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Abstract 

Celtic Solar Goddesses: From Goddess of the Sun to Queen of Heaven 
 

by 
 

Hayley J. Arrington 
 
Utilizing a feminist hermeneutical inquiry, my research through three Celtic goddesses—Aine, 

Grian, and Brigit—shows that the sun was revered as feminine in Celtic tradition. Additionally, I 

argue that through the introduction and assimilation of Christianity into the British Isles, the 

Virgin Mary assumed the same characteristics as the earlier Celtic solar deities. The lands 

generally referred to as Celtic lands include Cornwall in Britain, Scotland, Ireland, Wales, and 

Brittany in France; however, I will be limiting my research to the British Isles. I am examining 

these three goddesses in particular, in relation to their status as solar deities, using the 

etymologies of their names to link them to the sun and its manifestation on earth: fire. Given that 

they share the same attributes, I illustrate how solar goddesses can be equated with goddesses of 

sovereignty. Furthermore, I examine the figure of St. Brigit of Kildare as a Christianization of 

the fire goddess, Bride, or Brigit, and as an extension of the Virgin Mary. Drawing on the 

Celticization of the Virgin Mary, this thesis reveals an important manifestation of her and the 

rich Celtic tradition to which she is heir.   
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Epigraph 

“O great Mary . . . Mistress of the heavens . . . Mother of the golden light . . . Honor of the sky  
 
. . . Resplendent like the sun . . . Glorious son-bearer” (St. Berchán, as cited in “Irish Litany  

in Praise to the Mother of God,” 2009, para. 4). 
 
“Ultimately, light is the mother of life. . . . Light is the secret presence of the divine. It keeps life 

awake” (O’Donohue, 1997, p. 5).  
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Chapter 1: Introduction Orienting the Subject of a Solar Goddess, Relationship to my 

Thesis Topic, and Objectives 

 The concept of a solar deity is hardly new. Evidence of the sun as a god is cross-cultural 

and appears throughout time (Jones & Pennick, 1995, pp. 59, 62). When solar deities are 

mentioned, many male gods may immediately come to mind: Helios, of ancient Greece; Apollo 

of Greece and Rome; Mithras from Persia; Re, Horus, and Aten from ancient Egypt; Tagaloa and 

Maua from the Pacific. The myths of these familiar, ancient gods may be recited from memory. 

However, the plethora of female goddesses associated with the sun is often overlooked in the 

conversation of solar deities. These goddesses are also rooted in antiquity and originate from 

many familiar lands. The names of some of these goddesses include Hathor from Ancient Egypt, 

Sunna from Scandinavia, and Amaterasu from Japan (Monaghan, 1994, pp. 10, 49, 112); but 

there are countless numbers of sun goddesses found throughout the mythologies of the world.  

In this thesis, I examine three Celtic mythological female figures as solar goddesses. 

Surviving mythology predominantly comes from Ireland and Wales and was written down by 

Christian monks between the 6th and the 12th centuries (Green, 1993, p. 9). While the Celtic 

lands include both the British Isles and Brittany in France, I restrict my examination of the 

female figures to the myths of the British Isles. These myths—as well as existing folkloric and 

archaeological records—are very important to the current understanding of pre-Christian 

religious beliefs. There are three goddesses I propose as solar deities: Aine, whose name in Irish 

means brightness; Grian, whose name means sunny—and is also the current Irish word for sun; 

Brigit, whose name means exalted one—and under the guise as St. Brigit was called fiery arrow 

(Rankine & D’Este, 2005, pp. 136, 159; Ellis, 1995, p. 27). I explore these goddesses in relation 

to their associations with the sun, their individual and connected myths, and their sacred objects 
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and sites. Since an understanding of pre-Christian religion is imperative to this study, I am 

including Druidism—the religion of the Celts—in my exploration of sun goddess worship 

St. Brigit of Kildare—a Christianization of the well-known deity of poets—is considered 

in this thesis because she is clearly a conflation of the goddess of the same name. She also shares 

many solar characteristics with the goddess. The Virgin Mary appeared in the early Christian 

church in the British Isles, significantly at sites associated with wells (Pennick, 1996, p. 68). In 

addition to sharing this characteristic with St. Brigit, it was also associated with pre-Christian 

solar rites (Pennick, 1996, p. 68). I explain how the goddess Brigit came to eventually be known 

as St. Brigit. Furthermore, I argue that the Virgin Mary retained many Celtic attributes, including 

the aspect of her label as Queen of Heaven—a key characteristic of a solar deity.  

Celtic mythology has long been a part of my life. I grew up listening to and reading 

stories about the Little People of Irish folklore, and it became a natural progression for me to 

delve deeper into the beliefs of the same people who brought me leprechauns and brownies. The 

Celts, I came to realize, did not have a pantheon in the same sense that is familiar to readers of 

Classical mythology. There are many names and figures within Celtic myth—some associated 

exclusively with specific places—that make it difficult to pinpoint any type of pantheon. Several 

names are mentioned more than others and scholars have pointed to these names in an attempt to 

make order of the gods (Ellis, 2002, p. 114). I grew up with a deep appreciation of fairies and the 

imaginative realm, and I was easily able to learn and retain mythologies of other peoples. This 

love and appreciation was the main reason for choosing to delve into the myths of the Celts, and 

is the reason I wanted to search for the divine feminine of the sun for my thesis.  

The Virgin Mary is a figure that I was never particularly drawn to until a few years ago. I 

was not brought up in a religion that deified her in any way. I was only brought up to believe that 
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she was to be simply regarded with respect and admiration, because she was the mother of 

Christ. Seeing her through the perspectives of women’s spirituality has been eye opening and 

transformative for me. Since becoming an active member within the women’s spirituality 

community, I have been surrounded by many women who revere the Virgin Mary in one form or 

another. In my southern California community, the Virgin of Guadalupe is an extremely popular 

manifestation of Mary. In fact, in the very city where I grew up—La Habra—there is a big 

Roman Catholic chapel named for Mary, Our Lady of Guadalupe. The church also houses a 

kindergarten through eighth grade parochial school that matriculated many students into my high 

school. Guadalupe is a very popular and well-loved manifestation of Mary, and having her 

presence in the background of my life has made it easier for me to appreciate her other 

manifestations. Because of my deep love for Celtic mythology and deities, exploring Celtic 

manifestations of the Virgin Mary is a logical progression. I find the Virgin Mary to be 

extremely fascinating and worthy of praise in all of her manifestations. Studying her role in the 

early Celtic church has been very interesting and rewarding. Additionally, it has lent a depth of 

feeling to my veneration of the Celtic goddesses. 

My goal is that this thesis will contribute to the fields of Celtic studies and women’s 

spirituality in several ways. In demonstrating the immense importance that sun goddesses held 

for Celtic people, I aim to restore appreciation for sun goddesses and renew interest in little 

known and often overlooked female deities. Celtic scholars do not generally write of the Celtic 

cosmology as one in which there can, and should, be a living spirituality. These scholars are 

generally historians, archaeologists, mythologists, theologians, and linguists. Women’s 

spirituality scholars comprise all of these fields and more, generally working explicitly through a 

feminist lens, and as acting as priestesses and advocates for nature-based and indigenous 
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religions. By combining Celtic studies and women’s spirituality, I demonstrate that Celtic 

goddesses do have relevance within both fields as part of a living tradition. 

At some time during their search for female deity, many women’s spirituality participants 

are introduced to Celtic spiritual practices and deities. The introduction of the modern witchcraft 

movement in America in the 1950s was rife with Celtic imagery and myth, among other 

European and Egyptian based motifs. America’s contribution to this English-born brand of 

witchcraft ultimately became the women’s spirituality movement. Practitioners of this 

hierarchical, initiation-based witchcraft ultimately broke away from and founded women-based 

and women-centered spiritualities (Hutton, 1999, p. 341). This includes such practices as Dianic 

Witchcraft by Z. Budapest, and groups such as Reclaiming by Starhawk, Mysteries of the 

Goddess by Shekinah Mountainwater, and the lesser known Third Road by Francesca de 

Grandis, and Clan Mothers by C. C. Brondwin, not to mention countless others.  

This English brand of witchcraft helped to form, and make familiar, the wheel of the 

year—the calendar of holy days that our European ancestors were thought to have lived by as 

they honored the seasons and tended to their agricultural subsistence. This calendar is routinely 

used by women’s spirituality participants—for both personal devotional practices and scholarly 

discourses. The wheel of the year consists of the four equinoxes and solstices, as well as the 

cross-quarters—the four major agricultural/pastoral festivals—still traditionally known by their 

Celtic names. These festivals are Samhain (Hallowe’en, October 31), the Celtic new year/first 

day of winter and the end of the harvest; Imbolc (Candlemas/Feast of St. Brigit, February 1) 

which heralds the coming of the first thaw, the birthing of the lambs, and the coming into the 

milk of the ewes; Beltane (May Day, April 30/May 1), the Celtic first day of summer; and 

Lughnassadh (Lammas, July 31/August 1), the beginning of harvest (Ellis, 2004, p. 164; Green, 
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1986, p. 74). Women’s spirituality groups typically meet on, or near, one of these four Celtic 

holidays because they are not widely known to society at large and can therefore be better 

utilized in reclaiming women’s matriarchal power and goddess past. In essence, women’s 

spirituality is the American-born child of an English parent; however, to a large extent, 

traditional witchcraft—with its Celtic resonances—has been left behind. One of the primary 

goals for this thesis, therefore, is to help form a reconnection between American based women’s 

spirituality and Celtic mythology. 

Bringing together the study of certain Celtic myths—namely those of Brigit, Aine, and 

Grian—I demonstrate their relevance as sun goddesses to the Celtic people. In doing this, I am 

illustrating that the divine properties of the sun—which includes those of sovereignty—were 

inherently female. These characteristics were then placed upon the Virgin Mary when she was 

introduced into the British Isles during the conversion period of the Dark and early Middle Ages. 

She—along with St. Brigit—was, and continues to be, a bridge between the Celtic past and the 

realm of the gods, to modern Christians of the British Isles and elsewhere.  

This thesis is organized thematically. After the literature review and methods chapters, 

the body of the thesis follows. These content chapters include a discussion on Druidism and the 

mythology of Ireland and Wales, particularly as they relate to the worship of female and solar 

goddesses. The analyses of several key myths containing Brigit, Aine, and Grian form the heart 

of this thesis, and also help to explicate their deeply embedded solar qualities. My thesis 

culminates in the interpretations of St. Brigit and the Virgin Mary as continuing in the traditions 

of these solar deities. I explain how their sites of worship in the British Isles relate to pre-

Christian goddess beliefs, and why they were able to lend themselves so well to Christian 
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worship. In bringing forward these solar characteristics, I am contributing to women’s 

spirituality, mythology, and Celtic studies. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

By necessity, the theme of this thesis is interdisciplinary. To correlate the amalgamation 

of solar goddesses from the Celtic pre-Christian religion onto the Virgin Mary and St. Brigit, I 

am utilizing information from many different fields and scholars. Any work that primarily uses 

mythology for proof of religious beliefs must also examine scholarship that not only tells the 

myth, but also helps in its understanding. By reviewing books and articles from various 

disciplines, I am demonstrating those works that inspired my thesis topic, as well as those that 

help to inform my own scholarship. I am categorizing this literature review in order to better 

assist in manageability. The Celts are a culture that have had numerous things—negative, 

positive, and invented—written about them since the time of the Romans, and it was my job to 

sift through the particular writings that would be relevant to me. I also review several key texts 

that, while not directly related to the Celts, are helpful in providing a basis for my research. 

Ultimately, my research helps to administer an underlying conflation of sun/fire/light 

goddesses—namely Aine, Grian, and Brigit—onto the Virgin Mary by virtue of her assimilation 

into pre-Christian worship sites, deification of her status as giver of life to the savior of 

humankind, and other key attributes.  

The Feminine in Celtic Religious History 

Two books in particular helped me to better understand the religious beliefs of the Celts, 

women’s and goddesses’ places within the pre-Christian religion, and their status during the 

conversion period as Mary was being introduced. The first, by Peter Berresford Ellis (1995), is 

titled Celtic Women: Women in Celtic Society and Literature; the second book, by Mary 

Condren (1989), is called The Serpent and the Goddess: Women, Religion, and Power in Celtic 

Ireland. Additionally, these two books built the foundation for me to paraphrase many of the 

myths and folklore about Brigit and St. Brigit. 
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Celtic Women, by Peter Berresford Ellis (1995), focuses on women’s roles in literature, 

religion—both Christian and pagan—and society. This book is an invaluable source on the 

contributions of Celtic women and the placement of their status in historical relativity and 

mythological discourse. Ellis focuses extensively on the Celtic people living in the British Isles 

in both the pre-Christian and Christian eras. This feminist-based research into the religious 

beliefs of the Celtic people is extremely useful to my writing process because I need to 

understand their beliefs about deity and religious practice. Ellis (1995) begins his book with a 

discussion of what is meant by the term Celtic mother goddess and the concepts of female Celtic 

divinity (p. 37). His chapters “Women in Myth” (Ellis, 1995, pp. 40-75) and “Women in the 

Celtic Church” (Ellis, 1995, pp. 142-171) are especially useful in my examinations of Grainne, 

Brigit, St. Brigit, and Mary. 

The Serpent and the Goddess, by Mary Condren (1989), is a feminist treatise that is 

essential to my thesis. Part II of her book is titled “The Age of Brigit” (Condren, 1989, pp. 47-

127), and it relates the stories of Brigit within her guises as both goddess and saint. The chapter 

entitled “Brigit as Goddess” (Condren, 1989, pp. 47-64) examines the goddesses’ many guises 

and describes all of the characteristics and stories attributed to her within the pagan Celtic milieu. 

The book is also important because it shows how women were represented under both Celtic 

pagan and Christian worldviews.  

