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Myth and Ritual in Modern Paganisms 

Sabina Magliocco 

 

 We often think of myths as something from the past: sacred stories frozen in time, preserved in 

ancient texts that we ponder. We sometimes struggle to grasp how historical people understood and 

related to them.  But today, there is a religious subculture in which these old stories are made new again 

–retold, reimagined, and ritually enacted in a way that makes them vibrant and alive. This is the culture 

of modern Paganisms, a group of religions that reclaim, revive, and playfully but reverently experiment 

with aspects of ancient polytheistic worship. In this chapter, I discuss how modern Pagan myths and 

rituals honor older traditions while responding to the needs of contemporary worshippers, and 

communicating ideas that are central to their beliefs and identities. Among modern Pagans, ancient 

myths are living narratives; they are often told orally and adapted to fit a variety of contexts.  

I use the anthropological definition of myth first put forth by William Bascom (1965): a myth is a 

sacred narrative set in a remote time that explains the reasons for the current state of the world.  In pre-

literate societies, myths were sacred truth: they were not understood literally, but symbolically. As was 

true in the ancient world, and is true in non-literate cultures today, no two performances of the same 

myth are ever the same; each narrator adapts the story to fit a particular set of circumstances and 

address a specific set of needs.  This endless variation in myth is part of what keeps it from being taken 

literally; there are multiple variants and versions of the same story in circulation at any one time.  When 

myth is recorded in writing, it loses some of this flexibility and becomes frozen in form, as has happened 

with biblical narratives. But the dynamics of myth in the modern Pagan community are in some ways 

closer to those of non-literate societies.  

 



2 
 

Modern Paganisms 

Modern Paganisms emerged in Europe in the first half of the 20th century as part of the romantic 

impulse that idealized nature, the countryside, and tradition.  Two of the earliest were revival 

Witchcraft, also known as Wicca and “the Craft,” and Druidry, both of which originated in Britain 

(Hutton, 1999, 2007, 2009).  Gerald B. Gardner (1884 – 1964) is generally credited with founding Wicca 

by combining elements of Western folklore, magic, and esotericism with the initiatory structure of 

Masonry and the notion of witchcraft as the survival of a pre-Christian fertility cult popularized in the 

writings of Charles G. Leland (1890) and Margaret Murray (1921). He presented this amalgam in 

Witchcraft Today (1954), a pseudo-ethnography that claimed to reveal the secrets of Britain’s oldest 

surviving coven of witches, who worshipped a mother goddess and a horned god of fertility, death, and 

rebirth. While there is no evidence supporting Gardner’s claims regarding the age and continuity of the 

group he described (Hutton, 1999:pp), he belonged to a number of esoteric and dramaturgical groups in 

southern England, and by the early 1950s, he had formed his own coven that practiced the traditions his 

book described. Gardner heavily promoted Wicca through the mass media, inevitably spawning 

imitators and competitors who argued that they, too, were the inheritors of an ancient magical religion.  

By the early 1960s, Gardnerian Witchcraft and several of its offshoots had begun to migrate to other 

areas of the globe, including North America, Australia and New Zealand.  In the 1960s and 70s, Wicca 

was influenced by feminism, environmentalism, and the counterculture, giving rise to new variants with 

a focus on women’s empowerment and green politics.  Wicca is the largest of all the modern Pagan 

religions, with an estimated 400,000 adherents in the United States alone 

(http://www.religioustolerance.org/wic_nbr3.htm). 

In contrast, several orders of modern Druidry were already present in early 20th century Britain. 

Most had emerged between the 17th and early 19th centuries as fraternal organizations for the emergent 

http://www.religioustolerance.org/wic_nbr3.htm
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urban middle classes.   They took their name and inspiration from the priestly class of the Celtic 

inhabitants of Britain whose claim to fame lay in their resistance against Roman rule. One such group 

was the Ancient Druid Order, an association dedicated to the study of esotericism and magical practice, 

to which both Gerald Gardner and his friend Ross Nichols (1902 – 1975) belonged. Nichols had studied 

at Cambridge University with the anthropologist Sir James Frazer, and was heavily influenced by the 

ideas of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and other contemporary writers on anthropology, psychology, and 

history. He wanted a modern Druid organization informed not only by scholarship on ancient Celtic 

religion, but by psychology and the human potential movement. Not finding it in the Ancient Druid 

Order, he founded a new order of Druidry, the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids (OBOD), in 1964.  

Nichols’ successor, Phillip Carr Gomm, expanded the organization and established it as a vehicle for 

personal spiritual development. OBOD is the most widespread of the modern Druid orders, with a 

correspondence course and about 40,000 practitioners worldwide. There are multiple offshoots and 

independent forms of Druidry also in practice, including the Reformed Druids of North America (RDNA), 

founded in the 1960s by students at Carleton College who sought an alternative to Christian Sunday 

morning worship services, and Ár nDráighoit Féin (ADF), a reconstructionist Druidry based on 

interpretations of ancient Indo-European religion and culture. 

