hultkrantz
sees! thelinterest inl thel therapeutic effectsl of thel $hamanisticl techniques' as a quite
recent development, and attributes(it' to Michael Harner’s forml of Neol Shamanism
(seel lalsol IAtkinson[ 11992 ,[1313-314; Johnson/ 11995; Harner 11990).. Many! of 'the
Harnerian themesl emphasizing healing inl shamanic practice are alsol encountered
in[ Celtic_shamanisml inl the. works_of John Matthews (cf. Matthews 1991; Jones
1998,197-208).

Al'number of scholars ' havel denied thel existencel of shamanisml as any kind
of luniversal lentity, land /begunl 1to | questionl Ithel Theuristic valuelland Janalytic
applicability” of thel concept (Hultkrantz[ 2001,[31). Forf example, Graham Harvey
claims/ that shamanism/ has becomel al fHumptyl Dumpty word’,  a term made to
worki Thard 'to imean/ lwhatever Ipeoplel 'want it Itol Imean |(Harvey 11997,1107).
Atkinson, | among | others, | prefers | tol ] avoid | generalization/] by | writing | of
“shamanisms”instead of using al singular category. (Atkinson 1992 B808).. Some,
like  Taussig,(have been willing toldolaway with shamanisml altogether, stating that
it lis ‘a lmadel up,l 'modern,[ 'Westernl Icategory, lan lartful ireification lof Idisparate
practices, snatches” of folklore and overarching folklorizations, residues of long |
established | myths/ | intermingled | with ] thel | politics | of | academic| | departments,
curricula, conferences, journal juries'and articles [and] funding agencies.”[(Taussig
cit.[infAtkinson[1992,307).

Nevertheless, therel still remainsl al largel groupl of those,l Hultkrantz himself
included, I whol] arel] convinced | that | fundamentallyl | shamanismlis | al | uniform
phenomenon, althoughl cultural and local variationinl detail occurs (Hultkrantz
2001,32).[Twould suggest that it is this' phenomenological stance that' many’ Celtic
scholars'and Neol Pagans share,l and thatf it is’most probably’ duel tol their reliance
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onl thelauthorityl of Mirceal Eliade inl constituting thel characteristics of $hamanism.
However,lit $hould be[noted that whilel direct references in_academic Wwriting attest
the importance of Eliade in their research (e.g. Nagy 1982-83;" O hOgain 1998;
Jones[ ] 1998),[1 Neo Pagans | arel ] less | thoroughl ] in'] articulating | the[] theoretical
background of their views. Inl Neol Pagan sources’ thel influencel of Eliadelis most
accentuated_ inl discussions_of the history_and definition_ of shamanism, where this
‘eminent’ anthropologist’ and his fdefinitivelswork’ Shamanism:[Archaic Techniques of
Ecstasyroccupylthe foreground (d’Emerys2001; Trevarthen2003; Freeman 1998a).

Mirceal Eliade’s book onl $hamanism wasl first published in Englishin 1964.
Thel title_of thel bookl ‘manages! to_iconvey unambiguouslyl Eliade’s_imain’ theses
concerning the naturel of shamanism, whichl have laterl become thel templatel for
defining thel phenomenon: being archaic, shamanisml contains elements/ that most
probably datelbacki to thel éarliest times of the humanl tace; whenl defined as/a set of
techniques, it lis_ not lseen las la religion per(Ise, but rather las/ lal imagico religious
complex withinl al religion; andl finally, thel stress laid on ecstasy makes trance or
altered(statel of consciousness thelteligious experience par éxcellence.

Eliade’sllapproachlJtol lshamanism/ 'was! /determined by \certain ontological
premises,[most notably founded onlan'idealistic hierarchical dualism of thelsacred
and the profane. In Eliade’s  view, theworld of the archaic homolreligiosus was
defined by! thel separationl of sacred time and space froml thel profane, whereas in
thel experience of modern secularized manl both are’ essentiallyr homogenous.[ In
this_fnostalgic_antimodernism’ the sacred as_al category. can_either bel understood
through Thierophany, li.e.[ Ithroughl lal |personal I religious |experience, |orf as lan
independent theological concept, fundamentally set apart from  profanel teality. In
bothl cases/ Eliade/ maintained that religious' phenomena’ did not lend themselves to
historical lor Jpsychological Jexplanation. Instead I TIbeing Jas']Rudolf 10tto said
‘something Wholly Other’llitheyf could onlylbel interpreted in teference to theirf own
sacred realityl(Hammer(2001,214-215).

