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PART I

DRUIDRY




The Ever Changing Faces of the Gods ~ Luke Eastwood


Over the last thousand years or so there have been huge changes in religion – most notably the one god coming to replace the many – the Judeo-Christian god Yahweh, who has swept through the world at the end of a conquering sword or a gun. However, as with all things in life, change eventually comes and now we see a resurgence of multi-religious as well as secular life, as a result of the fact that the iron grip of enforced religiosity has begun to loosen.


Just as the Spanish, Portuguese and the British brought their Christianity to most of their conquered domains, I suspect that ancient conquerors did much the same in early and pre-recorded history. Certainly the Romans brought their own brand of Hellenic paganism to their conquered territories such as Gaul and Britain. Archaeological evidence shows that Romano-Celtic gods were worshipped in the time before Christianity became the official religion of the empire.


It’s also clear that the earlier Greek forays eastwards had a significant effect on middle-eastern culture, which strangely lasted into the early renaissance period, long after Europe has lost and forgotten the religious and philosophical writings of the Greeks. Strange as it may be, the Greek corpus retained by the Persians made its way back into Europe via people from this region who had long since become monotheists (Islam) and who once again worship the same god as the Jews and Christians, albeit called a different name - Allah.


Probably there has been ebb and flow throughout known and unknown history with lone gods supplanting pantheons and vice versa along with military achievements or mass migrations of peoples. A good example of this is the reforming of Babylonian polytheism by Zoroaster (Zarathustra) to become monotheism with various classes of lower spiritual beings (both good and bad). Zoroastrian religion was incredibly powerful in the Middle East for at least 1000 years and influenced both Judaism and Christianity. However it was gradually marginalised by Greek and Roman influence before being almost eliminated by the spread of Islam. Ironically, it has survived in India and also Iran, largely due to the protection afforded it by moderate Islam as ‘people of the book’, along with other scripture based monotheism.


From a Celtic perspective there have clearly been a multitude of changes over time, as is evidenced by the different layers of gods that exist. Unfortunately there is no exact timeline, like we’d find with the Egyptians. Their foray into monotheism under Akhenaten is well known and recorded, despite the fact that his religion and his great city barely survived a decade after his death in 1336BCE.


The early history of Western Europe was not written down, it was passed orally, despite the fact that the Druids were well able to write. In the territories of the Romans the old religions and the histories (or mythologies) were largely wiped out or absorbed by the Roman culture, with what little remained being further degraded with the arrival of the Roman church.


So with a few notable exceptions, there is little known of the indigenous gods of Western Europe and not much more known of the gods that the Celts most probably brought with them. The two notable exceptions, as sources of the largely lost religious culture of Western Europe, are Ireland and Scandinavia. Neither of these places were conquered by the Romans and both were rather late in coming under the influence of the Roman church (approx. 1000CE in Scandinavia).


The Viking’s religion, (now called Asatru), is of unknown age and is most probably the indigenous religion of northern Europe, which was also to be found in what is now Germany and Russia and in Britain (by introduction). Like the Celts they had an oral culture even though they had the ability to write (Runes). Unlike the Celts, they had a clearly defined pantheon (the Aesir), which appears to have remained largely unchanged, most probably due to their isolation.


Unlike Scandinavia, Ireland was a warm and inviting area, excellent for cultivation and full of mineral resources, which obviously made it an inviting place to try and colonise. From the medieval book Lebor Gabála Érenn (The Book of the Taking of Ireland), which is believed to have been orally transmitted in earlier times, we discover that Ireland was subject to several waves of invasions by different races, over an unknown time period.


Because of these waves of invaders the culture of Ireland that has been recorded can to some extent be separated or compartmentalised. The mythology that has survived is quite clearly related to different races and times. The people of Dana, or Tuatha De Danann, as the name implies were followers of the Goddess Dana, otherwise known as Danu or Anu and the pantheon of gods associated with her as descendents. This group of gods comprises just a dozen or two of the Irish gods. The goddess Tailtu, the foster mother of Lugh is remembered in the name of the town Telltown, but she was in fact Firbolg, not Tuatha De Danann. Lugh himself, to complicate matters further is descended from both the Tuatha De Danann and the Fomhoire (grandson of Balor).


The pantheon of the Tuatha De Danann is clearly defined by the genealogies and admittedly imported into Ireland, which is corroborated by the existence of Tuatha De Danann deities in lands other than Ireland – such as Britain and France, where one can find, for example, both Brigid and Lugh. Other Irish gods may or may not be traceable to earlier peoples but many of them are still known to us – such as Bilé (Beli), Crom Cruach, Ériu, Tlachtga or Bel. These gods may have belonged to the Milesians, Fomorians (Fomhoire) Firbolgs, the Nemedians, or Partholans, but it is thought that they are not of the Tuatha De Danann.


At this stage it is nigh impossible to tell at what point many of these gods arrived in Ireland if indeed they are not actually indigenous. Amergin (famed druid of the Milesians) gained victory over their Tuatha De Danann opponents by agreeing to name Ireland after the three goddesses Ériu, Banba and Fódla. In a few cases (e.g. Geoffrey Keating, 1634) they are linked to Ernmas of the Tuatha De Danann, but it is likely that they are a much older triad than say the Morrigu (Badb, Macha, Nemain/Anand) which is found in the Tuatha De Danann and later mythology.


In addition to the various layers of pantheons or remnants of earlier pantheons there is also a plethora of localised gods that relate to places, some of these are simply linked to a river or hill, many of which are forgotten or forgotten in all but name. The Irish ‘Metrical Dindshenchas’, codified in the Middle Ages, demonstrates that many place names are derived from gods or mythical heroes. Some deities such as the goddess of the river Boyne, Boann are clearly localised but were appropriated by the dominant culture (Tuatha De Danann). In some of the mythology Boann is also linked to Brú Na Boinne, also known as Síd in Broga (now Newgrange), which is situated very close to the Boyne itself.


Although Boann and other Tuatha De Danann gods such as Aengus Mac Og and Dagda are linked to this site, it is clearly a much older location than this Bronze Age mythical supernatural race. Newgrange has been estimated to have been built around, 3000BCE, during the Neolithic period yet Boann is clearly linked to both the river and the site; in fact she is credited with creating the river and losing her life in the process.


Although accepted as part of the Tuatha De Danann, she does not appear outside Ireland like Ogma, Lugh, Brigid, Nuada and various others of this pantheon that can be found in Britain or France. My belief is that she is much older than the Tuatha De Danann gods but was assimilated by invading peoples in much the same way that Christianity assimilated some of the pagan beliefs (e.g. transforming Brigid from a goddess into a saint).


Boann has survived through the writings of the medieval scholars into modern Pagan consciousness, but one can only guess wildly at how many other river gods and goddesses have not survived. Significant finds such as the Battersea shield, and many others like it in river beds are generally accepted as votive offerings to the gods, perhaps even specifically the god of the river the article was thrown into. Likewise there were probably gods of hills, mountains, lakes, forests etc. that have simply disappeared from history.


Often people think of the transition of religious belief and practice as discrete – e.g. a sudden conversion from Paganism to Christianity, however it is rarely that simple. Taking Ireland as an example – despite what the monks wrote, we can be sure that all Ireland did not convert to Christianity with the triumph of St. Patrick. The evidence of graves is undeniable – a period of transfer from Pagan style to Christian style burial took approximately 300 years to be completed. One must consider also that given the enormous amount of Pagan survivals in both folk belief and practice that became reluctantly absorbed into the new religion – the Christianity that developed in Ireland was most likely much more a fusion of old and new than Patrick may have hoped for.


Given that such a fusion did in fact occur (although largely dismissed by the Christian church), it’s also quite likely that similar fusions took place in earlier eras with the arrival of each new race into Ireland. I could imagine that by the time that St. Patrick arrived, the seemingly homogenous Paganism of the Druids was a mishmash of popular deities and practices from various races, survived, fused, recycled or added to over a huge time period.


Even now, long after Paganism was supposed to have died out in Europe there are survivals of Pagan folk practice, particularly in the remaining Celtic world. Even now, after around 1500 years of Christianity there are still people in Britain and Ireland who claim to have inherited Pagan beliefs in secret and carried on their religion in isolation.


