






We live in an extraordinarily
beautiful land! - that is surely the

cry of many an indigenous person. But I
am no longer quite sure if it is
politically correct to call myself
English, British, Celtic, rainbow,
european, global, cosmic...

All I can say is that as I watch the
seasons turn each year I feel more and
more connected to my land. As I grow
older,  the love is from the blood, from
the bones. 

Celebrating the year's turn is still
embedded in our culture, however
usurped and commercialised  the
surface might seem,

I would like to remind members of
the Federation - and anyone else
reading this  - of our intent to share a
celebratory moment or two of connection
with each other at 8pm on the 21st of each
month. 

It is a chance to be together in circle -
however far-flung some members might
be. We can join in sending positive
thoughts and feelings of blessing and
healing into the circle for ourselves and
the Earth, now and for seven generations.

One of the simplest ways of this
connecting with the circle is to light a
candle - a lovely way to link up that can be
done in company, or alone. This time of
year it seems doubly appropriate as we

wait for the sun to reach its furthermost
point and begin to return. 

In many parts of our old traditions
there are fire celebrations, bane-fires,
burning tar barrel runs, candlelight
processions. In my own household we
have a family tradition of marking the
'dark point' of the year by turning out all
the lights in the house and then lighting a
single candle to carry the light back to
lanterns in each room.  And the New Year
- whenever you consider it as beginning -
requires due ceremony. Resolutions are a
bit risky, but why not try a fire ritual.

FIRE RITUAL
Prepare a quiet space (phone
and TV free) and cleanse
with incense, drumming,
rattling, or whatever is your
custom. Have ready a
fireproof container in which a
small quantity of paper can
be burned. You might even
make a small fire outdoors
for the purpose. Then take a
few moments to write a list of
the things you wish to give
thanks for in the past year and
the things you hope will
happen or strengthen in the
coming one. You can also
make a list of the things you
would like to release and
leave behind in the old year.
Then circle the fire once
clockwise and put the paper
into the flames. Watch it burn
and the smoke take your
prayers and intent into the
spirit dimension. 

This simple ritual can be

expanded with song, drumming, dance,
shared in a small circle of friends.

Below Morris Men in Worces-
tershire are performing New Year's Day
dances - dancing in the sun with great
gusto and cracking of staves!

If you are not feeling quite that
energetic there are plenty of simple
steps to get you moving around your
ceremonial space or celebration. The
simplest is to move clockwise in a
sideways shuffling step moving the left
foot to the side, then closing the right
foot to it. This step can be repeated to
any music with a steady 1-2 rhythm
from slow meditational to up-beat
joyful stomping. Live music really is
never a problem. It is amazing how
good an improvisation on cardboard

cartons, tin cans and rice-in-a-jar shakers
can sound.  

A slightly more complicated step is to
step to the side with the right foot, cross
the left in front and step onto it,  right step
to the side and lift the left across the front,
then step back on the left and swing the
right in front  Repeat. This is a vary
ancient dance form found in Greece and
other Mediterranean countries.

Walk, sing and dance  in Beauty into 1997
Jan Wood
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Editorial
see in some
A m e r i c a n
magazines

lately, many
courses on
C e l t i c
shamanism. It
seems that in
the USA many
people look to
this land for
their spiritual
i n s p i r a t i o n ,
just as many

here look to the USA; perhaps the grass is
greener, or the traditions more real, and
certainly the myth more romantic......

Many of the Native American teachers
I have worked with say that the traditions
they bring here are similar to the ones that
we have ‘lost’; traditions including the
sweatlodge and the practice of ‘sky
burial’ - both of which have ample
archaeological evidence in this land.

The former has had some bad press
lately, when someone died after a lodge.
This death occurred in a setting culturally
unfamiliar to most people in Britain,
allowing the media circus to have a field
day. All activities in life have risk - to
enter into life, we have to take that
personal responsibility; that risk.

It seems to me our culture is hung up

on safety. Just watch TV to see what I
mean. I watched a computer advert
recently that juxtaposes a brutish techno
industrial world and a nice family in a
house in a sunny garden playing with
their PC. The message: big world outside,
unsafe and hellish; home, family (and
nice PC) inside, safe, sunny and friendly.

Perhaps we are out of touch with the
reality of life in our sterile ‘safety’, and so
need to create paranoid scenarios to
acknowledge our deep awareness that life
is a risky and unpredictable business.

