
PART 2: THE CELTS; DRUIDRY; RESOURCES 

 

AN INDIGENOUS TRIBAL TRADITION EXPLORED:  

THE WORLD OF THE CELTS AND DRUIDRY  

 

For most people, the words “Indigenous culture” and “Traditional medicine” 

tend to conjure up image of Natives—perhaps in the Americas, Amazonian 

regions, Australian outback, cold lands to the north or islands in the sea—

regardless of where, images typically flow to those settled for centuries, 

living on the land of their ancestors, repeating ceremonies or creating 

medicines as taught by the elders or given as gifts on the wind. While in 

many cases, it is true that Traditional/Indigenous medicine has been 

confined to cultures in specific locations over time, there have been 

exceptions. One of these is the Traditional/Indigenous Medicine and    

culture of the Celts.  

 

Attempting to trace the history of a specific tribal culture is complex and the 

Celts are no exception; much debate exists and volumes have been written 

on the topic. However, it is an important endeavor, as most people of 

European descent today can count on having some “Celtic” ancestry. It is 

also necessary to clarify that I use the term “Celt” as a general one, not 

distinguishing them further from Britons, Gauls, Picts, Scots, Scythians, Irish 

or Galatians. The Jutes, Anglo-Saxons, Vikings and Normans were also tribes 

whose presence influenced the history and culture of the great portions of 

Europe and the Isles; indeed, resources are available that clarify and 



distinguish Norse (Viking) and Anglo-Saxon medicine as having separate 

characteristics, typically being related to their home countries. 

 

This vast array of influences account for the extreme lack of knowledge 

about the Celts before their contact with the classical civilizations of Greece 

and Rome. Prior to that time, most of the knowledge about their culture 

comes from archeological finds and speculation derived from folklore, 

legends and questionable historical accounts. This finding is not inconsistent 

with other Indigenous tribal cultures evolving within the same timeframe; in 

most cases, there would be little or no recorded history for an undetermined 

period. The Celts however, due to their mobile life style, actually had 

increased opportunities for interaction which, in all likelihood, provided 

earlier access to a recorded history.  

 

Be assured there is more than enough information available to share with 

you regarding Celtic cosmology, spiritual tradition and evolution of their 

unique Indigenous medical/healing practices. I have intentionally combined 

these topics, for it is the case, as with other Indigenous/Traditional cultures, 

the world of spirit and the physical world were inseparable; together they 

created guidelines for living which then flowed into a corresponding social 

structure. The Pre-Christian Indigenous Celtic spiritual and social structure 

was complex, with much of it involving the relationships they had with both 

the natural and the unseen world. However, as this culture typifies the 

majority of Indo-European cosmology, it offers an excellent example of the 

belief system that surrounded the maintenance of health, both for the 

individual and for the community as a whole. 

 

 

*************************************************************                                                                                                                                           

On a Personal Note:  

I am pleased to be able to share this portion of my website with you. My primary 

intention for doing so is because I feel it vital, especially in our current world, to 

offer an expanded vision of what constitutes a “tribe.” Almost 30 years ago, I 

studied with the Order of Bards, Ovates and for 20+ years, as well as spending      

a few years as an Ovate Tutor for the Order. I cannot tell you the number of 

individuals, with whom I shared teachings and sacred space, who told me of their 

angst and frustration; they were feeling so deeply the need to reconnect with the 

earth, the sacredness of all life and Divine Source, yet that hunger was not being 

satiated—that emptiness filled—by their current spiritual path. Feeling they had no 



place to turn, some attempted to follow the way of the Eastern traditions, others    

to walk the “red road,” often discovering that neither of those was right for them. 

Over the weeks, months (and years for some!) we spent together, I saw—and 

heard—them integrate the teachings of the Celtic spiritual tradition into their own 

lives, seeing it as a key to understanding their Indigenous ancestry and a way in 

which to view the world rather than a formal religion; as a result, many of these 

individuals took portions of this ancient wisdom that “spoke to them” and, 

incorporating it into their established religious practices, felt a greater level of 

fulfillment and connection then they had previously. 

 

The Celts were once the largest Indo-European tribe in the world, as well as 

possibly being the most documented; therefore, it is a strong likelihood most 

individuals of European descent have a lineage related in some way to this tribal 

tradition or another closely connected with similar cosmological views.  I was told 

by the stones, while at Stonehenge years ago, to offer a way “home” for those who 

felt they had lost their tribe, by introducing them to what I have come to call “The 

Green Road.”  Being able to create opportunities for others to explore their heritage 

and cellular memory in a deep way has been powerful. As I said in the introduction 

to this portion of my website, we are standing at the crossroads between our past 

and our future….and knowing where we’ve been helps us to know where we’re 

going.                                                   

 

Thank you for hearing my words and allowing me to share this; I have extreme 

gratitude for those who spent time with me in pursuit of deeper understanding. We 

learned much together. dhp   /|\ 

 

****************************************************************** 

 

 

In general, it is believed by historians that the tribal people who would later 

be called the Celts originated from a common Indo-European homeland in 

Eastern Europe, specifically areas that are now part of Germany, Austria, 

Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Hungary; some archeologists have even 

identified the Beaker people of Central Europe or Iberia and the Battle-Axe 

people of southern Russia as “proto” or “original/primitive” Celts. The first 

indication of their presence was, in fact, established through artifacts found 

in what is now Austria. Like many tribal cultures, they did not have a written 

language and, for the most part, transmitted their history orally. What is 

clear, however, is that the Celts were not just one race or ethnic group. They 

were a unified group of tribes having, for the most part, similar languages, 

cultures and traditions. https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/celts 

https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/celts


The name “Celt” was one given to them. First documented during the 

seventh or eighth centuries B.C. when encountered by the Roman Empire, 

which ruled much of southern Europe at that time, the Romans identified 

them as “Galli” and the Greeks, “Keltoi,” both of which meant “barbarians.”    

 

Historical evidence indicates that, from the sixth millennium B.C. onwards,                        

the Celts expanded from their homelands both east and westward, through  

France (or Gael), Switzerland, Spain, Italy, Rome, Greece and Turkey 

eventually reaching Britain and Ireland in the west and India in the east. In 

addition, there is some evidence that points to their presence in Egypt and a 

parallel seems to exist between the northeastern tribes of North America and 

the Celts as well; archaeological research in New England indicate a 

European settlement existed as far back as 800 BC which, based on findings, 

strongly suggests the people who inhabited that settlement were Celtic. 
https://www.livescience.com/44666-history-of-the-celts.html 

 

At their peak, during the fourth and fifth centuries B.C., practically the whole          

of Europe was of Indo-European origin and, in the majority, Celtic. Tribes 

were migrating across Western Europe and Celtic settlements became a 

constantly changing collection of variant Indigenous nations; evidence 

indicates that, through utilization of trade routes and adoption of local 

customs in colonized areas, Celtic culture experienced much change and 

innovation during this period.                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                               

This appears to have been true spiritually as well. Tribes from areas now 

known as the Caucasus region in southern Russia, Turkey or perhaps even 

India, moved into the region, bringing with them their particular knowledge 

base and social/religious customs. Simultaneously, aspects of Druidry—the 

future spiritual tradition of the Indigenous Celts—though not yet formalized 

or called such, evolved over years and were believed to have been the held 

spiritual perspective by the Celts of that time. It has been surmised, by 

historians, it was this intermingling of spiritual traditions-all animistically-

based—that initiated the evolution of Druidry as a structured belief system.                                                                       

In this regard, it is interesting to note studies in comparative mythology 

have found that Sanskrit literature documents ancient Indian rituals very 

similar  to those traceable in Celtic Ireland; there are certain striking 

parallels which can be drawn between some Hindu deities and Celtic gods, as 

https://www.livescience.com/44666-history-of-the-celts.html


well as other similarities in their religious traditions and prayers. Whether 

this influence was due to the influx of these other migratory tribes or the 

Celts own migration through lands home to the earliest versions of the Hindu 

and Jain religions, is not known.   (What Do Druids Believe? Philip Carr-Gomm, Granta, 2006)    

The Celts arrived in Britain by, or possibly just prior to, the fourth or fifth 

century B.C. and Ireland by the second or third century B.C.  Beginning with 

the reign of Julius Caesar in the first century B.C., the Romans launched a 

military campaign against the Celts, killing them by the thousands and 

destroying their culture in much of mainland Europe. Caesar’s Roman armies 

attempted an invasion of Britain at this time, but were unsuccessful, and 

thus the Celtic people that had migrated earlier established a homeland 

there. https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/celts 

 

Archeological findings suggest, upon arrival to their new homeland, the Celts 

found they were not alone; there were others already inhabiting the area. 

Again, amidst much debate, it appears that the British Isles may have been 

visited by humans as early as the retreat of the ice age, and was home to an 

Indigenous Neolithic (new Stone Age) culture. Scholars suggest, then, that 

the Druids, as they are known to us in the classical texts, evolved as a result 

of the merging of this local Neolithic culture with the incoming Celts, who 

came in from the east with their own spiritual traditions; of course, what is 

unknown is the degree of overlap that existed between these two spiritual 

traditions and how much one might have influenced the other.  

 
Side Note: “ALTHOUGH THE DRUIDS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN ASSOCIATED IN THE POPULAR   

IMAGINATION WITH STONE CIRCLES SUCH AS STONEHENGE, ACADEMICS UNTIL RECENTLY 

DISMISSED THIS IDEA. HISTORIANS USED TO SAY THAT THE DRUIDS COULDN’T HAVE USED 

STONEHENGE AND ALL THE OTHER STONE CIRCLES IN BRITAIN, BECAUSE THE DRUIDS WERE THE 

PRIESTS OF THE CELTS, AND THE CELTS ONLY ARRIVED IN BRITAIN IN 500 BCE. SINCE NO 

STONE MONUMENTS WERE BUILT AFTER 1400 BCE, THEY POINTED TO THE GAP OF NINE HUNDRED 

YEARS SEPARATING THE LAST OF THE STONE CIRCLES FROM THE ARRIVAL OF THE DRUIDS. BUT IN 

THE SIXTIES MANY HISTORIANS CHANGED THEIR MINDS. THEY REALIZED THAT THE ORIGIN OF THE 

SO-CALLED CELTIC TRIBES WAS FAR MORE COMPLEX THAN ORIGINALLY PRESUMED, AND 

SUGGESTED INSTEAD THAT EARLY OR PROTO-CELTS WERE PROBABLY IN BRITAIN AS EARLY AS 

2000 BCE - WHEN THE GREAT STONE MONUMENTS WERE STILL BEING BUILT - AND THAT THEY 

COULD WELL HAVE BEEN INVOLVED IN THEIR USE OR CONSTRUCTION. 
 

FORTY YEARS LATER ACADEMIC OPINION IS STILL DIVIDED. SOME EXPERTS EMPHASIZE THE LACK 

OF CONTINUITY BETWEEN RELIGIOUS STRUCTURES AND PRACTICES IN THE SECOND AND FIRST 

MILLENNIA BCE. BUT OTHERS POINT TO THE NEW SENSE OF CONTINUITY IN THE GENETICS AND 

http://shop.druidry.org/What-do-Druids-Believe-Philip-Carr-Gomm.html
https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/celts


CULTURE OF THE BRITISH, WITH THE REJECTION OF THE IDEA OF A CELTIC ‘INVASION’. THIS 

SECOND SCHOOL OF THOUGHT MAKES IT POSSIBLE TO AGAIN SEE THE DRUIDS AS THE PRIESTS 

AND PRIESTESSES OF THE STONE CIRCLES, A TENDENCY REINFORCED BY THE INCREASING 

RECOGNITION OF THE IMPORTANCE OF RITUAL ASTRONOMY IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF THESE 

MONUMENTS”.          (https://www.druidry.org/druiway/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry)                  

 

The early Celtic social structure in Britain was a mix of religious cosmology, 

animism, and democratic idealism, with each tribe holding its own territory 

consisting of agricultural, forest, and wilderness lands. Other lands were 

worked in common for the chieftain, priests, the sick, and the poor. They 

were a fearless people; both men and women were trained as warriors. The 

various Celtic clans or tribes of the Isles were unified by their common belief 

system and its priesthood, the Druids.  

                                                                                                                                

The word “Druid” has been given various interpretations; what appears to be 

the most linguistically sound translation, however is shown below: 

“PLINY THOUGHT THAT THE NAME "DRUID" WAS A GREEK APPELLATION DERIVED FROM THE 

DRUIDIC CULT OF THE OAK (ΔΡΥΣ).(1)  THE WORD, HOWEVER, IS PURELY CELTIC, AND ITS 

MEANING PROBABLY IMPLIES THAT, LIKE THE SORCERER AND MEDICINE-MAN EVERYWHERE, 

THE DRUID WAS REGARDED AS "THE KNOWING ONE." IT IS COMPOSED OF TWO PARTS--

DRU-, REGARDED BY M. D'ARBOIS AS AN INTENSIVE, AND VIDS, FROM VID, "TO KNOW," OR 

"SEE."(2) HENCE THE DRUID WAS "THE VERY KNOWING OR WISE ONE." IT IS POSSIBLE, 

HOWEVER, THAT DRU- IS CONNECTED WITH THE ROOT WHICH GIVES THE WORD "OAK" IN 

CELTIC. SPEECH--GAULISH DERUO, IRISH DAIR, WELSH DERW--AND THAT THE OAK, 

OCCUPYING A PLACE IN THE CULT, WAS THUS BROUGHT INTO RELATION WITH THE NAME OF 

THE PRIESTHOOD.  THE GAULISH FORM OF THE NAME WA PROBABLY DRUIS, THE OLD IRISH 

WAS DRAI; THE MODERN FORMS IN IRISH AND SCOTS GAELIC, DRUI AND DRAOI, MEAN 

"SORCERER."  (1)  PLINY, HN XVI. 249.    (2) D'Arbois, Les Druides, 85, following Thurneysen.                                                     

(http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/celt/rac/rac23.htm)    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

The first historical record of Druidry (also called Druidism) comes from the 
classical Greek and Roman writers of the third century B.C. onward; it is 

clear that, at the time of their writings, the Druidic tradition had already 
been firmly established both in mainland Europe and the British isles, with 

Druid schools and colleges in existence on both the British isles and the 
mainland, primarily Gaul (France). Julius Caesar and Diodorus Siculus wrote 

about the Druids, painting a picture of them as scholars and religious leaders 
who function in a similar way to the priestly caste of the Hindu Brahmins, 

https://www.druidry.org/druiway/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry
http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/celt/rac/rac23.htm


assuming the role of officiant, philosopher, and teacher, conveying an oral 

tradition which required students to learn many verses by heart. 