Up until the second half of the last century it was still unsafe to identify oneself as a Pagan. If not likely to suffer actual physical danger, any overt Pagan would have been liable to perhaps lose their job or be ostracised by their neighbours. Since the 1950’s with the emergence of Neo-Paganism it has gradually become safer for secret Pagans to reveal their beliefs.


The vast majority of Pagans today are not hereditary Pagans; they have gained an interest in Paganism only because of the fortunate survival of Paganism in literature, folk practices and the anthropological sciences. Of course, in previous centuries there were always people who had Pagan leanings but unlike today, such people would not have been free to express it without suffering some form of retribution.


As a Neo-Pagan Druid myself, I first experienced Paganism, as a child, through the mythology of the Greeks, Romans, Vikings, Egyptians and Celts. I did not choose to become a Pagan until I was already an adult; being free to explore a number of different religions over time. Eventually I settled on Celtic Polytheism, not because I was born into it, but simply because it suits my beliefs.


Modern people, to a large extent, have the luxury of picking their own religious beliefs or converting to another religion if the religion of their birth does not suit them. Much the same as the known world was before Christianity swept across it, there are now a multitude of religions to choose from, both monotheist and polytheist. In the pre-Christian era there was certainly co-existence of vastly different religions, but whether it was as easy to move from one belief system to another, like it is today, is hard to say.


As now, where collective religious life is in flux, I imagine that various religions and cults rose and fell like the tide, perhaps increasing in one region and declining in another. We can see clearly from history that religion, like culture, is not static, that extent and popularity of religions shifts, as do the practices and belief within individual religions.


Fairly recently, I was able to attend a Lughnasadh ritual with a varied group of other Pagans, mostly from the west of Ireland. The bulk of those in attendance were Neo-Pagans like myself, but there were a small number of secret hereditary Pagans too. It was fascinating to hear one of these hereditary Pagans recite a prayer that I have never heard spoken and that bore great similarity to a prayer attributed to St. Patrick.


I suspect the St. Patrick’s prayer I speak of is itself a modified version of a prayer used by the Pagans of the time. The imagery used in St. Patricks’ Breastplate, to me, has more in common with Druidic incantations than it does with the more familiar Christian prayers.


Of course my understanding of what it is to be a Druid, to be a Pagan and to be a human being is probably vastly different from the understanding of people of Europe who were Pagan in pre-Christian or early Christian times. Today there are Celtic Druids, Christian Druids, Buddhist Druids and even secular Druids, not to mention the vast array of different types of other Pagan that exist. One can only speculate whether or not the original Pagans would approve of the re-emergence of their gods and the resurrection or re-imagining of many of their beliefs and practices.


Either in secret, though many generations, or through a personal Gnostic journey of choice one can find oneself praying to these same gods of our ancient ancestors. How one arrives at a particular belief system may be very different and the understanding of that belief system might be quite different. In a dogmatic religion there is little or no room for interpretation and where differences occur it most often leads to conflict. In Pagan spirituality, at least in its current form, there are as many gods as there are colours and there is apparent freedom to express our own experiences of them.


The gods may be defined by history but they are also ethereal inhabitants of our world, not of some far of heaven separated by an impassable chasm. Our relationship with the gods is for us to choose, it is not mapped out for us and the face of the divine we see now may change in the future, just as it has always changed throughout human history.


The Celts were said to have laughed as they destroyed the statuary at the Oracle of Delphi in their 3rd century BCE attempted sacking of the town. The Celts supposedly understood that these were not gods, but merely laughable human representations of what deity is. Both the Celts the Norse of the time were highly skilled in art, yet their representations of the gods were rudimentary, crude and barely humanoid, while their Greek counterparts produced life-like ‘human’ statues to represent their own pantheon. In truth, whether we are Christians, Pagans, Hindus, Buddhists or whatever, the images of deity we might choose to use are not real. At best they are tools that enable us to conceptualise and imagine the qualities of the divine that we wish to connect to. At worst they are abominable idols that give a false and childish representation of a power that is beyond human understanding.


Just as every dandelion leaf is unique, the face of the gods is unique to each and every one of us. Perhaps it is not the divine that has changed at all, it is us, humanity that has undergone immense changes over thousands of years. As we change so does our ability to see, feel and understand what the divine actually is and what our relationship with the Creation is, or should be.


Perhaps after endless generations of being trapped by our beliefs, trapped by dogma we are arriving at a time in which we can be free to choose the gods and spiritualities that most enable us to connect with the divine as we understand it. Each of us has to live our own life, no-one else can live it for us. Perhaps it’s time to accept responsibility for our own personal Gnostic journey – to begin understanding both ourselves and the divine. If we all took responsibility just for ourselves only and bringing the sacred into our own lives, this might bear more fruit than endless religious debate and conflict. Surely, when our lives comes to an end how we, ourselves, have chosen to live is all that really matters. What everyone else chooses to do is not our responsibility.


Luke Eastwood is the author of The Druid’s Primer.




The Promise ~ Joanna van der Hoeven


Are the gods real?


For many within our ever-increasing secular culture, this is not a question that is often considered. Either they are assumed to be, or they are not. Someone is either a spiritual or religious person, or they are not. However, within the Druid tradition, akin to many other subversive philosophies, questioning everything is paramount in order to understand our world better. There are Druids who are atheists. There are Druids who are agnostic. There are Druids who follow traditional “Celtic” deities. There are Druids who worship Egyptian gods and goddesses. What matters most is not whether or not one believes in deity, but rather that they have thought deeply about the question, coming to their own conclusions and expanding upon them further, based upon their wit and intelligence as well as their experience and integration with the land around them. Certainly not all modern Druids have done so, of course, but a large number of people that I have come across in the tradition have given this serious consideration, seeing it as an important part of their path.


There have been many subversive movements in our history. For example, the Enlightenment questioned and then mocked everything that was previously believed in spiritually, economically, environmentally and more. Rock’n’roll and punk did the same from the 50’s to the late 70’s. The 17th century Baroque artist Artemisia Gentileschi railed against the patriarchy in her religious paintings. The common thread between them all is a deep questioning, a searching not essentially for meaning but for the love of the search itself. Widening one’s perspective, seeking a pluralist viewpoint rather than the singular is at the heart of each movement, shaking up the foundation of dogma and awakening the masses to the ever-changing nature of life itself.


We are now living with the repercussions of a jaded society, filled with irony and hipsters, a mindset that perhaps began back with Generation X. Many have written about the disenfranchised and apathetic mentality of this generation, while others such as Professor Christine Henseler have argued in the preface to Generation X Goes Global: Mapping a Youth Culture in Motion that it is “a generation whose worldview is based on change, on the need to combat corruption, dictatorships, abuse, AIDS, a generation in search of human dignity and individual freedom, the need for stability, love, tolerance, and human rights for all”. What it really stood for doesn’t matter as much as the repercussions of labelling and creating a group of people known as Gen X. We have always loved labels in our society, helping to create little boxes out of the chaos of the unknown, so that we can easily stereotype people, places and things in order to simplify and create a singularity in our worldview. However, with the advent of the internet, these attempts have utterly failed, and yet another subversive order has been created to combat and question everything that you once knew.


Before the internet, you researched matters at the library, through books, papers, professors etc. Now we google everything. An internet search engine has become a verb in our vocabulary. This is not in itself a bad thing, for we are getting different points of view, perhaps very different to the ones that have been handed down, regurgitated even, since the dawn of time (though one could also argue that what we get from internet search engines is a popular bubble of information rather than an expansive and inclusive point of view). Everyone has an opinion, and everyone can express it on the internet. Intelligence, opinions, point of view and perspectives are not limited to the recognised intellectual few. The internet has revolutionised our way of thinking.


But what does all this have to do with the gods? In today’s society, we are questioning things more and more. We have broken free from a recessive tide of simply accepting everything that we have been told yet again in our human history. Though certain newspapers and other media would like to believe differently, most of don’t believe the hype, to quote Public Enemy from their 1988 album It Takes A Nation Of Millions To Hold Us Back. What took a lot of effort and risked a lot of danger previously in our history when we had and voiced a differing opinion, questioning everything from the government to religion, is now normal and relatively safe in the Western world. With the ability to share information at the touch of a button, we can pass on false information, cat videos, the tyranny of a so-called democratic government and more.