Eliadel was| primarilyl interested in the power of thel shamanl to ‘act ‘as a
‘technicianlof thelsacredTand as al catalyzing figure between/ the sacred order of the
cosmosand thel profane/ world.[ Thelsame convictionislechoed by Hultkrantz, who
says! that fthel central idea of shamanisml is to establishl means’ of contact with/ the
supernatural Jworld Iby ithel Jecstatic Jexperience lof Jal Jprofessional land Jinspired
intermediary, thel $haman’l (Hultkrantzl cit.[inl Porterfield 1987, 722).[ But sincel the
religious dimension/ of thelphenomenon was by definition beyond éxplanation, and
the phenomenonllitself ‘could never bel found in[its I‘pure’or ‘primordial  form
(Eliade 1964, 11), Eliade’s notion of shamanism/ was bound! to’ remain anl ideal
construction. Inl dealing withl thel historical land ethnographical material Eliade
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built al taxonomy by describing separatel phenomenal and assuming al priori that
they! pointed! tol thel same’ category,l which, ultimately,[ was transcendental rather
thanempirical (Hammer 2001,1217-218).

Thisl method of synonymizing traits from' different historical and cultural
contexts reflects Eliade’s aiml as a historian  of religion tol identify’ thel universal
elements_of human! religiosityl that could bel traced back! to the_ mythic, ahistorical
past.[Set inl thel context’ of theories of cultural evolution, thel project of elucidating
thel earliest religious/ forml ¢rystallized in/identifying Shamanisml as thelmost archaic
mode of religious belief and practice. Simultaneously! it derives froml the hotion of
the primitive peoples as possessors of eternal sacred wisdom, inknown/to'modern
manl except inl the tracesl it has left in epic literaturel andl folktales (Hammer 2001,
219-221; Porterfield 1987,721; Jones 1998, 67-68).

Suibhne Geilt/as'shaman

Generally speaking [if it goeslintol a trancellike al'shaman [ wears! feathers/likea
shaman, journeys_like a’ shaman, heals_and hexes_likel a’ shaman * in  short,
shamanises'likela' shaman/+ it probably is'al shamanl (Trevarthen 2003, 60).

Whenl analyzing Finn mac Cumhaill as a shamanic figure Joseph Falaky Nagy
offered al four part model of a typological shaman, consisting of 1) the shaman’s
capability to travel freely betweenl the worlds, for example by flying; 2) his function
as[thel protector of the Society and its'boundaries froml éxternal hostilel creatures; 3)
his[ | liminality, | which | makes | him| a'| possessor | of | exceptional | otherworldly
knowledge that hel ishares lwith/ lthesociety; Jand 4) Jhis/lability_tollcontact Jand
manipulatel supernatural forces, while  also being vulnerable to theirl manipulation
(Nagy(1981,7303).[Althoughl some of these characteristics may belmore appropriate
to Finn than Suibhne, scholarlyl and Neol Pagan interpretations’ of the geilf as'a
shamanl are remarkably consistent with[ éachl other inl agreeing onlthe gez/f’s rolelas
the mediatorl between! thel realms_of this world and the otherworld, and onl the
supernatural quality of his'’knowledge. Following Eliade’s  definition of sShamanism
asl al techniquel of ecstasy, Suibhne’s’ madness has beenl equated withl thel inspired
trancel of thelshaman,[and his testless'wandering has'beenl taken to represent éither
thel shaman’sl ecstatic_journey_or his_initiation (e.g. Freeman 1998a; Benes 1961;
Tolstoy1985).

Inlhislintroduction tol ithel newi leditionof BuilellSuibhne, Nagyl laccredited
Nora K.[Chadwick withl the idealthat the[marginalityland ‘thelintermediate stage’
of the geilf could implyf shamanic’ qualities (Nagy 1996, 6). Whilel Chadwickiin/the
article referred to byl Nagyl (Chadwicki 1942b) did not inl fact i1sel the[Wword $haman
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to_describe the gelta or their position in the society,'’ shel had touched uponl the
correlation between/ manticism' and shamanismlinl her' work Poetryland Prophecy,in
whichlshelidentified the geilt as oneltypel of persons possessing poetic and prophetic
inspiration alongsidel withl the druid and the fild (Chadwick 1942a, 5—6). In Neo
Paganl writings, tthel role lof ithe geilf land the fili las possessors! of lsupernatural
knowledgel has_occasionally blurred thel distinction betweenl the twol figures, and
these shamanic fpoet $eers’ appear to have becomel morel or less| interchangeable
(cfl Freeman 11998a).[ Thel importance of liminality in/ ithel lcontext of ‘acquiring
knowledgel has/ been thoroughlyl explored by Nagy himself (e.g./ Nagy 1981,1981—
82,1982-83), and therefore I will limit myself tol fewl observations_concerning the
naturel of the otherworld from/ which Suibhnel gains his'wisdom.

