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  What people are saying about




  Sumer Is Icumen In...




  “This is the only work I’ve read dedicated entirely to the Midsummer Festival. Packed with history of folklore celebrations from around the world, there are so many ideas here from which to build your own traditions or incorporate various practices into your existing festivities. There is something for every pagan. You can return to it again and again. One for the bookshelf! This is a companion book to Have a Cool Yule: How to Survive (and Enjoy) the Mid-Winter Festival.”




  Harmonia Saille, author of Pagan Portals – Hedge Witchcraft and Hedge Riding




  “Everyone loves a summer party and in Sumer Is Icumen In, traditional witch Mélusine Draco shows how to integrate our celebrations with those of our ancestors. Mélusine looks at how the solstice was observed in ancient times, from the building of megalithic monuments that marked the sun’s passage to great fire festivals that took place all over the world. She offers practical suggestions for 21st-century community events, including garden parties with food and drink shared around a fire pit or Swedish-style outdoor buffets, with time for reflection and offerings at the sun’s zenith. The book also includes ideas for solitary activities and coven-based rites, as well as covering summer customs from May Eve onwards in many different pagan traditions.”




  Lucya Starza, author of Pagan Portals titles on Candle Magic, Poppets and Magical Dolls, Guided Visualisations, and Scrying




  “So, you want to know about Midsummer? You can’t do better than begin here with this treasure-trove of how the summer solstice has been – and still is – revered all around the world. Mélusine Draco is a fountain of knowledge, and wisdom, her books open doors and turn on lights to so many dark places that have forgotten and/or misremembered for far too many years, centuries even. And her writing style makes you laugh, makes you think, tweaks your brain and generally delights you. Definitely on my bedside reading list.”




  Elen Sentier, Author of Merlin, Elen of the Ways, Numerology: Dancing the Spirals of Time and Trees of the Goddess
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  Chapter One




  Sumer Is Icumen In




  Although the title of Sumer Is Icumen In (also called Summer Cannon or Cuckoo Song) may not look like modern English, it is considered the oldest existing English song, dating back to medieval England in the mid-13th century and written in the Wessex dialect of Middle English. And, although towards the middle of the year the internet is full of pagan postings referring to the Mid-Summer Festival, most of them demonstrate a sad lack of awareness concerning our indigenous pagan ancestry and its customs. Let’s understand one thing before we go further: the Church did not invent the Mid-Summer Festival ... it was there with all its rich panoply of feasting and celebration long before it entered the church calendar as Saint John’s Day.




  The feast day of John the Baptist, wasn’t established by the Church until the 4th century AD to honour of the birth of the saint, which the Bible records as being six-months before that of Jesus. Conveniently, this coincided with the major celebration of the old Mid-Summer Festival, or Summer Solstice on or around the 21st June which allowed it to correspond with the official birth day of Jesus that would henceforth be celebrated on the 25th December – the Winter Solstice (and the official birthday of the military deity, Mithras, so popular with the Roman legions).




  In the Old Ways, the Summer Solstice marks the mid-point of the growing season, halfway between planting and harvest. It is traditionally known as one of four ‘quarter days’ in some cultures that folk celebrated by feasting, dancing, singing, and preparing for the hot summer days ahead. 24th June remains a quarter day in England, Wales, and Ireland, although the celebration predates Christianity, and existed under different names and traditions around the world, latterly being commemorated by many Christian denominations, such as the Roman Catholic Church, Lutheran Churches, and Anglican Communion, as well as by Freemasonry. The observance begins the evening before, now referred to as St John’s Eve, starting at sunset on 23rd June, the eve of celebration before the Feast Day of the saint – whereas we in traditional British Old Craft retain the 21st June as the focus of our devotions.




