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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  PATHWORKING THROUGH POETRY

  Paganism grows from many roots and its profound, numinous, beauty and ready accessibility within the living world around us ensured survival as a strong cultural undercurrent through centuries of religious condemnation. Paganism wells up, of itself, wherever human hearts are open to it. In this wonderful book, Fiona Tinker sets out, analyses, and enters into the spiritual vision implicit in the work of three hugely significant poets; Yeats, MacLeod and O’Sullivan. Her underlying theme is mythopoesis, specifically the ways in which poetry, truly inspired poetry, can connect with us at levels far deeper than the conscious mind can reach. These poems, and the pathworking Fiona Tinker weaves through them, do not tell us what is true. Rather, they inspire and guide us towards thresholds beyond which truth may be found if we are willing to make the journey. Myths need to be entered into rather than received, making Pathworking Through Poetry a particularly valuable addition to any thinking Pagan’s library.

  John Macintyre, former President of The Pagan Federation and former Presiding Officer of the Scottish Pagan Federation.

  Here then we have a magical work: From its title of triple meaning through to its challenging use of poetry as a means to tap into the limitless potential of inspiration and on to its invitation to step into the magical cauldron of the bard rather than to remain merely passive. Quite a challenge for the author and the reader both. Fiona Tinker manages the task with great skill, knowledge and the light touch of the fae, that brings a three dimensional experience to a subject that so often manages only two. She reminds us that the bards of old were no mere entertainers, but were, at their best, powerful exponents of an ancient art. This work offers not only an insight into the minds of great poets but also presents a set of tools by which the reader might go forward and discover a new landscape within themselves and a deeper understanding of the relationship between the spirits of nature, mankind and the ancient Celtic gods through the language of poetry. I feel there is much more to come from this author and look forward to discovering it.

  Shaun William Hayes, Poet, Druid, co-founder of the Sylvan Grove, member of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids (OBOD).
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  FOR IAIN


  INTRODUCTION

  Paganism is an experiential religion; there is no one sacred text and we are free to find meaning in the ancient texts we find appropriate for our individual paths. Words of wisdom talk to us across time and we can reconstruct ceremony, ritual and observance from them. However, there are also other sources that explore Paganism and the connection between us and the Divine that help to validate our own personal experience. It is through the medium of poetry that others’ experiences can feed our own spirituality.

  Poetry is a perfect medium to transmit occult teaching. This is not a new idea; it goes back millennia and is one well-known to bards and poets from many eras and traditions. Poetry is full of symbolism, imagery and connotations which pass on meaning. Some of these meanings are clearly apparent and easily recognisable by anyone. However, there are deeper meanings within poems that can be accessed through reflection and meditation, through marrying knowledge of a poem with a wider knowledge of its social, historical and cultural context; and through exploring any folklore allusions in the poem. Those who wish it may learn from the hearts of the poets by taking time to absorb a poem, to uncover the occult knowledge and by doing so, learn much more about what poems have to say.

  Sometimes an experiential religion can feel like a lonely place, especially when we first step out on our path. As we learn and develop, meet others and discuss what we have learned, we realise that our personal interactions with the Divine are valid and that – although the paths may be different – our experiences have much in common. This is where an understanding of poetry, of knowing how to read the texts on several levels, comes in. Although some of this may seem like a literature lesson from school – and you may have hated the way literature was taught at school – look again at those literary analysis skills you studied. They really can help you form a Pathworking in your own beliefs and sustain you on your personal spiritual journey.

  The approach presented here is to break down each poem into various components: folklore, some literary analysis, exploration of Pagan symbolisms and meanings contained in the poem and suggestions as to how an understanding of the poem can help you explore your own Pagan Pathworking. I’ve held the opinion for a long time that the Gods and Goddesses choose the humans they want to work with them, and not the other way around; that they choose people who are similar in nature to themselves. Exploring Deities through the illumination inherent in poetry can help us discover who they are – and who we are in their reflected light.

  The poems here are from major Scots and Irish writers. All of them unveil a personal meaning from a Celtic perspective.

  Literary Analysis

  At the heart of any text lies the means to explore what the writer wants us to understand and what they might wish us to take from the text. Not every piece of literature will speak to every person, nor will the same piece speak the same universal truth – the world would be a very boring place if it did. However, good literature leaves us with a feeling of personal involvement, almost as if the writer had transmitted a message directly to us. Within poetry, this message can seem to come straight from the poet’s heart to our own. When we find a piece of literature that does have this effect, it is worth investing time to discover what else it might have to tell us.

  The conventions of literary analysis that you may recall from school probably look something like this:
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  Whilst the intention of this book is to look at poetry in some depth, it is not primarily a book about literary criticism, therefore although some awareness of literary criticism techniques are useful, the intent really is to explore how poetry can be used as an inspirational tool for Pathworking.

  The Poets

  WB Yeats

  William Butler Yeats (1865-1939) was an Anglo-Irish poet, a prolific writer, a playwright, a politician, a founder of the Abbey National Theatre in Dublin and a member of several esoteric groups, which included membership of the Golden Dawn. He was born in Ireland under British rule and he became a senator in the Irish Parliament when independence from Britain was achieved. Yeats was part of a national revival movement that sought to define what being Irish meant in Irish terms. In his early poetry, Yeats celebrates the heroes of the past, seeking an Irish National Identity through an exploration of mythology and folklore, looking to the stories of Gods and heroes of the past to define Irishness in his present.

