
BDO Bardic Course Sampler
“the best course in existence for a thoughtful 

and intelligent would-be Druid.” Ronald Hutton.
We want everyone who signs up for our courses  

to a) have a clear idea of what to expect, and b) to  
be likely  to benefit  substantially from them. To be  
sure of both, we offer the following selections from 
the bardic course. We trust that they will help you to  
judge whether you think the course is for you prior  
to signing up.

These are, of course, just a few pages extracted  
from a  course  that  runs  to  over  1,200 pages and  
more than half a million words. What follows really  
is just a taster.

One advantage of  delivering the course  in  pdf  
format  is  that  we’re  able  to  include  interactive  
contents pages, and here’s one for you to try. Click  

on an item on the Contents list and you’ll be taken to that item in the text. Click on  
the heading there and it will bring you back to the Contents page. Neat, huh?

Contents:
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Meditation, Druidry & The Gods

Looking the part
‘The awen I sing’

Awen women
the twenty-four metres

Cad Goddau, ‘The Battle of the Trees
The Nine Gifts of the Cauldron

1



We begin with an extract from booklet 1:  Introducing Druidry.  Throughout the  
course, we occasionally pause to answer FAQs (Frequently Asked Questions),  the  
third of which is: “So what do you believe then?” This offers a brief summary of the  
fundamental principles that underlie BDO Druidry.

faq 3: Basic beliefs
“druids ... said that it was they that made heaven and earth, and the sea, &c., and the  

sun and moon, &c..”
From the medieval Irish text, Senchus Mor, ‘Great Old Tales,’ compiled circa 8th 

century CE from earlier sources.

Druidry is far from being a monolithic organisation with a single set of beliefs. On 
the contrary, there are many Druid orders and what they do and believe varies widely.  
Some grew out of 18th century friendly societies, some have a Masonic slant, some 
encourage radical political activism, some claim to have started in Atlantis, some are 
Pagan,  others  are  cultural  organisations with  roots  in  non-conformist  Christianity; 
some see Druidry as a religion, others as a philosophy; some try to reconstruct what 
they see as authentic ancient Druidry, others set themselves firmly in the 21st century 
(see bardic booklet  21).  Clearly,  with this degree of diversity, there is little or no 
general agreement amongst Druids as to what Druids believe. What follows, then, is  
simply  my  own statement  of  the  basic  beliefs  that  define  Druidry  as  taught  and 
practised within the British Druid Order.

We see Druidry as a native European manifestation of an Earth-based, ancestral, 
spirituality  that  manifests  elsewhere  in  the  world  wherever  indigenous spiritual 
traditions have survived or been revived. We therefore feel a spiritual kinship with the 
shamans of Siberia, Native American medicine people and spirit workers, the noaidi 
of Sami Scandinavia, aboriginal Australians, the Bantu of Africa, the Hindus of India 
and all other folk around the world who share our basic beliefs.

These are: 

1) Animism, i.e. the belief that all things are 
imbued  with  spirit.  This  fundamental  belief 
encourages us to be aware of the true, spiritual 
nature of all things, animate and inanimate. This 
awareness encourages us to treat all beings and 
all things with respect and lies at the heart of the 
‘green’  spiritual  environmentalism  that  is  so 
much a part of modern Druidry. Animism is also 
found in Buddhism, Islam and Christianity.

2)  Polytheism,  i.e.  the belief  that  there  are 
many  gods  and  goddesses,  all  of  whom  are 
worthy of  respect  and reverence. Among other 
things, belief in a multiplicity of deities fosters 
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tolerance, allowing us to see other faiths as valid paths to spiritual growth. While we 
see the ultimate goal of all spiritual paths as being oneness with the universe, we do 
not see that oneness as a single, male father god or female great goddess. Universal  
unity is vastly beyond any such limited human conceptions.

3) Respect for our Ancestors. We recognise ancestors of spirit as well as those of 
our direct bloodline. Ancestors of spirit are those who have walked similar spiritual 
paths before us and with whom we therefore feel close affinity. Our respect for our  
ancestors stems from the fact that so much of who we are is derived from them, both 
physically and spiritually. We may also find teachers and guides among our ancestors.

4)  Paganism in  its  original  sense,  which  is  simply  that  of  a  spirituality  that 
honours the spirits of the place in which we live. Honouring the spirits of our own 
locale naturally leads us to honour those of other lands we may travel to. In honouring 
the spirits of place, we are also honouring the inhabitants of that place, both the living 
and their ancestors in spirit.

These basic definitions apply not only to Druidry but also to Wicca, Heathenism, 
Hinduism, tribal  religions, shamanism, traditional Chinese folk religion, Shintoism 
and New Age spirituality.  Estimates  vary  widely,  but  these  beliefs  are  shared  by 
roughly one-third of  the world’s  population,  making Paganism the world’s  largest 
faith community, numerically exceeding either Christianity or Islam.

These, then, are the core beliefs that define the BDO. We do not claim they define 
Druidry in general, nor that they necessarily make our kind of Druidry better than 
anyone else’s. We both recognise and celebrate the diversity of modern Druidry.

You may not accept all of these beliefs yourself. For now, we simply ask you to  
think about them and what they mean. We’ll look at each of them in more detail later, 
particularly in our ovate course. Having established these basic beliefs, however, it  
may be useful to state how they impact the ethical framework of the BDO.

The Ethics of BDO Druidry
Ethics  determine  how we interact  with each other  as  individuals  and with the 

wider world. As a group, the BDO has a number of ethical stances built into it. These 
are continually being refined in the light of new concerns raised by our members and 
the broader, global society we inhabit. So that you can see upfront what our ethical 
positions are on a range of topics, we feel it appropriate to outline them here. For a 
more detailed discussion, see Druid booklets 17 and 20-23.