There was a time not so long ago
when we were tribal people, and life was
not so predictable; we used divination and
the skills of shamanising to help us
survive from day to day. Some
‘specialist’ shamanic ceremonies are
highly skilled and sophisticated, and
require careful management.

The ‘wyrd’ was the way our tribal
ancestors understood the bigger picture of
the ‘unexplained’. In this issue Brian
Bates uncovers wisdom from the dark-
age sagas, and we visit an iron age village
in Wales, and if you ever thought fairies
were sweet and cute.. read on!

Both Jan and I wish you a merry
solstice, with good tales around the fire.

For all my relations Nicholas Wood.
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A thousand years sounds
a long time, but it is only

forty or fifty generations, and
takes us back to the period when

we in Europe lived as indigenous peoples.
In a largely forested landscape we were settled in small

tribal communities of local chieftains, warriors, hunters and farmers.  
In this culture, shamanism thrived. Men and women practiced as shamans
within a spiritual world view known as WYRD which meant the unexplained.  

But back then, the Unexplained was the domain of
eternal truth, the underlying forces of the Cosmos.

WYRD

~ LIFE FORCE 
OF THE COSMOS

BRIAN BATES,
Professor of Shamanic Research 

at Sussex University
explores some roots 

of European shamanism



S
hamans healed, told wisdom stories
and performed sacred dramas, served
as leaders of sacred rituals and

ceremonies, and as diviners.  For this
latter task shamans entered altered states
and established communication with the
spirit world to intuit the pattern of future
events. This was the speciality of certain
female shamans.

We have many clues, examples,
partial descriptions and hints of how this
divinatory gift was exercised; one of the
most complete is an account from an
Icelandic source. Written as part of a saga
(called 'Erik the Red') it is reckoned by
historians to be based on documentary
evidence of a practice which was
widespread in northwest Europe,
stretching from Scandinavia to Germany
and Britain.  

Erik the Red was written in the late
13th or early 14th century in Iceland, and
depicts the lives of people during the
period  930-1030 CE, the so-called 'Saga
Age'. 

It includes an account of a seeress
named Thorbiorg. It is possible that
Thorbiorg was a historical person. In the
account it is clear that she was widely
renowned. She was nicknamed 'Little
Sibyl', and was known as the last of a group
of nine 'sisters' who were all seeresses, and
who journeyed around the country offering
advice from the spirit world.  

In the saga Thorbiorg is performing
divination séances during a great famine.
The year preceding her visit had been one
of critical food shortages. Men who had
gone out sealing and fishing had come
back with very little and, because of bad
weather, some had not returned at all.
Late that winter the leading farmer of the
area, Thorkel, was given the
responsibility of inviting Thorbiorg to
prophecy when the terrible famine would
end.  

Many of the local community
gathered in his farmhouse, and 'A good
reception was prepared for her, as was the
custom when a woman of this kind
should be received.'   

Thorbiorg's appearance was dramatic;
she wore a black lambskin hood,
unusually lined with white catskin, a long
cloak, and catskin gloves which were
furry and white on the inside. Shaggy calf-
skin shoes were laced with long leather
straps ending in big brass balls. She
carried a tall staff adorned along its full
length with brass, and topped with a brass
knob surrounded by 'magical' stones. 

She removed her cloak to reveal a
blue tunic, fastened at the front by leather
straps, and sparkling with precious stones
all the way down to the hem. Around her

neck glowed a necklace of glass pearls,
and around her waist a tinderbelt from
which was suspended a large animal-skin
pouch in which 'she kept the magical
stones, feathers, implements and objects
of her craft'.    

Thorbiorg was greeted with great
ceremony. She was served a specially
prepared, ritual meal created from 'the
hearts of all living creatures obtainable',
along with a porridge of goat's milk. She ate
with her own implements; a brass-spoon
and copper knife with a hilt of walrus teeth,
clamped together by two rings around the
handle. Afterwards, she explained that she
needed to sleep in the house overnight
before embarking on the séance. 

Preparations for the spirit séance were
completed the following day, and by
evening everything was ready, including
a ritual 'high seat' topped by a cushion
which had to be stuffed with hen-feathers.
At the appointed time, 'Master Thorkel
took her by the hand and led her to her
special seat.

