ForgoOtten HistORy

‘Che Sacred (World ofF che Celcs

By GEORGE [RANKLIN

[Nigel Pennick’s new book offers a rich
survey of Celtic history and traditions. In
this article, Reclaiming Quanrterly shares
some of the insights of the book which are of
especial interest to readers from our
community.]

Everyone whose family roots lie in
central, western, and northwestern
Europe has a Celtic lineage. The oldest
traces of the Celtic people date from
about 3000 years ago, in areas
now part of southern
Germany, Austria, Slovakia,
the Czech Republic, and
Hungary.

During the Classical era of
ancient Greece and Rome (c.
400 B.C.E. to c. 200C.E.),
Celtic culture predominated
north of the Alps. The Roman
name for France, “Gaul,”
comes from the same root as
the word “Celt,” which itself is
of Greek origin, and may have
meant “Warrior.”

The Romans described the
Celts as having fair skin, blue
eyes, and light-colored hair.
But the Celts do not appear to
have been a racially homogeneous
group. Nor did they ever form a single
political empire. Each tribe, despite
sharing a common cultural heritage, had
its own traditions, as well as its special
gods and goddesses.

Pressure from the Romans, the
Northern Germanic tribes, and
nomadic peoples moving westward from
the Asian steppes forced some Celtic
tribes into western France and,
particularly after about 100 B.C.E., into

Nigel Pennick’s new book

the British Isles and Ireland, where
Celtic culture has survived to the
present time.

Celac Soaety

Celtic society, while not based on a
rigid caste system, contributed to the
stratified social structures that became
typical of the European Middle Ages.
Social boundaries were somewhat fluid,
but in general, men and women lived

their lives within the social class to
which they were born.

Prior to about 1000 C.E., Celtic
society (and Europe in general) had no
real “middle class,” no class whose
fortunes were built on trade or
manufacturing. The commoners were
peasant farmers and/or small
craftspeople. They were forced to pay
tribute to the nobility, but were not
degraded into serfdom (i.e., seen as the
property of the lords) as were the
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peasants of eastern Europe.

The nobility controlled most of the
wealth and power of Celtic society. This
class claimed ownership of the land, and
from their ranks came both military and
spiritual leadership.

Each tribe or clan in Celtic society
seems to have had two supreme leaders.
One was the king, or warlord. The
power of the king varied, but in general,
the kings depended on the support of a
formal or informal council of nobles.
Celtic society functioned as an
oligarchy, not a centralized
monarchy.

The second leader (as
described by later sources, at least)
was the “arch-Druid,” the high
priest at the top of the religious
hierarchy.

Baros, Vates G Oruids

According to the Roman author
Strabo, three non-military groups
within Celtic Society were held in
special honor: Bards, Vates, and
Druids.

Bards were the singer-poets of
the Celts. In an era when literacy
was a rare skill, these men passed
on the history and traditions of their
people. A gold or silver branch was the
symbol of the Bard. The branch was said
to create a special sound, which carried
the listener into the otherworld. The
epic_songs of the Celtic Bards helped lay
the foundation for the development of
European literature of the Middle Ages.

Vates were soothsayers and natural
philosophers. Celtic religion was
nature-venerating and polytheistic. It
recognized many levels of supernatural
beings, female as well as male. The
Vates, whose abilities came more from a
special “calling” than from formal
training, were channels through which
the natural/supernatural world made
itself manifest to humans. Vates

watched the flight of birds, studied the



patterns of clouds and flowing water,
and cast stones and specially-carved
sticks. From such omens, the Vates
advised the Druids and nobility in their
decisions.

Druids were generally drawn from
the aristocratic class. Druids were
responsible for public and private ritual,
and for the judging of criminal and civil
cases for the tribe. They represented the
literate elite of Celtic society. Their
training consisted largely of memorizing
tens of thousands of verses of ancient
teachings. This rigorous education
covered cosmology, astronomy,
theology, and physics.

Celac Spricualicy 6 QDycholocy

There are no known written records of
ancient Celtic legend and myth. Our
knowledge comes from surviving
artifacts, often gleaned from burial sites,
and from later (Roman and Christian-
era) written accounts. Any modern
interpretations must be taken with this
caution.

