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Owl – Seeing Through the Darkness 

by Amberlight 

One of the few birds that are truly nocturnal, owls have for centuries been associated with mystery, darkness, omens and ghostly activity. These unique birds of prey are characterized by their large round heads and flat facial discs in which the eyes are set facing forward, like a human’s, giving them binocular vision. Some species, such as the great horned owl and the screech owl, have feathery tufts on their heads that look like ears. Together with their piercing golden eyes, these tufts make the owls look rather more like cats than birds. Indeed, owls have sometimes been called cats with wings, even though there is no physical connection between the two. 

Also like cats, owls are skilled hunters. They have excellent eyesight and hearing, and can locate prey with amazing precision, even on the darkest nights. They are unusual in that their eyes are virtually fixed in their sockets, so that they have to turn their heads to see around them. Contrary to popular belief, owls can’t turn their heads 360° - but they can turn them 270º, which is still pretty amazing! Their ears are also unusual, comprised of slits in the sides of the head which are slightly different sizes and set asymmetrically. This strange irregularity actually enhances the owl’s ability to hear sounds coming from different angles at the same time.  

There are many different species of owl, but the ones that can be found in our area, according to my guide book, include the great-horned owl, the barred owl, screech owl, long- and short-eared owls, and the tiny saw-whet owl. Snowy owls can also apparently been seen around here at times, although many people are probably most familiar with this beautiful white bird in the form of Harry Potter’s Hedwig! 

Although the great gray owl is a more northern species, many will remember an influx of these huge, magnificent birds last winter, when a crash in the vole population forced them south in search of food. The pale, silent barn owl, meanwhile, with its soft dark eyes, is a more southern species, and has long been a symbol of spirit and ghostliness. 

Depending on size and species, owls will hunt a wide variety of small animals, from mice, voles, squirrels and chipmunks to smaller birds, rabbits, frogs and snakes. Their fluffy feathers and relatively light bodies give them a special buoyancy that allows them to fly with particular silence and stealth, without the need to flap their wings as much as other birds do. Owls swallow their prey whole, later regurgitating a small bundle of bones, fur and feathers. These owl pellets can occasionally be found under trees, and may mark favourite hunting perches or even nests.

Owl’s spiritual message

The owl probably has more mystery and legend surrounding her than any other bird. To some First Nations groups, the owl was a female moon spirit. She was believed to have special healing powers and to bring messages from the dead. Interestingly, this link with femininity and death isn’t restricted to North America. In ancient Greece, the owl was associated with Athena, the goddess of war and wisdom, while in ancient Rome, she was a symbol of death. The ancient Romans also believed that if you placed the feather of an owl on a sleeping person, you would have access to his or her darkest secrets. Early Christians, meanwhile, regarded the owl as an omen of evil and black witchcraft. Even today, Halloween images often include the owl along with bats, black cats, witches and ghosts – all so-called “creatures of the night.” 

Because of her link with the moon and the feminine, the owl is also a symbol of fertility in many cultures. Her access to the night and darkness, meanwhile, together with her superior powers of vision and hearing, make her a bird of wisdom, magic, mystery and prophecy (the cliché “wise as an owl” again derives from ancient Greece, and the owl’s connection to Athena). 

As a totem, the owl can help you develop your psychic powers of clairvoyance, clairaudience, astral projection and spirit communication. She will also help you detect what is being concealed from you by others, a valuable tool in situations where you might run the risk of being deceived. Owl may come to you when you have a need to know what is going on behind the scenes, or behind someone’s mask. She can help you uncover the truth by seeing what is hidden, or hearing what isn’t being said. In other words, the owl can help you heighten your senses to see through illusion and secrecy. 

She can help you fine-tune your insight and intuition, and give you the courage to follow your instincts. 