The Druids were clearly understood by the Romans, then, at the time of 
their emergence on the scene, to not merely be simple barbaric priests or 

priestesses (men and women held equal rank). For not only were they the 
professional custodians of Celtic spirituality, overseeing religious functions, 

they also formed a societal class of their own—an intellectual class, that 
incorporated all of the learned professions and covered a wide variety of 

spiritual and communal responsibilities. They were involved at all levels of 
daily life; Druids held special status and were exempt from military service 

and taxation requirements.  Assumed leader of the people, it was the Druid 

who really ruled, for his or her word was law.    (https://www.druidry.org/druiway/what-druidry/brief-

history-druidry/longer-history-druidry)                  

                                                                                                                

Although Julius Caesar classified what he called the Celtic intellectual elite as 

one category, the Druids organized themselves into three distinct groupings, 

with each group having specific training, functions and tasks to perform. 

They were the Bard, the Vate or Ovate, and the Druid. 

 

BARD                                                                                                                                        

THE FIRST GROUP WAS THAT OF THE BARD. OUR MODERN UNDERSTANDING OF THE WORD POET 

OR BARD IS SEVERELY LIMITED, FOR THEY WERE MUCH MORE. THEY WERE THE KEEPERS OF 

TRADITION, OF THE MEMORY OF THE TRIBE-THEY WERE THE CUSTODIANS OF THE SACREDNESS OF 

THE WORD. ALTHOUGH THEY REPRESENTED THE FIRST LEVEL OF TRAINING FOR AN APPRENTICE 

DRUID, DO NOT THINK FOR A MOMENT THAT A BARD WAS SOMEHOW IN A LOWLY OR INFERIOR 

POSITION. THERE WERE MANY LEVELS OF ACCOMPLISHMENT, BUT THE MOST SKILLED OF BARDS 

WAS HELD IN HIGH ESTEEM AND TOOK PART IN MANY OF THE FUNCTIONS OF THE OTHER TWO 

GROUPS. 

THE TRAINING OF A BARD WAS INTENSE AND LASTED FOR MANY YEARS-THERE WERE VARIATIONS 

IN THE CURRICULUM BETWEEN SCOTLAND, IRELAND, AND ENGLAND, BUT IT IS RECORDED THAT, 

IN IRELAND, TRAINING LASTED 12 VERY RIGOROUS YEARS. THEY BECAME MASTERS OF BOTH 

RECORD AND INSPIRATION WORKING IN THIS WAY MEANT WORKING WITH HERITAGE, LINEAGE, 

AND THE MYTHOLOGY OF THE TRIBE. IT MEANT OPENING THE DOORS TO CREATIVITY.  THEY WERE 

ENTRUSTED WITH THE TASK OF COMING TO KNOWLEDGE OF THE SACRED POWER OF THE WORD, 

AND IT MANIFESTED AS THE ABILITY TO BECOME INSPIRED AND TO INSPIRE OTHERS.  

TO CARRY THE RECORDS OF THE TRIBE AS KEEPERS OF ITS TRADITION AND MEMORY, THEY 

NEEDED TO KNOW THE STORIES AND THE POEMS WHICH PRESERVED THE LINEAGE; BUT TO BE 

MASTERS OF INSPIRATION THEY NEEDED TO COMPOSE THEIR OWN POEMS AND STORIES AS WELL. 

https://www.druidry.org/druiway/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry
https://www.druidry.org/druiway/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry


MUCH OF THIS  OCCURRED IN SOLITUDE AND USING SENSORY DEPRIVATION METHODS, OFTEN 

SPENDING LONG PERIODS OF TIME ALONE IN CAVES, NOT ONLY IN ORDER TO COMMIT TO MEMORY 

THE VAST NUMBER OF STORIES REQUIRED OF THEM, BUT ALSO TO SEEK THE ATTAINMENT OF 

POETIC INSPIRATION, WHICH WAS AN IMPORTANT SPIRITUAL PRACTICE.  

 

VATE/OVATE                                                                                                                                       

THE NEXT GROUP WAS THAT OF THE “VATE” OR OVATE.  IT WAS THIS GROUP, TO THE GREATEST 

DEGREE, THAT WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR UNDERSTANDING THE MYSTERIES OF LIFE AND DEATH AND 

REBIRTH, FOR TRANSCENDING TIME, FOR DIVINING THE FUTURE, FOR CONVERSING WITH THE 

ANCESTORS AND TRAVELLING BEYOND THE GRAVE TO PROVIDE INSIGHT AND COUNSEL TO THOSE 

STILL LIVING ON EARTH. LIKE BARDIC TRAINING, THE OVATE CURRICULUM WAS VAST AS WELL 

AND IS ASSUMED TO HAVE TAKEN YEARS OF TRAINING (THOUGH NO DETAILS ARE FOUND IN THE 

WRITINGS). 

IF THE BARDS OPENED OTHERWORLDLY DOORS WITH THE POWER OF THE WORD, THEN THE OVATE 

OPENED THE DOORS OF TIME. IN THIS WAY, OVATES WERE MASTERS OF PROPHECY AND 

DIVINATION- ABLE TO MOVE BETWEEN PAST AND FUTURE AND TO TRAVEL TO THE REALM OF THE 

ANCESTORS, USING IT BOTH AS A REPOSITORY OF TRIBAL WISDOM, AS WELL AS A PLACE TO 

WHICH THE OVATE COULD TURN FOR GUIDANCE AND INSPIRATION ON BEHALF OF THE TRIBE. IT 

WAS ALSO THE OVATE'S RESPONSIBILITY TO FIND THE WISDOM OF THE SPIRIT, PLANT, AND 

ANIMAL WORLD AND BRING IT BACK FOR THE BENEFIT OF ALL. TO ACHIEVE THIS MANY 

TECHNIQUES AND RITUALS HAD TO BE PERFORMED THAT WOULD ASSIST THE OVATE TO MOVE 

INTO THE PROPER STATE OF CONSCIOUSNESS TO RECEIVE THIS INFORMATION. IN SHORT, THE 

OVATE WAS A SPIRITUAL DETECTIVE. 

DIVINATION FROM NATURE HAS ALWAYS BEEN AT THE ROOT OF NATIVE SPIRITUALITY, AND THE 

EARLY CELTS SAW ALL PLACES IN NATURE AS BEING SACRED RESIDENCES OF THE SPIRITS. THE 

OVATE USED NATURE AS A MEANS OF COMMUNING WITH SPIRITS AND COULD DIVINE THROUGH 

ANY PART OF THE NATURAL WORLD BY THEIR UNDERSTANDING OF THE EARTH, PLANTS, ANIMALS, 

AND THEIR INTER-RELATIONSHIP WITH ALL LIFE-FORMS. 

BASED ON THIS CONNECTION, IT SEEMS LOGICAL THAT THE OVATE’S SPECIFIC STUDY WAS TREE-

LORE, HERBALISM, AND HEALING. IN A BROAD SENSE, THEY USED THE PLANT WORLD AS A GREAT 

TEACHER OF THE LAWS OF DEATH, REBIRTH, AND TRANSFORMATION, OF SACRIFICE AND 

TRANSMUTATION. THEY WORKED WITH THE BALANCE OF NATURE AS A MIRROR TO BALANCE 

HUMAN BODY AND PSYCHE--FOR THEY KNEW IF THE HEART, MIND OR BODY WAS OUT OF TUNE 

WITH NATURE, ONE WOULD SUFFER; IN THIS WAY, THEY ALSO ACTED AS A PSYCHOTHERAPIST.  

TRAINED IN THE ART OF HEALING, THEY STUDIED THE APPLICATION OF NATURAL REMEDIES IN 

RELATION TO THE ELEMENTS, THE SEASONS, AND WITH SOLAR, LUNAR, AND STELLAR POWER AND 

IN SO DOING, THEY ASSISTED IN THE OPENING UP OF CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION FOR AN 

INDIVIDUAL NOT JUST WITH SELF AND OTHERS, BUT ALSO WITH THE DIVINE. 



                                                                                                                                

DRUID                                                                                                                                         

GIVEN THE EXTENSIVE TRAINING OF BOTH THE BARD AND THE OVATE, IT CAN BE ASCERTAINED 

THAT IT TOOK OVER 20 YEARS OF TRAINING BEFORE AN INDIVIDUAL COULD BE INITIATED AS A 

DRUID. THE BARDS AND THE OVATES WERE THEN, IN TURN, INSTRUCTED AND TRAINED BY 

RESPECTED DRUID ELDERS.  

THESE DRUID PRIESTS, MEN AND WOMEN, PRESERVED RELIGION, LAW, SCHOLARSHIP, AND 

SCIENCE AND HAD PARAMOUNT INFLUENCE OVER ALL WITH THEIR SACRED AUTHORITY. THEY 

MANAGED THE HIGHER LEGAL SYSTEM AND COURTS, ADMINISTERING JUSTICE AND JUDGMENTS, 

OFFICIATED OVER THE WORSHIP OF THE GODS AND THE SPIRITS, INCLUDING SACRIFICES. AS 

THEIR TRAINING ENCOMPASSED THAT OF THE BARD AND OVATE, THE DRUID WAS ABLE TO MOVE 

AND WORK IN OTHERWORLDLY REALMS AS WELL AS IN THE ORDINARY WORLD; BECAUSE OF THESE 

ABILITIES, DRUIDS WERE PRIESTS AND CEREMONIAL OFFICIANTS, BUT WERE ALSO CONSIDERED 

MAGICIANS, POETS, COUNSELORS, HEALERS, WORLD-WALKERS AND PHILOSOPHERS.       

                                                                                                                                  

LITERATURE SHOWS THAT THE DRUIDS POSSESSED NOT ONLY ANCESTRAL AND OTHERWORLDLY 

KNOWLEDGE; THEY WERE ALSO VERY MUCH INVOLVED IN THE SCIENCES, BEING SKILLED 

ASTRONOMERS, ENGINEERS, MATHEMATICIANS AND CHEMISTS. THE GREEK AND ROMAN 

COMMENTATORS ON ANCIENT DRUIDRY (WHERE MUCH OF OUR INFORMATION ON EARLY DRUIDRY 

IS DERIVED, ALBEIT SOMEWHAT COLORED) FREQUENTLY REMARKED IN THE LITERATURE THAT THE 

DRUIDS WERE CONCERNED WITH SPIRITUAL ASTROLOGY, WITH DISCOVERING THE WILL OF THE 

GODS, WITH LEARNING ABOUT THE METAPHYSICS OF THE SOUL.  IN THIS WAY, WE CAN SEE WHY 

THE OBSERVATION OF THE ELEMENTS, WEATHER, AND THE STARS PLAYED AN IMPORTANT PART IN 

ANCIENT DRUIDIC TEACHINGS, FOR THESE OBSERVATIONS REVEALED THE NATURE OF THE 

UNIVERSE, BRINGING THE DRUID INTO HARMONY WITH ALL LIFE. (www.druidry.org)                                                                                                                              

 

The ancient teachings of the Druids represent one of the wellsprings of 

inspiration in the Western spiritual tradition.  Everything a Druid learned was 

memorized, passed by word of mouth from one Druid to another through the 

ages, spending decades learning their profession. A prime directive in 

Druidry was to observe nature, human behavior and events, observing life 

as it was happening and orally pass along the history of the Celtic people 

(oral only, as their doctrine forbid any Druidic practice to be in written form). 

This included all medicines, as well as any and all medical, ritual and/or 

ceremonial practices.                                                               

The main emphasis of Celtic food production was herding and crop 

cultivation. Community ritual focused on ensuring good weather and other 

favorable circumstances. These needs required clergy who specialized in 

http://www.selfgrowth.com/religion.html
http://www.druidry.org/


leading ritual.  Also, some became specialists in law and other ancestral lore 

while others specialized in learning and recounting myth. Working alongside 

these specialists in ritual and lore were seers—called “fáthi” in Irish—who 

probably contacted Otherworldly forces to obtain knowledge and overcome 

unfriendly spirits.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Each Druid was a walking terminal of knowledge and, although individual 

Druids were sometimes attached to training schools, most were highly 

accessible, serving in their appropriate capacity within the community. What 

each Druid did share however, was access to a common wisdom-pool; not 

only of historical and ancestral knowledge, but of natural history, geography, 

story, verse, and memory.                                                                                                                                                

The Druid was at heart, a philosopher, and their concern was with the 

meaning and purpose of life on earth. In addition to natural philosophy, they 

also studied moral philosophy. Their morals and ethics were characterized by 

a great interest in, and respect for, justice, honor, and fair play, 

emphasizing that each person was responsible for their own conduct. 

(www.druidry.org) 

A Druid was expected to use his/her divinatory skills and sight of 

otherworldly things for many essential and pragmatic purposes, such as 

advising the tribe chief/king as they made policy, settling disputes and legal 

claims, and announcing the beginning of agricultural seasons/activities such 

as planting, harvesting and hunting. Druids were involved in, and typically 

officiated, both individual and community ritual and ceremony, including 

stage-of-life rituals such as childbirth, maturity, marriage and death.  

They also used their divinatory skills, in addition to their wisdom, to glean 

information and advise Chieftains and Clan leaders on any number of issues.        

In times of war, a Druid’s skills were utilized to learn about the enemy’s 

movements and plans, and to call elemental powers to the aid of the tribe,                    

if needed. Alternatively, the Druids could put an end to an unjust war;         

among other skills, they had a reputation for pacifying armies about to fight. 

All of their roles involved decision-making, direction, and the imparting of 

knowledge and their skills belonged to the tribe and not to themselves alone.          

In both spiritual and practical matters, the Druid was an inseparable part of   

Celtic tribal life and necessary for the tribes continued survival and welfare.                                                                                                       

http://www.druidry.org/


Understanding the Druid's place in the culture, then, it is clear to see why 

the Romans saw them as a threat to their empire. They had dealt with them 

before, on the mainland; this time, however, they were determined to 

eradicate them. For the Druids represented not just a religious hierarchy, 

but real political and administrative authority among the Celts. 
https://www.britainexpress.com/History/Roman_invasion.htm 

In an attempt to abolish them, the Druids were first excluded from Roman 

citizenship, with Roman citizens being forbidden by law to practice Druidic 

rites. Then they were banned by a decree of the Roman senate in 

approximately 54 AD, and the Druid colleges throughout the land were 

destroyed. Ireland and Scotland did not suffer to the same degree, as they 

remained beyond the reach of the legions.  