She asked if there was anyone in the
Hall who could sing the necessary charm
to bring the spirits, and at first it appeared
as if no one would know the necessary
spells. But a young woman called Gudrid
knew. 'I am unversed in magic, nor am I a
prophetess' said Gudrid. 'But Halldis my
foster-mother taught me in Iceland the
chant which she called Varthlokur'

'Then you are wise in good time', said
Thorbiorg. 'But this is a kind of
proceeding I feel I can play no part in'
protested Gudrid, 'for I am a Christian

woman.'
'Yet it might happen,' said Thorbiorg,

'that you could prove helpful to folk in
this affair, and still be no worse a woman
than before. But it is Thorkel I must look
to, to procure me the things I need.'

Thorkel, the host of the seance,
persuaded Gudrid to help Thorbiorg. The
women formed a circle around the
platform on which Thorbiorg was seated,
the men around the edge of the room.
Gudrid recited the chant so beautifully
and well that 'no one who was present
could say he had heard a chant recited by
a lovelier voice'. The seeress thanked
Gudrid for the song, said that it was sung
well, and that "those which before would
have turned away from us and given us
no hearing; but now there are many
matters open to my sight which before
were hidden both from me and from
others"'.

When she was ready, Thorbiorg said
that she was prepared to answer
questions, for the answers had been given
to her by the spirits. 

According to the saga, the farmer
asked her about the outcome of the
famine and accompanying plague. "I can
easily see many things that were
previously hidden both from me and
others.  I may say that this year of dearth
will not last longer than this winter; in the
spring everything will be better. The
plague, which has been raging for a long
time, will cease sooner than you think". 

Then others asked about personal
fortunes and misfortunes, possibilities,
troubles, anything they wanted, and
Thorbiorg answered all the questions.
For example, in reply to one young
woman who had inquired about her fate,
Thorbiorg replied, "I now see thy fate
clearly. Here in Greenland thou shalt get
that marriage which is the most
honourable, although it will not be
lengthy, for thy ways go to Iceland. And
from thee will come a kindred which will
be both great and good, and over thy
descendants there will shine a bright
light. But now, farewell, and good luck,
my daughter".

The saga manuscript says that she was
most willing to impart information, and
concludes with, '...and it was only a little
that did not happen of what she said'.

THE WOMEN DIVINERS

This wonderfully detailed account of an
ancient shamanic ritual shows that
Thorbiorg undertakes the divination on
behalf of the community, as well as
individuals. She contacts the spirits in
order to gain knowledge concerning the
destiny of the people gathered in the
farmhouse. 

'A good reception was prepared for
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her, as was the custom when a woman of
this kind should be received', says the
manuscript, and it is clear that she was
held in high regard. 

Certainly all through the heritage of
ancient Europe, women who possessed
the powers of deep intuition, of reading
the future, were honoured and revered.
The tradition was a long one, and we
have written records of it stretching back
in time at least a thousand years before
Thorbiorg, 

The term used for such women
shamans in ancient northern Europe was
spakona, meaning a woman with
prophetic gifts. A more precise term for a
woman practising divination was volva,
usually translated 'seeress', and for this
there is no masculine form. 

The divination rite in which the volva
took part was known as seidr.  The
etymology of the word seidr connects it
with the large group of terms based on the
Indo-European root sed. A seidr, then,
was literally a seance; a 'sitting' to
commune with the spirits.

One of the ancient stories, called
Norna-Gest tells us that 'At that time wise
women used to go about the land. they
were called 'spae-wives' and they foretold
people's futures.  For this reason folk used
to invite them to their houses and give
them hospitality, and bestow gifts on
them at parting'.

In the saga of Erik the Red, Thorbiorg
was said to be the last survivor of
company of nine women, and the sagas
elsewhere present the seeresses going
about in groups. Possibly at an earlier
time than that represented in the sagas,
isolated seeresses were less common.

The rites they carried out were bound
up with the fertility of the land and also
with the rearing of a family and the
giving of young girls in marriage. It is a
tradition in which women were able to
participate fully, both as celebrants and as
audience. 

But it went much further than that, for
the practice of seidr magic was reserved
for women only, and presided over by the
goddesses Frigg and, especially, Freya.
Both appear at times as the beneficent
goddess helping women and girls at the
times of marriage and childbirth and as
well as shaping the destiny of children. 

