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“Who wouldn’t want a whole system to perform serious magic all summed up in one book? Elemental Magic: Traditional Practices for Working with the Energies of the Natural World by Nigel Pennick delivers exactly that. Furthermore, it details how to work in harmony with the world around us—something that we all instinctively know is becoming more and more important with every passing decade.”

IAN READ, ENGLISH 
EDITOR OF CHAOS INTERNATIONAL AND 
RÛNA MAGAZINES

“Nigel Pennick’s Elemental Magic is a pithy primer on the ancient yet eternally relevant ways of engaging with the hidden workings of the ensouled world that surrounds us. This accessible little manual of hard-won wisdom offers basic instruction in an array of European folk-magic practices, along with a plainly worded overview of the enchanting folklore and enchanted worldview that underpins these hallowed customs. Ornamented with finely wrought images by the author himself, in his concomitant role as a spiritual artist and craftsman, the end result is more than a modest handbook—it is a quintessential one, in the best archaic sense of the word.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN, PH.D., 
COEDITOR OF TYR: MYTH—CULTURE—TRADITION

“Elemental Magic serves as a toolbox of knowledge and techniques to further a person’s understanding of the natural world around them. Written in a manner that allows the work to be incorporated by a variety of occult fields, Pennick offers both practical and philosophical means of ingress into this wide reaching arena. A worthy addition to any library.”

DANIEL YATES, OCCULT 
PHOTOGRAPHER AND AUTHOR OF ARCANUM
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INTRODUCTION

The Natural Power in All Things

This book is about the practical techniques of traditional spirituality known as natural magic. Traditional spirituality seeks to achieve harmony between the world of human activities and that of nature. It does not preach human dominance over nature, neither does it seek to disempower human activities. To be in balance with the world is to be neither its master nor its victim.

The down-to-earth practical spiritual techniques of natural magic straddle the boundaries between the subtle, inner world of the mind and spirit, the material outer world, and the otherworldly. Magic comes about through interaction between the inner experiences of the human spirit and the outer experiences of the physical world, both natural and human-made.

Magic has often been defined as being the art of making changes come about according to the human will. If we take this definition, then almost every act of human creativity (and destructivity) can be called magical. Indeed, much of human technological civilization today would appear magical to our ancestors if, by some act of magic, they could be brought back to life.

Magic is often presented as a means of bringing something into existence out of nothing. The magician waves a magic wand, and—hey presto!—the thing desired appears from nowhere. That, of course, is stage magic, which is not magic at all, but the creation of illusions by human ingenuity. However, that is not the magic of this book. Because of this difference, some ceremonial magicians and witches spell the word magic in a pseudoarchaic way: magick. But when I refer to magic in this book, I am describing something else. Natural magic is essentially a spiritual, not a material, technology. It does not deal with gods and goddesses, spirits and demons. It is the power of everyday objects and human actions. Its power comes directly from nature, the natural forces of the four elements and the processes of existence.

Essentially, magic works on a nonmaterial level. It is an inner process that can be developed by means of certain well-defined spiritual techniques. Its primary aim is not the alteration of outer factors, though this is important. It is primarily aimed at the spiritual empowerment and development of the individual. These techniques are described in this book.

Like any human invention, magic can be used altruistically, for the good of others, or selfishly, without regard for others. Traditional spirituality recognizes that all things are interconnected and that we cannot be selfish without doing harm to others. Natural magic follows traditional spirituality, which seeks to be in harmony with all around us. To practice natural magic does not require us to renounce our family or religion. Neither does natural magic criticize or desecrate traditional holy symbols or objects. We venerate them as aspects of the universal divine principle, just as we expect our own symbols and objects to be respected by others.

Natural magic brings out the natural power in all things. It is a fundamental principle that we should never use this power for personal gain. We should not use it to subvert the free will of others or to coerce or manipulate other people or entities, even in times of conflict. Practitioners of natural magic should wish nothing and no one ill. Natural magic is not an end in itself. It is a means of upholding our free will and directing it toward personal growth. It is a way that we can seek to live according to eternal spiritual values.

