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The Eight Sabbats of Witchcraft

by Mike Nichals
copyright by MicroMuse Press

<1> Haloween

<2>Yue

<3> Candlemas

<4> Lady Day

<5> May Day

<6> Midsummer

<7>Lammas

<8> Harvest Home

<9> Desth of Llew: A Seasond Interp

ALL HALLOW'SEVE

by Mike Nichols
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Hadloween. Sy doesit. Tiptoe catspaw. Side and creep. But
why? What for? How? Who? When! Wheredid it al begin? "You
don't know, do you? asks Carapace Clavicle Moundshroud climbing
out under the pile of leaves under the Haloween Tree. 'Y ou don't
REALLY know!" --Ray Bradbury from The Haloween Tree
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Samhain. All Hdlows. All Halow's Eve. Hdlow E'en.
Haloween. The most magicd night of the year. Exactly opposite

Get any book for freeon:  www.Abika.com



EIGHT SABBATS OF WITCHCRAFT

Bdtane on the whed of the year, Hdloween is Bdtanes dark twin. A
night of glowing jack-o-lanterns, bobbing for apples, tricks or

treets, and dressing in cosume. A night of ghost stories and

seances, tarot card readings and scrying with mirrors. A night of
power, when the vell that separates our world from the Otherworld is
a itsthinnest. A 'spirit night', asthey say in Waes.

All Halow's Eve isthe eve of All Halow's Day (November 1<t).
And for once, even popular tradition remembers that the Eveis more
important than the Day itsdlf, the traditiona celebration focusing on
October 314, beginning at sundown. And this seems only fitting for
the great Cdtic New Year'sfestival. Not that the holiday was Cdltic
only. Infact, it is gartling how many ancient and unconnected
cultures (the Egyptians and pre- Spanish Mexicans, for example)
celebrated this as afestiva of the dead. But the mgority of our
modern traditions can be traced to the British Ides.

The Cdts cdled it Samhain, which means'summer's end,
according to their ancient two-fold divison of the year, when summer
ran from Bdtane to Samhain and winter ran from Samhain to Beltane.
(Some modern Covens echo this structure by Ietting the High Priest
'rule’ the Coven beginning on Samhain, with rulership returned to the
High Priestess a Beltane) According to the later four-fold divison
of the year, Samhain is seen as "autumn's end' and the beginning of
winter. Samhain is pronounced (depending on where you're from) as
'sow-in' (in Ireland), or 'sow-een’ (in Wales), or 'sav-en' (in
Scotland), or (inevitably) 'sam-hane' (in the U.S., where we don't
speak Gadlic).

Not only is Samhain the end of autumn; it isaso, more
importantly, the end of the old year and the beginning of the new.
Cdtic New Year's Eve, when the new year begins with the onset of the
dark phase of the year, just asthe new day begins at sundown. There
are many representations of Celtic gods with two faces, and it surely
must have been one of them who held sway over Samhain. Like his Greek
counterpart Janus, he would straddle the threshold, one face turned
toward the past in commemoration of those who died during the last
year, and one face gazing hopefully toward the future, mystic eyes
attempting to pierce the vell and divine what the coming year holds.
These two themes, cdebrating the dead and divining the future, are
inexorably intertwined in Samhain, asthey are likely to be in any New
Y ear's celebration.

Asafeadt of the dead, it was beieved the dead could, if they

wished, return to the land of the living for this one night, to
celebrate with their family, tribe, or clan. And o the greet burid
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mounds of Ireland (sdh mounds) were opened up, with lighted torches
lining the walls, 0 the dead could find their way. Extra places were
et at the table and food set out for any who had died that year. And
there are many stories that tell of Irish heroes making raids on the
Underworld while the gates of faery stood open, though al must return
to their appointed places by cock-crow.

Asafeadt of divination, this was the night par excellence for
peering into the future. The reason for this hasto do with the
Cdltic view of time. In aculture that uses alinear concept of time,
like our modern one, New Y ear's Eve is Smply a milestone on avery
long road that stretches in astraight line from birth to desth.
Thus, the New Year'sfedtiva isapart of time. The ancient Cdltic
view of time, however, iscyclica. Andin thisframework, New Year's
Eve represents a point outside of time, when the natural order of the
universe dissolves back into primordia chaos, preparatory to re-
edablishing itsdf in anew order. Thus, Samhain isanight that
exigs outsde of time and hence it may be used to view any other
point intime. At no other holiday isatarot card reading, crystd
reading, or tea-leaf reading so likely to succeed.

The Chridian religion, with its emphass on the 'hitorica’
Christ and his act of redemption 2000 years ago, isforced into a
linear view of time, where 'seeing the future isan illogicd
proposition. In fact, from the Christian perspective, any attempt to
do soisseen asinherently evil. Thisdid not keep the medieva
Church from co-opting Samhain's other motif, commemoration of the
dead. To the Church, however, it could never be afeast for dl the
dead, but only the blessed deed, dl those halowed (made holy) by
obedience to God - thus, All Halow's, or Halowmes, later All Saints
and All Souls.

There are so many types of divination thet are traditiond to
Halowdtide, it is possble to mention only afew. Girlsweretold to
place hazel nuts along the front of the firegrate, each oneto
symbolize one of her suitors. She could then divine her future
husband by chanting, 'If you love me, pop and fly; if you hate me,
burn and die.' Severa methods used the apple, that most popular of
Halloween fruits. Y ou should dice an gpple through the equator (to
reved the five- pointed star within) and then et it by candidight
before amirror. Y our future spouse will then appear over your
shoulder. Or, ped an gpple, making sure the peding comes off in one
long strand, reciting, 'l pare this gpple round and round again; / My
sweetheart's name to flourish on the plain: / | fling the unbroken
paring o'er my head, / My sweetheart's letter on the ground to read.’
Or, you might set asnail to crawl through the ashes of your hearth.
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The congderate little creature will then spdll out the initid letter
asit moves.

Perhaps the most famous icon of the holiday isthe
jack-o-lantern. Various authorities atribute it to elither Scottish
or Irish origin. However, it seems clear that it was used asa
lantern by people who traveled the road this night, the scary face to
frighten away spirits or faeries who might otherwise lead one astray.
Set on porches and in windows, they cast the same spell of protection
over the household. (The American pumpkin seemsto have forever
superseded the European gourd as the jack-o-lantern of choice.)
Bobbing for apples may well represent the remnants of a Pagan
'baptism’ rite called a'saining’, according to some writers. The
water-filled tub is alatter-day Cauldron of Regeneration, into which
the novices head isimmersed. The fact that the participant in this
folk game was usudly blindfolded with hands tied behind the back dso
puts one in mind of atraditiona Craft initiation ceremony.

The custom of dressing in costume and ‘trick-or-treating' is of
Cdltic origin with survivas particularly strong in Scotland.
However, there are some important differences from the modern version.
In thefirgt place, the custom was not relegated to children, but was
actively indulged in by adultsaswell. Also, the ‘treat’ which was
required was often one of spirits (the liquid variety). This has
recently been revived by college students who go 'trick-or-drinking'.
And in ancient times, the roving bands would sing seasond carols from
house to house, making the tradition very smilar to Y uletide
wassalling. In fact, the custom known as ‘caroling’, now connected
exdusvdy with mid-winter, was once practiced at dl the magor
holidays. Findly, in Scotland at leadt, the tradition of dressingin
costume consisted dmogt exclusively of cross-dressing (i.e., men
dressing as women, and women as men). It seems as though ancient
societies provided an opportunity for people to 'try on' the role of
the opposite gender for one night of the year. (Although in Scotland,
thisis admittedly less dramatic - but more confusing - Snce men were
in the habit of wearing skirt-like kilts anyway. Ohwell...)

To Witches, Haloween is one of the four High Holidays, or
Greater Sabbats, or cross-quarter days. Becauseit isthe most
important holiday of the year, it is sometimes caled THE Gresat
Sabbat.' It isanironic fact that the newer, sdlf-created Covens
tend to use the older name of the holiday, Samhain, which they have
discovered through modern research. While the older hereditary and
traditiona Covens often use the newer name, Halloween, which has been
handed down through ord tradition within their Coven. (Thisis often
holds true for the names of the other holidays, aswell. One may
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often get an indication of a Coven's antiquity by noting what names it
uses for the holidays.)

With such an important holiday, Witches often hold two distinct
ceebrations. Firs, alarge Halloween party for non-Craft friends,
often held on the previous weekend. And second, a Coven ritua held
on Halloween night itself, late enough so as not to be interrupted by
trick-or-treaters. If therituds are performed properly, thereis
often the feding of invisble friends taking part in therites.

Anacther date which may be utilized in planning celebrationsisthe
actual cross-quarter day, or Old Halloween, or Halloween O.S. (Old
Style). This occurs when the sun has reached 15 degrees Scorpio, an
adrologica "‘power point' symbolized by the Eagle. Thisyear (1988),
the date is November 6th at 10:55 pm CST, with the celebration
beginning a sunset. Interestingly, this date (Old Halloween) was

aso appropriated by the Church as the holiday of Martinmas.

