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INTRODUCTION

You chose to take the risk. You are in a museum, but you did not enter it as part of an organized tour group. No, you have sneaked in after dark. Perhaps it began as a prank, a bet, a bit of a lark. Some instinct deep within you told you that night was the only possible time to visit the Museum of Witchcraft. Did you hide somewhere while they locked up the building…? And are you really here of your own free will? Or has something compelled you? Dim lights in the display cases are all you have to guide your footsteps.

Every sense is tingling. Even the dust here is rich, imbued with the past. It’s cold, and quiet, so why don’t you feel completely alone? On your skin, you can feel the subtle caress of the power in the objects here. It makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up. You are beginning to understand that witches have power.

Perhaps you came here in search of a particular spectacle, a particular object, a particular magic. A broomstick might be funny. A black cat might be cute. But as you make your way around, there are surprises in store. Not only the edgy moon, hurrying through the clouds, but a skull as white as she is, and then deep clefts in the earth, as well as mighty goddesses feared and loved. This is a museum of secret wisdom, knowledge lost in the past. Yet as you look and learn, you come to realize sharply that the past is not gone or dead. It is awake, and it is also seeking you to carry its power and knowledge forward into your life, your century.

Some of these truths cry out to be spoken. Now that you know, what will you do? What catches your eye? What surprises? There is a cylindrical wooden object, labelled as a dash churn. Over there, a pack of brightly painted playing cards. In a small case, a scatter of simple kitchen utensils, with handfuls of salt beside them. There is a chimney, marked with strange signs, and through the window, you can see the patterns of the stars, clear and sharp-edged, and the flight of wild birds across a cold winter sky, and with them, the slender figure of a girl – or is it an old woman?

Do you want to take flight yourself?

If you do, read on.
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WAND

More a feature of fantasy fiction for children than something used traditionally by witches, the wand is another way of bringing focus to modern witchcraft practitioners, a channel for energy and feeling; the wand does nothing. It’s the witch who does the magic. In modern magic, the wand is used mostly to replace the traditional knife – in circle casting, for example – and this is an obvious response to popular culture, and also to the commercialization of magic. By all means buy an expensive wand if you want to, but as with everything in witchcraft, it’s better to make your own, and to make it out of something that you care about, and to spend time with it so that it’s your wand, infused with you.

If you do choose to make one, a wand should be the same length as your arm from your elbow to the tip of your longest finger. Tradition also says that a wand should never be made from wood cut from a tree for that purpose, but should instead be made from a fallen branch or twig. In some rural kinds of witchcraft, it’s customary to thank the tree in any case for its gift. Elder, rowan and hazelwood have particularly strong magical associations; the first two are protective, and the third is associated with magical knowledge through the legend of Finn McCool. There’s no need for carving or augmentation, and neither is part of traditional witchcraft; symbolically, witchcraft tends to be plain, and high magic fancy. In fact, there’s nothing wrong with using just a folded-up umbrella. Cleanse first, however, using a crystal or just salt.

By contrast, some African-American traditions use the staff of high magic. In Obeah, traditional West African practices have been altered by cultural hybridization; there are many uses of obeah sticks, but those practices are generally secret, and connected with the dead and the spirit world.
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RITUAL

A ritual is a series of connected actions. Making bread is a ritual. Making tea or coffee is a ritual. Coronations and elections are rituals. A wedding is a ritual, and so is a funeral. All societies have rituals. How, then, can rituals be part of witchcraft?

First, rituals carry tradition with them. Admittedly, modern pagans have freely invented traditions, but most of Christmas and Thanksgiving are invented traditions, too. In following the Wheel of the Year, for example, a modern pagan may experience a sense of connectedness, including connectedness with the past. Secondly, rituals create structure. Everybody needs structure in their lives in order that there can be meaning. For example, the practice of meditation involves what is called invariance, sitting in the same place and at the same time, and removing distractions from the environment that may create too much variation.