The Druids held out for years on their sacred isle of Iona, directing the 

resistance until the Romans finally attacked the island itself and destroyed 

the Druid stronghold there, thus breaking the chain of Druid leadership in 

Celtic Britain. 

It was during this time of Roman suppression that Christianity also arrived  

in the islands, in approximately 200 CE and, by the end of the seventh 

century, Christianity was firmly established throughout the British Isles. 
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/ancient-rome/the-romans-and-the-druids/ 

 

From the fifth until the eighteenth century almost nothing is found in the 

literature regarding the practice of Druidry, but the tradition did not die and 

its wisdom was not completely lost—it merely changed and evolved. 

The Bardic tradition continued; the Bard's ability enabled them to carry the 

Druidic tradition through those times when others had to go into hiding, as 

they  often  were able to masquerade as  mere minstrels, story-tellers, or 

poets. They were allowed into the royal courts and homes of nobles where, 

under the guise of story-telling, they kept alive the history, myths, and 

ideals of Druidry.   

At the same time, when Druidry was forced underground, the Ovates 

blended into the background, keeping the traditions alive through their 

healing and divinatory work as fortune-tellers, herbalists and 

midwives.(www.druidry.org)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

https://www.britainexpress.com/History/Roman_invasion.htm
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/ancient-rome/the-romans-and-the-druids/
http://www.druidry.org/


Historically, it appears that Druidry in some form also survived through 

practices of those people who either never aligned themselves, or who 

became disillusioned, with the church. Customs and practices survived in 

this way as “folk tradition,” with people meeting secretly to avoid 

persecution; these people were labeled by the Romans and Christians as 

Pagans.* There are individuals even today who claim that their families 

have preserved the Druid traditions, and there are other stories and 

discoveries through the years that indicate that Druidry was far from 

extinguished.  

*NOTE: THE WORD “PAGAN” IS MEANT PEJORATIVELY AND THE MERRIAM WEBSTER       

DICTIONARY HAS INCLUDED IN ITS DEFINITIONS “HEATHEN,” “IRRELIGIOUS,” “HEDONIST,” 

“FOLLOWER OF POLYTHEISM,” AND “ONE WHO HAS LITTLE OR NO RELIGION AND WHO           

DELIGHTS IN SENSUAL PLEASURES AND MATERIAL GOODS.”   HOWEVER, THE TRUTH IS IT           

COMES FROM THE LATIN “PAGANUS” TRANSLATED LOOSELY AS “COUNTRY” OR “COUNTRYSIDE 

DWELLER” OR “RUSTIC;” THUS IT WAS INITIALLY A WORD DESCRIBING A PERSON OF LOCALITY 

RATHER THAN A RELIGION.    

                                                                                                                                                                   

After the destruction of formal Druidic foundations in Britain by the Romans, 

the historical picture became confused and fragmented. But Irish literature 

indicates, even after the inception of Christianity and the waning of the 

Druidic influence as a political and social force, the Druidic teachings flowed 

directly into the Irish Bardic schools where poets were taught. In fact, this 

period saw great amounts of literature coming out of the Bardic colleges,                                                                                                             

producing the poetry of many of the Celtic legendary figures.  At the same 

time, Celtic scholars, especially those of Ireland and Wales, also produced 

many texts containing a good deal of information about Druids and Druidry. 

These Bardic schools continued to function in Ireland, Scotland and Wales, 

up until the seventeenth century, finally closing during political turmoil.     

                                                                                                                                           

By the sixth century, all of Europe was Christian, and overt pagan practice 

had ceased to exist, having gone underground. Ironically, although 

Christianity was antagonistic to other faiths, it ended up also being built out 

of many elements of Druidry. As Christianity was being established in the 

Isles, many Celtic spiritual sites and popular rituals were adapted to 

Christian usage and what evolved was a unique and beautiful blend of 

Christianity and Druidry, known as the Celtic church. One of the elements it 

maintained was the connection with nature and with nature’s mysteries and 

there are stories of Celtic saints speaking with animals and plants, as the old 



Druids used to do. It has been surmised that this could have been due to the 

presence of surviving Druids who took shelter in the monastic sanctuary of 

the church, becoming monks and nuns and, as they were no longer 

forbidden to write, used the opportunity to infuse some aspects of Druidry 

onto the written page. Of particular fame is the “Carmina Gadelica,” the 

most complete anthology of Celtic oral tradition assembled; it is a 

compendium of prayers, hymns, charms, incantations, blessings, literary-

folkloric poems and songs, proverbs, lexical items, historical anecdotes, 

natural history observations and miscellaneous lore gathered in the Gaelic-

speaking regions of Scotland between 1860 and 1909. In one portion, it 

actually refers to “Jesus, my Druid” and in another replaces Brigid with 

Christ. (www.druidry.org) 

The Celtic church was less centralized and more monastic than the Roman 

church and was distinct from other forms of Christianity at that time. 

Although in many cases, these groups decided to join with the Roman 

church, Celtic Christianity, with its Druidic threads, was strong enough to 

have expanded into Europe. 

What is especially interesting and pertinent is the fact that the influx of 

Celtic monks from the renowned Celtic monastic centers of Ireland, 

Scotland, and Wales influenced the new occidental Christian Church to such 

an extent that it ended up adopting a certain number of Celtic traditions that 

have filtered down to us, such as the concepts of the trinity (however, in 

Druidry, it is G-d the father, nature the mother and earth the daughter), 

resurrection and redemption, as well as ritual processions of clergy and 

parishioners, pilgrimages to sacred sites and even festivals of certain Celtic 

divinities such as Lugh, Cernunnos, and Dana, which were literally rehashed 

as festivals of St. Michael, St. Cornelius, and St. Ann; other Celtic goddesses 

became holy virgins, and the great queen of the Celts became the 

grandmother of Jesus.  

Even the solstices and equinoxes were Christianized; however, the Church 

could not totally efface the indigenous social calendar because it was linked 

to important agricultural practices, with human (and other worldly) activities 

and spiritual processes following cycles of both vegetative and animal 

growth. Instead, festivals of sowing and harvesting the fruits of the earth, 

and the honoring of internal and external cycles, were reassigned to church 

festivals, and various saints became the focus of the rituals. This resulted in 

http://www.druidry.org/


a solar-based Christian holiday calendar directly influenced by the Celtic 

festivals of the already established lunar-based Druidic calendar. The 

names-and the meaning behind the festivals were, however, molded to fit 

the Church, and they are still observed today.   

Some brief examples are:                                                                                                 

Samhuin (Oct31-Nov2; Celtic New Year): = All Hallows; All Saints; All Souls                                       

Winter Solstice (Dec 21): Re/Birth of the Sun= Christmas (Birth of the Son)             

Imbolc (Feb 2): Candlemass; Feast of St.Blaise; St Brigit’s Day                                           

Spring Equinox (March 21)=Easter                                                            

Beltaine (May1):=Mayday; Roodmas                                                                                               

Summer Solstice=St Johns Day;                                                                           

Lughnasadgh (Aug 1)= Lammas; St. Catherine’s Day                                                                               

Autumnal Equinox (Sept 21)=Harvest Day; Michaelmas  

 

Each Celtic festival held, and still holds, a great deal of significance and 

beauty, both sacred and mundane, and is accompanied by detailed ritual; for 

more information, please see the OBOD website. (www.druidry.org) 

               

 

 

                           
                                       ( 
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CELTIC INDIGENOUS MEDICINE 
 

 

(portions of the following  have utilized and  paraphrased information from the most amazing website, entitled,  

“Land  Sky Sea” (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) which contains within it some of the most 

detailed information on Celtic cosmology that I have seen in all the years I’ve been teaching. Although other 

sources have been utilized as well, I would like to extend my gratitude for their extraordinary compendium)  

In many cases, although some customs survived in a Christian framework, 

Celtic rituals and customs did not change to suit a Christian worldview. 

Remnants of ancient practices and rituals remained, especially in rural areas, 

as folk tradition; with this information, often handed down through 

generations and coupled with Classical and Bardic/Druid writings, it becomes 

possible to reconstruct concepts and rituals that reflect the pre-Christian 

Celtic belief system and worldview.  

“It has long been recognized that the herbal knowledge of Indigenous people 

has some basis in scientific fact, and these days researchers are more ready 

to admit than many other folk that healing practices have some effect on the 

particular illnesses and injuries that beset all human groups. Indeed, such 

medicine is now dignified with the name ‘ethnomedicine’ and there are many 

studies of surviving Indigenous healing methods in Africa, the Americas, Asia 

and parts of Europe. The healing practices of the ancient Celts, and the 

approaches handed down and utilized even now, especially in the areas of 

modern Wales, Cornwall, Scotland  and Ireland, are similarly worthy of study 

and consideration.” (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

Celtic Indigenous medicine is, indeed, considered a form of ethnomedicine. 

The Celts were prevalent across Europe and, in spite of other tribal 

influences, they developed a well-defined, complex medical system specific 

to their spiritual and cosmological beliefs. Many of their healing practices 

came directly from the beliefs they held, evolving from their relationship 

with the land upon which they lived and how they viewed the world around 

them.  

Once settled in their new land, the Celts developed a deep spiritual and 

physical connection to the land. They became primarily an agriculturally-

based community and much of early pre-Christian Celtic spirituality was a 

response to the natural world in which they lived and worked. 

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


The Celts devised a lunar calendar; the year was split into 2 halves--the 

dark time, which ran from Samhuin to Beltaine and the light time, which ran 

from Beltaine to Samhuin, with their days beginning the night before. There 

were 8 Seasonal festivals-4 solar, which corresponded to the solstices and 

equinoxes and 4 lunar, which fell midway between the solar, based primarily 

on cycles of growing and herding.  Each of these festivals were accompanied 

by specific ceremonies to honor these shifts, generally intertwined with the 

use of the four elements, directions, and the circle as well as other objects 

relative to the ceremony and powers were invoked and evoked based on the 

intention.  

Keenly aware of their dependence on, and interdependence with, the natural 

forces around them, the Celts did not pray to a power that existed outside 

their world in some far-off heaven. For them, power was present in this 

world. The elemental forces could wield their power to drastically affect 

human lives. In turn, the deities knew how to control the power of the 

elements, to balance rain and sun as needed for a good harvest, to hold 

back rivers from flooding and to bring together all the forces that could bring 

prosperity to an agricultural people.  

Because there was never a separation between external shifts and those 

occurring internally, the interdependence and intimate relationship of “as 

above, so below, as within, so without” was a vital component during not 

only ceremonial times, but on a daily basis as well; as a result, ritual 

became an integral part of daily life. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

As it was commonly believed that humans needed to learn to live in balance 

with natural forces instead of trying to control them, everyone in the society 

had some knowledge of how to live in balance with the forces who shared 

their world. To demonstrate their dedication and to assist in these 

interactions, the people had an almost endless assortment of daily routines, 

charms prayers and rituals, as well as those held monthly, seasonal and 

yearly, all performed at certain times and days and accompanied by the 

right ritual actions or words that sought the protection and help of the 

deities, ancestors or otherworldly beings or forces.  

Balance, then, was fundamental to the natural order and had to be 

maintained by ritual, work and the law. In the performance of individual 

ritual, deep, interdependent connections were built between the individual 



and the world of nature and spirit. Assembling together and participating in  

ritual and ceremony, under the guidance of a Druid as their religious leader, 

the community as a whole achieved balance in itself and with the universe. 

What the participants did in a ritual had significance for themselves, for their 

community, and for the world around them. 

Celtic approaches to healing were, as with the entirety of their cosmological 

beliefs, animistic in nature. Because it was believed that everything in the 

natural world had a spiritual energy or essence that could be contacted, they 

did not pray to the natural world for good health; instead, in their 

interactions with the world around them, they learned to work in 

collaboration, understanding that a respectful relationship with the natural 

environment, the elements and those from the Otherworld, was required for 

the avoidance of illness and maintenance of good health. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

Celtic medicine was based upon an awareness of this relationship and the 

need for coherency and balance, not only for the community as a whole, but 

for each individual existing within it.  Sickness, disease and death were often 

seen to arise as a result of disorder and imbalance; legends tell of many who 

met their death  as a result of violating their “geis,” a prohibition or taboo 

placed upon them which, when broken, disturbed the order of things. 

Sickness was seen as coming from one of several events: as a result of 

actions that went against natural laws, a state of disruption in the balance of 

the regular world with the Otherworld, caused by certain inadvertent or 

disrespectful interactions with its inhabitants, or from malign influences such 

as the evil eye used by witches, faery or malevolent persons who had been 

offended. In fact, there is a consistency in the belief that offending any 

Otherworldly beings can result in sickness. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

At its foundation, Celtic views of the world stemmed from the recognition 

that they shared the land and its resources with other human beings, worldly 

creatures including animals, birds, plants, and trees and a host of beings 

whose presence was not always easily detected.  Some seemed to travel 

between worlds, while others were more permanently attached to specific 

geographic features or parts of the visible world. The unseen beings could be 

friendly, indifferent, or even hostile, depending on who they were, what they 

wanted and how the individual behaved.  

 



There were several categories of unseen beings with specific characteristics 

and, often, specific places they called home. 

 

1. THERE WERE THOSE SPIRITS THAT WERE LINKED TO THE NATURAL FORCES AND  

SPIRITS ASSOCIATED WITH LANDMARKS AND THE WEATHER, INCLUDING THE ELEMENTS 

(SUN, MOON, WIND, STORM, DEW, RAIN); THEY WERE PART OF THE VISIBLE WORLD AND 

THEIR PURPOSES MIGHT RUN COUNTER TO THOSE OF HUMAN BEINGS. 