Of dl the Witcheraft holidays, Haloween isthe only one that
gtill boasts anything near to popular celebration. Even though it is
typically relegated to children (and the young- at-heart) and observed
as an evening affar only, many of itstraditions are firmly rooted in
Paganism. Interestingly, some schools have recently attempted to
abolish Halloween parties on the grounds thét it violates the
separation of state and religion. Speaking as a Pagan, | would be
saddened by the success of this move, but as a supporter of the
concept of rdigion-free public education, | fear | must concede the
point. Nonetheless, it seems only right that there SHOULD be one
night of the year when our minds are turned toward thoughts of the
supernaturd. A night when both Pagans and non-Pagans may ponder the
mysteries of the Otherworld and its inhabitants. And if you are one
of them, may dl your jack-ollanterns burn bright on this All Halow's
Eve.

MIDWINTERNIGHT'SEVE: YULE

by Mike Nichols

Our Chrigtian friends are often quite surprised a how
enthusiadticaly we Pagans celebrate the 'Christmas season. Even
though we prefer to use the word 'Y ul€, and our celebrations may peak
afew days BEFORE the 25th, we nonetheless follow many of the
traditional customs of the season: decorated trees, carolling,
presents, Yulelogs, and mistletoe. We might even go so far as
putting up a'Nativity set', though for us the three centra
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characters are likely to be interpreted as Mother Nature, Father Time,
and the Baby Sun-God. None of thiswill come as a surprise to anyone
who knows the true history of the holiday, of course.

In fact, if truth be known, the holiday of Chrismas has aways
been more Pagan than Chrigtian, with it's associations of Nordic
divination, Cdltic fertility rites, and Roman Mithraism. That iswhy
both Martin Luther and John Cavin abhorred it, why the Puritans
refused to acknowledge it, much less ceebrate it (to them, no day of
the year could be more holy than the Sabbath), and why it was even
made ILLEGAL in Boston! The holiday was dready too closdy
associated with the birth of older Pagan gods and heroes. And many of
them (like Oedipus, Theseus, Hercules, Perseus, Jason, Dionysus,
Apoallo, Mithra, Horus and even Arthur) possessed a narrative of birth,
death, and resurrection that was uncomfortably close to that of Jesus.
And to make matters worse, many of them pre-dated the Chrigtian
Savior.

Ultimately, of course, the holiday isrooted deeply in the cycle
of theyear. It isthe Winter Solstice that is being celebrated,
seed-time of the year, the longest night and shortest day. Itisthe
birthday of the new Sun King, the Son of God -- by whatever name you
chooseto cdl him. On this darkest of nights, the Goddess becomes
the Great Mother and once again gives birth. And it makes perfect
postic sense that on the longest night of the winter, 'the dark night
of our souls, there springs the new spark of hope, the Sacred Fire,
the Light of the World, the Cod Coeth.

That iswhy Pagans have as much right to claim this holiday as
Chridians. Perhaps even more 0, as the Christians were rather late
inlaying clam to it, and tried more than once to rgject it. There
had been atradition in the West that Mary bore the child Jesus on the
twenty-fifth day, but no one could seem to decide on the month.
Findly, in 320 C.E., the Catholic Fathers in Rome decided to make it
December, in an effort to co-opt the Mithraic ceebration of the
Romans and the Y ule celebrations of the Celts and Saxons.

There was never much pretense that the date they findly chose was
historically accurate. Shepherds just don't 'tend their flocks by
night' in the high pastures in the dead of winter! But if one wishes
to use the New Testament as historical evidence, this reference may
point to sometime in the spring as the time of Jesuss birth. Thisis
because the lambing season occurs in the spring and that is the only
time when shepherds are likely to ‘watch their flocks by night' -- to
make sure the lambing goeswell. Knowing this, the Eastern hdf of
the Church continued to rgject December 25, preferring a'movable
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date fixed by their astrologers according to the moon.

Thus, despite its shaky start (for over three centuries, no one
knew when Jesus was supposed to have been born!), December 25 findly
began to catch on. By 529, it was acivic holiday, and al work or
public business (except that of cooks, bakers, or any that contributed
to the deight of the holiday) was prohibited by the Emperor
Jugtinian. In 563, the Council of Braga forbade fagting on Chrigmeas
Day, and four years later the Council of Tours proclaimed the twelve
days from December 25 to Epiphany as a sacred, festive season. This
last point is perhaps the hardest to impress upon the modern reader,
who islucky to get asingle day off work. Chrigmas, in the Middle
Ages, was not a SINGLE day, but rather a period of TWELVE days, from
December 25 to January 6. The Twelve Days of Chrisgmas, in fact. It
is certainly lamentable that the modern world has abandoned this
approach, dong with the popular Twelfth Night celebrations.

Of course, the Chrigtian vergon of the holiday spread to manycountries no faster than
Chrigianity itsdlf, which means that
'Christmas wasn't ceebrated in Irdland until the late fifth century;
in England, Switzerland, and Audtria until the seventh; in Germany
until the eighth; and in the Savic lands until the ninth and tenth.
Not that these countries lacked their own mid-winter celebrations of
Yuletide. Long before the world had heard of Jesus, Pagans had been
obsarving the season by bringing in the Y ule log, wishing on it, and
lighting it from the remains of last year'slog. Riddles were posed
and answered, magic and rituals were practiced, wild boars were
sacrificed and consumed dong with large quantities of liquor, corn
dollies were carried from house to house while carolling, fertility
rites were practiced (girls standing under a sprig of mistletoe were
subject to a bit more than akiss), and divinations were cast for the
coming Spring. Many of these Pagan customs, in an appropriately
watered-down form, have entered the mainstream of Christian
celebration, though most celebrants do not realize (or do not mention
it, if they do) their origins.

For modern Witches, Y ule (from the Anglo-Saxon "Y uld, meaning
‘whed' of the year) isusudly ceebrated on the actuad Winter
Solstice, which may vary by afew days, though it usualy occurs on or
around December 214t. Itisal esser Sabbat or Lower Holiday in the
modern Pagan caendar, one of the four quarter-days of the year, but a
very important one. Thisyear (1988) it occurs on December 21t at
9:28 an CST. Pagan customs are still enthusiagtically followed.
Once, the Y ule log had been the center of the celebration. It was
lighted on the eve of the soldtice (it should light on the first try)
and must be kept burning for twelve hours, for good luck. It should
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be made of ash. Later, the Yule log was replaced by the Yule tree

but, instead of burning it, burning candles were placed onit. In
Chrigtianity, Protestants might dlaim that Martin Luther invented the
custom, and Catholics might grant S. Boniface the honor, but the
custom can demonstrably be traced back through the Roman Saturndia
al the way to ancient Egypt. Needlessto say, such atree should be
cut down rather than purchased, and should be disposed of by burning,
the proper way to dispatch any sacred object.

Along with the evergreen, the hally and the ivy and the mistietoe
were important plants of the season, al symbalizing fertility and
everlaging life. Midtletoe was especidly venerated by the Cdltic
Druids, who cut it with a golden sckle on the sixth night of the
moon, and believed it to be an aphrodisac. (Magicdly -- not
medicindly! It'shighly toxic!) But gphrodisacs must have been the
smallest part of the Y uletide menu in ancient times, as contemporary
reports indicate that the tables fairly creaked under the strain of
every type of good food. And drink! The most popular of which was
the ‘wassall cup' deriving its name from the Anglo- Saxon term ‘waes
had' (be whole or hale).

Medieva Chrismas folklore ssems endless: that animas will dl
kned down asthe Holy Night arrives, that bees hum the '100th psalm'’
on Chrismas Eve, that awindy Christmas will bring good luck, that a
person born on Christmas Day can see the Little People, that a cricket
on the hearth brings good luck, thet if one opens dl the doors of the
house a midnight dl the evil spiritswill depart, that you will have
one lucky month for each Christmas pudding you sample, that the tree
must be taken down by Twelfth Night or bad luck is sure to follow,
that 'if Christmas on a Sunday be, awindy winter we shall se€, that
'hours of sun on Christmas Day, so many frosts in the month of May',
that one can use the Twelve Days of Chrissmasto predict the weather
for each of the twelve months of the coming year, and so on.

Remembering that most Christmas customs are ultimately based upon
older Pagan customs, it only remains for modern Pagans to reclam
their logt traditions. 1n doing so, we can share many common customs
with our Chrigian friends, dbeit with adightly different
interpretation. And thus we al share in the beauty of this most
magica of seasons, when the Mother Goddess once again gives birth to
the baby Sun-God and sets the whed in motion again. To conclude with
along-overdue paraphrase, '‘Goddess bless us, every one!’

CANDLEMAS ThelLight Returns
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by Mike Nichols

It seems quite impossible that the holiday of Candlemas should be
consdered the beginning of Spring. Here in the Heartland, February
2nd may see a blanket of snow mantling the Mother. Or, if the snows
have gone, you may be sure the days are filled with drizzle, dush,
and steel-grey skies -- the dreariest weather of the year. In short,
the perfect time for a Pagan Festival of Lights. And asfor Spring,
athough this may seem atenuous beginning, dl the little buds,
flowers and leaves will have arrived on schedule before Spring runs
its course to Beltane.

