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What people are saying about


Rounding the Wheel of the Year


In Rounding the Wheel of the Year Lucya Starza brings into focus the idea that magic pervades the entire year, every day, and not just aggregate into eight isolated clusters, eight bulges spread on the circumference of a wheel. Through the research material, stories, and materials offered for practical purposes, the author conveys not only the message, but the feeling that celebrations follow along seasonal changes rather than with the dates set in the calendar. Rounding the Wheel of the Year is filled with delightful meditations, arts and crafts ideas, and activities to keep the joy alight every single day– whatever the time of year.


Daniela Simina, author of Where Fairies Meet: Parallels Between Irish and Romanian Fairy Traditions and A Fairy Path: The Memoir of a Young Fairy Seer in Training


Lucya Starza’s Rounding the Wheel of the Year is a thoughtful exposition on one of the common structures in paganism: the Wheel of the Year. While acknowledging that the individual might celebrate in different ways, this book offers clear ways to celebrate the movement of light and dark. I appreciated the detailed offerings to support the energy of each calendar month and know a reader will too!


Irisanya Moon, author of Gaia – Saving Her, Saving Ourselves


Rounding the Wheel of the Year by Lucya Starza will help any reader engage with the spirit of each season. As well as suggesting ways to honour the festivals of the eight-fold wheel, Starza casts a wider net and suggests ways the reader can honour the passing of each season. More modern observances, such as Earth Day, are considered alongside festivals with ancient roots. Whether you want to undertake a guided visualisation or get out into nature and brush up on your plant and flower lore, this book is the perfect guide for changing times.


Andrew Anderson, author of The Ritual of Writing, Artio and Artaois and The Magic of Cats.
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Note


Nothing in this book is medical advice. Plant and herb lore are mentioned purely for folkloric, seasonal and environmental information purposes.









Introduction


This started life in a series of posts for the Moon Books Blog1, written with the intention of compiling and editing them into a book. Here it is: Pagan Portals – Rounding the Wheel of the Year. I gave it this title because I wanted to cover magic and lore for each month as well as pagan celebrations and folkloric customs. Many books focus on the eight Wheel of the Year festivals: Imbolc, Spring Equinox, Beltane, Summer Solstice, Lammas, Autumn Equinox, Samhain, and Winter Solstice. They often describe when those festivals take place, what flowers or fruits to put on an altar, what deities to honour, and rites, spells or crafts to accomplish during ceremonies. However, they can pay less attention to what’s happening on other days, weeks and months of the year. It’s useful to have a set date to meet other pagans for a ritual, but every single day has its own magical energy. The wheel of the year turns smoothly, it doesn’t clunk over eight bumpy cogs or have eight knobbly handles like a ship’s wheel. So, although this book mentions the sabbats of modern pagan witchcraft, it also goes into other ways to honour the seasons. I should mention I’m using Wheel of the Year with caps when writing specifically about the eight-festival calendar, but wheel of the year when I’m writing more generally.


How the months and seasons change vary depending on where you are. I’m usually in London, England, but spend much time on the Sussex coast. That’s only a couple of hours’ travel, but I notice flowers bloom and fruits are ripe about a week later due to cooler temperatures near the sea. In other parts of the northern hemisphere the seasons could be much later or earlier than they are for me. In the southern hemisphere the summer and winter are reversed. Folkloric customs vary from area to area let alone from country to country. I didn’t have the word allowance to cover all of England, let alone the entire world, so I’ve done what I recommend others do. I’ve looked closely at what happens in my local area as the year goes round with a few glances further afield. I hope my insights and examples encourage you to do the same where you live.


I’m not entirely sticking to pagan stuff. In this book I look at wider folk customs and culture, because I don’t think modern paganism benefits from isolating itself from the rest of society. But, before smoothing the knobs off the Wheel of the Year, I’ll look at its origins.


Origins of the Wheel of the Year


The concept of the Wheel of the Year with its eight festivals was inspired by historic customs and the astronomical calendar but isn’t itself an ancient system. Ross Nichols, founder of modern Druidry, and Gerald Gardner, founder of the modern pagan religion Wicca, share the honour of devising it in the form we know today, but they used ideas that began in the 19th century.