Celtic Mythology and Archaeology 

The works that follow are important to my understanding of Celtic mythology and certain 

mythological characteristics and personages. Included are two books by Celtic studies scholar 

Miranda Green, and a series of articles by Classics scholar Arthur Bernard Cook. While none of 

these works are explicitly feminist, they are all important to my topic and therefore need to be 

acknowledged for the contributions they have lent to Celtic and solar scholarly discourse. Much 
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of my research is informed by archaeology simply because of the fact that there is so little 

historical documentation available. The pre-Roman occupied inhabitants of the British Isles did 

not leave any written accounts. Therefore, archaeological finds are constantly informing 

historians, religious studies scholars, and linguists. During the Roman and early Christian eras, 

writing was restricted to the learned—generally monks and the wealthy who could afford to have 

their children educated—who interpreted and informed the legends, myths, histories, and 

accounts of the people whom they were colonizing and Christianizing. In this case, archaeology 

is a study that is not delved into as its own particular field, per se, but as a field that builds upon 

and informs many others, including our knowledge of Celtic mythology. 

 Celtic Myths, by Miranda Jane Green (1993), is an invaluable source on the mythology of 

people who left no written accounts of their own. According to Green (1993), “the vernacular 

sources are late in their extant form and, moreover, they were compiled within a Christian 

milieu, many of them by Christian redactors, monks working within monasteries” (p. 9). This is 

an important realization about the myths and religious beliefs of these people; scholars know that 

they are not working with pure, pre-Christian texts alone. While the characters and stories are 

pagan, the men who wrote them down were doing their best to filter in the Christian doctrines, 

morals, and histories in order to proliferate Christian dogma. Celtic Myths focuses on a limited 

area. She states, “these writings relate specifically and solely to Wales and Ireland, which were 

on the western periphery of the Celtic world during the pagan Celtic period” (Green, 1993, p. 9). 

Her book investigates and summarizes the beliefs of the people of these lands. The myth cycles 

of Ireland and Wales are among the only written evidence available for the pre-Christian 

religious beliefs of the Celts. Her work is important to my research because it thoroughly 

investigates written texts, and discusses them alongside the archaeological evidence, to discern 
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what might be Celtic pre-Christian beliefs. Incidentally, I must take this opportunity to note that 

Miranda Green has published books under several slightly different names, which include 

Miranda Green, Miranda Jane Green, Miranda J. Green, and Miranda J. Aldhouse-Green. 

Another vital text by Miranda Green (1992) is her book, The Sun-Gods of Ancient 

Europe. It is a great resource on sun deities, archaeology about them, their mythology, and their 

history. It includes many visual representations of solar motifs and gods and goddesses thought, 

or known, to be solar deities. Because this book is a look at Europe as a whole, it is also useful in 

bridging the gap between Celtic and other Indo-European beliefs on solar deities. What this book 

is lacking, however, is an in-depth analysis of the divine feminine. Green (1992) focuses most of 

this book on male deities; and where she does mention goddesses, they are generally only in 

relation to their male husbands or fathers (pp. 96-97). This tends to be the convention in many 

works, and my thesis aims to rectify this phenomenon. 

An older, important text is called “The European Sky-God: The Celts” written by Arthur 

Bernard Cook (1906, 1907). This series of articles is a thorough overview of the mythologies of 

the Irish and Welsh, and specifically investigates the roles of the sky and sun cult. This text is 

relevant and important to my research because it is an in-depth analysis of Celtic mythology as it 

pertains to solar deities—one of the main areas of research that I will be conducting. One 

limitation of Cook’s work is that it is over 100 years old. Although I find it useful, I am still 

mindful of possible scholarly biases that may reflect the period in which it was written.  

The mythology texts from which I directly paraphrase include Celtic Myths and Legends 

by T. W. Rolleston (1917/1990), The Epics of Celtic Ireland: Ancient Tales of Mystery and 

Magic by Jean Markale (2000), and The Encyclopedia of Celtic Myth and Legend: A Definitive 

Sourcebook of Magic, Vision, and Lore by John and Caitlin Matthews (2004). Rolleston’s 
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(1917/1990) is a classic text that includes a large amount of the accounts of both Irish and Welsh 

myth. Markale’s (2000) work is a large treatise of myth and interpretation; and the elusive 

second Aine myth was found here (pp. 177-183). The text by the Matthews’ can be described 

more as a sourcebook than an encyclopedia—as their subtitle suggests. From this, I was able to 

find more lore on Brigit, as well as the first major myth about Aine that I include in chapter 5 

(Matthews & Matthews, 2004, pp. 230-231). These books are invaluable to my thesis, and all of 

them helped to form my topic early on. 

There is no surviving writing from the Celtic people of the pre-Roman era. Because 

Roman and later Christian historical writings on the Celts are scanty at best—and fabrications at 

worst—the discoveries of archaeologists are especially important in the understanding of the 

Celtic people and their beliefs. Miranda Green (1986) is an important source on the archaeology 

that is most relevant to my topic. The Gods of the Celts illustrates that the figure of a solar wheel 

is found extensively throughout Iron Age Celtic lands, most notably as jewelry, on coins, and as 

a part of grave goods, suggesting that “sun-symbols were associated in religion with a specific, 

celestial, solar god rather than a mere amorphous supernatural power” (Green, 1986, p. 41). 

Much of her text is relevant to my research—especially the chapters entitled “Cults of Sun and 

Sky” (Green, 1986, pp. 39-71) and “Water-Gods and Healers” (Green, 1986, pp. 138-166)—

because it helps to focus many of the key points I make in the body of my thesis. For any study 

of the pre-Christian religion of the Celts, archaeology is usually always accompanied by 

mythology, and vice verse. This book is one invaluable source for both of these disciplines. 

Folklore and Legend 

  Folklore is an important discipline to approach when considering beliefs within the 

British Isles. Folklore is distinctive from mythology as a category because folklore has 

traditionally been an ethnographically based discipline, and mythology has not. It is important to 
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my subject because there are many contributions to Celtic studies that have derived from 

folkloric scholars.  

 A valuable theoretical development within folklore that I would be remiss in not 

addressing is the 19th-century movement called solar mythology. Solar mythologists were so 

named because they believed that all Indo-European mythological thought started with the belief 

of the deified sun. The strongest proponent of solar mythology was Sanskrit scholar Max Müller, 

who apparently came to his conclusions of these myths through comparative philology (Dorson, 

1965, p. 62). According to folklorist Richard M. Dorson (1965) in his article “The Eclipse of 

Solar Mythology,” Müller had a healthy competition with folklorist and famous fairy tale 

collector Andrew Lang (p. 58). Lang believed that Müller’s conclusions—which relegated the 

beginnings of all myth as solar-based—to be completely erroneous. Apparently this is still the 

consensus, for Dorson (1965) begins his article by writing that, “We smile condescendingly 

today at the solar mythologists” (p. 57). But what Müller was striving to do was to find 

etymological roots for the beginnings of mythological thought. He postulated a “mythopoeic 

age” (Dorson, 1965, p. 63) when civilization was young, whereby the ideas of polyonomy—

where one word carries many meanings—and homonyny—where one idea became attached to 

different words—were the main ways of expressing thought. Dorson (1965) writes that the “verb 

root, for instance for ‘to shine,’ could form the name of the sun or a term for the brightness of 

thought” (p. 63). Müller called these metaphorical words appellatives and claimed that they 

formed the basis of myths, stressing that solar interpretation must be based on strict phonetic 

rules (Dorson, 1965, p. 63). For Müller, and other solar mythologists, the sun was the essential 

element for mythological thought, and could be evidenced through the “verbal confusion” 

(Dorson, 1965, p. 65) that “mythopoeic man” (Dorson, 1965, p. 64) created by his metaphoric 
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speech. This 19th-century theory within folklore is relevant to my own research because it 

influenced today’s scholarship. Dorson’s article is an interesting and full account of the position 

of solar mythologists and of their proponents, and one that any scholar who studies sun 

mythology should be aware of.  

There are many folkloric accounts that address the formation of the Christian church in 

regard to the divine feminine; they also add to the flavorful stories of the lives of the saints, 

including St. Brigit. These are important tales in the construction of my paper because they 

explain how a base was formed that helped the Celtic church incorporate sun goddess attributes 

onto Mary. An article by Marion Bowman and Milton Keynes (2007) entitled “Arthur and 

Bridget in Avalon” adds to the available legends of Christianization that occurred in Britain. 

They write that the “unique nature of Celtic Christianity owed much to its preservation of a body 

of esoteric Druidic wisdom unknown to other branches of Christianity” (Bowman & Keynes, 

2007, p.18). Bowman and Keynes (2007) also make connections between Jesus and the Celts, 

noting, “Some also believe that Jesus was the nephew of St. Joseph . . . visiting Glastonbury and 

perhaps even spending some time living there” (p. 19). The Celticization of this known 

legendary center of Christianity is well established, too, by its associations with the Druids and 

the Irish St. Brigit, who along with “other Celtic saints reputedly visited Glastonbury” (Bowman 

& Keynes, 2007, p. 24). The Irish saint with the name of a goddess is also a well-established 

figure at this intersection of Christian and pre-Christian Celtic faith. Bowman and Keynes’ 

article supplies my research with the context to explain how conflation was occurring. St. Brigit 

was loved enough in Ireland that the early British Christians wanted her associated with 

Glastonbury—their center of Christian learning. This is a testament to the fact that the folklore 

and legends fulfilled a need. What is important for my research is that these legends are proved 
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to have longevity—the fact is, they seemed to have had a place in the hearts of early Celtic 

Christians, and they are still being subscribed to today. 

Women’s Spirituality 

In the introduction, I wrote about the limitations that I have found within Celtic studies; 

but that is not to say that there are no existing works that bring Celtic studies and women’s 

spirituality together. An important scholar who is doing just that is Caitlin Matthews (2002). One 

of her books, in particular, is extremely significant to my own work, as I examine the inherent 

sovereignty of the sun goddesses. Entitled, King Arthur and the Goddess of the Land: The Divine 

Feminine in the Mabinogion, this book is useful for studying the Welsh myth cycles, known 

collectively as the Mabinogion. While not looking specifically at sun goddesses, this book still 

brings the divine feminine to the fore. Much of Mathews’ scholarship has helped inform my own 

understanding of the concept of the sovereignty goddesses, and how significant they were to the 

Celtic mind.  

Patricia Monaghan’s (1994) book, O Mother Sun! A New View of the Cosmic Feminine, 

is a look at the solar mythology of the world and is certainly essential to my research into the sun 

goddesses of the Celts. During her introduction, “The Apollo Conspiracy” (Monaghan, 1994, pp. 

1-7), she writes of the patriarchal takeover of the divine sun, and how sun goddesses were either 

given attributes of a more earthly or lunar persuasion, or were placed onto the characteristics of a 

god—this happened to Phoebe when Apollo became known as Phoebus (Monaghan, 1994, p. 3). 

Many of the myths I relate in chapters 5 and 6 come from her interesting section on the Irish and 

Scottish goddesses of the sun—especially through her examination of Brigit the goddess, Sulis 

Minerva, and Brigit the saint (Monaghan, 1994, pp. 65-69). This book helps me to better 

understand the importance that the deified sun held to the Celts, and the goddesses’ many roles 

within the myths that had an effect on the people who knew and believed them. 
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Another book that ties into my topic very nicely is The Goddess Obscured: 

Transformation of the Grain Protectress from Goddess to Saint, by Pamela Berger (1985). She is 

an art historian who examines the Virgin Mary and many Christian female saints cross-

culturally, throughout time, within artworks, in ecclesiastical and folkloric writing, and in oral 

traditions. Berger paints a visual of grain goddess attributes that are placed whole cloth onto 

images of the Virgin Mary, and images and hagiographies of saints. This book is one of the first 

introductions I had to some of the folkloric stories of St. Brigit, and I am incorporating them into 

the body of my thesis (Berger, 1985, p. 75). This book is also important to my understanding of 

the many different conflations that were happening to the figure of Mary—with the sun goddess 

aspect being but one.  

An important article related to my subject is “From Pre-Christian Goddesses of Light to 

Saints of Light” by Monique Nicholson (1997). This article covers a great deal of European 

mythology—including Celtic—and deconstructs the ideas behind light, fire, and the sun, all 

while placing feminist theory within the context of light as a sacred entity. This article is an 

informative, feminist discussion on how the rise of patriarchy forced goddesses into losing their 

original positions to their husbands. Additionally, the article highlights how goddesses were  

demoted to saints within Christianity.  

I would like to briefly mention a novel that has been very significant in my life, and the 

lives of many women. The hugely popular novel The Mists of Avalon, by Marion Zimmer 

Bradley (1982), has been part of the women’s spirituality literary canon since its publication. I 

want to include a brief description only because this novel—almost more than any other book at 

the time of its publication—was hugely influential in contributing to the goddess awareness of 

untold millions of women in America and elsewhere (Hutton, 1999, p. 355). Furthermore, the 
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novel does a wonderful job of introducing women to Celtic spirituality and mythology, as well as 

hints of the Celtic Christian church. I argue that this novel has also greatly contributed to the rise 

in publication of Celtic based nonfiction works by members of pagan, Wiccan, and women’s 

spirituality movements in the thirty years since its publication. Celtic based spirituality is a niche 

within the aforementioned publishing circles and is getting more popular every year. Nonfiction 

authors who write about Celtic goddesses and gods, Druids, and magic include—but are not 

limited to—D. J. Conway, Cassandra Eason, Kathy Jones, Edain McCoy, and Michelle Skye. I 

own and treasure several of their books; and I have found that these books impart a yearning for 

readers to learn more, in addition to deepening their own spirituality with a connection to the 

goddesses and gods of the ancient Celts. 

This literature review speaks to works that inform, influence, or in some way inspire my 

thesis as a whole. My thesis ultimately aims to place itself alongside works of myth, 

interpretations of myth, and feminist analyses of mythological and religious works, as well as 

more popular texts for women. Many of the works in this literature review are not feminist. 

There are few contemporary or easily available scholarly works on solar deities; and the few I 

have found are invaluable to me. It is my desire that this thesis contributes to the available 

literature on solar deities—specifically goddesses—while also contributing to Celtic myth. 