Race
Because of its origins and history, Druidry may be assumed to be primarily of 

interest to those whose ancestry is European, British and Irish. While recognising this, 
membership of the BDO is open to people of all ethnic and cultural backgrounds. We 
do not discriminate on grounds of race, skin colour or ethnicity. We believe that it is  
wrong to do so. We promote equality and inclusivity.
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Gender
We recognise that gender is not, and never has been, a simple binary consisting 

solely of male and female. Some are transgender, some non-gendered, others are gay, 
straight, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, transvestite, or otherwise queer. The BDO is 
open to people of any or all genders and sexual orientations. We do not discriminate 
on the grounds of people’s genitalia or what they do with them, so long as they do no 
harm to others. See Druid 22, pages 18-56.

Politics
The BDO supports democracy in its original Greek meaning of government of the 

people, by the people and for the people. By this definition, there are currently (2020) 
no  major  nations  that  are  democratic.  The  UK and  USA,  for  example,  are  best 
described by another Greek term, plutocracy, i.e. government of, by and for the rich. 
Plutocracies  promote  vast  inequalities  between  people  that  adversely  impact  the 
majority  in  favour  of  a  tiny  minority,  affecting  health,  education,  lifestyle,  social  
mobility and every aspect of life. This system is also responsible for the ecological  
crisis we are currently plunging towards and must, therefore, be replaced by genuine 
democracy as soon as possible. As an adjunct to real democracy, we also believe in 
equality of opportunity and of reward. See Druid 21, pages 4-34.

War & Peace
As an organisation, we collectively promote a pacifist agenda that calls for an end 

to all  conflicts between people. Once this is achieved, the unbelievably vast sums 
currently spent on armaments and training people to kill and maim each other can be 
redirected to more useful ends, including ending world poverty, ensuring clean water 
and decent food supplies for all, improving education and health care. See Druid 20, 
pages 42-56. Following on from this, we support non-violent protest as a means to 
effect social and political change. See Druid 21, pages 34-45.

Ecology
Druidry  is  often,  and  with  some  justification,  portrayed  as  a  naturally  Green 

spirituality. In the case of the BDO, concern for all beings who inhabit our planet 
follows on naturally  from the first  of our core beliefs,  Animism. As animists,  we 
recognise the sentience of a wide range of beings, from nature spirits to mountains, 
voles to human beings. Humans are not the only beings with a right to life. In 2010, 
the government of Bolivia  became the first  in the modern world to recognise the 
rights of all beings when it enacted a ‘Law of the Rights of Mother Earth.’ This in 
turn inspired a number of indigenous peoples and ecological groups to call for the 
United Nations to  adopt a ‘Universal  Declaration of the Rights of  Mother Earth,’ 
Article 2 of which sets out the following ‘Inherent Rights of Mother Earth:’
(1) Mother Earth and all beings of which she is composed have the following inherent  
rights:
(a)  the right to life and to exist;
(b)  the right to be respected;
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(c)  the  right  to  regenerate  its  bio-capacity  and  to  continue  its  vital  cycles  and 
processes free from human disruptions;
(d) the right to maintain its identity and integrity as a distinct, self-regulating and 
interrelated being;
(e)  the right to water as a source of life;
(f)  the right to clean air;
(g)  the right to integral health;
(h)  the right to be free from contamination, pollution and toxic or radioactive waste;
(i)  the right to not have its genetic structure modified or disrupted in a manner that  
threatens its integrity or vital and healthy functioning;
(j)  the right to full and prompt restoration for the violation of the rights recognized in  
this Declaration caused by human activities;
(2) Each being has the right to a place and to play its role in Mother Earth for her  
harmonious functioning.
(3) Every being has the right  to  well-being and to live free from torture or cruel 
treatment by human beings.

The BDO agrees with this. To read the rest of the Declaration, click here. To sign 
the petition to encourage the UN to adopt the Declaration, click here.

In the next extract, from booklet 1, Robin Williamson (below), recognised by many  
as the greatest living exponent of the traditional bardic arts, talks about those arts.

Poetic Power
“What is this poetic power that is so often 

asserted? Why would one study the legends of 
one's ancestry? Why does one ply words with 
words and construct notes upon notes of tunes? 
It is stated repeatedly that there is power to be 
won here not available in ordinary school; not 
for sale in colleges. Only one who yearns for 
poetry with feet made for journeys will get a 
taste of it. The Gaelic word for poem or song is 
dan, which really means not only song but also 
skill  and  destiny.  It  includes  the  notions  of 
praising and foretelling and, more importantly, 
magical  power  over  the  article  or  person  so 
treated.

“Poetry is made of the quality of mist and 
starlight,  of  every  untouchable  thing.  It  is  a 
mesh  to  trap  the  mincing  mind  till  the  soul 
leaps  free  one  moment.  Legends,  songs:  a 
lifetime to learn them, many lifetimes to learn 
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them all,  many years to understand one tune and many tellings to understand one 
story.

“Knowing what has happened upon a hill, why a river has a certain name, the 
meaning of a stone in a field - these are histories that make everyday surroundings 
magical. This knowledge is a crossing of waters. But the power to tell a story that 
never happened in the world at all, that is an enchantment; that suspends time and 
care. It takes the hard mile after the easy mile and the mountain above the hill to do 
that. ...

“Stepping out of the door of one’s own house, one carries the weather in one's 
head; the history of one's view of the entire universe; memories that haze as days 
recede. One who wishes to attain understanding seeks to survive the poison, the fact 
of  death.  Seeks to  leave signs and messages for  those who will  come later.  Sees  
poetry as a kind of prayer, a kind of teacher. Knows that poetry is not made of words 
but out of bones and gardens, winter rain, kisses and whatnot. Knows that it is not 
only found on pages but met upon mountains, eaten in fruit, drunk in strong drink.  
Poetry is caused by love. It is a sculpture of one's own life.