NIGEL CAMPBELL PENNICK



1

Mother Earth

“The Earth is not an inanimate body, but is inhabited by the spirit which is its life and its soul. All created things draw their strength from the Earth Spirit. This spirit is life; it is nourished by the stars and gives nourishment to all living things that it shelters in her womb.” So wrote the medieval European alchemist Basilius Valentinus.

We humans are part of the planet Earth; our bodies are made of the matter of Earth, and the conditions on Earth are perfect to sustain human and other life. It is natural, then, to view Earth as the mother of us all, the giver of life to all living beings. As human beings, we are part of all life, for life on Earth is one indivisible continuum. It is only when we feel one with the primal roots of existence that we experience wholeness.

Traditional spirituality, of which natural magic is a part, teaches us that we are not separate from nature and have no special privileges. The planet Earth, the plants, and the animals have as much right to exist as we do. It is not proper for human beings to wantonly destroy nature: like other creatures, we may take only what we need to live our lives in harmony, health, and beauty. To perform natural magic, we must always bear this in mind. Natural magic is the right usage of the creative force that exists within all things, including us. This creative force is neutral. It has no direction until it is directed by a conscious will. So it is up to us to direct it for the good of all beings, without subverting the free will of others.


BASIC STRUCTURES

The aim of natural spirituality is to live well, whatever we do. Being in harmony with nature does not mean that we should passively accept those natural processes that tend to destroy us. It means recognizing the underlying laws and patterns of nature and using them wisely. We can live harmoniously only when we follow the true principles of nature. These true principles are the basic ways that existence operates, and by understanding and following them, life can be made easier.

The principle of the law of the unity of opposites is one of the most significant themes in natural magic. It tells us that there can be no existence without nonbeing; there can be no life without death, no creation without destruction, no beginning without an end. Every aspect of everything is important; we can do nothing at all that will not have some effect, however small, on ourselves and the world around us. European traditional spirituality emphasizes this oneness of humans with the world: we must be aware of the possible outcome of every action we take and try our best to do no harm to the world or to other sentient beings.
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Fig. 1.1. The Wheel of the Year

Existence has a natural process that has a threefold or triadic structure: start—process—finish; otherwise, beginning—middle—end. This appears in life as the threefold phenomenon of birth, life, and death. Throughout their philosophy, the ancient Celtic bards recognized this threefold structure of being. This is expressed in the ancient writings called The Triads of Britain, in which the wisdom of the bards and Druids is taught in threefold sayings.




TIME AND THE SEASONS

Certain parts of the world have distinct seasons that come in regular cycles each year. These cycles have affected the development of culture, religion, and magic. The seasons dealt with in this book are those of the temperate Northern Hemisphere areas, covering Europe, Asia, and North America. The cycle of natural magic follows the cycle of the year. This exists because of the form of the Earth and its orbit around the sun. The year is divided naturally into two halves, which are further subdivided into four quarters. The two halves are the dark and light halves of the year. In the dark half, the nights are longer than the days. In the light half, the days are longer than the nights. At the transition points between the two halves are the equinoxes, when day and night are of equal duration. At the spring equinox (in late March), the light half begins, and at the autumnal equinox (in late September), the dark half.

The quarters of the year are defined in relation to the solstices, or turning points of the sun. From the summer solstice, the middle of the light half of the year (in late June), the length of daylight each day steadily declines and the length of the night increases. At the middle of the dark half of the year is the winter solstice (in late December). After the winter solstice, the longest night of the year passes, and the length of daylight each day increases. This increase continues through the spring equinox, when both day and night are of equal length, and the light half of the year is entered. The proportion of light to darkness continues to increase until we are back at the summer solstice again, when daylight is at its maximum and the night is the shortest.

The interrelationship of light and dark in the twenty-four-hour cycle of the day is essentially the same as the cycle of the year, having the same fourfold structure. But, except at the equinoxes, the relative length of the quarters is not equal. Whether we find it in the light/dark cycles of the day, the year, or the moon, this is a natural principle that underlies the existence of many beings and things. Because of this, certain seasons are more magically appropriate for certain activities than are others. Activities to do with birth, growth, and renewal are best performed in springtime, while those of endings, death, and dissolution are best done at the beginning of winter. Similarly, certain activities are best conducted at sunrise, noon, sunset, or midnight.