What sits less well with witches is that rituals have rules, and the rules have to be kept. But if we make our own rules, and keep to them, that may be different. Another critical part of ritual is the use of sacred symbolism, covered elsewhere here. Anything can be sacred if we bless it with our attention, but there is a particular pleasure in the recognition that our attention joins with the attention and practices of others. We may want to reserve objects and places for specific actions. We know that if seeing is believing, doing is believing.

The other reason for rituals is their use – rituals mark rites of passage. Our Western society has no ritual for the advent of bodily maturity, or the start of menstruation, although rituals are developing around coming out as LGBT. One role of modern witchcraft might be to create ways of acknowledging important changes that are brushed under the rug in our culture. The standard structure of ritual involves separation, then a marker of change, and then reintegration. Another kind of structure might be a ritual that seeks to purify or cleanse, and perhaps above all to help us to cope with complex feelings. For some, witches may be better than Christian Western culture at acknowledging the presence of the dead, and at coping with mourning and loss.
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CAULDRON

“Double, double, toil and trouble;/ Fire burn and cauldron bubble.” So say the Weird Sisters in Shakespeare’s play Macbeth. Their cauldron, the charmed pot, is full of disgusting bits and pieces, such as the finger of a baby strangled at birth. Usually depicted as black, the cauldron has become associated with grisly body parts. In fact, however, the cauldron was just a very normal way of cooking dinner in an age when few people had ovens. Suspended over a fire, it could hold a number of smaller vessels so that a meal could be cooked.

Even in Macbeth, what the witches do sounds strikingly like cooking. “Cool it with a baboon’s blood,/ Then the charm is firm and good” sounds like something that might be said on The Great British Bake Off, if lemon juice were used instead of baboon blood. The cauldron is therefore another example of the way witchcraft ties into women’s usual work. In using a cauldron for magic, a modern witch might simply take her favourite saucepan. Heat and cooking transform, and therefore act as triggers for other changes. When we bake, when we make dinner for friends, we are performing an ancient magic of union as powerful as the magics that protect the household from invasion. Macbeth wants to demonize such magic, but witches know that transitions and changes are a necessary part of life. If we celebrate some of those changes and transitions with food, we are tying the household in to the great cycles of nature itself, the wheel of birth and death.
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PISCES

More water. Perhaps the most obvious of the water signs, the one that can live only in water, the one without a protective hard outer shell. And it’s a mutable sign, as well as a water sign; like Aquarius, it’s suspended between winter and spring… Now ruled by Neptune, it was in ancient times ruled by Jupiter, the planet of great good fortune. Like the other water signs, Pisces has often been framed as weak, prone to addiction and emotionally needy. Really? Or another example of patriarchal astrology? Just look at these famous Pisceans: Anne Bonny, pirate; Anaïs Nin; and that notorious pushover Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Pisceans are alert not only to emotions but also to aesthetics. Many great artists have planets in Pisces.

Perhaps it’s the association with death that makes people uncomfortable. Pisces marks the end of the astrological year; there is death. Pisces is the old woman, the hag of the zodiac, freighted with wisdom, as opposed to boisterous baby Aries. The end also brings rebirth. The hag knows this, and can communicate her knowledge. She might choose to do this through her creative work.

Pisces is another of the signs with two faces, like Gemini and Libra; Pisces is two fish, swimming in opposite directions. Also, Pisces is a mermaid, a siren, singing of the beauty of the deep, and shape-shifting as she does. A negative astrologer might well portray Pisces as too sensitive and vulnerable for her own good, or as incapable of setting appropriate boundaries. However, such portrayals are misunderstandings of the complex, protean quality of Pisces.

She resonates with anything watery: her colour is sea green and her flower the water lily, while her tree is the willow and her gemstone is the moonstone. She understands that creativity is often a matter of patiently waiting for flow, in apparent stillness.

The Age of Pisces in astrology, lasting for 2,000 years or so, is now coming to an end. It was dominated by organized religion. The new age, of Aquarius, may be more hospitable to witches, but we also need to remember and to use everything that we were.
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