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  The term “Druid” means different things to different people. For some, it conjures up images of venerable white-robed and bearded gentleman gathering in Stonehenge or at the Welsh National Eisteddfod. Others think of druids as cruel religious Celtic fanatics, striking down hapless victims of human sacrifice  by stabbing or burning. For others druids are somehow mixed up with secret forest groves, mistletoe, magic and spells. So what is the reality? Who were these mysterious people? 
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        The available contemporary evidence presents a complex picture: Druids were involved in politics, sacrificial ritual, prophecy and the control of the supernatural world. They were teachers, keepers of oral tradition, royal advisers and, in some instances they were themselves rulers. Like the prophets of the Old Testament, they were feared and venerated because they had the ear of the divine world.
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  Celtic society was predominantly rural. The close link enjoyed with the natural world is reflected in what we know of religious systems of Celtic Europe during the late first millennium BC and early first millennium AD. As in many polytheistic  systems, the spirits worshipped were those of  both the wild and cultivated landscapes and their inhabitants. Cults focused upon features of  the  landscape, mountains and forests and on animals. Divine powers associated with the fertility of  humans, livestock and crops were objects of veneration. The spirits of  watery places were invoked, as givers of   life and as links between the earthly and other worlds. The celestial powers, especially the sun and thunder, were acknowledged as divine. Inscribed dedications and iconography show that these spirits were perceived as personifications of natural features: Taranis’ name indicates that not that he was the god of thunder: he was the god of thunder; Sequana was the River Seine at its spring source; Sulis was the hot spring in Bath, not simply its guardian or possessor. Certain spirits were very close to the animals with which they were associated: the names of Artio, the bear-goddess, and Epona, the horse-goddess are based on the Gaulish words for bear and horse. The ancient celts lived in the world which they shared with multifarious spirits and they made attempts to reach and interact with that spirit world.
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                   Sequanna                                                Artio     
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         Sulis                                                                     Epona
[image: image10.jpg]


 Such communication took place in everyday life: a family preparing a meal laid aside a portion of food and  drink for the spirit guardiance of health and home. Prayers and the promise of gifts might attend preparations for the hunt, the harvest, war, marriage or birth. The gods might receive offerings at funerals, to facilitate the passage of the deceased from one world to the next. Dead ancestors might be remembered with reverence on their birth- or death-days. The   Druids were invo  lved in the control of supernatural forces by means of divination, were closely associated with secular power, were concerned with controlling the populace.
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   The Druids performed a wide range of politico-religious functions, were responsible of cult-organization, prayer and sacrifice. They were definitely a professional class, trained specialists, set apart from the common people in their exemption from both fighting and taxation. They also possessed the dual responsibility of mediating  between gods and humans, and between disputing groups of peoples. The  Druids acted as judges, arbitrators and negotiators in disputes of all kinds. People turned to them for decision in murder cases, in matters involving property-boundaries. A particular form of control over men, exercised by the Druids, involved banning them from sacrificial ceremonies, a kind of excommunication which effectively outlawed the malefactor from society. 
  The Druids also healed people. The mistletoe, which was a sacred plant for them, was given to sick people in a drink and believed to be an antidote in all poisons and efficacious in the treatment of infertility. 
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   The Druids were the teachers in Celtic society, they trained the noblest of the race. At the Druidic  schools Celts were taught about the gods, about the past and about the natural world. They considered it improper to entrust their studies to writing and were the keepers of oral tradition, because they didn’t want their system of teaching to be famous abroad. Besides, learning by heart was a customary educational practice in the ancient world . The Druids kept  both:  the tribe’s history and its identity. Many of the chroniclers also mention bards as men held in special honour.  They were lyric poets, who sang to the accompaniment of instruments resembling lyres, sometimes a eulogy, and sometimes a satire. It seems as though the Bards had the responsibility of composing and reciting verses and the Druids of  learning and teaching them. The myths and tales about the past were considered valuable, to be committed to memory and taught as part of the Celtic heritage.    
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  A number of classical commentators on the Druids remark on their role as philosophers or learned thinkers. They are called ”magistri  sapientiae” (“Masters of Wisdom”).The Druids had a sophisticated intellect and knowledge of natural phenomena. They knew much about the size and shape of the earth, the Universe and the motion of the stars. They tried to understand astrology as well as the secrets of divinity. The astronomical observations of the Druids had only practical purpose – that of mathematical calendrical calculation. The Druids were capable of fortelling certain events by means of  Pythagorean reckoning and calculation. The Druidic teaching was influenced by the Greek philosophy. They attached great importance to the belief that after death the soul passed from one body to another. Such teaching encouraged bravery because men didn’t fear death.  
There is little evidence for the use of prayers among the Celts, but invoking the spirit was common practice. Sacrifice was a form of prayer practiced in order to persuade the gods  to help rather to harm their devotees and to thank them for the blessing received. The Druids conducted solemn prayer rituals for the whole tribe or community on important occasions. Lesser priests led small communities in prayer, and the head of the household perhaps led private family prayers.
It is the early Irish literature that has given us the names of the four great seasonal festivals, some of which were closely associated with the Druids. The celebrations marked important points in the farming calendar, and their functions were to propitiate the divine powers for healthy crops and livestock, to mark the passage of the seasons and to allow the people to relax after their intensive agricultural labour. The names of these four great Irish festivals were: Imbolic, Beltane, Lughnasadh and Samhain.
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                                           Imbolic and spring.
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The festival of Imbolic took place in spring on 1 February, and celebrated the lambing season and the lactation of ewes. The name means “purification” ( perhaps associated with the pure white of milk) and Imbolic was particularly associated with the pagan Irish goddess Brigit, who later became a Christian saint but she retained both her old festival and her responsibility for the diary. Imbolic seems primarily to have been a purificatory festival, perhaps to ward off harm from the pregnant ewes, their lambs and their milk.
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                                            Beltane and summer.