This questioning mentality is, I think, are the heart of modern Druidry. Perhaps it was even at the heart of ancient Druidry, but we will never know for certain, as the ancient Druids did not keep written records. What little we know of them arrives from archaeological conjecture and accounts from mostly opposing political and religious regimes. Yet today we find more and more modern Druids spending equal amounts of time researching the old texts and lore, as well as putting into practice what they have learned in a very experiential form of spirituality or religion that has relevance to today’s society and culture. More and more we are questioning even the old lore, and looking equally into the future as well as the past. When modern Druidry was forming in the late 1950’s and early 60’s, their vision came from the past, fuelled by what they thought Druids did long ago. Questions around the issue of following an ancient religious movement were not posed as often as they are today, and indeed many modern Pagans and Druids realise and fully accept that what they are practising is indeed a modern spirituality, not one that has been handed down generation to generation since ye olde times. What is even more important is that it doesn’t matter that it isn’t an ancient religion or spirituality: what matters most is its relevance to the modern day. Validity has replaced authenticity.


In this light, we can explore the gods with regards to their relevance in today’s world. We can also disbelieve in them altogether, but as someone who has yet to solidly ascertain whether or not they truly exist for my own worldview, the questioning is perhaps the most important part. I have followed several deities in my Druidic and Pagan path, and have had good relationships with them in my practice. Does it matter that they may be figments of my imagination, or human archetypes given a certain importance and external quality to my own sense of being? Does it matter that they are real beings, real forces of nature that move through us and the world, constantly flowing and changing, ever adapting and evolving? Or is what matters most the fact that we are considering all these aspects, thereby broadening our horizons and using some of that grey matter taking up so much space in our skulls?


I have spent the last year torn between seeing a specific deity known as Brighid as a real and viable entity, a force of nature that has no meaning or form, or as a personified and anthropomorphised force that makes relationship on a one to one level easier that with an amorphous entity that is perhaps too large to contemplate. I have even seen Brighid as not existing as deity, but as simply nature, the earth/universe itself. There is a saying that is often quoted in Druidry along the lines of “I believe in God, only I spell it NATURE” or that there is nothing to believe in Druidry, for the wonder and awe of nature and everything around us in enough, and we don’t have to believe in what we can see right in front of us. However, for me personally, the quest (this word that shares the same root etymology as question) is more important than the answer, if any is to be had.


If I am not thinking about whether or not the gods exist, then I am not using my full potential as a human being. If I am simply following what was passed down to me, or what just feels right instinctually without using a little bit of reason or rationality, then I am denying myself an opposing viewpoint that may crack open the edges of perception and allow me to even further integrate into my relationship with the land, the gods and the ancestors.


For as a Druid, I think that this relationship and integration is at the heart of everything that I/we do. Being a Druid is not only what you think, but what you do. I am not only a Druid: I am Druid. Druid is also a verb, something that you do, coloured by your explorations and questions, your quest for awen and inspiration. Looking deeply into the heart of my relationship with the gods, questioning their existence has confused and upset me, clarified and helped me on my path towards integration. If I hadn’t questioned, if I ever feel secure in my belief, then I have stopped evolving, stopped allowing other perceptions through, creating a sort of dogma in my religion that is antithetical to Druidry itself. Nature is in constant change and flux; no day is ever the same as the previous, time and tides are constantly shifting and flowing, mountains growing and receding, people being born and people dying. If I restrict myself to a singular viewpoint, then I am not integrated into the wider system. Certainty cannot carry the same freedom.


Druids know that we are part of a wider system, an ecosystem that begins at home and stretches ever outwards to encompass the entire universe. Our relationships in that system are what are most important, for we know that we have an impact on everything, just as everything has an impact on us. We realise that we are not separate from the butterfly, that its life is indeed essential to ours in ways that perhaps we had not even imagined before. Seeing the threads that bind everything together is the nature of awen, of inspiration. Acknowledgement and respect towards these threads create the lasting bonds of relationship. As the Druid aspires to integrate with her environment in harmony and balance, so too does she realise that she has to question everything in order to step outside her human-centred point of view.


In my personal search for deity, I have realised that deity, if it exists, is specific to the querent. What I might perceive as deity is not perhaps what my cat may perceive as deity. Even considering whether cats think about deity is an interesting exercise (though it is my opinion, and an oft-shared one among cat-lovers, that cats are indeed gods and that they fully realise this, making us totally aware of our position as human slaves in a feline nation). All joking aside, have you ever wondered what deity would be for a tree, or a hummingbird, or a wave on the ocean? Or are we simply once again projecting human-like questions upon other beings within nature?


We also have to consider not only the questions regarding topics such as deity, but our need to ask these questions. In my quest for deity, what is the underlying need that drives me ever further? What is it that I seek? Is it a definitive answer and, if so, why? Do I need that stability in my life, and what will the repercussions of having a definitive answer be? Will it create more dogma?


Perhaps now more than ever, we are living in an alienated and isolated society. Though we have social media called Facebook, we hardly have any “face time” with the people we communicate with on that “social” platform. Our virtual reality far exceeds our physical reality in the amount of time spent there for the majority of individuals in the relatively comfortable and prosperous Western world. We can either be lead into a virtual stupor where the need to question anything is irrelevant, or we can wake ourselves up and step outside of it, finding once again our feet in the real world. In the virtual world, we may be connected to hundreds of “Friends” but in the real world we may not see any. Does this serve as an adequate replacement for real human contact, allowing people the comfort of human to human interaction without the messiness of having to physically deal with the relationship? Or is it simply avoiding the question completely, lulling us into a state of security, heads down on our phones so that we don’t have to think, or spend time with ourselves, stand in a queue at the supermarket and simply be present in the moment, perhaps even smiling to the person behind us?


I was taught that there are gods of nature, and of human nature. These teachings evolved over time, exploring the nature of the gods down to their subatomic particles in a deep study of animism that few have previously explored in modern Paganism or Druidry. Yet now is a very exciting, frightening, wonderful time to live in, where these questions and more are coming to the surface and everything that we take for granted, such as words, concepts, deities and more are truly being explored by the revolutionaries and great thinkers (and do-ers) of our era, as well as your next-door neighbour.


When we start to explore the nature of the gods, the land and our ancestors, we also explore a myriad of related subjects, including life and death, order and chaos, time, history: the list is endless. What is most important, and which I’ve touched upon several times in this essay, is that we move from the singular point of view to the plural. The internet-age has helped us to once again begin this movement anew, a movement which has occurred again and again throughout our history and is perhaps the defining element in creating a mindset of questioning and seeking. It is a beginning point, a platform that we can jump off into the great unknown of our questing minds and experiencing bodies to reach a different perspective. The edges of reality are more frail and fragile than we might like, and once we begin to perceive in different ways we can expand our souls until they take flight into the darkness of the unknown, like Blodeuwudd in the night.


Is my Lady Brighid real? I still don’t know. But I quest a relationship with her in order to understand more, perhaps not in the hopes of having a definitive yes or no answer, but because the journey is one worth taking. Does Brighid think I am real? What is the need behind the question, what is the desire to learn the answer? What are the forces that push and pull us, in our minds, our lives? Are there great directors and orchestrators of movement? What is the meaning of our lives, of life itself? Are we equipped, mentally and physically, to accept a definitive yes or no answer to any of the above?


What is the nature of belief? The root of the word, belief, stems from the late 12c., bileave, which replaced the Old English geleafa meaning “belief or faith,” which itself originated from the West Germanic ga-laubon “to hold dear, esteem, trust”. In this previous sense, believing in something, whether it is a god or a sub-atomic particle has nothing to do with the nature of reality and everything to do with a notion of trust. To whom or what are we going to give our trust? Do we need to place our trust in something in order to have a relationship with it? What are the bounds that we can work with when it comes to trust and relationship? Should we still investigate these past concepts alongside our modern notions in order to gain a wider perspective, or are they simply muddying the waters of clarity?


If we are to truly have a grand adventure in this present moment and in this lifetime then we are going to come across some serious questions that explore the boundaries of reality and nature itself. In our paths as Druids, these questions form a large part of our understanding, and our understanding of just how little we know. Continuing the quest, putting one foot in front of the other, exploring new mindsets keeps us in the flow that is nature. When we are stuck, when we are mired in a concept or belief, we can become stagnant, like water that cannot flow freely. We may, like water, bump against rocks in our journey down to the sea, cascading down great waterfalls of the unknown, slamming against canyon walls of ignorance and dogma, or floating gently and serenely on a tide of peace for however long or short a time. All that we can truly know is that everything is changing from one moment to the next, ourselves with it, and acceptance of a plurality in our worldview is the way to evolve and adapt, to work better with the world and live our lives utterly dedicated to our quest and our Druidry. It is questioning, and questing the awen. When we live our lives in this manner, things will never be dull.


