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Introduction

Your spiritual journey begins with a shimmer of recognition; something new and strange that seems instantly familiar. Perhaps it is a memory from a past life, perhaps a glimmer of reality rising from the collective unconscious of all humanity. She comes to you in a dream, slowly and deliberately. You feel a sense of longing and desire. Something has been missing from your life, something you have desperately needed, something you cannot name. This presence speaks to your very soul. She is in the air that you breathe, the ground that you walk upon. She is the Divine Feminine. She has been asleep within you all these years.

Now, she is awakening and you cannot deny the strength of her presence. You seek to know her, to learn of her great mysteries, and to walk the path of those who honor her. You thirst for the knowledge of what came before, before our modern world became so unbalanced.

You have discovered the Goddess. She has found you. She has called out your name from the dark recesses of your mind. She has called you to herself. She is the source from which all of creation emanates. You feel amazed that she has been there all along but you have never known her name until now. She was called Isis by the Egyptians, Inanna by the Sumerians, Ishtar in Babylon. You know her. You are home.

Time passes. Seasons change. You discover your own psychic being. The Goddess guides you to explore your gifts. You develop your intuition and learn to trust it. You honor her and she blesses you with her bounty. You marvel at how she transforms your life in such perfect and subtle ways. Recognizing the power of change, you stand in awe at the turning of the seasons. You see the beauty in all creatures on earth. You seek to tread lightly upon the earth that is her body, knowing that all life comes from it and will one day ultimately return to it. You are becoming a witch.

You have taken your first steps on the path and are learning the Craft of the Wise. It begins with a longing and evolves into a tradition. You now have a name for things that were once purely instinctual. You discover that others share your beliefs. You are not alone. Her presence touches all aspects of your life in ways you could never express, although you are compelled to try. You know that others have gone before you and that the secrets of magic are yours to discover. You are evolving and becoming, your spirit transforming. You are undertaking a great journey, ever unfolding and ever changing.

Your newfound wisdom is inspiring. You want to share it. Your newfound wisdom is powerful and sometimes frightening. You want to keep it secret. You want to remember this place in time, this new beginning. You have been changed by her. You have even given yourself a new name. You want to hold on to this moment in time forever, never to forget how it feels to truly experience the divine presence in your life, to see how she works and moves and changes you.

You pick up a pen and begin to write. You are beginning your first book of shadows. You are creating your own personal grimoire.
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Book of Memory

A grimoire is defined as a book of spells and incantations used for calling forth spirits. The word “grimoire” is related to the word “grammar,” which pertains to the rules and the relationships of language. Derived from the Middle English gramere and the Old French gramaire, the root of the word is an alteration of the Latin grammatica, which we can trace back to its source from the Greek feminine of grammatikos, meaning “of letters.” It seems appropriate that this feminine derivative from the language of one of the earliest classical pantheistic civilizations has evolved to describe what is now considered by many witches to be a sacred text devoted to rituals honoring the Mother Goddess. Most of the books that are now commonly classified as grimoires, however, were written during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. They speak of many different traditions of ceremonial magic, both sacred and profane.

From Days of Old: What Is a Grimoire?

Most often, today's grimoire is handwritten by individuals for their own personal use. In a grimoire, there may be specific instructions that pertain to a particular tradition, or it may contain strictly personal records intended only for the use of the individual author. Sometimes the grimoire (or sections of it) is passed down or copied from a master book. The term grimoire is generic and may be used in place of the title of the actual book, which is often kept secret.

What is popularly known as the “book of shadows” is really a sort of Wiccan recipe book that includes spells and incantations, but also much more. A book of shadows may also contain dreams, poems, invocations, revelations, inspiration, and lore.

Every grimoire is essentially a book of shadows, but not every book of shadows would conform to the definition of a grimoire. A book of shadows differs from a grimoire in that while it includes elements of the grimoire, it is not necessarily an exclusively instructive tome, but more of a personal record of a spiritual journey.

Some people argue that a book of shadows more closely resembles a diary or a journal and that highly personal musings have no place in the more didactic grimoire. Purists insist that the grimoire should be entirely instructional, full of information, annotation, and practical application. Fortunately for our purposes, there exists no officially designated criterion for creating a book of shadows, nor is there a correct or incorrect way of building, blessing, and using your personal grimoire.