“These ideas are, I believe, the traditional British approach to the mystery of art.”

From R.  Williamson  & R.  J.  Stewart,  Celtic  Bards,  Celtic  Druids,  Blandford, 
1996, pp. 28-9, used by permission. For more about Robin, including tour dates, visit  
his website at http://www.pigswhiskermusic.co.uk 

Now here’s an exercise from booklet 3: Ritual & Meditation  1: Approaching the 
Sacred:

Exercise 1: creating an altar
An altar can form the spiritual focus of the 

home,  our  lives  within  it  and  our  wider 
relationships with the world, or worlds, outside 
and  beyond.  An  altar  needn't  be  large  or 
elaborate.  If you're  short  of  space, it  can be a 
corner of a dressing table, a niche in a wall, a 
bookshelf,  or  a  mantelpiece.  The  form  is 
immaterial,  the  meaning  is  everything.  My 
friend, Leon Reed, has what he calls his 'god-
wall,'  a small table with stepped shelves rising 
above  it  on  which  he  has  images  of  deities. 
Some are the kind of statuettes available in New 
Age shops, some are bronzes found in antique 
markets, others are plastic toys, dolls or action 
figures he has dressed appropriately. 

You might  decorate  your  own altar  with  a 
painting, drawing or statuette of a deity, pictures 
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of or by your children or your ancestors, flowers, stones, bones, antlers, toys, twigs ...  
almost anything really. The important thing is that whatever you place on your altar 
has  a  powerful  meaning  for  you.  It  should  connect  with  you  spiritually  and 
emotionally. Perhaps it recalls a powerful time of transition in your life, a dream or 
vision, an aspect of nature you relate to particularly strongly, or an individual who 
means  a  great  deal  to  you.  Whatever  form it  takes,  each  item should  be  chosen 
because it represents to you a potent source of awen, or inspiration. 

As important as what you choose to place on your altar is how you behave towards 
it. When you have your altar established, you should make it a focus of your spiritual 
life by lighting candles or incense on it in honour of the spirits represented on it; by 
addressing  prayers  to  those  spirits  through  the  images  on  the  altar;  by  regularly 
cleaning it, renewing wilted flowers, adding new items to it, or removing old ones 
that may no longer be necessary or relevant to your journey.

The numerous exercises scattered through the course are each designed to deepen  
your personal experience of and involvement with the path of the Druid bard.

Here’s a second extract from booklet 3, introducing the art of meditation:

Meditation, Druidry & The Gods
“I fled as an antlered Stag

that leapt freely.
I fled as iron thrust into fire,

I fled as a spearhead, the bane of him who chose it!”
From the second poem in the Story of Taliesin, bardic 2, page 45.

With the daily news largely comprised of a catalogue of local or global disasters of 
one kind or another, more and more people are turning to meditation as a vital means 
of  achieving  and maintaining mental,  emotional  and spiritual  equilibrium.  Having 
done so, many find that its regular practice benefits their general health and well-
being.  Given  these  beneficial  effects,  is  there  any  evidence  that  classical Druids 
practised meditation?  As we  have seen,  they committed none of their teachings to 
writing,  so  our  evidence  comes  from archaeology,  non-Druid  commentators  and 
educated intuition. What do these have to tell us about possible meditative practices 
among our spiritual ancestors?

Among classical writers, Diogenes Laertius, in his Lives and Opinions of Eminent  
Philosophers (Book  I,  Prologue,  5),  implies  similarities  between  Druids  and  the 
Gymnosophists (literally ‘naked philosophers’) of India. He writes:

“Some say that the study of philosophy was of barbarian origin. For the Persians 
had  their  Magi,  the  Babylonians  or  Assyrians  the  Chaldeans,  the  Indians  their 
Gymnosophists,  while  the  Kelts  and  the  Galatae  had  seers  called  Druids  and 
Semnotheoi,1 or so Aristotle says in the Magic and Sotion in the twenty-third book of 

1 Semnotheoi is from the Greek meaning ‘[those who] revere the gods.’
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his Succession of Philosophers… Those who think that philosophy is an invention of 
the barbarians ... say that the Gymnosophists and Druids make their pronouncements 
by means of riddles and dark sayings, teaching that the gods must be worshipped, and 
no evil done, and manly behaviour maintained.” 

Diogenes was writing in the 3rd century CE, long after Roman attempts to suppress 
Druidry  had  begun  in  mainland  Europe,  which  is  presumably  why he quotes  the 
earlier writers, Aristotle and Sotion, as sources for his knowledge about Druids.  By 
Gymnosophists,  he presumably means ascetics like the early Jains or contemporary 
Naga Sadhus, naked Hindu holy men who walk the roads of India, living on alms 
while devoting their lives to meditation and yogic exercises.  The suggestion  is that 
classical Druids  followed a similar path.  Can we trace the  possibility of a kind of 
Druidic yoga back further in time? Possibly.

The  Gundestrup  cauldron  (right) is  a 
beautifully  decorated  silver  vessel  that  was 
deposited into a peat bog in Denmark in the 1st 

or  2nd century  BCE,  having  first  been 
dismantled  into  its  component  parts.  Recent 
metallurgical analysis shows that  it was made 
in  Bulgaria.  One of  its  most  famous images 
shows a man with antlers sprouting from his 
head.  He  sits  cross-legged,  arms  upraised, 
holding a large, Ram-headed Snake in his left 
hand and a torc (neck-ring) in his right,  held 
under the chin of an antlered Stag.