As David Bowie once said, “I don’t know where I am going from here, but I promise it won’t be boring”.


Joanna van der Hoeven is the author of The Awen Alone, Zen for Druids, Zen Druidry and Dancing with Nemetona.




Is It True Or Are You Making It Up As Go? ~ Graeme K Talboys


Having worked in museums and before that having taught history, I know a bit about what history and archaeology entail. The notion of hunting out, examining, and interpreting primary source material; of context and chronology; of drawing tentative conclusions from the information gathered; of researching secondary sources and referring back to the primary material are all things with which I am familiar. I also know that our understanding of the past is not fixed.


The exploration of our past has gone on for a long time. We know a great deal about what happened and why, even in those periods once considered ‘dark’, but we don’t know everything. New information comes to light all the time. Often this makes little difference to the greater picture. It usually does little more than colour in bits that have hitherto remained as line drawings. Sometimes it helps to cast light on otherwise puzzling facets, allowing us to fill in gaps in our understanding. Just occasionally, a new piece of information requires us to make a major re-adjustment in our thinking.


I mention all this because recently there has been a revival of the notion that Arthur was not buried at Glastonbury and that the myths surrounding him are just that – myths. This comes as no surprise to many people, especially those within pagan circles. It was clearly a slow news week for the papers when this story was featured, but it led to some ‘interesting’ discussions, not least of was an extremely puzzling sentiment that I later found repeated in a number of other places. This was that Geoffrey of Monmouth, one of the chroniclers of Arthur and Merlin, wrote The History of the Kings of Britain as a hoax.


This stopped me in my metaphorical tracks. I had to read it several times. I was so utterly perplexed I went investigating. Writing is difficult enough at the best of times, but sitting in a cold scriptorium using expensive materials and sometimes having to wait months for a reply (or go travelling to other monasteries to consult books) would tend to put off the most ardent hoaxer. Besides which, why would Geoffrey of Monmouth do such a thing? Did the person who made this claim mean that Geoffrey wrote a huge book in the hope of fooling… who? His patron? His contemporaries? Future historians? Aliens?


What I found, on digging, was a streak of ignorance that was most alarming, especially amongst people who were calling themselves historians (although giving yourself such a name doesn’t mean much – this was all on the Internet, after all, and the words ‘pinch’, ‘of’, and ‘salt’ come to mind, especially in that order).


It seems, on reading further, that what was being said is that Geoffrey of Monmouth’s book is not history. Because it is not history, it is a LIE. Excuse the shouting, but that is the impression I got from some of the online discussions I stumbled across. There are some very scary people out there. Never mind that they were not prepared to give a definition of what they meant by history or even whose history they were considering, let alone take on the fact that notion of history has changed over the centuries. And you can imagine a discussion in which you pointed out that ‘history’ is a somewhat imperfect translation of the Latin ‘historia’, embracing as it does the notion of history, narrative, story, inquiry, and hypothesis. These online ‘historians’ had made up their minds and that was that.


There was so much wrong with what was being said, that I beat a hasty retreat. You do not mix it with such people. You do not even politely suggest they may have misunderstood or missed the point. That would probably be worse than using capital letters to call them rude names.


In fact, Geoffrey of Monmouth produced a work of myth. He placed, in a loose chronological/causal order, all the mythical tales about Britain and its rulers that he could find. Whether he believed them to be literal truth or not is irrelevant. Given that he was an educated man, it is unlikely that he did. He collected for us stories that might otherwise have been lost, producing a piece of work that, for its Arthurian material alone, stands alongside any other great collection of national myths.


Indeed, such is the power and importance of the Arthurian tales, when I was still teaching I argued that we should be introducing children to these stories rather than Greek or Roman myths. I failed to make my case, largely because the department heads were Classical scholars. Yet their decision impoverished those children who may have grown up without realising we had myths of our own that were every bit as exciting as and more important than those imported from other cultures simply because they are rooted in the very ground on which we walk and by which we are informed about the world.


Of course, there are the Gradgrinds and others who question whether we should introduce children to any sort of myth. Paradoxically, these are quite often the same sort of people who profess that children should not be forced into any belief system, hat they should be allowed to choose for themselves. But how can you choose freely unless you have the full range of options set before you along with the tools to make an informed choice? All children should be immersed in the myths of their culture. If they have multi-cultural backgrounds, they should get a double dose and we should share in that. And they should also be taught what myths are, how they work, how they stand in relation to factual accounts.


Myths are wonderful. They are not fairy tales (and even if they were, so what). They are not bits of fiction or sly attempts to expose children to bits of pagan religion (and even if that were the case, so what). Myths are stories of wonder. Myths are multi-coloured, mind-expanding adventures. Myths are metaphor. Myths are truth.


Let’s be straight about this. They are not facts. They are not knowledge. They are truth. They are part of the collective wisdom of the people with which they originate. In some cases they are faltering first steps in science (explaining natural phenomena). In other cases they embody basic social, legal, and ethical principles. They are the foundation of what we have since become. If you get the foundations right. If you understand them and can see where they are inadequate, you stand a much better chance of building a lasting and equitable structure on top of them.


Our ancestors were not stupid. They knew that myth was just that. They knew the difference between fact and a fiction that conveyed other truths. Druids were certainly aware of this difference; otherwise they would not have been employed to preserve both history and myth. And just as they knew the difference, they knew the importance of both strands of our understanding of the past.


Myths help to shape the way a people thinks. The Arthurian cycle of tales is mythic, legendary, and quasi-historical all at once. Somewhere at the heart may be an historical figure around whom a series of such stories have accreted. They may reflect actual events, or they may have come together because of a common essence. Whatever the case, they not only recorded a version of the past, they influenced future events.


At the very least they provided the basis of some of the greatest literature and art ever produced. In itself, that would be astonishing given that it is a legacy that is still inspiring writers, artists, and musicians today. But they did a great deal more. The ideals within and which evolved from the myths (working to protect and restore a cultural and spiritual wasteland, chivalry, courtly love, using strength to protect the weak rather than exploit them) had a profound effect on history. Historical figures rarely lived up to these ideals, but they were guided by them and there was an idea of justice within them that rooted in the minds of ordinary people.


Furthermore, whilst the myths may not have happened in a literal, material sense, the stories were told and retold and became very real in the sense that they were part of the cultural commonwealth of the people. And this began at a time when culture was not some industrialised aspect of our lives known as ‘entertainment’. There is no doubt these stories are entertaining, but they also contain wisdom and insight, handed along from generation to generation. They would have been enjoyed as the bard sang them, discussed afterwards at the hearth, cited as examples, provided inspiration, and influenced actions.


I do not know what Geoffrey intended with his History. He seems to have gathered together fragments of the mythical past of the British or, as he claimed, translated a book that had already done so. He may have invented bits to fill in the gaps, but it is unlikely he was trying to fool anyone into believing it was the literal truth, no matter how much the tales were woven about real events. And even if he did think they were factual accounts, we cannot judge him by today’s academic standards. History was different then. What is more, people still create myths to explain real events and their personal involvement with them. One only has to read about the Blitz or talk with people who lived through it (as my parent’s families did) to know that in our lifetime myths are still spun across the gaps between historical fact to try to make sense of a chaotic world.


So, whatever Geoffrey intended, we owe him a great deal. Our history is without a doubt important and it should be accurate, comprehensive, honest and under constant review. But our mythology is no less important. It is the history of our hearts and of our spirit. Without his great work, and others like it, we might well have lost all knowledge of the way in which our ancestors thought of their past and of the heroes with which they peopled it.


Modern Druids are akin to Geoffrey of Monmouth and other redactors of his time in a number of ways, not least in the academic disapproval they often attract from people who really should know better. But also in the matter of various accusations that are made about the fact we make it up as we go. Well, yes we do; but, no, we don’t.


Like Geoffrey, we work with the best sources available to us. These are, of course, considerably more comprehensive although still incomplete. A good number of documents from the period have not survived. Those that are extant have survived through the filter of Christian redactors. We can never fully know what our ancestors thought and did, but we do know enough about them and their world to build a coherent picture that gets more detailed all the time. And from that understanding we can glean a metaphysic that respects our ancestors whilst being suited for the real world of the 21st century.