‘Candlemas is the Chrigtianized name for the holiday, of course.
The older Pagan names were Imbolc and Oimelc. 'Imbolc’ means,
literaly, 'in the belly' (of the Mother). For in the womb of Mother
Earth, hidden from our mundane sight but sensed by a keener vision,
there are ftirrings. The seed that was planted in her womb at the
solgtice is quickening and the new year grows. 'Oimelc’ means 'milk
of ewes, for it isaso lambing season.

The holiday isdso called 'Brigit's Day', in honor of the great
Irish Goddess Brigit. At her shrine, the ancient Irish capitol of
Kildare, agroup of 19 priestesses (no men alowed) kept a perpetua
flame burning in her honor. She was considered a goddess of fire,
patroness of smithcraft, poetry and healing (especidly the hedling
touch of midwifery). This tripartite symbolism was occasiondly
expressed by saying that Brigit had two ssters, aso named Brigit.
(Incidentally, another form of the name Brigit isBride, and it is
thus She bestows her specia patronage on any woman about to be
married or handfasted, the woman being caled 'bride in her honor.)

The Roman Catholic Church could not very eedily cdl the Great
Goddess of Ireland a demon, so they canonized her instead.
Henceforth, she would be 'Saint' Brigit, patron SAINT of smithcraft,
poetry, and hedling. They 'explained this by telling the Irish
peasants that Brigit was 'redly’ an early Chrigtian missionary sent
to the Emerdd Ide, and that the miracles she performed there
'mided' the common people into believing that she was a goddess. For
some reason, the Irish swdlowed this. (Thereisno limit to what the
Irish imagination can convince itsdf of. For example, they dso came
to believe thet Brigit was the foster-mother' of Jesus, giving no
thought to the implausibility of Jesus having spent his boyhood in
Ireland!)

Brigit's holiday was chiefly marked by the kindling of sacred
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fires, ance she symbolized the fire of birth and heding, thefire of

the forge, and thefire of poetic inspiration. Bonfires were lighted

on the beacon tors, and chandlers celebrated their specid holiday.

The Roman Church was quick to confiscate this symbolism aswell, usng
'‘Candlemas as the day to bless dl the church candles that would be
used for the coming liturgical year. (Catholicswill be reminded thet

the following day, S. Blaisgs Day, is remembered for usng the
newly-blessed candles to bless the throats of parishioners, keeping

them from colds, flu, sore throats, etc.)

The Catholic Church, never one to refrain from piling holiday upon
holiday, dso called it the Feast of the Purification of the Blessed
Virgin Mary. (Itissurprisng how many of the old Pagan holidays
were converted to Maryan Feasts) The symbol of the Purification may
seem alittle obscure to modern readers, but it has to do with the old
custom of ‘churching women'. 1t was believed that women were impure
for ax weeks after giving birth. And snce Mary gave birth a the
winter solstice, she wouldn't be purified until February 2nd. In
Pagan symbolism, this might be re-trandated as when the Great Mother
once again becomes the Y oung Maiden Goddess.

Today, this holiday is chiefly connected to weather lore. Even
our American folk-calendar keeps the tradition of ‘Groundhog's Day’, a
day to predict the coming westher, teling us that if the Groundhog
sees his shadow, there will be 'sx more weeks of bad weether (i.e,
until the next old holiday, Lady Day). Thiscustomis ancient. An
old British rhyme tels us that 'If Candlemas Day be bright and clear,
theréll be two wintersin theyear.' Actudly, dl of the
cross-quarter days can be used as 'inverse westher predictors,
whereas the quarter-days are used as 'direct’ weather predictors.

Like the other High Holidays or Great Sabbats of the Witches
year, Candlemas is sometimes celebrated on it's dternate date,
adrologicaly determined by the sun's reaching 15-degrees Aquarius,
or Candlemas Old Style (in 1988, February 3rd, at 9:03 am CST).
Ancther holiday that gets mixed up in thisis Vaentines Day. Ozark
folklorigt Vance Randolf makes this quite clear by noting that the
old-timers used to celebrate Groundhog's Day on February 14th. This
same displacement is evident in Eastern Orthodox Chrigtianity as well.
Their habit of celebrating the birth of Jesus on January 6th, with a
smilar pogt-dated shift in the Sx-week period that followsit, puts
the Feast of the Purification of Mary on February 14th. It is amazing
to think that the same confusion and laterd displacement of one of
the old folk holidays can be seen from the Russian steppes to the
Ozark hills, but such seemsto be the case!
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Incidentaly, there is speculation among linguigtic scholars that
the vary name of 'Vdentine has Pagan origins. It ssemsthat it was
customary for French peasants of the Middle Agesto pronouncea'g' as
a'Vv'. Consequently, the origind term may have been the French
‘gdanting, which yields the English word ‘gdllant’. The word
origindly refers to a dashing young man known for his ‘affaires
d'amour', atrue galaunt. The usud associations of V(G)dantine's
Day make much more sense in thislight than their vague connection to
alegendary 'St. Vaentine' can produce. Indeed, the Church has
adwaysfound it rather difficult to explain this nebulous saint's
connection to the secular pleasures of flirtation and courtly love.

For modern Witches, Candlemas O.S. may then be seen as the Pagan
verson of Vdentings Day, with a de-emphasis of 'hearts and flowers
and an appropriate re-emphasis of Pagan carnd frivolity. Thisaso
re-digns the holiday with the ancient Roman Lupercdia, afertility
fedivd hed a thistime, in which the priests of Pan ran through
the streets of Rome whacking young women with goatskin thongs to make
them fertile. The women seemed to enjoy the atention and often
stripped in order to afford better targets.

One of the nicest folk-customs till practiced in many countries,
and especidly by Witchesin the British Ides and parts of the U.S,,
isto place alighted candle in each and every window of the house,
beginning a sundown on Candlemas Eve (February 11, dlowing them to
continue burning until sunrise. Make sure that such candles are well
seated againg tipping and guarded from nearby curtains, etc. What a
cheery dght it ison this cold, bleek and dreary night to see house
after house with candle-lit windows! And, of course, if you are your
Coven's chandler, or if you just happen to like making candles,
Candlemas Day is THE day for doing it. Some Covens hold candle-making
parties and try to make and bless dl the candles they'll be using for
the whole year on thisday.

Other customs of the holiday include weaving 'Brigit's crosses
from straw or whegt to hang around the house for protection,
performing rites of spiritud deansng and purification, making
‘Brigit's beds to ensure fertility of mind and spirit (and body, if
desired), and making Crowns of Light (i.e. of candles) for the High
Priestess to wear for the Candlemas Circle, smilar to those worn on
. Lucy's Day in Scandinavian countries. All indl, this Pagan
Fedtiva of Lights, sacred to the young Maiden Goddess, is one of the
most beautiful and postic of the year.
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LADY DAY: TheVend Equinox

by Mike Nichols

Now comesthe Vernd Equinox, and the season of Spring reaches
it's gpex, hafway through itsjourney from Candlemas to Beltane,
Once again, night and day stand in perfect balance, with the powers of
light on the ascendancy. The god of light now wins avictory over his
twin, the god of darkness. In the Mabinogion myth reconstruction
which | have proposed, thisisthe day on which the restored Liew
takes his vengeance on Goronwy by piercing him with the sunlight
spear. For Llew was restored/reborn at the Winter Solstice and is now
well/old enough to vanquish his riva/twin and mate with his
lover/mother. And the great Mother Goddess, who has returned to her
Virgin aspect at Candlemas, welcomes the young sun god's embraces and
concaives achild. The child will be born nine months from now, at
the next Winter Solstice. And so the cycle closes at last.

We think that the customs surrounding the celebration of the
spring equinox were imported from Mediterranean lands, athough there
can be no doubt that the first inhabitants of the British Ides
observed it, as evidence from megdithic Stes shows. But it was
certainly more popular to the south, where people celebrated the
holiday as New Y ear's Day, and clamed it asthe first day of the
first Sgn of the Zodiac, Aries. However you look &t it, it is
certainly atime of new beginnings, as asmple glance a Nature will
prove.

In the Roman Catholic Church, there are two holidays which get
mixed up with the Vernd Equinox. Thefirgt, occurring on the fixed
cdendar day of March 25th in the old liturgica cadendar, is called
the Feast of the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary (or B.V.M.,
as she wastypicadly abbreviated in Catholic Missas). "Annunciation'
means an announcement. Thisis the day that the angd Gabrid
announced to Mary that she was 'in the family way'. Naturdly, this
had to be announced since Mary, being sill avirgin, would have no
other means of knowing it. (Quit scoffing, O ye of little faith!)

Why did the Church pick the Verna Equinox for the commemoration of
this event? Because it was necessary to have Mary conceive the child
Jesus afull nine months before his birth a the Winter Solstice

(i.e., Christmas, celebrated on the fixed caendar date of December

25). Mary's pregnancy would take the natural nine months to complete,
even if the conception was a bit unorthodox.