I have a profound love for mythology because I know that these stories are the heart of a 

people’s religious and spiritual lives. By contributing to the available literature on mythological 

interpretation, I hope to enliven these myths for today’s readers, and bring a similar passion 

forward for them. In this literature review, I focus as much as possible on the divine feminine. 

By highlighting the feminine, my aim is that these figures will be remembered, acknowledged, 
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and appreciated not only for what they gave to believers, but for what they can continue to bring 

to people today.      
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Chapter 3: Methods 

 The primary method for this paper is feminist, revisionist, historical-critical 

hermeneutics. By performing a feminist interpretation of the mythologies of the goddesses Aine, 

Grian, and Brigit, I am validating the importance of the female sun deities to the Celtic people 

and their desire to keep her alive within the visage of the Virgin Mary. A hermeneutical reading 

of the myths, hagiographies, and folklore of St. Brigit is essential to a better understanding of the 

interplay between Celtic pagans and Christians. Majella Franzmann (2000) discusses feminist 

hermeneutics in her Women and Religion: 

The term hermeneutics is used in a broad sense to cover the process and conditions of 
human understanding of anything that might be material for study: written or spoken 
words, rituals, authoritative statements, dance, song, painting, drama, paraphernalia 
(dress, utensils, etc.), architecture, and so on. (pp. 17-18) 
 

This is a very important method for my research because there are many venues of research 

through which to inquire, and many different truths to rifle through. By utilizing feminist 

hermeneutics, an important aspect of this inquiry comes in deciphering the “distortion/erasure/ 

neglect of Feminine/women” (Rigoglioso, 2007, p. 2) that is rampant in much of the written 

documentation of the pagan and Christian Celtic cultures. The nature of this study demands the 

use of feminist hermeneutics because it is a close examination of an essentially extinct culture 

whose only remains are within the archaeological, mythological, and ecclesiastical records—a 

culture that was written about by conquerors, whether they were Imperial Romans or Roman 

Catholics. 

  The revisionist aspect to this method assures that I fully acknowledge the “androcentric 

cultural bias” (“Feminist Hermeneutics,” 2011, para. 13) of the writers of the myths and 

Christian doctrine in this early period of Christianity. I am also implementing a historical-critical 

approach. This ensures that I employ a “historical understanding of the origin, the transmission, 
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the context of the text and the original intention of the author” (“Feminist Hermeneutics,” 2011, 

para. 12); or, as may often be the case, the transcriber. These hermeneutics directly support the 

interdisciplinary manner in which I conduct my research. Feminist, revisionist, historical-critical 

hermeneutics is a method that can be successful to the researcher of a people whose evidence for 

existence is within the archaeological and mythological realms—like the Celts—as well as 

within ecclesiastical writings. Hermeneutics is ideal because it includes explicit deconstruction 

of written texts. According to Franzmann’s (2000) definition, archaeological evidence—as well 

as other aspects of a culture that may not include any writing—can be successfully interpreted 

and used for better understanding.  

 D’vorah Grenn (2007) writes that “as women increasingly take on the challenges of 

exegesis, hermeneutics and literary analysis, and write liturgy . . . we redefine the term ‘sacred 

text’” (p. 37). Grenn continues by maintaining, 

Such texts are as sacred as any part of the “canon”, since these writings—often women-
centered—are inspired by and facilitate women’s dialogues with God, and are a source of 
spiritual and psychological empowerment for women, integral to our spiritual practice. 
(p. 37) 

 
Mary Daly (1978/1990) is a feminist theorist who performs hermeneutical interpretations 

of myth. She writes, “patriarchy perpetuates its deception through myth” (p. 44); and that it is by 

reclaiming these myths that women find their true roles in society, religion, and elsewhere (p. 

47). Charlene Spretnak (1984) is another feminist author who reclaims women’s mythic heritage. 

Spretnak reclaims ancient Greek mythologies and retells the popular myths of the Greek 

Olympian Goddesses in a pre-Hellenic manner, claiming that “strains of the earlier tradition are 

evident in the later myths” (p. 17). She writes that “the pre-Hellenic Goddesses are powerful and 

compassionate yet those whom the Greeks incorporated into the new order were transformed 

severely” (Spretnak, 1984, p. 17). I claim that the same phenomenon has happened with the 
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Celtic goddesses—their sovereignty and power extremely diminished—and that they were given 

a Christian veneer by the monk revisers who wrote them down. In performing my own 

hermeneutical analyses, it is important that I maintain what Spretnak (1984) writes of, when she 

profoundly notes,  

The essence of these prehistoric myths will be grasped only if we let go of a 
 protective, supposedly detached pose and enter into the body of the myths with 
 openness. If we can succeed in reading these spiritual stories with spiritual 
 perceptions, a sense of continuity with our past may result. (p. 25) 

 
By performing feminist hermeneutical analyses to myth, folklore, and other sources, I am 

therefore reclaiming these stories of Brigit, Aine, and Grian as sacred text, and including them in 

the contemporary women’s spirituality canon. Reclaiming these, and other, myths as sacred text 

for today’s women is an important element to my thesis because the goddesses make spirituality 

come alive, and embody divinity for many women. Because I examine certain myths, folklore, 

and religious beliefs, as well as artifacts, it is essential that this study take an interdisciplinary 

approach. By utilizing feminist, revisionist, and historical-critical hermeneutics, I have been able 

to expand the possibilities of interpretation and reclaim ancient artifacts and stories for modern 

use.  
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Chapter 4: Celtic Goddesses in Triplicate and Solar Representations 

In beginning my discussion of the divine feminine in Celtic mythology, I find it useful to 

explain the prevailing manner in which goddesses were viewed within the culture. Most of the 

goddesses and heroines in the extant mythology are described in triple form. I believe it is 

important to characterize the manner in which the goddesses were predominantly represented; 

and I find that not only are the three goddesses—Brigit, Aine, and Grian—viewed in this 

manner, they also create a multiplicity of trinities, as I demonstrate in the next chapter. 

Following the “Triple Goddesses” section below, I write about the predominant solar symbols 

that are found in art and artifacts of the pre-Celts and early Celts. I tie these symbols onto 

specific representations of Celtic goddesses, and then relate the two sections of this chapter to 

each other. 

Triple Goddesses 

Several of the sun goddess myths that I discuss in chapter five involve the goddess as 

either three different women, or as manifested in three different ways. For this and other reasons, 

a discussion of the triplicate form of goddesses is of great importance to my thesis. The triple 

goddess is an extremely important and widely found expression of divinity within Celtic pagan 

religious thought (Green, 1986, p. 78; Rowley, 1997, p. 10). Likewise, the number three is 

believed to be a purveyor of religious wisdom (Green, 1986, p. 209). In contemporary women’s 

spirituality, the triple goddess motif—as exemplified by the maiden, mother, crone, and its 

symbol of a waxing, full, and waning moon—is a popular and commonly used archetype for the 

goddess, as well as women’s lived experiences (Farrar & Farrar, 1987, p. 29). This is not 

necessarily the Celtic perception of goddess trinity, however; in Celtic myth the trinity is shown 

in many ways, including via reincarnation, by three different women with the same name, and as 
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a type of triplet-group. And, as I show, many of the triple goddesses are solar goddesses and not 

lunar.  

Celtic philosophy was deeply influenced by the concept of three apart from 

representation of deity: humans are body, soul, and spirit; the world is earth, sea, and air; nature 

is animal, vegetable, and mineral; and so on (Ellis, 2004, p. 164). The use of the number three—

and the importance that it imparts—was being used by the Celts and their priestly caste, the 

Druids, since before the coming of Christianity (Ellis, 2002, p. 128). The number three was 

utilized by the Druids in order to remember oral teachings of religious philosophy known as 

Triunes—long before Christian thought arrived in the Celtic lands—and may have even been 

largely responsible for the concept of the Trinity within Christianity (Ellis, 2002, pp. 127-128). 

Hence, the folklore attached to St. Patrick converting the people of Ireland to Christianity by 

using a three-leafed clover may very well have some semblance of truth.  

These examples illustrate the overarching importance of the number three, and also show 

that it was a natural progression from seeing nature in triple form to seeing and embodying 

goddesses in triple form. The Cucullati are triple goddess statues found in Britain that are often 

portrayed as hooded, and carrying symbols of fertility like bread or eggs (Green, 1993, p. 54). 

Their hooded heads often appear exaggeratedly round, perhaps identifying them either with the 

eggs they are holding, or with the sun in the sky. The goddesses I examine can certainly be 

likened to these triple goddesses; this figure is found, among other places, at Aquae Sulis at 

Bath, England, which is—as I argue in the next chapter—a Romano-Celtic temple to Brigit 

(Green, 1986, p. 154; Monaghan, 1994, p. 65). Thus, Brigit’s triple form can be strengthened by 

this figure’s presence at the temple. 
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Women as deity were a very important part of Celtic religion and to the Celtic mind. 

Goddesses generally reigned over the domains of fertility and sovereignty—both of which my 

thesis is largely concerned with. They also reigned over death, rebirth, battle and warfare, and 

many other important aspects of everyday life. It is important to know that the goddesses Aine, 

Grian, and Brigit were part of a religious system that venerated the supreme deity as female. 

After Danu, Brigit was the most revered goddess; and they were often equated. She is still widely 

known and venerated, either as a goddess or in her Christian form (Ellis, 1992, p. 47). Integral 

parts of Celtic pre-Christian religious though are found in goddesses as the mother of a people, 

goddesses in three forms, and goddesses representative of many aspects of life. These are some 

of the many attributes that were given to the Virgin Mary when she was brought to the Celtic 

lands. 

Symbols of the Sun 

St. Patrick wrote in his Confessio that “everyone who worships that sun will face serious 

punishment someday” (Freeman, 2004, p. 193), and that the sun “is not divine” (p. 193). He is 

the only writer of the early Christian age to document that the Irish worshipped and revered the 

sun. However, there is much evidence to suggest that what he wrote in the 5th century 

conversion period was indeed true. This reverence for the sun was of an ancient nature, and it 

would not be set aside lightly.  

There are many artifacts that have survived the ages to tell us that the Celtic people did 

indeed worship the sun. According to Miranda Green (1991), the sun was venerated in Europe 

from as far back as the Neolithic period (p. 11). While my analyses do not begin during this time 

period, it is still important to my work to establish the fact that sun veneration was important to 

the proto-Celts and Celts as a whole. This can be established by one of the oldest symbols found 

in Great Britain: the eye. The eye and the sun are visually connected—a picture of a lashed eye 
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may well look like a rayed sun; the iris of an eye may look like rays coming from the central 

pupil (Green, 1991, pp. 38-39). Marija Gimbutas (1989)—with her work on Old Europe—attests 

to the veneration of an Eye Goddess in Great Britain from the 5th to the 3rd millennia BCE (p. 

54). She relates this Eye Goddess to the southeast European Bird Goddess. However, the 

Western European Eye Goddess connotes extensive information about the veneration of the sun. 

The eye figures that Gimbutas relates to the Eye Goddess—in places like the tomb at Newgrange 

in Ireland, and the cup marks on a standing stone in Yorkshire, England—are also believed to be 

symbols of the sun (Gimbutas, 1989, pp. 60-61, 312).  

Images of the sun drawn as an eye are particularly important in the Celtic context. Many 

of the healing wells across the British Isles are regionally known to be solar wells, and are 

specifically visited to aid in healing ailments of the eyes (Binnall, 1945, pp. 363-364; Green, 

1991, pp. 38, 109). In chapter 6, I revisit this by delving into holy wells and their associations 

with pre-Christianity, St. Brigit, and the Virgin Mary. Presently, it is important to note that both 

the sun and water held extremely religiously significant places in the Celtic mind. Sun is 

essential to life, but it was also seen as an intermediary for the deceased, and as a light on the 

way to the Otherworld. The sun can also help prevent life through the occurrence of drought. 

Likewise, water is essential to life, but is also capable of bringing disaster and famine in the 

forms of flooding and crop devastation (Green, 1991, p. 119). These aspects of regeneration and 

degeneration were experienced and believed by the Celts.  

Scholars primarily find symbols for the sun during the Bronze Age. By then, these 

symbols had turned into wheels accompanied by animals such as horses, stags, and aquatic 

birds—animals that mythologists can easily associate with Celtic goddesses and to the 

Otherworld (Green, 1991, p. 13). This is another way we know that these sun symbols were 
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created for goddesses and not gods. The animals accompanying these symbols speak volumes 

about for whom these solar images may represent. For instance, the horse is often found 

accompanying sun discs (Green, 1986, p. 171). This could represent Epona, who was a major 

goddess of the Celts, and who almost always was viewed as an actual horse. Because these 

images are often grave goods, it stands to reason that they would be holy in some way to the one 

who placed them with the deceased. Other examples include solar wheels buried alongside 

images of boars and pigs (Green, 1986, p. 180). The pig is a major symbol of the Welsh goddess 

Cerridwen—herself a goddess of rebirth—and is an animal that is always associated with the 

Otherworld in Celtic myth. Brigit is often represented as a cow or a sheep. Again, it seems 

logical to place these items together, especially if they are present in a grave. The animals that 

accompany solar symbols are probably remembrances to a time when many of the goddesses 

partly or wholly embodied aspects of the sun—like fertility, rebirth, power, and sovereignty. 

Gimbutas (1989) writes that aquatic bird goddesses are accompanied by meanders (p. 

25). These meanders look strikingly similar to prototypes for swastikas, as well as the much later 

Brigit’s cross—both of which are acknowledged as symbolic sun wheels (see Appendix A). One 

of the Celts’ longest used symbols to represent the sun goddess was a wheel. It makes perfect 

sense to metaphorically envision the sun as a wheel: the sun can be likened to a rolling wheel 

making its way across the sky during its daily journey. Sun wheels are continually found 

amongst grave goods, on necklaces, and as protective charms on armor (Green, 1986, p. 42). 

