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AUTHOR‘S NOTE


The author makes no claims to the infallibility of the information offered in this book. Many of the features of the Celtic culture blend together, over time, across tribes, and across countries; the names and functions of deities overlap, intermingle or diverge depending on the perceptions of their devotees or the shape of the land itself. The paucity of the information available does not make the job any easier, either. The Romans, who tried to force their culture on the Celts at the point of a sword, and later the Christians, who tried to usurp the native culture with the tools of repression and guilt, make attempts at reconstruction harder, as their records are obviously biased.


I have used the most reliable sources I could find, extrapolated from what is known, and tried to keep conjecture to what is feasible. Nevertheless, some of what is written here is speculative, drawn from the spirit rather than the records of this proud and sophisticated people. I trust that I have presented them in the way they would have wished.


The information and practices detailed in this book are in no way intended to replace genuine medical treatment. If you are in any doubt about any aspect of your physical or mental health, see a medical professional.
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Introduction


Who Were the Celts?


Our image of the Celtic people has been colored by legend and poetry, the beautiful artwork they left behind, archaeological evidence, and the writings of Roman historians. Although they left almost no written records, their influence is widely felt even today, and their descendants still live in the last fastnesses of the Celtic lands—Eire, Wales, Brittany, Scotland, Cornwall, and the Isle of Man.


So who were they? Their language indicates that as a people they originated on or around the steppes of Central Asia, gradually moving westwards during the second millennium BCE. At the height of Celtic civilization, their lands included most of Europe, most of the British Isles, and some areas of the Middle East and Central Asia. They did not have any form of centralized government or unified political system, and weren’t interested in empire building. If they had been, the world would be a very different place today.


We know from historical records and archaeological evidence that they were a tall, strong, mostly fair-haired race, with blue or gray eyes, who used bold color and pattern in clothing and adornment. A dynamic—not to say, fierce—people, they must have been frightening to their less bellicose neighbors and were certainly a source of some awe to the culture that had the most impact upon them, the Roman Empire. The Romans, who, of course, eventually conquered the Celts, wrote about them in a less than flattering light—history is written by the victors in any combat. In addition, the Romans were probably still bitter about the Celtic invaders forcing them to surrender the city of Rome in 387 BCE. Even so, there is a sense of unwilling admiration in the words of the historians.


The Celts were superb horsemen, and absolutely fearless in battle. They believed that a hero’s death in combat was the highest honor a warrior could attain, guaranteeing him—or her—a particularly comfortable place in the afterlife and a happy rebirth, probably into a chieftain’s family. Women were as capable in battle as men. In fact, the Roman author Ammianus Marcellinus says that if a Celtic woman were to come forward to help her husband in a fight, no one, not even a whole troop of invaders, could stand against them.


The place of women in Celtic society was extraordinarily advanced for the time. They could rule tribes, take part in political life, become warriors and Druids, Bards and healers, choose and divorce their husbands at will—it’s possible that they may have been able to take more than one husband at a time—and were surprisingly sexually liberated. Cassius Dio reports that the wife of the Caledonian chieftain Argentocoxus, when rebuked for her loose morals by Julia Domna the Roman Emperor’s wife, retorted, “We carry out the demands of nature in a far better way than do you Roman women. We consort openly with the best men, while you let yourselves be degraded in secret by the most contemptible.” (Admittedly the Caledonian Britons were Picts rather than Celts, but we have no reason to assume that sexual practices were different between the two peoples, given the similarity of other historical records of Celtic culture and society.)


[image: images]


Much of the Celts’ culture and cultural practices were condemned by the Romans, particularly their system of sacrifice, perhaps most notably the burning of criminals and the occasional captive in the “wicker man” (a roughly human-shaped structure woven of willow branches). The Celts used sacrifice to appease their gods, in whom they believed implicitly, and, in the main, the victims were those who had harmed society. The Romans described these practices as “barbaric,” although it should be pointed out that around this time they were sending their own captives and criminals, unarmed, to be slaughtered by armed, trained warriors or wild animals in the arena for the pleasure of the viewing populace, or hanging them on crosses to die a slow, agonizing death.
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Celtic Society


The Celts’ social structure was three-tiered. At the top were the intellectual elite, the Druids, who were the law-givers and judges. They included the two other Druidic disciplines: the Bards—the artists and musicians who sang the tales and the histories of the Celtic people, and the Vates—the priests and seers. Below them were the kings, chiefs, and their “courts,” mainly comprising warriors and their spouses, and favored nobles. At the bottom, much as usual, were the people who actually kept society running—the farmers, hunters, herdsmen, metal-workers, artisans, builders, and the families of common folk. The Celts generally lived in small family or tribal agricultural communities rather than cities, although the existence of hillforts shows that, when necessary for defense, the communities would band together for safety.