As mentioned before, the older Pagan equivaent of this scene
focuses on the joyous process of natura conception, when the young
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virgin Goddess (in this case, 'virgin' in the origind sense of

meaning ‘'unmarried) mates with the young solar God, who has just
displaced hisrival. Thisis probably not their first mating,

however. Inthe mythica sense, the couple may have been lovers since
Candlemas, when the young God reached puberty. But the young Goddess
was recently a mother (at the Winter Solstice) and is probably Hill

nursng her new child. Therefore, conception is naturaly delayed for

sx weeks or 0 and, despite earlier matings with the God, She does

not conceive until (surprise!) the Vernad Equinox. Thismay aso be

their Hand-fasting, a sacred marriage between God and Goddess called a
Hierogamy, the ultimate Great Rite. Probably the nicest sudy of this
theme occurs in M. Esther Harding's book, 'Woman's Mysteries.
Probably the nicest description of it occursin M. Z. Bradley's

'Migs of Avaon', in the scene where Morgan and Arthur assume the
sacred roles. (Bradley follows the British custom of transferring the
episode to Beltane, when the climate is more suited to its outdoor
celebration.)

The other Chrigtian holiday which gets mixed up in thisis Eagter.
Eadter, too, celebrates the victory of agod of light (Jesus) over
darkness (death), so it makes sense to placeit at this season.

Ironically, the name 'Eagter’ was taken from the name of a Teutonic
lunar Goddess, Eostre (from whence we aso get the name of the femde
hormone, estrogen). Her chief symbols were the bunny (both for
fertility and because her worshipers saw ahare in the full moon) and

the egg (symbolic of the cosmic egg of creetion), images which
Christians have been hard pressed to explain. Her holiday, the

Eogtara, was held on the Vernd Equinox Full Moon. Of course, the
Church doesn't celebrate full moons, even if they do caculate by

them, s0 they planted their Easter on the following Sunday. Thus,
Eadter isdways the first Sunday, after the first Full Moon, after

the Vernd Equinox. If you've ever wondered why Easter moved all
around the calendar, now you know. (By the way, the Catholic Church
was s0 adamant about NOT incorporating lunar Goddess symbolism that
they added afurther caculation: if Easter Sunday were to fdl on the

Full Moon itsdlf, then Easter was postponed to the following Sunday
instead.)

Incidentally, this raises another point: recently, some Pagan
traditions began referring to the Vernd Equinox as Eostara.
Higoricdly, thisisincorrect. Eogtaraisalunar holiday, honoring
alunar Goddess, at the Vernd Full Moon. Hence, the name 'Eogtaral
is best reserved to the nearest Esbat, rather than the Sabbat itself.
How this hgppened is difficult to say. However, it is notable that
some of the same groups misappropriated the term ‘Lady Day' for
Beltane, which |eft no good folk name for the Equinox. Thus, Eostara
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was misappropriated for it, completing a chain-reaction of
displacement. Needlessto say, the old and accepted folk name for the
Vernd Equinox is'Lady Day'. Christians sometimesingst thet the
titteisin honor of Mary and her Annunciation, but Pagans will smile
knowingly.

Another mythologica motif which must surely arrest our attention
a thistime of year isthat of the descent of the God or Goddess into
the Underworld. Perhaps we see this most clearly in the Christian
tradition. Beginning with his desth on the cross on Good Friday, it
is said that Jesus 'descended into hdll' for the three days that his
body lay entombed. But on thethird day (that is, Easter Sunday), his
body and soul rejoined, he arose from the dead and ascended into
heaven. By a strange ‘coincidence, most ancient Pagan rdligions
speak of the Goddess descending into the Underworld, aso for a period
of three days.

Why three days? If we remember that we are here deding with the
lunar aspect of the Goddess, the reason should be obvious. Asthe
text of one Book of Shadows givesit, ...as the moon waxes and wanes,
and walks three nights in darkness, so the Goddess once spent three
nights in the Kingdom of Degth." In our modern world, aienated asiit
isfrom nature, we tend to mark the time of the New Moon (when no moon
isvigble) asasngle date on acdendar. We tend to forget that
the moon is adso hidden from our view on the day before and the day
after our calendar date. But this did not go unnoticed by our
ancestors, who aways speak of the Goddess's sojourn into the land of
Desath asladting for three days. Isit any wonder then, that we
celebrate the next Full Moon (the Eogtara) as the return of the
Goddess from chthonic regions?

Naturdly, thisis the season to celebrate the victory of life
over death, as any nature-lover will afirm. And the Chrigian
religion was not misguided by celebrating Chrigt's victory over desth
at this same season. Nor is Christ the only solar hero to journey
into the underworld. King Arthur, for example, does the same thing
when he sets sall in hismagica ship, Prydwen, to bring back precious
gifts(i.e the gifts of life) from the Land of the Dead, aswe are
told in the'Mabinogi'. Welsh triads alude to Gwydion and Amaethon
doing much the samething. In fact, thisthemeis so universa that
mythologists refer to it by acommon phrase, ‘the harrowing of hell'.

However, one might conjecture that the descent into hell, or the
land of the dead, was originaly accomplished, not by asolar mae
deity, but by alunar femde deity. It is Nature Hersdf who, in
Spring, returns from the Underworld with her gift of abundant life.
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Solar heroes may have laid claim to this theme much later. The very
fact that we are dedling with athree-day period of absence should

tell uswe are dedling with alunar, not solar, theme. (Although one
must make exception for those occasona MALE lunar deities, such as
the Assyrian god, Sin.) At any rate, one of the nicest modern
renditions of the harrowing of hell gppears in many Books of Shadows
as The Descent of the Goddess. Lady Day may be especidly
gppropriate for the celebration of thistheme, whether by

gorytelling, reading, or dramatic re-enactment.

For modern Witches, Lady Day is one of the Lesser Sabbats or Low
Holidays of the year, one of the four quarter-days. And what date
will Witches choose to celebrate? They may choose the traditiona
folk 'fixed' date of March 25th, garting onits Eve. Or they may
choose the actual equinox point, when the Sun crosses the Equator and
enters the agirological sign of Aries. Thisyear (1988), that will
occur a 3:39 am CST on March 20th.

A Cdébrationof MAY DAY

by Mike Nichols

* *k k k k k * %

'Perhaps its just as well that you won't be here...to be offended
by the sight of our May Day celebrations:”
--Lord Summeride to Sgt. Howie from The Wicker Man'

* *k k k k k k%

There are four great festivals of the Pagan Cdltic year and the
modern Witch's cdendar, aswell. Thetwo greatest of these are
Halloween (the beginning of winter) and May Day (the beginning of
summer). Being opposite each other on the whedl of the year, they
separate the year into halves. Haloween (also cdled Samhain) isthe
Cdtic New Year and is generdly consdered the more important of the
two, though May Day runs a close second. Indeed, in some aress --
notably Waes-- it is consdered the great holiday.

May Day ushersin the fifth month of the modern caendar year,
the month of May. This month is named in honor of the goddess Maia,
origindly a Greek mountain nymph, later identified as the most
beautiful of the Seven Sders, the Pleiades. By Zeus, sheisdso
the mother of Hermes, god of magic. Maids parents were Atlas and
Peone, a sea nymph.
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The old Cdtic name for May Day is Betane (in its most popular
Anglicized form), which is derived from the Irish Gadlic '‘Bedtane
or the Scottish Gadlic ‘Bedtuinn', meaning 'Bel-fir€, the fire of
the Cdtic god of light (Bdl, Beli or Bdinus). He, in turn, may be
traced to the Middle Eastern god Badl.

Other names for May Day include: Cetsamhain (‘opposite Samhain’),
Wapurgisnacht (in Germany), and Roodmeas (the medieva Church's name).
Thislast came from Church Fathers who were hoping to shift the common
peopl€s dlegiance from the Maypole (Pagan lingham - symbal of life)
to the Holy Rood (the Cross - Roman ingtrument of deeth).

Incidentdly, there is no historica judtification for caling
May 1t 'Lady Day'. For hundreds of years, that title has been proper
to the Verna Equinox (approx. March 21st), another holiday sacred to
the Grest Goddess. The nontraditional use of 'Lady Day' for May 1st
is quite recent (within the last 15 years), and seemsto be confined
to America, where it has gained widespread acceptance among certain
segments of the Craft population. This rather startling departure
from tradition would seem to indicate an unfamiliarity with European
cdendar customs, aswell as alax atitude toward scholarship among
too many Pagans. A smple glance at adictionary ('Webster's 3rd' or
O.E.D.), encyclopedia (‘Benet's), or standard mythology reference
(Jobe's 'Dictionary of Mythology, Folklore & Symbols) would confirm
the correct date for Lady Day as the Verna Equinox.

By Cdltic reckoning, the actua Beltane celebration beginson
sundown of the preceding day, April 30, because the Celts dways
figured their days from sundown to sundown. And sundown weas the
proper time for Druids to kindle the great Bel-fires on the tops of
the nearest beacon hill (such as Tara Hill, Co. Meath, in Irdland).
These 'need-fires had healing properties, and sky-clad Witches would
jump through the flames to ensure protection.

* k k k k k k%

Sgt. Howie (shocked): 'But they are naked!'
Lord Summeride: ‘Naturdly. It's much too dangerous to jump
through the fire with your clothes on!'

* *k k k k k kx %

Frequently, cattle would be driven between two such bon-fires
(0ak wood was the favorite fue for them) and, on the morrow, they
would be taken to their summer pastures.