Ram-headed  Serpents appear in other late 
Iron  Age  contexts,  usually  in  company  with 
figures  who appear  to  be  either  gods  or 
religious  functionaries.  Often,  like  the 
Gundestrup figure, they are horned or antlered 
and sitting cross-legged.  On first seeing these 
images in the 1970s, it struck me that these Serpents must represent spiritual energy, 
much as the Kundalini  Serpent in Hindu yoga,  where it specifically represents the 
power  of  the  divine  feminine.  The  yogic  postures of  the  Celtic figures seems  to 
support this interpretation. Of course it may simply be that our  Iron Age ancestors 
commonly sat cross-legged on the ground, yet the  clearly  religious  settings suggest 
there  is  something  more going on.  Look at the faces of the figures.  For me, they 
exude a strong sense of calm, focused power.

A good example is a small bronze figure on a bucket mount found in a 9th century 
CE Viking ship burial at Oseberg in Norway (next page, top left). Although found in a 
Viking  context,  the  bucket  is  believed  to  have  been  made  in  Ireland.  Here,  the 
positioning of the figure’s limbs is strongly reminiscent of the classic yoga position 
known as the Full Lotus. Note the open top of the skull, the inside of which is marked 
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with  tightly  spaced  concentric  circles.  Note  also 
the mandala-like pattern enamelled across a large 
part of the torso.

Another example is a small stone figure (lower 
left) from Quilly in North-Eastern France, which 
again  shows  a  figure  in  a  cross-legged,  yogic 
posture. He is naked and wearing a torc, has what 
may be a Sun-symbol next to his right elbow, and 
holds his right hand across the central axis of his 
body, halfway between his belly-button and solar 
plexus.  A small  shape  that  looks  like  a  stylised 
bird,  or  perhaps  a  flame,  emerges  from  the 
extended fingers of that hand.

This leads on to a detailed exploration of the  
practice of various meditation techniques. Others  
are given elsewhere in the course.

Our next extract is from booklet 4: A Bardic 
Miscellany, offering another example of the ways  

in  which  we draw practical  inspiration  from the  
history and pre-history of our tradition.

Looking the part
In  past  ages,  it  seems 

that bards were marked out 
as  such  by  distinctive 
clothing,  regalia,  or 
hairstyles.  There are several 
Iron  Age  representations  of 
figures clothed in the hooded 
woollen cloak known as the 
cucullus, These seem to have 
varied  in  length  and 
appearance depending on the 
status  of  the  wearer. The 
higher the status,  the longer, 
more  colourful and  more 
elaborately  decorated  the 
cloak. The  bardocucullus 
(right),  was  a  simple,  short 
travelling cloak, the name of 
which  suggests it  was 
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favoured by bards. Medieval Irish law codes refer to bards (Irish fili) being permitted 
to wear six different colours in their clothing as a mark of their status.

We saw earlier (page 13) that the wearing of 
white robes by members of the Druid caste is 
referred to classical sources. Pliny the Elder, in 
a  famous  passage  from his  Natural  History, 
describes  how,  “clad  in  a  white  robe,  the 
priest ascends the tree and cuts the mistletoe 
with  a  golden  sickle,  and  it  is  received  by 
others  in  a  white  cloak.” Since  the  persons  in  question  were 
required to climb trees, we may assume they were fairly young and 
fit,  more likely trainees than ancient sages.  White robes are also 
mentioned in later insular sources, and in folk tradition. Strabo, in 
his  Geographia  (Book IV,  chapter  4),  says  of  the  Gauls  that 
“their dignitaries wear garments that are dyed in colours and 
sprinkled with gold.” By ‘dignitaries,’  he may mean Druids 
but  could  equally  be  referring  to tribal  chieftains.  A different 
translation I came across many years ago but am now unable to 
locate, maintained that the ‘dignitaries’ were Druids and that their 
robes  were  red  trimmed  with  gold.  Tacitus’  description  of  the 
Roman attack on Anglesey refers to black-clad women like Furies 
rushing about amongst the Druids and brandishing flaming torches. 
They  may  have  been  female  Druids,  perhaps 
devotees  of  a  war  goddess  such  as  the  Irish 
Morrigan, whose British equivalent may have been 
Rhiannon,  both  names meaning  ‘Great  Queen.’  The 
Morrigan and her sisters often took the form of Ravens 
or  Hoodie  Crows  and  it  may  be  that  the  black 
clothing of the Angelsey women was intended to 
emulate the dark plumage of these birds. An early 
medieval Irish text refers to a Druid named Mogh 
Ruith  wearing  a  ‘speckled  bird-dress’  (see 
Druid booklet 16).

Based  on  these  references,  an  early 
incarnation  of  the  BDO  stipulated  white 
robes for bards, long, blood-red tabards or jerkins 
trimmed with gold for ovates, and black cloaks 
for Druids. This colour scheme fitted well with 
the common Pagan notion,  derived largely from 
Robert  Graves’  The  White  Goddess (Faber  & 
Faber,  1949), of  a  triple-aspected  goddess  who 
manifests  as virgin (white), mother (red) and crone 
(black).
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Comparison of the two Iron Age bards depicted on the previous page shows that, 
allowing for stylistic differences, they are very similarly dressed. The upper image is 
from an inscribed pot dating from 8th century BCE Austria, while the lower one is 
from 1st century BCE France. The instrument depicted in the upper image is a type of 
Iron Age European lyre called a chrotta (bardic booklet 13, pages 19-25). Both bards 
wear  close-fitting  trousers  and  thigh-length,  long-sleeved  tunics  in  a  matching, 
diagonally patterned fabric, with some sort of decorative belt worn low on the hips. 
The material represented may be a kind of tartan, and recent, well-preserved finds in 
Northern Europe and Scandinavia have shown that Iron Age weavers used a technique 
that combined two colours to produce a lozenge or diamond patterned woollen cloth.