In this book, we will begin the process of learning how to document the spiritual journey of one who follows the path of the Goddess. For our purposes, the grimoire and the book of shadows will henceforth be considered interchangeable and highly mutable: as unique and individual as the practitioner.

The most influential book of shadows is attributed to Gerald Gardner and Doreen Valiente. This highly regarded book was a compilation of inherited rituals that the authors blended and incorporated with original and modern elements. Their method is perhaps the most effective and traditional way of creating a book of shadows.

You will take the knowledge that is the gift of our elders and ancestors and combine it with your own practices and beliefs to create a new, useful work that is rooted in your tradition but remains unique and original. This practice is entirely in line with the teachings of Wicca, which has no rigid forms but is fluid and changing, just like the seasons we celebrate. Just as every coven, or group of witches, is autonomous, so is each unique individual. It follows to reason that every book of shadows will in turn be the unique and definitive expression of the witch who wrote it.

The root of the word “witch” is derived from Wicca or wicce, the religious practice of worshipping both a goddess and a god as equal but opposite entities revered as the balanced essence of divinity. Although some claim that Wicca or wicce comes from the word “wise,” others claim that its origin lies in the root of the idea “to shape or to bend.” This is particularly interesting because it may well be said that the goal of magic is to bend or shape things to reflect our will. Certainly, wisdom would be a necessity for an individual interested in practicing magic to shape or change a given circumstance or condition!

The “power” in Wicca is bestowed upon us by the Goddess that we may do good works in the world such that all beings may benefit. It is by no means an implication of power over any other person. Thus it is with the understanding that true power comes from the divine and is never used to dominate or otherwise subordinate the will of another that you begin the process of creating your grimoire, the physical manifestation of your spiritual journey. Writing the story of your spiritual awakening and subsequent journey can be a very empowering method of self-discovery. You will be able to make connections between divine power (which manifests by the grace of the Goddess) and personal power (which radiates from within). You will recognize writing as a ritual in itself, creating a sacred tool that contains the chronicle of the magic that will unfold.

As you write, you will chart your path and look back to see your growth. You will learn and change and you may become passionate about keeping the records of your spiritual and psychic progress. You will create word magic where before there were only blank pages. You will forge new traditions based on ancient rites. You will keep this as a gift to yourself, to be shared only as you will it so. You will rekindle the archetypal knowledge that has been so diluted by the trappings of our modern consciousness. You will rediscover the seasons, you will honor the passing of time, and you will celebrate life, death, and rebirth—each account recorded in your own hand.

The Journey Begins: Why Should You Write a Grimoire?

You have chosen a unique and, at times, difficult path. Worshipping the Goddess and the God, while it is by no means a new phenomenon, is certainly unusual in our modern society. When one thinks of the world's religions today, Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism immediately come to mind. Wicca as a religion barely registers in mainstream consciousness. Although we have seen a great re-emergence in the acknowledgment of the Divine Feminine in recent years, by no means have the scales been balanced. We can walk through the halls of museums and find numerous statues of gods or God and the saints. But the Goddess is usually tucked away, around a dark corner, nearly hidden at the end of a corridor, even though some of the ancient figures suggest that Goddess worship may date back as far as 30,000 years ago. While for many, this information might be an earth-shattering revelation, exploding the myths, beliefs, and practices that have forbidden women from attaining priesthood or having direct communion with the divine, the Goddess is often treated as an archaeological afterthought. Images of goddesses are relegated to being mere curiosities, fertility amulets and fetishes and dolls. They have lost their broader meaning and religious stature.

By writing your story, you are taking responsibility for the idea that the clearest pathway to the Goddess is through direct experience. In writing your story, you are preserving the intimate details of divine communion. Initiation is something that a witch achieves; it is not necessarily bestowed upon an individual by another person. True awakening comes most often directly from the Goddess. While we may enact rituals to celebrate and acknowledge such a transition, no one of us can detect the exact moment when an initiation occurs for someone else. That is between the deity and the devotee.

A grimoire can thus be much more than just a personal record. While it is inspired by those who have gone before, it also can serve as a guide for those just discovering the Wiccan path. It can remind us of where we came from and how far we still have to go. We can revisit our steps and learn anew. We can learn of our sacred origin when we reflect upon our own spiritual beginnings. The grimoire is the gateway to our minds. It is a sacred tool and should always be treated as such.

Carved in Stone: Where Does the Grimoire Come From?