By the beginning of the new millennium, there were dozens of offshoots of these new religions, 

as well as variants based on the reconstruction of other religions in the ancient world, including 

Heathenry (inspired by Norse religion), Kemeticism (inspired by ancient Egyptian religion), Celtic 

Reconstructionism (inspired by the everyday religious practices of Celtic peoples, as opposed to those of 

the druids), and Classical Paganisms (inspired by ancient Greek and Roman religions).  Modern 

Paganisms can be found throughout the globe, but are especially characteristic of the West and its 

colonies: Britain, Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand.  There may be as many as 

1,000,000 Pagans worldwide, although accurate figures are difficult to come by since many Pagans 
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belong to several traditions at the same time. They are generally polytheistic, (believe in many gods) but 

their emphasis is on practice rather than belief.  Each modern Pagan tradition has its own mythology; 

there is no standard sacred text or cosmology shared by all of them, and even different variants of the 

same tradition may not necessarily share common myths.  

Sources and Uses of Rituals and Myths 

While a few mythological narratives are unique to modern Pagan traditions, most Pagans rely on 

scholarly and academic sources and their popular derivates for much of their mythology. Pagans have 

sometimes been jokingly called “people of the books” (in contrast to religions based on the Bible, or 

“people of the book”), and the books on which this movement is based are overwhelmingly those 

produced during the 19th and early 20th centuries.  During this period, Western scholars had a deep 

interest in pre-Christian religious practices, seeing them both as erroneous understandings of the world 

superseded by Christianity and science, and as emblems of national heritage.  This complex view of early 

pagan traditions informs modern Paganisms. Modern Pagans are sometimes unfamiliar with the ways 

scholarly perspectives on religion have changed in the course of the last 150 years, and take earlier 

scholarship at face value. So, for example, the work of the myth-ritual theorists, a group of late 19th 

century scholars who debated the relationship between rituals and myths, influenced the founders of 

the New Reformed Orthodox Order of the Golden Dawn (NROOGD), a San Francisco-based Pagan group 

created in 1968 as a result of a college class on ritual.   

Ritual is the key practice uniting all the modern Pagan religions.  Although rituals differ 

considerably from one Pagan tradition to another, they are more similar across traditions than modern 

Pagan myths.  Just as mainstream religions do, modern Paganisms celebrate seasonal rituals, rites of 

passage, and rites of crisis.  Witches and Druids observe the solstices, equinoxes, and the cross-quarter 

days between each solstice and equinox, giving them a year cycle with eight seasonal festivals. In 
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addition, many Witches also ritually observe full and new moons.  Reconstructionist traditions may 

follow different calendars corresponding to the practices of the pre-Christian religions upon which they 

are based. Rites of passage are celebrated to welcome new babies into the community, mark the 

passage from childhood into adolescence, celebrate the union of two individuals, and commemorate 

those who have died. Many Pagan religions, including Wicca and Druidry, are initiatory, each degree 

being marked by a special rite of initiation.  Many Pagans practice magic: they respond ritually to needs 

of various proportions with ceremonies designed to bring about a positive change in the situation. 

Finally, most Pagans perform personal rites of devotion to the deities to whom they dedicate 

themselves. These may be quite informal – for example, lighting a candle or making an offering of 

flowers on a personal altar – but they can also be more elaborate, involving a variety of forms of 

creative expression.   

Creativity and variation are essential to Pagan rituals. Though some traditions (notably 

Gardnerian and other forms of British Traditional Witchcraft) have established liturgies for each key rite, 

even within those, variation is expected and appreciated, both as an expression of personal artistry and 

as a vehicle for inspiration. As Torraine, a Pagan festival attendee, explained, “If I wanted to do the same 

thing every time, I’d be Christian” [interview with Torraine, 6/21/1993]. Modern Paganisms strive to 

avoid routinization in rituals, preferring to keep things fresh, new, and unexpected. The elements of 

novelty and surprise are important in bringing about religious ecstasy, a state of consciousness in which 

Pagans commune with deities, ancestors, and spirits of the land.  Personal gnosis, or knowledge 

obtained through direct contact with the sacred, is highly prized among these religions, and is for many 

members the most sought-after religious experience. 

  



6 
 

Myths in Modern Paganisms 

Even though they do not share a single overriding common myth, narrative is central to 

meaning-making in modern Paganisms.  It provides them with a history and connects them to a past, 

even when that past is more ideal than real.  It communicates cosmology: the organization of the 

universe, the nature of goddesses and gods, and how best to relate to them. It is also at the heart of 

ritual.  As Vibra, a priestess and elder in the Reclaiming Witchcraft tradition, explained, “On at least one 

level, every ritual is a narrative, and every ritual is also part of a greater narrative” [interview with Vibra 

Willow, 4/7/2016]. 

We can identify four ways sacred narrative appears in modern Pagan rituals: 

 The cyclical seasonal and lunar narratives and their metaphorical meanings; 

 The underlying historical narrative; 

 A consciously chosen story around which a rite is constructed; 

 The story emerging from a group’s ritual practice over time, developed from joint trance 

experiences. 

Let us explore each of these modalities in turn. 