Classical and medieval literature support the idea that bards in training grouped 
around teachers of the Druid caste with whom they would travel around during the 
summer months,  visiting  settlements  and  feasting  halls.  Bardic  students  may also 
have accompanied their teachers to the great seasonal festivals that brought whole 
tribes together to worship their gods, to proclaim laws and settle outstanding disputes, 
inaugurate  new chieftains,  feast,  and indulge  in  sports  and entertainments.  Bardic 
competitions  like the Welsh Eisteddfod  may have  had their origins in gatherings of 
bards occurring at such festivals. 

The bronze figurines depicted  below seem to represent elements of  just  such a 
festival. They form part of a unique hoard  found on the banks of the river Loire in 
north-western France, near a late Iron Age shrine at Fleury, where they were buried in 
the 1st century BCE at the time of the Roman conquest of Gaul. The hoard contains 
two figures who may be identified as a bard and a Druid. The bard (previous page) is 
represented as playing a musical instrument, now lost,  but probably of the  chrotta 
type. The other, with neatly trimmed beard and dressed in a knee-length robe (below, 
far right), is probably a Druid, depicted with his right hand extended, palm outward, 
in a gesture of benediction. The rest of the hoard includes animals and a group of 
naked dancers, male and female, of whom four are shown here.

When the Druid teachers deemed their students to have learnt enough, they would 
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presumably have gone through some form of ritual to mark their graduation, much as 
modern university graduates do. Perhaps, as in early medieval Ireland, they would be 
presented with a silver branch as a symbol of their new status (see page 32). Perhaps 
they were presented with their trews and tunic or bardocucullus as robes of office.

The present-day Welsh Gorsedd has its bards wearing blue robes, ovates green and 
Druids white, a practice later adopted by the Ancient Druid Order and its offshoot, the 
Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids. This arrangement was devised at the end of the 
18th century by our old friend, Iolo Morganwg. In the early BDO, as said, we adopted 
white for bards, dark red tabards for ovates and black cloaks for Druids. Now I’m 
inclined toward bardic gear like that portrayed in the Iron Age, i.e. trousers and long-
sleeved tunics in a diagonal design, perhaps of tartan wool. As a distant descendant of 
Malcolm  III  of  Scotland  (1031-1093),  I  may  be  entitled  to  the  Malcolm  tartan. 
Alternatively, my Welsh ancestry might entitle me to the Llewellyn tartan. However, 
having been married to a Kilpatrick for fifteen years, I tend to favour the Colquhoun 
tartan, to which Kilpatricks are entitled.  Delving into your own family tree might 
reveal a clan tartan for you.

Of course, having said all that, the wearing of robes or other special clothing is not 
an essential part of either Druidry or the bardic tradition. Druidry is, after all, a living 
spiritual tradition, not an historical re-enactment society, although many Druids and 
other Pagans are members of re-enactment groups. If you attend any gathering of  
bards or  Druids these days,  other  than those of  the Welsh or  Cornish  gorseddau, 
you’ll  find  little  uniformity  of  dress,  with  most  opting  for  more-or-less  colourful 
everyday wear appropriate to the time of year. A few will wear robes, though these 
come in a wide range of colours, some richly decorated with embroidery, others plain. 
I’ve yet to persuade many bards to adopt the Iron Age garb described above. I’ve not  
even finished making my own Colquhoun tartan bardic gear. One day...

Meanwhile, should you want to have a crack at making your own bardic finery, 
there are various online resources where you can find patterns for cloaks, tabards, 
tunics, trousers and robes.

This is followed by simple instructions on how to make a robe. Other practical  
craft projects include making a Branch of Peace and a 12th century Harp.

Now here’s a piece from booklet 5: Awen: The Holy Spirit of Druidry:

‘The awen I sing’
“I sang before a praiseworthy lord on the meadows of the Severn,

before Brochfael of Powys who loved my awen.”
From Golychaf-i Gulwyd, ‘I entreat the Dear-Blessed One,’ perhaps originally titled 
Cadair Taliesin, ‘The Chair/Song of Taliesin,’ Book of Taliesin XIV, translated by 

Derwydd Newyddion, bardic 8, page 28.

Reference to ‘three-fold awen’ and to the ‘ode of Ceridwen’ in the poems quoted 
earlier remind us that chanting the word ‘awen’ three times is a method employed by 
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some modern Druid groups for opening the individual spirit to the flow of awen as the 
source of inspiration (bardic 3, page 49). That awen was sung, or chanted, in the past 
is  clear  from a  number  of  medieval  poems,  including  ‘The  Hostile  Confederacy’ 
(bardic 7, pages 38-46) where the bard says:

“I sing awen,
I bring it forth from the deep.
The river that encircles the world:
I know its size and strength,
I know where it ebbs,
I know how it flows,
I know how it courses,
I know how it retreats.
I know what beasts
there are beneath the sea;
I know the nature
of each one in its shoal;
how a day is divided,
how many days in a year,
how many spear-shafts in a war-band,
how many droplets in a shower.”

As with many such verses, the bard here speaks of his understanding of awen, and 
how it informs his understanding of the world. A few fellow Druids have described 
such  passages  as  ‘boasting,’ a  description  I  utterly  reject.  These  bards  are  taking 
justifiable  pride  in  their  accumulated  wisdom and their  ability  to  put  it  to  use  in 
understanding the nature of the universe and their role in it. In this particular passage, 
the bard’s awen is brought “forth from the deep.” This is followed by a reference to 
‘the river that encircles the world.’ In the early medieval period the idea that the world 
was surrounded by a great river was common to many cultures, perhaps inherited 
from ancient Greek legend in which the world-encircling river is the embodiment of a 
Titan, Oceanus, son of Uranus and Gaia, husband of Tethys, his sister, and father of 
deities of rivers and seas.2 In ‘The Hostile Confederacy,’ the close juxtaposition of 
awen and the world river suggests that the bard sees awen as being drawn from the 
river. This supports our translation of awen as ‘the flowing spirit.’ If we are right, then 
the ‘sea’ of the poem may be the all-encompassing awen that surrounds us, the ‘river’ 
that portion of it which the bard draws to himself through his invocatory song. 

