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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

THE DRUID SHAMAN

A sound, practical introduction to a complex and wide-ranging subject. Danu Forest’s guidance chimes closely with my own experience of working with spirits over many years. Integrating folk traditions, literary sources and archaeology with contemporary practice, Danu combines visually strong and spiritually apposite ideas with sensitive advice concerning our relations with spirit, as well as working with sacred sites. As Danu says, how we perceive the spirits we connect with as Druids does make a difference.

Having been plugging the notion of Druidry as the native ‘shamanic’ tradition of Britain and Europe since 1974, it’s good to see that it’s increasingly catching on, not only amongst fellow Druids, but also amongst archaeologists. I believe we are heading in a direction that links us very firmly with the spirit of ancient Druidry. This is what I call rekindling the sacred fire of Druidry, and I believe Danu Forest’s ‘The Druid Shaman’ will play a part in this rekindling.

Philip Shallcrass -‘Greywolf’ Chief of the British Druid Order.

Another slim volume. Can’t be much in that, you might think. And if you do, you would think wrong. This is an introduction to a complex subject and to write a primer with such clarity as this author has done requires a deep understanding of the subject and an equally deep understanding of how to communicate that to others. I particularly enjoyed the emphasis in this book on balance, on personal responsibility, and on service.

That is why this book introduces you to the basics and no more. You have to make the journey; you have to establish a relationship with the worlds beyond and those who live there. No one else can do that for you and there is no system beyond what you will learn here. You can read more deeply into the subject if you wish, but that won’t make the journey any easier. There are no secrets beyond the one revealed in this book…It is your journey and your relationship. You can only learn more about that by doing it, by journeying as often as you can.

Clear and unpretentious, based on good and thorough research as well as sensible practice, and full of sound advice; you really do not need any other introduction to this subject.

Greame Talboys
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Introduction


I have been in a multitude of shapes,

Before I assumed a consistent form.

I have been a sword, narrow, variegated…

I have been a tear in the air,

I have been the dullest of stars.

I have been a word among letters,

I have been a book in the origin.

I have been the light of lanterns…

I have been a course, I have been an eagle.

I have been a coracle in the seas:

I have been compliant in the banquet.

I have been a drop in a shower;

Taliesin, Cad Goddeu 1



These words, recorded in the 14th century as earlier works by the 6th-century shaman bard Taliesin, vividly convey a profound experience of communion with what could be called today the ‘world soul’ or Anima Mundi. This state of connection between the individual and the sum of all things or beings upon the earth is a deeply shamanic state of consciousness, transcending the constraints of the body and entering into an expanded awareness, encompassing an infinite number of points of view simultaneously. Here the visionary qualities and potential of the Celtic bardic tradition result in the poet or bard drawing in the gift of divine inspiration from the spirit world, experiencing this expanded ecstatic awareness, and attaining the knowledge or wisdom of the gods.

The Cad Goddeu, or ‘battle of the trees’, is an intriguing poem about a conflict between the mortal world and the Welsh Otherworld, Annwn. Here we encounter the liminal point where both worlds meet seen through the eyes of the magician Gwydion, on one layer, and through the bardic medium of Taliesin, on another. In its lines we encounter world upon world, experience upon experience, layered and compacted upon one another, connecting, challenging, locked in exchange and interchange. This is the realm of the Celtic, or druid shaman; meeting the Otherworld and the realms of spirit, yet firmly placed in the traditions and knowledge of our Celtic-Irish and British ancestral lore, allied with the trees and the spirits of these green isles, and drawing upon a wellspring of indigenous wisdom going back millennia.

While a great deal has been lost over the last two thousand years, it is still possible to track our way along the old roads, and retrace our ancestral footsteps into a relationship with spirit that is still vividly and passionately Celtic, and druidic in nature. In this book, we shall be exploring the realm of the druid shaman, primarily through experience and practice. Drawing from the deep roots of Celtic druidry, and its surviving literature, we shall seek divine inspiration for ourselves, and discover our own ways of working, drawn from their knowledge. The path ahead relies on our common sense, and an intuitive gift for feeling the way, peeling back layers of meaning, and boldly exploring the realms of spirit, aided by allies that walked these roads with our kin, millennia ago. They will see us through today as they did before.






CHAPTER 1

The First Signposts

Who were the Celts?