In the Aenid, the Roman-Celtic
writer Virgil describes how the woods
“were first the seat of sylvan powers, of
nymphs and fauns, and savage men who
took their birth from trunks of trees and
stubborn oaks.” Other Celtic sources
state that the first woman came from a
Rowan tree, and the first man from an
Alder. The Druids venerated the native
trees of Britain and Ireland, ascribing
different virtues (magical and physical)

to each species.

For example, willow,
used in basket-weaving,
symbolizes flexibility and
speedy growth. The birch
tree, whose twigs are used
in broom-making,
represents purification.
The birch is the customary
tree for Maypoles and Yule
logs.

The qualities and
wisdom of the various trees
were eventually formalized
into the mystical tree- %
alphabet known as
Ogham, which has been
used ever since in
divination, sacred
teaching, and magic.

Celtic religion
honored the tree as a
symbol of the cosmic axis.
The tree’s roots are in the
underworld, its trunk
exists in this world, and its
branches reach to the heavens. The
Maypole, with its circular garlands, is
another symbol of the cosmic axis.

The Celts (like many ancient
peoples) recognized five elements. Four
can be interpreted as Earth, Air, Fire
and Water. The fifth, “nwyvre,” is
described by a Medieval Welsh text as
comprising “every life and motion,
every spirit, every soul of man, and from
its union with the other elements, other
living beings.”

Celtic lore acknowledges spirits
within the Earth and all living things.
In pre-Christian times, these spirits
were worshiped as local goddesses and
gods. The poet W.B. Yeats said that
when the worship of these pagan deities
was no longer allowed, they were
transmuted into the faery realm, and are
most apt to appear to humans on feast
days such as Beltane or Samhain.

An important element of Celtic
legend is the interplay between the
world of humans and the spirit world,
the seen and the unseen. The Ballad of
Tam Lin (used in the rituals at
Reclaiming Witchcamps in 1996 and
1997), and the story of Thomas the
Rhymer (see Reclaiming Newsletter,
issue #66) tell of meetings between
humans and the spirit world, and the
lessons to be gained from such
encounters.

Druids, Vates and Bards were
responsible for conveying and mediating
their culture’s interactions between the
spiritual and the mundane. Central to
Druidic teaching was the idea of the
immortality of the soul and its
reincarnation. At death, the body was
buried under a mound, from which the
soul passed from the world of the living

continued on page 49
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Wheel of Change Tarot

continued from page 43

named the Color Wheel Tarot). There are
different colored borders for each suit:
Trumps are lavender, Wands are yellow,
Cups are rose, Swords are blue and Disks are
green.

The Wheel of Change tarot deck and
book set comes in a cardboard holder that is
effectively useless after you open it, as the cards
will slide around. So I keep the cards in an old
evening purse.

PICTURES & SYMBOLS

The artwork on thisdeck really appeals to
me on an intuitive level. This is the first tarot
deck that I ever put on myaltar: the four Aces,
the Magician, and a few others.

The two cards that first captured me were
the 3 of Disks, which is three spiral anthillsand
ants, and the 2 of Wands, shown as two
salamanders on a background of fall leaves.
The 9 of Swords depicts windmills used for
power generation, and the 2 of cups shows a
pair of crystal champagne flutes at a wedding.

[ am just getting acquainted with a lot of
the cards, but I am enamoured of the minor
arcana cards, which are pictures rather than
symbols. The Courtcardsare ordered by Prince,
Princess, Knight and Queen, and are
multicultural. The Knight of Cups is a
saxophone player for the Salvation Armyona
snowy corner, the Prince of Wands a Native
American man on a vision quest, and the
Queen of Swords is a Japanese Shinto
worshipper.

INTERPRETING THE DECK

Weighing in at a hefty 383 pages, the
book includesexplanationsand interpretations
forall the cards, general information on reading
the cards, suggested layouts, a symbolism guide,
a bibliography and an index.

This book is not urgent and necessary for
me, because the cards speak to me so clearly.
But it took about 7-8 years working with tarot
before I felt empowered enough to use anydeck
without some other authority in text, either a
book or pamphlet. The literature that comes
with a deck is where the explanation of the
message is most often found. The Wheel of
Change deck is no exception.

In the introduction Alexandra explains:
“I wanted to create a new Tarot that was
intellectually rigorous, yet consistent and
straightforward. I wanted this new tarot to
expresselementsof the modern world of science
and of our contemporary life, but also to relate
to our history and evolution. | also knew that
it should be traditional; it should keep to the
ancient form as much as possible without
renaming cards or suits and also without the
overuse of the human figure, so prevalent in

today’s decks. | wanted the Major Arcana to be
immediately distinguishable... so I knew that
there would be no human figures in the
numbered cards. Overall, however, the m.ost
important thing I wanted to express in these
cards was a deep reverence for nature and, in
addition, the condition of humanity embedded
within it.”