Thel shamanisticl interpretation of BuilellSuibhnel implies that by losing his
sanity. Suibhnel enters an altered state of consciousness_and_embarks onl a journey
to otherworldly realms.[Thisl ideal isl interesting, hot onlyl becausel it presupposes’ a
cosmological Ischemal lcomposed of Imulti layered 'worlds I(cf. |Jones 11998,167;
Trevarthen 12003, 1150; /Freeman 11998b), but becausel lthe Itext litself /does not
explicitlyl lattribute supernatural ‘qualities tol the geilf's Jarboreal habitat. Infact,
unlikel ina number of examples in early [rish narrativel in which a mortal hero
visits the otherworld overseas,[underwater, orl within sid mounds (see Careyl 1982—
83), thel talelis consistent inl stating/ thatthe geilr simplyl takes/ his abodelin natural
locations! situated alll over Ireland. Moreover, the realms/in Wwhich Suibhne travels
are_easilylaccessible_not _only_ to_other gelta, but to_normal mortals_as well, Jas
becomes| evident froml the number of people encountered by Suibhnel during his
wanderings.

However,[ it sl possiblel to account for’ Suibhne’s otherworldly journeyi in
moreabstract terms, byl approaching the geilt’s habitat not asl a lclearly defined
otherworld, butl rather as/ a sacred realml separated froml andl situated beyond the
metaphysical borders of thel society.[ Thisl explanation, forming thel basisl for the
geilt'sl liminalityl (Nagy' 1982—83), drawslon_the dichotomy_between_nature and
culturel byl implicitlyl correlating it withl the Eliadean notion of the sacred and the
profane. Thus/the geilf's transition beyond the border separating thelsacred cosmos
and thel profane chaos makes him/ part of the supernatural ‘otherness’”and thereby
reifies his sacrality.

The point T wishl tol makel herel is/ that bothl central hotions of liminality’ and
the lotherworld Jas Jpresented Jabove larel lexternal theoretical Iconstructions, not

YTInthelarticlepresented byl Nagy,[Chadwick concluded that'the geilf Should bel$eenlas thefback
numbers’of the/ Irish' ¢church, tepresenting ‘those who!do hot conform,[who do hot'comeluinder an
authorised discipline, probably thel reformed discipline” of St. Tallaght’T(1942b, 151).. Shel later
restated her view! of geltacht as thel most eéxtremelforml of ascetisml in the  éarly' Church (1960, 105).
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something existing in/thel actual talel(cf.'Sjoblom/2002,145).[ Yet(in/interpretations
madel froml the shamanistic framework, thesel heuristic concepts are turnedl into
facts, whichl arel simplyl discovered and described, instead of being presented as
analytical creations (Ibid,[ 147-148). The definition of thelshaman! as/ alperson who
s in Ipersonal landl linteractive icontact’ Iwithl tthel lspiritual Jlaspect lof ithel reality’
(Trevarthen 2003, 3), Who acts ‘as anl agent of thelnuminous/Ibetween one world
and the other’ (Cowan11993,9), or ‘mediates_with the otherworld_powers’ (O
hOgain1998,12)hecessitates seeing the geilf s'tetreat into wilderness as’something
moreJthanJa 'merel lescapel [from[Isociety; Jotherwisel lthel imain/ Icharacteristic’Jof
shamanism/ would not bel fulfilled.

In BuilelSuibhne, separate motifs/takenl tolillustrate thelshaman’s journeyfinto
non ordinary! Ireality 'have ladditionallyl Iplayed la lprominent Irolel Jin |Suibhne’s
identification/ as/ la Ishaman. |Of Ithesel /I Iwill inowl [turn/Ito Ithel Jornithological
symbolism/ present inl Suibhne’slappearance, hisl ability! tol flyl and his/ preferencel for
perching onl trees,| Which have been compared tol thel shamanicl ritual costumel or
metamorphosis, the pervasivel themel of soul flight and the cosmological 'World
Tree.