 

2. THERE WERE POWERFUL BEINGS DEPICTED WITH SOME ANTHROPOMORPHIC   

CHARACTERISTICS BUT WHO WERE STILL DISTINCTLY "OTHER." THEY HAD THE POWER AND 

SKILL TO CONTROL THE WEATHER AND OTHER NATURAL FORCES. HUMANS COULD BECOME 

THEIR CLIENTS AND ENLIST THEIR AID. AS THE CHRISTIAN ERA PROGRESSED, THESE 

FIGURES WERE PERCEIVED AS FALLEN ANGELS OR DEMONS, BUT WERE COMMONLY CALLED 

BY THE CELTS THE SIDHE OR FAERY. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 
 

 

Much has be written and sources describe a variety of different types and 

relatives; it begins, however, with the Tuatha de Danaan, the people of the 

Goddess Danu (Anu in Irish) who is the Celtic land or Mother Goddess. They    

were considered supernatural angelic-like beings who came to Ireland and,     

after several battles, decided to go underground and live in barrows and 

cairns; this new habitat led to another name for them and they became 

known as the Sidhe. The more common, widely-known name of "fairy" came 

from the unwillingness of the people to call the Sidhe or Danaan folk by their 

name, for that was considered bad luck. Euphemisms such as "hill folk," "the 

gentry," "wee folk," "good folk," "blessed folk," "good neighbors," or "fair 

folk" abounded, and "fair folk" was shortened to "fairies;” they have  also 

been called "faery," “fey,”or the “Ancient Ones. http://www.csun.edu/~hceng029/yeats/funaro.html 

 

 Some sources describe a variety of different types and locations of their 

home; some say the faery or Sidhe come from TirnanOg-Land of Ever 

Young, while others say they either live underground in fairy  mounds, 

across the western sea or in an invisible world that coexists with the world of 

humans, like a parallel universe. I personally have come to know them as 

the Sidhe, the Shining Ones of the Hollow Hills (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

All the Sidhe (or Si, in modern Irish) were associated with many 

supernatural abilities. Believed to live side by side with the human world, 

both beneficial and harmful interactions would take place. Fairies were 

feared to be interested in stealing people, especially babies of new mothers, 

http://www.csun.edu/~hceng029/yeats/funaro.html


and if someone took ill, they could be accused of being a "changeling," left 

by the Sidhe in place of the original healthy individual. The dreaded "Slua 

Sidhe" of fairies was an evening cavalcade, out to do some mischief or harm. 

The Sidhe, however, were also welcomed when they helped the poor, did 

chores, left money for people or endowed them with great talent, so they 

weren't always considered devilish.  All faery/Sidhe, no matter where they 

are, or what kind they are, are both good natured and bad natured, they can 

use their magics, glamour and ability to heal or to hurt, and often they are 

said to be rather selfish.  If you should disrespect them or impede their 

activities, you will likely encounter some type of revenge or will be required 

to make “payment” to rebalance things. http://celticsociety.freeservers.com/sidhe.html;l 

http://grovesofannwyn.tripod.com/TypesOf.html ;  http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.html                                                                                                                                                                            

The Celts were very aware of the variety of unseen beings with whom they 

were in relationship, and they were also aware of the two other 

environments over which they had no control but which were intimately 

linked to daily life. These were the Underworld and the Otherworld. 

“THE UNDERWORLD WAS INHABITED BY THE DEAD AND THE OTHERWORLD BY THE DEITIES. 

ALTHOUGH BOTH WORLDS ARE SEPARATE, THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN THEM COULD BE BLURRED. 
THE MYTHS SHOW THAT LIVING PEOPLE OCCASIONALLY VISITED BOTH WORLDS, BUT TRAFFIC WAS 

MORE COMMON IN THE OTHER DIRECTION. THE DEITIES SEEM TO HAVE BEEN ABLE TO ENTER THE 

PHYSICAL WORLD AT ANY TIME BUT THE DEAD HAD TO WAIT FOR LIMINAL TIMES WHEN 

THRESHOLDS COULD BE CROSSED. THESE COINCIDED WITH A CHANGE FROM ONE STATE TO 

ANOTHER SUCH AS AT DUSK, WHEN THE NEW DAY BEGAN AND, MOST ESPECIALLY, AT THE CELTIC 

FESTIVAL (SAMHAIN IN MODERN IRISH) THAT MARKED THE END OF THE OLD YEAR AND THE START 

OF THE NEW. OVERALL, THERE IS A SOMBER, DARK HEAVY ENERGY HERE.  HOWEVER, BASED 

UPON THE SITUATION, IT WAS APPROPRIATE TO ATTEMPT TO CONTACT THE SPIRITS OF 

ANCESTORS OR PARTICULAR SPIRITS OF THE DEAD WHO COULD BE CALLED ON TO LEND HELP TO 

LIVING HUMANS. 

BY CONTRAST, THE OTHERWORLD WAS BRIGHT AND CHEERFUL WITH ABUNDANT FOOD AND 

DRINK. TIME PASSED AT A RATE DIFFERENT TO THAT OF THE ORDINARY WORLD. ITS INHABITANTS 

WERE AGELESS. EXISTING PARALLEL TO OUR WORLD, THE OTHERWORLD WAS THE PRINCIPAL 

HOME OF THE ANCIENT CELTIC DEITIES. THE UNDERWORLD IS CLOSELY RELATED TO THE 

OTHERWORLD AND SOMETIMES EQUATED WITH IT. BOTH REPRESENT DIMENSIONS WHERE 

MYSTERIOUS BEINGS AND CREATURES LIVED.”  

ALTHOUGH THEY EMANATED FROM THE OTHERWORLD, THE DEITIES WERE THOUGHT TO BE BOTH 

LIKE AND UNLIKE HUMANS. THE PRE-CHRISTIAN CELTS DID NOT SEE THEIR DEITIES AS 

ABSTRACT, UNIVERSAL ARCHETYPES OR INDIFFERENT, UNINVOLVED POWERS. THEY WERE 

THOUGHT OF AS PERSONAL, CONSCIOUS, UNIQUE, AND SPECIFIC BEINGS WHO WERE INTERESTED 

IN THE AFFAIRS OF THIS WORLD AND ACTED TO DIRECTLY INFLUENCE THE COURSE OF EVENTS. 
DEITIES COULD BE POWERFUL ALLIES IF YOU MAINTAINED A GOOD RELATIONSHIP WITH THEM. 

http://celticsociety.freeservers.com/sidhe.html;l
http://grovesofannwyn.tripod.com/TypesOf.html


HUMANS WHO WERE WILLING TO DEDICATE THE TIME AND ENERGY NECESSARY TO CULTIVATE A 

RELATIONSHIP WITH DEITIES COULD COUNT ON THEIR HELP IN TIMES OF NEED. HOWEVER, IT WAS 

BELIEVED THAT DISASTER MIGHT ENSUE IF THE RELATIONSHIP WERE NEGLECTED. 

HEALING MAGIC MIGHT ALSO INVOLVE INVOKING A DEITY OF HEALTH AND HEALING SUCH AS 

AIRMID (IRISH), DIANCECHT (IRISH), LAEG (IRISH), MEG THE HEALER (SCOTTISH), MIACH 

(IRISH), ARIADNE (WELSH/CORNISH/BRETON), OR CLOTA (SCOTTISH). AIRMID WAS THE 

DAUGHTER OF THE GOD OF MEDICINE, DIANCECHT. SHE WAS A MAGICIAN AND HERBALIST ADEPT 

IN ALL THE HEALING ARTS.” (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

 

An additional environment that impacted the health and well-being of both 

individuals and the community was that of the “Betwixt and Between.” 

There was power inherent in the times and places between the fullness of 
times and places. In fact, between these states of being exist shades of 

gray, the intervals of dawn and dusk, the moments as one year ends and 
the next begins, the space between land and water, flatland and forest. 

Liminality is the quality of these threshold states that can refer to time of 
day or year, sexual identity, physical location, state of mind, being, weather, 

or social role. 

Liminal people included poets, seers, and musicians because it was believed 
they could contact the Otherworld. Seers and poets who crossed to the 

Otherworld were expected to bring back direction and guidance that might 

involve change or return health and they were often asked to do so on 
behalf of another or the community. Liminal places included forests, 

seashores, crossroads, territorial boundaries, caves, river fords, wells, 
bridges, and burial grounds. Such places held inherent power and were likely 

sites to encounter deities, the dead, and other non-human entities from 
whom information and wisdom could potentially be obtained. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)         
 
 
                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                           

                        

 

          



OTHER SOURCES OF POWER                                                            
AND SIGNIFICANCE FOR HEALING 

THE HEALING POWER OF HERBS                                                                   
The ancient Celts were close to the land, so they knew about the healing 
plants of their world and used the plants around them; thus, Celtic herbalism 

was born.  It is appropriate to label it as Celtic Ethnomedicine, as 
categories were well established and have become the source of much 

Western herbal medical study. Use of herbs by Druids and Scottish 
Highlanders are found in manuscripts from the 8th Century and even before 

for variations of illnesses and healing; they offer valuable medical 

information that has been and is still being used, although much of the 
healing lore has been lost.                                                                                                       

Some specific herbs that were utilized are described here:                                                                     
“IN CELTIC TRADITION, HERBS WERE PLANTS USED FOR AROMATIC, SAVORY OR MEDICINAL 

PURPOSES AND OFTEN HAD ASSOCIATIONS WITH SPECIFIC CELTIC DEITIES. DRUIDS WERE 

ESPECIALLY SKILLED IN BOTANY AND THE USE OF HERBS AND POISONS. DOSAGE FORMS 

INCLUDED TEAS, TINCTURES, FOMENTATIONS, SYRUPS, AND SALVES, COMMONLY USED HERBS 

INCLUDE: ANISE, BLACKTHORN, CARAWAY, CHAMOMILE, DANDELION DILL, ELDER, EYEBRIGHT, 

FOXGLOVE, WILD BASIL, WILD GARLIC, GINGER, HAWTHORN, HORSE RADISH, IVY, JUNIPER 

(THE BERRIES WERE BELIEVED TO HAVE PROTECTIVE PROPERTIES AND WERE BURNED IN THE 

SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS FOR PURIFICATION), LAVENDER, MINT, MISTLETOE (FAVORED BY THE 

DRUIDS, AND OAKS SPORTING MISTLETOE, WERE MOST SACRED. THIS HERB WAS ALSO SEEN AS  

A SIGN FROM THE OTHERWORLD), PLANTAIN, ROSEMARY, ROWAN (BELIEVED TO AVERT THE EVIL 

EYE AND VERY PROTECTIVE.), SKULLCAP, SORREL, ST. JOHN’S WORT, VALERIAN, AND YARROW 

(A SACRED HERB USED AS A LOVE CHARM AND ONE OF THE FAMOUS HERBS OF THE “LANCASHIRE 

WITCHES)”  (https://www.selfgrowth.com/experts/jonathan_klemens.html) 

                                                                                                                     
HERBS USED AS PREVENTION                                                                                                          

Since sickness was often thought to have its origin in the Otherworld and 
prevention being better than a cure, plants and trees were also widely used 

for protective magic and had an important role to play in the maintenance of 
health.                                                                                                                          

RITUALS CONNECTED WITH THE PICKING OF HERBS                                                                                                                                
Not surprisingly, herbs had to be gathered in the right way; that is, with   

the appropriate actions, charms and invocations. NOTE: there is practical 
and sensible advice about the drying of the parts of this plant, interwoven 

with the rituals. The time of gathering according to the heavens, the 
propitiation of the earth or earth spirits, the use of the circle drawn with 

iron, were as much part of their science, their systematic and formulated 
knowledge, as the method of drying the plant. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

http://www.selfgrowth.com/herbal.html


A STATEMENT OF INTENT would have been an important part of the ritual 

gathering of the plant as well, since the spoken or breathed word was 
thought to be magically potent.  However, there are other components in 

this healing ritual which re-occur throughout Celtic healing folklore, including 
the use of water, especially from wells, and use of medicinal plants and 

herbs, repeated a certain number of times. 
 

THE POWER OF THE ELEMENTS (Earth, Air, Fire, Water)                                                

Although all the elements were of importance, Fire and Water were 
particularly important elements in Celtic thought, belief and observances.                                                 

** BOTH FIRE AND WATER WERE USED TO TRADITIONALLY CLEANSE THE CIRCLE TO CREATE  

 SACRED SPACE PRIOR TO DRUID CEREMONY.                                                                                                   
**THE DRUIDS BELIEVED THAT A PERSON’S SOUL AND THE UNIVERSE WERE 

 INDESTRUCTIBLE ALTHOUGH FIRE & WATER COULD, AT TIMES, PREVAIL OVER THEM.                                              
**FIRE AND WATER USED TOGETHER IN INCANTATIONS PROTECTED THE PEOPLE AGAINST 

 ILL-OMENED BIRDS AND OTHER CREATURES.                                                                                                                                                                                                         

** FIRE AND WATER WERE BOTH CONSIDERED  DESTRUCTIVE AND LIFE GIVING, BASED 

 UPON HOW THEY WERE USED.                                                                       

**BOTH FIRE (AS THE SUN) AND WATER HAD AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN HEALING.                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                              
FIRE gives warmth and light, symbolized with sun; possesses the power of 

transformation and when harnessed is helpful for cooking; ritual burning of 
an object was thought to destroy it in this world but send it transformed into 

the Otherworld. As the Sun, it is a source of great healing energy; sunrise 
considered an especially potent time and good for enhancing the effect of 

healing rituals. Walking 3 times around a fire or sacred place was a potent 

ritual action as it imitated the circling of the sun (always walk diesel) to draw 
down its beneficial powers prior to any undertaking.       

     

FIRE was venerated as a most sacred and holy thing, bringing blessings or 
divine favor and could strengthen and protect. It was unlucky to carry fire 

out of a house where a person was ill for to do so was to take away the 
blessing from the house and possibly the sick person’s spark of life. Fire was 

also used during some of the seasonal festivals: during Samhuin, cattle 
coming in from the fields for the winter would be walked between 2 fires to 

clear any vermin and people could throw things they were ready to let go of 

into the fire also at Samhuin to start a new year; at Beltaine, people would 
jump over the fire and the bonfires symbolized a new summer. 



WATER mediated between the other realms, traveling from the sky as rain 

and returning as evaporating dew after making the land fertile. Water also 
connected humans with the Otherworld. According to Irish stories, at least 

some rivers were thought to originate in wells in the Otherworld and then 
flow into this world. Such rivers, and wells and springs, were thought to 

carry the power and knowledge of the Otherworld to this one. Sacred to the 
Celts, many offerings of weapons and ornaments were thrown into lakes, 

streams and rivers. As with Fire, sending them into the water may have 
been thought to send them to the Otherworld. Water was also associated 

with Wisdom and is associated with regeneration and rebirth.  