Freya's name is specifically linked
by Snorri Sturluson to a special kind of
witchcraft  known as sei thr,  for  he
states that she was a priestess of the
Vanir who first taught this knowledge
to Odin - an event we shall consider
later .  The volva were real ly spir i t
mediums on missions from the goddess
Freya.  They were the ear thly
representations of her great power. 

THE SEERESS' ART

The account of Thorbiorg's seance
contains a number of interesting objects
and processes, a kind of structure through
which work could be undertaken in the
divinatory arts.  

The saga reports Thorbiorg as having
a tinderbelt from which was suspended a
large animal-skin pouch in which 'she
kept the magical stones, feathers,
implements and objects of her craft'.    

In 'The Mound People', Glob
describes a prehistoric Scandinavian
medicine pouch (a millennium older than
that of Thorbiorg but perhaps relating to
the practices of Veleda and other early
seeresses), noting that thirty of these bags
have been found in Bronze Age Danish
graves. They must have been similar to
the pouch strapped to Thorbiorg's belt.  

Glob lists the contents of one bag,
which gives us an impression of the sorts
of items Thorbiorg might have been
carrying:

'Inside the bag were the most
extraordinary objects: a piece of amber
bead, a small conch shell...a small cube
of wood, a flint flake, a number of
different dried roots, a piece of bark,
the tail of a grass-snake, a falcon's
claw, a small, slender pair of tweezers,
a bronze knife in a leather case, a razor
with a horse's head handle...a small
flint knife stitched into an intestine or
bladder, a small, inch-and-a-half long
leather case in which there was the
lower jaw of a young squirrel and a
small bladder or intestine containing
several small articles...the contents of
the bag had been used for 'sorcery or
witchcraft' and had in fact belonged to
a medicine man'. 

This fascinating collection of objects,
not necessarily identical with those
carried by Thorbiorg, of course, but
perhaps similar, is in essence the tools of
the trade; combined with the knowledge,
intelligence, and skills of the practitioner,
they add up to a way of working with
deep intuition. Some of the tools are
probably of immediate practical benefit;
the 'slender pair of tweezers', for
example, could be for making things, or
for extracting injurious materials from
the skin of a patient. The 'small flint
knife' stitched, presumably for safety, into
a bladder bag, might also have been of
direct practical importance.  

But the others are resonant with
symbolic meaning, with magical action,
and with connection to the spirit world
which is the medicine man's Otherworld.
The piece of amber bead, for example,
does not have an obvious practical use,
but may have been part of the
paraphernalia of a spell, and amber could
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have had properties important to the
healer. Since it had been constructed into
a bead, with a hole drilled through it, the
piece of stone had already been
intervened with for some purpose or
other. Alternatively it may have been
from the personal decoration of someone
important, significant in the healer's life. 

The small conch shell may have been
for listening to, for hearing voices and
advice from the spirits. The small cube of
wood may have been from a tree of
particular significance. Perhaps a tree
struck by lightning, or a tree with which
the healer feels an affinity, gains power
from, or a tree which represents the
World Tree (the structural image which
joins together the spiritual worlds of the
Upperworld and the Lowerworld with the
world of everyday reality, Middle Earth) .
The piece of bark may have had a similar
connection, and may indeed have been
from the same tree as the cube of wood. 

The different dried roots were
presumably either for the power of their
connection with the plants from which
they were extracted, or may have had a
direct benefit in being used to make
drinks or potions, perhaps from scrapings
of the root mixed with water or other
substances.   

The tail of the grass-snake, the
falcon's claw, the horse's head handle on
the razor, the lower jaw of the young
squirrel - all of these could have symbolic
referents. The World Tree, for example,
has  in  i ts  c lass ic  image a  squirrel
scurrying up and down i ts  length,
crossing between the Lowerworld,
Middle  Earth and Upperworld,
exchanging insults between the bird of
prey (falcon) which stands on it highest
branches,  and the serpent  (snake)
which devours its root. These three
objects could have been talismans of
the World Tree.

This is all speculation, of course, and
does not directly relate to the objects in
Thorbiorg's bag. But there are plenty of
parallels when we remember that her bag
is reported to have 'magical stones' (the
amber bead), 'feathers' (relating to the
falcon's claw), 'implements' (like the
tweezers, flint flake and small flint knife)
and 'objects of her craft'.