Since early civilizations first invented it, writing has evolved into a necessary communication tool. However, the act and learning of writing was once a privilege and not accessible to all. Since Wicca is based on pre-Christian religion, it seems only appropriate that we look at the ancient writings that recognize the female aspect of deity to consider the roots and origins of the grimoire.

It can be said that the Sumerian cuneiform tablets of Inanna could well be considered the very first grimoire. Inanna, the Queen of Heaven and Earth, is the first named goddess in recorded history. She was also known as the First Daughter of the Moon and the Morning and Evening Star. Her worship dates back to ancient Sumer, some 2,000 years before Christ. The story of Inanna is the story of life, death, and rebirth. She is the source of life that brings forth creation. She descends into the underworld to face her sister, the dark goddess, Ereshkigal. She rises from the underworld to reclaim her throne. She discovers upon returning that her beloved consort, Dimuzi, has usurped her throne. She loves, she suffers for love, and her glory is ultimately restored. Her legends and songs were inscribed in cuneiform on 5,000 to 6,000 clay tablets, which now reside in museums spread across the world. In these tablets are love stories, songs of lament, lessons, and myths. Without the work of diligent scholars from many parts of the world, this forgotten liturgy of a religion from long ago would be lost.

It is interesting to note that, centuries later, across Mesopotamia in Babylon, a very similar mythology was created. The Babylonians worshipped Ishtar, the King Maker, Lady of Victory, Queen of Heaven. Ishtar is a sister goddess to Inanna in that her story also depicts the lost love of a youth. Her lover, Tammuz, is slain by a wild boar. After his death, Ishtar journeys to the underworld to reclaim her love. During her journey, she must pass through seven gates. At each gate, she sacrifices a symbol of her divinity. She lays aside her crown, all of her sacred adornments, and finally, her veil. When Ishtar sacrifices her veil, she forgets who she is, she forgets that she is a goddess, and she grovels in the decay of the underworld. When she finds Tammuz in the underworld, she does not recognize him, nor does he recognize her. What they do recognize, however, is their love for each other, and through the realization that love transcends identity and even life itself, death is conquered, the goddess is restored, and life on earth is also reborn in full abundance. The myths of this goddess journeyed throughout the centuries across many lands.

Hieroglyphs on papyrus scrolls and clay tablets from the twenty-first dynasty of Egypt tell the story of Isis and Osiris. According to myth, Isis and Osiris are sister and brother twins who fall in love with each other within their mother's womb. As husband and wife, they are inseparable until Osiris is overthrown by their brother, Set. Set builds an elaborate sarcophagus in the likeness of Osiris and persuades him to lie down inside it. Once Osiris is inside, Set slams the lid closed and seals Osiris inside, presumably to his death. Set then hides the sarcophagus containing the body of Osiris inside a tamarisk tree.

As Isis searches for him, she finds the tree, which is hidden within a pillar of the royal house of the city of Byblos. To gain access to the queen, Isis, in disguise, befriends her handmaidens. The queen is enchanted with Isis and employs her as a nursemaid to her son. At night, Isis transforms herself into a swallow and flies around the pillar, singing her lament. She also loves the child and attempts to give him the gift of immortality by bathing his body in flames every night, but one night, the queen discovers Isis holding the infant in the hearth and becomes hysterical. Isis sweeps the baby into her arms, unharmed, and furiously reveals her true nature to the bewildered queen. Confronted with the power of the goddess and seeing that their son is unharmed, the king and queen make the connection between Isis in mourning and the swallow that circles the pillar, and the king gives the pillar to Isis. It is through the power of the goddess that Osiris is resurrected.

Isis and Osiris embody the essence of the polarity of deity, female and male, symbiotic yet opposite entities, each irrevocably connected to the other. Of the two, Isis is dominant and considered to be more powerful. She was the lawgiver of ancient Egypt, known as the Mother of all Creation. Their story is one of transformation. Her enchantment and power was enacted in pageants and rituals across the land and her worship reached as far away as Rome and even the British Isles. Her image appears in carvings, statues, and jewelry from 1000 B.C.E. to 400 C.E.

Without the records of stories such as these, preserved for thousands of years, it would be difficult—if not impossible—to piece together the rites of worship dedicated to the powerful and far-reaching Goddess.