Cyclical Narratives 

 Modern Paganisms have often been portrayed by scholars as “nature religions,” a category 

referring to religions in which nature is a key symbol (Albanese, 1990), which also includes indigenous 

religions as well as eco-spirituality (Pearson, 2000:4). Many Pagans have embraced the term, and, 

despite contentions surrounding it, nature plays a dominant role in the cosmology of most modern 

Paganisms. The earth and all of its creatures are sacred; divinity is immanent in every natural thing.  The 

seasonal cycle, with its repeating rhythms of birth, development, maturation, decline, death, and 
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rebirth, is at the center of the Pagan worldview. To this, Witches add the lunar cycle, which parallels the 

cyclical theme over the course of twenty-eight days. “The movements of the moon and sun, the growing 

of the grain and tree and deer – these, really, are our myths,” explained Wiccan priest and elder Steven 

Posch [interview with Steven Posch, 4/16/2016].   

These cycles are often personified in the figures of deities: for example, in some traditions, the 

moon is represented as a triple goddess encompassing the maiden (new moon), symbolizing new 

beginnings; the mother (full moon), symbolizing fruition; and the crone (dark moon), symbolizing 

decline, death and regeneration. The cycle of the seasons mirrors this process over the course of a year, 

but unlike the lunar cycle, for which the triple goddess stands as the principal symbol, there is no single 

mythos (system of myths, cosmology and values) shared among Paganisms that encompasses this 

process. While there is general agreement that the spring feasts celebrate fertility and renewal, the 

summer ones ripeness and maturity, and the autumn/ winter ones decline, death, rest and rebirth, even 

within a single tradition, the mythos may not be coherent.  For example, in the Wiccan and Druid 

calendars, the winter solstice (December 21) is usually thought of as the time when the mother goddess 

gives birth to the son/sun; he matures and grows stronger until he peaks at midsummer (June 21), then 

begins his slow decline until at Samhain (November 1, the midpoint between the autumn equinox and 

winter solstice) he descends into darkness, only to be reborn again at the winter solstice.  However, 

Beltane (May 1) celebrates the sexual union between the goddess and god (or between complementary 

forces in nature) that leads to the fruitfulness of the land at Lammas (August 1) and the fall equinox 

(September 22). This vegetative cycle does not match up with the solar cycle in which the sun is reborn 

at midwinter; if strict logic were being followed, the sun’s conception would occur at the time of the 

spring equinox, not six weeks later.  Yet most Wiccans and Druids are untroubled by these internal 

narrative inconsistencies, because they interpret the narratives symbolically.   
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Each time of year corresponds to a stage in the human life cycle, from infancy and childhood, to 

young adulthood and full maturity, to old age.  The recurring processes of the lunar and solar cycles are 

metaphorically applied to the human condition, not only the course of human life, but personal and 

psychological processes, as well. Thus, for instance, a project can be thought of having the same stages: 

conception, emergence, growth and development, fulfilment, and conclusion.  Each of the eight 

seasonal festivals observed by the majority of Pagan religions corresponds to one point in this series of 

stages. Symbols, colors, and narratives associated with rituals performed for each festival mirror these 

stages, and correspond to analogous natural processes in the seasonal cycle. 

When myths are used in seasonal rites, Pagans take care to ensure that their symbolic meaning 

is congruent with that of the specific festival for which they are adapted.  Pro Dea, a coven in the 

Minneapolis/ St. Paul area that has been active for over thirty years and is at the core of a larger Pagan 

community that calls itself “Paganistan,” celebrates the return of the goddess each year at the spring 

equinox. The rite is inspired by the ancient Sumerian myth of Inanna, the goddess of fertility and love, 

who descends into the underworld in pursuit of her lover Dumuzi, and by the Greek myth of 

Persephone, daughter of the grain goddess Demeter, who is kidnapped by Hades and taken to his 

eponymous underworld realm, where she spends three months of the year, during which her mother 

mourns her loss and causes all of nature to wither and die.  In the ancient Near East and Mediterranean, 

the descent of these goddesses in all likelihood corresponded to the burning hot late summer season, 

when the lack of rain caused crops to wither and the earth itself to crack and dry.  In Minnesota, 

however, it is the harsh winter that corresponds to the earth’s barren season, and even though in late 

March, the return of spring is still many weeks away, the days are already lengthening, and coveners 

(members of a coven, or group of modern Pagan Witches) feel a strong need to ritually enact the 

goddess’s return to fan their hopes that winter will eventually come to an end. About a week before the 

equinox, coveners gather at the home of priest Steven Posch to color dozens of eggs with natural plant 
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dyes.  On the day of the equinox celebration, they metaphorically journey to the underworld to bring 

back the goddess, carrying her statue from the cellar, where she has been temporarily hidden, back to 

the place of honor under a canopy in the temple room amid joyous singing. She is surrounded with 

flowers and brightly colored eggs, symbols of spring, returning life, and fertility. “Spring is risen! Easter is 

risen! Indeed, she is risen!” they chant, echoing the cry of the Eleusinian mysteries (rites performed in 

the ancient Greek mystery religion dedicated to the grain goddess Demeter and her daughter 

Persephone), “Kórê anéstê!” (“the maiden [i.e. Persephone] has risen,” indicating that Persephone had 

returned from the underworld realm, where she was forced to spend three months of each year due to 

her promise to Hades, the King of the Underworld). 