The Druids taught a doctrine of rebirth, that after death the spirit traveled to Annwn, the Otherworld, to rest and recover before being reincarnated. Whether all people were reborn or just the upper classes isn’t wholly clear, but for our purposes let’s assume that it was the right of all Celts to come back to earth in another guise. The Celts considered the land to be a goddess, their Great Mother, filled with mystery and peopled by gods and goddesses in the springs, rivers, wells, and caves, in the hills and trees. Their lives moved in accordance with the natural rhythms of the world around them. Underscoring their forceful temperament was a deep reverence for the land, for their deities, and the creatures with which they shared their lives.


But most of all, there was a harmony to the shape of their existence, an understanding that to survive and succeed, one must live attuned to the world in which one has been born, accepting its blessings as well as its misfortunes.


For instance, in a world with no other artificial light than candles, lamps, and firelight, wakefulness and sleep were governed to a large extent by the rising and setting of the sun and moon, and the lengths of day and night.


The Celtic day started at sunset, not midnight as in the current tradition. We still hold to this for some festivals—for instance Samhain (Hallowe’en) starts at sunset and continues until the following morning.


The Celts and Their Symbols


To the Celt, everything in life was symbolic. The Druids read the future in the movement of the stars and planets, in dreams, in the flights of birds, in the running of hares, and in the way blood spurted from a sacrificial victim. Tools, jewelry, and dwellings were circular, echoing and reverencing the curves and rounded lines of nature, plants, the moon, and the safety of the womb. The Celts have been portrayed as primitive worshippers of animals and rocks, whereas in fact their beliefs were closer to a pantheistic view of the universe, where everything breathing or inanimate partakes of the divine, and to give respect and reverence to all things in the world is to respect and reverence the gods, the essence of life itself. It’s important, when considering Celtic culture, to bear in mind that for them, the entire world was sacred.
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Chapter 1


The Celtic Year


The Celts lived in remarkable harmony with the natural cycles of light and dark, and the changing seasons were marked with festivals. The demands of modern life make compliance with natural rhythms of light and dark difficult, but to connect with the Celtic spirit, and achieve a measure of balance, it is a good idea to make the effort to celebrate at least some of these festivals. All festival dates in this cahpter apply to the Northern Hemisphere—the Celts were a Northern culture. They are also presented as being fixed, although in reality the Celts marked time by the moon, so the modern date would vary slightly from year to year.


It has been suggested that each festival lasted three days, or possibly even three weeks. For our purposes, we’ll assume that the Celts were very aware of how much their survival relied on the results of their labor, and that for most people the festival lasted just one night, with the possible exception of Yule.
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Dark Year, Light Year


The year could be simply divided into Light, or Bright, Year—from Beltain (May 1) to Samhain (November 1)—and Dark Year—Samhain to Beltain. The Light Year is roughly equivalent to summer, the Dark Year to winter. Most of the work of the community took place during the Light Year, while the Dark Year was a time for surviving the harshness of the cold months.
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DOUBLE SPIRAL


The double spiral symbolizes balance, the two halves of the year, representing the sun increasing in warmth and brightness during Light Year and decreasing during the Dark Year.


The Fourfold Year


A more complex way of dividing the year is into the four seasons of Spring, Summer, Fall, and Winter. As always in nature, everything flows. There are no sharply dividing lines where one season becomes another. However, the year can be divided into four in two different ways, using the quarter days or the cross-quarter days.


Traditionally, the quarter days were the Solstices and the Equinoxes—the longest and shortest nights and the two days in the year when the length of day and night was equal.


The Spring Equinox, usually March 20, is generally considered to be the feast of Eostre (or Ostara), the goddess of the spring and new growth. Hares and eggs are her symbols, remembered today in the Easter Rabbit and Easter eggs.
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The original name for the Autumn Equinox remains undiscovered. Neo-pagans have named it Mabon, although the association of the Divine Youth with the cooling weather, shorter days, and the bounty of the harvest seems misplaced. Modron (the all-providing Mother Goddess) or Rosmerta (the “Good Provider”) would be far more appropriate.


Yule and Midsummer mark the Solstices—usually December 22 and June 21 respectively, although the dates can vary by a day or two from year to year. The Midsummer Solstice has no well-known name associated with it, although Litha has been suggested (the name comes from the writings of the Venerable Bede and refers to the Anglo-Saxon names for the months of June and July).


The cross-quarter days fall between the quarter days, and comprise the ancient Celtic festivals of Imbolc (February 1), Beltain (May Day, the first day of spring), Lughnasadh (August 1), and Samhain (November 1). These are the Fire Festivals, celebrations of human life and its connection to the earth—and the Otherworld, in the case of Beltain and Samhain.
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THE FOUR-SPOKED SOLAR WHEEL


The four-spoked solar wheel shows the sun dividing the year into four seasons. This also symbolizes Mabon, the Divine Child.
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THE EIGHT-SPOKED SOLAR WHEEL


The most comprehensive way to celebrate the year’s cycle is to combine the quarter days and cross-quarter days into a year marked by eight festivals. The eight-spoked, or doubled, solar wheel is a very ancient symbol and appears in many cultures, but its meaning as an image of the ever-cycling year is consistent across the world.