Now let's have another piece from booklet 5: Awen: The Holy Spirit of Druidry, in  
which  BDO founder,  Greywolf, muses on his shortcomings and turns for help to an  
old friend:

2 For English translations of many ancient Greek references to Oceanus, see: 
https://www.theoi.com/Kosmos/Okeanos.html
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Awen women
I  have written of  awen primarily a gift of the goddess Ceridwen  because that is 

how it is represented in the bardic literature of Britain and because, as a man, I have 
long been inspired by goddesses, my relationship with Ceridwen having begun in the 
1970s on first reading the Story of Taliesin and confirmed a couple of years later  
during my first degree Wiccan initiation. However, I recall many conversations with 
Emma Restall Orr (Bobcat) during the years we worked together when she would 
question  the  masculine  attitudes  implicit  in  these  old  texts.  She  saw  them  as 
representing very much a male perspective on  awen as apprehended by male bards 
and their understanding of the goddesses they revered. Emma  (right)  always asked 
where the female perspective was.  We saw in booklet 2 (pages 44-5) how female 
students  were excluded from bardic  training from the 12 th century.  It  is  therefore 
undeniable that the majority of early bards whose work has come down to us are 
male, as am I, hence our perspective is, naturally, a male one. To begin to redress the 
balance a little and give a flavour of one female Druid’s perspective on awen, I offer 
the following piece from Emma, which appears on the Druid Network website and is 
used here with her permission.3

“A vast  swathe of me is feline,  craving solitude 
and certainly seldom ever seeking out company. Yet 
what  inspires  me  is  still  complete  and  exquisitely 
focused  connection.  I  find  that  primarily,  and 
essentially, in my relationship with the natural world 
around me, with the mud beneath my feet (or paws), 
the  wind  on  my  nose,  the  trees  of  the  forest  here 
where  I  live,  the  flowers  of  the  meadows,  the 
occasional blackbird, badger or butterfly. 

“The  concept  that  Druids  call  awen,  divine 
inspiration,  I  find  within these  perfectly  connecting 
relationships, when soul touches soul, when life force 
meets  life  force,  with  recognition,  wonder,  honesty 
and  respect.  Energy  of  life  surges  through  us, 
breaking  up  our  preconceptions  and  expectations, 
leaving us naked and utterly awake. As an animist, I 
perceive the spirit of every creature, from pebbles to 
pussy cats, and my Druidcraft is a glorious adventure 
of  creating  and  deepening  sacred  and  honourable 
relationship with those around me in a perpetual quest 
for inspiration. 

“Of course, there are also the handful of human 
beings who are close to me, and being ever wakeful to 
those relationships is equally inspiring, allowing me 

3 http://druidnetwork.org/en/node/1773
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to explore the powers of human nature, the streams of life, its eddies and quirks of 
flow. Those close relationships also feed my craving for awen, my hunger for beauty, 
as souls meet, in perfect honesty. 

“Questing awen in a more potent form, I reach for deity, perhaps the goddess into 
whom I most frequently dissolve my soul - the endless darkness of the universe - or  
some other power of nature, such as wind or rain or wild emotion. Yes, that inspires  
me ... in an ecstatic mind-blowing supernova sort of way.” 

This piece is  accompanied by a look at two medieval women, one a 12th century  
princess  who seems a likely  candidate  to  have  written  the  Four  Branches  of  the  
Mabinogi, the other a 15th century bard whose poetry ranges from the spiritual to the  
thoroughly pornographic.

Next we have an extract from booklet 6: Earthsongs, the overall aim of which is to  
encourage you to create poetry and suggest ways in which you might do just that. In  
this extract we introduce another of our contributors, the late Robin Skelton, followed  
by one of Robin’s poems that we use to illustrate the 24 traditional metres used in  
British bardic verse, this particular poem being relevant to the season of Calan Mai:

the twenty-four metres
Several  English-language poets have worked in the  englyn form. However, we 

know of only one who has published English verse in all of the twenty-four metres;  
the  British-born  scholar,  teacher,  Pagan,  poet  and  word-magician,  Robin  Skelton 
(1925-1997), from whose book, The Shapes of Our Singing, the examples below are 
quoted.4 The photograph below shows Robin  in conversation with another goddess-
inspired  poet, Robert Graves, in Graves’ garden  at his home in Deya, Majorca, in 
1974.  Born in Yorkshire,  Robin  published his first collection of poetry in 1955.  He 
emigrated to Canada in 1963, where he became Professor of Creative Writing at the 

4 University of Washington Press, 2002. For more of Robin’s books on poetry and Paganism, see the 
Notes on page 40.
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University of Victoria. As well as prolific poet, author and translator, he was a proud 
Pagan, a fact that informs both his poetry and prose. His poems work perfectly in the 
context of this booklet, as well as being excellent in their own right. Our use of them 
here honours his memory, being in keeping with his lifelong devotion to Paganism 
and  to  teaching.  The  poems are  copyright  to  Robin  Skelton’s  estate  and  are 
reproduced here by kind permission of his daughters, Alison and Brigid.

Leon Reed, Seattle-based BDO Elder and course contributor, knew Robin well 
and had great affection for him. It was Leon who helped me get in touch with Alison 
and Brigid. I first met Leon when he volunteered to call the West in one of the huge 
public ceremonies we held at Avebury in the 1990s. Many paths have come together 
from far and near in order to make these courses possible, silver streams of  awen 
flowing through the earth, guiding so many footsteps on so many paths, converging 
into the single, continuous stream of our courses. True magic. Thanks be to Ceridwen, 
patroness of bards, for her cauldron’s gift.