VOICES FROM THE PAST

The religious practices upon which Wicca is partially based were primarily an oral tradition passed down to neophytes by more experienced practitioners. It's said that small groups of practitioners met in secret and would possess little knowledge of the whereabouts or practices of other groups. This was done for protection, so that if one group was discovered there would be no way for the members to reveal or disclose the whereabouts of other practitioners. Unfortunately, this fragmented approach has left us severely wanting in the area of verifiable information. It is very difficult to piece together the rites and rituals of an oral tradition when the practitioners are scattered and disjointed and few written records exist. Consider this excerpt from the Preface to the Book of Shadows as recorded by Doreen Valiente, who adapted selected works of Gerald Gardner, considered by many to be the father of modern Wicca:

Keep a book in your own hand of write. Let brothers and sisters copy what they will; but never let the book out of your hands and never keep the writings of another, for if found in their hand of write they may well be taken and tortured. Each shall guard his own writing and destroy it whenever danger threatens. Learn as much as you may by heart, and when danger is past, rewrite your book if it be safe. For this reason, if any die, destroy their book if they have not been able to for an' it be found ‘tis clear proof against them, and “ye may not be a witch alone,” so all their friends be in danger of torture. So destroy everything not necessary. If your book be found on you ‘tis clear proof against you alone and you may be tortured. Keep all thoughts of the cult from your mind an’ say you had bad dreams, a devil caused you to write this without your knowledge. Think to yourself “I know nothing. I remember nothing. I have forgotten all.” Drive this into your mind …

While this preface has never been proven to be authentic, it is certainly a fascinating representation of the threat of capture that many witches experienced.

When so much information is missing, it becomes our responsibility to rewrite the rituals and legends as they relate to our modern experience. We may never go back, only forward.

Begin at the Beginning: Choose your Book

There are many traditions of Wicca including Gardnerian, Alexandrian, Saxon, Dianic, Welsh, Irish, and general Celtic. There are also many self-invented witches who do not subscribe to any specific tradition other than the ones they adapt and create. They often refer to themselves as Eclectics.

Your grimoire need not be elaborate, but it certainly can be if that reflects your personality and if you consider your practice formal or ceremonial in nature. The type of book that you choose to consecrate as your grimoire should be a reflection of who you are. For some, a spiral-bound notebook or a three-ring binder will do just fine.

Although we will be focusing on the content of the grimoire rather than the book itself, it should be noted that there are myriad choices available. We only need to walk into the local bookshop and investigate the blank journal section to find an appropriate book. Most art supply stores will contain basic black sketchbooks of various sizes with fine grade white, unlined paper. Artisans will also create and sell handmade books complete with handmade paper and leather embossed covers.

Decide what kind of book inspires you. Some questions to help you make your decision include the following:
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These are things to reflect on before making a decision about what type of book you will be most inspired by, that you will enjoy writing in, that you will consider a magical tool in its own right.

If you are the artistic and crafty type, as many witches are, you may find that making your own book is a rewarding project, for then you will truly have a one-of-a-kind grimoire, one unlike any other, imbued with your own personal energy. Making a book from recycled items is not as difficult as you may think and it is certainly in line with the ecologically minded tenets of Wicca. While it may be a messy endeavor, it can be very gratifying as well. Even if creating the entire book seems to be a daunting and time-consuming enterprise, consider creating just a few handmade pages for special incantations and spells to add to your book. Whether you buy your book in a store or make it at home, you can add herbs and flowers to customize and personalize the pages.

Craft Your Own: Make the Grimoire from Scratch

The art of papermaking has its origins in China and ancient Egypt. Practitioners who resonate strongly with Kwan Yin or Isis may feel particularly inspired by this choice. Making your own paper from recycled items does not require any specialized equipment. It is a lovely ecological expression and a very attractive one. You will only need simple household items, many of which you may already possess. As we have already learned from those who have gone before, everyday household items can be instruments of potent magic indeed!
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The basis of a handmade paper is pulp. You can make pulp from almost any kind of paper, but avoid using any paper with a glossy surface, such as pages out of magazines. These are treated with chemicals and unsuitable for the purpose of recycled papermaking. Remember, just because something is recycled, this in no way has any adverse affect on the quality.