Beltane is a great Celtic May festival, still celebrated under the name in Scotland and Ireland, and known as Calan Mai in Wales. It was celebrated on 1 May, and marked the official beginning of summer, when livestock was moved onto high pastureland. Beltain was and is a fire festival. Beltain was linked with the Druids. They made two great fires, between which cattle were driven as a symbolic protection against disease. The name Beltane probably derives either from “bil” (luck) or “bel” (light).
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                                        Lughnasadh and autumn.

The harvest-festival of Lughnasadh was celebrated on 1 August and for the fortnight preceding and following. It is named after the great Irish divinity Lugh, a god of light, war and craftsmanship, who founded the festival in honour of  his foster-mother, Tailtiu. Lughnasadh was a festival of assembly where political and legal matters were settled, but it was also a forum for other tribal activities, such as games and feasting.
                                             Samhaine in winter.
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This festival was celebrated on 31 October / 1 November. The word “samhain” may derive from the Irish “samrad” or Gaulish “samon”, terms which refer to the warm season of the Celtic year; thus Samhain may signify the end of warm weather and the beginning of winter. The festival may have been linked with the rounding up and selection of domestic animals for winter culling, food-provision or breeding. Samhain was a dangerous time, like his successor Hallowe`en, it was a period, in which the conventional boundaries of space and time were temporarily suspended and where the spirits of the Otherworld mingled freely with the living. Traditionally Samhain is associated with the Celtic New Year, but doubt has recently been cast on this particular connection. Samhain was the time of immense spiritual energy and the Druids` mediatory powers were required to control the supernatural energy flowing from the open Otherworld.
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DIGGING UP DRUIDS

Detail of the gold armlet, decorated
with a human face crowned with
yew berries, from a chieftain’s
grave at Rodenbach, Germany,
late fifth century BC. The dark
evergreen foliage of the yew, with
its contrasting bright red berries,
may have symbolized blood, death
and resurrection.

Reconstruction of a chieftain’s
tomb at Hochdorf, Germany,
dating to c. 530 BC. The grave
was sumptuously furnished with a
great cauldron of mead, a funerary
wagon, a dinner service for nine
and nine drinking horns. The
Hochdorf nobleman rested on a
decorated bronze couch, with his
gold-sheathed dagger and gold
jewellery.
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The Otherworld was represented as a mirror-image of earthly existence: similar but better and with no decay, illness or ageing. Certain individuals in Celtic tribes were buried with some of the possessions they had enjoyed during life. There was a belief that the dead needed their personal effects to accompany them to the next world. Grave goods may be interpreted as gifts to the infernal powers, who let the dead through the barrier separating this world and the next. Rich items of gold and bronze could show the wealth and status of a dead person. Funeral ceremonies were watched by the community. The funeral feast also took place.    
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Noise, chanting, singing, dancing and music must have played a part in religious festivals and rituals. The most popular musical instruments were a trumpet and sistra. These instruments could play about 12-15 notes, they were made of bronze and were superbly crafted . War trumpets (carnyxes)  were widely used. These instruments bear testimony both to the skill of bronzesmiths and to important ceremonial occasions.   
                                                       Sacrifice. [image: image3.jpg]
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Sacrifice, particularly human sacrifice, was closely connected in the Celtic society with the Druids. The observation of  human victims in their death throes caused the Druids to be dismissed as barbaric and savage. Obviously, the Druids took part in ritual murders and sacrifice of domestic animals. The sacrificial gift was “handed over” to the gods, this act was demonstrated by killing the victim, doing something to it before death or deposition: such an act took the form of a torture. 
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Telling the future.