Buile \Suibhne conveys._several references. tol the geilf being birdlike. Inl the
beginning of the talelSaint' Ronanl curses' Suibhne byl praying to God that he[would
go among thel clouds! flikewise evenl as anyl bird’ or fbe” one withl thel birds’[(BS'9,
10).[Later inthe text Suibhneltepeatedly’ describes himself as/ a bird by' referring to
howt feathers'havel grownl onlhislbody, and howthis talons_are[bent' and feeblel(e.g.
BS40,760,.61;.23,045)."'CThe geilf s_swift_movement_ further contributes to_the
associationl Jof Ithe geilf iwithl birds.'Regarding ISuibhne’s/ lagility, 'thel /difference
between leaping or actual levitation issmade by scholars (O Riain1972,197)and
doesnot seeml significant if both feats are taken to indicatel the gei/f's supernormal
abilities.[] Althoughl lonlyf lleaping Jisl Ispecified linl Ithel Itale, |Suibhne’s Irecurrent
ascendancel tol tthel sky’ especially’ from! thel topl of trees (e.g..BS[15,117,85) has
established thel équation/ withl flying.

The attemptstol explain thel dominant birdlimageryl and especially thel motif
of Suibhne’s plumagel have resulted in readings/ varying betweenl thel metaphorical
and thel literal [ Freeman (1998a) ascribes/ the question of the geilf's feather dress or
metamorphosis'to ‘the typical ambiguity of Celtic literature’:

"TAs John Careyhas noted, the Trish-word c/mh can mean both hair"and feathers. Whereas
hairiness! is'al common motif inf Wild Man traditions” throughout’ Europe, thel motif of the geilt
being feathered does hot appearfindependently of thelmaterials'in Buile Suibhne (Carey 1984, 101).
Thel text isinot uniform’in’its depctionl of the gedz, as helis also $aid tolbelin tags (BS[21,27,/45) or
totallyinaked (BS[3-6,21).
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Did they reallyl grow! feathersl orl werel theyl garbed in feather cloaks that'made
theml look! likel strangel hugel birds’ glimpsed between the branches on al dim
evening? If al cloak,[waslit teallyl forf protectionl against the elements, orf Wwasl it
fori thel flight! of thel soul intol thel Otherworld? Thel feathered cloaki used in
shamanidpractices'worldwide was  certainly known'inl Celtic tradition/TII]

According tol Mirceal Eliade, bird symbolism’is central in' shamanic/ costumes. The
costumel isl a’ sign of thel shaman’s special status,  asl it gives himl thel body of an
animal that enables thel journey to the  otherworld._ Evenlin/ cultures_in whichl the
costumel does/ hotl imitatel al bird’s shape, feathers arel almost alwaysincluded inlit
(Eliade 11964, 1156-160)..1Without Ireferencel 1to Ithel Imotif’s  Ipossible Ishamanic
background, Chadwick assumed that' the geilf's feathers could be_ reminiscent of a
feathered \cloaki I(tugen) 'wornl byl the fili, land 'that ithel Imotif lcould thereby be
indicative of the geilf's'poeticlabilities (Chadwick 1942b,150).

Thel Isuggestion |of Isomel |kind lof lal Ifeathered |dress/ Ihasl /beenl laccepted
especiallyl lamong INeol Pagans/ I(cf. /' Tolstoyl 11985, 1145-46; 'Matthews 11991,14;
NicMachal 1998),/but it is possible tol regard the association with birds/ in/terms of
actual metamorphosis as well.[ Eliadel writesl of birdsl as' psychopomps,| stating that
‘becoming al bird oneself orl being accompanied by al birdl indicates thel capacity,
while still Jalive, tollundertakel thel lecstatic_journey. to_the skyl land the beyond’
(Eliade 1964, 98).[ The power of gods and other mythical figures tol take animal
formlis_ of course well attested in early Irishl tradition, and therefore the ideal of the
geilt actually transforming intol a'bird would not havelbeen! foreign/to this harrative
context.[ In comparison with/ thel $haman’s ecstatic soul flight, bothl interpretations
arelequally plausible.

During thel coursel of hisl wanderings, Suibhne recurrentlyl seeks! refugel and
rests/in theltops of trees. As'mentioned above, living in trees could easilylbel seenlas
rising’ from’ thel bird symbolism, but in Suibhne’sl casel the motif has/ alsol been
interpretediasi stemming from/ the ideal of thel World Tree present in' somelshamanic
cosmologies. Eliade,[ who! specified several mythical beliefs  concerning the. World
Tree, noted that it represents thel regeneration’ of the iniversel and fthel paramount
reservoir. of thel sacred’. Expressing notions! of fertility, creation and! initiation, it
ultimatelyl rrelates’ tol labsolute! reality land immortalityl (Eliade[ 11964, 1271)./One
would expect hothing less of thel centrel of Eliade’s sacred cosmos!