There is no denying we may have made some of it up, in the sense that we are adapting and applying our understanding of the past to the present day. Ceremonies are a case in point. None have survived (if any ever existed) so if we are to honour the spirit of celebration, we must create appropriate words. Even if we did know everything about our ancestors, there would be little point in reproducing their spiritual practices. The world is very different and one of the essences of being Druid is having a relationship with the world. Being Druid is not a re-enactment any more than it is an academic study of the past (although many Druids are academically inclined and probably know as much about our ancestral history as anyone else). It is a living myth. The bits that are made up are always in the spirit of what we understand and equally in the spirit of any relationship – be it between people or people and planet – because if any relationship is to work, it has to be made up as you go.


By working in this way – roots in the past and new growth reaching to the future – we allow the myth to live and evolve. And just as all myths do, it brings with it a truth, in this case about how we can build a solid and harmonious relationship with the world. The Matter of Britain warned us what would happen if we abused the source of life. The springs would fail, the natural world would punish us, and we would be left in a wasteland of both body and spirit. It also told us how we might remedy the situation and nurture a new garden. It is not alone in this, but it is a solid and worthy approach, one that is appropriate. So, yes, we make it up as we go along; but it is also true, because truth is its living, beating heart.


Graeme K Talboys is the author of The Druid Way Made Easy and Way of the Druids; Rebirth of an Ancient Religion




So you want to be a Druid? ~ Ellen Evert Hopman


What is a Druid, anyway? For starters we need to define “a Celt” because the Druids were once a subset of the ancient “Celtic” culture. One definition of “Celt” is linguistic; anyone who speaks a Celtic language (Irish, Scottish, Manx, Welsh, Cornish, Breton) belongs to that group. This definition is somewhat problematic because the Celtic culture spanned from the Black Sea and parts of Turkey to the western shores of France and Ireland, for a thousand years. German speakers, Polish speakers, etc., have a legitimate claim to Celtic heritage.


A second definition is an ethnic identity based in Celtic history, foods, music, crafts, arts, traditions, poems, celebrations and beliefs.


Celts like to think in threes and there is yet another definition of “Celt” or “Celtic” which involves a romantic or mystical attachment to a certain set of ethnic beliefs and ways, regardless of one’s personal genetics or ancestry.


Next, we should look at the ancestral bearers of that title from whom those of us who self-define as “Druids” in the twenty-first century have inherited the path.


We know that the Celts divided their society into a system of castes, virtually identical to those which exists in India of today (except that just like in ancient India the castes were mobile; you could move up or down the social ladder depending upon if you transgressed against the tribe or if you advanced yourself by learning and skill). There were the “Nemed” or sacred class of Druids, who were spiritual and legal advisors to kings and queens, the warrior class (from which rulers were elected), the farming and producing class, and the slaves (equivalent to Sudras or untouchables).


The oldest classical accounts of Druids come to us from the writings of Julius Caesar and other ancient historians. The Druids themselves did not write such things down.


Julius Caesar (100-44 BCE) (De Bello Gallico VI) writes that the Druids supervised public and private sacrifices, settled disputes and pronounced legal judgements. They were quite hierarchical with an ArchDruid who served for life and was replaced by an elected successor, and they met several times a year in grand conclaves to issue judgements and decisions.


He reports that Druids, like the Christian clergy who succeeded them, were exempt from military service and taxation and they had schools where they memorized stories and verses for up to twenty years.


Druids kept their teachings pure by not writing them down (though they did use Greek letters for mundane matters) and relied instead on rote memorization and oral recitation.


They taught the doctrine of reincarnation, studied the motions of the stars and planets, and calculated the size of the Earth and the power of the Gods and Goddesses.


They did practice human sacrifice (as did just about every other culture of that time) or vowed to sacrifice themselves.


He reports that Druids were polytheists who worshipped multiple Gods and Goddesses. Of interest, Caesar deliberately did not mention that Celts and Druids worshipped the Matronae, the Triple Mothers who were also held sacred in Rome, presumably as this would have humanized his reports and made the Celts seem less barbaric, thus interfering with his political and military ambitions.


Strabo (64 BCE – 21 CE) (Geographica IV) identified three classes of Druids; the Bards, Uatis, and Druids. The Bards composed and sang verses, The Uatis studied nature and supervised sacrifices, and the Druids specialized in nature studies and moral philosophy. He said that Druids also settled disputes, made peace between warring armies, and taught that the world is indestructible though at times fire and water will prevail.


Ammianus Marcellinus (330-395 CE) (Works XV) mentioned Bards, Euhages (Orates) and Druids and described the praise poems of the Bards that celebrated the heroic deeds of the famous. The Euhages studied the mysteries of nature while the Druids, adherents of the “Pythagorean faith”, looked into secret and sublime matters while teaching the immortality of the soul.


Diogenes Laertius (Third century CE) (Vitae) said that Druids made pronouncements via “riddles and dark sayings”.


Pomponius Mela (18-75 CE) (De Situ Orbis III) told that Druids met in “secret caves” and “secluded dales”, taught the immortality of the soul to make warriors fearless in battle, and burned or buried objects with the dead to aid them in the next life. They also taught that debts between people could be deferred for re-payment until the next life.


Lucan (39-65 CE) (Pharsalia) mentioned “the innermost groves of far off forests” where Druids met, and that Druids taught that death was just “the mid-point of a long life”.


Pliny (23-79 CE) (Historia Naturalis XVI) has given us the only Druid ceremony on record – the gathering of the mistletoe. This sacred plant was only harvested when found growing on an oak (a rare occurrence) by Druids who worshipped in oak groves and who would not perform a ritual unless a branch of oak was present.


According to Pliny mistletoe was gathered on the “sixth day of the Moon” (mid way between the dark of the Moon and the middle of her course) and the Druids called it “all-healing”. A white-clad Druid would climb the oak tree where the mistletoe was found and cut it with a golden sickle (which was probably bronze since gold is too soft for cutting herbs) while other Druids waited below with a white cloth, ready to catch the falling plant. Two white bulls were sacrificed in thanks and a feast prepared.


He also mentions other sacred plants and the proper way to pick them and which offerings are suitable to thank the Earth, and describes the “anguinum” or “Druid Egg” which was a shell-like object made of a substance secreted by serpents.


In Historia Naturalis XXX Pliny hints at cannibalism amongst the ancient Celts!


Tacitus (55-115 CE) (Annals XIV) gives a description of Druids and “black clad women” (probably female Druids) heroically defending the sacred island of Mona (Anglesey) against the Roman invasion.


Dion Chrysostom (354-407 CE) (Orations XLIX) equates the Druids with the Magi, with Egyptian priests, and with Indian Brahmins.


Lampridius (third century CE) (Alexander Severus LIX) mentions a prophecy spoken by a Druidess and Vopisus (third century CE) (Numerianus XIV) also mentions several female Druid prophets.


It may be worth mentioning that in Ireland at least, the Fili was the highest level of poet and Druid; one whose mouth uttered prophecy.


Hippolytus (170-276 CE) (Philosophumena I) relates that Druids studied under Zamolxis, a former slave of Pythagoras, and that Druids predicted the future by the Pythagorean “reckoning and calculations”.


Clement of Alexandria (150-216 CE) (Stromata I) tells us that Pythagoras studied with Celts (Galatae) and Brahmins and that philosophy actually began with “the barbarians” and later spread to Greece.


Fergus Kelly, in his book “A Guide to Early Irish law”, writes that the Druid (Old Irish Druí) was a “priest, prophet, astrologer, and teacher of the sons of the nobles and that “oaths were sworn in their presence”. They were also satirists (a really good Bard could satirize rats to death!), magicians, the composers of legal texts and precedents, lawyers, judges and ambassadors.


We know that there were female Irish Druids too, the Metrical Dindsenchas states;


“Gaine daughter of pure Gumor,


Nurse of mead-living Mide,


Surpassed all women though she was silent;


She was learned and a seer and a chief Druid.”


So the ancient Druids were part of an elite, hereditary sacred class of skilled and highly trained intellectuals. No king or queen could function without a learned Druid at their side – in Irish lore the king and his Druid were described as the “two kidneys” of a tribe.