Mythologist and fairy tale collector Jacob Grimm is often cited as starting the idea in his 1835 book Teutonic Mythology. He mentions Yule as being an important midwinter festival in ancient times and waxes lyrical that “Easter-fires, Mayday-fires, Midsummer-Fires with their numerous ceremonies carry us back to heathen sacrifices.” In 1890, Sir James Frazer published The Golden Bough, which stated Beltane and Samhain were the most important Gaelic festivals because they marked the start of summer and winter respectively. Margaret Murray’s 1921 The Witch-Cult in Western Europe tried to identify festivals celebrated by what she believed were surviving groups of historic pagan witches. She wrote that important coven meetings took place on the quarter days of Candlemas on February 2, Roodmas or May Eve on April 30, Lammas on August 1, and All Hallows Eve on October 31. Although Grimm, Frazer and Murray are now considered problematic from an academic history perspective, they were widely believed to be accurate in their day and were hugely influential in the development of modern paganism. Their books are still a fabulous source for creative inspiration.


Gerald Gardner’s first attempt at writing a cohesive magical system, Ye Bok of ye Art Magical, mentions “rites for the main sabbats for the quarter days which opened the seasons” according to Professor Ronald Hutton in The Triumph of the Moon. Hutton writes that Ye Bok is the first place in which recognisable witchcraft-style seasonal ceremonies were described, “for the four festivals identified by Murray as the main witches’ sabbats”. They include purification rites and speeches for the priestess personifying a goddess plus material borrowed from other sources including Aleister Crowley’s Gnostic Mass. It’s worth noting these rituals were intended to be enacted by groups of witches rather than as public annual customs or accounts of what witches did in the past. Gardner’s later book, Witchcraft Today, includes a Yule rite consisting of casting a circle, purification, and invoking the goddess into the high priestess.


Cambridge academic and Druidry revivalist Ross Nichols was a firm friend of Gardner. Both were members of modern druid groups and enjoyed naturist retreats2. According to popular legend, it was at a nudist resort in the mid-20th century that the two men finalised the form of the Wheel of the Year we know today. The location possibly influenced the recommendation that Wiccan rites are performed skyclad, or naked. Honestly, you don’t have to take your clothes off to celebrate the seasons unless you want to.


Something New, Something Old


The Wheel of the Year has a mathematical symmetry that appeals to many. It’s easy to remember and has some history and tradition. However, a glance at books on annual customs, such as Steve Roud’s The English Year or Hutton’s The Stations of the Sun, show there are many more than eight customary annual events of note. Nowadays there are generally three ways modern pagans choose to ritually celebrate the yearly cycle:




	Using Gardner and Nichol’s eight-spoke Wheel of the Year calendar.


	Reconstructing, reviving or attempting a continuation of historic religious feast days or magical traditions.


	Being eclectic and doing what feels right for each individual in their own place and time.





I spent many happy years in an initiatory Gardnerian Wiccan coven doing the first. I’ve taken part in reconstructionist rituals and have every respect for those who follow such paths. I love to take part in folkloric seasonal customs, some of which may have old origins. However, over the past few years as a solitary witch I’ve become increasingly eclectic – and that’s the place in my heart this book wells from.


Rounding the Wheel of the Year isn’t intended to be a collection of Druidic, Wiccan or similar modern pagan Wheel of the Year rituals, although I outline the basics of a Wheel of the Year ceremony with simple instructions for a circle rite in chapter 1. If you’re looking for more ritual scripts, among those published by Moon Books I would recommend A Ceremony for Every Occasion: The Pagan Wheel of the Year and Rites of Passage by Siusaidh Ceanadach and Grimoire of a Kitchen Witch by Rachel Patterson. Ultimately, how you choose to mark the cycles of nature is up to you and those you work magic with. The wheel of the year has always turned as smoothly as the world is round, and always will until the end of time. As Hutton writes in Queens of the Wild, seasonal activities have always happened in one form or another. “Their actual name changed every few centuries, but the basic pattern of the wheel of the year endured, and was truly prehistoric.”


I hope you enjoy Rounding the Wheel of the Year. Chapter 1 offers practical ways of following the seasons with observation, art, writing, crafting, gardening, magic, and ritual. The following chapters move around the months with folklore, plant lore, spellcraft, divination, festivals, pagan observances, deities and more. At the end there’s a look at moving into the next year.









Chapter 1


Rolling with the Wheel of the Year


You can start reading this book and working with the seasons at any time, beginning with whatever month you like. I’d recommend looking at the introduction and this chapter, but after that you can turn to whatever part of year it is for you. Each chapter after this covers a month, but I had to choose a point on the wheel of the year to embark on my own writing journey. January is the first month in the Gregorian calendar, which most countries accept as standard in a secular sense. Nevertheless, various cultures, spiritual paths and magical traditions mark their year’s start at other times. In ancient Ireland, Samhain was both the end of summer and the end of the year. Winter began after it, and some following a Celtic path use that reckoning. In Wicca and many other modern pagan traditions, the Winter Solstice – sometimes called Yule – is at the top of Wheel of the Year depictions, as it marks the rebirth of the sun. When I was deciding where to start my book, that was my first choice. However, I then thought about my own practice. January 1 is what I personally feel is my New Year’s Day, and a time for my own new beginnings, so that’s where the next chapter commences.