Neo Pagan writers| in particular represent the existencel of a” World Treel at
the heart of the Celtic_tosmology. as_something axiomatic (cf._ Freeman 1998b),"
but thelideal is byl nol means foreign/ tol scholars either. For example, Brigit Benes,

Treeshabited by Suibhne’andrhamed by himin his‘poems (BS40) have been seen to mirror the
geilt’ s druidicd knowledgel of thel Oghaml alphabet by both Freeman and NicMachal (1998).
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drawing lon’ the abundant symbolism/ presented by Eliade, suggested that Buile
Suibhne should bel read as al descriptionl of a shaman’s initiation and the hovice’s
ritual climbing of the World Tree, whichl symbolizes the soul’s’ ascendance to the
Uppert World (Benes 1960-61, 813-315,/319-320; Eliade 1964, 125-127). Leslie
Jones,in turn, has regarded sitting at the topl of thel World Treelas an/indication of
thelpoet’s liminal status and ascribes/ this' position of ‘thelarchetypal poetin Celtic
tradition/tofall poets,/magicians and madmen who makeltheirfrhomes in  the forest
and specifically up in trees’[(Jones 1998, 74; Tolstoy( 1985).

It'islimpossiblel tol separate’ thel meanings ascribed tol hature, zoomorphism,
and( trees in BuilelISuibhne from_ a wider frameworkl of Celtic_imythology, but_also
from/thel Well established stereotype of the visionary! Celt'being inl tunel with hature
and theuniverse (see_ Sims Williams 1986). Poets_ and outlaws.inhabiting trees is' a
curious_narrativel imotif indeed; ‘whether it should bel traced back! tol shamanic
worldview and cosmology! isl upl to thel interpreter to decide. What remains to be
discussed arel thel explanations of how! thesel shamanic elements have becomel part
of early!Irish literatureland how! they have been  transmitted and preserved through
thelages.

Theltransmission/of fradition

Whether iseenl Jas la primordiall spiritual isysteml |‘cutting’ throughl Jall faiths Jand
creeds’ (Matthews[1991,[1), as ‘partl ofl the_ humanl psyche’ (Cowan 1993, 1), or as
anlopenlIset | of Ineutral 'techniques |(Trevarthen 12003, 13,0113), Tuniversalizing
shamanisml as’ al religious phenomenon has/ rendered! it culturallyl nonl contingent
(Johnson 1995,/ 163). By endorsing thel idea thatl shamanism(is' a_ mental attitude
ratheri thanl anl actual religion (d’Emerys 2001; Jones 1998, 79; cf..Sjoblom 2002,
143) bothl scholars_and Neol Pagans_havelegitimized wide ranging cross_cultural
comparisons! in the interest of tracing the earliest prel Christian stratal surviving in
medieval Irish narratives. For the former, the primary aim has'been to’ énhancel our
understanding | of ] early | Irishl 1 history |and | worldview,[ | while | the[ | latterl |have
eclecticallylused theltexts as'sources/ forl personal spiritual empowerment.

Thel comparativel approach, of course, is hothing hew! in" Celtic studies.[ By
the[1980s! the  disciplinel already had a long historyl of tracing the heroic pagan/ past
of ICelticd Ireland land identifying parallels lespecially with/ India, based lon the
notion’ of theirr common IndoEuropean’ heritage. The Indo  European hypothesis
was strongly’ contested by thosel whol saw' thel sources primarilylas/ literary products
of medieval Christian/ culture.[ Introducing shamanism! tol this! field, then,added a
newl dimensionl tol thel opposition of a paganl past and Christian present.[ Thisl is
well illustrated by Leslie[Jones, swwho_argues! thatl instead of seeing only these two
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stratal in medieval Irishl literature [ it' Should bel seen to_contain_at least three: the
deeplIpast, 'whichl predates Ithe ICeltic Iculturel lonl Ithel lisland land lincludesl Ithe
shamanid elements; thel recent past, being perhaps thel Celticl Golden Age, which
indicates development in religiousl specialization and doctrine; and the narrative
present, whichl represents’ thel phase/ when Christianity has becomel the dominant
forml of religious practicel (Jones 1998,94-95).

