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  Introduction to the Elements

  In the first ‘Let’s Talk’ book we covered the eight festivals of the Wheel of the Year, the solar festivals and the fire festivals or cross quarter festivals. Let’s take this one step further now and bring in the four elements which are linked to directions, bringing them into their place on the Pagan Wheel of the Year. If you haven’t read the first ‘Let’s Talk’ book there is no need to worry, you don’t have to read both books. I will explain a bit about the festivals of the Wheel of the Year later in this book too.

  First let me introduce the classical elements.

  There are four classical elements; Air, Fire, Water and Earth and the fifth element is the unseen one, Spirit. Spirit comes into everything and is symbolised by the circle; the unseen super-natural protection that we feel comes from the flow of the Universal Spirit, or Awen or Holy Spirit. In Judeo/Christian terms the word translates to ‘spirit’ or ‘wisdom’ so it would seem that humans came to the same understanding in the Middle East as we did here in Europe.

  The classical elements we use today come from the ancient Greek civilization and were used in Europe in the Middle Ages in the development of alchemy, which was the beginnings of early science.

  Let’s look into the classical elements, starting with ‘Air ’.

  Air is linked to the direction of East here in Britain, but the direction can change depending on where you live. The colour yellow is the main colour for the Air and the East and this symbolises light, wind/breeze, freshness and mental agility. Subjects linked to Air include mathematics and music. This element is also linked on the Wheel of the Year to the spring, from the first very early awakening of spring moving, as the year turns on, to the Spring Equinox or Vernal Equinox, also known as Ostara.

  The kind of colour yellow linked to the element of Air is a sharp citrus yellow, the colour of daffodils. The season bursts into colour around the third week of March here in Britain, but if you live in the southern hemisphere then it’s going to be about the third week of September.

  Everywhere in the town gardens, in the city parks and by the sides of the roads in the countryside bright yellow flowers come into bloom, followed about a week or so later by their white, orange-centred cousins. You can measure the year in flowers; very early spring brings us the pure white snowdrops, then as the season progresses, out come the white, purple and yellow crocuses. Then the yellow daffodils, the peacock-eyed narcissi, and just a few weeks later a blue carpet of wild bluebells grace the woods, brought on by the light coming directly through the bare leafed trees to the floor of the woodland.

  Everything in nature is earnest, bright, promising and eager to burst into bloom. And that is very much the feeling of this element; it’s like a fresh breeze on a cold and sunny morning.

  Fire is next and in Britain or Europe is linked to the South. The colour of the element Fire is red and brings passion, heat, and energy. It’s the kind of passion that stops you thinking about anything else at all, takes over and gives you an overwhelming amount of energy. It is the energy that brings out the competitive spirit in us all; that drives us to win. You probably know at least one person who is very keen on playing football. There are times when all they want to do is play; they forget everything else in the passion and energy of the game. Sometimes they are so driven to win that their personality becomes more aggressive and unfriendly than they are otherwise. That is the passion of Fire taken a little too far. Controlled though, the energy of Fire helps us to keep trying to succeed in all we do.

  Fire links into the summer festivals, firstly Beltane. The festival is all about the love that causes the Goddess and the God to come together. Then, in the middle of the summer, with the heat of the Sun burning down from a cloudless sky from the early hours of the morning all the way through to almost midnight, we get the Summer Solstice when our day is so long and the night never really gets dark completely. Depending on where you live, you may only get about an hour of darkness and either side a long dusk and a long dawn.

  Water is usually linked to the West in Britain . The colour for Water in the classical elements is blue; any shade of blue which can be linked to the sea, the rivers, the lakes or a melting glacier. Water is very much a feeling element; it moves the soul and kindles feelings of empathy and sympathy. That is the feeling when you see your best friend in tears and you just want to hug them. You fight back the tears yourself and you can feel their sadness in your heart. Or when one of your pals has lost a member of his or her family, someone they loved, and you have such sympathy for them. They have to be so very brave and your heart goes out to them.

  This is the moving power of the element of Water!

  This sadness can start at Lughnasadh, the first of the autumn festivals, when the Corn King is cut down because he has to give his life in order for his people to eat throughout the coming months. We see the beautiful grain ripened under the summer Sun with the gentle breeze making a movement that looks like waves of water, it’s so beautiful but it has to be cut. All you have left in the ground is a field of stubble, but you do have the grain to make bread and you have bales of straw to help feed your animals through the winter, and to spread on the ground in the barns so the cattle can sleep in comfort.

  It then extends to affect the Autumn Equinox. The year has gone three parts of the way around the circle and there is sadness in the knowledge that within a few months winter will come, the leaves will drop from the trees and autumn will be upon us. Although there is a balance of light and dark at this time, it is tinged with emotion at the loss of Mother Nature’s wonderful summer colours.

  Earth, the element of stability, is linked to the North in Europe. It is the solid ground under our feet, the colour used for Earth is green, most of the time, although you will see either dark brown or black used as well. It just depends on where in the world you live and the colour of the ground, the soil, by you. Here in Britain, Ireland and in most of Europe you will find green is used most often, the bright green of grass.

