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Chapter One


Candlemas


When the Romans invaded Britain about 2000 years ago our climate had just about recovered from a cool wet period which had lasted some 2000 years. The Romans enjoyed warm, dry conditions – warm enough to enable them to cultivate grapes successfully at such northerly latitudes. Their departure soon after the year 400CE coincided with a deterioration to cooler, wetter weather that affected the whole of Europe, especially the north. Some centuries later the weather began to improve again and from about 800 to 1300CE, there was a long period of considerable warmth. Winters were mainly wet and mild and summers were warmer than they are today.


The beginning of the 14th-century saw another deterioration in the climate and, by 1350 it had declined so much that our vineyards were no longer viable. The Little Ice Age had arrived and another 500 years were to pass before it relented. This was the period when the Thames and other European rivers often froze during the severe winters, particularly during the 17th and 18th centuries, which were the coldest periods of the Little Ice Age. Yet it was not all a time of unrelieved gloom – the climate often brought hot dry summer spells.


As we can imagine, being possibly the most basic activity in our experience, breathing is also an important magical metaphor. A breath of fresh air is a welcome change from the current situation. This term transfers the idea of fresh air to a new approach or welcome arrival, and has largely replaced both the earlier (mid 1800s) breath of heaven and breath of spring, although the latter is still heard occasionally. Nevertheless, the arrival of spring is eagerly welcomed after the long, dark days of winter and for our superstitious forebears. When Christmas Day was decreed to fall on 25th December, Candlemas was brought forward to 2nd February by the Emperor Justinian in 542CE as a thanksgiving for the ending of a plague. According to 16th century Catholic historian, Caesar Baronius, it was first introduced into Rome by Pope Gelasius c.496 to counteract the pagan Lupercalia.


Nevertheless, Imbolc is – and was – a pagan holiday celebrated from 1st February until sundown on 2nd February. Based on a Celtic tradition, it was meant to mark the halfway point between Winter Solstice and the Spring Equinox in Neolithic Ireland and Scotland. The holiday is still celebrated by Wiccans and other practitioners of neo-pagan or pagan-influenced religions. Imbolc is just one of several pre-Christian holidays highlighting some aspect of the old calendar and sunlight, and heralding the change of seasons dating back to those earlier times in the British Isles.


Since the Feast of Lights had long been observed on 1st February with a highly developed fire ceremonial in which perambulation with lighted torches, connected with the return of the Goddess from the underworld and the rebirth of nature in the spring, played a prominent part, it is by no means improbable that this ancient festival lay in the background of the Candlemas liturgical rites. Indeed its customs survived in the Christian era long after their original significance had been abandoned and probably forgotten. In Scotland, for example, the sacred fire of Bridget, was carefully guarded and on the Eve of Candlemas a bed made of corn and hay was surrounded with candles as a fertility rite, the fire symbolizing the victorious emergence of the sun from the darkness of winter. [Seasonal Feasts & Festivals]


The earliest mentions of Imbolc in Irish literature date back to the 10th century. Poetry from that time relates the holiday to ewe’s milk, with the implication of purification. It’s also been speculated that this stems from the breeding cycle of sheep and the beginning of lactation. The holiday was traditionally aligned with the first day of spring and the idea of rebirth. Imbolc celebrations took the form of a festival in honor of the pagan goddess Brigid, who was evoked in fertility rites and oversaw poetry, crafts and prophecy. Brigid was worshipped by the Filid, a class of poets and historians among the Celts of ancient Ireland and Britain.


Brigid was considered one of the most powerful Celtic gods, the daughter of the Dagda, the oldest god in the Tuatha du Danann pantheon. She appears in the saga Cath Maige Tuired and the Lebor Gabála Érenn, a purported history of Ireland collected from various poems and texts in the 10th century. Myths about Brigid’s birth say she was born with a flame in her head and drank the milk of a mystical cow from the spirit world. She is also credited with the very first keening, a traditional wailing for the dead practiced at funerals by Irish and Scottish women.


In pre-Christian times, Imbolc observance began the night before 1st February and celebrants prepared for a visit from Brigid into their homes by crafting an effigy of the goddess from bundles of oats and rushes. The clothed effigy was placed in a basket overnight and the day was celebrated by burning lamps and lighting bonfires in tribute to her. The goddess Brigid is central to the celebration for modern Wiccans and, in the tradition of the original Celtic festival, Wiccan groups that worship her might include fire rituals on Imbolc. Traditions from both the pagan celebration and the Christian observance of St. Brigid’s Day can be found in the modern Imbolc festivities – while celebrants sometimes make a Brigid’s Cross out of reeds, as well as a Brigid corn doll or effigy.