The bronze knife in a leather case
could have had simple practical usage,
although it is intriguing to remember that
Thorbiorg had a special copper knife with
a hilt of walrus teeth, clamped together by
two rings around the handle. The saga
account says that the point of the blade
has been broken off, possibly in a
different sort of ritual. In the Saxon
Spellbook, a short charm to protect
against being 'shot' by invisible arrows

from elves also requires the use of a knife
with a yellow horn handle, and mounted
with three brass nails. This implement,
too, might be similar to the special knife
with which Thorbiorg eats her ceremonial
meal, with the walrus teeth representing
the same defensive, weaponry function as
the brass nails. 

All of this paraphernalia, easily
carried in a leather pouch attached to a
belt, sums up the calling card, the
essential implements, the weapons and
sacred objects of the seeress', or shaman's
mission. 

Working practically with deep
intuition, making the realm of the inner
imagination manifest for the purposes of
healing or otherwise, required these
special objects.  

THE RITUAL MEAL

When she arrives, Thorbiorg is served a
ritualistic meal, devised to intensify
animal-spirit power. The meal included
colostrum. This gives a sustenance more
concentrated than ordinary milk, full of
antibodies as well as nutrients; it is
secreted by a nursing mother for a few
days after birthing to fortify newborn
mammals in the weakest phase of their
lives. The colostrum of goats is yellow-
orange, thick, and very strong-flavoured.
Nowadays, at least, people tend to recoil
from it. 

Along with this drink, Thorbiorg takes
as her meat the hearts of all animals in the
vicinity. Her eating of the hearts of a
variety of wild animals, using her own
special implements, suggests that she
needed to integrate their essence into
herself in order to gain their strength and
help in contacting the spirits. 

Tribal people often consider the heart a
source of spirit strength.  By imparting
animal power, the meal strengthens her
for her ecstatic journey. 

THE BRASS KNOBBED POLE

The ceremonial pole carried by Thorbiorg
is common in cultures in which the
shaman carries a staff; this is placed on
the ground foot down, knob up, and
represents the World Tree. 

The shaman was regarded as having
the ability to traverse the various
spiritual realms, the Upperworld, Middle
World and Lowerworld. Carrying a
ceremonial pole was symbolic of these
journeys. The fact that Thorbiorg's staff
was decorated with brass all down the
side, and ending with a brass knob
adorned all round with magical stones,
suggests that the brass decoration may
depict the journey she makes to the spirit
world. The 'magical stones'  which
decorate the top of the staff perhaps
represent the worlds of knowledge of the
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Wyrd cosmology. 
As the symbol of journeying, or

'flying' to the spirit world, the staff also
represents a means of flight, a symbol of
spiritual transportation.  

Centuries later in the European female
shamanic traditions, when the surviving
practices were labelled as 'witchcraft', the
witches were depicted as flying on staffs
in the form of broomsticks, which for
them represented spirit travel.

THE HIGH SEAT

For her divinatory ceremony Thorbiorg
was placed on a high seat or stool; in an
account of another ritual it was recorded
that one of the volvas was seated when
making prophecies, and was very angry
when people crowding around her
inadvertently pushed her off her seat! 

Seidr divination rituals invariably
employed a high seat for the seeress,
probably representing the shamanic flight
to the spirit world which she was about to
undertake, and placing her in an elevated
position from which she could receive
visions of worlds beyond.  

The volva's journey to the spirit world
was often depicted as being like flying as
a bird. Thorbiorg's high stool was required
to be topped by a hen feather-filled
pillow.

Freya (the archetypal shamaness
represented by Thorbiorg) was reported in
the stories as being able to adopt a
'feather' or 'falcon' shape, and when she
flew she shapeshifted into a bird and
travelled vast distances. 

Myths also suggest that she had a kind
of flying bird shamanic costume which she
lent to the male gods so that they could fly. 

Sometimes, as the volvas 'flew' to the
spirit world by sending their souls out of
their bodies, people would claim to have
'seen' them, usually in the form of women
with hair streaming out behind them as
they flew.

But it was a dangerous journey. If the
soul was wounded or killed on its travels
in the spirit world, the body of the seeress

showed corresponding wounds, or even
died. 

SINGING THE SPIRIT TRANCE

In other, more fragmentary accounts of
seidr rituals, it is implied that the seeress
obtained her knowledge while in a state of
trance. She was said to gape, to fall down
as though dead, to be roused with
difficulty, to be utterly exhausted when
the ceremony was over, and so on. 