In addition to the cycle of the sun through the year, there is the lunar cycle. This is independent of the sun, and in any one solar year, there are thirteen full moons. The moon’s cycle takes just longer than twenty-eight days, and it is divided, like the year, into two halves and four quarters. At the new moon, the moon is invisible from Earth, being illuminated by the sun on the opposite side. It is in complete darkness, as far as we are concerned. Then comes the first thin crescent, gradually waxing, until, a week later, it is the half-moon or first quarter.

The moon continues to grow, by now having more lightness than darkness, until it is full. The full moon is the time of total light. Now the moon begins to wane, and, a week later, it is in its last quarter, again a half-moon, facing in the opposite direction. Here, the moon enters the dark half of her cycle. Finally, waning further, she disappears at the next new moon. In former times, it was thought that the moon in each cycle was indeed a new one. The moon’s cycle is essentially the same as the cycle of the day and the year.


[image: image]

Fig. 1.2. The wheel of the year, the directions, times of day, elements, and humors

Natural spirituality has no place for artificial festivals and celebrations in the calendar. These are invariably the record of some historical event (real or imagined) that supporters claim has changed the world in some way. All religions, political systems, and nation-states have these days, whether to commemorate the birth of a prophet or hero, a revolution, or the foundation of the state. These are subjective, often support human power structures, and ultimately depend on the accuracy of calendars to maintain their true position in the year. Even the months and dates are part of this unnatural worldview.

The equinoxes and the solstices and the phases of the moon, on the other hand, are real events, as are the birth of the first lamb of the year, the appearance of the first leaves of springtime, and the harvest. They are natural times, independent of human ideology or belief. When we conduct our activities by the calendar, then we are using a human-made system that may not be in harmony with the natural flux of the seasons and the weather. For example, springtime may come early or late in the year, but it is not defined by a date on a calendar that says “First Day of Spring.” We know when it is springtime by the blossoms and the new leaves on the trees. If the leaves have not yet appeared, even when the calendar tells us spring has begun, we know then that it has not in reality. When we perform our magic according to these natural happenings, then we are truly in harmony with nature.




CYCLES OF TIME

Natural magic understands time to go in cycles. I have mentioned the cycles of the sun and the moon, which define the day and the year. There are other earthly cycles that determine the qualities of time. One is the vegetation cycle, which follows the actual conditions of seasonal temperatures. These lag behind the sun because the Earth heats up slowly in the light half of the year and cools slowly in the dark half. The vegetation year is divided into two parts, the Flower Year and the Harvest Year. The Flower Year is a cycle whose low point is November–December and whose high point is May–June, while the Harvest Year has its low point in February–March and its high point in August–September.

Unlike the year that follows the progress of the sun, the Flower and Harvest Years vary greatly from year to year, according to the progress of the seasons. These vegetation years are the origin of the most ancient traditional festivals, which mark the four most important points within them. Today, when these festivals are observed, they are linked to the sun calendar, as dates. But in former times, they were celebrated when the signs of nature showed people that it was time. They are known today by their old Scots and Irish Celtic names, but they are observed more widely than in just the Celtic countries of northwestern Europe.
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Fig. 1.3. The Magic Light

The Harvest Year begins with the festival of lights, known by the two Celtic names of Imbolc and Brigantia. This is the low point of plants, in the depths of wintertime. The next festival of the vegetation year is Beltane, when the Whitethorn tree (or May tree) blossoms and the young leaves are flourishing on the trees. This is usually celebrated on May 1 in the solar calendar, but, traditionally, Beltane is when the May tree blossoms, and not before. This is the high point of the Flower Year.
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Fig. 1.4. Samhain

The third festival is Lammas, otherwise called Lughnasadh (pronounced Loo-na-sa). This is celebrated when the first loaf of bread from the wheat or barley harvest is made. It, too, is linked with the solar calendar and is celebrated on August 1. The fourth festival is Samhain (pronounced Sow-ain). This is also linked to the solar calendar, being celebrated on November 1. The Harvest Year ends here, for Samhain is the “third harvest.” The first harvest is Lammas, when the grain is harvested. The second is at the autumnal equinox, when the fruits are harvested, while the third is at Samhain, the traditional time to slaughter animals to preserve their meat for the coming winter (see fig. 1.4).