  Yeats was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1923.

  Fiona MacLeod

  Fiona MacLeod was the pen name of William Sharp (1855-1905) a Scottish writer, poet and folklorist who found inspiration in the stories of Gaelic-speaking Scotland. However, to claim that Fiona MacLeod was merely a pen name is to underestimate the relationship between Sharp and his muse. She was his alter-ego, his inspiration and, arguably, had an existence of her own on this plane. Sharpe is sometimes credited with popularising the first name Fiona, a female form of Fionn, a legendary Celtic hero. The name means ‘white’ or ‘fair’. In addition, her surname links her to the mystical Isle of Skye, home of the MacLeods of fairy descent. Indeed, the fairy legend involving Clan MacLeod of Skye is a very beautiful one and the MacLeods’ fairy flag can still be seen at Dunvegan Castle.

  Like many writers and artists in the 19th Century, Sharp was a member of the Golden Dawn.

  Seumas O’Sullivan

  Seumas O’Sullivan was the pen name of James Sullivan Starkey (1879-1958) an Irish poet and visionary. He was born into an Irish Methodist family and his ancestors had stood with Wesley as the Methodism bearing his name was formed. Both grandfathers were ministers. It is from his maternal grandfather – the Rev. James Sullivan – that Starkey took his pen name.

  O’Sullivan was the editor of The Dublin Magazine and he was friendly with most of the leading luminaries of the Irish Literary Revival. He is possibly the lesser known of the three writers presented here, which is a shame. His poems have a power and a visceral impact that is as equally perceptive and as visionary as Yeats or MacLeod.

  O’Sullivan was a Theosophist and he was a member of a Theosophical lodge in Dublin.

  Pathworking

  Pathworking is a method of interacting with powerful beings and with those who inhabit other realms. It is not for the fainthearted nor is it for the inexperienced who are uncertain how to protect themselves from anything with a less than honourable intention towards people. William Sharp interacted with Fiona MacLeod in a relationship that was beneficial for them both. Sharp was a member of the Golden Dawn and, as such, had the magical training to know the difference between a genuine woman of the Sidhe and something else that may have spoken with a honey-mouth, but whose intentions were to suck the life-force out of the person who acted as their conduit into this realm. Psychic vampires exist – and not only in this realm. In short, Pathworking should be undertaken with all due regard to psychic self-defence and to the rites and rituals of circlecasting/protection taught within various Pagan traditions. It is not the purpose of this short book to teach psychic self-defence or circle-casting, such matters may be best taught within a Coven, Circle, Hearth or Grove. However, the solitary practitioner can find guidance on this within many excellent books. It is taken as a given that anyone embarking upon the Pathworkings suggested here will have made the necessary preparations according to their own tradition.

  Thinking in Threes – Why?

  Although many traditions call quarters, others use threes and call in the realms of the Land, Sea and Sky. The pattern reflects three main festivals: those of Beltane, Lughnassadh and Samhain, with the pregnant dark time in between. It is also the pattern of the moon. Those who follow this tradition do not ignore the other festivals of the Wheel of the Year or the importance of these to their Pagan kith and kin. However, the other celebrated festivals on the wheel may not hold the same importance for some Pagans as they do for others. This is not a bone of contention or an argument in the making; it is merely a statement of belief that differs from other Pagan practices.

  There are three realms: Land, Sea and Sky and the point where they meet is a place out of place – a realm of its own, the liminal space where all three realms meet. It is a place in the Otherworld. People are also in threes: mind, body and soul. There are three ages of man: childhood, maturity and old age. Three is a sacred number in many religions and paths; there is nothing spectacular in the fact some Pagan traditions acknowledge it. The heavy overlay of Roman Catholicism in the life of Ireland and the West Coast of Scotland in previous times masked older beliefs – always useful when the desire is to hide in plain view. Historically, this hiding in plain view may have been a necessity. But the holy trinity of RC belief is merely St Patrick’s reworking of the realm of three – or the Druidic Awen, which leads to the liminal space. This veneration of three has its apotheosis in the deeply ancient symbol of the triple spiral, as carved into the great megalithic tomb of Newgrange thousands of years ago.

  Working in threes may seem to eliminate Bridget and her festival of Imbolg, but is does not; there is an alternative, significant way of looking at her place in the seasons through the act of her sacred marriage in her role as a fertility Goddess. Brigit is the beautiful consort of Angus (in Scotland) and their sacred marriage marks the spiral dance of the year. The Cailleach Bheur is their opponent and the story of their twice-yearly battle is a powerful metaphor for the liminal transition between the seasons. This is not to say that Brigit is not acknowledged as the important Goddess she is – in all the roles she has as Bridget in Ireland. But she has other attributes in Scotland. The time of her festival is winter still in Scotland; and she has only begun her relationship with Angus as they move towards the rite of the Sacred Marriage. Interestingly, her festival begins as her consort returns to claim her, if the calendar is adjusted for the changes that occurred on the 18th Century. (See the section on Bridget).
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