In this example, we can see how modern Pagans have taken inspiration from the ancient myths 

of Persephone and Inanna, goddesses who descended to the underworld and returned. Yet rather than 

trying to copy these earlier stories in their original context, they have adapted elements from the 

narratives and rites to a specific contemporary context.  The timing of the ritual has been changed to fit 

the climate and seasonal cycles of the upper Midwest; the ritual is enacted in a way that enhances the 

meaning of modern Pagan Witchcraft by emphasizing the sacredness of nature and its processes, as well 

as offering a model that can be applied by each individual participant to phases in their own lives. 

Historical Narratives 

 Myths of goddesses who descend into the underworld only to return again resonate with 

modern Pagans on numerous levels. They can be metaphors for natural processes in the seasonal cycle, 

for personal growth and development, for the fate of the soul after death, and for the process of revival 

and revitalization itself. As Steven Posch explained: 

At spring evenday [equinox], when we go down into the underworld and bring spring back, one 
of the things that gives the story so much power is the personal nature of that story, as well as 
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its historical nature. The goddess disappeared for centuries, and we are now engaged in the 
process of bringing her back (Steven Posch, 4/16/2016) 

Modern Pagans see themselves as engaged in a conscious process of revitalization, bringing back the 

worship of pre-Christian goddesses and gods. Thus the return of the goddess represents not only the 

return of spring and the season of warmth and fertility, but also the return of goddess-worship and 

polytheism after centuries of hiatus. 

 There are two intertwined narratives of the movement’s history underlying this metaphor. 

While these stories are sacred history to Pagans, they are not widely accepted by scholars and 

historians; I will have more to say about that below. The first, dubbed “The Myth of Matriarchal 

Prehistory” by religious historian Cynthia Eller (2000), posits a golden age in Paleolithic times during 

which a great mother goddess was worshipped as the source of all life, along with a horned god, both 

hunter and hunted, who reigned over the process of death and rebirth.  In this time, women were 

thought to rule, or at least to have had status equal to men; they held positions of authority as 

priestesses of the goddess and leaders of their societies. As agriculture and pastoralism developed, 

goddesses took on the aspect of the grain mother, while the god became lord of the grain, sacrificed at 

harvest to feed the people, then buried in the womb of the grain mother to be reborn in the spring. 

People lived peacefully in harmony with nature; war was unknown, and social inequality was minimal as 

all were cared for in accordance with their needs. This society came to an end when male-dominated 

warriors invaded Old Europe, destroying the older, more egalitarian system, relegating women to the 

status of property, and replacing goddesses with gods, or transforming them into the wives and 

daughters of their own gods in order to make them fit better with their social structure, which 

subjugated women.   The resulting syncretic pantheons included the gods and goddesses of ancient 

cultures with which we are familiar: the deities of Greek, Roman, Celtic, Norse, Sumerian, Babylonian, 

and Egyptian mythologies. Originally, Christianity was simply another of these emerging mythologies, 
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with its virgin mother whose son was reborn at the winter solstice (Christmas). Eventually, however, it 

became the dominant religion of Europe, and the church began to persecute those who worshipped the 

old goddesses and gods, driving them into remote areas and syncretizing their deities with saints, or 

demonizing them as devils. During the Middle Ages, those who worshipped the old gods were branded 

as heretics and witches, and were persecuted, tried, and executed during a period Witches call “the 

Burning Times.” Nonetheless, a few brave worshippers survived and kept the Old Religion alive, albeit 

secretly.  The Enlightenment further marginalized these practitioners, whose beliefs were regarded as 

superstitious and backwards. Only in the 20th century did they re-emerge to reclaim their history and 

bring back the goddesses and gods of ancient times.  This account of the sacred history is specific to 

modern Pagan Witches, but other forms of Paganism have their own versions of it. They may omit the 

idea that practitioners of the Old Religion survived as witches, substituting other ways fragments of 

ancient religions were kept alive, such as through folk traditions. 

These intertwined narratives did not originate with modern Pagans; they are a mixture of 18th 

and 19th century scholarly interpretations that became part of popular understandings of world 

prehistory by the early part of the 20th century. They reflect the Romantic primitivism of post-

Enlightenment authors who located authenticity in the practices of ancient European and indigenous 

Third World peoples, often equating the two in terms of cultural development.  These ideas influenced 

authors such as Johann Jakob Bachofen, whose Das Mütterecht (1858) hypothesized that the ancestors 

of the ancient Greeks had defeated an inferior society ruled by women through their superior 

technology and skill. In turn, Bachofen’s ideas shaped those of early anthropological writers such as 

Edward B. Tylor, William Robertson Smith, Herbert Spencer, and Lewis Henry Morgan.  Fifty years later, 

as anthropologists were beginning to question some of the assumptions of these earlier theories, the 

myth of matriarchal prehistory was reproduced by Friedrich Engels in The Origin of Private Property, 

Marriage, and the State (1884), becoming a key socialist myth. From there, early feminists picked it up; 
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it was revived by Second Wave feminist writers in the 1960s and 70s, especially after archaeologist 

Marija Gimbutas had popularized it once again in her work (1991). 