The king was a member of the warrior class who was ritually elevated to “Nemed” (sacred) status by a Druid so he could perform his consecrated functions. The king (or queen) was a person who had trained long and hard to achieve skill in battle and only very rarely were they also intellectually trained.


On the other hand the Druid was a person born into the “Nemed” (sacred) class or one who achieved that status through training, who had spent twenty years or so memorizing laws, precedents, genealogy, sacred chants and poems. They were masters of the art of public and private ritual and were uniquely equipped to be ambassadors, judges and political advisors.


Some Druids also specialized in medical arts; herbalism and magical healing, sacred storytelling, music, poetry, philosophy, astrology and astronomy, and other traditional pursuits which they mastered and taught.


So here we are, two thousand years later, some of us claiming the august title of “Druid”. What does it mean to be a “Druid” in the world today?


I have been a Druidess myself for over thirty years. In that time I have studied different Druidic traditions; Celtic Druidism, Indo-European Druidism, and even ventured briefly into British Romantic Revival Neo-Druidry (in ceremonies at Avebury and Stonehenge).


I have been around long enough to know that modern Druidism comes in many flavors and that no two Druids seem to agree exactly on what the term, or the path actually means. I recently asked Druids on a number of social media lists to define their own modern Druid spiritual path, in order to get a sense of the Druid landscape of today. Here are some of their responses;


“A Pantheist”


“A Polytheist”


“An Animist”


“A follower of the Deep Ecological path”


“One who forges relationships with the Fair Folk”


“A Jewish Druid”


“A Buddhist Druid”


“A Unitarian Universalist Druid”


“A Hassidic Druid”


“A solitary mystic sibyl student of nature”


“I would not be able to justify aligning myself with any organization”


“A Druish daughter of the forest”


“A Neo-Druid”


“A Seanachie, a reciter of ancient lore, a traditional story teller”


“I identify with my own system”


“I use the word “draoíocht” to refer to my practice”


“A Kenetic Druid, which means I incorporate the Egyptian pantheon and several ancient Egyptian beliefs in my practices”


“I am a “Fire Druid”


“At the core of my belief is the worship of the Earth above the Gods”


“A philosophy”


“A religion”


“Free Masons, Welsh poets and charities also call themselves Druids”


“Cynical Druids”


“Commercial or economic Druids”


“My definition is immaterial, and quite frankly it is private and personal to me”


“I hug trees and I am a Druid”


“I believe there is only one type…a Druid is a Druid”


“A personal spiritual path completely free of institutional definitions and dogma”


“Protectors and teachers of the Celtic spiritual tradition”


“Celtic Reconstructionism” which we see as a method, not a religion”


“I’m a solitary, Druid-like, Pagan forest being”


“All the things are unique to each”


“People who serve as a tribal draoí and who are group oriented and not at all individualistic”


“One who has trained and been recognized by a group or body to act in that capacity”


“I have an Irish grandmother and I am a Druid”


“A type of clergy person or liturgical/spiritual/religious/magico-specialist among the various specialists of the Nemed (sacred) class”


And to add to all that I will throw in my own personal definition of “Druid”;


“An expert – one who has mastered at least one of the traditional Druidic arts and vowed to teach it to future generations”


So where does that all leave us? In my book, A Legacy of Druids, I set about interviewing the movers and shakers of the Druid firmament in the late twentieth century; those who had created the basic structures and beliefs that are followed by the Druids of today. Within the pages you will hear many points of view and find many facets of the singular jewel that we call “Druidism” or “Druidry”. The book is written for those who yearn to walk the mystical path that leads to the hidden groves of the Druids. Perhaps that is you? If so, may it serve you well.


Ellen Evert Hopman is the author of A LEGACY OF DRUIDS – Conversations with Druid leaders of Britain, the USA and Canada, past and present




Where the Heart Is ~ Robin Herne


For me, one of the defining features of druidry is the way it ties people to the spirituality of the land they dwell upon. Experience shows that spirituality varies from region to region – the numina (to use an early Roman concept) of a deciduous forest differs from that of a tropical jungle, a desert, or a seashore. For those who prefer words from within the Celtic languages, the term nemos or nemetos describes a holy place and provides the root for nemeton, a sacred grove or temple open to the sky, and could be said to have the same sense as numina.


Whilst people in the ancient world travelled extensively, the experience of global movement exists in a totally different league for people of the 21st century. Whether emigrating to a whole new country, or simply holidaying abroad or journeying for business reasons, druids of the modern world can find themselves thousands of miles away from the lands where it all began. The invention of the printing press and its eventual mutant offspring, the internet, now mean that ideas migrate even quicker than humans. Someone who has never stepped foot outside Adelaide, Tokyo, or Qatar can be exposed to the religious ideas of ancient Ireland, Britain, and Gaul. It raises a question or two about how this mostly modern phenomenon of international druidry interacts with the power of nemetos. There were ancient Celtic mercenaries serving in the Egyptian armies of Ptolemaeos II Philadelphios, far outside their homelands, but how they handled these issues remains a mystery.


The questions that internationalism poses (to me, at least) are, firstly, the degree to which spirits of place can be incorporated into ritual; and, secondly, the nature of the annual festival calendar. One might also speculate about pilgrimage, whether internationally or within one’s own land.


The druids of the ancient world formed a priesthood dedicated to the deities of the Celtic tribes, names that many readers might be familiar with – Cernunnos, Arduinna, Grannos, Brigantia, and many, many others. Since the idea of a druidic priesthood was revived in the days of Stukeley, Aubrey, and Morganwg the nature of druidic belief has been expanded to include just about every conceivable theology – atheism, pantheism, monotheism, and many others. Devotion to a specific set of deities is no longer a defining feature of modern conceptions of druidry, which is bewildering for some but also opens up possibilities for connection to local spiritual presences for others.


As a polytheist, I find the question of deities within druidry fascinating. Those with different theological outlooks may not consider the following issues relevant to their own practice, but might enjoy the reflection on ideas anyway. I have participated in discussions with Celtic polytheists living in countries far from the lands once occupied by Iron Age tribes associated with druids. A view quite often expressed is that people should only reverence deities of those tribes within their rites (usually with the rider that, if they wish to reverence deities from other cultures, they should do so in separate ceremonies of a culturally-appropriate nature). To a point I can quite understand where people are coming from with such views. However, I find it difficult to reconcile this sort of cultural purism with openness to the land. If holding a druidic ritual in China, being open to the presences within the land should surely mean being open to honouring the ancient spirits of that land alongside whichever deities one primarily wishes to make contact with.


It would be easy to dismiss those people who favour purism as having racist tendencies, and whilst there may be an element of that with some, it is by no means that simplistic. Many people are concerned about cultural appropriation – if a person is not Chinese, Indian, Maori etc., is it acceptable for them to incorporate elements of those cultures into their own religious practice simply because they happen to permanently or temporarily resident in the country? Cultural appropriation is a difficult area, and it can easily become one of those terms that gets bandied around as a subtle way of expressing one-upmanship (my spirituality is considerably less oppressive than yours etc.) Practically every culture on earth is constantly appropriating ideas, customs, inventions, words, and whatnot from any number of other cultures. Most of this is not objected to; except where there are issues of exploitation of a culture that is or has been violently oppressed, and the people doing the appropriating are from the culture that has conducted the oppression.


In honouring the spirits of the land, a subsidiary question arises as to how long spirits have to be present in a particular land to be considered part of the local presences – a century, a millennium, back to prehistory? Christianity has been present in Britain for a very long time, and in honouring the deities of my ancestors should I be recognising the fact that a great many generations of my ancestors have been devotees of the Nazarene? With most of the world now classing as multicultural, how long does Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, or any other religion imported to a land along with migrants have to be practiced there for it to become part of the warp and weft that needs acknowledging by those of a polytheist bent who wish to embrace the spirits of the land? For those who regard all deities as different names for the same impersonal force, or see them as symbolic or archetypal, this is probably an irrelevant question.


Underpinning this question is a philosophical reflection on the nature of land deities or spirits. A fairly clear case can be made that Callirius is a deity with tight links to landscape features (hazel tree woods, in his case); can the same be said of Allah or the Virgin Mary? For those wanting to commune with localised entities (call them gods, spirits, or what you will), do these presences have any direct significance? For Muslims and Catholics, the idea of their reverential figures being treated as land spirits probably seems bizarre in the extreme, if not a trifle blasphemous. In the realm of spirits there may be a clear distinction between those beings that are of the forest, sea, mountain, or desert and those who transcend geography entirely. The degree to which we mortals can accurately assess the taxonomy of spirits is, of course, an entirely separate question.