In some accounts of similar divinatory
rituals, seeresses travelled with a number
of singers trained in the incantations
necessary for the spirit work. But at the
time this saga was set, Christianity was
the official religion, and Thorbiorg had no
singers with her. 

In the early northwest European
female tradition, seeresses like Thorbiorg
seem to rely on voice chanting, or song.  

Another account of seidr describes a
lone seeress called Heidr, who travelled to
divinatory ceremonies with thirty trained
singers, half of them men and half
women, thus taking this trance-inducing
and spirit-catching function to a
sophisticated level.  

The effect of having thirty trained
chanters, performing in a farmhouse,
trained singers able to exploit the potential
of human voice, in range and volume,
would be overwhelming. And the
soundscape is created live, for the very
first and last time in its precise formation.
This 'unique' event has the immediacy of
performance art, rather than the safe,

contained effects of a sound trapped in a
record, tape or disc. 

The singers who accompanied
shamanesses were chanters; they sang
songs in a magical way. The skill of
drawing in the spirits depended upon
pitching and rhythmically pulsating the air
in a manner which enabled and catalysed
the trance-entering of the seeress, and
opened the 'doors of heaven' for the entry
of other forces. 

While the shaman journeyed to the
spirit world, and the songs catalysed this
transformation, song was also needed to
induce a receptive and appropriately
creative state of consciousness in the
spectators, who after all were participants
rather than mere observers. 

It was important that the audience
were 'taken out of themselves' so that they
became as one; they were literally and
metaphorically 'in the spirit '  of the
occasion, in the beginnings of sacred
intoxication, and therefore ready to
receive the messages to be transmitted by
the shaman from the world of spirit.  

While the rhythm of drumming or
chanting may induce altered states of
consciousness relevant to the rituals being
carried out, the words of chants can also
carry significance. 

Hilda Ellis Davidson explains that the
title of the spell-song required by
Thorbiorg for her ceremony is related to
the Scots dialect word warlock, or wizard,
and the meaning is thought to relate to the
power to shut in or enclose. 

She suggests that this might be
interpreted in two ways. The song could
attract and hold the helping spirits who
enabled the volva to obtain the
knowledge. Alternatively it could mean
that the song had the power to arouse the
volva from her state of trance and
summon back her wandering soul from
the spirit world to return to the enclosure
of her body.  

In Thorbiorg's ceremony the song used
was obviously one generally known to
elicit the spirits. But in all shamanic
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traditions, reference is made to songs
which are unique to shamans, and which
sometimes play a part in their initiation.
Certainly they have a quality different
from melodic entertainment.  

Kalweit reports a shaman from a more
recent tribal culture describing the way
songs take him over, how the words are
induced by other forces: 'Songs are
thoughts, sung out with the breath when
people are moved by great forces and
ordinary speech no longer suffices. Man is
moved just like an ice floe sailing here
and there out in the current. His thoughts
are driven by a flowing force when he
feels joys, when he feels fear, when he
feels sorrow. Thought can wash over him
like a flood, making his breath come in
gasps and his heart throb. Something like
an abatement in the weather, will keep
him thawed up and then it will happen that
we, who always think that we are small,
will feel still smaller. And we will fear to
use words.  But it will happen that the
words we need will come of themselves.
When the words we want to use shoot up
of themselves - we get a new song' 

This gives us a glimpse of the
experience for Thorbiorg and other volvas
of the power of their songs. 

In many cases, the spirit songs are
connected with the initial experience of
spirits which occurs before initiation
begins; it is likely that Thorbiorg must
have had at one time such a primary
encounter. There is invariably a time also
when the shaman is able to summon the
presence of spirits by a song, even though
there may well have been 'involuntary'
encounters with the spirits earlier in life.
The shamans role of mediation between
people and the spirit world had to include
the conscious raising of spirit energies. 

DIVINATION TODAY

The gift of divination brought by the
volva was a mysterious and magical one,
essential for an understanding of the
forces at work in the world. 

In subsistence economies, as that of

the indigenous Europeans, attunement to
the most subtle nuance of weather, crop
production, childbirth, health, and warfare
- all these matters determined whether or
not survival was possible. They were
issues of life and death with which we no
longer grapple so directly, on a daily
basis, in the contemporary western world. 

The volvas represented Frigg and
Freya, goddess descendants of the Wyrd
Sisters, and people paid service and
homage to their powers of fertility. 