Modern historical and archaeological scholarship has largely discredited these narratives; they 

are no longer accepted by scholars in the academy. Pagan attitudes towards them run the gamut from 

belief to skepticism. The popular author Starhawk calls them “our legends” (1989:pp), indicating a 

largely symbolic understanding; nonetheless, there are some Pagan traditions in which they continue to 

be taken as factual.  While belief varies widely in any religious community, the importance of these 

narratives, even to those who recognize them as non-factual, cannot be underestimated, and is 

essential to understanding the role of myth in ritual.  The historical myths underlie the cyclical narrative 

on which the Wiccan seasonal celebrations are based. As Steven Posch explained, “Even when the story 

itself is not forefronted [sic], it’s in the background, adding depth.” He understands the central motif of 

Wiccan year-cycle narrative as centered on the themes of food and sacrifice: “Feed the people; you have 

to kill to eat. The price we pay is that we ourselves die and feed other things.”  Seen in this light, the 

circular progression of the seasons, with its themes of birth, development, maturity, decline, death, and 

rebirth, grounds humans in an eternal cycle involving relationships with the earth and with other 

species.  This theme is most prominent in the Wiccan harvest rites of Lammas (August 1), Fall Equinox 

(September 23), and Samhain (November 1). At many Wiccan Lammas rites, for instance, coveners make 

a human figure out of bread dough which is baked in a fire, then ritually consumed by all present, 

representing the sacrifice of the grain in order to feed the people. 

For Starhawk, whose work includes social activism, “To be a Witch is to identify with … victims of 

bigotry and hatred and to take responsibility for creating a world in which prejudice claims no more 

victims” (1989:22).  Therefore a number of rituals in the Reclaiming tradition, an ecofeminist branch of 

modern Witchcraft originally founded by Starhawk and her associates in the 1970s, weave issues of 
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social justice into the seasonal theme, building solidarity with oppressed, marginalized, and subjugated 

members of society and offering strategies for countering oppressive cultural messages.  When myths 

and other narratives are used in Reclaiming rituals, they are often given an eco-feminist interpretation – 

one that differs dramatically from the way these stories were understood in their original cultural 

contexts. A Reclaiming workshop entitled “Women’s Mysteries through the Labyrinth” was loosely 

based on the Greek myth of the hero Theseus and his slaying of the Minotaur, a monster born of the 

Cretan queen Pasiphae’s illicit union with the sea god Poseidon. To feed the Minotaur, King Minos of 

Crete demanded a yearly sacrifice of youths and maidens from Athens and other city-states in mainland 

Greece. The young people were thrown into the labyrinth, a convoluted prison from which escape was 

thought to be impossible, until the monster devoured them all. The Greek myth focuses on the bravery, 

strength and cunning of the hero Theseus, who persuades the king’s daughter, Ariadne, to give him a 

ball of string so he can find his way back out of the labyrinth after slaying the monster.  In Reclaiming’s 

adaptation, however, the focus was on each participant, who took on the combined roles of Theseus 

and Ariadne. The Minotaur was interpreted as the fear society instills in women about what will happen 

if they obtain their heart’s desire. A labyrinth was drawn on the ground using chalk; each participant was 

given a golden thread so she could find her way out of the maze. In turn, each went to the center of the 

labyrinth to confront her fear of getting her heart’s desire, and symbolically slay it. While the myth’s 

main characters and plot parallel the Greek original, Reclaiming’s feminist interpretation completely 

changes the story, transforming a male-centered hero tale into an empowering experience encouraging 

women to confront negative cultural messages and defeat them, becoming heroines of their own lives. 

The Use of Narrative in Ritual 

 The most common way Pagans use narrative in ritual is by building a rite around a specific myth, 

which is chosen for its resonance with the season or with some key theme the group is exploring.  
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Sometimes the myth is recounted in ritual; other times, participants may act out part or all of the story, 

with each one taking on a role, or with only a small group of actors dramatizing the myth for a large 

group of participants, who are invited to enact only one key section. This technique is popular as it gives 

rituals a greater sense of coherence and engagement. 

The earliest example of this is the first modern Pagan myth, presented by Gerald Gardner in 

Witchcraft Today as “The Myth of the Goddess.” It is a story of the underworld journey of the Witches’ 

goddess:  

Now the Goddess had never loved, but she would solve all mysteries, even the mystery of 
Death, and so she journeyed to the nether lands. The guardians of the portals challenged her, 
"Strip off thy garments, lay aside thy jewels, for nought may ye bring with you into this our 
land." So she laid down her garments and her jewels and was bound as are all who enter the 
realms of Death, the mighty one.  

Such was her beauty that Death himself knelt and kissed her feet, saying: "Blessed be thy feet 
that have brought thee in these ways. Abide with me, but let me place my cold hand on thy 
heart." And she replied: "I love thee not. Why dost thou cause all things that I love and take 
delight in to fade and die?" "Lady," replied Death, "'tis age and fate, against which I am helpless. 
Age causes all things to wither; but when men die at the end of time, I give them rest and peace 
and strength so that they may return. But you, you are lovely. Return not; abide with me." But 
she answered: "I love thee not." Then said Death: "As you receive not my hand on your heart, 
you must receive Death's scourge." "It is fate, better so," she said, and she knelt. Death 
scourged her and she cried: "I know the pangs of love." And Death said: "Blessed be," and gave 
her the fivefold kiss, saying: "Thus only may you attain to joy and knowledge." 