One of the most important roles of the Druids was to predict the future and the will of the gods, and to interpret whether omens were good or bad. This was done partly by the observation of natural phenomena, partly by the examination of the behaviour of animals and birds, and partly by human sacrifice. Prophetic skills gave the Druids enormous influence in their communities, sometimes even greater than that of the secular rulers whom they advised. The Druids were the closely related with the kings, warned them against particular actions and curbed immoderate behavior. The kings were dependent on the Druids for guidance in correct political action.
                                              The Female Druids.   
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The archaeological evidence imply that extremely powerful and influential women existed in the Celtic society. Priestesses as well as priests took responsibility for communicating with the supernatural world.  They presided over religious ceremonies, carrying out complex rituals and even telling the fortunes. Some of  the female Druids were the poets. Both the early Irish and Welsh myths mention witches, who sometimes possessed the additional role of teachers of war craft to young heroes. Witchcraft represented the dark aspect of religion. Witches were perceived as operating in association with the occult, having spiritual powers which enabled them to exert some magical control over people and events.
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Sacred places.
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Celtic worship often took place in naturally sacred places, including groves of oaks, lakes, river-crossing, the sites of springs. Large ceremonial structures were used and modified by the Druids over centuries. Stonehenge is an ancient monument which is unique in the world. The site, on Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire (southern England), was in active use from 3000 to 1000 BC. Stonehenge was erected so that the midsummer sunrise could be observed by people standing in the centre of the monument. So, it may have been both an observatory and a solar temple.  
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Specific types of trees were considered sacred. Oak trees, yew, ash and hazel were associated with the Druids. These trees were venerated on the account of their longevity, which symbolized wisdom, sovereignty. 

Water was sacred to the ancient Celts as a life-force and an agent of healing. The holy spring was both the source of healing and the personification of the diety. 
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One of the holy places was called Aquae Sulis (the Waters of Sulis). Today it is known as Bath. Hot springs here pump out water at temperature of 46o C at the rate of 250000 gallons a day. The hot water possesses genuine curative properties. Ancient Celts threw into the spring curse tablets. These were small sheets of lead, inscribed with messages invoking the vengeance of the diety for wrongs done to her dedicants. The majority of the pilgrims, who visited great sanctuary came to be healed of physical or spiritual ills. They imbided and bathed in the sacred water. They set up altars to the goddess of the spring, prayed to her and gave her presents and thanksgiving. Complex sacrificial ceremonies were carried out in such places.

                                               Modern Druidry.
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Modern Druidry is a part of the Neo-Pagan Movement, along with other contemporary religions such as Wicca, Shamanism and Odinism. Modern Paganism has three central principles:  

1. Love for and kinship with Nature.

2. The Pagan ethic: “Do what thou wilt but harm none”

3.Acceptance of the polarity of deity (the equality and balance between male and female divinity).
                                                      Shamanism.
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The term “shaman” is Siberian, and Siberia is one of the most important regions in which it is possible to study present-day shamans. But shamanism is central to many other traditional peoples, notably indigenous American cultures. Shamanism is less a cult than a sacred state of being. To a greater or lesser extent, shamanic ritual pervades most modern Pagan movements. The principle goal of the shaman is to achieve a direct link with the spirit world. The shaman induces a trance-state, by means of chanting, music or dance thereby making him/herself receptive to spiritual contact. The shaman can dress up in animal guise to contact the spirits of Nature. The sacred energy thus released gives the shaman the power which she or he directs towards healing, divination and other magic. The power endowed by these spirits expresses itself through shamanic visions, dreams, poetry or art.