  Or, as it is known in many parts of Ireland, Bonfire Night, which was traditionally marked by the construction of large fires throughout the countryside. These were lit at sundown and were the focal point of popular communal festivities. People gathered to dance and sing, while young men proved their bravery by leaping through the flames. The night was also rich in folklore, much of it concerned with fertility! Prayers and rhymes were recited to ensure a plentiful harvest and, indeed, the fire itself was thought to have magical powers. Burning weeds in its flames would prevent arable fields from becoming overgrown, while scattering its ashes would guarantee the land’s fertility. Similarly parading through the fields with lighted branches from the bonfire would protect the crops from disease and pestilence. It was also deemed particularly lucky to bring the ashes home to rekindle on the kitchen hearth. Although most of these customs are no longer practiced, lighting St. John’s bonfires still takes places in many parts of Ireland (especially the west). It is hardly a coincidence that these fires are lit so close to the Summer Solstice, which points to this custom having its roots in the Elder Faith.




  The Summer Solstice is the longest day in the northern hemisphere and either falls on the 20th or 21st of June, whilst Midsummer’s Day in Europe is traditionally on 24 June; a discrepancy caused by the variants of the Julian Calendar, misappropriation by the Church and further confused by the introduction of the Gregorian Calendar. Traditionally, Midsummer’s Eve is a time associated with witches, magic, fairies and dancing with bonfires lit all over the country. This was in praise of the sun, for as from today, the days would begin getting shorter and the sun gradually appeared to be getting weaker, so people would light fires to try and strengthen the sun. Practice of this ancient ritual, which also includes a Summer Solstice Circle Dance, is now mainly confined to Cornwall and the West Country.




  During the Summer Solstice, the earth’s axis is tilted at its closest point from the sun. This means that in the northern hemisphere, the sun is at its highest point in the sky. It’s also the longest day of the year – and the shortest night. It would have been relatively easy for prehistoric people to observe the rising and setting positions of the sun each day, and to mark these orientations from any given spot. The longest day of the year would have perhaps been a time of celebration, with warm nights and long daylight making it the perfect time to gather together for an in-gathering.




  The Summer Solstice has been celebrated by many different cultures and societies across the world. Elsewhere in the British Isles, Neolithic passage tombs such as Bryn Celli Ddu on Anglesey in North Wales and Townleyhall in Co. Louth, Ireland, are also aligned with the midsummer sunrise, when the sun shines down the passage into the inner chambers. The tallest stone of the circle at Castlerigg marks the north-west midsummer sunset. At Fajada Butte, a Native American site in New Mexico, USA, a shaft of sunlight through a gap between two slabs of rock bisects a spiral carving around noon on the Summer Solstice. While in 16th century China, the emperor conducted ceremonies at midsummer solstice at the Temple of the Earth, presenting offerings to the sky and the gods. In Northern Europe, midsummer was celebrated from pre-Christian times until the mid-19th century, with festivals during which bonfires were the focal point of the gathering.




  A 13th-century monk of Winchcomb, Gloucestershire, who compiled a book of sermons for Christian feast days, recorded how St. John’s Eve was celebrated in his time, although these customs were probably throw-backs to older Midsummer rites:




 

    Let us speak of the revels which are accustomed to be made on St. John’s Eve, of which there are three kinds. On St. John’s Eve in certain regions the boys collect bones and certain other rubbish, and burn them, and therefrom a smoke is produced on the air. They also make brands and go about the fields with the brands. Thirdly, the wheel which they roll. Saint John’s Fires, explained the monk of Winchcombe, were to drive away dragons, which were abroad on St. John’s Eve, poisoning springs and wells. The wheel that was rolled downhill he gave its explanation: ‘The wheel is rolled to signify that the sun then rises to the highest point of its circle and at once turns back; thence it comes that the wheel is rolled.







  On St John’s Day c.1333, Petrarch watched the women of Cologne rinsing their hands and arms in the Rhine ‘so that the threatening calamities of the coming year might be washed away by bathing in the river’. The15th-century diarist, Goro Dati, described the celebration of Saint John’s Day at Midsummer in Italy as being ‘one in which guilds prepared their workshops with fine displays, and one in which solemn church processions took place, with men dressed in the costumes of Christian saints and angels.’