And he taught her all the mysteries, and they loved and were one; and he taught her all the 
magics. For there are three great events in the life of man -- love, death and resurrection in the 
new body -- and magic controls them all. To fulfill love you must return again at the same time 
and place as the loved ones, and you must remember and love her or him again. But to be 
reborn you must die and be ready for a new body; to die you must be born; without love you 
may not be born, and this is all the magic. (Gardner, 1954:41.) 

This story serves as the foundation myth for the core rites of Wicca: it is a both template for 

Wiccan esbats (full moon rites) and sabbats (seasonal rites), and the model for the Gardnerian second 

degree initiation, in which initiates undergo a symbolic descent into the Otherworld, and third degree 

initiation, in which the initiate is united with the goddess or god.  On the surface, this myth appears 
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similar those of Inanna and Persephone, but upon closer examination, there are many striking 

differences.  While Inanna descends in pursuit of her dead lover, and Persephone is kidnapped by 

Hades, the goddess of the Witches enters the “nether lands” (as Gardner calls them) to gain knowledge 

of the mysteries, and to teach the god her secrets.  Unlike Inanna and Persephone, she does not return 

to earth; she remains with him.  Don Frew, Wiccan elder and priest of the Berkeley Gardnerian coven 

Trismegiston, interprets the descent of the goddess as a metaphor for the soul’s journey and 

development.  The goddess enters the Otherworld naked and bound, as Wiccans are first brought into 

the circle at the time of their initiation.  The Wiccan circle, in which all rituals take place, exists as a kind 

of parallel to the Otherworld; it stands for the realm of the gods, a place where humans and gods stand 

together as equals.  When Gardnerian Witches “draw down the moon” in ritual, invoking the presence 

of the goddess into the body of the priestess, they are essentially compressing the distance between the 

world of humans and the realm of the gods, communicating directly with their deities.   

In this land, the goddess learns all the mysteries, just as the circle is a place of teaching and 

learning the mysteries of the Craft.  As the story recounts, the mysteries have to do with love and death, 

which the goddess, being immortal, does not comprehend before her descent.  She asks Death why he 

causes all the things she loves to wither and die, and tells him repeatedly, “I love thee not.”  She is 

unable to love the god until she understands the finite nature of the material world – the effects of time 

and death, which are the province of the horned lord of death and rebirth.  Once she accepts life’s finite 

nature, and the impersonal nature of death, she feels the pangs of love; she and the horned god love 

and are one.  The Great Rite, a symbolic union of the goddess and god, or the female and male 

principles in nature, performed in Wiccan rituals by plunging an athame (ritual knife) into a chalice, is an 

enactment of this sacred narrative, as are binding and scourging, which are performed ritually during 

initiations and symbolize the need to “suffer to learn” – in other words, to allow oneself to experience 

learning and spiritual growth.  While some narrow interpretations have argued that the myth justifies 
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the abuse and subjugation of women, that interpretation is not shared by the majority of Witches. 

Binding and scourging are generally understood as a method Gardner’s coven used to bring about 

altered states of consciousness in which sacred learning and communion with the gods could take place. 

Their performance in Wiccan initiations today is largely symbolic. 

The Gardnerian second degree initiation rite involves the oral recitation and dramatization of 

this tale, with the initiate (regardless of gender) in the role of the goddess. By implication, this suggests 

that upon elevation to the second degree, a part of the initiate’s soul becomes permanently connected 

to the Otherworld – the world of the gods.  In the third degree initiation rite, the union of the goddess 

and god is symbolically enacted, completing the initiate’s process of learning the mysteries and making 

her or him a peer of the gods. 

 While this particular myth is used predominantly by Gardnerian and British Traditional Witches, 

they are far from the only modern Pagan groups to use narrative in ritual; the practice is widespread.  

Because there is frequently not much information available about rituals in pre-Christian religions, 

reconstructionist Pagans often base their rituals on a specific ancient myth, often chosen for its 

resonance with a seasonal occasion. On the occasion of the summer solstice, a time of year associated 

with magical healing in European folk tradition, a Los Angeles branch of ADF held a rite based on the 

story of Dian Cécht, an Irish god associated with healing, and his children Miach and Airmed, as 

recounted in the Book of Leinster, a Middle Irish collection of prose, poetry, and religious texts compiled 

between 1160 and about 1225. The tale recounts how Dian Cécht grew envious of his son Miach, whose 

healing capabilities had begun to outshine those of his father. He first tried to drown him in a well, but 

Miach only emerged with the magical ability to heal any wound, including his own. Enraged, the god 

clove Miach in two with his sword, causing an injury that even magic couldn’t heal. Devastated by the 

murder of her brother, Airmed spread her cloak over his grave and threw herself upon it, weeping until 
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she lost consciousness. When she awoke, three hundred and sixty-five herbs had appeared on her cloak, 

each growing from an area of her brother’s body, indicating the kind of illness they could heal. Airmed 

gathered them up and took them back to her house. But when her father Dian Cécht saw what Miach 

had managed to do even in death, he grabbed Airmed’s cloak and shook it out in a fit of rage, scattering 

the herbs in every direction. This, according to the tale, is the reason why human healing knowledge is 

limited: we know the herbs to heal some, but not all, diseases.  In the rite, nine herbs (to represent the 

three hundred sixty-five) were placed in individual bowls around a sacred fire; the presiding Druid told 

the tale, then threw handfuls of each herb into the fire, invoking Dian Cécht and asking for his blessings. 