                                                           Odinism.
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One of the most significant contemporary Pagan traditions in Europe (particularly in Germany, Scandinavia and Britain) is based upon the revival of pre-Christian Norse religion. Central to Odinism are the two divine systems of Norse myth: the sky-gods – known as the Aesir – and the Vanir, the earth-gods, who are concerned with agriculture and fertility. Odinists make contact with the gods in order togain power for healing and for spiritual development. Like Druids and  Wiccans, they are concerned with environmental issues, and celebrate the seasonal festivals. There is a strict ethical code which emphasizes such values as loyalty, honour, courage and friendship. Although traditionally male-oriented, Odinism is increasingly becoming open to both men and women.
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                                                      Wicca.
Wicca is a modern mystery religion which involves an initiatory period of study and reflection. Members of Wicca run introductory courses on the tradition in order to inform interested outsiders and dispel misconceptions about the cult. There is a strong emphasis on the divine element in the female principle. Aspiring Wiccans must be over eighteen years old and must ask for initiation: Wicca does not seek out converts. Novices follow a path of study and ritual, including that associated with divination, incantation, dedication and purification, leading both to a profound communion and [image: image44.jpg]


harmony with Nature and to spiritual transformation and self-knowledge. Wiccans believe in an all-powerful Earth Goddess and in other Nature deities, including the Horned God. Wicca is open to women (priestesses) and men (priests). Wiccan ritual focuses particularly on eight seasonal festivals, known as Sabbats. In this respect, they have much in common with modern Druids. 
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Despite their very separate identities, there  are several links between Wiccans and Druids. Both traditions emphasize the centrality of Nature and the seasons. Members of both see themselves as the earth`s guardians and worshippers. Both believe in the sanctity of earth and all living beings.

The ceremonies conducted by modern Druids generally take place in the open, close to Nature, and, where possible, at ancient cult sites, especially stone circles. Annual celebrations include the seasonal festivals, and central to Druid worship is the ceremony of the marriage between the Sun God and the Earth Mother. A main tenet of  Druidry is the promotion of peace. 
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In many Druid Orders, members have “Order” names, given to them at their initiation, they usually reflect some aspects of the natural world, very often trees or plants. Initiation rites often take place at a significant date in the Druid`s calendar: a popular occasion for this is the May Day Feast of  Beltane. The location of the ceremony is carefully chosen: Glastonbury Tor, Primrose Hill, Parliament Hill, and Tower Hill are all favourite locations for initiation and other Druid ceremonies, together with Stonehenge, Avebury and other ancient monuments. 
                               The modern Druid Doctrine.
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Modern Druidry espouses a strong belief in a link between the present and the remote past, hence the focus on megalithic stone circles. Modern Druids venerate the earth, and to them all life is sacred and worthy of protection. For them there is no Heaven as such: they are completely tied to earthly existence. Druidry is a natural rather than a revealed religion and, in fact, it can be bоth a religion and a philosophy. Many Druids are Pagans but some are Christians: whilst some believe in the old gods of Sun and Earth, others simply perceive spirituality in all living things, and therefore see no conflict between Druidry and Christianity. Druidry prides itself in its ability to build bridges between faiths. The purpose of following the Druidic path is to seek deeper understanding of Nature, the Planet and oneself. All Druids are deeply committed to the conservationist cause. Some adherents to the cult have a strong belief that Nature is finite and that the world will, sooner or later, come to a sudden end. 

The Circle.

The concept of cyclicity is central to Druid belief and practice. Life is perceived as a circle, endlessly turning in a cycle of life, death, regeneration and rebirth. The earth, the year and even the day are seen as cyclical. The pivot of all this is the Sun, which is venerated as a life-force. The human and earthly cycle are seen as closely intertwined. 

                                                    Spiritual energy.
“The Richness of Place

The Richness of Time

The Treasures of the Tribe

The Treasures of the Ancentors

The Joy of the Journey.”

Philip Carr-Gomm, The Druid Tradition, 1991

These are all spiritual forces which Druids believe endow them with energy. Reincarnation is an important Neo-Druid tenet, and the idea of continual rebirth is linked to the recognition of the spirit of Place, which dwells in the sacred landscape and in all localities within it. Druids believe that all the land possesses sanctity but that particular features are nodal points: wells and stone circles. Druids study the way ancient sites are placed in relation to the earth`s force. Modern Druids believe that ancestors provide an important connection between the present and the past. There is a belief that ancient holy sites, like Stonehenge and Avebury, are still inhabited by ancestral spirits, and are thus equally sacred to modern Pagan worshippers.
                                            The joy of Druidry.

Modern Druids emphasize serious messages of peace and conservation in their religion. Nature is something to celebrate, to praise and in which to rejoice. The various ceremonies and festivals are not grim, penitential affairs but occasions for gatherings, merry-making and thanksgiving for the glory of Nature and for fellowship.             
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