The owl is also a master of swift, silent movement and shape-shifting, and can assist you in coming to terms with your own dark side or shadow self, and to deal with suppressed memories and self-deception. She encourages you to forge a link between the dark and the light, the known and the unknown, and to learn to move between them with ease and without fear. Owl can help you see through the darkness, and to realize that what was hidden there isn’t as scary as you might have thought. 
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Hades and Persephone Shrine

article and pictures by Titania
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This is my shrine to my Patron God Hades and Patron Goddess Persephone. Sparkly moonstone represents beauty in darkness. Star ruby represents Hades' riches. It also looks like a pomegranate seed. The small pomegranate represents the food of the afterlife.

An Image of Hades stands regal on a Grecian style column. The lovely Green Goddess statue represents Persephone. There is an real ancient Greek coin of her as well.  The black rock represents Tartarus and the dragon, Cerberus.
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The leaf and Tree of Life represent the life of the Underworld.

I have since also added a replica of an amphora with a poem I wrote to Hades, sealed with sealing wax. (The photo shows an older version of the Shrine.) The newer one has a black and silver shawl, also representing the dark beauty of the Underworld. I feel it is appropriate to honour Hades and Persephone at Samhain, as this is the time of the dead, when we honour our ancestors and others who have gone before us.

Since I began honouring Hades in 1997, I have come to terns with my fear of death. He has proven himself to be a caring, compassionate and kind God, for he is also the Lord of Justice. He has looked after me and guided. Hades is not at all evil, merciless and greedy as he has been erroneously described. He is a wise, gentle, loving and humble God, and I am very grateful and honoured to have him as my Patron.

***
Top of Form

Book Review: Spellbooks

by Ben Gruagach

Some modern Pagans, particularly those who identify themselves as Witches, include the practice of magick within their spiritual paths. Magick allows us to tap into emotional, intellectual, and perhaps even psychic power to bring about desired changes. In spiritual philosophies that consider the Divine to be present within physical reality rather than divorced from it, working to bring about positive changes in the physical realm is a way of honouring the Divine. Does the Divine really want us to suffer? Does the Divine not want us to use our gifts of intelligence and the ability to act in ways that correct the damage we’ve done to the planet?  

Regardless of the ethics involved or motives for working magick, there are many books on the market that provide guidance for how to actually do spells and rituals. Some are cookbook-style collections of spells grouped into categories such as healing, prosperity, and the always-popular love spells. Others go more into presenting theoretical frameworks to explain how magick might work. Any of them can be helpful in seeing how spells are done so that you can do them yourself or create your own unique ways of doing magick.

Let’s look first at a representative sample of spellbooks that discuss theory as well as providing some examples of spells.

Practical Solitary Magic by Nancy B. Watson is an excellent primer on spellwork and magickal ritual in general. She provides an excellent grounding in the theory and techniques of occultism without cloaking it within a specific religious context. You can use what she teaches within any religious system, whether it’s a Pagan one like Wicca, or a non-Pagan one such as Christianity or Judaism.

Power Spellcraft for Life by Arin Murphy-Hiscock is a brand-new book by a Canadian author. It’s similar to the above book in that it presents spellcrafting without using a specific religious context. However, this book was written by a person who comes from a more Wiccan background, where Watson is from a more ceremonial-magic background. Murphy-Hiscock’s book tends to go into more depth regarding the use of herbs, gems, etc., while Watson’s book focuses more on working with the elements and astrological correspondences.

The Goodly Spellbook by Lady Passion & Diuvei is written for a Wiccan and Wiccan-inspired market. It’s another book that is brand new on the market. It presents a lot of magickal theory drawn from all over the world as well as a good selection of interesting spells to try. My only quibble is with the faux-oldentimes affectations like talking about “olde ways of doing things” complete with silly spelling.

Silver RavenWolf’s Solitary Witch tome is actually pretty good if you can overlook some of her silly statements. She actually provides a lot of excellent material regarding how one can practice a religion such as Wicca, and how one can make magick a central part of one’s spiritual practice.