Wooden wheels set ablaze were still being rolled down hills and into rivers to commemorate the 

summer solstice as recently as the 19th century (Green, 1993, p. 47). All of this was in 

celebration of the day when the sun shone the longest.  
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Green (1991) writes that anthropomorphized sun deities were not found in the British 

Isles until about the 1st century CE (p. 86). This was the time period under which Britain, but 

never Ireland, was part of the Roman Empire. It is not surprising—what with Rome’s lightning 

god, Jupiter—that the Romans brought with them an image of the supreme deity as male. Many 

Romano-Celtic images of the sun deity during this period were male. Because the Romans were 

accustomed to incorporating the newfound gods and goddesses of their conquered lands into 

their own pantheon, these new Roman male images contain all of the Celtic characteristics of the 

female sun deities. Traditionally a lightening god, Jupiter was often equated as a sun god in 

Romano-Celtic artwork (Green, 1991, pp. 88-89). I stipulate that this was done intentionally in 

order to persuade the native Celtic population to begin revering this premiere Roman god—and 

likewise their Roman rule—and simultaneously cease their veneration of the Celtic goddesses of 

the sun—who were also goddesses of Celtic sovereignty. Because sovereignty is such a major 

aspect of the sun goddesses, it would not have been wise to allow the native population to 

continue appealing to her, when they really only wanted those appeals to be directed toward 

Roman sovereignty.  

A telling artifact of a solar goddess comes in the form of a seated figure holding a sun 

wheel in one hand and cornucopiae in the other (Green, 1991, p. 88). This figure comes from 

Cumbria in England. While Miranda Green writes that this is the figure of a male sun god, I 

argue that there is overwhelmingly contrary evidence to support the fact that this figure is a 

female sun goddess. Not only is the figure headless, it is holding a cornucopia—a symbol of 

fertility long associated with mother goddess figures (Walker, 1988, p. 90). The statue also 

appears to have small, firm breasts. In every way represented, the figure appears to be female, 

and I can see no other way of interpreting this statue than as a goddess. This is an example of a 
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scholar taking the easy route toward a conclusion. Green, and presumably others, likely believe 

that since the only anthropomorphized images of Celtic sun deities appear as males during the 

Roman occupation, then all images of a solar deity are considered male. Again, I firmly believe 

that the aforementioned statue portrays a goddess of the sun.  

Other artifacts include “Clay antefixes decorated with human heads and solar symbols” 

(Green, 1986, p. 52) that were found in Wales. These antefixes are triangles pointing upward, 

with little, round, smiling faces in the center, and solar wheels in the top point. Triangles have 

stood in as symbols for women and goddesses for millennia because they symbolize the physical 

vulva (Walker, 1983, pp. 1016-1017). Additionally, the chubby faces present on the triangles 

look very much like those of infants, and would further tie these artifacts with the female 

generative force. If this interpretation is correct, then these were probably created for a solar 

goddess or goddesses in supplication to her fertility aspects.  

Lastly, I want to briefly mention the so-called Celtic cross of the Christian faith found in 

Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and surrounding islands. While this is a familiar figure, I want to put it 

in context with solar veneration and the other solar symbols I have mentioned throughout the text 

(see Appendix A). These crosses are usually carved from stone and are generally found as grave 

markers, in churchyards, and to mark boundary lines. The earliest Christian-inspired carved 

stones date from the 5th to 7th centuries (Redknap, 1996, p. 754). There are much older Celtic 

crosses found throughout the Celtic lands, and they can be dated to approximately 600 years 

before Christianity arrived (Pennick, 1996, p. 47). If these original Celtic crosses were depicting 

the sun, then the tradition could have carried on into the time of the new religion. It seems likely 

that their first purpose was to depict the sun as elevated above the world. If the base of the cross 

symbolizes “the world-mountain whose roots are buried in the earth” (Pennick, p. 49), then the 
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cross itself is the axis of the earth, and it is surmounted by a representation of the actual sun. The 

apex of the cross is surmounted by a large circle, which sometimes encloses all four rays of the 

cross. The Celtic cross is one more continuation of sun veneration into the Christian period. The 

inclusion of Christ on the Christian Celtic crosses only helps to maintain and authorize the 

masculine characteristics that were eventually placed onto the sun. The feminine eventually lost 

all associations of a solar persuasion, and solar images that appeared ambiguous or male in any 

way were consequently deemed male and of the masculine.  

The images of the sun found on rock art, in graves, and as solstice markers—such as 

monuments found at Stonehenge and at the aforementioned sites—can attest to the symbolic 

importance of the sun, if not to its deification (Green, 1991, pp. 12-13). These important images 

carried forward into the Celtic and Christian periods, and attest to a long veneration of the sun 

and goddesses. Many of the artistic representations most widely appeared as rayed circles, but 

also appeared as eyes and swastikas. It is also during this time that we find many sun symbols 

accompanied by phallus images. In my thesis, however, I maintain that the sun as a feminine life 

force was the predominant manifestation because—unlike any explicit male manifestations—it is 

this feminine manifestation that was later brought down into the oral and mythic records. I return 

again to these symbols during my discussion of the goddesses of the sun and the Virgin Mary in 

her Celtic solar guises.      

In relaying the importance of the divine feminine to the Celts, I have explained that 

goddesses are often viewed as a trinity, that trinities are a deeply inherent aspect of Celtic 

religious beliefs, and that solar symbols have long been a part of iconographic imagery within 

the British Isles. It is well known that the Romans incorporated conquered peoples’ iconography 

and pantheons onto their own, so I made sure to include the Romano-Celtic iconography as 
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evidence that the Romans placed Celtic solar images onto their male deities. The triple sun 

deities were highly important figures for Celtic sovereignty, and consequently, their worship had 

to be discouraged so that Roman rule could prevail. These concepts are important to any 

investigation into Celtic goddesses.  
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Chapter 5: Myths of the Sun and Sovereignty 

It is not disputed that goddess veneration was practiced by the Celts. What seems to be 

overlooked by many, however—including Celtic studies scholar Miranda Green (1991, p. 86)—

is that the main Celtic solar principle was indeed feminine. The solar symbols and associations of 

the previous chapter are all indicative of the importance of the feminine, especially in her aspects 

of solar deity. I chose the myths of the following three goddesses because they each embody the 

many characteristics of a sun deity. I briefly paraphrase each of the myths, then I give my 

reasoning for why they are indicative of solar, sovereignty goddesses. When I am referring to 

sovereignty as a figure in and of itself, the word Sovereignty will be capitalized; when I am 

referring to the concept of sovereignty, the word will not be capitalized. 

Brigit 

To begin this discussion, I want to briefly outline an Irish creation myth. Early settlers of 

Ireland are known by their mythical name, The Tuatha Dé Danann—the Children of the Goddess 

Danu—and are comprised of heroic figures. The Tuatha brought with them to Ireland four 

magical instruments: The “Stone of Fál, which cried out at the touch of the rightful king; the 

Spear of Lugh, which guaranteed victory; the Sword of Nuada, from which none escaped; and 

the Cauldron of the Daghda, from which no one departed unsatisfied” (Green, 1993, p. 15). From 

these four mythical objects alone, it is clear that religious significance was given to sovereignty, 

victory, justice, and plenty. It is important to know that these myths tell the collective stories of a 

people known under a mother goddess eponym. Danu was held up as the creator of their lineage, 

and as the life force within themselves and of the Earth. It is believed that the European river 

Danube is named for this mighty deity, in addition to many other important, life-giving 

waterways both inside and outside of the British Isles (Ellis, 2002, pp. 118, 129). Ultimately, the 

Celts believed in the supremacy of goddesses, many of whom were personified in a triple form. 
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The goddess Brigit is an old figure, often equated with the Irish mother goddess Danu 

(Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 103). Brigit is a member of the Tuatha Dé Danann—the Children of 

the Goddess Danu. She is also the daughter of the Daghda—the Good God—and was married, 

for a time, to Bres in order to form an alliance between their two different tribes—Brigit’s 

Tuatha Dé Danann and Bres’ Fomorii tribe (Farrar & Farrar, 1987, p. 98; Farrar & Farrar, 1989, 

p. 164). Bres became king of the Tuatha Dé Danann after their much-loved king, Nuada, lost a 

hand and had to abdicate as ruler (Ellis, 1992, p. 170). It is my contention that since Brigit was 

the Daghda’s daughter, she was Sovereignty and could bestow kingship on her husband.  

Bres, however, was a tyrannical and inhospitable ruler, who, for his actions, was satirized 

by a Druid. To have been satirized was one of the worst fears of the Celtic rulers. A satire was 

spoken by a Druid on someone. The satire spoke so ill of that person that it consequently 

destroyed their reputation, and they developed some type of physical deformity from the shame. 

A satire was also equated to a spell, and it was not something to be performed lightly against 

another person—there was always a reason for it to be put to use. This particular satire created 

boils on Bres’ face so that he too, then, would abdicate because of his physical imperfection 

(Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 108). Nuada became whole again, by receiving a silver hand, and thus 

resumed his rule. Bres, in retaliation, left Ireland in search of his Fomorii father, and returned 

with legions in order to conquer the Tuatha. Brigit, meanwhile, remained in Ireland, for, as 

embodying sovereignty, it was her true place. This story essentially forms the beginning of all 

Irish myth. The mythology of Ireland is quite extensive and has many, many characters, so for 

the sake of brevity, I must end here. Retelling Brigit’s part in everything is also a work in 

patience because it is not as succinct or as easily separated as the myths of Aine and Grainne.  
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Brigit is referred to as three women with the same name. Currently, an 

anthropomorphized Romano-Celtic representation of the triple goddess is most commonly 

referred to as the Deae Matres, or, the “Three Mothers” (Green, 1986, p. 78). It is found at many 

cult sites associated with the Celts, including at Bath—an important site of worship to the 

Romanized Brigit (p. 209). In Irish myth, the people of Ireland are called Children of the 

Goddess Danu, or Tuatha Dé Danann; in Welsh, they are called the Children of Dôn. Danu and 

Dôn are cognate for the same supreme female deity. Because Brigit is identified with Danu, the 

Children of the Goddess Danu can also be named Children of the Goddess Brigit.  Consequently, 

the supreme goddess of the Tuatha is a triple goddess—Brigit goddess of healing, Brigit goddess 

of smith craft, and Brigit goddess of poetry and inspiration. There is a fascinating Triad that 

states, “Three sounds of increase: the lowing of a cow in milk, the din of a smitty, the hiss of the 

plough” (McCoy, 1995, p. 27). In my mind, this beautifully describes the attributes that were 

most loved in the goddess Brigit. She was the goddess of inspiration and creation in any form 

that chose to come. She is the goddess of the fertility of livestock, the work of a smith, and the 

work of a farmer. Each of these represents Brigit’s domains of fertility, increase, and inspiration.  

Brigit has three sons: Brian, Iuchorba, and Iuchair. She also has a fourth son, by Bres, 

named Ruadan. Brigit is credited with creating the form of song known as caoine, or keening. 

These are lament songs that she created on the battlefield at the death of Ruadan (Ellis, 1992, p. 

188). She is credited with the first crying and wailing that Ireland ever heard. Ireland’s music is 

categorized in three ways: the keening, the lullaby, and the joyful song. These songs were borne 

of the magical harp of the Daghda, named Uaithne (Ellis, 1992, p. 213; Rolleston, 1917/1990, 

pp. 118-119). Since this harp belonged to Brigit’s father, I suggest that it is also a manifestation 

of Brigit in her aspects of song creation and inspiration. 
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Brigit also appears as a daughter and a wife; but these are clearly patriarchal overlays of a 

deeper story. If she is indeed the same figure as Danu, then she has dominion over all the gods 

and people of Ireland. Her strategic marriage to Bres was, most likely, first derived during the 

time when Celtic society was becoming more patriarchal from within. To be sure, they also 

received help from influences abroad, like the pagan Romans, as well as from their future 

Christian counterparts. While the Celts were patriarchal themselves, they had many matriarchal 

components within their society that spoke to an earlier, less war-mongering, and more peaceful 

time in their history. Such aspects included voting for king or leader by consensus, allowing for 

divorce—by either party—reparation for rape, and the acceptance of same-sex affairs. 

Furthermore, marriages were not strictly one-on-one—both partners could engage in various 

polygamous relationships. Celtic women were never confined to the home like their Greek and 

Roman contemporaries. They could own their own property and retain that property should a 

divorce occur. They also were frequently seen on the battlefield alongside male warriors (Ellis, 

1995, pp. 117-118, 122). This is relevant to Brigit because by picking away at the myths, it 

becomes evident that she was an independent goddess, and she was on the same, or higher, 

footing than the Daghda. Celtic society mirrored several of these aspects in their myths, 

including many freedoms for women. This was a society on the verge of full-blown patriarchy, 

however, and Christianity put it over the top. Now, the goddesses and gods of old were being 

chronicled as mere mortals—however magical—and goddesses were being demoted to wife and 

mother. Mary Condren (1989) suggests that Brigit’s keening tale relates:  

Conflicting loyalty to one’s maternal and paternal kin. Brigit’s crying can be seen as her 
lamentation over the loss of the loyalty that previously prevailed in respect to one’s 
maternal kin as much as weeping over the death of her son. (p. 61)  
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This analysis is important in the light of Brigit as a goddess who bestows sovereignty. As 

Sovereignty, Brigit is responsible for the fertility of the land. Because Bres was such a 

destructive ruler, the fertility of the land decreased dramatically and their son was killed. It took 

until the return of the true king, Nuada, for fertility and stability to return to Ireland.   

Brigit’s solar characteristics become even clearer when her name is examined. Brigit 

means exalted one; and that may have even been a title instead of a proper name (Condren, 1989, 

p. 57). Nothing could be more exalted than the sun in the sky—it brings warmth and 

nourishment, especially to northern lands that have mild summers and harsh winters. 