Participants then passed around a drinking horn filled with mead, offering toasts, blessings, and good 

wishes.  This particular use of myth in ritual did not involve dramatization or enactment of segments of 

the narrative by participants – perhaps thankfully, given its violent nature.   

 A much more common pattern is for the chosen narrative to act as a template for dramatic 

action in a rite.  Each summer, the Reclaiming tradition hosts WitchCamps, week-long intensives for the 

study of ritual and magic, around the world; each camp is structured around a particular story.  The 

story is broken into segments, each serving as the theme for one of the evening rituals that “illuminates 

the issues raised by each section and provide a journey of personal and collective empowerment” 

(Starhawk and Valentine, 2000:xxii).  In The Twelve Wild Swans (2000), authors Starhawk and Hilary 

Valentine use the eponymous fairy tale (Grimm 49; AT 451) as an example of this process.  Although 

strictly speaking, the story is a folktale rather than a myth, the authors use it as a basis for ritual, as a 

myth would be used, based on the idea that folktales preserve elements of a pagan worldview:  “In 

Goddess tradition, we have no sacred text other than nature herself…. What remains of the stories our 

ancestors told are passed down to us in fairy and folk tales…. When politics and religion changed form 

and heresy was redefined, dangerous aspects of the stories were hidden or given a Christian gloss” 

(Starhawk and Valentine, 2000:xx).   It is often in the most puzzling and disturbing elements of these 



18 
 

folktales that Reclaiming Witches find the greatest potential for challenge and personal growth.  So, for 

example, in the tale of “The Twelve Wild Swans,” the sister whose brothers have been magically 

transformed into swans must keep a vow of silence for many years while she weaves shirts of nettles (a 

plant with stinging spines) that will eventually free them from the wicked spell.  She keeps her silence 

notwithstanding many trials. A king finds her, forcibly carries her away and marries her; she bears him 

two children, who are stolen from her by her jealous mother-in-law who makes it look as if the girl has 

murdered and eaten them. As punishment for what seems to be her terrible crime, she is bound to a 

pyre to be burned as a witch. Just as the kindling is about to be lit, her brothers appear in their swan 

form.  The girl throws the nettle shirts over them, breaking the spell and restoring them to human form.  

The last shirt, however, is still missing a sleeve, and thus the youngest brother retains one of his swan 

wings, remaining a liminal (and therefore magical) figure who can move between the worlds.  This may 

appear, upon first inspection, to be a story about the silencing of women; Reclaiming Witches transform 

it instead into a tale of personal growth and development in which the protagonist must commit to a 

cause, regardless of the difficulties (the stinging nettles, the silence), in order to gain knowledge, 

freedom and magical skills.  What emerges is an initiation story at the core of each tale: “a set of 

instructions for becoming a healer, a shaman, an artist, a Witch: one who can walk between the worlds 

and retrieve lost souls; one who can restore balance to a world made ill” (2000:xxii).   

 Ultimately, any narrative genre can be adapted for use in Pagan rituals, acquiring myth-like 

properties. One eclectic Pagan group in Los Angeles created a Beltane (May 1) rite around the medieval 

romance “Sir Orfeo” and its ballad counterpart “Young Orphy” (Child 19), as sung by English folksinger 

Frankie Armstrong.  It is essentially the Greek myth of the bard, Orpheus, and his bride, Eurydice, 

transposed into a medieval English context: the eponymous protagonist must ransom his stolen wife 

back from the King of Faerie rather than from Hades, the lord of the Otherworld.  Only by being the best 

piper in the land, by playing a tune so beautiful  “its notes could make a sick heart heal” does Orphy 
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“play the King’s gates open wide,” as the ballad goes, and eventually regain his true love.  The ballad has 

a happier ending than the Greek myth, in that Orphy gets to keep his bride after he has won her back 

from the Faerie King.   

The ritual organizers decided to interpret the story along Jungian lines, with the stolen bride 

representing not the beloved, but a lost part of the self; in order to demand it back, participants had to 

perform a creative, expressive act that embodied their keenest talent, or most authentic qualities.  The 

story was divided into sections in order to give participants a chance to experience each part of the story 

and reflect upon its meaning.  Before the rite began, participants created representations of the essence 

they thought had been stolen from them using pictures from old magazines, craft paper, and paste.  

Coveners found creative ways to express these qualities symbolically: one woman used pictures of a 

clock, a singer, guitars, and a woman with a stack of typewriters layered over images of nature to 

represent her desire to make time for music, hiking, and writing in her life.   

Participants took the images into the ritual circle, and began by dancing with them around the 

Maypole in the center to the tune of Frankie Armstrong’s ballad playing on a CD in the background.  