Over the centuries, Brigid was adapted into Christianity as St. Brigid and accepted as one of Ireland’s three patron saints: the Catholic Church claims St. Brigid was a historical person, with accounts of her life written by monks dating back to the 8th century. Brigid (or Bridget) is the patron saint of Irish nuns, newborns, midwives, dairy maids and cattle. In the 12th century, legend held that the nuns in Kildare attended to a fire built in her honour. The fire had burned for 500 years and produced no ash, and only women were allowed in close proximity of the sacred flame. The celebration of St. Brigid’s Day on 1st February was put in place by the church to replace Imbolc and the festival of the Cailleach (a divine hag and ancestor, associated with the creation of the landscape and with the weather, especially storms and winter). On her feast day, an effigy of St. Brigid of Kildare is traditionally washed in the ocean and surrounded by candles to dry, and stalks of wheat are transformed into cross talismans known as ‘Brigid crosses’. [History.com]


Although Candlemas is a Christian holiday celebrated on 2nd February that has aspects in common with Imbolc – it is referred to as Candlemas in accordance with the tradition British Old Craft tradition. Its celebration can be traced to 4th century Greece as a purification holiday and a celebration of the return of light. The modern celebration of Imbolc is considered a low-key and sometimes private affair concerned with reconnecting with nature. Since it’s a climate-specific holiday, some followers of the Wiccan religion adjust their celebration of it to correspond with a date more appropriate to the coming of spring where they live. Others embrace the symbolism of the holiday and keep to the 1st February celebration.


Since the Victorian era, it is customary to remove Yuletide decorations on Twelfth Night … but up until the 19th century people would keep their decorations up until Candlemas Eve. If this custom wasn’t followed, it was believed that greenery would not return and vegetation would not grow, leading to agricultural shortages and subsequently food problems. Even though Christmas decorations are now less about foliage and more about baubles, glitter and tinsel, many people still adhere to the superstition which they ascribe to the modern Twelfth Night on the 5th January. This 17th century poem by Robert Herrick gives us a better idea of what sort of greenery was used prior to the introduction of the Victorian Christmas tree … In his ‘Ceremony Upon Candlemas Eve’ he wrote …


DOWN with the rosemary, and so


Down with the bays and mistletoe;


Down with the holly, ivy, all,


Wherewith ye dress’d the Christmas Hall:


That so the superstitious find


No one least branch there left behind:


For look, how many leaves there be


Neglected, there (maids, trust to me)


So many goblins you shall see.


In his longer ‘Ceremonies for Candlemas Eve’, he added:


DOWN with the rosemary and bays,


Down with the misletoe;


Instead of holly, now up-raise


The greener box (for show).


The holly hitherto did sway;


Let box now domineer


Until the dancing Easter day,


Or Easter’s eve appear.


Then youthful box which now hath grace


Your houses to renew;


Grown old, surrender must his place


Unto the crisped yew.


When yew is out, then birch comes in,


And many flowers beside;


Both of a fresh and fragrant kind


To honour Whitsuntide.


Green rushes, then, and sweetest bents (grasses),


With cooler oaken boughs,


Come in for comely ornaments


To re-adorn the house.


Thus times do shift; Each thing his turn does hold;


New things succeed, As former things grow old.


In fact, Herrick (1591-1674) wrote at least four poems concerning Candlemas. Likewise, ‘Upon Candlemas Day’ shows the day itself had its own entrenched traditions:


END now the white loaf and the pie,


And let all sports with Christmas die.


Finally, in ‘The Ceremonies for Candlemas Day’, he wrote:


KINDLE the Christmas brand, and then


Till sunset let it burn;


Which quench’d, then lay it up again


Till Christmas next return.


Part must be kept wherewith to tend


The Christmas log next year,


And where ‘tis safely kept, the fiend


Can do no mischief there.