Embracing the Moon by Yasmine Galenorn is similar to The Goodly Spellbook and Solitary Witch although it is a much more manageable size. It presents spellwork and eclectic spirituality based on a Wiccan outlook, with lots of great spell examples thrown in and plenty of personal commentary. A great book from a great Witch!

For those who want to work magick within a group setting, I highly recommend Edain McCoy’s Spellworking for Covens. She explains group dynamics, presents some solid methods that work well in groups, and shows how spells that were designed to be done by a solitary practitioner can be modified to work in a group. The book is written for a Wiccan and Wiccan-inspired audience but its methods will adapt easily to other religious systems.

Sometimes, you don’t care about the theory and just want some examples of spells.  There are lots of books like this available. Here are a few that I’ve found helpful.

The Element Encyclopedia of 5000 Spells by Judika Illes is a huge book – think of an encyclopedia or huge dictionary you’d find in a library. This book is probably my favourite spellbook. It provides explanations of thousands of spells drawn from all over the world with clear explanations of where each spell comes from, as much as that information is available. There is also a comprehensive collection of recipes for incenses, brews, washes, and oils that are referred to in the spells.  

Earth Power by Scott Cunningham is another of my all-time favourites. He explains how to do simple spells in a very down-to-earth way without requiring a lot of hard-to-get ingredients.

The Wiccan Book of Rites and Rituals by Sister Moon is a collection of spells for a variety of purposes, some intended for group performance and others meant to be done by solitaries. Most of the spells call for specific coloured candles, gems and minerals, and incenses or oils. It’s pretty easy to figure out how you can create your own spells by paying attention to the examples in this book.

The Pocket Spell Creator by Kerri Connor is a handy little book to keep in your purse or pocket when you are going shopping for spell ingredients. It provides lists of correspondences to help you select the right herbs, stones, oils, and incenses for whatever spell purpose you’re planning to work towards. It has lots of recipes, sample incantations, and lists but you’ll need to know how to put all these ingredients together already as they don’t tell you or provide any sort of magickal theory to guide you.   

Finally, Janina Renee’s Tarot Spells is another very useful spellbook that presents lots of ready-to-do spells for a variety of purposes. All the spells in this book make use of Tarot cards to help focus the practitioner’s intentions and to reinforce the affirmations within the meditations and incantations. The spells are all presented for solitary use but could be used within a group setting as well.
***
Honouring the Dearly Departed

by Ben Gruagach

In a quiet working-class neighborhood in Tucson, Arizona, there is a bit of crumbling wall where candles flicker away quietly night and day. It’s not just candles you’ll see here, but flowers, coins, photos of loved ones both living and dead, bits of cloth and other mementos. This is the El Tiradito Shrine, the Shrine of the Castaway.  

Legend says that in the 1800s, a young married woman who lived near here left her husband so she could be with the man she truly loved. Furious, the husband confronted the illicit lover and shot him dead. The local church would not bury the woman’s lover because he had died an unrepentant sinner. His body was buried next to the wall that is now his shrine. The wall has been rebuilt since then to shelter the shrine but part of the original wall is apparently still there.

Distraught, the woman cried for her dead lover at his unconsecrated grave. No one knows what happened to the woman or her husband, but the grave of “the Castaway” is remembered. People come from all over to visit it, to light candles and leave mementos, making wishes at this spot because they say it is a magickal place. Wishes are said to come true if you wish them here. If your candle burns through the whole night then the spirit of the Castaway has granted your wish.

All over the American southwest and down into Mexico, you’ll find shrines in memory of people who died in tragic circumstances. It’s common in the Phoenix area to see small roadside crosses covered in flowers, erected by the family and friends of an accident victim who died on that spot. These little altars, or ofrendra, are also commonly set up as part of the Day of the Dead celebrations, although for the Day of the Dead they are honouring all those who have passed, not just those who died prematurely.  