THE DAYS OF THE WEEK

The days are measured by a seven-day cycle, and each day has a name. Each of the days of the week is aligned with a specific planetary power, sometimes personified as a goddess or god. These weekdays are used all over the world, no matter what religion or calendar is in force. Magically, they are significant, for they have individual and distinct powers. In English, their names recall the ancient goddesses and gods of the Anglo-Saxons. Tuesday is named after the god of law and order, Tîw. Wednesday recalls the god of knowledge, Wôden (see fig. 1.5). Thursday is named after Thunor, god of thunder, and Friday after the goddess of love and sexuality, Freia. Saturday is dedicated to the Roman god of aging and time, Saturn.

Although the sevenfold cycle of weekdays goes on in a neverending sequence, Sunday is taken as the first day of the week. As its name tells us, Sunday is the day dedicated to the sun. It is a good day for creative energies, self-reliance, and reinvigorating the vital spirit. Its corresponding color is gold. Monday honors the moon. Its power is not the best for beginning the working week, being representative of the impressionable, sensitive, and withdrawn inner elements of the human psyche. Its color is silver. Tuesday commemorates the red planet, Mars, bringing energy, assertiveness, and endurance.
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Fig. 1.5. Wôden

Wednesday is dedicated to the planet Mercury. It is a good day for activities connected with the intellect and human communication. Its color is sky blue or violet. Thursday is the day of Jupiter, associated with profoundly uplifting spiritual powers. Its color is purple. Friday is dedicated to the Morning and Evening Star, the planet Venus. It is a day of beautiful cooperation in human activities, though some consider it unlucky to start a new venture on a Friday. Friday’s color is pale blue. Saturday is the day of Saturn. Its powers tend toward the materialistic side of existence, bringing heaviness and limitations. Its color is gray or black.




THE FOUR ELEMENTS

Natural processes are the basis of all existence. Nothing is sustainable for any length of time that does not base itself on the true principles of nature. The traditional way of understanding the workings of nature symbolically is to see it through the four physical elements—fire, air, water, and earth. In northern regions, a fifth physical element, ice, is recognized. In addition to the four or five physical elements, another subtle element, that of spirit, is recognized. This is the quintessence, or nwyvre, a subtle, all-pervading spiritual element that pervades and empowers the physical elements.

Fire

Fire symbolizes the lightest things of existence, the energy and spirit. Its corresponding direction is south. There are five earthly manifestations of fire. Three are natural, and two are artificial. The primal fire of the Earth emerges from volcanoes. Fires are sometimes kindled by lightning, which is a heavenly manifestation of fire. Sometimes the internal heat of things makes them burst into flames through spontaneous combustion. These are the three natural forms of fire.

The two other forms of fire are produced by humans. They are struck fire, where a spark is made by striking flint and steel (or pyrite), and need fire, made through friction. In modern magical usage, struck fire is produced by lighters, while need fire comes from matches. In ancient times, fire was venerated as a goddess. In many holy places, there were sacred fires that were tended by priestesses and were never allowed to go out. They symbolized the eternal principle of fire in the universe.

Air

Air is the element whose magical direction is the east. Scientifically, it is composed of around one-fifth oxygen and four-fifths nitrogen, with some other inert gases and human-made pollutants. When we breathe, we take in oxygen, which most creatures on Earth need to exist. The air is literally our life’s breath, and because of this, it is important magically. I discuss the nature of breath in the human being in chapter 5, “The Power Within.”