One way that I think we can
understand more fully how Thorbiorg and
her fellow seeresses could envisage the
intuitive mode, and were able to take in
information from the 'outside', was in the
way that they thought about the
connections between themselves and the
rest of the world.  They allowed 'outside'
information, forces, influences, to come
'inside' them, rather like mediums. 

But when the seeresses talk about
journeying to the spirit world to gain
information, they sound as if they are
somehow about to go outside their skin
and travel in thin air. This was certainly
the depiction of such women several
hundred years later than Thorbiorg, of
course, when in a Christian Church
dominated Europe, they were talked of as
'riding through the sky on broomsticks',
while their physical bodies lay in their
houses in a sleep so deep that they seemed
to  be in a trance, or a coma. 

The essence of the way in which we
encounter this idea is the relation we have

in the boundary of our 'self' and the world
around us. 

If you think about it for a moment,
there is at this very instant almost
certainly someone, somewhere in the
world, thinking about you. Now!  So at
this very instant, you are not only in the
physical location where you are reading
these words, but also somewhere else in
the world - at least as a psychological
presence. 

This sense of being an extended
presence can go further. The descriptions
of shamanic journeying in tribal societies
are physical ones, a sense that the body is
really being left behind, bringing another
dimension to the extended sense of self. 

The sensation of filling more space
than just our physical body, of
experiencing something more akin to the
space we fill psychologically, might be
only a part of what Thorbiorg did, but it is
an entry to her world, a small step outside
of the limiting visions of our own. 

DR BRIAN BATES is Director of the Shaman
Research Programme and teaches courses in
Shamanic Consciousness at the University of
Sussex, where he has also been chairperson of
Psychology. His best selling book 'The Way of
Wyrd', explores the shamanic mysticism of
ancient England, while 'The Way of the Actor'
examines shamanic performance, and is based
on his directing work at the Royal Academy of
Dramatic Art in London.
He is the author of numerous scientific papers
and articles, and is frequently a guest lecturer
at other universit ies,  and on radio and
television. He leads seminars and workshops
about his work in Europe and America, at
institutions including the C.G. Jung Institute,
Zurich; the Open Centre, New York; and Esalen,
California.

THE WISDOM OF THE WYRD is published by
Rider at £12.99, and can be ordered from any
bookshop.  Signed copies may be obtained by
sending a cheque for £13.99 (to cover p&p)
made out to Dr. Brian Bates at Essex House,
University of Sussex, Brighton BN1 9QN.

Also write to Brian if you would like to be on
his mailing list for future lectures, seminars or
workshops on aspects of Wyrd shamanism. 

SACRED HOOP   Issue 15  1996/7 Page 13

'the words we need

will come 

of themselves. 

When the words 

we want to use

shoot up 

of themselves - 

we get a new song' 





At one time fairy beings were
frequently seen and perhaps
would be still, were it not that

belief in them is now considered risible.
Perhaps they are still seen but are no
longer reported for the same reason.
Certainly those who collected eyewitness
accounts, did not have to look far. They
had only, in fact, to ask around their
estates and the surrounding area to find
witnesses in abundance.

FAIRY LIGHTS

The writer Dermot MacManus tells us of a
sighting which is common not only in his
native Ireland but across the world. The
witness was a friend of his whom he calls
Miss Patricia. When she was eighteen,
some time in the last century, she saw one
night at about 2am a blaze of light across
the lough on which her farmhouse was
situated. She stared in amazement as the
small fort on the far side of the water was
lit up by hundreds of little white lights.
She saw them 'all rise up as one and,
keeping their formation, sail steadily
through the air across the little lough
towards the other fort, not far from the
farmhouse. She did not see them settle
there, but ... hastily retreated to the safety
of the house.'

The two 'forts' on opposite sides of the
lough were 'fairy forts', also called raths,
lisses or forths. They can be ancient
tumuli or barrows, but they are more often
natural outcrops of land, usually
artificially shaped or surrounded by a
bank and ditch, whose provenance and
purpose has disappeared beyond history
into myth. The forts are said to be where
the people of Fairy live. Sudden bursts of
light or music have been seen and heard
there; sometimes a cavalcade of horsemen
is seen passing into them through a
hitherto invisible entrance. The lights are
fairies. They follow straight paths between
their preferred places, like Miss Patricia’s
two forts, and woe betide anyone who
builds on the paths or obstructs their
traffic. Thus we see that odd lights have a
predilection for certain places and
landmarks. They are seen over stone
circles or legendary hills or even certain
trees. Their appearances favour certain
times of day, or certain days.