In order to explore the practices of the druid shaman, we must first briefly clarify our definition of some familiar terms. The people from whom we get the term ‘Celt’, the ‘Keltoi’ were first mentioned by the Greek historian Herodotus, as a group of people living in the region of the river Danube around 550BC. These people were distinctive in their incredible art, highly sophisticated culture, and material wealth. They were especially rich in gold. By this time it is believed that these people were a point of interchange with the Greeks, while also being part of a wider culture sharing common languages, customs and beliefs. These ‘Celts’ were an ethno-linguistic group of tribal Iron Age societies that spanned a large part of northern and western Europe as far as Britain and Ireland. They shared common values and traditions, with variations over time and from region to region. Contrary to popular belief, they were not a distinct genetic race, although some ‘Celtic’ customs and linguistic similarities survive today in most Celtic areas.

Britain, Cornwall, Wales, Scotland, the Isle of Man and Ireland are all considered to remain Celtic heartlands to this day, together with Brittany, and are often described with the term ‘Insular Celts’, as opposed to the ‘Continental Celts’. These ‘Insular Celts’ diverged into the Gaelic Celts, of Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of Man, and the Brythonic Celts of Brittany, Cornwall and Wales. Scholars in the 19th and 20th centuries often argued that the Celts arrived in Britain via an invasion or succession of invasions around the 6th century BC from Continental Europe, but this has now been largely overturned due to a lack of archaeological evidence, and the work of archaeologists such as Barry Cunliffe.2 The British Celts were for the most part probably the indigenous Britons, arriving in the early Bronze Age (2500BC) or even earlier, adopting and adapting Celtic culture due to their extensive relations and trading connections along the Atlantic seaboard and beyond.

These people are notoriously hard to pin down, although their cultural effects have been profound on later generations, creating a ‘Celtic consciousness’ and traditions that have spanned millennia, so that today much of Wales, Scotland and Ireland would still call themselves proudly ‘Celtic’ and often maintained practices which are distinctly Celtic in nature well into the modern era, such as those recorded by Alexander Carmichael in his Carmina Gadelica in the latter part of the 19th century.3

For the purposes of this book, the term Celtic is used in its widest and most common usage sense; primarily to refer to these British and Irish ‘Celts’ of the Iron Age as well as later Celts and Celtic practices spanning from them through Celtic Christianity to this day, with minor references to Iron Age Celtic Europe. This exploration of shamanic druidry, therefore, relates primarily to the traces of shamanic traditions as found in the British Isles and Ireland, translating their practice into forms applicable to today.

What is druidry? Who were and are the druids?

Druidry to some is a nature-based religion, to others it is a philosophy, a gentle way of life, focusing upon our relationship with nature. One thing that unites a lot of druids is a distrust of labels and categories; for some it is about researching, and reconstructing our Celtic past, for others it is about finding ways now, in the modern era, to reinvigorate our connection to the spirit in nature…and there are infinite variations. The druids of antiquity were Celtic priests, healers, seers and lore keepers, who worshipped the Celtic gods, and performed a wide variety of roles within the community. Today, not all druids worship gods of any kind, or do so outside of the Celtic tradition. However, a wide consensus would consider druidry today to find its roots, and certainly its spiritual aspirations, in the Celtic religious leaders of the Iron Age.

Most of what we know about the Celtic druids comes from Classical writers, although much can sensibly be gleaned from archaeological evidence as well. Caesar tells us that the home of the druid religion was in Britain4 although traces of druidic practice are found across Celtic Europe, particularly in their sacred enclosures known as nemetons or groves. While some argue that druidry came to Britain via Europe, it is equally arguable that the spiritual beliefs of the indigenous tribes of Britain evolved and developed over time into the druidry of the Iron Age which expanded into the lands of the Continental Celts. Certainly great importance was placed upon the sacred spirit of the British landscape, which was honoured long before the arrival of Celtic culture.

The druids were divided into three groups, the bards of Wales and the fili of Ireland performing as oral historians and storytellers of great magical significance, as well as the ovates, and the druid class themselves. Some of the greatest bardic works are attributed to the Welsh bard Taliesin, a deeply shamanic character, whose works reveal an ability to access the supernatural and knowledge of the spirit world. Both the bards and the Irish fili often appeared to perform tasks that were commonly held to be in the realm of the ovates, or soothsayers; uttering prophecy, giving advice or healings after going into trance states or forms of spiritual ecstasy, while the druid class themselves –who were judges, philosophers and astronomers, also appear to at times perform what may be understood today as shamanic practices…Their relationship with spirit, whether the gods, the ancestors or the spirits of the landscape, being central to their beliefs and activities, and the source of their knowledge and ability.