Purists may object to the use of English to demonstrate these verse forms, holding 
that we should encourage everyone taking this course to learn Welsh. There is much 
to  be said  for  this  argument.  Welsh  is  a  beautiful  language,  particularly  given to  
poetry. For English speakers, however, it is a fairly difficult one to learn, certainly to 
the standard required in order to write convincing poetry in it.  To achieve such a 
standard, it would help to have been born a native Welsh-speaker, yet few even in 
Wales can claim that, while we must accept that the vast majority of people taking 
this course will be primarily English-speaking. However, good poetry is good poetry 
in any language, and Robin’s certainly qualifies on that front!

While  not  utilizing strict  Cynghanedd in his  poems, simply because it  doesn’t 
work as well in English as it does in Welsh, Robin follows the principles upon which 
it is based and makes use of internal consonance, rhyme, and alliteration. We have 
rearranged the poems from the order in which they were published in The Shapes of  
Our  Singing into  the  traditional  order  of  the  24  metres.  We  have  added  extra 
information about some of the metres, with examples in the original Welsh and in  
English translation, following on from Robin's own short analyses of the patterns. 
This additional information appears after the symbol: +

1: ENGLYN PENFYR

May Day
On this early May morning, chill and dry,
larks high over the hill,
I sense no impending ill.

Yet May has a dangerous charm; it brings
yearnings that haunt and harm
against which nobody can arm.

Love may prove a beautiful cheat, a ruse,
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choosing to feed earth’s heat,
giving it our bones to eat.

The Englyn Penfyr pattern is:
Syllables: 10 6 7
End rhymes: A A A
The first A word occurs before the end of the first line, and the one, two or three  
syllables that follow it are echoed in the first syllables of the line following.
+
Englyn penfyr has 16 syllables divided into two lines of 10 and 6 syllables (i.e., a  

toddaid byr - see below), to which is added a line of 7 syllables, hence penfyr (brief 
ending). It is used in verses attributed to a 7th century noblewoman, Heledd, lamenting 
the death of her brothers in battle against the Saxons and the desolation that followed 
the burning of the hall of her favourite brother, Cynddylan,  at Pengwern  (modern 
Shrewsbury). The following verse is the first from the poem called Stafell Cynddylan 
(Cynddylan’s Hall), part of a cycle attributed to Heledd, collectively known as Canu 
Heledd (The Songs of Heledd). It was probably composed in the 9th century based on 
earlier oral tradition.

Stafell Cynddylan ys lywyll heno
heb dan, heb wely 
wylaf wers; tawaf wedy.

(Cynddylan’s hall is dark tonight,
without a fire, without a bed.
I will weep for a while; afterwards I will fall silent.)

Our  bardic  course  emphasises  the  
importance  of  the  extraordinary  legacy  of  
mystical and mythological texts bequeathed to  
us  by  our  bardic  predecessors.  Many  were  
produced during a 12th century pagan revival  
centred  on  the  bardic  schools  that  flourished  
from  prehistoric  times  until  the  18th century.  
Hence we include new translations of that great  
collection  of  Welsh  legend  and  folklore,  the  
Mabinogi, the tales of the origin and exploits of  
the great, goddess-inspired bard, Taliesin, and  
the  mystical  poems  attributed  to  him.  The  
Taliesin texts have been newly translated for us  
by Celtic scholar, bard and BDO member and  
tutor,  Derwydd  Newydd.  Here  is  Derwydd’s  
translation of the opening of perhaps the most  
famous of all the Taliesin poems:
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Cad Goddau, ‘The Battle of the Trees’5

BOOK OF TALIESIN VIII (Derwydd Newydd’s translation, 2019)

I was in many forms6

before I was freed from restraint.
I was a slender, mottled sword7

forged by a skilful hand.
I was a droplet in the air,
I was the stars’ radiant light.
I was a word in script,
In my prime I was a book.
I was a lantern’s light
for a year and a half together.
I was a bridge that spanned
sixty estuaries.
I was a path, I was an Eagle,
I was a coracle on the sea.
I was the effervescence in a drink,
I was a drop of rain in a shower.
I was a sword in the hand,
I was a shield in battle.
I was a ringing harp-string,
under nine years’ enchantment,

and foam upon the water.
I was a fire’s sparking tinder,
I was a tree in a forest fire,
I am not one who does not sing:
I have sung since boyhood.
I sang in the treetops
before Britain’s ruler,
I pierced the stall-fed Horses
of those whose wealth is in fleets
I pierced a great Beast, horny-scaled,
on whom were a hundred heads
and a fierce war-band
beneath the root of his tongue.
Another war-band is found
in each of his necks’ napes.
A black-forked Toad
with a hundred talons.
A Serpent, speckled, crested,
a hundred souls for their sins
are tormented in his flesh.8

The poem itself is followed by an 11-page analysis that reveals for the first time in  
centuries what it actually means.

Booklet 14, The Three Cauldrons, introduces a group of Irish texts recorded in a  
16th century manuscript but probably dating from much earlier. Between them, they  
reveal a native way of understanding the body,  mind and spirit  that  has much in  
common with Hindu and Taoist yoga. All the texts have been newly translated by  
BDO founder, Greywolf. Here’s one of them, alongside the original Irish.

5 English translation by Derwydd Newydd, 2019, based on the transcribed Welsh text and English 
translation by Marged Haycock in Legendary Poems from the Book of Taliesin, Aberystwyth, 
CMCS, 2015. Slightly amended and annotated by Greywolf.
6 The ‘I’ of the poem is, of course, Taliesin who, as a fully enlightened Druid bard, has expanded his 
awareness to encompass all of existence.
7 My guess is that ‘mottled’ here means ‘pattern-welded,’ referring to a technique used by the finest 
sword-smiths in Northern Europe between the 3rd and 9th centuries CE to make exceptionally strong 
blades by repeatedly heating and hammering twisted coils of iron so that they bond fast together, 
producing a sort of herringbone pattern.
8 The horny-scaled Beast, the black-forked Toad, the crested Serpent and their war-bands are, I believe, 
metaphors for disease, reflecting a widespread ancient belief that such ill-omened creatures as these, 
either physically embodied or in spirit, were the root cause of illness in humans and other animals.
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The Nine Gifts of the Cauldron
“What is the proper motion? Not hard. That which turns a sage or afterwards turns 

a sage until iron turns, that is to say sharp iron piercing and honour after turning.”