 

WATER was considered a cleanser and a vehicle or medium for carrying 
things, seen and unseen. Its medicinal qualities alone were highly 

regarded, especially if it came from a particular river or well; some 
lakes and rivers were thought to have healing properties and the power to 

cure ailments. It had the power to cure ailments.  It was believed that 
circling a spring well sunwise (deasil) and leaving an offering might cure 

disease. Used in folk healing,  
 

 
WATER was used as a medium for making up herbal potions, used to 

absorb and take on the healing and beneficial qualities of other objects; it 
had the ability to absorb or carry the magical and curative effect of prayers 

and incantations. Plant, animal and magical cures were commonly 
combined with water, often administered three times.   

                                                                                                                          

OTHER FORMS OF WATER USED FOR HEALING                                                                     

-As a form of water, Spittle was widely used as a healing and protective 
agent. It was often thought to be even more effective for healing if it was 

mixed with the soil or dust from a sacred well or site. Lady Wilde records 
that fasting spittle, especially if mixed with clay from a healing well, was 

especially efficacious. 

-The Water of Life –‘uisge beatha’in Gaelic, usquebaugh in 
Scots and Whisky in English, it considered to be almost a panacea, given 

for a variety of ailments but believed to be specific for smallpox. Clearly 
confidence in the medicinal value of whisky endured in Scotland long after 

the Middle Ages.  (https://celticl ife.com/ )  

 

https://celticlife.com/


SWEAT HOUSE                                                                                                            

Sweat houses were an essential folk-medical site in rural upland areas.                                                                                                            
Looking a little like stone igloos covered by grass and earth, the interiors 

were heated with turf, and patients entered and spent time in the closed 
settings and sweated out their fevers. An account from Rathlin Island on the 

north coast of Antrim noted: 

“…that previous to the bath, a fire was kindled inside, and when it was sufficiently 

heated, the ashes were swept out. The people came to be cured of the pianta fuar, 
as she called the rheumatism, the Irish name meaning literally ‘cold pains.” 

(Mulcahy 1903, 589). 

While one of the concerns of formal medicine was the lack of regulation they 
associated with folk medicine, there was evidence of some good regulatory 

practice at sweat houses. Used to cure flu, arthritis and rheumatism, they 
were sometimes regulated by itinerant bath masters who would check 

potential users as to their ability to withstand the rigors of the sweating 
cure. More importantly, sweat houses were privately or communally owned, 

providing a service to extended families and small communities in remote 
locations especially in the northern half of the country. This was especially 

important in locations where any form of conventional primary health care 
service did not meaningfully emerge until the end of the 19th century when 

a network of dispensaries, as part of a new ‘medico-administrative’ 

apparatus of power, introduced a more regulated set of public health spaces 
into the Irish countryside. But up to this time, sweat houses, similar in form 

to Scandinavian sauna or Mexican temazcalli, developed epigenetically and 
provided a form of local empowerment and ownership over a set of 

necessary healing practices. (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4352604/figure/ )  

 
STONES                                                                                                                    

QUARTZ/ROCK CRYSTAL:                                                                                                        
The ones that sparkle in the sun and give a pale glow in moonlight were 

highly prized; seen frequently at ritual sites in Celtic countries. Properties 

could be harnessed medicinally by placing them in a bowl of water, the 
water then being drunk or applied to a part of the body in need of healing. 

                                                                                                                        
OTHER STONES: The same was done with certain stones, especially white 

ones, and metal objects which were thought to have special powers - 
especially gold, silver and iron. Although rubbing the affected part with them 

could access their powers, they were also placed in water which was then 
used medicinally. Sometimes small stones which resembled a part of the 

body had to be rubbed on the appropriate part. 

                                                                                                                                            

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4352604/figure/


DIET AND CARE OF THE SICK                                                                                 

Manuscripts have been found that place emphasis on diet, exercise and care 
of the sick (eg. keeping them away from nose and disturbances); sleep and 

music were also used to help in caring for the sick.  
                                                                                                                                                         

THE POWER OF THE SPOKEN WORD-ORAL TRADITION                                   

The SPOKEN WORD was seen as possessing magical and creative power. It 

was used FOR HEALING through use of INCANTATION which was defined 
as a particular format of spell-work in which the words are chanted or sung, 

it is built up by the repetition of words, phrases, sounds and cadences to 
produce a hypnotic effect. The GOAL was to create an altered state of 

consciousness both for person reciting and for listener(s), making them 

more receptive to suggestion.                                                                        

HEALING CANTATION COMBINED WITH RITUAL ACTION                             
-Simulated ridding the sufferer of disease,                                                                                                    

-Also used when drinking or applying healing herbs or objects; together, 
 they reinforced the intention                                                                                                      

-INCANTATION had to have be said in specific ways in order to have a 
 powerful and positive effect.                                                             

-USE NAMES OF POWER-Deities and the Ancestors -often used in 
 incantations and were thought to actively summon  up the powers of 

 the deity or being so named.             

The lulling and hypnotic effect of the incantation or charm often made ritual 

actions more effective. Being in the presence of a healer, a person known to 
have special powers also had an invigorating effect on the psyche and 

immune system of the patient. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)  

RITUAL ACTIONS                                                                                                              

Symbolic/highly dramatic rituals, were also a feature of folk healing                                               
-Other ritual components found in Celtic healing folklore included: 

-USE of water, especially from wells                                                                                          
-USE OF medicinal plants or herbs, repeated a number of times 

USE OF “RIDDANCE” OR “TRANSFERENCE”                                                                                                                                      
Used with charms and incantations, idea here that the illness overwhelms 
the person, but by transferring it to other beings and elements it not only 

leaves the person but is redistributed so that it loses its power to do harm 
and a better balance is achieved.                                                              

Another charm sends a part of the malady onto ‘the great surging sea’ for 
‘She herself has the best means to carry’ and we see here again the role of 

water as transporter and cleanser. 

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


STORY-TELLING                                                                                                               

An important part of Celtic society, its uses and benefits went far beyond 
that of mere entertainment and social cohesion. In the process of the telling 

the ancestors were brought to life and their supernatural powers affirmed. 
The people of the tribe or community were brought into contact with the 

myths that affirmed the values and truths that were believed to underpin the 
mundane world. Folk traditions were abundant, using stories as their means 

of sharing the information. 

TREES AND GROVES                                                                                                                                   
Many trees were hallowed including the rowan, hazel, oak, and yew. The 

veneration or worship of the oak tree or oak-god was commonplace in Celtic 

and non-Celtic Europe; it could be used as food (acorns ground for flour) 
and to build shelter. Gatherings and festivals were often held in sacred oak 

groves. 

In popular writing, the oak is most closely associated with the Celts, and 
there is little doubt of its importance. Pliny writes that oak trees had especial 

significance for Druids, and that they conducted their most sacred rituals in 
oak groves. However, geographical location seems to have dictated the 

variety of tree held sacred by each tribe. 
 

Each tree, shrub and bush was valued for the benefit it provided, 

irrespective of its place in the hierarchy. Although some oaks were especially 
sacred to the Celts, the tree's main importance was for provision of acorns 

on which domesticated pigs could feed during the winter. Hazelnuts were a 
valuable source of protein and other nutrients for humans during the lean 

winter months. Other trees and shrubs were used to dye cloth, tan leather 
or for medicinal purposes. Apart from their more mundane uses as sources 

of food, medicine, dye-stuffs and building materials, trees were also 
associated with fertility of the land. 

 
Respect for their land and environment is very evident in the mythology of 

the Celts. Many deities are associated with natural features such as 
mountains and rivers, and with trees and animals. Some scholars suggest 

that deities "dwelled in the landscape and presided over all human 
undertakings." Such capricious forces might manifest themselves in almost 

any form and therefor merited respect. 

 
CIRCLES                                                                                                                            

To move in a circle like the sun was a way of putting oneself in alignment 
with the movement of the Heavens and was appropriate and beneficial; And, 

by putting oneself in harmony with the order of things it was thought to be a 
health benefit; to walk COR DEISEIL (in a sunwise motion) is the natural 



way of things asserting the power of truth and order. Circling Deiseil around 

a location or a person not only showed respect, it was also a means of 
protection.  

 
Also, as the Sun was considered a source of great healing energy, sunrise 

was an especially potent time and good for enhancing the effect of a healing 
ritual.                              

                                                                                                                                       
When performing ceremony or when walking around a fire or at a sacred 

site, it was taught that one should always walk sunwise or deiseil, usually a 
certain number of times; three is usual, but it could be seven or nine. Walking in 

this way was considered a potent ritual action because it imitated the circling of the 
sun and would draw down its beneficent power on any undertaking.                      

In contrast, moving WIDDERSHINS or COR TUATHAL against the sun, was 

usually reserved for cursing and rituals of harmful intent.                                                                                                        

However, in some instances it is appropriate to move WIDDEDRSHINS and 
can be used as an unwinding or a banishing of something as well as  a way 

of getting rid of the disease.                                                                                                                                        

It is said that one way of bringing about a cure was by passing the afflicted 

person or animal through a circle, believed by folklorists to symbolize 
regeneration, a new birth.                                                                                                                                                                                  

The circle could be made of a variety of materials, from woodbine, to yarn, 
to a cleft in a tree or a hole in a stone. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)                                                                                                       

Personally when performing ceremony or creating sacred space, I will open 

the circle by moving deiseil and when I am unwinding it and closing it down, 
I will walk widdershins.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
BIRDS                                                                                                             

Birds, including the raven, swan, goose, owl, eagle, ouzel, and crane were 
considered sacred in the Celtic culture. Birds had special significance for the 

early Celts. Their ability to fly was akin to freeing the soul in death, 
symbolism often found in Celtic Christian iconography. Mythology contains 

many instances of birds as Otherworld beings or as messengers from the 
Otherworld. Waterfowl were especially revered because they were associated 

with air, land and water, often regarded as thresholds between this world 
and the Otherworld (especially the crane).                                                                                                                                                              

                                                                                                                           



ANIMALS                                                                                                      

Other divine animals included the dog, cat, wolf, bull, boar, stag, horse, 
bear, salmon, ram, serpent, and butterfly. These animals are often depicted 

in intricate knotted patterns. Animals were mythically important to the Celts 
too. Boar, deer and other animals have already been mentioned in 

connection with the hunt and farming.   

Even more importantly, the deities could transform themselves into animals, 
and the Celts often identified deities or their powers with animals. They 

never knew if the animal they hunted was a deity or not. Although deities 
could assume the shape of animals, the Celts also believed that animals, or 

at least representations of animals, had special powers of their own or 

through their association with deities. A number of myths and stories depict 
animals as helpers and guides, especially in liminal areas such as the forest 

or sea or the entrance to the Otherworld.    

Creatures, too, might not be what they seemed and many animals were 
thought to have inherent magical power or wisdom. One Scottish prayer 

invokes the power of the raven. Some cranes were thought to be able to 
speak with humans. Seals, if they cast off their skins, might mate with 

humans and from such encounters would come a dark-eyed family that told 
each And sometimes animals and birds could be the shifted forms of deities.  

 

            



                DOCTORS, HEALERS, PRACTITIONERS                   
       IN THE CELTIC WORLD 

 

I.CLASSICAL ACCOUNTS-EARLY HEALERS                                                                        
Not a great deal was written during this time as Druidic training  was an oral 

tradition; however, based on what is known of their training, it would seem 
apparent that some form of healing was known to them, especially in the 

case  of the Ovate.  The Classical writer Pliny the Elder (23-79 AD) did call 
them healers; Strabo described the Ovates and Druids as “natural 

philosophers;” and Julius Caesar described them as being “skilled in the 
workings of nature,” these latter two comments allude to them having    

some knowledge of herbs and other natural medicines and healing. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)   

Additionally, for the Celts, as much illness was attributed to Otherworldly 
influences, it was to be dealt with in the same manner; to that end, many    

of the healing practices and tools already listed, were most probably utilized, 
perhaps with the assistance of a folk healer as well as potentially having 

Otherworldly intervention perhaps by a faery doctor, a seer physician or a 
Druid or Ovate                                                                                                                         

                                                                                                                                    

II. SEER PHYSICIANS/FAIRY DOCTORS                                                                            
Celtic Seers and Diviners were often utilized to seek knowledge of what 

other’s should do; in this case, they would be called upon to do so to aid in 

the healing of another, with their own supernatural knowledge and powers 
as well as enlisting Otherworldly aid. Also, according to one medieval 

account of medicine in Ireland, it was expected of the greatest physicians 
that they should be able to diagnose each illness of the various members of 

the family from the smoke rising from the hearth, giving another 
demonstration of the connection between divination and healing. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)                                                                                                                                      

Fairy doctors, found in Celtic folk traditions, obtained their knowledge and 
healing abilities from the Otherworld. They were able to converse with the  

fairies and other spirits in order to find out what the cause of a person’s 
illness was and how it might be cured. There is a consistency in this belief, 

namely that offending Otherworldly Beings results in sickness. The fairy 
doctors and traditional healers of the Celts were able to restore right 

relations with the Otherworld and bring about healing.  

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm
http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


III. PROFESSIONAL PHYSICIANS/HEREDITARY PHYSICIANS       

As the name implies, there were men during medieval times that, without 
the aid of supernatural skills, used medicine and healing methods to 

successfully treat. Often, they were army physicians, belonging to troops; 
they treated the injured by putting plants and herbs into their wounds and, 

in some cases, possibly performing types of surgical procedures.  

By the Middle Ages, Celtic social life was primarily organized on the clan 
system of lineage-based groups owning and occupying a particular territory. 