Other May Day cusomsinclude: waking the circuit of one's
property (‘beating the bounds), repairing fences and boundary
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markers, processions of chimney-sweeps and milk maids, archery
tournaments, morris dances, sword dances, feasting, music, drinking,
and maidens bathing their facesin the dew of May morning to retain

their youthful beauty.

In the words of Witchcraft writers Janet and Stewart Farrar, the
Beltane celebration was principly atime of '...unashamed human
sexudity and fertility." Such associations include the obvious
phalic symbolism of the Maypole and riding the hobby horse. Evena
seemingly innocent children's nursery rhyme, 'Ride a cock horse to
Banburry Cross...' retains such memories. And the next line'...to
see afine Lady on awhite horse is areference to the annud ride of
'Lady Godiva though Coventry. Every year for nearly three centuries,
a sky-clad village maiden (elected Queen of the May) enacted this
Peagan rite, until the Puritans put an end to the custom.

The Puritans, in fact, reacted with pious horror to most of the
May Day rites, even making Maypolesillegd in 1644. They especidly
attempted to suppress the 'greenwood marriages of young men and women
who spent the entire night in the forest, staying out to greet the May
sunrise, and bringing back boughs of flowers and garlands to decorate
the village the next morning. One angry Puritan wrote that men 'doe
use commonly to runne into woodes in the night time, amongst maidens,
to st bowes, in so muche, as | have hearde of tenne maidens whiche
went to st May, and nine of them came home with childe’ And another
Puritan complained that, of the girls who go into the woods, 'not the
least one of them comes home again avirgin.'

Long after the Christian form of marriage (with itsingstence on
sexud monogamy) had replaced the older Pagan handfasting, the rules
of grict fiddity were dways relaxed for the May Everites. Names
such as Robin Hood, Maid Marian, and Little John played an important
part in May Day folklore, often used astitles for the dramatis
personae of the celebrations. And modern surnames such as Robinson,
Hodson, Johnson, and Godkin may attest to some distant May Eve spent
in the woods.

These wildwood antics have inspired writers such as Kipling:
Oh, do not tell the Priest our plight,
Or hewould cdl it asn;
But we have been out in the woods dl night,
A-conjuring Summer in!

And Lerner and Lowe:

It'sMay! It'sMay!
The lusty month of May!...
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Those dreary vows that ev'ryone takes,
Ev'ryone breaks.

Ev'ryone makes divine mistakes!

The lusty month of May!

It is certainly no accident that Queen Guinevere's ‘abduction’ by
Méliagrance occurs on May 1st when she and the court have gone
aMaying, or that the usudly efficient Queen's Guard, on this
occasion, rode unarmed.

Some of these customs seem virtudly identica to the old Roman
feast of flowers, the Horida, three days of unrestrained sexuality

which began at sundown April 28th and reached a crescendo on May 1.

There are other, even older, associations with May 1t in Cdtic
mythology. According to the ancient Irish 'Book of Invasions, the
firs settler of Irdland, Partholan, arrived on May 1<t; and it was on
May 14 that the plague came which destroyed his people. Yearslater,
the Tuatha De Danann were conquered by the Milesianson May Day. In
Wesh myth, the perennid bettle between Gwythur and Gwyn for the love
of Creudylad took place each May Day; and it was on May Eve that
Teirnyon logt his colts and found Pryderi. May Eve was dso the
occasion of afearful scream that was heard each year throughout
Waes, one of the three curses of the Coranians lifted by the skill of
Lludd and Llevelys.

By the way, due to various cadendrica changes down through the
centuries, the traditional date of Beltane is not the same asits
adrological date. Thisdate, like al astronomicaly determined
dates, may vary by aday or two depending on the year. However, it
may be caculated easily enough by determining the date on which the
aunisat 15 degrees Taurus (usualy around May 5th). British Witches
often refer to this date as Old Bdltane, and folklorigts cdl it
Bedtane O.S. ('Old Style). Some Covens prefer to celebrate on the
old date and, a the very lead, it gives one options. If aCovenis
operating on 'Pagan Standard Time' and misses May 1t atogether, it
can gill throw aviable Beltane bash aslong asiit's before May 5th.
This may aso be a consderation for Covens that need to organize
activities around the week-end.

This date has long been considered a 'power point' of the Zodiac,
and is symbolized by the Bull, one of the ‘tetramorph’ figures
featured on the Tarot cards, the World and the Whedl of Fortune. (The
other three symbols are the Lion, the Eagle, and the Spirit.)
Adtrologers know these four figures as the symbols of the four fixed
sggns of the Zodiac (Taurus, Leo, Scorpio, and Aquarius), and these
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naturaly aign with the four Great Sabbats of Witcheraft. Chrigians
have adopted the same iconography to represent the four
gospel-writers.

But for mog, itisMay 14t that is the great holiday of flowers,
Maypoles, and greenwood frivolity. It isno wonder thet, as recently
as 1977, lan Anderson could pen the following lyrics for Jethro Tull:

For the May Day isthe gresat day,

Sung dong the old straight track.

And those who ancient lines did ley
Will heed this song that calls them back.

A MIDSUMMER'S CELEBRATION

by Mike Nichols

* kK k k k k k k k kK k k k k k%

The young maid gole through the cottage door,
And blushed as she sought the Plant of pow'r;--
"Thou slver glow-worm, O lend me thy light,

| must gather the mystic St. John's wort tonight,
The wonderful herb, whose leaf will decide

If the coming year shal make me a bride.
* k k k k k k k k kk kk k k%

In addition to the four great fetivals of the Pagan Cdltic yeer,
there are four lesser holidays as well: the two solstices, and the two
equinoxes. Infolklore, these are referred to asthe four
‘quarter-days of the year, and modern Witches cdl them the four
'Lesser Sabbats, or the four ‘Low Holidays. The Summer Solticeis
one of them.

Technicdly, asolgtice is an asronomicd point and, dueto the
processon to the equinox, the date may vary by afew days depending
on the year. The summer solstice occurs when the sun reaches the
Tropic of Cancer, and we experience the longest day and the shortest
night of the year. Astrologers know this as the date on which the sun
entersthe Sgn of Cancer. Thisyear (1988) it will occur at 10:57 pm
CDT on June 20th.

However, since most European peasants were not accomplished at
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reading an ephemeris or did not live close enough to Sdlisbury Plain
to trot over to Stonehenge and sight down its main avenue, they
celebrated the event on afixed caendar date, June 24th. The dight
forward displacement of the traditional date isthe result of
multitudinous caendrica changes down through the ages. Itis
anaogous to the winter solstice celebration, which is astronomicaly
on or about December 214, but is celebrated on the traditional date
of December 25th, Y ule, later adopted by the Chrigtians.

Again, it must be remembered that the Celts reckoned their days
from sundown to sundown, o the June 24th fegtivities actudly begin
on the previous sundown (our June 23rd). Thiswas Shakespeare's
Midsummer Night's Eve. Which brings up another point: our modern
cdendars are quite misguided in suggesting that ‘summer begins on
the solstice. According to the old folk cdendar, summer BEGINS on
May Day and ends on Lammas (August 1<), with the summer solstice,
midway between the two, marking MID-summer. This makes more logica
sense than suggesting that summer begins on the day when the sun's
power begins to wane and the days grow shorter.

Although our Pagan ancestors probably preferred June 24th (and
indeed most European folk festivals today use this date), the
senshility of modern Witches seemsto prefer the actud solstice
point, beginning the celebration on its eve, or the sunset immediately
preceding the soltice point. Again, it gives modern Pagans arange
of dates to choose from with, hopefully, a weekend embedded in it.

Jugt as the Pagan mid-winter celebration of Y ule was adopted by
Chrigtians as Christmas (December 25th), so too the Pagan mid-summer
celebration was adopted by them as the feast of John the Baptist (June
24th). Occurring 180 degrees gpart on the whed of the year, the
mid-winter celebration commemorates the birth of Jesus, while the
mid-summer celebration commemorates the birth of John, the prophet who
was born sx months before Jesus in order to announce his arrival.

Although modern Witches often refer to the holiday by the rather
generic name of Midsummer's Eve, it is more probable that our Pagan
ancestors of afew hundred years ago actudly used the Christian name
for the holiday, St. John'sEve. Thisis evident from the wedlth of
folklore that surrounds the summer soldtice (i.e. that it isanight
especidly sacred to the fagrie folk) but which isinevitably ascribed
to 'St. John's Eve, with no mention of the sun's postion. It could
aso be argued that a Coven's claim to antiquity might be judged by
what nameit gives the holidays. (Incidentaly, the name 'Litha for
the holiday is a modern usage, possibly based on a Saxon word that
means the opposite of Yule. Still, thereislittle historical
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judtification for its use in this context.) But weren't our Pagan
ancestors offended by the use of the name of a Chridtian saint for a
pre-Chridtian holiday?