Furthermore, Brigit has always been associated with fire. The Celts have used fire to represent 

the sun for thousands of years, as indicated by the bonfires that were lit on the eve of pastoral, 

agricultural holy days. These holidays began at night and continued until dawn when the 

bonfire’s light was no longer needed (Green, 1993, p. 46). Monique Nicholson (1997) wrote that 

the “Indo-European tradition in pre-Christian Europe did not distinguish between light, bright, 

and sky, and often included the sun in the equation” (p. 15). She continues by writing, 

“Moreover, fire mirrored on earth the life-giving power of the sun in the sky” (p. 15). This is 

based on the premise that “the chief form of sun-adoration was by fire [and that] it would only be 

fitting that the most remarkable of heavenly bodies should be honored by what the ancients 

considered the most remarkable of all the elements” (Walsh, 1947, p. 318). Brigit’s fire-based 

fertility holiday celebrates the birthing of the lambs, and the coming into the milk of the ewes. 

Her holiday, Imbolc—or Oimelc—celebrated on February 1, has long been associated with the 

nearing of spring and the beginning of the planting season (Berger, 1985, pp. 70-71; Nicholson, 

1997, p. 16). Brigit is fertility in all of its forms—through the livestock, through growth of food, 

and through the sunshine that produces the fertility of the land. Imbolc has always been a fire 
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festival (Nicholson, 1997, p. 16). As I have already demonstrated, bonfires are physical 

representations of the sun’s power on Earth. Brigit bestows sovereignty and brings inspiration 

and light to all, which overwhelmingly signifies that she is a goddess of the sun.  

Brigit was worshipped throughout the British Isles and the Continental Celtic lands. She 

was known variously under the names Brigit, Breed, Bride, Brigindo, and Brigantia (Condren, 

1989, p. 60; Ellis, 1992, p. 47). Under Roman rule, Brigit was identified with Minerva and had a 

large shrine dedicated to her under the name Sulis Minerva. Sul is her Celtic name, meaning 

opening or orifice, and probably refers to where the hot springs emerged from the earth 

(Bowman, 1998, p. 25; Monaghan, 1994, p. 61). However, largely because of her Latinized 

name, Sulis, she is known as Minerva of the sun (Monaghan, 1994, p. 62). Miranda Green (1986) 

associates sul etymologically with sun (p. 164). Sul may also refer to eye, which links her even 

more closely to the sun—the eye has consistently been used as its symbol (Monaghan, 1997, p. 

286). Hence, her name denotes both the warm waters of the bath, and the healing powers of the 

solar rays.  

The Romans built a shrine for her at Aquae Sulis, in modern-day Bath, England. What is 

left at Bath—and left by Roman supplicants—attests to the fact that Sulis Minerva is the same 

goddess as Brigit. Likewise, Roman writers often equated female druids as priestesses of 

Minerva, when they actually would have been priestesses to Brigit or some other Celtic goddess. 

The general consensus is that the Roman writers replaced Brigit with Artemis or Minerva (Ellis, 

2002, p. 93). Aquae Sulis was built in the latter half of the 1st century CE and was in use until 

late in the 4th century, when it was likely abandoned due to the rise in Christianity (Bowman, 

1998, p. 26). In the temple, a bronze gilt over a life-sized statue of Sulis stood. There were no 

windows, and light only came in from the doorway and from the fire that was left burning in 
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front of her statue. 3rd century writings about this fire note that, “Over these springs the divinity 

of Minerva presides, and in her temple the perpetual fires never whiten into ash” (Monaghan, 

1994, p. 63). This is a direct connection to Brigit—she later transforms into St. Brigit, who also 

had a perpetually lighted fire in her chapel at Kildare in Ireland; her fire was attended to by nuns, 

who never let it die out. This all relates to the goddess of smith craft and the sun. It is significant 

that, from the first, Bath was recognized for its healing springs; there were, and are, many 

healing springs either named for or associated with Brigit. Again, many of these springs are 

thought to heal ailments of the eye.          

Brigit has many of the characteristics of a sun deity—it is present in the meaning of her 

name, exalted one; it is in her mythology as one who bestows sovereignty and inspiration; and it 

is present when noted that she was worshipped at wells and with fire rites.  

Aine 

Aine, in present-day mythology and folklore, is characterized as a fairy queen; like the 

Irish equivalent to Shakespeare’s Titania, she flits around making love on Midsummer’s eve 

(Monaghan, 1997, p. 37). However, Aine plays a role in Irish mythology closer to that of Lady 

Macbeth than to any light-hearted, silver-winged fairy queen. The myth of Aine begins with the 

entrance of a greedy and confused king. Aillil, king of Munster, rested his horses on a hill one 

Samhain night. Upon awakening the next day, he discovered that his horses were nowhere to be 

found. He decided that the only course of action was to return on the following Samhain—with 

new horses as bait—to see what might occur, and so he could collect his old horses should they 

reappear. He went accompanied by his Druid, Ferches mac Comnnan, as fortification. After 

Aillil fell asleep, the horses emerged from the hill accompanied by Aine, her foster-father, and 

her brother. Aine was playing a bronze tiompán—a plucked three-stringed instrument usually 

associated with Otherworldly or magical figures—and was the last to exit the hill (Matthews & 
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Matthews, 2004, p. 493). Ferches was the first to react to their procession by killing Aine’s 

foster-father. Aillil made his way up to the hill and raped Aine. It is said that, while he was on 

top of her, she either bit off his ear, or sucked the skin off of it so that no skin would ever grow 

back. He was henceforth known as Aillil Olom, Aillil Bare-Ear (Matthews & Matthews, 2004, p. 

231). 

This tale is initially shocking to read: a king rapes a woman because she exits a hill 

following his stolen horses, so she injures him in such a way that he is forever known by a name 

that refers to his injury. The injury was highly significant because in Irish myth, no man could be 

king if he had any physical blemish (Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 107). Presumably, then, Aillil 

Olom would have had to either step down as king, or been forced to step down had he refused. 

This story comes from the myth The Battle of Mag Mucrama and forms the beginning of the 

instigations that ultimately lead to this battle. Aine was the foster-daughter of Eogabul mac 

Durgabul. Incidentally, fosterage was an important social aspect for the Celts—it created bonds 

that were stronger than blood; so for Aine to be with her foster-father as a grown woman would 

not have been unusual (Ellis, 1992, p. 100).  

There are many motifs in this myth that lead me to believe that Aine is a solar deity. The 

name Aine means brightness and radiance (Rankine & D’Este, 2005, p. 136). Not only is her 

name indicative of the sun, she also emerges from the ground on the night when the veil between 

this world and the Otherworld is thinnest—Samhain night, Hallowe’en. The sun has been 

identified as a symbol of death and rebirth because of solar symbols present in graves. As 

Miranda Green (1993) writes, “Archaeological evidence suggests that, of all natural phenomena, 

the sun was especially invoked as a life-force, as a promoter of fertility and healing and as a 

comfort to the dead” (p. 43). Aine—a woman whose name has been equated with solar 
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imagery—emerges from the Underworld, as the sun appears to do every morning. She is playing 

a bronze tiompán, which could be representative of the sun by its bronze color. In some 

renderings, she is the daughter of the sea god, Manannan mac Lir. This association is also solar 

because the sun rises from, and dips into, the ocean every day at sunrise and sunset. Because of 

this sea association, it is also thought that sunlight effects well waters—the sun visually comes 

from below the sea, hence all waters touched by the sun’s rays are inherently filled with its 

healing powers. As a solar deity, Aine is also goddess of sovereignty. Even though Aillil was 

already king, instead of seeking the blessing of Sovereignty, he wrested it from Aine by rape. He 

did not realize that sovereignty is given from the goddess—it can not be not taken—and that if it 

is taken, the taker will be destroyed. He strived to make his kingship stronger, but instead he 

doomed it. It is said that Aine eventually killed Aillil Olom for his transgression against her 

(Ellis, 1992, p. 21).  

Is the rape of Aine by Aillil Olom a later patriarchal overlay intended to show that a 

woman is no longer needed to designate the proper king? It may be the case, for Patricia 

Monaghan (2008) writes that they reigned together for 700 years (p. 11). However, Allil did not 

merely rape Aine with impunity. Not only did she disfigure him permanently—thus dubbing him 

Aillil Bare-Ear—she later killed him. Those actions definitely speak to retribution. It is clear that 

Aine holds all of the powers of sun and sovereignty inherently within herself. She was 

recognized as a sun deity by her worshippers, as evidenced by the fact that people in Munster 

held rites to Aine every summer solstice up until sometime in the 19th century (Monaghan, 2008, 

p. 11; Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 128). Aine is also said to have begun the progeny of the famous 

Fitzgeralds of Munster—the reigning family of that province—once again designating her as 

Sovereignty (Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 128). 
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Aine briefly appears in another solar-based myth. It is the myth of Becuna Cneisgel, to 

whom she is foster-sister (Markale, 2000, p. 177). Becuna is clearly a solar goddess in both 

imagery and actions. She is described as golden and shining, and came to Ireland from the 

Otherworld—The Land of Promise—in a magical boat. Upon arriving at the shores of Ben Etair, 

Becuna immediately became mistress to the High King, Conn—even though we are told that she 

was in love with his son, Art. She left the Otherworld with a curse on her head, however, and 

while she sat beside Conn, the land grew infertile. When Conn went away on a quest, Becuna 

met Art, who immediately placed her under a geis to retrieve Curoi mac Daire’s magic wand 

(Matthews & Matthews, 2004, p. 489). A geis is a sacred duty, vow, or taboo; and if it is refused, 

it will ultimately lead to death. When the wand was given to her by her foster-sister Aine, 

Becuna believed that she had outfoxed Art and could now enact revenge through a geis of her 

own making. She presented him with the wand in triumph, but unwittingly gave him the tool to 

his own kingship. He was now better equipped than his father to rule, and thus became the High 

King (Markale, 2000, p. 179).  

Becuna represents both destruction and regeneration of the land. She is also clearly a 

goddess of sovereignty because as soon as she had the tools to do so, she bestowed sovereignty 

to the rightful king. Even though Aine only appears in the myth for a short time, she gives 

Becuna these tools, as well as the solar associations. I add Becuna’s myth to the mythology of 

Aine as sun goddess because, as sisters, she and Aine can be viewed as the same goddess. 

Additionally, Brigit and Aine can be connected because they are both patronesses of poetry and 

music—an important aspect of inspiration that always seems to accompany goddesses of the sun  

(Rankine & D’Este, 2005, p. 136). Next, I will show how Aine—in her deep connection to 

Grian—connects this triune goddess with the Brigit trinity.      
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Grian 

 Grian is the current Irish word for sun, but it was originally the name of a little-known 

sun goddess. Grainne is the heroine in the Irish Celtic myth The Pursuit of Grainne and 

Diarmaid  (Ellis, 1992, p. 112). It is my contention that Grian and Grainne are the same figure. 

Not only are their names virtually identical, but from the little that is known about Grian, she 

also seems to be a precursor to this later figure. The extant myths that include Grian call her a 

fairy queen—also an epithet for Aine—with a court at Cnoc Gréine at Pailis Gréine, in 

Tipperary, Ireland (Ellis, 1992, p. 118; Farrar & Farrar, 1987, p. 224). In Scottish myth, Grian 

has a daughter named Grianaig. Grianaig is another name for the Cailleach, veiled one, who is a 

crone goddess known to have many youths and many old ages—she is an immortal who grows 

old and whose youth is continually restored. Grianaig means little sun, and may be a reflection of 

her in the guise of the wintertime sun because she was born on winter solstice day (Monaghan, 

1994, pp. 72). As an extension of her mother, Grian, she can also be viewed as a twin aspect to 

Aine—the winter to Aine’s summer. The Cailleach is a deity found all throughout the British 

Isles. She is a goddess that clearly has deep roots to these places, for she is described as forming 

the physical land, and as representing Sovereignty to many young men (Monaghan, 1994, pp. 78-

80; Rankine & D’Este, 2005, p. 149). She has an Irish Triune associated with her that states, 

“The three great ages: the age of the yew tree, the age of the eagle, the age of the Hag of Beare 

[one of her epithets]” (Monaghan, 1994, p. 73). Perhaps the Cailleach was named daughter of 

Grian in order to solidify Grian’s solar and sovereignty roots. Furthermore, the fact that the 

Cailleach is the better known of these two figures points to the fact that they may be associated 

purely for Grian’s benefit.  

Another figure I believe to be the same as Grian and Grainne is the Irish Giolla Gréine. 

When she became a woman, she asked her father about her absent mother. He informed her that 
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her mother was not a woman but was instead a sunbeam. Upon learning of her mother’s form, 

Giolla Gréine jumped into Lough Gréine—Lake of the Sun—floated to Daire Gréine—Oak 

Grove of the Sun—and died at Tuam Gréine—the Tomb of the Sun (Ellis, 1992, p. 112). Giolla 

Gréine definitely has ancient solar roots. I suggest that this story may even relate an ancient form 

of initiation, whereby a Druid priestess would undergo a series of challenges in order to call 

herself a priestess of the sun goddess. This story may even somehow tie to Brigit and Mary 

because of their shared association with oak trees. I explore these connections with the oak in the 

next chapter. 

These small tales are all that is known about Grian and Giolla Gréine. I believe that these 

are older tales of what later became the myth known as The Pursuit, or, The Elopement of 

Grainne and Dairmaid. Each of these goddesses’ names means sun. Because there is so little 

known about Grian and Giolla Gréine, it is safe to assume that they are derivatives of one 

another—maybe even a triplicate involving Grainne. What is interesting to note about Grian, 

however, is that she is sometimes known as Aine’s twin (Monaghan, 2008, p. 11). If that is the 

case, then Aine is also the daughter of a sunbeam. Neither Aine nor Grainne appear to have a 

mother in the myths. Therefore, I argue that not only is Grian originally a triple goddess, she is 

also deeply connected with the mythology of Aine. It is further interesting to note that the letters 

in Aine’s name are present within Grainne’s.    