The word druid comes from the Indo-European root of the word for oak, ‘dru’ with that of the word for knowledge or wisdom ‘wid’, thus meaning ‘those with the knowledge of the oak tree’. It is also argued to come from ‘deru-weid’ meaning someone with strong and steadfast wisdom and insight. It is possible that both these meanings are in fact closely entwined, having the steadfast strength of the oak, and the knowledge of ‘seeing’ or seership –a shamanic source of knowledge from spirit. The word survived into the Old Irish period giving us druidecht meaning ‘magic’ and in the Welsh as dryw meaning seer, which was a term used well into the 13th century.

What is a shaman?

A shaman is someone who reaches altered states of consciousness in order to encounter and interact with the spirit world. The term originates from the Tungusic and Samoyedic speaking peoples of North Asia, used to describe their magico-religious practitioners; but the term has spread today to describe those from cultures all around the world who act as intermediaries between the mortal world and the infinite, or the realm of spirit. Scholars now believe that most world religions have a basis in shamanic practice, going back as far as the Palaeolithic. Historian and philosopher Mircea Eliade called shamanism a ‘technique of religious ecstasy’; the shaman while encountering the world of spirit becomes a conduit for vast amounts of energy, direct from the Otherworld, or Source, to be used and applied in the mortal realm, for healing, guidance and to effect real change.

Shamanic practice

Central to shamanic practice is the interaction with spirits, both mortal and supernatural. Shamans believe we are all spirits made manifest in the mortal world, our wellbeing, health and wholeness stem from our connection with Source, and our own souls, just as a tree reaches upwards and outwards from the earth. When we are in a good state of wellness, we are continually renewed and strengthened by this connection. However, when this connection is weakened or partially disconnected (it can never be wholly severed) illness and imbalance result, our lives wander without a sense of purpose or fulfilment. Often in life someone will have a sense that something is ‘missing’ and this can be a sign that our connection to the deeper world of spirit via our own souls is not in a state of health. Often shamans talk of soul or power loss, which can result from all sorts of negative experiences. This has a profound effect on our lives and sense of self…we become disconnected and ‘lost’; sometimes suffering illness or misfortune, or we find we feel we are lacking vitality, enthusiasm or inspiration. The shaman can restore this connection, returning lost soul parts, and vital power or life force. All illness and imbalance can be understood as stemming from the pre-manifest state of spirit, reaching manifestation in a person’s body or general wellbeing, and the shaman may repair any damage by going direct to the source of the problem, with the resulting ripples in the manifest world returning health and wellbeing to the person in their everyday life.

Yet shamanic work goes far beyond this, as someone who is primarily in service with spirit, shamanic work also entails caring for nature and all beings, our environment and community, as well as the pursuit of health, wholeness and spiritual evolution within ourselves. This is not separate from shamanic healing, but in fact all part of the same tasks and activities. By interacting with the spirit world and aligning and reconnecting oneself with the whole of creation, we naturally heal and effect healing in others, as well as grow and develop along our own soul’s journey. The end result of this is enlightenment, expressed in the Celtic tradition as the attainment of bardic inspiration, revealed as the ‘radiant brow’ of shaman poets such as Taliesin and the expansive knowledge of all things he shares with key characters of Celtic myth, such as Finn Mac Cumhaill and Tuan Mac Cairill. Prioritising care for all beings, especially nature, is also key to most druidic practice today.

Celtic shamans

The term ‘Celtic shaman’ is a modern one, utilising the modern understanding of both ‘Celtic’ and ‘shaman’ and thus viewing the practices of the Iron Age druids and earlier, through a 21st century lens. However, while it is impossible to ever know the Iron Age druids and their beliefs and practices from their point of view, we can draw sensible and logical conclusions extrapolating from what we do know, even if we are aware they may have used different names and terms of reference for their activities. If we turn ourselves away from historical reconstruction and archaeology for a moment, and also consider that our relationship with the unseen and the world of spirit is just as much our birthright as theirs, then we may also access the spirits of our lands, the gods, and the Otherworld, and using their examples, experience it through our own senses, through our own eyes. The old roads may be less trodden today, but they still remain, for those prepared to follow the trail once again.
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