Materials Needed

- Paper, such as tissue, computer paper, writing or typing paper, paper bags

- A bucket

- Cold, clean water (add a few drops of Florida water or rose water)

- Two wooden frames; these can be picture frames, but the corners must be tight and secured

- A piece of mesh (net curtaining or window screen) to fit in frames; the finer the mesh, the smoother the paper

- Staples

- Blender

- Tablespoon or ladle

- Large plastic bowl (big enough to easily accommodate the frames)

- Liquid laundry starch

- Optional: dried or fresh flowers, leaves, or bits of lace; food coloring or dyes suitable for cotton fabrics; anything for added color that pleases you

- Palette knife or butter knife

- Athame

- Absorbent cloths, such dish towels or Handi-Wipes (one for each page of paper you intend to make)

- Heavy book, chopping block, or brick

- Optional: A pentacle, an ankh, an eight-pointed star, or an amulet that you normally wear on your person, to be used as an embossing tool

1. Tear the paper into postage stamp-size pieces and soak the pieces overnight in a plastic bucket of cold, clean water. You can make this first step into a magical practice by adding a few drops of Florida water or rose water to the water in the bucket and by asking the Goddess to bless your work. As you tear the paper into bits, focus your energy into the paper and make your intentions known by reciting the following: “Goddess, bless this endeavor of art. By my hand, let the transformation begin so that your presence be known in the world for the benefit of all. So mote it be.”

2. Stretch the mesh over one of the frames and staple it so that it's very taut. This covered frame will be used to pick up the pulp and keep it flat. If the mesh is loose, the paper will be saggy and difficult to remove from the frame. The empty frame will be held on top of the mesh frame and will give your paper a nice edge. Set the frames aside until step 6.

3. After your paper has soaked overnight, pour off the excess water and begin transferring the pulp into a blender, spoonful by spoonful.

4. Add water until the pitcher of the blender is no more than three-quarters full. Run the blender for about fifteen seconds, and then check the pulp to make sure it is broken down evenly. If necessary, stir the pulp and then run the blender for another five seconds.

5. Gently pour the pulp into the plastic bowl. At this point, you can add a spoonful of liquid laundry starch to the pulp. This will make your paper absorb the ink better, so there will be less of a tendency for the ink to bleed when you are writing.

6. Stir the pulp gently and wait for the movement of the water to cease. At the moment when the water is still—but the pulp has not yet settled—hold the frames securely in your hands with the empty frame on top and the mesh frame with the mesh facing up directly underneath it. Slide the frames under the water in a smooth motion, scooping up a layer of pulp. It may take some practice to get the pulp evenly distributed over the mesh frame.

7. Keeping the frames steady and flat, lift them out of the water and allow the water to drain away. A layer of pulp should cover the mesh screen. Remove the empty frame.

8. Consider pressing herbs and flowers into the wet surface. Thinking about using this paper for a protection spell? Why not use a sprig of rosemary along the edges? Perhaps you have a love spell in mind. Adorn some of your pages with red rose petals. You can set aside the pages decorated with flowers and herbs for specific use within your grimoire. Use whatever your mind is inspired to create. Do you feel a special connection to the goddess Ariadne? Include some silken threads. Enchanted by faerie glamour? Sprinkle some glitter across the paper. Make it your own.

9. Carefully remove the paper from the frame while it is still wet. A palette knife or butter knife will be a useful tool for loosening the edges, or if you wish you can use your athame, consecrating each page as you make it.

10. Once you have removed the paper, lay it carefully on one half of the absorbent cloth and, without folding your page, fold the other half of the cloth over the paper to absorb the excess water. Continue stacking individual pages in this fashion, making sure layers of cloth alternate with sheets of paper.

11. Put something waterproof (like plastic wrap) at the top of the stack of paper, then place a heavy book or chopping block on the top. This will weigh the paper down and keep it flat while drying.

12. You can add magical energy to your paper by embossing magical symbols in it. Embossed paper is made by pressing an object into the paper while the paper is still wet, then removing the object. If you want a well-defined motif, leave the embossing tool there as the paper is weighted and do not remove it until the paper is completely dry.

Feel free to experiment. The more energy you put into creating your book of shadows, the more you will enjoy using it.
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Whether or not you have gone to the trouble of making your own paper, you can still make your own book by assembling blank pages and binding your book. If you have chosen the 100 percent homemade route, these next few steps will give you some finishing options. These are meant to inspire you as you complete the construction of your book of shadows by selecting a cover and then binding the book together.
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