Sometimes a more permanent shrine is erected, with concrete or more often cemented stone walls and a curved roof to protect the altar itself. Candles in jars are commonly left as well as all sorts of offerings. The more permanent shrines tend to also be places where wishes are made.

The tradition of making wishes and leaving offerings at a grave was also popular in New Orleans, particularly at the mausoleum of the famous Voudou Queen Marie Laveau. At this site, located in St. Louis Cemetery #1, you would knock three times on the mausoleum and then say or whisper your wish. Leaving an offering of some sort would help seal the deal.

This Samhain, take some time to remember your own dearly departed, whether they are friends or family or just people you admire. If you can, visit their gravesites. If you can’t visit their gravesite, put something in a place of honour in your home, and leave them a little offering such as a bit of food (sweets are often particularly appropriate) or some drink. And while you’re honouring your beloved dead, whisper a wish. Who knows – it might just come true!
***
The Cypress Tree

by Titania

Folk name: Tree Of Death

Scientific name: Genus Cupressus.

In ancient Greek myth, Cyparissos was a handsome young man from the island of Kea, son of Telefus and grandson of Hercules. He was protégé to Apollo as well as the God Zephiros (God of the wind). His beloved company was a holy deer. One summer day while the deer was lying in the sun, Cyparissos mistakenly killed it with his spear. The young man, in despair, wished that he was dead as well. He asked the heavens for a favour; that his tears would roll down for all eternity. Apollo granted his wish and turned him into a cypress tree, the tree of sorrow.

As it is the tree of mourning, and mourning is a natural part of death, the cypress is sacred to Hades, God of the Underworld. The ancient Minoans worshipped the cypress as a divine symbol. In Egypt, cypress wood was used to make. The cypress is planted in cemeteries even today.

Cypress trees are native to scattered localities in mainly warm temperate regions in the northern hemisphere, including western North America, Central America, north-west Africa, the Middle East, the Himalaya, southern China and north Vietnam. They are evergreen trees or large shrubs, growing to five to 40 metres tall. The leaves are scale-like, two to six millimetres long, arranged in opposite decussate pairs, and persist for three to five years. On young plants up to one or two years old, the leaves are needle-like and five to 15 millimetres long. The cones are eight to 40 millimetres long, globose or ovoid, with four to 14 scales arranged in opposite decussate pairs; they are mature in 18 to 24 months from pollination. The seeds are small with two narrow wings, one along each side of the seed. Many of the species are adapted to forest fires, holding their seeds for many years in closed cones until the parent trees are killed by a fire; the seeds are then released to colonise the bare, burnt ground. In other species, the cones open at maturity to release the seeds.

Many cypress species are grown as decorative trees in parks and, in Asia, around temples; in some areas, the native distribution is hard to discern due to extensive cultivation. A few species are grown for their timber, which can be very durable. The fast-growing hybrid Leyland cypress, much used in gardens, draws one of its parents from this genus (Monterey Cypress C. macrocarpa); the other parent, Nootka cypress, is also sometimes classified in this genus.

The gender for the cypress is feminine, the ruling planet is Saturn, and its element  is Earth. It is also sacred to Mithras, Aphrodite, Artemis (Diana), Apollo, Eros, Zeus, Hekat, Hebe and Zoroaster. Its powers are longevity, healing, comfort and protection.

Magical uses: Cypress should be used at times of crisis, and at times of the death of a friend or relative. It helps allay grief. The tree is protective when grown near the home.  It is the symbol of eternity and immortality and the wood has been carried to lengthen life. It is also used in invocations to the Gods. The roots of cypress are healing as is the greenery when dried and used as incense. A sprig of Cypress can be thrown on the grave of the deceased for luck and love in the hereafter.

Sources:

http://www.valentine.gr/mythology6.htm
http://209.197.89.145/encyclopedia/Cupressus/
Scott Cunningham's Encyclopedia of Magickal Herbs
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