A number of current thinkers and authors, such as Jonathan Woolley, suggest that a defining feature of pagan spirituality (rather than druidry specifically) is that it is centred in orthopraxy rather than orthodoxy. In other words, we are united by what we do rather than what we believe. Certainly finding patterns of common belief gets harder and harder, as the number of people gathering under the canopy of paganism becomes bigger and less connected to each other. However, one might equally say that finding commonality of practice is nigh on impossible too. A more interesting argument made by Woolley and others is that, in the ancient world and increasingly in modern Europe, paganism was a way of life – not just about who floated in the Spirit World or how to conduct a ritual, but also how to run a country, how to farm crops or rear livestock, how to raise a family or make art.


Druids in the ancient world certainly had a central role in the governance of society, the administration and definition of law. In the 21st century that role is negligible to non-existent. At least, it is negligible at present – the future may bring with it radically different ways of organising society. If we think of paganism as an expression of culture, then Welsh, Irish, Cornish etc. traditions with their bards, cyrfarwyddion, filidh, and so forth are strong agents in the creation of culture.


The second question I raised was how internationalism impacts on the festival calendar. Many druids follow the primarily Wiccan eight-fold wheel of the year, and many of those who might identify as Gaelic, Welsh, Gallic etc. Reconstructionists, Tribalists and so forth will follow what is known of the festival calendars from their respective Celtic culture.


The question which arises for me is what are we actually celebrating? A common frame for explaining these festivals is that they are celebrations of natural cycles – the turning tides of summer and winter, the agricultural events of lambing, crop harvesting, and cattle management. That is, largely, how these festivals originated in centuries past. However, is that what they remain now? I can quite understand a follower of Lugus, Brigantia etc. living in Dublin, Cardiff or (and may the Gods have mercy on them) Clacton celebrating such seasonal tides at Imbolc, Beltane, Calan Gaeaf, or whichever names they choose to call them by. In Britain and Ireland those seasonal changes still tend to happen at roughly the same times of year. However, if one lives in Wichita, Anchorage, or Wellington ought one mark the seasonal changes in accord with the actual place rather than the calendar and climate of a far-off land?


In a similar vein, Imbolc is closely allied to the lambing season – and so very relevant to anyone who raises sheep, eats their meet, spins of wears their wool, drinks their milk, or in some other manner participates in their life cycle. If a person is vegan, or just doesn’t interact with sheep in any way for some other reason, then is this festival still of any relevance to them? Maybe there is some other animals, or indeed plant, the significant stages of whose lifecycle would have more relevance to them. Whether these turning points should be celebrated as well as, or instead of, the traditional quarter days is a matter of personal choice.


In discussion of these ideas with people, some react in a bemused fashion with the objection that rice, potatoes, rabbits, chickens, and so on might play a significant role in their diet or livelihood, but that celebrating their seasonal cycles doesn’t feel very “Celtic”. Which may tie in to a point made by Woolley, that paganism is as more of a cultural phenomenon than a religious one or (I’d suggest) a naturalist one. Is the 21st century celebration of Samhain, Lughnasadh etc. more a cultural festivity, a way of celebrating Irish, Welsh, or even a vague Celtic over-culture rather than a celebration of farming and seasonal tides? There is, of course, nothing wrong with celebrating a culture – but I think it wise to be clear in one’s own mind quite what it is that is being marked, be that a general sense of cultural belonging, or some specific seasonal event. If nothing else, it helps to determine when to hold a celebration. If the festival marks a seasonal change, then one clearly ought to wait for the change to actually happen rather than rigidly adhering to a human-constructed calendar.


Returning to the notion of celebrating landscape, I don’t wish to suggest that people in far-flung climates should abandon celebrating the tradition Celtic festivities. However, I think there’s a lot to be said for adding to that calendar to recognise events of significance to one’s locality. If the local ecology is subject to regular monsoons, floods, bushfires, or whatever else, then consider new rituals to mark those significant events.


Part of how many people celebrate local tides is through ritual in various more-or-less familiar formats (candles, chanting, drumming etc.). Another significant way is through narrative, whether straightforward storytelling or via poetry, song, or other means. Just as geography becomes overlaid by the successive spirituality of various waves of settlers and migrants, so too do stories take on the views of different religions and belief systems. As a basic illustration of the point, consider the essentially pagan story of Oisin in Tir na nOg at the very end of which he encounters St Patrick. Many modern pagans, feeling very uncomfortable with Christianity, might be tempted to edit out the presence of Patrick entirely. Sometimes the influence of a separate religion (or culture, bearing in mind the paradigm referred to earlier) isn’t always so obvious. In one rendition of the tale of Lugh’s battle with the giant Balor, the young warrior-god uses a slingshot to put out his enemy’s evil eye. Is this an ancient pagan story, or a subtle change made to allude to the battle between David and Goliath? Does it matter?


Some people will strive for cultural purity in their stories, wanting to find the original version (if, indeed, there ever was a single original version – I suspect that many myths existed as variations on a theme with each tribe having their own take, which may have developed as the centuries rolled past). Is St Patrick a cultural imposition by an aggressive theology, or just an additional layer from an evolving cultural paradigm? The answer is probably a matter of perspective.


All cultures change over time, whether peacefully or as a result of conquest. We are the latest wave adding to this culture, maybe even creating a new culture which will last long after our bones are dust. The Church brought Patrick, Brigit, Dafydd, and numerous others to the tales once told by the worshippers of many deities. What do we citizens of the 21st century bring to those stories?


Many of the early tales are heavily tied to the land and its creatures – accounts of how a particular hill is shaped oddly because of the rampaging of a giant bull, or how a lake flowed from the grave of an ancient hero or sage, or how the wolves in a particular region are all descended from shape-shifted humans. What stories do we tell each other about our current landscapes – regardless of whether they are in countries of the ancient Celtic tribal territories or not? We are the latest layer of people to bear the ancient stories, and previous bearers have not simply preserved them as pristine museum pieces but more like houses to be inhabited and extended. For those of us who engage in the bardic skills of storytelling, interesting questions arise as to how we can go about extending the house of myth.


When I write fiction, I can choose to tell a story to convey some particular message (ethical, political, etc.) or just tell because the plot strikes me as fun. For me, myth is not fiction – at least not in the conventional use of that term. Cuchulainn may or may not have been a historical person; for me the issue is irrelevant. His story conveys deeper truths than merely whether or not there was once a man called Cuchulainn. It may be the influence of Christianity, with its divinely revealed word, but I have the sense that myths were regarded as sacred stories revealed to humanity, perhaps through dreams, trance states, or other visionary experiences. I do not regard them as tales just made up in the same way that I might spin a murder mystery or horror story.


If it ever falls to me to help expand the house of myth, I want to do so as a result of some profound experience in which the story comes to me from outside. I prefer to be a channel for myth rather than an inventor of them. Other storytellers may feel differently, of course – as, indeed, might audiences when it comes to their preference for where myths come from.


It has been an ongoing experiment for me (not overly successful to date) to commune with the land spirits in my locale, in the hope that they will tell their stories and add to the level of myth and folklore. I have a similar goal to build links to deities about whom virtually nothing is known, in order to hear their stories and then pass them on. This may give a potentially misleading impression that I want to find ancient tales bedecked with chariots, swords, and roundhouses. Whilst I certainly have no objection to that, I am as ready to find stories of the deities and spirits interacting with motorcycles, laptops, and supermarkets. Just as Patrick was (relatively) contemporary to the Christians who weaved him in to older sagas, so I think it almost behoves people extending myths to place them in their own worlds and not some romanticised misty past. Some people might also be happy with an element of autobiography, weaving themselves into such stories. Quite a number of ancient stories blended historical people, tribal politics, magic, mysticism, and encounters with divine beings all into the same narrative. Given the tendency of modern pagans to become activists involved in community politics and transformation, it’s easy to envision modern myths with road protests, politicians, forest gods, eco-warriors, sages, and the spirits of concrete and plastic all dancing around each other.


Discovering the stories of the land we each live on is also a means of bonding with the land and, perhaps when that place is far distant from Celtic territories, also a way of connecting cultures and geographic regions – a network of interrelated myths, rituals and cultures in a global web.