  In the 16th century, the historian John Stow, described the celebration of Midsummer:






   The wealthier sort also before their doors near to the said bonfires would set out tables on the vigils furnished with sweet bread and good drink, and on the festival days with meats and drinks plentifully, whereunto they would invite their neighbours and passengers also to sit, and to be merry with them in great familiarity, praising God for his benefits bestowed on them. These were called bonfires as well of good amity amongst neighbours that, being before at controversy, were there by the labour of others reconciled, and made of bitter enemies, loving friends, as also for the virtue that a great fire to purge the infection of the air. On the vigil of St John Baptist and St Peter and Paul the Apostles, every man’s door being shadowed with green birch, long fennel, St John’s Wort, Orpin, white lillies and such like, garnished upon with garlands of beautiful flowers, had also lamps of glass, with oil burning in them all night, some hung branches of iron curiously wrought, containing hundreds of lamps lit at once, which made goodly show.







  These fires are commonly called ‘Saint John’s Fires’ in various languages, such as the ‘lighting of festive fires upon St. John’s Eve is first recorded as a popular custom by Jean Belethus, a theologian at the University of Paris, in the early twelfth century’. In England, the earliest reference to this custom occurs in the 13th century AD, in the Liber Memorandum of the parish church at Barnwell in the Nene Valley, which stated that parish youth would gather on the day to sing songs and play games, and served to repel witches and evil spirits. Saint John’s Day was also a popular day for infant baptisms and in the 19th century, ‘baptisms of children who had died ‘pagans’ were acted out’. In Sweden, young people visited holy springs as ‘a reminder of how Saint John baptised Christ in the River Jordan. In addition, historically, ‘it was a custom to carry lighted torches on Midsummer Eve, as an emblem of St. John the Baptist, who was ‘a burning and shining light, and the preparer of the way of Christ’.




  In common with their usual assimilations of pagan festivals, no doubt the Church adapted yet another pre-Christian festival celebrating the Summer Solstice as a Christian holiday by moving back a couple of days. The Midsummer Festival, now with Saint John’s Day-related traditions, church services, and celebrations became particularly important in northern Europe – Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Finland, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania – and very strongly observed in Poland, Russia, Belarus, Germany, Netherlands, Flanders, Ireland, parts of the United Kingdom (Cornwall especially), France, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Spain, Ukraine, other parts of Europe, and elsewhere – such as Canada, the United States, Puerto Rico, and also in the Southern Hemisphere (mostly in Brazil, Argentina and Australia). In Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Quebec (Canada), the traditional Midsummer Day was a public holiday. As it was in Sweden and Finland, but in the 1950s, it was moved to the Friday and Saturday between June 19 and June 26, respectively.




  In the pagan community various forms of neo-paganism can be quite different, having very different origins and, despite the shared name, these representations can vary quite considerably. Some celebrate in a manner as close as possible to how they believe ancient pagans observed the Summer Solstice, while others observe the holiday with rituals culled from numerous other unrelated sources, the Germanic culture being just one of those used. In neo-druidism, the term Alban Hefin is used for the Summer Solstice – a name invented by the late 18th-century Welsh Romantic author and prolific literary forger Iolo Morganwg.




  Germanic neo-pagans call their Summer Solstice festival Litha, which is part of the reconstructed Germanic calendar and takes its name from Bede’s De temporum ratione that provides Anglo-Saxon names for the months roughly corresponding to June and July as sē ǣrra līþa and sē æfterra līþa (the ‘early Litha month’ and the ‘later Litha month’) with an intercalary month of līþa appearing after sē æfterra līþa on leap years. In modern times, Litha is celebrated by neo-pagans who emphasize what they believe to be the reconstruction of Anglo-Saxon paganism’s Wheel of the Year.




  Midsummer’s Eve, Swedish Midsommarafton and Midsommar, Finnish Juhannus, Danish Sankt Hans Aften, Norwegian Sankhansaften, are holidays celebrating the longest day of the year in the Northern Hemisphere, the Summer Solstice (June 21st). Midsummer’s Eve is observed in several countries and is a national holiday in Sweden and Finland. In Sweden the holiday is officially observed on a Friday between June 19th and 25th, whereas in Finland it is officially celebrated on a Saturday between June 20th and 26th – though festivities begin the preceding Friday evening. During this time many Scandinavians travel to rural parts of the country. Midsummer Eve activities in Sweden include gathering around a flower-festooned maypole (majstång) to sing and dance, an ancient custom probably relating to earlier fertility rites. Before the holiday Scandinavians thoroughly clean their houses and decorate them with flowers and other greenery. In Denmark holiday traditions include singing Vi elsker vort land (‘We Love Our Land’) and building a bonfire where a symbolic straw witch is sacrificed in remembrance of church-sanctioned witch burnings in the 16th and 17th centuries. Traditional foods, such as pickled herring, smoked fish, new potatoes, and strawberries, are served, along with beer and schnapps.