Clansmen were usually kinsmen of their chief, but a clan would also include 
unrelated families drawn in for protection or other benefits and in time 

assuming the clan name                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

It was characteristic of Celtic society in Ireland, Scotland and Wales to have 

learned and professional classes who adhered to a strong hereditary 
principle, had rights and status in law and were bound to clan leaders and 

princes. It was also commonly thought traditionally that these families of 
physicians were descended from someone who has been given access to 

Otherworld knowledge; a tradition arose that their healing skills had come 
from a fairy. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)   

The health of a Highland chief and his immediate kinsmen would be 

safeguarded by his hereditary physician according to strict legal 
requirements. For example, any man who injured a friend or neighbor 

physically was obliged by law to provide for the care of his victim until 
recovery was confirmed by the physician. The care of the common people 

was another matter, for illness and injury would be treated within the family, 
with the advice of a wise woman or healer versed in the herbal remedies and 

healing charms handed down through many generations. . 
(https://celticlife.com/) 

With the arrival of the Christian religion to replace the old Druidic rituals, 

Irish scholarship flourished, spread to other Celtic lands and no doubt 
brought with it some skills in tending the sick. As the clan system developed 

in both Ireland and Scotland, the chiefs began to surround themselves with 
personal entourages of learned men, including physicians, and the link with 

the Church progressively diminished, though the hereditary nature of 
medical practice continued.  

                                                   

In Celtic Ireland, the early physicians appointed to noble Irish clan families 
were highly educated men, with connections to the great European medical 

schools such as Louvain and Padua, while some other hereditary physicians 

established medical schools of their own in Ireland.                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm
https://celticlife.com/


In Celtic Scotland there were comparable medical families; one of whom and 

perhaps the most famous in Scotland, the Beatons, provided medical service 
not only to noble clan families, but also to the Royal House of Scotland, 

serving the Scottish kings from the 14th to the 18 Century. 

The attachment to clans of hereditary learned men began to decline in the 
17th Century and died out in the succeeding one. In the early period of the 

clan system, bards and breves were ranked higher than leeches in the chief's 
hierarchy of attendants but physicians gradually rose in status and in the 

end were the last of the learned men to be attached to the chiefs' retinues. 

As late as 1784, descendants of the hereditary medical dynasties were still 

established as physicians to some of the great families in the Western Isles,  
though generally clan affiliations had ceased. Many members of the medical 

families continued to practice medicine but in the Lowland Scottish tradition    
based on university medical schools and apprenticeships, rather than in the 

traditional Celtic way. (https://www.rcpe.ac.uk/heritage/hereditary-physicians-celtic-medicine)                                                                                                                                    

It was in the Middle Ages, then, that there began to clearly emerge two 

streams  of health care in Celtic society – the first was medicine as practiced 
first by Ovate/Druid, then by the Christian clergy and army physicians, 

following soon after by the Clan Chiefs’ professional /Hereditary physicians 
and the second was through transmission of a great body of 

folklore/folk/herbal medicine and Traditional medicine passed down, 

primarily through an oral tradition and practiced by both countryside folk as 
well as by those Ovates and Druids who survived but went into hiding. 

The later clan physicians would have known about the nostrums and charms 

of folklore and ignored or disparaged them in public. Nevertheless, with their 

inability to cure prevalent diseases such as smallpox, they probably tacitly 

condoned the herbal and other remedies of wise women, though their 

written manuscripts did not record such Indigenous treatment and were 

based almost entirely on classical sources. They translated into Gaelic the 

great medical texts originally written in Greek, Latin or Arabic, adding 

glosses of their own, and in so doing extended medical knowledge and made 

it more widely accessible throughout the Celtic world. (https://celt ic l i fe.com/ )  

In regard to the evolution of Celtic medicine in Wales, it seems that some of 

the Welsh medical manuscripts show more native influences than those of 

Ireland. There are not many charms, but many of the recipes are fairly 

simple, unlike the more complicated remedies of the learned European 

https://www.rcpe.ac.uk/heritage/hereditary-physicians-celtic-medicine
https://celticlife.com/


tradition. They are of two types, lists of remedies for specific diseases and 

recipes. The prose is of a more native kind similar to that found in the works 

relating to bards and lawyers. It is characterized by numerical groupings, 

including triads, which made them easier  to learn; it is interesting to note 

that this format was one utilized by the Bards, Ovates and Druids as they 

were required to commit vast amounts of information to memory--they also 

grouped information in triads as three was a sacred number.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                 

IV. WOMEN HEALERS                                                                                            

Although the physicians in the Irish laws and legends are commonly referred 

to as ‘he’, there is evidence that women were also physicians and healers 

throughout Celtic lands. An ancient Irish manuscript states "It is worthy of 

remark that in our legendary history female physicians are often mentioned: 

and so we see that in ancient Ireland the idea was abroad which is so 

extensively coming into practice in our own day."  What training these 

women had and how they fitted into the system of medical care in ancient 

Ireland is unknown. It seems likely that their knowledge was passed down 

orally and that they treated the common people of the territory for everyday 

ailments and wounds rather than battle-field injuries or those that were the 

subject of compensation claims.  An alternative possibility is that they 

received training previously either from or as a Druid. As it is the case that 

men and women held equal status and both men and women could study 

and attain Druid status, it would follow that training might have occurred 

and, during the times of hiding, they utilized their knowledge as a folk-

healer, a faery doctor, a midwife and/or an herbalist.  

(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)      

                                                                                                                                          

V. FOLK MEDICINE/FOLK HEALERS                                                                                    

In the early Celtic world, there was general belief in the supernatural – 

fairies, demons and the threat of the evil eye (‘droch-shuil’) and there were 

certain people who were believed to have occult powers while others were 

able to exorcise evil spirits. These beliefs were complemented by a deep 

knowledge of the therapeutic properties of plants, animal products and other 

materials, even water. The wise women and other gifted individuals would 

use these medicinal substances in combination with charms and incantations 

in the treatment of disease. 

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


In medieval Ireland there were healers who ministered to the needs of the 

people of the túath and were distinct from the official, qualified doctors who 

helped to administer the sick rule of law and tend to the victims of violence 

and injury. As in most societies, these men and women and their 

counterparts in Wales and the Highland and Islands of Scotland, continued 

to heal the sick, wounded and mentally ill in their communities up to the 

present time. Many of these native physicians healed in a way that reflects 

that of the seer-physician of the Táin and earlier Celtic tradition. They were 

‘knowledgeable’ men and women who had healing abilities and who, in an 

almost shamanic way, were able to converse with supernatural powers in 

order to cure illnesses, find lost things, remove spells and predict the future. 

Some of these healers gained their knowledge from learning and books, 

some purely from the fairies or other supernatural beings, some from a 

combination of both. In Irish folk tradition the various ups and downs of life 

that people had no control over were generally put down to the activities of 

Otherworld beings. The fairy doctors were able to restore the balance with 

the fairy world and so bring about healing. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)      

                                                                                                                                         

VI. SURGEONS AND BONE SETTERS                                                                                  

Surgery was practiced from the earliest times - there is evidence, for 

instance, of trepanation (the making of holes in the skull) being carried out 

in the Bronze Age in Scotland, from a skull found on the Isle of Bute.  It also 

appears that there were British surgeons in existence in the 50s CE s as a 

grave was discovered in Southern England containing medical instruments. 

The 13 instruments found would have enabled the surgeon to carry out a 

range of procedures, such as cutting, excising, retracting, extracting and 

dissecting. The Irish law tracts, while silent on the techniques and range of 

the surgeons’ activities, confirm that surgical procedures were carried out in 

Ireland.The Bretha Crólige shows that the physician was allowed to cause 

bleeding during his treatment but he had to pay a fine and meet the cost of 

the patient’s sick-maintenance if he cut a joint or sinew.   

It should be noted that, whereas in other parts of the British Isles surgeons 

developed from barbers and until comparatively recently were of inferior 

status   to physicians, the Celtic physicians combined medical and surgical 

skills, and were expert in such procedures as trephining, venesection and 

cutting for the stone.  

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


                                                                                                                             

Bone-Setters have certainly existed in Wales, Scotland and Ireland since 

the medieval period and probably longer. Like the charmers and other folk 

healers, bone setting was something that ran in the blood and bone setters 

were gifted with ‘the touch’. They practiced their skill alongside their normal 

occupations. Their particular skill was in healing sprains and dislocations 

and, although there were certainly some who missed tubercular joints and 

failed to detect fractures, there were many who were very competent in 

what they did and enjoyed a good reputation. Massage, binding of the 

affected part of the limb and the faith the patients had in the bone-setter 

were all part of the practice. There were also several versions of a charm 

which was widely used for sprains and dislocations.                                                                                                                                                     

Indeed, as an empirical example of authentic practice, the bone-setter was 

and remains an important folk practitioner across cultures and has strong 

links to contemporary authenticated forms of complementary medical 

modalities such as osteopathy and chiropractic.                                                                                                                                                            

In Ireland, the bone-setter was a valued folk medical practitioner across the 

province of Ulster. While they often carried out an itinerant practice, moving 

from place to place as needed, they also operated from known locations to 

which they drew in turn a handsome clientele.  Almost always male, they 

drew on a wealth of often hereditary experience, as well as what they 

learned from their fathers and grand-fathers; as far as their patients were 

concerned, this gave them as much authenticity and ownership of practice 

as any professional physician which allowed them to continue to heal. 
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4352604/) 

                                                                                                                                  

VIIA.  SEERS                                                                                                        
(summarized & taken primarily from this wonderful site; http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)   

 Tales of the Celts, whether historical accounts, medieval myths, or more 

modern folktales, are filled with references to the ability of some to see and 

know what is hidden from most. This ability has given the Celts as a whole 

the reputation of being mystical dreamers, when in fact, though the belief in 

such abilities is widespread, it has always been believed that only a few 

receive what in English is called the "sight." 

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


Those with the sight obtain knowledge either by a sudden knowing or 

through a vision. Such visions are often symbolic and easily misinterpreted. 

Sometimes, they may be startlingly real, like watching a video in one's mind, 

but frustratingly incomplete. A seer may see an accident occurring but have 

no idea when or where the event is supposed to take place. Other times, the 

seer simply knows the answer; suddenly the knowledge is simply there in 

one's mind. It may even come as a feeling that the knowledge is passed into 

one's body like an electric charge so that the experience may be more a 

bodily knowing than an intellectual one. There is also evidence that some 

Celtic seers spoke  from a state that might be likened to trance, in which the 

seers did not actually realize what they were saying and might have no 

memory of what they had said once they recovered from the trance-like 

state. Sometimes, the experience combines several of these elements so 

that, for example, the seer sees the events in a vision and knows when and 

where they will occur. 

 

It is thought the art of Celtic seership may have reached its height in the 

pre-Christian period when such skills were valued. In those days, gifted 

children and young adults were probably guided and trained by elders with 

experience and skill. Remnants of these traditions can be found in 

descriptions left by poets of medieval Ireland. Although some of the seer's 

skills were banned by the Christian establishment, others were permitted.  

 

Every culture has its own words for talking about what visionaries and seers 

do. Like many, the Celtic traditions use words and images relating to sight 

and vision to talk about the ineffable experiences of shamanic-type 

practitioners and others who journey to the Otherworld. For example, the 

Irish term imbas (modern iomas) means "vision that illumines." As such, it 

refers to the ability to see what is not visible to most. Imbas also means the 

experience of having that vision. Combined with forosnai, the term also 

refers to a method of inducing vision. The Welsh awen has similar meaning 

and use, and awenyddion refers to the insight that comes from receiving 

awen. Awenyddion also refers to practitioners who went into trance and 

made ecstatic utterances. 

 

All these concepts were the opposite of sous, the Irish term for the 

knowledge obtained by study and scientific or rational investigation. The 

Irish term fios refers to knowledge obtained through inspiration, contact 



with the Otherworld, or mantic insight. In modern Irish, fios or fios feasa 

can be used to refer to what is sometimes called second sight. The person 

who has this ability is called fer (man) feasa or bean (woman) feasa.         

If their gift includes the ability to heal, then the practitioner is likely to be 

called fairy   doctor or herb doctor in English. 

 

In Scottish Gaelic, this ability is more likely to be called da shealladh-"two 

sight" or "double sight." The phrase refers to the ability to see two worlds-

this world and the Otherworld-at once. The vision itself is known as taibhs 

(the same word is used for ghost or wraith). The visionary person is called a 

taibhsear and the process taibhsearachd. The sight includes the ability to 

see the dead and the non-human. It may also include the ability to know 

what is happening at a distance or what will happen. Sometimes the 

knowledge comes because it is sought, or it may come unbidden; this can be 

quite upsetting, especially if it concerns bad news. 

 

The second-sight is a singular faculty of seeing an otherwise invisible object, 

without any previous means used by the person that sees it for that end; the 

vision makes such a lively impression upon the seers, that they neither see 

nor think of anything else, except the vision, as long as it continues: and 

then they appear pensive or jovial, according to the object which was 

represented to them. At the sight of a vision, the eye-lids of the person are 

erected, and the eyes continue staring until the object vanishes.  

 

The sight was also thought to include knowledge of how to cure illness, 

especially illness resulting from curse or "fairy" attack. Since seers often 

knew a great deal about herbal treatments, they could combine this 

knowledge as well. Visions may come as literal views of what is or will 

happen-like watching a video-or they may be symbolic. For example, among 

Scottish seers, a common symbol was to see an impending death as a body 

with a shroud upon it. The position of the shroud indicated when the death 

would occur. If the shroud completely covered the body, death was 

imminent, a matter of hours. If the shroud came up to the waist only, then 

death might be delayed by several months. Sometimes the seer might 

misinterpret symbols or other parts of a vision.   

 

 



Earliest Images of Celtic Seers                                                                                         

The earliest evidence of religious belief in Celtic culture comes from the 

objects found in graves or at religious sites. Since the ancient Celts did not 

record their beliefs, we can only guess at the significance of these objects. 

Some information regarding their cosmology and spiritual tradition has been 

handed down through an oral tradition, as well as by Celtic church 

documents. 

 

In the Classical period, non-Celtic writers generally agreed that there were 

three primary types of religious specialists among the Celts of Continental 

Europe. While the titles and occupations vary somewhat, they were 

generally seen as the Druides, Vates/Ovates (also often labeled as 

Seers), and the Bardoi or Singing Poets. 