This latter poem recalls the tradition that Christmas greenery would be burned and the Yule log allowed to burn down completely, but that a portion should be held back to start next year’s Yule log fire (and as a good luck charm against ‘mischief’). The ashes were to be spread over the land/garden to ensure a good harvest and the Yule log for the next year would be chosen at that time. Candlemas was also believed to be a good day for weather forecasting (it falls halfway between the Winter Solstice and the Spring Equinox): If it was a sunny day, there would be forty more days of cold and snow. This belief has carried into folklore tradition around the world, and one olde English rhyme says:


If Candlemas Day be fair and bright,


Winter will have another flight;


But if it be dark with clouds and rain,


Winter is gone, and will not come again.


All this Christian overlay merely confirms what an important festival this was for our pagan forebears and, as such, it became the feast of the Purification of the Virgin Mary in the church calendar. The Christian feast-day commemorates the ceremony performed by the mother of Jesus in the temple of Jerusalem forty days after the birth of Christ in fulfillment of the Mosaic Law requiring the cleansing of a woman from the ritual impurity incurred at childbirth. The convenience of having yet another important pagan festival falling within the ‘nativity cycle’ meant that Brigid easily became a Catholic saint! In the early calendar, on that morning, many candles were lit in the church, symbolically driving out the darkness. In the afternoon, there was feasting all round, with much music as Candlemas Day marked the formal end of winter.


In the pagan Celtic world it was Imbolc, the festival marking the beginning of spring that has been celebrated since ancient times. It is also a cross quarter day, that midpoint between the Mid-Winter Festival and the Spring Equinox; the name deriving from the Old Irish imbolg meaning ‘in the belly’, a time when sheep began to lactate, their udders filled and the grass began to grow. Imbolc was a time to celebrate Brigid, as the goddess of inspiration, healing, and smith-craft, with associations to fire, the hearth and poetry. Also called Là Fhèill Brìghde, it corresponds to the Welsh Gŵyl Fair y Canhwyllau as a traditional festival marking the beginning of spring; it was widely observed throughout Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of Man. Local festivals marking the arrival of the first signs of spring may be named after either the Cailleach or Brìghde, while some interpretations have them as the dual face of the same goddess.


Là Fhèill Brìghde, is also the day the Cailleach gathers her firewood for the rest of the winter. Legend has it that, if she intends to make the winter last a good while longer, she will make sure the weather on 1st February is bright and sunny, so she can gather plenty of firewood to keep herself warm in the coming months. As a result, people are generally relieved if Là Fhèill Brìghde is a day of foul weather, as it means the Cailleach is still asleep, will soon run out of firewood, and therefore winter is almost over.


The Cailleach is a divine hag, a creatorix, weather and ancestor deity while Brigid is a sort of Celtic Athena, with very similar functions. Although most often presented as a mysteriously veiled, ancient woman, the Cailleach is also said to take on the guise of many different beasts and birds as she travels around the rugged landscapes of her homeland. The Cailleach Béara is said to be one of the most ancient of mythological beings, appearing as an old crone who brings winter with her blackthorn staff when she appears and who wields incredible power over life and death. Her ability to control the weather and the seasons meant many communities looked upon her with a mixture of reverence and fear.


Candlemas, then, is the re-awakening of the Old Lass within Old Craft belief and also coincides with the Roman Festa Candelarum, which commemorated the search for Persephone by her mother Demeter, Persephone having been kidnapped by the King of the Otherworld, Hades. As Persephone was no longer in our world, darkness was everywhere, so her mother used a torch in her search, and in the end obtained a decree that her daughter would be on Earth and Olympus for two thirds of the year (the light period), and in the Other World (Hades) for the other third of the time (winter season). The festival of candles symbolizes the return of the Light.


During medieval times, peasants still carried torches and crossed the fields in procession, praying for purification of the ground before planting. In the early churches, the torches were replaced by blessed candles whose glow was supposed to take away evil; villagers and townsfolk would later take the candles to their houses to bring protection to their homes and family. During the evening, an especially large candle would have been lit while the family gathered around waiting for a celebratory feast, during which plans and promises to be kept through the new season would be discussed and debated until it burned out. It was also customary at sunset to ritually light a candle in each room of the home in honour of the Sun’s return. Not surprisingly, in 1543, Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, banned candles on Candlemas Day because the rites were seen as superstitious, i.e. pagan!