Grainne—the Pursuit of Grainne and Diarmaid 

Grainne’s myth begins with an arranged marriage that she was unhappy about entering 

into. Her father—High King of Ireland Cormac mac Airt—had arranged for Grainne to marry his 

loyal, but aged, leader of the warrior class, the Fianna, Fionn mac Cumhal. She was desperate 

not to marry this old man, but he was willing to do anything to win her hand in marriage. She 

induced him to find her a pair of every wild animal in Ireland. Unfortunately for her, he 
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completed this task, and she was thus compelled to marry him. During their wedding feast, 

Grainne produced a sleeping draught in a golden chalice that put all of the diners to sleep except 

for Fionn’s son Oisín, and Fionn’s best knight, Diarmaid. Grainne approached Oisín and asked 

him to run away with her. He was unable to betray his father, so he immediately refused 

(Markale, 2000, p. 140). Next, she turned to Diarmaid and when she looked at him, she saw his 

love spot, which was a magical spot on his forehead that made any woman who saw it fall in love 

with him (Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 297). She was determined to run away with him but he 

initially refused. She then compelled him to run away with her because she knew that he had a 

geis—a sacred vow or duty—to never refuse a woman in need (Ellis, 1992, pp. 202-204; 

Matthews & Matthews, 2004, p. 489). Thus, he was obliged to leave the wedding feast with her.  

Fionn pursued Grainne and Diarmaid for seven years, although some stories indicate that 

it was actually 16 years (Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 300; Ellis, 1992, p. 116). Diarmaid received 

advice from Aonghus Óg, his foster-father—a type of love god—that told him to never let the 

sun rise where they had spent the night; thus, they were always forced to leave their sleeping spot 

before the break of dawn. The many dolmens that dot the countryside are still known today as 

Grainne and Diarmaid’s Bed because each spot represents a different bed each night (Rolleston, 

1917/1990, p. 300). 

The story continues with the couple eventually settling down together at Ráth Grainne 

near Tara, the seat of the High King. Aonghus Óg and the High King encouraged Fionn to end 

his feud with the couple and he eventually agreed (Rolleston, 1917/1900, p. 300). This is where 

Grainne and Diarmaid are said to have raised four sons and a daughter. The myth ends with the 

death of Diarmaid. He had a geis on him stating that he would kill his foster-brother, but that he 

would also die at that same moment. He and Fionn went out on a boar hunt after their 
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reconciliation. Unbeknownst to Diarmaid, his foster-brother had been transfigured into a boar 

with no bristles. Diarmaid and Fionn encountered this magical boar when they were hunting. 

Diarmaid was gored by his foster-brother-boar while simultaneously giving him a mortal wound. 

Even though Fionn had the ability to restore the dying Diarmaid to health, he refused to do so. 

After Diarmaid died, Fionn found Grainne, and they wed all those years later. What is often left 

out of many versions of this myth, however, is that Diarmaid’s foster-father Aonghus Óg, took 

Diarmaid’s body to Brugh na Boinne—Newgrange—where he breathed life back into it. 

Diarmaid’s resurrection was short-lived, however, lasting only a few minutes per day (Ellis, 

1992, p. 81).  

This story is extremely intriguing when it is examined as a tale of the seasonal cycle. 

Grainne, at first, may appear to be a changeable woman who cannot be loyal to either her 

betrothed or her dead husband. But this motif is essential in describing this seasonally based tale. 

The myth begins with a maiden caught between duty and desire, but it is also a tale of old age 

and youth. Fionn and Diarmaid represent the sacrificial gods who battle at each solstice. Grainne 

is the goddess who traverses the seasons. She is the sun in its weak form when she is expected to 

wed Fionn. She is the sun at its strong point when she flees with the young warrior, Diarmaid; 

and again in its weak form when she returns to Fionn at the end of the myth. It is also thought 

that Diarmaid represents the moon to Grainne’s sun (Markale, 2000, p. 141). If this is the case, 

then they represent a prototypical Celtic celestial couple. It may seem surprising to modern 

readers that Fionn returns to Grainne after Diarmaid’s death and is greeted as her husband; but it 

is not surprising when the myth is viewed as a seasonal, solar cycle. This myth can be likened to 

the age-old conflict between the Oak King and Holly King—the gods of the waxing and waning 

years, respectively (Farrar & Farrar, 1989, p. 35). Diarmaid is the Oak King who weds the sun—
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Grainne. Fionn is the Holly King who defeats the Oak King at the summer solstice—as 

destined—and thus becomes the consort of the sun/Grainne. Since Diarmaid was killed by a 

magical creature, it can be argued that he did not truly die. Instead, perhaps he descended at the 

end of his reign with the sun, only to return upon defeating the Holly King at the winter 

solstice—just like he did when he took Grainne from Fionn the first time. Grainne has to accept 

and acknowledge the winner of her hand because it cosmically has to happen that way—the 

cycles continue, and the sun goes on its way through the heavens. The myth of the Oak King and 

Holly King are especially popular in modern witchcraft, and are used by many practitioners as 

the overarching myth of the wheel of the year. I mention this motif because of its popularity in 

modern groups, and I also hope that the myth of Grainne and Diarmaid may be useful to people 

as a replacement for the more generic tale, if they so choose to utilize a Celtic paradigm. 

Grainne is Sovereignty as the daughter of the High King of Ireland. Whoever marries her 

becomes the next High King upon the death of her father. She chose her own husband, and 

Fionn—realizing that the sovereignty he sought had been wrested from him—pursued them until 

he got it back. The beginning of the myth—when Grainne passed around the sleeping draught in 

the golden cup, and everyone but the two soldiers fell asleep—also expresses a fascinating point 

for the case of her bestowing sovereignty. The cup is a common Celtic symbol for bestowing 

sovereignty onto the rightful king (Matthews, 2002, p. 268). The drink in the goblet was almost 

certainly mead—honey wine. The Irish Queen Medb, whose name means intoxicating one, 

shares a linguistic root with the word mead, and bestowed sovereignty upon as many as nine 

different husbands (Ellis, 2002, pp. 100-111; Green, 1993, pp. 26-27). Barbara Walker (1983) 

writes that the root me from the Sanskrit connotes “feminine wisdom” (p. 628), and that many 

goddess names derive from this root. The intoxicating feminine wisdom of Sovereignty was most 
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likely bestowed in the form of this mead so that the true king could be chosen. If mead is the 

drink of sovereignty, then the sun goddesses surely passed it to their chosen consorts—Grainne 

doing so through her sun-colored golden chalice. 

The myth of Grainne also reveals a connection to the megalithic period, when Grainne 

and Diarmaid’s sleep dolmens were created. Here, Grainne is connected with the Eye Goddess 

because eye images are found on many of what could be called Grainne and Diarmaid’s Beds 

(Gimbutas, 1989, p. 312). According to Gimbutas (1989), the eye represents the “necrotic Owl 

Goddess, associated with aquatic symbolism (streams, cupmarks) [and is] interchangeable with 

radiating suns, snake coils, and ram horns” (p. 323). I have already associated her twin, Aine, 

with the sea through her father, the sea god Mannanan mac Lir. This associative Owl Goddess is 

also compelling when I compare her to the Welsh goddess Bloudeuwedd—which translates as 

flower face. She was created out of flowers, by two gods, to be the perfect wife to the god Lleu. 

She had an affair with another man, so those expectations were not to be. Because of her 

betrayal, she was killed; and in her death she was transfigured into an owl, alone even amongst 

the birds (Farrar & Farrar, 1987, p. 206). This myth seems to indicate knowledge of the avian 

Eye Goddess of death. These symbols of the Eye Goddess, found within the British Isles, are 

also indicative of sun symbolism because of the strong visual resemblance to swastikas (Green, 

1991, p. 12). The Eye Goddess and solar markings found on the beds of Grainne and Diarmaid 

connect this couple to the ancient, native deities of the islands.  

Furthermore, it is relevant that Newgrange is the site of Diarmaid’s resurrection at the 

end of the tale. This detail again connects the myth to the megalithic period, and could attest to 

the myth being much older than it is thought to be. Newgrange is a burial mound famous for its 

circular carvings and winter solstice day light show. It is not a Celtic construction. The rising sun 
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shoots a shaft of light through a roof-box above the main entrance to Newgrange—which is 

visually similar to light coming through a modern transom. The entrance faces southeast, 

enabling light to penetrate through the tomb passage and hit the back wall, flooding the tomb 

with light every winter solstice sunrise (Green, 1991, p. 30). Perhaps Diarmaid’s resurrection 

there was prompted by this annual winter solstice solar event. Even though it is a megalithic 

tomb, its inclusion in this Celtic myth can attest to its continued importance and value as a sacred 

site. The Oak King returns again at the winter solstice, alive and well with the help of the sun 

goddess. 

This myth is rich with solar imagery, and I believe it just one more example of the 

feminine divine sun that the Celts believed in and worshipped. It is interesting to note that Aine, 

Grainne’s purported twin, is said to inhabit her own mountain—Knockainey—every 

midsummer. Thus, they are also connected by this seasonal celebration. As a goddess who killed 

the man who took sovereignty from her, Aine and Grainne share many characteristics. Grainne 

gave her sovereignty to two competing warriors, and in effect, they battled and killed each other 

for it. Fionn allowed Diarmaid to die when he could have prevented it, and is instead temporarily 

brought back to life each day. Perhaps this unusual resurrection symbolizes the rising and setting 

sun and further connects him to the power of Grainne. 

In this chapter, I show that the goddesses Brigit, Aine, and Grian were recognized sun 

goddesses in the Celtic past. In hermeneutically approaching the telling of their myths, I 

demonstrate that they are rife with solar imagery, and that the bestowing of sovereignty has 

always gone hand in hand with these solar deities. I also demonstrate that there are many 

triplicities present. These occur within a single goddess—like Brigit—and also within the 

goddesses who have nearly identical names—Grian, Giolla Gréine, and Grainne. Furthermore, I 
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have illustrated that Brigit, Aine, and Grainne are most likely intimately connected in a triple 

form. These myths are worth reclaiming as sacred texts for today because they impart the wonder 

of life, death, and rebirth. These goddesses show that women hold sovereignty within 

themselves, and that the sun can truly be viewed as a divine feminine entity—worthy of praise 

by anyone.  
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Chapter 6: The Virgin Mary and St. Brigit 

The Virgin Mary was brought to the British Isles with the establishment of Christianity in 

approximately the 5th century CE—and in Ireland in the 6th century—predominantly because of 

the missionary work of St. Patrick (Freeman, 2004, pp. 7, 71; Green, 1993, p. 8). In this chapter, 

I demonstrate the unique ways that the native inhabitants embraced Mary as one of their own 

goddesses, and that she eventually supplanted the native Celtic sun goddesses. Through folklore 

and hagiography, I also demonstrate that the goddess Brigit—now known as the beloved St. 

Brigit—became intimately tied to the Virgin Mary. With the advent of Christianity and the 

coming of Mary, the triple goddess Brigit was, in effect, canonized and given a prominent place 

in this new form of Christianity—often referred to as the Celtic church. 

Celtic Solarization of the Virgin Mary 

In chapter 5, I demonstrated the far-reaching worship and appeal of the triple goddess, 

Brigit. As a goddess, she was the matron of inspiration and fertility in all forms—including 

poetry, smith craft, healing, livestock, and agriculture—through the fertility-bringing sun. The 

coming of Christianity brought with it its own brand of Trinity, however—one that not only was 

male, but that did not include any aspects of fertility to it. God, Christ, and the Holy Ghost were 

certainly its own kind of godhead. However, Christianity also brought its own form of goddess—

the mother of Christ, the Virgin Mary. As I demonstrated in chapter 4, there was no shortage of 

goddesses in the Celtic pagan religion. In fact, the Celts were accustomed to conquerors and 

settlers bringing their own gods to their lands and adding them into the available pantheon. This 

is evidenced through Sulis Minerva at Aquae Sulis and the statues of Jupiter that show him as 

particularly Celtic (Green, 1993, p. 126; Monaghan, 1994, p. 61). I believe that the coming of 

Mary—combined with her easy ability to be placed into the solar roles previously held by native 
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goddesses—was the primary reason in helping to win over the native pagans during the 

conversion process into Christianity. 

The Virgin Mary in the British Isles not only had a distinctive Celtic flavor, she also 

incorporated the attributes of the sun goddesses within her. In order to demonstrate this, I will 

now turn the discussion to several chapels dedicated to her. Each of these chapels has a holy 

well, or spring, near them. Naturally occurring springs are also called wells, and the words are 

often used interchangeably. Wells were used extensively by supplicants to the sun goddesses for 

healing, as well as during the Christian period when these shrines were baptized under 

Christendom and placed under the care of Mary or a saint (Pennick, 1996, p. 68).  

The first of these that I will write about is the chapel Ladyewell at Fernyhalgh, England. 

Interestingly, Fernyhalgh is an Anglo-Saxon name meaning ancient shrine (Ball, 2004, p. 108). 

The name itself proves its ancient use, for the Anglo-Saxons did not conquer Britain until 

sometime in the 7th century CE (Ball, 2004, p. 108). If this area was ancient to them, then we 

can be positive that the Celts used it and knew of its potency. The folklore surrounding this 

chapel is decidedly Celtic. As is often the case, however, the legend is heavily convoluted; so we 

must resort to archaeological evidence for any correct dates. Legend dates the chapel to Mary by 

the year 1100, but we know that, because of its name, it was already a well-known sacred site by 

this time (Ball, 2004, p. 108). The legend says that Mary appeared in the dreams of an Irishman 

named Fergus—who was traveling to Britain—and she told him to have a chapel built to her at 

the place where apples grew that bore no cores (Ball, 2004, pp. 108-109). Fergus traveled 

throughout the countryside looking for this place but was continuously unsuccessful. One night, 

a servant girl returned to a home he was visiting, and she had a branch of these particular apples 

with her. Fergus had the girl show him the place where she picked the branch, and it was there 
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that he also found an old stone near a spring, carved with an image of a mother and child. The 

fruit and the stone were all the evidence he needed to be sure that this was where the Virgin 

wanted her chapel built (Ball, 2004, p. 109).  