The Festivals


SAMHAIN


“End of Summer” sunset October 30 to sunset November 1 Morrigan and Daghda are the Guides associated with Samhain (pronounced “SOW-in” or “SAH-wen”)


This was the start of the Celtic Dark Year, the Celtic New Year. On this night the boundaries between the mortal world and Annwn, the Otherworld realm of spirits and deities, grew thin enough for humans and Otherworldly beings to pass between them. It could be a dangerous time. Strangers abroad on this night might be gods in disguise, or malicious or beneficent spirits. It would not be wise to offend them, just in case they could bless or harm us. From this arose the modern custom of “trick or treat.” Originally, hospitality would be offered to strangers in the form of shelter, food, and drink, to ensure that they would not curse the household and its family.


Samhain marks the final harvest, and was the time for assessing how much food would be needed to last the winter. It’s quite likely that the Druids, as the final authority and with their years of experience, had a hand in this. Any weak or sickly animals were slaughtered for a feast or for smoking, salting, and storing to supplement winter provisions.


Samhain also represented the culmination of the apple harvest, although the apples would probably have been smaller and rather less sweet than modern varieties—the bitter crab apple may have been more frequently used by the general populace, and made more palatable by being sweetened with honey or birch sap, which is sweet like maple sap and may be tapped for the same purpose. The fruit forms a five-pointed star if cut horizontally, usually considered to be symbolic of the human being these days. The shape certainly had a great deal of meaning to the Celts, as it appears on many Celtic coins, often underneath the image of a horse. Since horses were revered in Celtic culture, it’s probably safe to assume that the five-pointed star symbolized wealth or treasure of some kind, although not necessarily earthly.
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CELTIC COIN WITH HORSE AND FIVE-POINTED STAR


The festival was celebrated with large bonfires, originally “bonefires”—the bones of slaughtered animals may have been thrown into them as an offering to the gods for their bounty throughout the year, and as a plea for blessings for the coming season. Fire is a small piece of the sun on earth, lending its light, warmth, and power to the community. For luck and good health, animals were driven between two fires as they were brought down from the fields to be sheltered for the winter.


Sweeping through the house from front to back with an old-fashioned broom or besom was said to sweep all the stale matters of the preceding year into the past and leave the dwelling clean and ready for good things in the future. If you have the time and energy, a thorough “Samhain-clean” of your home serves the same purpose.
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Samhain is a traditional time for divination. Peeling the skin from an apple in one long strip, throwing it over your shoulder and seeing what letter it resembles when it lands is a fairly modern tradition. The letter is supposed to give you the first letter of your future spouse’s name. Bobbing for apples floating in a barrel is an old tradition. The first person to catch an apple was believed to be the next person to marry. Gazing into a mirror by candlelight may also prove enlightening—spirits may use the mirror’s reflective power to appear behind you as misty forms, passing messages from the Otherworld.


To commemorate the ancient fire festival, invite family and close friends to share a candlelit “feast”—pork, or boar if it’s available, bread (see page 74), and apples are ideal—to be eaten after sunset. Keep apples, toffee apples, or little sweet muffins ready for “trick or treaters”—far more appropriate than candies, although the recipients might not appreciate them so much—and treat any callers on this night with wary respect. They may be spirits in disguise.


Of course, anyone brave enough—and with legal and safe access to such a thing—could spend the night on or near an ancient burial mound. These mounds were believed to be gateways between the worlds, which could open at Samhain and Beltain. It would be unwise to try to follow any beings back to the Otherworld though. Stories tell of days there being equal to years here, and the charm of the place tempting the unwary mortal to stay until all they know in the human world has passed away…
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YULE


The Winter Solstice, around December 22


The longest night of the year was always greeted with a feast, song, dance, and much drinking. This may have been, in very ancient times, a way to tempt the sun back up to see what was happening, ensuring that it would continue to rise and set and bring life to the world for another year. Gradually, it became a celebration of the sun’s return, a festival of thankfulness that the cycle of the seasons would carry on through another year. There is some evidence that Yule-tide lasted for 12 days (13 nights) rather than just from sunset to sunset, and given the significance of the occasion, this might well have been so. At the darkest time of the year, the community’s agricultural work was curtailed, and keeping spirits up with song and tale-telling, if not continual feasting (after all, the foodstores had to last until the earth was fruitful again) would seem to be a pragmatic thing to do.


Evergreen plants were all that grew at this time of year, and so came to be revered as a symbol that life could survive the winter. Holly, with its prickly leaves and cheerful red berries, represented protection from malicious influences, and was used to decorate walls and doors. Mistletoe was a sacred plant and may have been distributed to each family by the Druids to hang in their dwellings as a protective talisman. The Druids regarded mistletoe berries as the semen of the sun, or of the tree on which it grows, and kissing underneath a sprig of it, adapted from a Norse custom, was associated with fertility. Burning a yule log was also probably a Norse tradition. The log, chosen especially for its slow-burning qualities, was expected to last for at least 12 hours as a symbolic replacement for the heat and light of the sun.


Other than remembering the original reason for the celebration—the return of the life-giving sun—and starting the celebrations on the true date of the Solstice, commemorating Yule doesn’t involve any special preparations.
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