  To understand the element of Earth first we have to simply stand up, you may be in the middle of a room, but the building has its foundations in the ground and this gives it stability. Even for those who live in houses built over water, the main poles that hold the building up go down into the earth, into the ground.

  Caves in the side of hills for me are one of the things I connect with the element of Earth, dark deep places, with solid floors made from the rock. The animals that make their homes in places like this are also linked to the element.

  The first festival that this element touches is Samhain, with its link to the past, to our ancestors who gave us stability by passing down their genes to us. The dark colours are used at this time of the year and it is at this time of year that we often share stories, such as the tales of the mighty Cailleach who walked the hills and valleys marking them out with her huge footprints, throwing boulders around to make hills. This myth is one of the making of the land in Britain, the foundations, the very ground we walk on. It is not thought of as a factual account; it is a story that helps us feel better connected to the world we live in.

  The next festival that Earth touches is the Midwinter or Yule. At Midwinter the ground is cold, often frozen, maybe even white. But although it is cold, frozen and slippery, it is still the strong foundation that helps us walk, run and jump. What would be the fun of jumping if the ground was not there to land on? As a Pagan I wait with others at Midwinter for the new-born baby God, the Sun that will eventually bring warmth and heat to the ground. Watching day by day for the increase in length of daytime light until by four days we gain between two to four minutes each day and, by the 25 th , we have ten more minutes of daylight and we can see the days are getting longer. This brings stability to my day; I know how long the daylight is going to last and this means I can plan what to do.

  Spirit is not part of the basic four elements because it flows in and around all of them. It is the fifth point on a pentagram and the circle around the group of people celebrating each festival. This Spirit is all through the universe. Astronauts have reported that it is not completely silent in space. There is a ‘noise’ a sound, and this is the sound of energy, of Spirit, the flow of what some call ‘Awen’, some call ‘Holy Spirit’. It is a kind of supernatural energy most of the time unseen. This Spirit, this energy, can be used to guard and protect, to put life into something, to help with healing and it is almost impossible to clearly explain. You have to just accept the word of a grandmother here, Spirit is there and you can tap into it.

  Strangely the Jewish/Christian Bible has a line in some editions that states: ‘In the beginning was the word’. According to professors the ‘word’ translates as ‘sound’, ‘noise’, and it could be that what early writers were trying to say was that this sound, this energy, was within the universe right from the start. This is ‘Spirit’ and it is around us, was around our ancestors and will always be there, a magical flow of energy and a blanket of safety.


  The Wheel of the Year

  For those who do not have a background in the Pagan faith, I will go over the Wheel of the Year briefly.

  The year is broken up into eight different festivals; we have touched on some of them while learning about the elements. There are four solar festivals and four fire festivals that make up the whole Wheel of the Year. In Wiccan terms these are Sabbats, and although the word was originally of ancient Hebrew origin, the festivals of the Wheel of the Year themselves have origins both in Celtic and in Germanic pre-Christian feasts. Two cultures have combined and melded into what is now a worldwide acceptance of the basic structure for many modern Pagans. The New Year begins and ends at Samhain, the Celtic New Year, which is one of four cross quarter festivals or fire festivals. It is a continuous flow starting and ending at Samhain, better known from a commercial view as ‘Halloween’.


  Samhain
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  In the northern hemisphere this is kept on October 31 st and in the southern hemisphere it is May 1 st . It’s a time to celebrate the lives of those who have left this physical plane and gone on to the next. Many of us call this place the ‘Summerlands’. We pay respect to our ancestors and this involves those we can trace back in our own family, our blood ancestors. It also includes those that we can trace who married or were adopted into the family and so are connected via a contract, or we say of a ‘line’. And, lastly, we also celebrate those ancestors of the place where we live or work or play. We call these our ancestors ‘of place’.

  Pagans also often include past pets. These are also loved ones and we would remember them also at this time.

  When we meet up as a group to celebrate this festival you may hear one of the members call to ‘our ancestors of blood, line and place’. In my own group we make a point of reading out loud the names of those connected to any of us who have departed this life and gone to the Summerlands in the last turn of the Wheel of the Year or, to put it another way, in the previous twelve months.

  Each festival is linked to different elements and directions, so as Samhain falls near to the element of Water, this brings the emotional feeling, the empathy of the element, into the festival. For this celebration, this is as it should be. We all have memories of our own family members and friends, as well as pets who have passed on from this life to the Summerlands. Here is a story to show how the feeling of water comes into the time in which we remember those we have known that have passed on.

  A Story about Samhain

  In the crowded back streets of a city in the middle of the country lived a boy who was called by the nickname ‘Ashmain’ or simply ‘Ash’. I can’t even begin to pronounce his given name; his father had come from Africa and never stayed for very long after his birth. His mum came from England and they lived with their gran in a tiny terraced house in a rundown part of the city. ‘Ash’ was not a name for how he looked, because he looked more like milky coffee, but his friends knew he liked to be known as ‘black’. Ash had lots of friends, from his school, from folks who lived near to his home and some friends who were from the family, his cousins.
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