When I first read this story, I was immediately struck by the overwhelming Celtic 

symbolism found throughout. Apples have a long association within Celtic mythology (Walker, 

1983, p. 50). Avalon, the magical island home of Morgan le Fey—and also allegedly the final 

resting place of King Arthur in Britain—translates as, Isle of Apples (Matthews, 2002, p. 334; 

Walker, 1983, p. 80). Fergus found a stone carved with the image of a mother and child and 

immediately assumed it to be the Virgin and Christ. But why would he have done so? And why 

would this site be a Christian ruin, as the stone implied to him? Could the stone with the image 

of mother and child have been some other mother and child deities? In the Welsh tradition, there 

is the god Mabon ap Modron—Mabon, son of Modron, the mother goddess (Green, 1986, p. 73). 

Similarly, the veneration of Isis and her child Horus made its way north to the British Isles via 

the Roman settlers (Lesko, 1999, pp. 190-191). So, maybe the stone was showing the British 

version of the Egyptian mother and child. Either way, it is evident that the Virgin is just one of 

many possible representations that could have been on Fergus’ stone.   

Fergus found the stone beside a natural spring. Springs also have a long history within 

Celtic paganism and seem to be just one more piece of evidence to connect the Virgin Mary to 

Celtic deities. Springs in the British Isles and Ireland are often believed to heal ailments of the 

eye. In chapter three, I wrote about the associations found between eyes and the sun, and 

between water and the sun. The Celts seemed to associate the rays of the sun hitting spring water 

as being extremely healing for eyes and other ailments. It may have been believed that the water 

was absorbing the subterranean sun’s powers during the night; and therefore at sunrise, when the 



    

 

51 

sun touched the waters, its healing abilities were activated (Pennick, 1996, p.71). At 

Ladyewell—or as it is variously known, Our Lady of the Well—there is currently a statue of the 

Madonna and child beside the well that can still be visited. The devotion that occurs at this 

natural setting harkens back to the pre-Christian past when petitioners would go to this well for 

healing. 

Our Lady of the Well is a continuation of the solar goddesses because she has a healing 

cult there associated with the solar spring. This Mary is very Celtic, and it is not unusual for her 

to have lost much of her solar, sovereign aspects with the continued Christianization of the 

surrounding landscape. However, the apple imagery links this Mary to the Celtic Otherworld, 

and hence, with Aine—our goddess who processed out of the hill on Samhain night. This most 

likely provides us with our hidden clue about her sovereign characteristics. Our Lady of the Well 

is a site of continued Celtic reverence for a pre-Christian deity, as evidenced by her holy well, 

the legend of the coreless apples—fruits of the Otherworld—and the ancientness of the place. 

The next site that I want to explore is the shrine to the Virgin Mary at Penrhys, Wales. 

During the medieval period, a shrine housing an image of the Virgin stood on a hilltop near an 

oak forest. At Penrhys, there is also a “spring of water which gained renown for its healing 

powers. Possibly a pagan cult existed there before the coming of the faith” (Ball, 2004, p. 95); 

and it is further believed that the shrine’s first image of Mary appeared in an oak tree near the 

well (p. 96). Medieval devotion at this site is well attested—the statue of the Virgin was 

described by pilgrims as “tall and stately with a crown upon its head” (Ball, 2004, p. 96), and it 

had a “golden radiance” (Ball, 2004, p. 96). Additionally, the most popular time of the year for 

pilgrimages was during the summertime (Ball, 2004, p. 96). 
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There are many amazing things about this shrine, not the least of which is the solar 

imagery. There is a long-held belief—dating back to many years before the Christian era—that 

the well holds healing water. The shrine stands before an oak forest and the statue of the Virgin 

is believed to have appeared within an oak tree’s branches. Oak trees are the most well known of 

the associated trees of the Druids. In fact, the word Druid may actually derive from the root word 

meaning oak knowledge (Ellis, 1992, p. 84). Because the statue of Mary materialized in the oak, 

she became even more associated with the Druids, and with Celtic pre-Christian religion. Solar 

imagery is clearly present in the description of her statue as shining gold. Additionally, 

pilgrimages mostly occurred during the Feast of the Assumption—timing them to summer. This 

is another connection between her and the sun goddesses, as the summer solstice is often their 

most powerful time.  

The solar powers of the well’s waters help to associate this shrine of the Virgin to her 

Celtic sun goddess sisters. Mary of Penrhys was likened to “euphrasy flesh” (Gray, 2011, p. 

252), which is euphrasia officinalis—commonly known as eyebright, an herb that has been used 

to cure eye ailments for centuries—and her shrine was noted for curing blindness (p. 252). Eye 

wells, as they are sometimes dubbed, have a long history of use and are still visited by people in 

hopes of a cure. The water is supposed to be the most potent at dawn because it was believed that 

the sun spent each night underground—from where the water originates—filling the water with 

healing powers. Holy days—like St. John’s Feast day, July 24, and the Feast of the Assumption, 

August 5—were other auspicious days for visiting the springs, as were more mundane days like 

New Year’s Day. These days all associate the well’s healing powers to the winter and summer 

solstices (Pennick, 1996, p. 69; Walsh, 1947, p. 326). Such beautiful and rich imagery, again, ties 

Mary to the sun goddesses of pre-Christianity. 
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The last chapel I wish to include in this discussion of shrines to Mary is called Our 

Lady’s Island in Wexford, Ireland. There is archaeological evidence of habitation on the island 

dating to a time before the Christian period, for the island is dotted with raths—large 

earthenworks or clay enclosures—that housed the bones of the dead. A natural stone structure 

dubbed Druid’s Altar is believed to have been a temple to the sun. Additionally, the original Irish 

name for the island is Cluain-na-mBan, or, the meadow of women (“History of Our Lady’s 

Island,” n.d.). This evidence may support the idea that the original inhabitants of the island were 

female Druids, or Dryads. Druidical islands were said to have existed in the British Isles, as 

Roman chroniclers wrote accounts of their happenings. The most famous of these Druid 

islands—apart from the mythical Avalon—was probably Anglesey, then known as the Isle of 

Mona, off the coast of Wales. Tacitus wrote about its destruction at the hands of the Romans, and 

also noted their initial fear upon encountering the fierce personae of the Druids (Moore, 2005, 

pp. 132-133). Perhaps these women of the meadow were priestesses to a sun goddess. They may 

have even been related in a manner similar to that which I described in the previous chapter 

regarding priestesses of Giolla Gréine. This prominent chapel to the Virgin directly ties her to the 

mythological landscape, specifically as a kind of descendent to the meadow of sun priestesses 

and whichever goddess they worshipped there. The Virgin Mary is also tied to the landscape by 

the presence of the raths, which are reminiscent of Grainne and Diarmaid’s bed—those 

megalithic stone structures under which the lovers slept during their elopement. 

Pilgrimages here are still the strongest at the Feast of the Assumption on August 5 of 

every year (“History of Our Lady’s Island,” n.d.). It is interesting to note that this feast day falls 

near the pagan Celtic holiday of Lughnassadh, which traditionally started on July 30 and 

continued for the whole of August. This holiday is named for the god of light, Lugh. He is said to 
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have begun the festivities in honor of his foster-mother, Tailtu, following her death (Ellis, 1995, 

p. 33). This is significant because Lugh is called a god of light, and a god of arts and crafts—a 

designation similar to Apollo. Apollo is another god that was not originally a sun god, but he was 

given the attributes of one, as I noted in the literature review. There certainly seems to be an 

overwhelming amount of sun lore and veneration permeating the Christian veneer of this holy 

island.  

Mary easily falls into place as a sun goddess replacement at each of these sites, and her 

continued worship is most devout. Next, I examine the lore behind St. Brigit and will connect 

this fire-nun saint to the Virgin Mary. 

St. Brigit: Fiery Arrow 

St. Brigit is almost certainly heavily based on the goddess figure of the same name. Much 

of their folklore is deeply intertwined. St. Brigit’s feast day is celebrated February 1, the same 

date as Imbolc—the fire fertility festival to the goddess Brigit. Stories of St. Brigit’s life are 

steeped in solar lore. I will briefly paraphrase several of these associations and then tie her 

folklore together with Mary’s. 

St. Brigit was the daughter of a Druid father named Dubhtach, and a Christian mother 

named Broiseach—a servant to Dubhtach—and supposedly lived from 455-525 CE. Before 

Brigit was born, it was prophesied by a Druid that she would be “a daughter conspicuous and 

radiant, who will shine like a sun among the stars of heaven; her like will not be known on earth” 

(Stokes as cited in Nicholson, 1997, p. 16). Brigit’s mother gave birth to her at sunrise—right as 

she stepped onto the threshold of her house after filling a vessel full of milk. Soon after her birth, 

her mother left Brigit alone in the house while she tended to some chores. Neighbors ran to the 

home thinking it was on fire, but instead they found Brigit sleeping peacefully, surrounded by a 

fire-bright radiance going up from her head and into the sky. Much of this fire and solar 
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iconography go together as I stated in chapter four. This birth story—even the prophecy of her 

birth—is significant and only helps in cementing and foreshadowing those stories that tie her to 

fire and the sun. 

Rather than marry, as a young woman Brigit plucked out her own eye in an effort to 

make herself undesirable to suitors. Her father then consented that she may remain unwed. Upon 

his proclamation, she restored her own vision. There are many variations to this eye-plucking 

story. Some say that she not only did this in front of a suitor, but that she also plucked his eye out 

and refused to restore his eye after she restored her own. Another variation says that she did this 

en route to visiting the Christian bishop so as to appear undesirable to a man pursuing her, and 

that the places where she dropped her eyes are now popular pilgrimage spots (Berger, 1985, p. 

74; Ellis, p. 147). An important Scottish variation on this story gives her the name Triduana. In 

Scotland, she removed her eyes because she did not want to marry King Nechtan—the Pictish 

king who was pursuing her. Again, eyes are representative of the sun itself—as was evidenced 

by the ancient art I referenced in chapter 4. Also, the sun’s rays are said to effect well water by 

making the properties of the water conducive to healing any ailments of the eye. Tying back to 

Mary, legend says that Triduana deemed the oak holy (Monaghan, 1997, p. 298). Furthermore, 

her name alone certainly implies that she is a trinity. 

There is another sun-related story about Brigit that describes how she returned home one 

rainy day and hung her dripping cloak upon a sunbeam streaming in through the window 

(Condren, 1989, p. 66). Stories like this helped to associate Brigit with solar eye wells, and are a 

major reason why people still visit the wells for healing. Her still-used symbol—the St. Brigit’s 

cross—is a modified swastika, and is traditionally made of rushes from the river Shannon or out 
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of wheat sheaves (see Appendix A). These are clearly symbols of the sun, as swastikas and sun 

wheels have been used to represent the sun for millennia (Condren, 1989, p. 66).       

With permission to remain unmarried, Brigit made her way to Bishop Ibhair so that she 

might become a servant of God. Before her arrival, the Bishop had prophesied the coming of 

Mary to his church. Brigit arrived there on the prophesied day. Henceforth, she was called Mary 

of the Gaels—that is, Mary of the Irish—because she was the prophesied Virgin. She was also 

believed to have traveled back in time and through space to act as midwife to the Virgin Mary 

birthing Christ. Another association with both Mary and fire is the legend that explains how 

Brigit lead Mary and the Christ child to the temple. It was very windy, but Brigit blocked them 

from the wind while holding candles in each hand; the candles never flickered (Condren, 1989, 

p. 74). The Christianized form of Imbolc came from this tale, which also notes that Mary blessed 

Brigit for her protecting flame and bestowed Candlemas upon her—Brigit’s feast day of 

February 1. This is also the same date as the Feast of the Purification of the Virgin, which links 

the two figures even further (Walker, 1983, p. 118). Additionally, the Gaelic nickname for 

Imbolc is Lath Féill Bhride—The Day of the Festival of Bride, or Brigit. In Scotland, Christ was 

known as Dalta Bhride, the foster son of Brigit (Ross, 1996, p. 436). It is evident that the Celtic 

Christians yearned for the continued worship of their fire and sun goddess and were accordingly 

placated by the canonization of their goddess. It is under this guise of the saint that Brigit became 

known as fiery arrow (Condren, 1989, p. 57). 

Brigit also studied under Bishop Mel, who not only ordained her as a priest, but also 

ordained her as a bishop. After her ordination, she set up a chapel at Kildare, which means the 

church of the oaks (Ellis, 1995, p. 147). Here, again, we find an oak association, another bridge 

to pre-Christian religion. Mary Condren (1989) writes that, “In pre-Christian times the whole 
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area surrounding the present-day Kildare was known as Civitas Brigitae (the City of Brigit)” (p. 

67), and that it was probably a historically known pagan religious center (p. 67). It was here that 

St. Brigit’s pastures and trees were held as sacred—the cultivation or cutting of wood was 

permitted, because it would harm their sanctity (Condren, 1989, pp. 67-68). Perhaps this 

restriction was put in place because the goddess Brigit was known to bestow fertility to livestock 

and farmer’s fields; therefore, her fields were to be left alone. It is said that when the saint visited 

anyone in their home, she left her footprint in the ashes of the hearth (Nicholson, 1997, p. 16). In 

this manner, she sanctified their home and acknowledged their fire and place of power to her.  

Brigit founded an interesting aspect of the chapel whereby the nuns tended to a sacred 

fire that was never to be extinguished. This eternal flame was kept lit until the year 1220 when 

the “papal legate, Henry of London, felt confident enough of the demise of Kildare to order that 

the sacred fire . . . be extinguished” (Condren, 1989, p. 107). However, there was a general 

public outcry and the Bishop of Kildare ordered that the fire be relit; and so it remained lit again 

until the disbanding of the monastery system in 1540-1541 (Condren, 1989, p. 107). It is 

traditionally believed that 19 nuns tended Brigit’s fire—one each evening for 19 days—and that 

on the twentieth evening, the fire was left in the care of Brigit herself (Condren, 1989, p. 72). 