Opinions vary on when the seasons start more than when the year begins. Although most pagans nowadays count four seasons of spring, summer, autumn (fall for Americans) and winter, some stick to two. Some people regard the seasons as starting on the equinoxes and solstices – that’s the astronomical definition – or centring on them. Weather forecasters or meteorologists divide the year into three-month sets based on average temperatures, with England’s spring starting on March 1, summer on June 1, autumn on September 1 and winter on December 11. The third way is to observe changes in plants and animals, such as falling leaves and birds migrating. Again, what you do is your choice.


The Wiccan rede is: “Do what you will but harm none.” Rede means advice, and I don’t personally take it too literally. After all, it’s difficult to do no harm at all, even unintentionally. However, I do hold with the general lifestyle advice of doing what you want so long as it’s legal and ethical. When deciding what to take from this book, do things you want and ignore bits that don’t resonate with you spiritually or magically. The pagan path should be one of joy as far as possible, taking delight in the natural world and changing seasons, celebrating them and honouring deities who call to you along the way.


Ways to Observe the Changing Seasons


The best way to see what’s happening in the natural world each month is to go outdoors or look out if you can’t get out. Noticing things with our own senses is better than reading about them, even if the weather’s bad. If all you do each month is spend time recognising what’s bare and what’s blooming, that’s a valid observance of how the wheel of the year turns. If you live in the countryside or work in agriculture, you’ll notice those things as a matter of course, but I’m an urban pagan and sometimes have to remind myself to look at the trees, plants, and wildlife in the city as well as the manmade bits.


The wise old witch who trained me would say:


The first thing you do before writing a ritual for the Wheel of the Year is look out of the window. What can you see growing there? What’s happening in nature? Use that for inspiration. Don’t mention ripening apples if the blossom isn’t on the tree yet.


It’s good advice if you’re following a more rounded wheel of the year journey too. Here are some other things you can do each month:


Journalling and Scrapbooking


I can’t recommend journaling enough as a way of recording magical and spiritual work. Write down spells, rituals or divinations you do. Make notes about nature, the weather, your thoughts and feelings, as well as customs that interest you or you take part in. There’s something lovely about using a beautiful paper notebook, but there’s nothing wrong with doing it electronically either. I started writing A Bad Witch’s Blog2 as a personal journal as well as to share with others. You can include pictures and photos or keep them separately.


Scrapbooks are also a lovely visual way of preserving memories. You can put photos and pictures in them along with things such as pressed flowers, greeting cards, labels from gifts or purchases. You can add words, but the overall effect is a montage of images. Each page captures the mood of an event, a special day or a period of time – perfect for working with the wheel of the year. You can keep a scrapbook alongside a journal. I like traditional paper scrapbooks, but use apps if you prefer to be digital.


Take Photographs


Even if you don’t want to write a journal or use a scrapbook you can still take photos and create albums. Nowadays we’re lucky because we can take unlimited pictures and share them on social media if we want. Photos are great for recording the changing seasons. Try taking a picture of a tree from the same position every month – or even every week – to observe its cycles in action. Several of the crafts and other activities I suggest are ephemeral. Flowers wilt or dry, you will change things on altars, and seasonal food will be eaten. A photo keeps a record.


Grow Plants


You don’t need a garden, although obviously it helps. You can grow plants from seed in pots or window boxes. Think about what you’d like to grow. It could be vegetables for cooking, herbs for spellwork, flowers to beautify your space, or wildlife-friendly plants to attract bees, butterflies and other creatures. Where you start will depend on the time of year, from planting in spring and watching things peek from the soil, picking flowers or harvesting in summer, collecting seeds in autumn, or cutting back dead stalks to make room for the next cycle. Even at Yule you could get a tiny real fir tree in a pot, tend it all year and watch it grow until the next December and onwards.


Create Mandalas from Natural Objects


Using flowers, leaves, berries and so on in this creative way gives a reason to venture outdoors. Collect things where permitted, then take them indoors and arrange them on a sheet of paper. Mandalas made each month from natural objects can reflect our feelings and how they change as well as celebrating what’s happening over the seasons. If you do this each month, then again in different years, you can observe an annual pattern of similarities. Meditate on your work. Photograph it before the greenery fades. Add the pictures to a scrapbook, journal or digital album.


I’m using the term mandala loosely to mean a spiritually significant picture or pattern to meditate on. The original sense of the word comes from Hinduism and Buddhism as a reflection of the universe and the connectedness of life; my use is more eclectic. You could call it art for contemplation.
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