Traditionally the air is considered to be ruled by the air elementals, which include zephyrs, sylphs, dragons, and gremlins. Most importantly, the winds are personified, bearing names that characterize their qualities. These vary from place to place, depending on the local qualities of the winds. Each location gives them their own local names, and there are traditional sayings, rhymes, and songs that describe their qualities. The qualities of the individual winds differ from place to place, according to landscape and climate, so it is not possible to list them here.

Traditional magicians have always been in demand to call up the wind, and there are certain techniques that are still taught today. Whistling up the wind is the simplest. Facing toward the direction from which the wind is wanted, the practitioner whistles in a certain way, concentrating on the increase of the breath. Offerings in stones containing natural depressions are also a traditional means of wind raising. The offerings, such as milk, ale, or grain, are laid in the hollow in the direction from which the wind is needed. The hollowed surface is an inverted reflection of the dome of the heavens, and the correspondence is clear. Until sails were replaced by power units, fishermen in the Baltic Sea constructed stone labyrinths on rocky islands and danced through them to call up favorable winds.
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Fig. 1.6. Weather vane on Christ’s College in Cambridge

Good air and bad air are both significant magically. A place can have either a good or a bad atmosphere—literally, that which we breathe in—physically, psychologically, and spiritually. Places with bad air can bring disease or disharmony, and there are traditional magical ways of altering the qualities of the air to bring about psychic changes. This is called laid air. The air is known to have different spiritual qualities at different times of day, too. People also put on “airs and graces” when they step out of their true ways of behaving.

Water

Water is heavy and flowing; it circulates. Its direction is the west. Like the other elements, it is symbolized and personified by an array of sprites, including neckans, undines, urisks, water-horses, kelpies, nixies, the Lady of the Lake, the Kraken, mermen, and mermaids. These express various states of water: in static pools, flowing streams and rivers, whirlpools and waterfalls, waterspouts and tides. Each river has its own spirit, god, or goddess, and many river names reflect this. To us as air-breathing beings, water manifests the law of the unity of opposites. Without water, our life cannot exist, but water can also kill us, by drowning.

Earth

Earth is the lowest element, the basis of all. Aspects of this element are dealt with in the next chapter, chapter 2, “Mineral Magic,” and chapter 6, “The Magic of the Land.”

Ice

Ice is counted as an element in the Northern Tradition, the spiritual tradition of central and northern Europe. It is not ever-present, as are the other four elements, but it exists permanently in the polar regions and on high mountains and is a seasonal element in many places. The solid, static form of water, ice symbolizes massive and unavoidable processes. Its elemental spirits are the ice giants, vast, slow, and enormously powerful, like glaciers and icebergs. Ice ranges from the delicate, flowery sixfold patterns of snowflakes to the continent-wide icecap of the Antarctic and the icy planetary surfaces of the moons of Jupiter and Saturn.

The Quintessence

The final element is different from all the others in that it is not material. It is the quintessence, the subtle spiritual empowerment of the physical elements. As such, it is described as a universal cosmic breath, without which there would be no physical existence. It appears as a kind of primal energy, connecting and relating to everything that exists. This primal energy exists everywhere, and that includes within us. Human awareness and consciousness are empowered by this element. It can be directed by human desire and willpower to any part of the body and also projected outside it. Magic is the harmonious control and management of this power. In itself, this element has a neutral character. It can pick up surrounding influences and be a medium for them. It is patterned and colored by the psychic atmosphere of places and people and can be affected by human activities.




PSYCHIC ENCLOSURES AND SACRED SPACE

Natural magic deals with the subtle and unseen energies and powers of our environment. Through attunement with the primal roots of being, natural magic gives us the means to do something positive with our lives. Essentially, it is a human way of managing the spiritual essence of our existence. The spiritual essences that we need for this may or may not be present in the natural qualities of a place, and so we frequently need to create them. When we empower objects, meditate, or conduct self-empowering ceremonies, we usually need to create a psychic enclosure. Collect together everything you need before starting. You will not be able to leave the enclosure once it has been set up without destroying it. Ideally, it should be in a place where you are not likely to be disturbed by curious or interfering people.
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