Wal, to begin with, their theologica senshilities may not have
been as findy honed as our own. But secondly and more importantly,
. John himsdlf was often seen as arather Pagan figure. He was,
after dl, cdled 'the Oak King'. His connection to the wilderness
(from whence 'the voice cried out’) was often emphasized by the rustic
nature of his shrines. Many statues show him as a horned figure (as
is aso the case with Moses).  Chrigtian iconographers mumble
embarrassed explanations about 'horns of light', while modern Pagans
giggle and happily refer to such statues as 'Pan the Baptist'. And to
clench matters, many depictions of John actudly show him with the
lower torso of asatyr, cloven hoovesand dl!' Obvioudy, thiskind
of John the Baptist is more properly a Jack in the Green! Also
obviousisthat behind the medieva conception of &. John liesa
digant, shadowy Pagan deity, perhaps the archetypd Wild Man of the
Wood, whose face stares down at us through the foliate masks that
adorn so much church architecture. Thus medieva Pagans may have had
fewer problems adapting than we might suppose.

In England, it was the ancient custom on St. John's Eveto light
large bonfires after sundown, which served the double purpose of
providing light to the revders and warding off evil spirits. This
was known as 'setting the watch'. People often jumped through the
firesfor good luck. In addition to thesefires, the Sreets were
lined with lanterns, and people carried cressets (pivoted lanterns
atop poles) as they wandered from one bonfire to another. These
wandering, garland- bedecked bands were caled a'marching watch'.
Often they were attended by morris dancers, and traditiona players
dressed as a unicorn, adragon, and six hobby-horseriders. Just as
May Day was atime to renew the boundary on one's own property, o
Midsummer's Eve was atime to ward the boundary of the city.

Cugtoms surrounding . John's Eve are many and varied. At the
very least, mogt young folk plan to stay up throughout the whole of
this shortest night. Certain courageous souls might spend the night
keeping watch in the center of acircle of standing stones. To do o
would certainly result in either degth, madness, or (hopefully) the
power of ingpiration to become a great poet or bard. (Thisis, by the
way, identical to certain incidents in the first branch of the
‘Mabinogion'.) Thiswas aso the night when the serpents of the
idand would rall themsdvesinto a hissng, writhing bal in order to
engender the 'glain’, dso cdled the 'serpent's egg’, 'snake stoné,
or 'Druid'segg. Anyonein possession of this hard glass bubble
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would widd incredible magicd powers. Even Merlyn himsdlf
(accompanied by his black dog) went in search of it, according to one
ancient Welsh gory.

Snakes were not the only creatures active on Midsummer's Eve.
According to British faery lore, this night was second only to
Halloween for its importance to the wee folk, who especidly enjoyed a
ridling on such afine summer's night. In order to see them, you had
only to gather fern seed at the stroke of midnight and rub it onto
your eyelids. But be sureto carry alittle bit of ruein your
pocket, or you might well be 'pixie-led’. Or, faling the rue, you
might Smply turn your jacket ingde-out, which should keep you from
harm'sway. But if even thisfails, you must seek out one of the'ley
lines, the old straight tracks, and stay upon it to your destination.
Thiswill keep you safe from any malevolent power, aswill crossing a
gream of living' (running) water.

Other customs included decking the house (especidly over the
front door) with birch, fennd, St. John'swort, orpin, and white
lilies. Five plants were thought to have specid magicd properties
on this night: rue, roses, &t. John's wort, vervain and trefoil.
Indeed, Midsummer's Evein Spain is cdled the 'Night of the Verbena
(Vervain)'. St. John'swort was especialy honored by young maidens
who picked it in the hopes of divining afuture lover.

* k k kk kk kk kk kk Kk k%

And the glow-worm came
With its Slvery flame,
And sparkled and shone
Through the night of S. John,
And soon has the young maid her love-knot tied.

* k k kk kk kk kk Kk k Kk k%

There are dso many mythica associations with the summer
solgtice, not the least of which concerns the seasond life of the God
of the sun. Inasmuch as| believethat | have recently discovered
certain associations and correspondences not hitherto redized, | have
elected to treat this subject in some depth in another essay. Suffice
it to say here, that | disagree with the generdly accepted idea that
the Sun-God meets his degth at the summer solstice. | believe there
is good reason to see the Sun-God a his zenith -- his peak of power
-- onthisday, and that his death at the hands of hisriva would not
occur for another quarter of ayear. Materia drawn from the Welsh
mythos seems to support thisthess. In Irish mythology, Midsummer is
the occasion of thefirgt battle between the Fir Bolgs and the Tuatha
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De Danaan.

Altogether, Midsummer is afavorite holiday for many Witchesin
that it is so hospitable to outdoor celebrations. The warm summer
night seemsto inviteit. And if the celebrants are not in fact
skyclad, then you may befairly certain that the long ritua robes of
winter have yielded place to short, tunic-style gppard. Aswith the
longer gowns, tradition dictates that one should wear nothing
underneeth -- the next best thing to skyclad, to be sure.

(Incidentaly, now you know the REAL answer to the old Scottish joke,
'What is worn underneeth the kilt?)

Thetwo chief icons of the holiday are the spear (symboal of the
Sun-God in his glory) and the summer cauldron (symbol of the Goddess
in her bounty). The precise meaning of these two symbols, which |
believe | have recently discovered, will be explored in the essay on
the deeth of Llew. But it isinteresting to note here that modern
Witches often use these same symbols in the Midsummer rituds. And
one occasiondly hears the aternative consecration formula, 'Asthe
spear isto the mae, so the cauldronisto thefemde..." With these
mythic associations, it is no wonder that Midsummer is such ajoyous
and magicd occason!

LAMMAS TheFrs Harvest

by Mike Nichols

* k kkkkkkhkkkhkkk kK *k %

Once upon a Lammas Night

When corn rigs are bomy,

Benegth the Moon's unclouded light,
| hed awhileto Annie...

* k k k k k kk k k kK Kk Kk k%

Although in the hest of a Mid-western summer it might be difficult
to discern, the festival of Lammas (Aug 1st) marks the end of summer
and the beginning of fal. The days now grow visbly shorter and by
the time weve reached autumn's end (Oct 31<t), we will have run the
gamut of temperature from the heet of August to the cold and
(sometimes) snow of November. And in the midst of it, a perfect
Mid-western autumn.

The history of Lammeasis as convoluted as dl the rest of the old

folk holidays. Itisof course across-quarter day, one of the four
High Holidays or Grester Sabbats of Witcheraft, occurring 1/4 of a
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year dfter Beltane. It'strue astrological point is 15 degrees Leo,

which occurs a 1:18 am CDT, Aug 6th this year (1988), but tradition
has set August 14t asthe day Lammeasistypicaly celebrated. The
celebration proper would begin on sundown of the previous evening, our
July 314, since the Cdlts reckon their days from sundown to sundown.

However, British Witches often refer to the astrologicd date of
Aug 6th as Old Lammeas, and folklorigs cdl it Lammas O.S. (‘'Old
Styl€). This date haslong been considered a 'power point' of the
Zodiac, and is symbolized by the Lion, one of the ‘tetramorph'’ figures
found on the Tarot cards, the World and the Whed of Fortune (the
other three figures being the Bull, the Eagle, and the Spirit).
Adtrologers know these four figures as the symbols of the four fixed
sgns of the Zodiac, and these naturdly aign with the four Great
Sabbats of Witchcraft. Christians have adopted the same iconography
to represent the four gospel-writers.

'Lammeas was the medievd Chrigtian name for the holiday and it
means 'loaf-mass, for this was the day on which loaves of bread were
baked from the first grain harvest and laid on the church dtars as
offerings. It was a day representative of ‘firgt fruits and early
harvest.

In Irish Gadlic, the feast was referred to as 'Lugnasadh', afeast
to commemorate the funerd games of the Irish sun-god Lugh. However,
there is some confusion on this point. Although at first glance, it
may seem that we are celebrating the death of the Lugh, the god of
light does not redly die (mythicaly) until the autumnd equinox.
And indeed, if we read the Irish myths closer, we discover thet it is
not Lugh's death that is being celebrated, but the funeral games which
Lugh hosted to commemorate the degath of his foster- mother, Taillte.
That iswhy the Lugnasadh cdebrationsin Ireland are often cdled the
"Tailltean Games.

* k kkkk kkkkhkkkhk kK Kk %

The time went by with careless heed
Between the late and early,

With smdl persuasion she agreed
To see me through the barley...

*k kkkkkkkk Kk k*k Kk k%

One common feature of the Games were the Tallltean marriages, a
rather informa marriage that lasted for only ‘ayear and aday’ or
until next Lammeas. At that time, the couple could decide to continue
the arrangement if it pleased them, or to stand back to back and walk
away from one another, thus bringing the Talllteen marriageto a
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formal close. Such trid marriages (obvioudy related to the Wiccan
'Handfasting’) were quite common even into the 1500's, although it was
something one 'didn’t bother the parish priest about’. Indeed, such
ceremonies were usually solemnized by a poet, bard, or shanachie (or,
it may be guessed, by apriest or priestess of the Old Religion).

Lammeadtide was d <0 the traditiond time of year for craft
festivds. The medievd guilds would creste € aborate digplays of
their wares, decorating their shops and themsalves in bright colors
and ribbons, marching in parades, and performing strange, ceremonia
plays and dances for the entranced onlookers. The atmosphere must
have been quite Smilar to our modern-day Renaissance Festivass, such
as the one celebrated in near-by Bonner Springs, Kansas, each fall.