This is an even stronger link between the saint and the goddess via her Roman manifestation, 

Sulis Minerva. She, too, had a perpetually lighted fire, as indicated in the previous chapter. 

Historically, the monastery at Kildare was most likely a mixed-house community—

meaning that people of both sexes lived and worked there (Ellis, 1995, p. 149). Brigit is said to 

have persuaded Bishop Conlaed to run the monastery with her. At one time, he may have even 

been her lover—celibacy was not popularly practiced or even condoned in the British and Irish 

churches at this time (Ellis, 1995, p. 148). John O’Donohue (1997) writes that in the Celtic 
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church, there was a common practice of confessing to—or more likely, confiding in—a very 

good friend, called an anam cara, or soul-friend. This practice led to deep, profound 

relationships between the two participants (O’Donohue, 1997, p. 13). As her anam cara, Brigit 

had her room and bedmate, Darlughdacha—whose name translates as daughter of Lugh 

(Condren, 1989, p. 71). I wrote earlier that Lugh was the Celtic god of light. He was one of the 

most important Irish gods, and he also fathered the hero Cuchulainn with the human woman 

Dechtire. Because of his associations with light and the arts and crafts, Lugh is often named as a 

sun deity (Ellis, 1992, pp. 146-147). It is almost certain that Brigit and Darlughdacha, the 

daughter of Lugh, were lovers (Ellis, 1995, p. 149). Because Brigit was sleeping with the 

daughter of the sun, her solar attributes were strengthened. Darlughdacha became abbess at the 

death of Brigit and died on February 1, Brigit’s feast day. 

There are many healing wells associated with Brigit, too, and they have been converted to 

the uses of Christianity and are still widely visited by petitioners and pilgrims today (Ellis, 1992, 

p. 221). Wells, in general, have long associations with Celtic myth. Overflowing wells are even 

said to have formed both the Boyne and the Shannon rivers in Ireland. (Ellis, 1992, p. 198; 

Matthews & Matthews, 2004, pp. 356-357, 485). Tobar is the Gaelic word for well, and Ireland 

and Scotland are both dotted with Tobar Brigit (Ellis, 1992, p. 207). St. Brigit was said to have 

traveled to the chapel at Glastonbury, England (Bowman & Keynes, 2007, p. 20). While there, 

she blessed a holy well. A painting of her still rests in the chapel of the Magdalene showing her 

beside a cow. Folkloric belief states that Glastonbury is the home of Christianity in Britain, and 

that before the conversion period Glastonbury was believed to be Avalon, the island of 

priestesses (Brigit & Keynes, 2007, pp. 19, 24). St. Brigit’s association with this pre-Christian 

site of goddess worship only adds to her goddess status even further. 
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The Virgin Mary and St. Brigit share many solar connections; and most importantly, they 

also share veneration practices at healing wells. People still go to these wells in order to heal 

diseases of the eye because they believe that the water is infused with solar rays. In looking at a 

few chapels and devotional sites to Mary—and their accompanying legends and folktales—I 

have shown continuity of sun goddess veneration under the name of the Virgin. The continued 

veneration and importance of the sun goddesses of the Celtic past is evident when examining 

these sites, texts, and images. Mary and St. Brigit both display the characteristics of the sun 

goddesses of the Celtic mythic past. Brigit, Aine, and Grian clearly shine through in these 

representations of Mary and St. Brigit. Similar solar motifs—such as eye symbolism—carry 

through from the proto-Celtic prehistory of rock art, all the way to the stories about St. Brigit and 

the many healing eye wells of Brigit and the Virgin Mary. Clearly, the sun goddesses were very 

important to the Celts and they were able to embrace Mary even more fully because she wore the 

mantle of Queen of Heaven.    
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Chapter 7: Conclusion: Queen of Heaven 

In beginning this thesis, I set out to illuminate the darkness that has surrounded Celtic sun 

goddesses, their myths, associated symbols, and locations of worship. It is my contention that the 

goddesses Brigit, exalted one, Aine, brightness and radiance, and Grian, sun, are each female 

manifestations of the sun as deity (Ellis, 1995, p. 27; Rankine & D’Este, 2005, pp. 136, 159). 

Not only are they goddesses of the sun, but many of their attributes were conflated onto the 

Christian St. Brigit and Virgin Mary. Throughout my research, I clearly examined the Celtic 

concept of the goddess and ensured that connections were made between the pre-Christian and 

the Christian beliefs. The Celts were a culture that venerated all forms of life and all life-giving 

properties as female. Symbols for the sun are shown to best represent female deities, particularly 

those of fertility, death, and rebirth. Brigit’s cross is one in a line of sun symbols—it resembles 

the solar wheels and swastikas of the pre-literate Celts. The flames of Sulis Minerva and St. 

Brigit share a common deity in the triple goddess Brigit, and represent both healing and the sun 

in the sky. In establishing the fact that a continuation was occurring from the pre-Christian to the 

Christian period, it was only a matter of connecting the dots—from one sun visualization to 

another; from fire festival to candle flame. The dots were there, but they were hidden behind 

centuries of patriarchy and Christianity. 

Through my hermeneutical analyses of artifacts and myth, I have shown that the primary 

life force was feminine in character and form, and was embodied by the sun. I achieved this in 

my exploration of the goddesses Brigit, Aine, and Grian. The Celts had a very large grouping of 

goddesses, gods, heroines, and heroes to draw upon in this search, and I believe that I found the 

three who were most inadequately represented as sun deities. In all of the documented 

mythology, no Celtic deity has explicitly been named as a sun goddess or god. The closest 
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mention has been the hero-god, Lugh (Ellis, 1992, p. 146). Consequently, people familiar with 

Celtic lore will attribute Lugh as a sun deity. This same designation is occasionally given for 

Brigit, but almost never for Aine or Grian. As the years have gone by, Aine and Grian have been 

demoted to fairy queens, and Grainne is often basely represented as a frivolous and promiscuous 

heroine (Monaghan, 1997, p. 37; Rolleston, 1917/1990, p. 300). Aine shows all of the 

characteristics of a solar goddess, especially in her role of Sovereignty. Grainne is certainly not 

an indecisive, immature woman who does not want to marry the older warrior. She truly cannot 

marry him when he wants her to because she has a bigger role to play in the progression of the 

cycle of seasons. These are some of the many meanings hidden beneath the overlay of 

Christianity that have permeated these ancient tales. 

The Virgin is also an important goddess and archetype within women’s spirituality. As I 

wrote in the introduction, she is highly favored by many women in the goddess movement who 

come from, or still participate in, Catholicism. I thought it was important for her to be included 

in my analysis of sun goddesses because her Celtic attributes were barely explored by other 

scholars. Few have investigated the female nature of the divinity of the sun, especially in relation 

to Mary. Exploring these Celtic goddesses—and the Celtic Virgin—has been an exciting and 

worthwhile process. In studying the Celtic manifestations of Mary, I gained a new appreciation 

for her, for the Celtic imagination, and for the needs that Mary must have fulfilled within the 

new religion. Both Mary and St. Brigit filled the holes that the solar goddesses left when 

Christianity became widespread and the pagan religion was discouraged. Sun veneration has a 

long history with the Celtic people, and Mary and St. Brigit obligingly stepped into the then-

vacant roles of sun goddesses.   
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In the beginning of my thesis, I explained the paradigm through which I viewed these 

myths, the hermeneutical manner in which I examined them, and I reviewed several key texts. 

These texts were helpful in my examinations, and they were forerunners in my examinations. I 

discussed some important solar symbols that have been found in the Celtic lands and timeframe. 

These included key depictions of eyes, swastikas, and wheels. Next, I brought these symbols to 

light within the context of the goddesses. The myths of the goddesses Brigit, Aine, and Grian 

were examined utilizing a feminist hermeneutical lens. I looked for traces of their shared solar 

status. I managed to create a triplicate form of sisterhood for them. Even though Brigit has 

always been a triple goddess, this form for the other sun goddesses was less obvious. The triple 

form became clearer when examining them in relation to other similarly named figures, as with 

Grian, Giolla Gréine, and Grainne. Aine shares a deep connection to both Grian and Brigit, and 

so I posited that it was safe to assume that she was originally a triple goddess. I progressed these 

sun-like characteristics into the Christian era by examining the Celtic clues present within the 

folklore and artifacts of the Virgin Mary and St. Brigit. It was important to examine folklore, 

legend, and hagiography, as well as particular sites of worship regarding both of these figures.  

Feminist mythologists who look beyond the patriarchal veneer can find many hidden, 

women-centered attributes. These seemingly masked goddesses were worshipped in their own 

right and they deserve to be brought back out into the proverbial light of human consciousness. I 

accomplished this by utilizing hermeneutical analysis: interpreting artifacts, myth, and folklore. 

Members of the women’s spirituality movement find sustenance and resilience when they study 

these uncovered goddesses, as evidenced by the great popularity of women’s temples that 

continue to attract newcomers.  
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Creating new forms of worship for women is often part of this movement; and 

incorporating these sun goddesses into women’s spirituality will surely make any women’s 

practice richer and more fulfilling. If I were to create a new form of worship for these goddesses, 

I would suggest that a ritual occur either at the hearth, or outside at a bonfire—anywhere where 

fire can be lit or the sun can be felt. These goddesses’ myths fall on many points of the wheel of 

the year: Imbolc—the heralding of spring accompanied by candle flame—for Brigit; summer 

solstice and Samhain—October 31, the Celtic new year—for Aine; and the winter and summer 

solstices for Grainne—which connects her to the longest and shortest days of the year. 

Furthermore, whenever there is a bonfire these goddesses are present, and any solar observances 

would surely find favor in their eyes. Additionally, Mary has many holidays that easily 

correspond with those on the wheel of the year: the Feast of the Purification on February 1—the 

same as Imbolc; the Assumption on August 5—near Lughnasadh; and, of course, Christmas—

which corresponds to the winter solstice. These, and other, feast days for Mary and St. Brigit can 

both be reclaimed by members of the women’s spirituality movement, and can help to aid in 

worship.  

Celtic goddesses have great importance within women’s spirituality, both in scholarship 

and in personal relationship to deity. By writing about these goddesses’ solar attributes, I am 

contributing to Celtic studies, women’s spirituality, and mythology in general. I intend to 

continue my contribution to these and other fields of inquiry by continuing to research these 

three solar goddesses, as well as the other personages that I was unable to include in this study. 

When I chose this topic, I did not know how much information I would find. Sun goddesses are 

simply not a major topic of research, even within the fields of scholarship that seem to touch 

upon almost every other topic imaginable—like women’s spirituality and mythology. It would be 
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an almost effortless endeavor to find information on moon goddesses and sun gods—like those 

found within Classical mythology and elsewhere—but finding information on the opposite topics 

takes a considerable amount of effort. It was especially difficult to perform feminist research on 

a culture like the Celts, because they have been deemed an extremely masculine, and patriarchal 

group by both historians and their own contemporaries. 

In Celtic myth, many of the solar symbols are strongest in the guises of the goddesses 

Brigit, Aine, and Grian. In my thesis, I have determined that these mythological female figures 

were originally goddesses of the sun. They were known to be sun goddesses not only because of 

the highly suggestive meanings of their names, but also because of the meanings hidden within 

the myths that I uncovered through hermeneutical analysis. Likewise, I have shown that they 

have a deep interconnectedness to each other. The Celtic Virgin Mary is one figure that has 

carried forward the traditions of these, and other, sun goddesses. I have likened Mary to the sun 

in the sky due to her role as Queen of Heaven. St. Brigit, perhaps, carries these solar traits in a 

more obvious manner than Mary, but together they help illuminate the roles that sun goddesses 

performed. Explaining the occurrence of a continuation of sun veneration—from the Celtic 

period through to the Christian period—has led me through myth, legend, hagiography, and 

history. This research has given me a greater appreciation for these particular sun goddesses, for 

the Celtic pantheon in general, and also for the unique Celtic representations of Mary and her 

sister-form, St. Brigit. 
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 Appendix A: Solar Images  

 

Figure 1. St. Brigit’s cross (author’s image). 

 

Figure 2. Celtic cross. 



    

 

70 

Appendix B: Glossary of Terms 

Anam Cara—literally, soul friend; a couple, sometimes of the same sex, within the Celtic 

church would confess or confide in each other. This created a very deep relationship between the 

two involved, one that was considered to transcend death. It was deemed an inappropriate 

relationship by Rome, and its use gradually waned (O’Donohue, 1997, p. 13).  

Celtic Church—a term used to refer to the early Christian church in the British Isles. 

Although not a unified whole, the church can generally be characterized as a loose grouping of 

churches under a few leading bishops, although hierarchy was stressed less here than abroad. The 

Celtic church did not adhere very strongly to the tenets of celibacy, and mixed-house 

monasteries were common. Men and women shared in the roles of leader, with several prominent 

women being ordained as bishops (Ellis, 1992, pp. 61-62). 

Druid—a member of the priestly caste of the Celts. The word may derive from the root 

word meaning oak knowledge (Ellis, 1992, p. 84). Druids were bards, poets, healers, leaders, 

warriors, and held many more positions in society. Several prominent female Druids are 

accounted for in historical writings, and are sometimes called dryads or druidesses (Ellis, 2002, 

p. 91; Freeman, 2004, pp. 99, 104). 

Geis—a sacred duty, vow, or taboo to do or not to do something, on pain of death 

(Matthews & Matthews, 2004, p. 489). 

Love Spot—the spot on Diarmaid’s forehead that made any woman who spotted it fall in 

love with him (Monaghan, 1997, p. 138). 

Triad—poems or verses that relate some type of teaching, spiritual or mundane, in the 

form of threes (Ellis, 1992, p. 208). 
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Tuatha Dé Danann—the Children of the Goddess Danu; “Divine race of Ireland, who 

consisted of numerous gods and goddesses” (Green, 1993, p. 9). 

Sovereignty—the embodiment of the attributes of sovereignty within a goddess or 

heroine (Matthews, 2002, p. 20). 


