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​Introduction
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Nature full of green shoots and spring blossoms, midsummer nights full of life that are worth celebrating, autumns that bring a bountiful harvest, and harsh winters where the only way to stay warm is by lighting a good old fire – life’s cycle goes through so many changes. Each year, the Wheel of the Year turns, making a full circle, bringing life, death, and renewal, and maintaining a sacred rhythm that has existed since the beginning of time.

In ancient times, people were more attuned to nature. They observed, relied on, and honored seasonal changes because doing so meant survival and keeping their community together. This was particularly true for Celtic and Norse tribes, who transitioned from nomadic to agricultural societies, where they had to rely on the elements in one specific area for sustenance. To build strong communities, they developed traditions that were passed on to the next generations through myths and oral customs and were later revived in modern Pagan and Wiccan practices.

Beyond survival and community building, observing nature’s changes added a spiritual framework to cultural and religious practices. For the Celts and the Norse, there was always a power and a reason (and at least one tale) behind each natural occurrence. When they marked any part of the life cycle, they likely celebrated a deity tied to it.

While contemporary Pagan practices have slightly different frameworks, many of them still reflect the ancient cultural conventions. Easter, complete with the role of eggs and bunnies, May Day, or Halloween, are just some of the traditions adopted from ancient Pagan customs honoring a shift in nature. Still, they may be different, but modern practices, just like their ancestors, incorporate themes and symbols with enduring legacies. Often tied to the life cycle, the concept of Pagan Sabbats revolves around death, rebirth, fertility, new beginnings, gratitude, reflection, and acceptance of the old to move ahead with the new.

Sounds fascinating, doesn’t it? Well, the good news is that this book will help you explore each Sabbat in depth. As you read through the chapters, you’ll learn about where each celebration hails from, how it was celebrated in antiquity, what myths are tied to it, and what modern practices were inspired by it. 

No matter which season resonates with you, if you want to get inspired to honor it, you’ll be able to do it by reading this book. And if you’re simply driven to age-old traditions through inquisitiveness, this book will still satisfy your curiosity. So, don’t hesitate any longer, and start your journey through the Wheel of the Year and all its wonderful events!
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​Chapter 1: Introduction to the Wheel of the Year
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To help you familiarize yourself with the most celebrated Pagan holidays, this chapter gives you an overview of the old and new framework within which they exist. You’ll also learn about the symbolism and significance of the Wheel of the Year - a concept encompassing the eight most renowned Pagan holidays.
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Origins of the Wheel

[image: ]


While the Wheel of the Year concept, as it is known today, is relatively new, it draws its roots from much older traditions, including Germanic and Celtic. 

A common theme in these ancient traditions is the cyclical pattern through which people understood nature and celebrated the seasons. This cyclical time division throughout the year forms the basis for the Wheel of the Year. For pre-Christian Germanic and Celtic tribes, observing the seasons meant survival. 

By understanding and working with the seasonal cycles, people were able to get the best out of every season, no matter what it brought. They also celebrated each change in nature because of its gifts and what its coming and passing represented. Some of the most celebrated ancient natural observations were marked by the German solar festival and the Celtic Fire festival, both of which honored the nurturing power of the sun and its ability to renew life after death every year.
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The Eight Sabbats
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The Wheel of the year, as it is observed today, has eight sabbats, each with its own theme and timing around the year:

	Yule, also known as the Winter Solstice, is on December 21st. Signifying a time of rebirth, this Sabbat is observed on the shortest day of the year, when the sun’s light is believed to start returning from its long rest.

	Imbolc, the very beginning of spring, is honored on February 1st. It’s associated with healing and purification and brings a new beginning full of promise.

	Ostara is celebrated on March 20th. It’s also known as the Spring Equinox, as it’s the start of spring’s most fertile period. It’s also linked to the dual themes of light and dark, and the return of balance to nature’s life-death cycle.

	Beltane, the fire festival, is observed on May 21st. It marks peak fertility in nature, which ought to be celebrated through passion and planting.

	Litha serves as a counterpart to the Winter Solstice, as the longest day of the year, known as the Summer Solstice. Honored on June 21st, Litha’s main theme is abundance.

	Lughnasadh, or Lammas, is celebrated by a harvest festival- the first in the season. It opens the harvest season on August 1st.

	Mabon, also known as the Autumn Equinox, is held on September 21st. It’s associated with balance, except here it’s darkness that must balance light as winter approaches.

	Samhain marks the end of the harvest season on October 31st. It’s also known as the Witches’ New Year, bringing darkness, decay, and death.
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Ancient vs. Modern
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Naturally, the ancient festivals that once honored the events covered by the Wheel have evolved over time. For example, in ancient times, local festivities were held at key times during seasonal shifts. Associated with seasonal and agricultural cycles, ancient traditions have been reimagined in similar concepts in Wicca and Neo-Pagan practices. These modern interpretations encourage global celebrations, where larger communities are involved. In fact, this is how traditions perpetuating the concept of the Wheel of the Year have become renowned once again - by Wiccan practitioners spreading them in the 20th century. 

Before this, the ancient Germanic and Celtic traditions had been pushed to the background by new belief systems, which caused the practices to become suppressed or altered. Early societies believed in honoring their connection to nature, hence why they marked the changes in nature, like the solstices. They held feasts and rituals, and made offerings and sacrifices within their small local community. However, due to the suppression of Pagan beliefs, some of the holidays have become Christianized. Adopting the ancient traditions into the new belief system made it easier to spread the new religion.

The annual festival cycle known as the Wheel of the Year interprets pagan holidays through a combined system. Beyond the solstices and equinoxes, the Wheel also takes into consideration the midpoints between each key natural event. The latter are also known as the cross-quarter festivals. Unlike their much older counterparts, the events encompassed by the modern Wheel offer a spiritual connection among all participants. 

Once, the deepest spiritual connection was observed only by those performing the rituals, ceremonies, and offerings. In Neo-Pagan traditions, more people can participate, making the marking of Pagan traditions feel less isolating. Moreover, Neo-Paganism has become increasingly popular among artists, who use it as a form of self-expression. From traditional, nature-based pagan practices to customs adopted from other archaic belief systems, to even witchcraft, modern Wiccan and Neo-Pagan interpretations of the seasonal celebrations encompass a diverse set of practices and traditions.
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