Miss Patricia saw hers on Halloween,
when both pagan fairies and Christian
souls of the dead are particularly active.
Her lough may also have played a part:
lights, whether we call them UFOs or
fairies, like bodies of water. 

Another witness of a fairy sighting
recalls, "I never saw fire go up in the air
(presumably 'fairy lights'), but in the wood
beyond the tree at Raheen I used often to
see like a door open at night, and the light

shining through it, just as it might shine
through the house door, with the candle
and the fire inside ... Many of them I have
seen - they are like ourselves only wearing
bracket (i.e. speckled) clothes, and their
bodies are not so strong or so thick as
ours, and their eyes are more shining than
our eyes."

When MacManus was a boy, the head
gardener told him of a sighting at Lis Ard,
the famous 'fairy fort' on MacManus land.
He had been working in the field below
when "he had looked up and seen the bank
lined with a score or more of the fairy
folk, all life-sized, the women mostly
young and good-looking and with shawls
over their heads. The men wore red or
brown coats and some were bareheaded ...
while others wore conical hats... all of
them had penetrating, staring eyes which
... seemed to pierce right through him."

Of course, there are a whole range of
fairies which folklorists have had little
success in classifying. I shall quote only
one brave attempt, by an informant of
Evans Wentz, because she at least claimed
to have seen all her categories of fairy
and, besides, it's as good as any. She is
described as 'a cultured Irishwoman now
living in County Dublin'.

The fairies we have just been
discussing she calls the Good People, who
are "tall beautiful beings, as tall as
ourselves." They are distinct from, on the
one hand, the gods "who are really the
Tuatha De Danann and taller than
ourselves" and on the other, from the
Little People who are "quite good-
looking" and naturally, "very small."
These in turn are separate from gnomes
and leprechauns. The gnomes she saw on
the side of Ben Bulben (a well-known
Sligo mountain) had "rather round heads,
dark thick-set bodies" and stood about two
and a half feet tall. She called them 'earth-

spirits.' Leprechauns are also small and
"full of mischief." She followed one from
the town of Wicklow out to the Carraig
Sidhe (Rock of the Fairies), where he
disappeared. "He had a very merry face,
and beckoned to me with his finger."  

If these are just some of the fairies in
one culture, the problem of classification
is compounded when we consider that
every culture has, or used to have, their
equivalent, whose characteristics
sometimes overlap, sometimes differ,
from culture to culture, from tribe to tribe
and even perhaps from individual to
individual.

English fairies are named differently from
county to county. There are Danes
(Somerset), Derricks (Devon & Hants),
Farisees (Suffolk), Feeorin (Lancashire),
Piskies (Cornwall) and so on - to say
nothing of assorted boggarts, brownies,
gnomes, goblins, hobs, imps and a host of
fairy animals from 'waterhorses' to fairy cats.

However, the great variety of fairies
may be only apparent. Evans-Wentz’s
'peasant-seer' stressed that the Gentry
were "able to appear in different forms.
One once appeared to me, and seemed
only four feet high, and stoutly built. He
said, 'I am bigger than I appear to you
now. We can make the old young, the big
small, the small big.' "

DEMONS

Christianity’s chief method of getting rid
of the fairies was to demonise them. This
process began with the earliest of the New
Testament writings. In the epistles of St
Paul, he writes of the Gentiles  ' they
sacrifice to the devils, and not to God.'

The Greek word he used for devils was
daimonia: daimons. At a stroke, the host
of intermediate beings recognised by all
pagan peoples everywhere were
stigmatised as demons in the service of
Satan (diabolos).

In the Middle Ages, they emerge from
collective oral culture into medieval
romances, written by individuals. In Sir
Orfeo (C.1330), for example, the story
derives from the perennial motif of a
human abducted by the fairies. The later
are no shadowy figures, but appear in a
blaze of wealth, luxury and hard material
splendour. The Fairy King, who has
threatened to take Orfeo’s wife, arrives
with over a hundred knights and a
hundred ladies on white horses. In his own
country he has a hundred towns and a
crystal castle with a moat and buttresses
of gold. The impression made by the
fairies is one of violent passionate life.
They are both beautiful and dangerous
like the damsels of the later Grail
romances, whose Christian veneer barely
conceals their ancient pagan roots.
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