In traditional British Old Craft, however, Old Candlemas/ Old Imbolc now falls on the 15th February due to the changes in the calendar. Imbolc is mentioned in some of the earliest Irish literature and there is evidence it has been an important date since pre-Christian times: at the Mound of the Hostages on the Hill of Tara the rising sun at Imbolc illuminates the inner chamber; the sun also illuminates the chamber at Samhain. Our Neolithic ancestors were obviously acutely aware of this time of the year, as were the Celts and the later settlers in the Ireland, each seeming to adopt some of the traditions and beliefs of the previous/existing culture.


In county Meath there are two important Neolithic solar alignments to Imbolc. Firstly, on the Hill of Tara, at the Mound of the Hostages a Neolithic passage grave has an entrance directed towards the sunrise on the 8th November and the 4th February, the start and end of winter respectively. As the sun rises it squarely illuminates the back-stone of the chamber for about a week. The stone engravings are illuminated, not by the sun beam directly, but its diffuse reflection from the back stone. Simultaneously in Cairn L on Cairnbane West, Loughcrew, the sun is shining into the monument to perform what can only be described as a carefully choreographed ballet. At the instant of sunrise the first rays of light are focused on a free-standing white pillar stone and nothing else. The light is seen to visibly move from top to bottom in a matter of seconds and then swing from left to right where it is then focused onto a ‘mirror’ stone which throws the diffuse sunlight into a dark recess illuminating one of the most accomplished pieces of Neolithic art in the world.


This is the only time when the carvings can be seen without the aid of a torch. All the fine detail being revealed in a very dramatic and stunning way. The sunlight then falls on an angled stone and again within a matter of seconds is seen to shrink and disappear as the sun moves higher in the sky outside the chamber. Curiously the central motif on the Mound of the Hostages stone and the Cairn L stone are remarkably similar, sharing images of nested concentric circles. From these ancient rites we can see how they identify with the Old Lass and her awakening, not to mention their association with the Mysteries of the Elder Faith.


In Witchcraft: A Tradition Renewed, Evan John Jones acknowledges that Candlemas is the first of the great Sabbats and the start of the ritual year, when it is time to let go of the past and to look to the future, clearing out the old, making both outer and inner space for new beginnings. In ancient Rome, on the eve of Candlemas all the home fires would have been put out, cleaned out, and re-lit being symbolic of the returning light of the Sun. In Old Craft, and in keeping with this symbolism, a broom made from the three sacred woods symbolic of the threefold aspects of the goddess (the handle from ash, the brush from birch twigs and the binding cord from willow) would be placed by the front door to symbolize sweeping out the old and welcoming in the new.


We are now preparing to move into the bright half of the year and those four great fire festivals that are marked by the Equinoxes and Solstices of the solar year, together with the four traditional celebrations of Old Beltaine, Old Lammas, Old Hallowe’en and Old Candlemas making up the eight Sabbats of the witch’s year that will be coming round again. The fire festivals occur at the beginning of each quarter of the solar-tide cycle, with Candlemas marking the end of the reign of the Holly King and heralding the first stirrings of the bright tide of summer of the Primal Goddess.


Add To Your Family Tradition


Although the festival of Candlemas – aside from the church litany – has lost much of its significance, it is not difficult to realise just how significant this time was for our pagan Ancestors. Perhaps it’s a good idea to clear out the fire-pit in the garden and take it as an opportunity to burn the Yule greenery with a reciting of one of Herrick’s poems as the winter air is perfumed with the fragrance of burning twigs.


And, our Christmas tree is great fuel for an outdoor fire. Cut off the branches to use as kindling, and cut the trunk into logs. Pine is not recommended for burning indoors, as its creosote content makes for sticky, sooty fireplaces but it’s perfect for keeping us warm while we’re enjoying a Candlemas evening outside. The greenery used to decorate our home for the Christmas season has also served its purpose, and the bonfire from burning them also celebrates the light and warmth of the Old Lass returning to the world on one of the darkest (and often one of the coldest) nights of the year. If we removed our decorations at Twelfth Night, keep them dry in the garage until Candlemas Eve.


Once again, Fire is the most important aspect of this celebration because it symbolizes bringing the light of the Old Lass back to the world and the start of the Old Lad beginning to relinquish his power. Ideally, our inside working space should be flooded with candle-light, and we’ve found the best method is to place collections of tea-lights in plain glass holders on large glass or silver trays. This gives off the maximum reflection and the trays can be placed safely at different levels in different parts of the rooms.
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