 

Types of Seers 

In the medieval period, traces of five types of seers were found in both 

Ireland and Wales.                                                                                                                                        

(i) Druí: Irish sources depict Druids as priests, seers, astrologers (in the 

ancient sense), teachers of lore, and witnesses of oaths. However, by the 

time of the earliest law texts (7th-8th centuries), Druids have been reduced 

to the status of sorcerer (in a pejorative sense) and their status became 

mixed.                                                                                                                                           

(ii) Fáith: a seer, although the sight was also one of the functions of the 

poet.                                                                                                                                               

(iii) Fili, éces: a poet could be a powerful figure in early Irish society. The 

poet's       main function was to satirize and honor through verse. Thus, the 

poet controlled the distribution of honor, an extremely important commodity 

in all Celtic societies.  Conversely those who satirized without cause were 

subject to harsh penalties. In myths, fili and other poets are depicted as 

acquiring their skills from the Otherworld, though it    is clear from the laws 

and texts on the poet's art that they also spent long years learning the 

complex rhyming schemes and other metric rules that were required of 

poetic artists among the Celts.                                                                                                                                               

(iv) Fénnidi: historically, the fénnidi were young, usually landless, warriors 

who left their family groups to live in marginal areas such as the forest. They 

lived in a warband-type group called a Fian led by the Righfénnid. They 

survived mostly on what they gathered or hunted in the forest. Literature 

suggests that they were required to find the animals, appease the protectors 



of the animals, and ward off hostile forces; to accomplish these acts, they 

may have utilized their “sight”  which could have been considered a sort of 

hunter shamanism. 

                                                                                                                      

(v) Awenyddion: in the 12th Century, Gerald of Wales wrote about his 

travels in which he described the activities of some poets, stating: 

 

“Among the Welsh there are certain individuals called aweyddion who behave 

as if they are possessed by devils. You will not find them anywhere else. 

When you consult them about some problem, they immediately go into a 

trance and lose control of their senses as if they are possessed. They do not 

answer the question put to them in a logical way. Words stream from their 

mouths, incoherently and apparently meaningless and lacking any sense at 

all, but all the same well expressed: and if you listen carefully to what they 

say you will receive the solution to your problem. When it is all over, they 

will recover from their trance, as if they were ordinary people waking from a 

heavy sleep, but you have to give them a  good shake before they regain 

control of themselves and when they do return to their senses they can 

remember nothing of what they have said in the interval. If by chance they 

are questioned a second or third time on the same matter, they give 

completely different answers. It is possible that they are speaking through 

demons which possess them, spirits which are ignorant and yet in some way 

inspired. They seem to receive this gift of divination through visions which 

they see in their dreams. Some of them have the impression that honey or 

sugary milk is being smeared on their mouths; others say that a sheet of 

paper with words written on it is pressed against their lips. 

As soon as they are roused from their trance and have come round again 

after their prophesying, that is what they say has happened.” 

 

In later Celtic writings and in collections of folklore, evidence has been found  

describing some of the methods used by seers, indicating that these 

techniques did survive over time. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

 

                                                                                                                                                        

NOTE: Much discussion surrounds the question of the accuracy of 

calling the bard, ovate, druid or seer--or actually any one of these 

healers who possessed “supernatural” or “extra-ordinary abilities --

a shaman. while it is clear that some of them possess shaman-like 

abilities or work in a similar fashion, “spirit-workers” are found in 

most, if not all, animistic-based Indigenous cultures, but not all fit 

the description of a true “shaman.” it is important to be aware that 

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


the word “shaman” is not indigenous to most cultures and each 

tradition defines these special folk in ways unique to their own 

cosmological framework.  if you are interested or would like further  

clarification, I found two very good discussions specifically on this 

topic.                                                                                                                              

https://www.druidry.org/library/members-articles/shamanism-celtic-world                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Celtic Tradition: The Sight http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm                                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                            

VIIB. CUNNING-FOLK                                                                                                               

In Wales, the Dyn Hysbys or ‘Cunning’ man or “the wise” was a similar 
character - although by definition he was always male, there were also 

‘cunning’ women, the Gwraig Hysbys. The dyn hysbys, like his Irish 
counterpart, also had the sight and could find lost things, lift evil spells and 

cure. He was able to call the spirits, the ‘tylwyth teg’, the fair people, 

(fairies), to enlist their help. Unlike similar healers in Ireland however, the 
Welsh dyn hysbys often used charms, spells and magical rites derived from a 

magical tradition that was based on esoteric material from countries like 
Persia and Egypt that had flooded into Europe after the first crusade. The 

group called "cunning-folk" or "the wise" seem to correspond to the Irish 
"fairy-doctors." To them is attributed the ability to see and/or interact with 

the inhabitants of the Otherworld, to diagnose ills caused by fairy actions, 
and to find out how to correct the ill through interaction with the Otherworld. 
(http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm) 

                                                                                                                               

VIIC. CHARMER                                                                                                                          

There was also a type of folk healer in Ireland, Scotland and Wales known as 
a    Charmer or “Swynwr.” Charmers usually possessed no other magical 

powers and treated only ailments that were thought to have a "natural" 
cause. This included injuries from accidents (bleeding, burns, snake-bites, 

and pricks) and diseases such as ringworm, toothache, scrofula, and warts. 
Charmers did not interact with the Otherworld or treat ailments that were 

attributed to the actions of the "fairies." Charmers usually inherited the job 
along with the charm or charmed object and the knowledge of how to use it.  

The Charmer was able to heal by virtue of a charm passed down to him, the 

fairy doctors by their contact with the Otherworld, but there were also 

people who were able to heal because they were the seventh son of a 
seventh son or because of contact with various creatures. We have already 

seen that in Wales shingles could be cured by someone who had eaten eagle 
flesh, or whose ancestor had. In Ireland, putting a worm into the hand of a 

child before he was baptized, and leaving it there until the worm died, gave 

https://www.druidry.org/library/members-articles/shamanism-celtic-world
http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm
http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


that child the power to heal all childish diseases in later life. In the South 

and West of Ireland, a person who had licked or had physical contact with a 
lizard was given immunity from burns himself and able to heal them in 

others. As recently as the late 1980s in Ireland a man who had the power to 
heal burns because he had licked a lizard as a child had patients referred to 

him by two local doctors. (http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm)   

                                                                                                                                   
VIID. CONJURER                                                                                                                

In Wales the swynwr was seen as distinct from the Consurwr--                      
Conjurer or Dyn Hysbys; he did not claim supernatural powers but only to 

have secret knowledge which enabled him to heal. This knowledge was 

passed down the generations and its efficacy depended on it being kept 
secret. The charmers were somewhat more acceptable to the Christian folk 

than the dyn hysbys who got their powers from spirits. It was said he was 
able to stop hemorrhaging by reciting a charm, to heal burns and to ‘break’ 

the illness known as clefyd y galon, “the disease of the woolen threads” 
which appears to have been a deep melancholy affecting the heart.  As in 

parts of Ireland and Scotland, the tradition is alive and still very much 
resorted to by local people, although there is evidence that it is changing to 

incorporate some of the different healing methods brought to Wales by 
incomers. 

Additional notes are shown below to clarify the separation of folk medicine 
vs modern “Biomedicine” in some of the Celtic countries: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm


FOLK MEDICINE IN IRELAND VS MODERN IN 18-20TH C.                                  

Paraphrased & Summarized   from: Indigenous Narratives of Health: (Re)Placing Folk-Medicine 

within Irish Health Histories Ronan Foley (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4352604/) 

NOTES:                                                                                                                                                                                                    
In considering those more profound histories, it may be valuable to recast folk-medicine as 
representative of a set of traditional public health practices to be set alongside the necessary 
development of formal health care services. Central to this were ‘informal practitioners and 
practices’ placed somewhere between professional and lay health/medical knowledges. In 
addition, there were long histories in a number of Celtic countries around the complex 
relationships between charms, nature cures and the power of hereditary healing families, 
members of which had a control over the practice of medicine in locations like Ireland and the 
Highlands of Scotland .  

When considering folk medicine in Ireland across the 18th to 20th centuries, power was a 
central theme, especially in terms of its position within the wider practice of formal medicine 
and healing. Linked to power, regulation played a significant role, in different forms, in the 
management of that power. Foucault noted that there was a quite blurred history within 
what he termed, noso-politics, in how formal medical structures took hold and older folk 
practices were subsumed or incorporated to a wider public health from the 18th century on 
(Foucault 1980). Hierarchies were evident in the expression of power between both informal 
and formal practitioners in place and also around patient/practitioner interactions. From the 
18th to well into the 20th century, there was a contrast between local, often free healers, and 
the slowly developing professional for-profit medicine. In rural Ulster, the hierarchies were 
subverted somewhat in rural areas because of a preference for local folk healers and a deep 
distrust of the ‘collar and tie men’ of the medical profession. At the other end of the scale, the 
professional bodies responsible for scientific medicine created an identifiable group of trained 
professionals for whom the practices of folk medicine seemed anathema. Yet such a 
positionality of inclusion and exclusion was never clear-cut in terms of the experience of health 
care provision and utilization across the country, evident in the different spaces of practice and 
the overlapping bodies of practitioners. 

In considering the relationship between power and sites of medical practice, it was expressed in 
a geography that was hierarchical and relatively rigid. Spatially, power needs to be 
concentrated to be visible, hence the symbolic importance of the hospital or workhouse in Irish 
research. Yet the more fluid practices of folk-medicine were expressed in mobile sites and 
settings, certainly in terms of some of the belief-based practices; conditional, relational, even 
sometimes invisible in that knowledge of their existence or location only existed via word-of-
mouth. Such settings included country fairs, people’s homes, the healers’ own homes as well as 
other communal settings, but all were places associated with a reputational form of healing 
power and energy. 
 
While one of the concerns of formal medicine was the lack of regulation they associated with 
folk medicine, a persistent associated theme in discussions of medical regulation and power 
was that of training and healing expertise. In the development of a hierarchical structure of 
formal medical power, training was crucial. Metaphors exist of the folk practitioner as 
representing the ignorant/untrained/low/unapproved and the medic as representing the 
knowledgeable/trained/high/approved. 



HISTORICAL ASPECTS OF FOLK-MEDICINE AND MODERN 
MEDICINE IN 18TH C SCOTLAND                                                                            

Paraphrased & Summarized from                                                                                            

https://burnsmuseum.wordpress.com/2017/09/11/18th-century-scottish-folk-medicine/ 

The 18th century was a time of great change in Scotland – its major cities were full of learning 
and progress in areas such as architecture, philosophy, science, religion and – importantly – it 
marked the beginning of the change from medieval to modern medicine. 

Modern medicine is, essentially, just folk medicine that worked. A huge proportion of modern 
western medicine is derived from plants that had been used for centuries. A well-known example 
being willow bark used to treat pain; a derivative from this was eventually used in Aspirin 
 
However, for every tincture, potion, ointment and salve that worked; many more had no more 
power to heal a wound or illness than the Primary School method of putting a wet paper towel on 
it. It was a belief that if there was an illness – God provided a cure. Unfortunately, unlike 
diseases like scurvy, which was cured by something as simple as Vitamin C from Kale or Citrus 
fruits, a large number of diseases had many treatments, but no cures. Smallpox remained the 
scourge of the 18th Century, responsible for as much as 10% of all deaths worldwide. 
 
Throughout the 18th Century, the people of rural Scotland were dependent on their home 
remedies for treating illness; home remedies that were often medieval in their origins. The issue 
was that although trained Doctors did exist at this time; they were expensive to hire, rare and 
travel was difficult from city to isolated village. So communities made do with what they could. 

Home remedies were often passed down from word of mouth, stories, songs, letters and kitchen 
cookbooks – meaning they changed very little over the years – much opposed to orthodox 
medicine, which underwent a huge shift in the 18th century.  There were many books on home 
medicine – including Buchan’s Guide to Domestic Medicine, however, a large proportion of the 
rural population could not afford the books and illiteracy was still very high. 

Most diagnoses and medicines were administered by a local healer, wise-woman (or man), 
apothecary or family members – as most housewives would have grown herbs for medicinal use or 
at least have known where to look for them; making potions and ointments to be stored away for 
later use. Local healers would often be members of a family known for practicing medicine, or 
even a landowner who owned some of the ‘do-it-yourself’ medicine books. Burns famously wrote 
of ‘Dr Hornbook’, a teacher who practiced as a healer, albeit not successfully if the Grim Reaper 
was to be believed. 

A famous book of ‘do-it-yourself’ medicine was William Buchan’s succinctly titled ‘Domestic 
Medicine: or, a Treatise on the Prevention and Cure of Diseases by Regimen and Simple 
Medicines’. The list of local plants and herbs that could be used in treatments in the book is 
exhausting; 

Eventually, due to the increasing professionalization of medicine over the 18th Century, the gulf 
between local healers and trained, professional Doctors widened – the latter saw the former as 
superstitious and looked down upon traditional forms of medicine quite vehemently. This led to 
many folk medicines being abandoned in favor of more modern, clinical and chemical cures. 
However, even today we still sometimes use folk medicine in its original from, for example: the 
Dock Leaf, which grows around nettle patches, crushed and is used to cure their stings, is an 
ancient cure passed down generation to generation. 



DRUIDRY: POST-CHRISTIANITY TO PRESENT                                                                                                                   

Paraphrasing the words of Phil ip Carr-Gomm, current Chief of the OBOD,                      

from the OBOD website; a summation is provided for educational purposes 

(https://www.druidry.org/druid-way/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry) 
 

THE HISTORY OF DRUIDRY IS COMPLEX, DEBATABLE AND, AS A SPIRITUAL 

TRADITION, HAS WAXED AND WANED THROUGHOUT TIME; IT HAS OFTEN GOING 

UNDERGROUND, BUT IT WAS NEVER TOTALLY ELIMINATED.                                                                            

                                                                                                                                 
Sixteenth Century- THE REVIVAL BEGINS                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
Scholars in Europe ‘rediscovered’ the Druids, and then began to reclaim their 
Celtic heritage. The Church had taught that the Celts were savages until the 

arrival of Christianity. But with the translation and printing of the classical texts 
on the Druids, Europeans discovered that their ancestors were far from being 

savages. At the same time, reports were coming back regarding Indigenous 
Native American tribes who, like their own Celtic ancestors, had maintained 

their autonomy and traditional ways in spite of Christianity’s attempts to 
convert them. These events stimulated philosophical changes and a period 

known as “The Druid Revival” began. Individuals formed groups and societies in 
order to study Druidry and Celticism.  Ancient cultural and seasonal Druidic 

festivals were revived, Celtic language and traditions were celebrated and this 
revival began to grow and flourish in Wales, Cornwall and Brittany.           

