
CELTIC ART: the Beginning 

by Arthur W. Ketchen 

It is my pleasure to write on the nature of the art of the Celts for the Monadnock 

Folklore Society. I shall not cover in detail the history of the Celtic people. That has 
already been excellently covered by my friend Morgan Llywelyn in the October Newsletter. In 
this first article I shal I touch upon the important and outstanding premises of Celtic Design. 

The first thing anyone must realize about Celtic Art is that from the earliest time to the 

present we are deal ing with an aesthetic aimed at expressing abstract concepts rather- than 
natural istic representation of the seen world. Indeed, due to certain restrictions placed 

upon the expression of artists by Druid custom, it would seem that Celtic art might have been 
doomed to one kind of style (that called Ultimate La Tene). The salvation of Celtic art was 

was to be found in the very nature of Celtic society, a basically laissez-faire, anarchistic 
enterprise. Celtdom was an environment, since the days of Nuada, where heroic, independent 

thought and action was a virtue, even if the opposition was bel I igerent (and often 
supernatural), from the impetuous Saint Columba in the sixth century A.D. onward new 

influences were brought into the art through which they became integrally Celtic features 
(such as interlace). Even the various catastrophes which befell Irish and British Celts (the 
Viking and Norman invasions, the Reformation) only served to influence a ressurrected Celtic 
art a few generations later. 

To begin with one must go back to the Druids and the religious purposes of art. Basic, and 

of older origin than the Druids, (dating from Stonehenge, New Grange, Malta and according to 
some sources, Atlantis) are the abstract symbols manipulated by the Druid religion. I have 

here a chart of the same and Some notes on their meaning: 

From the earliest times these symbols (also incorporated into Norse Runes and many other 
cultures) have been used to invest miltary gear, buildings, household items, clothing and 
human bodies (tatooing and painting) with their power. 



The combination of the symbols in a multiple order could work magic of many varities. 
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Celtic Art is not an art of soft edges, of greys fading into the mist. It is an art of 
b1ack and white, of darkness and I ight, its ambiquity arising out of its very geometry and 
precision. 

O~ ++0 

continued next page •• 

Vintage Instruments
 
Bought 0 Sold m Traded
a • .e 9 

Last year we located 
300 Instruments nearly 100 special in-

In Stock!! struments for profes­

\r.&~1AGb~~dn:~lle~:;:S~rmers 
'l~ -lj~20Riverside Dr. .r ET Ashland NHR 8JiOJl 603/968-3346 



Celtic Art (continued) 

Naturally the CEltic use of geometry 
included at its root an emphasis on the use 
of numbers. The importance of numbers and 
completeness dominated the Celt's world. I 
recommend to anyone interested the fine book 
Celtic Herit~ by Alwyn and Brinley 
Rees. 

The concept of the Center, in which a 4 
sided figure can be understood as having 5 
components, as in: 
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of Ireland: Ulster, Munster, Connaught, 
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mental. From the Center, the junction of all 
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parts of the design and the sum of their
 
numbers, the symbols spread out and grow less ! ~ Come in for a browsing adventure! . ~.:
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LOCAL FOCUS 
Alouette Iselin 

It was perhaps three Christmases ago that this song came to me out of the air. The words
 
were in the kitchen, and someone was standing behind me taking particular care that I got al I
 
the right ones. The melody was in the bathroom, mostly, and I had to find it for myself. The
 
title comes from one of the characters in Dickens' Christmas Carol, who is probably 
responsible for the song. 

It now being almost that time of year again, I wrote it down in hopes that some of you might 
learn it and perhaps even put a harmony to it. 

THE CAROL OF THE SPIRIT OF CHRISTMAS PRESENT 

It was near 2 thousand years ago, the whole idea began.
 

I nth 0 sed a y s Go d co u Ids til I a p pea ran d rev e a I His wi I Ito man.
 

And so for this a chi Id was born upon a winter's night,
 

And those who understood the sign from the walks of man and woman kind
 

Came with love in heart and mind and were guided by a light.
 

And children, shepherds, beasts and king s brought forth the best they had.
 

And with grace the chi I d received their gifts and blessed them and was glad.
 

And from that night, a I I went their ways, the journey now began,
 

And strengthened by the love of they who blessed him as a babe he lay,
 

AI I wrapped in homespun i n the hay, the chi I d became a holy man.
 

And now the time comes round again, good spirits wal k the earth,
 

Reminding us of love and joy and of that baby's birth.
 

So from this night, al I go your ways, your journeys start again,
 

And now and through the whole year long, while singing every season's song,
 

To keep the Christmas Spirit strong is the greatest work of men.
 