  These celebrations predate Christianity and are likely related to ancient folk customs and ceremonies performed to ensure a successful harvest on land and sea. The holiday was later rededicated to honour Saint John the Baptist and although the meaning of the holiday has changed, a large number of pagan customs still persist, such as the bonfires, which originally were believed to ward off evil spirits, and the focus on Nature, which harkens back to when plants and water were thought to have magical healing powers on Midsummer Eve. [Britannica] Midsummer was considered to be a time of magic, and anything to do with Nature was thought to have that special power; gathering flowers to weave into wreaths and crowns was a way to harness Nature’s magic to ensure good health throughout the year.




  At the time of writing, we in the UK hadn’t been permitted to spend a night away from home so last year’s celebration of the Summer Solstice was restricted to a simple domestic affair: no watching the dawn come up behind a Stonehenge menhir for us. Instead we watched the rather lascivious A Midsummer Night’s Dream from the BBC’s Shakespeare Collection with Helen Mirren as Titania and Peter McEnery as Oberon, to get a taste of how Shakespeare and his early audiences greeted the height of summer in the late 16th-century.




  The rites and habits associated with ‘midsummer’ clustered around a number of dates in Shakespeare’s time; the Solstice occurred on a day between the 20th and 22nd June, but ‘Midsummer Day’ was fixed in the calendar as 24th (also known as St John’s Day). Midsummer was one of the most popular and keenly-observed festivals throughout the early modern period. Rural communities marked it with Morris dancing, processions, late-night drinking, the blessing of crops and the ritual banishment of devils and other unwelcome sprites – precisely the sort of pagan-originating, Catholic-saint-encompassing mishmash that Protestant reformers despised.




 

    Flinty-eyed provincial Puritans were particularly irritated by the giddiness of Midsummer Day because it had been barely more than a month since everyone had got up to the same sort of thing on May Day, the ancient celebration of spring that overlapped in many respects with the conventions of Midsummer. In Shakespeare’s play, ‘Maying’ rituals seem to be on his mind despite the title: planning his elopement with Hermia, Lysander instructs her to meet him in the woods beyond Athens where he did ‘meet thee once with Helena / To do observance to a morn of May’. Later in the play, when Theseus and his train discover the dishevelled lovers asleep in the forest, he concludes that ‘they rose up early to observe / The rite of May’. [Shakespeare’s Globe]







  Perhaps it should also be mentioned that Beltaine is referred to in some of the earliest Irish/Celtic literature and is associated with important events in Irish mythology. Also known as Cétshamhain (‘first of summer’), it marked the beginning of summer and was when cattle were driven out to the summer pastures.




  Theseus is putting it decorously, but the ‘rites of May’ known to Shakespeare from his rural upbringing could take a turn for the raunchy. In The Anatomy of Abuses (1583), his assault on all sources of fun in late Elizabethan England, the religious reformer Philip Stubbes alerted his readers to the lewd goings-on in the country’s summertime forests:




  

     [On] May[day], Whitsunday or other time, all the young men and maids, old men and wives, run gadding over night to the woods, groves, hills, and mountains, where they spend all night in pleasant pastimes [...] And no marvel, for there is a great lord present amongst them, as superintendent over their pastimes and sports, namely Satan, Prince of Hell.







  That’s not to say their passing wasn’t marked. The pamphleteer Humphrey King, in a poem published early in the seventeenth century, honoured the ‘May-Game Lords and Summer Queens’ and ‘milk-maids dancing o’er the greens’ who ran afoul of local disapproval:




 

    But I wonder now and then,
To see the wise and learned men,
With countenance grim, and many a frown,
Cr[y], ‘Masters, pluck the May-pole down!’
To hear this news, the milk-maid cries;
To see the sight the ploughman dies.
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