                                                                                                                              

Seventeenth Century- THE REVIVAL CONTINUES TO GROW                                                                                                                                                        
In the seventeenth century a few scholars began to take interest in the 

mysterious monuments – the artificial mounds, stone circles, dolmens and 
standing stones – that filled the countryside around them, and suggestions  

were made that it was the Druids who built them.  Early archeological attempts 
stimulated further interest from others   who started to look for traces of 

Druidism within Christianity. The thought that their pre-Christian ancestors  
were not brutish and ignorant but were, instead, wise philosophers was 

inspiring, stimulating much research and writing; the Freemasons became 
interested, resulting in a merging of Revival Druidic thought and the world of 
Masonry via such organizations as the Ancient and Archaeological Order of 

Druids, which was later joined  by Winston Churchill. 
 

Eighteenth & Nineteenth Centuries-DRUIDRY BLOSSOMS                                                                                       

During this time, the Druid revival continued expanding, with several Druid 

orders being established, some of which still continue to exist. Concurrently, 
there was a dramatic increase in interest in the Celts, subsequently resulting in 
further literary output, as well as growing interest in Druidry. Diverse 

organizations associated themselves with the Druids, including the Freemasons, 

https://www.druidry.org/druid-way/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry


who chose, however, to have Christianity as their foundation. It is thought  
some small groups may have begun to quietly evolve independent of any    

other established religious tradition, thus placing Druidry in the world as a 
distinct path with spiritual practices uniquely its own. 

Twentieth Century-DRUIDRY COMES ALIVE                                                                      
Druidry began to be promoted as its own unique spiritual path and the Ancient 

Druid Order became a source of unification for followers of varied religious and 
philosophical outlooks; conveyed teachings were based on Theosophy and the 
Western Mystery schools, but drew inspiration from the ancient Druids and the 

work of Druid Revivalists.  

Interest in Druidry has continued to grow since that time, with many divisions 

and splits, resulting in several different Druid Orders. Additionally, there has 
been an intermeshing of Druidry with other mystical traditions such as the 
Rosecrucians, Freemasons and the Culdee Church.  

It was a complicated “Tower of Babel” spiritual and political free-for-all of sorts 
during that time. This began to change in the 1940’s and 50’s as interest in 

pagan traditions grew. The Ancient Druid Order was joined by several 
individuals, one of whom began to promote Wicca (Witchcraft) while another 

enhanced and developed Druidry extensively, by focusing it more on Pre-
Christian Celtic tradition and mythology. The result of this union was the 
elaboration of an “eightfold cycle of observances” --the 8 seasonal festivals--

which are the foundation of both Wiccan and Druid practice. 

As is the case with many Indigenous traditions, cultural and religious 

influences and assimilation took its toll on the Celt’s cosmological belief 
system and it is impossible to return to the source-the original spiritual truth 

of the Celtic/Druidic tradition. However, far from being “dead,” adaptations 
have occurred based on the needs of the followers  and new traditions 

sprout from the old. Emerging from a Western European tribal-based Celtic 
“pre-Druid” culture 2500 years ago, modern Druidry has evolved, based on 

Roman and Greek classical accounts, archeological findings of earlier “proto-
Druids,” Bardic stories, monastic Christian-tinged Druidic literature, records 

of Celtic myths and legends from Wales and Ireland, and a veritable 
storehouse of literature produced during the 17th and 18th centuries by the 

Druid Revivalists. As Philip states, “far from Druidism being introduced to the 
world just once, a long time ago, it is continually being introduced – by a 

variety of people, in different countries, and in a number of different forms.” 
(https://www.druidry.org/druid-way/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry)                                                                                                                            

 

https://www.druidry.org/druid-way/what-druidry/brief-history-druidry/longer-history-druidry


One of the more well-known modern Druid Orders, The Order of Bards, 

Ovates, and Druids (OBOD), traces its origins back to the early 1700s and is 
dedicated to preserving the Druid tradition-its teaching program is based 

upon a love and understanding of the natural world and offers a way of 
working with the self and nature.  There are three levels, the Bardic Grade, 

the Ovate grade and the Druid grade. All three levels, and especially the 
Druid, teach how, through the ancient Celtic heritage and belief system, to 

unite our natural, earthly selves with our spiritual selves, becoming clear as 
to our purpose and direction in life, and then encouraging us, as ready, to 

make a commitment to the future growth and care of the planet and all that 
reside upon it. Its teachings reinforce the concept of the interconnectedness 

of all of life--it is a way of seeing and being in the world that truly creates an 
attitude of responsibility towards one self and the world.                                         
(Philip Carr-Gomm, Elements of the Druid Tradition, p64) 

From my personal perspective and experience, I believe there is much more 

available to us of the ancient Celtic and Druidic spiritual tradition than we 
may think. Just as Michael Harner and his associates found, while spending 

years facilitating a “re-memberment” of other earth-based traditional 
cultures, oral traditions do not get lost as do those on paper--the secrets 

and the truths are still held in memories and hearts. Stories relayed by 
many in rural areas of Scotland, Wales and Ireland have, and continue to, 

shed light on some of the traditions of their ancestors--the retelling of 
history--“my cousin’s cousin’s Uncle said” and  “my grandmother told me 

once that her grandmother told her” are treasures that have, and will once 
again, come to light. In addition--and perhaps to an even greater degree--

the land remembers, the sea remembers, the sky remembers--     and those 
in the Other World, with whom relationships were formed, never forget; 

following the old ways of divination and “seeing” have also provided details 
to assist in unearthing hidden truths of this ancient tribal tradition. In the 

“betwixt and between” the ways of the ancient Druids still live. 

Rather than being stuck in past ancient beliefs, Druidry is still both 

applicable and relevant to us.  Although intellectual controversy can continue 
to exist between political and religious ideologies, Druidry can be seen as far 

more than a religion- it is a way of seeing and walking in the world, and as 
such, can be considered by anyone, no matter what their culture or religion. 

 
Today, Druidry has become a dynamic nature-based spiritual path that is 

being practiced all over the world. Each group is unique in its focus and 
attracts a different type of person. However, most if not all, have in common 

the basic practices and ceremonies that are part of the Druidic world view 

and tradition. 



 Perhaps the best way to share its perspective and values is to share the 

“Seven Gifts of Druidry” written by Philip Carr-Gomm, head Chief of the 
OBOD. 
 

                                                                                                                       

“IT NOW SEEMS THAT THE OLD WAYS, REINTERPRETED FOR OUR TIMES, CAN 

OFFER US THE KIND OF SPIRITUALITY THAT WE NEED TO HEAL THE SEPARATION 

THAT HAS OCCURRED BETWEEN OURSELVES AND OUR ENVIRONMENT.  

DRUIDRY IS ONE SUCH WAY AND, ALTHOUGH AT FIRST SIGHT, IT MIGHT APPEAR 

TO BE JUST AN OLD CURIOSITY,  A QUAINT MEMORY FROM THE DISTANT PAST, 

IF WE TAKE THE TIME TO LOOK AT IT MORE CLOSELY, WE WILL DISCOVER A 

TREASURE-CHEST JUST WAITING TO BE OPENED.” 

AND IN THIS CHEST WE CAN FIND AT LEAST SEVEN GIFTS                                                                  

DRUIDRY BRINGS TO OUR MODERN WORLD: 
 
 
THE FIRST GIFT IS A PHILOSOPHY WHICH EMPHASIZES THE SACREDNESS OF 

ALL LIFE, AND OUR PART IN THE GREAT WEB OF CREATION. IT CARES 

PASSIONATELY ABOUT THE PRESERVATION AND PROTECTION OF THE 

ENVIRONMENT, AND OFFERS A WORLDVIEW, WHICH IS ECOLOGICAL, 
GEOCENTRIC, PRAGMATIC, IDEALISTIC, SPIRITUAL AND ROMANTIC. IT DOES NOT 

SEPARATE SPIRIT AND MATTER - IT OFFERS A SENSUOUS SPIRITUALITY THAT 

CELEBRATES PHYSICAL LIFE. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                          

THE SECOND GIFT PUTS US BACK IN TOUCH WITH NATURE: WITH A SET OF 

PRACTICES THAT HELP US FEEL AT ONE AGAIN WITH NATURE, OUR ANCESTORS, 
OUR OWN BODIES, AND OUR SENSE OF SPIRIT, BY WORKING WITH PLANTS, 
TREES, ANIMALS, STONES, AND ANCESTRAL STORIES. EIGHT SEASONAL 

CELEBRATIONS HELP US ATTUNE TO THE NATURAL CYCLE, AND HELP US TO 

STRUCTURE OUR LIVES THROUGH THE YEAR, AND TO DEVELOP A SENSE OF 

COMMUNITY WITH ALL LIVING BEINGS.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           



THE THIRD GIFT BRINGS HEALING: WITH PRACTICES THAT PROMOTE HEALING 

AND REJUVENATION, USING SPIRITUAL AND PHYSICAL METHODS IN A HOLISTIC 

WAY TO PROMOTE HEALTH AND LONGEVITY. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                           

THE FOURTH GIFT AFFIRMS OUR LIFE AS A JOURNEY: WITH RITES OF 

PASSAGE: FOR THE BLESSING AND NAMING OF CHILDREN, FOR MARRIAGE, FOR 

DEATH, AND FOR OTHER TIMES OF INITIATION, WHEN IT IS HELPFUL TO 

RITUALLY AND SYMBOLICALLY MARK OUR PASSAGE FROM ONE STATE TO 

ANOTHER. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                               

THE FIFTH GIFT OPENS US TO OTHER REALITIES: WITH TECHNIQUES FOR 

EXPLORING OTHER STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS, OTHER REALITIES, THE 

OTHERWORLD. SOME OF THESE ARE ALSO USED BY OTHER SPIRITUAL 

TRADITIONS, AND INCLUDE MEDITATION, VISUALIZATION, SHAMANIC 

JOURNEYING, AND THE USE OF CEREMONY, MUSIC SWEATHOUSES, BUT THEY 

ARE ALL GROUNDED IN SPECIFICALLY CELTIC AND DRUIDIC IMAGERY AND 

TRADITION. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                            

THE SIXTH GIFT DEVELOPS OUR POTENTIAL: DRUIDRY AS IT IS PRACTICED 

TODAY OFFERS A PATH OF SELF-DEVELOPMENT THAT ENCOURAGES OUR 

CREATIVE POTENTIAL, OUR PSYCHIC AND INTUITIVE ABILITIES, AND FOSTERS 

OUR INTELLECTUAL AND SPIRITUAL GROWTH. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                 

THE SEVENTH GIFT OF DRUIDRY IS THE GIFT OF MAGIC: IT TEACHES THE ART 

OF HOW WE CAN OPEN TO THE MAGIC OF BEING ALIVE, THE ART OF HOW WE 

CAN BRING IDEAS INTO MANIFESTATION, AND THE ART OF JOURNEYING IN 

QUEST OF WISDOM, HEALING AND INSPIRATION.          
                                         
 
 

 

(Adapted from Druid Mysteries by Philip Carr-Gomm; OBOD website: www.druidry.org) 
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Dawn in Stonehenge, 40 members of the Order of 

Bards, Ovates & Druids, in ceremony, in prayer, 

welcoming & being welcomed by the Ancients… 

grateful as photo was snapped--even moreso when I 

saw--t’was not the sun casting rays…rather, I think, 

one of my dearly loved Sidhe come for a kiss! 



SOME PERSONAL SOURCES & RESOURCES  

SOUL LEADING YOU FORWARD TO AWAKEN, REMEMBER, LEARN? 

I am happy to share with you individuals from whom I have personally learned, places I 

have studied & other people, books & sites that have touched me in a good way. There are 

many other wonderful choices out there...Perhaps these can be a stepping stone…But, most 

important, Listen with your Heart, See with your Heart, Trust & Lead with your 

Heart….and you will end up exactly where you need to be!                                                                                                                                                                                          

ORDER OF BARDS, OVATES AND DRUIDS (OBOD):   https://www.druidry.org/                       

BRITISH DRUID ORDER (BDO):   https://www.druidry.co.uk/ 

PHILIP CARR-GOMM (Druidry):    https://www.philipcarr-gomm.com/                                                                   

TOM COWAN (shamanism/Celtic): http://wp.riverdrum.com/?page_id=6                                    

CAITLÍN & JOHN MATTHEWS (shamanism/Celtic):    http://www.hallowquest.org.uk/                         

FOUNDATION FOR SHAMANIC STUDIES (FSS-Harner):  www.shamanism.org/ 

SANDRA INGERMAN:(shamanism):  www.sandraingerman.com/ 

JOSE/LENA STEVENS (shamanism): https://thepowerpath.com/   https://shamaniceducation.org/  

TZENWAXOLOKWAUHTLI TZATZOEHETZIN-Mexihka (Aztec)-Tetzkatlipoka Medicine System, 

Tradition of Consciousness, Energy & Healing: http://www.tetzkatlipokatraditionalmedicine.org  
 

MARTINE PRECHTEL (Mayan):  https://www.floweringmountain.com/                                                     

ALBERTO VILLOLDO (Amazonian/Inka):  https://www.thefourwinds.com 

SERGE KAHILI KING (Huna): http://www.huna.net/     https://www.huna.org/html/alohaint.html    

SOCIETY FOR SHAMANIC PRACTITIONERS:    www.shamanicsociety.org                            

SHAMAN PORTAL (shamanic resources):  http://www.shamanportal.org/index.php          

LAND/SEA/SKY (++Celtic med info;chp17)  http://homepage.eircom.net/~shae/contents.htm 

CELTIC LIFE (++Celtic medicine info)   https://celticlife.com/the-story-of-celtic-medicine/ 

CELTIC MED:  https://www.selfgrowth.com/articles/Ancient_Celtic_Myth_Magic_and_Medicine.html  

JEWISH LIFE, TRADITION & WISDOM: https://www.chabad.org/     https://www.chabadnm.org/    

ROSHI JOAN HALIFAX (ZEN, BUDDISM & SO MUCH MORE):  https://www.upaya.org/ 

MEHER BABA (Inspiration):  https://www.mehercenter.org/   http://www.meherbabainformation.org/ 

LAKOTA/NATIVE ELDERS/STORYTELLERS: Black Elk; Fool’s Crow; Lame Deer; Mary Crow Dog;   

Howard Bad Hand;  Basil Braveheart; Russell Means; Dennis Banks; Joseph Marshall III; Kent Nerburn                                                                                                                                     

LINK TO READ PART 3: INDIGENOUS/TRADITIONAL MEDICIINE IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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