The notion of shamanisml as'a latent ‘sedimentary’ deposit” (Ginzburg cit.[in
Jones 1998, 79) or al mentality inderlying thel evolutionary’ process of culture is a
prerequisite tolalllinterpretations of sShamaniclsurvivalsiin' earlyf Irish harratives, but
it is byl Ino ' means! lunproblematic. | Firstly, Ithel | concept! | of | culturally Ishared
mentalities Jisl lrarely lexplicitly |defined. Instead, Itheir lexistencel lin/Ithe Thidden
structures.of thelmind and their transmission throughl generations tends to be taken
for granted. Moreover, thel transmission process| itselfl is regarded as/ al simplel one,
whichl contributes to the idea  of tradition as staticand tesistant to change (Sjoblom
2002,1143-145).

Althoughl'the actual process of historical and cultural transmissionis/ teal,[it
isinot given that thel cultural representations’ transmitted canl bel labeled shamanic.
As1Sjoblom! Ipoints/ Jout, Iwhat{ in fact ]is Ipassed Jon land Irepeated in Icultural
performancel H al harrativel text being onlyl onel examplel + are thel surfacel features,
not the inconscious models underlying them/ (Ibid, 146). To put it another way,
thel meaning of narrativel motifs used in earlyl Irishl tales suchl"as Buile[lSuibhne,
whatever theirl origin, has been reformulated many! times. In interpretations where
shamanisml is used as al heuristic concept,  further elaboration onl this[ aspect of
literary | receptionl | is' | missing. | Also, | thel | relation | betweenl ] thel | ‘shamanistic
worldview’ (Trevarthen 12003,[111)_and tthel lactual historical ichangel in religious
belief and practicel often remainslambiguous.

Byfuniversalizing $hamanism,  ascribing it to thel most distant, mythical past
whileinsisting lonlits historical continuity, imany: Celtic_scholars_arel facing the
danger! off stripping/ thel concept of all heuristic value. In the[words of Neo Pagan
writer Cynthia Danielson (2001):

No matter what spiritual path, religious doctrine,[ ldogma, tradition, myth,
faeriel tale, belief or faithl youl find H if youl dig deep intol thel roots of that
tradition until_your fingers_are_covered with[ richl black soil, you will find
shamanismlthere. It is/the foundation of all éveryone believes.in. Proven/ fact.

Since truth claimsof this sort arelbeyond scientific scrutiny, scholars: would do well
tol steer! clear’ of essentializing theirl heuristic categories, aslitl rarelyl adds precision
toltheir analysis (Geertz 1993,.369-372).
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Conclusion

Thel Celtic scholars’l stancel towards the. modern phenomenonl of Celtic shamanism
1s/ for! the main part’ indifferent. Apart froml al fewl exceptions. [(cf. Jones 1998),
scholars have left thel popular market tol relyl iponl semi scholarlyl and Neo Pagan
writersl and teprints. of outdated [ early 20" centuryf tesearch (Harrington 2002, 10—
12)./However, the fact temains/ that Celtic spiritualityl constitutes a vital part of the
ever growing INeo Pagan imovement lwrit llarge land Ithel linterest_in_learly_ Irish
literature’ | asl'| one | sourcel | fori | self actualization'| is'| equally(] strong.[] Christina
Harringtonl notes/ that in Neo Paganism, scholarship is lextremely! influential in
peoples’lreligious!life’ (Ibid, 11),’and the samel canl be attested by browsing reading
lists_ onl various' Neo Pagan  websites,” where academic and spiritual material are
presented sidelbyisidel (Jones 1998 ,191; d’Emerys 2001).

Whilel scholars/mayi bel frustrated byl the popular audience/ misunderstanding
orl freelyl appropriating tesults of their research, this should force theml tol exercise
somelself reflexivityllas_|well I(Atkinson 11992,1323;1Sj6blom12002,[1149)..1'The
meaning of al text is/ recreated inl everyl interpretation and canl never bel seenl as
objective orl unambiguous.[ Eventually, acknowledging lour lownl presuppositions
and | interpretativel | strategies | as' | producers | of | knowledge I may( | also | help | to
understand thel lcontemporary dynamics of moulding and adopting thel original
sources as/ well asl theirf f‘official "l interpretations| tol fit thel Neol Pagan/ worldview,
whichlis’both temporallyland mentally distant from/ the[world tepresented inl early
Irishitexts.
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