When the ballad described Orphy’s bride falling into a deep slumber and being snatched away by the 

King of Faerie, all fell gently to the ground and mimed a deep sleep, while a pre-selected member crept 

silently around the circle stealing the paper images and taking them back to the Otherworld.  The group 

had created an “Otherworld Ritual Theatre” from poster board, complete with curtains and doors that 

could open wide, and a king puppet fashioned from a plush lemur toy. When, on cue, participants 

awoke from their slumber, they realized what had been stolen away, and began to mourn it.  People 

lamented the loss of their qualities, shedding genuine tears: “Where is my time?  Where has it gone? I 

used to be able to write what I wanted, to sing with bands in clubs, but now that’s gone, gone away!”   

In the next segment of the story, each participant in turn journeyed to the Otherworld to 

reclaim her or his lost qualities.  But in order to get the gates to open and the king to negotiate, they had 
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to perform some kind of creative act that would charm and amaze him.  Once again, the participants’ 

creativity covered everything from belly dance to poetry declamation and song, even including a 

cheerleading routine complete with cartwheels from a member who had been a high school 

cheerleader: 

 “King, King, you’re so fine, 
 “You’re so fine you blow my mind! Yay King!” 
 
Of course, in each case, the King was won over by the performance, and promised anything, anything at 

all in exchange for more of the same, allowing the participants to reclaim their lost qualities.  The 

puppeteer, hidden behind the theatre, manipulated the puppet with relish and skill, making participants 

argue and plead for the lost parts of their souls, just as the king does in the romance and ballad.  In the 

end, once all had reclaimed their lost gifts, they returned to the Maypole in the center of the circle, took 

a ribbon, and danced the Maypole dance to recorded music, weaving over and under until the pole was 

sheathed in colors.   

Creating Group Narrative through Trance 

 This use of narrative in ritual is perhaps the most ineffable and challenging to explain to a non-

Pagan audience. It is also the rarest, being particular to small groups of Pagans who have circled 

together for many years.  In many traditions of modern Paganism, the goal of ritual is to achieve 

religious ecstasy, an altered state of consciousness in which participants are in touch with the sacred, 

the otherworldly. This is usually achieved without the use of drugs other mind-altering substances, or 

entheogens, either through sensory overstimulation (costumes, music, drumming, dance, chanting, the 

use of incense, and the dramatization of tales) or through hypnotic trance induction, with one or more 

ritual facilitators leading a “pathworking,” or guided meditation, in which participants are invited to 

imagine themselves inside a story.  Trance induction may take participants to a sacred place, understood 

as an aspect of the otherworld or spirit world, in which they commune with deities and other spirits.  
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The trick is for the narrator to tell just enough of a story for listeners to be able to imagine themselves in 

it, but to leave details open so their imagination can fill in with images and experiences meaningful to 

them as individuals. The eco-feminist Witchcraft tradition Reclaiming’s Spiral Dance, held each year in 

San Francisco at Samhaim (November 1), is one of the largest Pagan rituals in the United States, with 

over 2000 participants. It features a trance journey to the world of the dead, the Isle of Apples, in which 

participants can encounter and commune with their beloved dead (see Magliocco, 2004:122-126 and 

Salomonsen, 2002:189-213). While the trance induction is not a myth per se, it uses mythic imagery 

drawn from Celtic and Celtic revival literature to describe an otherworld of eternal summer, where the 

apple trees are at once in bud, bloom, and fruit, where the old grow young again and all wounds of this 

world are healed. 

In small groups, these trance journeys may repeatedly take members to the same landscape, 

and over time, members’ experiences in this otherworld may begin to parallel each other.  Groups that 

work together for many years develop stories that happen in trance that have continuity over time: 

every time members journey in trance, they enter a line of narrative with its own characters and 

subplots.  One priestess who had circled with the same group of women for over thirty years described 

how she and her circle sisters encountered a now-departed circle sister as part of a watery Otherworld 

to which they had all trance-journeyed through their many years of magical work. Upon emergence 

from trance, all the women reported seeing their now-dead coven sister and continuing the line of 

narrative begun before her death. 

Summary 

 In this chapter, we have seen how modern Pagans make creative use of myths and other 

narratives in their religious culture. Pagans draw inspiration from the myths of ancient peoples, 

especially those of Europe and the Near East. They may also use other narrative genres, such as folktales 
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and ballads, in a mythic way by constructing rituals around them.  However, the stories are changed 

from their original contexts: they become inspiration for newly reimagined narratives reflecting 

contemporary values and concerns, such as feminism, ecology, and self-realization. There are four layers 

of sacred narrative in Pagan rituals: the cyclical narratives of seasonal change and renewal; narratives 

referring to the movement’s sacred history; narratives consciously adapted for ritual use; and narratives 

emerging from group trance experiences over time. Through the process of active performance and 

narration in ritual, these stories are given new life, becoming part of a living mythic tradition that comes 

closer to the ways myths were used in pre- and non-literate societies. Pagans use myths to relate to 

connect to nature and the seasonal cycle, their sacred histories, psychological processes and emotions, 

and each other. In so doing, they honor older traditions while responding to contemporary needs and 

communicating ideas that are central to their beliefs and identities. 
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