A ceremonid highlight of such festivas was the 'Catherine
whed'. Although the Roman Church moved St. Catherine's feast day dl
around the calender with bewildering frequency, it's most popular date
was Lammas. (They dso kept trying to expe this muchloved saint
from the ranks of the blessed because she was mythical rather than
historical, and because her worship gave rise to the heretical sect
known as the Cathari.) At any rate, alarge wagon whed was taken to
the top of anear-by hill, covered with tar, st aflame, and
ceremonioudy rolled down the hill. Some mythologists seein this
ritud the remnants of a Pagan rite symbolizing the end of summer, the
flaming disk representing the sun-god in hisdecline. And just asthe
sun king has now reached the autumn of hisyears, hisriva or dark
self has just reached puberty.

Many commentators have bewailed the fact thet traditiondl
Gardnerian and Alexandrian Books of Shadows say very little about the
holiday of Lammas, gtating only that poles should be ridden and a
circle dance performed. This seems strange, for Lammas is aholiday
of rich mythic and culturd associations, providing endless resources
for liturgica celebration.

kK kkkkk Kk kkk Kk Kk *k %k

Corn rigsand barley rigs,
Cornrigs are bonny!

I'll not forget that happy night
Among the rigs with Annie!

* kK k k k k k k k kK k k k k k%

[Verse quotations by Robert Burns, as handed down through severa
Books of Shadows.]
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HARVEST HOME

by Mike Nichols

* k kkkkkk Kk khk Kk kk Kk *k %k

There were three men came out of the Wed,
Thelr fortunesfor to try,

And these three men made a solemn vow,
John Barleycorn must die...

* kK k k k k k k k kK k k k k k%

Despite the bad publicity generated by Thomas Tryon's nove,
Harvest Home is the pleasantest of holidays. Admittedly, it does
involve the concept of sacrifice, but one that is symboalic only. The
sacrificeisthat of the spirit of vegetation, John Barleycorn.

Occurring 1/4 of the year after Midsummer, Harvest Home represents
mid-autumn, autumn's height. 1t isdso the Autumnd Equinox, one of
the quarter days of the year, a Lesser Sabbat and aLow Holiday in
modern Witchcraft.

Technicdly, an equinox is an astronomica point and, due to the
fact that the earth wobbles onits axis dightly (rather like atop
that's dowing down), the date may vary by afew days depending on the
year. The autumna equinox occurs when the sun crosses the equator on
it's gpparent journey southward, and we experience aday and a night
that are of equa duration. Up until Harvest Home, the hours of
daylight have been greater than the hours from dusk to dawn. But from
now on, the reverse holdstrue. Astrologers know this as the date on
which the sun enters the sign of Libra, the Balance (an appropriate
symbol of abaanced day and night). This year (1988) it will occur
at 2:29 pm CDT on September 22nd.

However, since most European peasants were not accomplished at
caculaing the exact date of the equinox, they celebrated the event
on afixed cdendar date, September 25th, a holiday the medieva
Church Chrigtianized under the name of 'Michaglmas, the feast of the
Archangd Michad. (Onewondersif, a some point, the R.C. Church
contemplated assigning the four quarter days of the year to the four
Archangdls, just as they assigned the four cross-quarter daysto the
four gospd-writers. Further evidence for this may be seenin the
fact that there was a brief flirtation with caling the Vernd Equinox
'Gabridmas, ostensibly to commemorate the angel Gabrid's
announcement to Mary on Lady Day.) Again, it must be remembered that
the Cdlts reckoned their days from sundown to sundown, so the
September 25th festivities actually begin on the previous sundown (our
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September 24th).

Although our Pagan ancestors probably celebrated Harvest Home on
September 25th, modern Witches and Pagans, with their desk-top
computers for making finer caculations, seem to prefer the actud
equinox point, beginning the celebration on its eve (this year, sunsst
on September 21<t).

Mythicaly, thisis the day of the year when the god of light is
defeeted by histwin and dter-ego, the god of darkness. Itisthe
time of the year when night conquers day. And as| have recently
shown in my seasond recongtruction of the Welsh myth of Blodeuwedd,
the Autumna Equinox isthe only day of the whole year when Llew
(light) isvulnerable and it is possible to defeat him. Llew now
stands on the balance (Libralautumna equinox), with one foot on the
cauldron (Cancer/summer solstice) and his other foot on the goat
(Capricorn/winter solstice). Thus heis betrayed by Blodeuwedd, the
Virgin (Virgo) and transformed into an Eagle (Scorpio).

Two things are now likely to occur mythicdly, in rgpid
succession. Having defeated Llew, Goronwy (darkness) now takes over
Llew's functions, both as lover to Blodeuwedd, the Goddess, and as
King of our own world. Although Goronwy, the Horned King, now Stson
Llew'sthrone and begins his rule immediately, hisforma coronation
will not be for another Sx weeks, occurring at Samhain (Halloween) or
the beginning of Winter, when he becomes the Winter Lord, the Dark
King, Lord of Misrule. Goronwy's other function has more immediate
results, however. He mates with the virgin goddess, and Blodeuwedd
conceives, and will give birth -- nine months later (at the Summer
Soldtice) -- to Goronwy's son, who is redlly another incarnation of
himsdlf, the Dark Child.

Llew's sacrificial desth at Harvest Home dso identifies him with
John Barleycorn, spirit of the fields. Thus, Llew represents not only
the sun's power, but aso the sun'slife trgpped and crystdlized in
the corn. Often this corn spirit was believed to resde most
especidly in the last sheaf or shock harvested, which was dressed in
fine clothes, or woven into awicker-like man-shgped form. This
effigy was then cut and carried from the field, and usudly burned,
amidst much rgoicing. So one may see Blodeuwedd and Goronwy in anew
guise, not as conspirators who murder their king, but as kindly
farmers who harvest the crop which they had planted and so lovingly
cared for. And yet, anyone who knows the old balad of John
Barleycorn knows that we have not heard the last of him.

* k kkkkkk Kk k Kk k Kk Kk *k %
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They let him stand till midsummer's day,

Till he looked both pae and wan,

And little Sr John's grown a long, long beard
And so become aman...

* k kkkkkkkkhkkkhk Kk k k%

Incidentally, this annual mock sacrifice of alarge wicker-work
figure (representing the vegetation spirit) may have been the origin
of the misconception that Druids made human sacrifices. This charge
was firs made by Julius Caesar (who may not have had the most
unbiased of motives), and has been re-stated many times since.
However, as has often been pointed out, the only historians besides
Caesar who make this accusation are those who have read Caesar. And
in fact, upon reading Caesar's 'Gallic Wars closely, one discovers
that Caesar never claimsto have actudly witnessed such a sacrifice.
Nor does he clam to have talked to anyone ese who did. In fact,
there is not one single eyewitness account of a human sacrifice
performed by Druidsin dl of higory!

Nor isthere any archeological evidence to support the charge.
If, for example, human sacrifices had been performed at the same
ritual Sites year after year, there would be physicd traces. Yet
thereisnot ascrap. Nor is there any native tradition or history
which lends support. Infact, insular tradition seemsto point in the
oppogite direction. The Druid's reverence for life was so rict that
they refused to lift a sword to defend themselves when massacred by
Roman soldiers on the Ide of Mona. Irish brehon laws forbade a Druid
to touch a weapon, and any soul rash enough to unsheathe asword in
the presence of a Druid would be executed for such an outrage!

Jese Weston, in her brilliant study of the Four Hallows of
British myth, 'From Ritual to Romance, points out that British folk
tradition is, however, full of MOCK sacrifices. In the case of the
wicker-man, such figures were referred to in very personified terms,
dressed in clothes, addressed by name, etc. In such ardigious
ritud drama, everybody played aong.

kK kK kk k kk kk kk Kk kK%

They've hired men with scythes so sharp,

To cut him off at the knee,

They'verolled him and tied him by thewalst
Serving him most barbaroudly...

kK kkkkk Kk k Kk k*k Kk *k %

In the medievd mirade-play tradition of the 'Rise Up, Jock'
variety (performed by troupes of mummers at al the village fairs), a
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young harlequin-like king dways underwent a mock sacrificia desth.
But invariably, the traditiona cast of charactersincluded a

mysterious 'Doctor’ who had learned many secrets while ‘travelling in
foreign lands. The Doctor reaches into his bag of tricks, plies some
magica cure, and presto! the young king rises up hde and whole

again, to the cheers of the crowd. AsWeston so sensibly points out,

if the young king were ACTUALLY killed, he couldn't very wdll rise up
agan, which isthe whole point of theritua dramal Itisan

enactment of the death and resurrection of the vegetation spirit. And
what better time to perform it than a the end of the harvest season?

In the rhythm of the year, Harvest Home marks atime of rest after
hard work. The crops are gathered in, and winter is till amonth and
ahdf away! Although the nights are getting cooler, the days are
dill warm, and there is something magica in the sunlight, for it
seems Slvery and indirect. Aswe pursue our gentle hobbies of making
corn dollies (those tiny vegetation spirits) and wheet weaving, our
attention is suddenly arrested by the sound of baying from the skies
(the 'Hounds of Annwn' passing?), as lines of geese cut Slhouettes
across a harvest moon. And we move closer to the hearth, the longer
evening hours giving us time to catch up on our reading, munching on
popcorn balls and caramd gpples and sSpping home-brewed mead or ale.
Wha awonderful time Harvest Homeis And how lucky we areto live
in apart of the country where the season's changes are so dramatic
and mgedtic!