NOWELL SING WE CLEAR in Dubl in 

Noel Sing We Clear is a pageant of midwinter and Christmas Carols performed, much in 
the old manner of travel I ing carollers and mummers (from the French, momer - to go masked) by 
John Roberts, Tony Barrand, Steve Woodruff and Fred Breunig. The program combines the two 
great December celebrations: the pagan Saturnal ia or year-end rites, and the (relatively) 
recent Christian observance of the birthday of Jesus. The music of Nowel I is drawn from 
both folklorists and merrymakers, from both hymnbook and tavern. It combines fami I iar carols 
and Christmas songs with very ancient melodies and tales. 

The highlight of Nowell Sing We Clear is the mummers play: an age-old observance 
which combines ritual significance with slapstick. The mummers play, which has been performed 
in northern Europe at Yuletide for centuries, is essentially a resurrection story in which a 
superhero St. George triumphs over an archvillian. The plot is a simple one, but the antics 
of the mummers and the reaction and interaction of the audience turn the play into a high 
tragicomedy. 

As a celebration of the Christmas season, Nowell Sing We Clear is a delight for young 
and 0 I d • Asace I e bra t ion 0 f t r a d i t ion a Iso ng and r i t u a I, i tis the h i g h poi ,I T 0 f the sea son • 

This years performance, at the Dublin Community Church, will be at 8:00 PM on Friday, 
December 3rd. Tickets are $6.50 for adults, $3.00 for children under 12. They are available 
at The Melody Shop in Keene, The Folkway and Toadstool in Peterborough, and Fiddlers Choice in 
Jaffrey. The concert is sponsored by the Grand Monadnock Arts Counci I. For more information 
ca I I 603/357-3906. 

notes by Mary DesRosiers 
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PERFORMER LISTING - DECEMBER 

CONTRA DANCES - DECEMBER
 

Welcome Table
 
3 - Barbara Bai ley Hutchinson - Fol kway
 

3 - Bill Staines - Burlington 

3 - Northfield, MA - Town Hal
 

3 - Noel Sing We Clear - Dubl in Church 4 - Francestown - Town Ha I I
 
4 Michael Cooney - Paine Hall, Harvard U. 11 - Francestown - Town Ha I'
 

617/492-8341 17 - Northfield, MA - Town Hall
 
4 - Utah Phi I I ips - Church of Christ 18 - NELSON - Town Hal I - MFS
 

W. Hartford, CT 203/563-3263 
4 - Guy van Duser, Bi II Y Novick - Fol kway Weekly Dances 

9,10 - Stan Rogers - Folkway Monday - Nelson - Town Hall 8:00 - 10:30 
10 - Michael Cooney - Norwich Congregational Admission ­ 1 .50 

Church, Norwich VT. Sunday - Brattleboro - Green St. School 
Muskeg Music - 603/643-2741 

10 - Noel Sing We Clear - Burlington (Editors note): I did receive notice of the 

Welcome Table NEW YEARS EVE DANCE in Brattleboro. I 

11 - Stan Rogers - Church of Christ apo log i ze for not hav i ng the deta i I s here as 
W. Hartford, CT 203/563-3263 I have misplaced them. Check your local 

11 - Chris and Dennis Pearne - Folkway papers and bulletin boards. 

11 - M i chae I Cooney - Bur Ii ngton 
Champlain Folklore Cooperative The Folklore Society had a very successful 

17 - Mason Daring & Jeannie Stahl - Folkway dance in Greenfield, NH. There was enthusias 

3 1 - Guy va n Duse r & B i I I Y Nov i c k - F 0 I k way to start a regular dance there. Any 
New years Eve Concert - Champagne Toast suggestions for specific dates are welcome, 

Tickets only as are volunteers to help organize. 

The Fo I kway - :~3~~~~~7~;; - Peterborough, NH ~~~l~TJ'@!tJ'~--'J!!fL.~~ 
The Welcome Table and 

U.. 603-827 -3726	 l~.',I	 rnChamplain Valley Folklore Cooperative 1~ r~ 

concerts are he I d at the Co I lege St. MiaS: l 
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The Monadnock Folklore Societv. Newsletter is published	 . 1" ~almonthlv_ We welcome submissions of articles or information 

pertinent to our cause. We reserve the right to determine 
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the appropriateness of the material.	 ~ , ., 

~~t' 116 Hancock Road Harrisville. NH 03450 : " 

Subscription to the newsletter is included as part of member­
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ship, ormav be obtained separatelv for $5.00 annuallv· 

P.O. Box 41 Peterborou~lJ, N.H. 01458 