Robin Herne is the author of Old Gods, New Druids, Bard Song, and A Dangerous Place.




Ghosts of Avalon ~Simon Stirling


With recent archaeological studies finally nailing the myth that ‘King Arthur’ was buried at Glastonbury, the opportunity has arisen for a clear-eyed reassessment of the Arthur story – and, in particular, a fresh approach to the matter of his death and burial. For while a dogged, and somewhat nationalistic, fanaticism has insisted that Arthur lived and died in southern Britain, the evidence has long pointed in a very different direction.


If we wish to find Arthur’s grave, we must leave the myth-mongers to their fantasies and proceed on our quest without prejudice. There are plenty of signposts out there. Here, we will consider just a few of them.


It’s a long and lonely stretch of single-track road that winds through Glen More on the Isle of Mull: fifteen miles or so, with barely a trace of human habitation and only an honour guard of mountains to escort the traveller. And yet, the road is surprisingly well-travelled. For centuries, pilgrims tramped its course – most on foot, some on horseback – guided, it is said, by a sequence of standing stones.


Today, they traverse it in cars and coaches. Millions of them, over the years. All heading towards the little island that wallows in the sea off the far end of a rocky peninsula.


The sacred burial isle of kings.


The ribbon of road passes a chain of three lochs which curve away to the south, towards Lochbuie. The scene is stunning, as much for its emptiness as for the natural beauty of these silver lakes mirroring the sky. The first lake, running parallel with the road, is Loch Sguabain, at the eastern end of which is an oval-shaped islet of rough-hewn, tumbledown stones. This ‘crannog’ or artificial island, built for security some fifty metres from the shore, is known as Caisteal Eóghainn a’ Chinn Bheag – the ‘Castle of Eóghann of the Little Head’.


Eóghann’s ghost haunts Glen More. Sometimes he travels further afield, even as far as Treshnish in the far northwest corner of the Isle of Mull. He was said to charge wildly on his pony around Moy Castle, the ruinous stronghold of the Maclaines of Lochbuie, whenever a senior member of the clan was about to die. But it is through Glen More that this ‘best-known and most dreadful spectre in the West Highlands’ tends to ride. In the 1950s, he forced a grocer’s van to swerve off the road.


The story goes that Eóghann had an ambitious and demanding wife. Her name was Corr-dhu (‘Black-Crane’). She needled him into demanding more land from his uncle, which led to a bitter rift in the family. Battle loomed.


On the eve of the battle, Eóghann encountered a bean-nighe or ‘Washer at the Ford’, who advised him that if his wife laid out butter with his breakfast in the morning, he would prevail against his uncle, but if no butter was on the table, he would perish. Morning came, and no butter. Nothing daunted, Eóghann took to the field. His head was severed by a single sword stroke and landed beside the rocky rapids of the Lussa, a river which springs from Loch Sguabain, close to Eóghann’s ‘Castle’. His body remained on his pony, and it haunts Glen More to this day.


In The Grail: Relic of an Ancient Religion, I pointed out the similarity between Eóghann’s wife, Corr-dhu, and the ‘Very-Black’ witch, Orddu, who appears towards the end of Culhwch and Olwen, one of the earliest Arthurian legends. The tale of Culhwch recounts much of Arthur’s career, culminating in a furious boar-hunt – which recapitulates Arthur’s last battle – after which the blood of the ‘Very-Black’ witch must be collected. In this instance, Orddu (from the Welsh gor, ‘super’, and du, ‘black’) appears to be none other than Arthur’s queen, Gwenhwyfar, who was held before her execution in the Iron Age fortress of Barry Hill, above the scene of Arthur’s last battle. Corr-dhu is nothing but a Gaelic transliteration of Gorddu, with ‘Black-Crane’ and ‘Very-Black’ being alternative names for Arthur’s troublesome wife.


Another early Arthurian tale relates that the last battle was provoked by a trusted traitor, who rejoiced in the epithet Cordd Prydein, ‘Churn of Britain’. So it may be that it was not the absence of butter on the table, but the timely disappearance of the Churn, that heralded disaster for the soon-to-be headless horseman.


Eóghann of the Little Head is associated with the Maclaines of Lochbuie. The clan name derives from Mac ‘ille Eathain, ‘Son of Áedán’s Lad’. The original Arthur, Artúr mac Áedáin, was a son of Áedán mac Gabráin, who was ordained King of Scots in AD 574 by St Columba on the Isle of Iona, at the end of the pilgrim route through Glen More (Columba in fact favoured another candidate for the kingship – ‘Eóganán’ – until the violent intervention of an ‘angel’ helped to change his mind). St Columba also predicted that Arthur son of Áedán would never be king but would ‘fall in battle, slain by enemies.’


St Columba’s prediction came true: Arthur, along with numerous others, was killed in a battle fought against the ‘Miathi’ or southern Picts in about 594. The battle took place in Circenn, the Gaelic name for the Pictish province of Angus and the Mearns. Círcenn meant ‘Comb-heads’, a reference to the Pictish warriors who shaved their heads to create a sort of boar’s comb or crest; the more familiar name for Arthur’s last battle, Camlann, is the Anglo-Saxon equivalent: it means ‘Comb-land’. Memories of the dreadful battle lingered for many years. The Irish version of the Historia Brittonum, attributed to a Welsh monk of the 9th century, included the following ‘wonder’:


There is a valley in Aengus [Angus], in which shouting is heard every Monday night; Glend Ailbe is its name, and it is not known who makes the noise.


A poet who witnessed Arthur’s last battle indicated that it all came to an end on a Monday, and that it was fought by the River Isla in Strathmore, the biggest valley in Angus. A longstanding tradition has Arthur’s rebellious wife imprisoned on Barry Hill, overlooking the River Isla, before her burial at Meigle.


Some versions of the tale of Eóghann of the Little Head date the events to 1538, but this is belied by eyewitness accounts of his spectral visitations. The prints left behind in the soft earth by his pony are said to be round, as if made by wooden poles. These are the marks we might expect to be made by a war-pony wearing hipposandals. The practice of tying round metal discs to horses’ hooves was brought to Britain by the Romans. They are just the sort of primitive horseshoes that Arthur and his celebrated horsemen would have used.


Heading westwards, through Glen More and the haunt of the headless Eóghann, we come to Kinloch, at the head of Loch Scridain. This place has a legend of its own.


A mighty dragon once had its lair in Glen More. A neighbouring king offered his daughter as a reward for any man who could slay the dragon. The deed was accomplished by a young man who sailed up Loch Scridain and constructed a pontoon of barrels through which he had stuck iron spikes. He then led some withered and aged cattle into Glen More. Scenting the cattle, the dragon slouched towards the young man, breathing fire. The youth killed the first of his ancient cattle and beat a retreat. Whenever the dragon threatened to catch up with him, the youth killed another cow, which the dragon greedily consumed.


With only one cow remaining, the youth reached his pontoon of barrels. The dragon lurched after him, pausing only to devour the last cow, and pursued the lad onto the pontoon. The dragon was impaled on the iron spikes, and as the youth leapt into his boat he sliced off the dragon’s head with his sword. He then sailed away to the king – on Iona, presumably – and presented him with the dragon’s head.


Drèagan in Gaelic signified a ‘dragon’ or a ‘champion’, just as the Welsh dragon could also mean ‘leader’. St Gildas, in his coruscating open letter On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain, addressed Maelgwn of Gwynedd – who died in about 547 – as ‘thou dragon of the island’, whilst the 16th-century Book of the Dean of Lismore hailed a MacDougall of Dunollie (one of the closest points on the mainland to Mull and Glen More) as ‘the dear dragon from Connel’.


Glen More, it would seem, was frontier land: up in the hills, just north of the glen, stood a stone which marked the boundary of the nascent kingdom of the Scots. The crannog in Loch Sguabain would have been an isolated outpost, defending Scottish territory against Pictish incursions. The ‘dragon’, ‘leader’ or ‘champion’ of Glen More would have been the semi-mythical Eóghann, whose head – like that of the dragon – was struck from his body, as was Arthur’s after his last battle in Angus. Arthur’s body, I contend, was buried in the ‘Spirit-mound of the Stream of the Sons of Arthur’ (Sithean Allt Mhic-artair) in the hills above Pennyghael (‘Head-of-the-Gael’), hard by Kinloch.
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