*k kk kkkkkk Kk Kk kK k%

And little Sr John inthe nut-brown bowl--
And he's brandy in the glass,

And little Sr John in the nut-brown bowl
Proved the strongest man at last.

* k kkkk kkkkhkkkhk kK Kk %

THE DEATH OF LLEW
A Seasonad Interpretation

by Mike Nichols

*k kkkkkkkk Kk k*k Kk k%

Not of father, nor of mother

Was my blood, was my body.

| was spellbound by Gwydion,

Prime enchanter of the Britons,
When he formed me from nine blossoms.
--'Hanes Blodeuwedd' R. Graves, trans.
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In most Pagan cultures, the sun god is seen as split between two
riva persondities the god of light and histwin, his‘weird, his
‘other sdlf', the god of darkness. They are Gawain and the Green
Knight, Gwyn and Gwythyr, LIew and Goronwy, Lugh and Baor, Bdan and
Bdin, the Hally King and the Oak King, etc. Often they are depicted
asfighting seasond battles for the favor of their goddess/lover,
such as Creiddylad or Blodeuwedd, who represents Nature,

The god of light is dways born at the winter solstice, and his
grength waxes with the lengthening days, until the moment of his
greatest power, the summer solstice, the longest day. And, like a
look in amirror, his'shadow sdf', the lord of darkness, isborn at
the summer solstice, and his strength waxes with the lengthening
nights until the moment of his grestest power, the winter soldtice,
the longest night.

Indirect evidence supporting this mirror-birth pattern is
grongest in the Chrigtianized form of the Pagan myth. Many writers,
from Robert Graves to Stewart Farrar, have repeatedly pointed out that
Jesus was identified with the Hally King, while John the Baptist was
the Oak King. That iswhy, 'of dl the treesthat are in the wood,
the Holly tree bearsthe crown." If the birth of Jesus, the 'light of
the world, is celebrated at mid-winter, Chrigtian folk tradition
inggts that John the Oak King (the 'dark of the world"?) was born
(rether than died) a mid-summer.

Itisat this point that | must diverge from the opinion of Robert
Graves and other writers who have followed him. Graves believes that
a midsummer, the Sun King isdain by hisrivd, the God of Darkness,
just asthe God of Darknessis, in turn, dain by the God of Light a
midwinter. And yet, in Chrigtian folk tradition (derived from the
older Pagan dtrain), it is births, not deaths, that are associated
with the solstices. For the feast of John the Bapti<t, thisisdl
the more conspicuous, asit bresks the rules regarding al other
sants.

Johnisthe ONLY saint in the entire Catholic hagiography whose
feast day is acommemoration of hisbirth, rather than his deasth. A
generation ago, Catholic nuns were fond of explaining that asaint is
commemorated on the anniversary of his or her death because it wasredlly a'birth’ into the
Kingdom of Heaven. But John the Baptidt,
the sole exception, is emphaticaly commemorated on the anniversary of
hisbirth into THISworld. Although this makes no sense viewed from a
Chrigtian perspective, it makes perfect poetic sense from the
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viewpoint of Pagan symbolism. (John's earlier Pagan associations are
tregted in my essay on Midsummer.)

So if births are associated with the solstices, when do the
symbolic deaths occur? When does Goronwy day Llew and when does
Llew, in histurn, day Goronwy? When does darkness conquer light or
light conquer darkness? Obvioudy (to me, at least), it must be at
the two equinoxes. At the autumnd equinox, the hours of light in the
day are eclipsed by the hours of darkness. At the vernd equinox, the
processisreversed. Also, the autumnal equinox, called 'Harvest
Homé, is dready associated with sacrifice, principaly that of the
Spirit of grain or vegetation. In this case, the god of light would
be identicdl.

In Welsh mythology in particular, there is a gtartling vindication
of the seasona placement of the sun god's deeth, the significance of
which occurred to mein arecent dream, and which | haven't seen
esawhere. Llew isthe Welsh god of light, and his name means'lion’.
(Thelion is often the symbol of asun god.) Heis betrayed by his
virgin' wife Blodeuwedd, into standing with one foot on the rim of a
cauldron and the other on the back of agoat. Itisonly inthisway
that Llew can bekilled, and Blodeuwedd's lover, Goronwy, Llew's dark
sf, ishiding nearby with a spear a theready. But asLlew is
gruck with it, heisnot killed. Heisingead transformed into an

exgle.

Putting thisin the form of aBardic riddle, it would go something
likethis Who can tell in what season the Lion (Llew), betrayed by
the Virgin (Blodeuwedd), poised on the Balance, is transformed into an
Eagle? My readers who are astrologers are probably aready gasping in
recognition. The sequenceis agtrological and in proper order: Leo
(lion), Virgo (virgin), Libra (baance), and Scorpio (for which the
eagleis awdl-known dternative symbol). Also, the remaining icons,
cauldron and goat, could arguably symbolize Cancer and Capricorn
(representing summer and winter), the Sgns beginning with the two
solstice points. So Llew is balanced between cauldron and goat,
between summer and winter, on the balance (Libra) point of the
autumna equinox, with one foot on the summer solstice and one foot on
the winter solstice.

This, of course, is the answer to ardated Bardic riddle.
Repeatedly, the 'Mabinogion' tdls us that Llew must be sanding with
one foot on the cauldron and one foot on the goat's back in order to
bekilled. But nowhere doesit tell uswhy. Why isthis particular
gtuation the ONLY one in which Llew can be overcome? Because it
represents the equinox point. And the autumnd equinox isthe only
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time of the entire year when light (LIew) can be overcome by darkness
(Goronwy).

It should now come as no surprise that, when it istimefor Llew
to kill Goronwy in histurn, LIew ingsts that Goronwy stands where he
once stood while he (Llew) caststhe spear. Thisisno mere
vindictiveness on Llew's part. For, athough the 'Mabinogion' does
not say 0, it should by now be obvious that thisisthe only time
when Goronwy can be overcome. Light can overcome darkness only &t the
equinox -- thistime the verna equinox. (Curioudy, even the
Chrigtian tradition retains this association, abeit in adistorted
form, by celebrating Jesus death near the time of the vernd
€equinox.)

The Wesh myth condudes with Gwydion pursuing the faithless
Blodeuwedd through the night sky, and a path of white flowers springs
up in the wake of her passing, which we today know as the Milky Way.
When Gwydion catches her, he trandforms her into an owl, afitting
symbol of autumn, just as her earlier association with flowers (she
was made from them) equates her with spring. Thus, while Llew and
Goronwy represent summer and winter, Blodeuwedd herself represents
both spring and fdl, as patron goddess of flowers and owls,

respectively.

Although it is far more speculative than the preceding materid, a
finad congderation would pursue this mirror-like life paitern of Llew
and Goronwy to its ultimate concluson. Although Llew is struck with
the sunlight spear a the autumna equinox, and o 'dies as a human,
it takes awhile before Gwydion discovers him in his eagle form. How
long? We may speculate 13 weeks, when the sun reaches the midpoint of
the sign (or form) of the eagle, Scorpio -- on Haloween. And if this
istrue, it may bethat Llew, the sun god, findly 'dies to the upper
world on Halloween, and now passes through the gates of death, where
he isimmediately crowned king of the underworld, the Lord of Misrule!
(In medievd tradition, the person proclamed as'Lord of Misrulé
reigned from Halloween to Old Chrisimas -- or, before the calender
changes, until the winter solgtice))

Meanwhile, Goronwy (with Blodeuwedd at his sde) is crowned king
in the upper world, and occupies Llew's old throne, beginning on
Halloween. Thus, by winter solstice, Goronwy has reached his position
of greatest strength in OUR world, a the same moment that Llew, now
gtting on Goronwy's old throne, reaches his position of grestest
grength in the underworld. However, a the moment of the winter
solgtice, Llew isborn again, as a babe, (and as his own son!) into
our world. And as Llew later reaches manhood and dispatches Goronwy
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a the vernd equinox, Goronwy will then ascend the underworld throne
at Beltane, but will be reborn into our world a midsummer, as a babe,
later to defest Llew dl over again. And so the cycle closes at lat,
resembling nothing SO much as an intricately woven, never-ending bit
of Cdtic knotwork.

So Midsummer (to me, a least) is a celebration of the sun god at
his zenith, acrowned king on histhrone. Heis a the height of his
power and dill 1/4 of ayear awvay from hisritud deeth at the hands
of hisrival. However, a the very moment of his greatest srength,
his dark twin, the seed of his destruction, isborn -- just asthe
days begin to shorten. The spear and the cauldron have often been
used as symbolsfor this holiday and it should now be easy to see why.
Sun gods are virtudly aways associated with spears (even Jesusis
pierced by one), and the midsummer cauldron of Cancer isa symbol of
the Goddessin her fullness. If we have learned anything from this
gtory from the fourth branch of the 'Mabinogion', it is about the
power of myth -- how it may ill indruct and guide us, many
centuries after it has passed from ord to written tradition. Andin
sudying it, we have barely scratched the surface.
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