Comparing my interpretations with this
book, I find the description of the cards to be
useful aswell as the interpretation. Some things
make me nervous: some of the quotes come
from folks that I don't feel should be quoted.
ButIenjoy Alexandra’swisdomand experience
that she shares in both her descriptions and
interpretations. Her message reflects my world
in my use of the deck. I am finding it well worth
the wait.

The Wheel of Change Tarot deck is available from
Destiny Books, One Park Street, Rochester,
Vermont 05767, wwuw.gotoit.com

Celtic History
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back into the womb of Mother Earth for
regeneration and eventual rebirth.

‘Che Celaic CALENDAR

The oldest known Celtic calendar dates from
the first century B.C.E., and is based on the
lunar cycle. The Celtic festival-cycle that has
come down to us, however, is based on the
solar year, focusing on the “four points of the
sun,” the equinoxes and solstices.

The present eight-fold cycle of holidays
(as celebrated by many groups, including
Reclaiming) is a twentieth-century
reconstruction, based on Welsh, Irish and
Scottish festivals. Samhain, for instance, is
adapted from the Irish celebration of the feast
of Oiche Shamna and L4 Shamna, marking
the beginning of the new year. Brigid/Imbolc is
adapted froma Welsh holiday marking the end
of winter, also celebrated as the feast day of the
Christian Saint Brigid, herself a permutation
of an older Goddess. Beltane was celebrated as
the first day of summer in some parts of Celtic
Britain, while Lammas was the time of first
offerings of the new harvest.

The Livine Celac Dericace

Celtic traditions survive to the present day in
art, culture and spirituality. Sacred places,
covertly maintained for centuries, have been
re-discovered by increasing numbers of people
throughout the past century. The intricate
patterns of Celtic art, epitomized by the famous
Book of Kells, enjoy the respect and interest
not only of scholars but of the wider art-
appreciating public.

Celtic spirituality, suppressed for centuries
by Christian authorities butnever extinguished,
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is experiencing a revival in Europe, North
America and Australia. In Nigel Pennick’s
concluding words, “Celtic spirituality is timeless
and not just the legacy of a bygone age. It has
never died out because the essence of Celtic
wisdom is rooted in the deepest eternal secrets
of existence.”

“The Sacred World of the Celts: An lllustrated
Guide to Celtic Spiritudlity and Mythology,” is
published by Inner Traditions International, One
Park Street, Rochester, VT 05767,

www .gotoit.com

Scents
continued from page 42

to his eyes as he remembers how funny it was
to watch her wake herself from the sound of
one. It is spring, and the earth is fragrant and
beautiful. Amidst the beauty, amidst the
jasmine, the jonquil, the honeysuckle, and the
narcissus, honor the stench of your lover's
farts, your child’s sweaty head or smelly diaper,
and your stinky animal. We humans can
distinguish among 10,000 different odors. All
are sacred, all hold power, and together they
create the intoxicating blend that is the perfume
of the Goddess. Hail and Farewell, dear One
Who the Ocean Obeys! This column is
dedicated to you. Blessed Be.

May Day

continued from page 21

¢ Participatory Theatre—Saturday, April 1 1¢ch,
2-5 p.m.

e Singing for the Streets—Thursday, April
16th, 7-9 p.m.

© Mass Motions for Mass Movements: Radical
Theater for the Street—Saturday, April
18th, 2-5 p.m.

e Vibrant Street Drumming and Found Object
Music Making—Thursday, April 23rd,
7-9 p.m.

Cell Space will also host two weekends of
“Work Days” to build our images on April 18-
19 and April 25-26. On April 26 we will have
a “Meeting of the Masses” to pull together all
the pieces for the event.

Please note: because the costs involved in
these workshops will involve materials, space
rentals and other expenses, we are asking
participants for a contribution of $5-$30 per
workshop. No person will be refused
participation for lack of funds.

For more information about any of these

workshops, please call (415) 339-7801.

For more information on Reclaim May Day,
contact Art and Revolution Convergence, (415)
487-5163 0t (415) 285-9734, email: fire@igc.org
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