“The cauldron of motion 
bestows and is bestowed, 
magnifies and is magnified,
nourishes and is nourished,
survives and is survived, 
fosters and is fostered,
sings and is sung of,
overpowers and is overpowered,
binds and is bound,
arranges and is arranged.
Wellspring of poetry,
dwelling-place of speech,
a fitting union,
building power
for the good of every domain,
for the good of every territory,
a regal woman by whom wisdom
is yoked to turn away from ignorance.”

Coire ermaii.
ernid erenar.
mo gaitlier mbrog-tair.
biathaid biadtar 
maraid martair. 
ailith ailter.
aracain aracanair. 
foraig foragar. 
consrend consrendar.
fosrend fosrendar. 
fotobur tomsi. 
foaitreib innsce 
focomar coimsi. 
Conutaing firrsi 
ismo cach ferann. 
Isferr gach orbo. 
Berigh co hecna 
echraid fri bórba.

And here’s an extract from the explanatory text that follows it.

Who is the “regal woman” (berigh)? As we saw earlier (pages 7-8 above), she is 
most  likely  Brighid,  goddess  of  poetry,  fertility,  brewing and  smith-craft.  Various 
references in the poem, including those to transforming iron in the introductory lines, 
seem to confirm this. The whole passage, “a regal woman by whom wisdom is yoked 
to turn away from ignorance,” is interesting, suggesting again the existence of a kind 
of  yoga being taught in  the bardic  schools  of  medieval  Ireland.  The word ‘yoga’ 
derives from the Sanskrit yuj, meaning ‘to yoke together,’ therefore ‘to achieve unity.’ 
The Irish word I have translated as ‘yoke’ is echraid, the literal translation of which is 
‘two Horses yoked to a chariot.’ It seems that proper devotion to the goddess Brighid 
is a key, perhaps the key, to wisdom and unity. In terms of the ‘Cauldron of Poesy’ it  
enables the turning of the cauldron of motion which then awakens the cauldron of 
wisdom. As we have seen, Ceridwen has a similar role among British bards from the 
12th century onwards, possibly as a pseudonym created to conceal their continuing 
reverence for Dôn, the great pagan mother goddess (bardic 2, page 12).

The Three Cauldrons texts are foundational to all three of our courses, recurring  
throughout them in different  forms designed to encourage direct engagement with  
them through meditation, exercise, ceremony and Otherworld journeying. 
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OK, that concludes this little taster of a few of the wonders our bardic course has  
in  store for you.  Hopefully,  it  will  have given you a better  understanding of  why  
world-renowned Pagan historian, Ronald Hutton, calls it “the best course in existence 
for  a  thoughtful  and  intelligent  would-be  Druid  …  a  genuinely  thoughtful  and 
intellectually  challenging  sequence  of  spiritual  training  ...  None  of  the  readily 
available books on Druidry, moreover, tackle the original source material and the big 
tough issues about Druidic spirituality as you seem to be doing. … An ideal course for 
anybody who wants a training in Druidic spirituality which assumes from the start 
that they are intelligent, independent-minded, and want to get straight to the original  
sources of the tradition and the really important questions about it.”

The foundation of our course is the skill-set traditionally associated with the bard.  
This includes storytelling, poetry, music and the arts, history and genealogy. We offer  
practical  advice,  encouragement  and  information  on  each  of  these  along  with  
exercises,  ceremonies  and  guidance  aimed  at  enhancing  spiritual  and  personal  
growth. Our approach is designed to develop your self and your bardcraft together.

In  writing  the  course  material,  we’ve  often  taken  a  personal,  sometimes  
autobiographical approach. Our intention is to re-create the sort of friendly guidance  
you might get through face-to-face teaching. If, however, the course booklets aren’t  
enough in themselves, we have an excellent team of volunteer tutors standing by. Our  
courses have a reading age that averages out at about 16-18.

Our course booklets include hundreds of carefully-chosen illustrations like those  
featured here, designed to enhance the text. Most are in colour. There are also loads  
of active hyper-links to sites where you can find everything from selected suppliers to  
entire archives of additional information, texts and translations. This is one benefit of  
delivering the course booklets as pdf files.

Once you have downloaded each package of files, you may print out a copy for  
your  own  use.  We  encourage  you  to  share  course  material  with  your  spouse  or  
partner and maybe with older children. Beyond that, we reserve copyright.*

The  BDO is  a  not-for-profit  organisation  and our  intention  is  to  channel  any  
excess  funds  generated  by  our  courses  into  Druid-related  projects  such  as  the  
purchase of land on which to hold ceremonies, establish green burial sites, &c.

In conclusion, one UK-based student writes, “I have completed the Bardic course 
and loved every life enriching word of it. Thank you for a wonderful experience. It is 
one I will continue to go back to time and again and learn even more from. I would 
highly recommend the Bardic course to anyone.”

Many thanks for your time, and many blessings from all at the BDO,
Greywolf /|\

… and remember … “Be the Awen!”

*All content © copyright 2021 to Greywolf (Philip Shallcrass) or to individual named writers, 
or the artists and photographers identified in the course booklets. No part of this publication may be  
reproduced  in  any  form  or  by  any  means,  electronic,  mechanical,  photocopying,  recording  or 
otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright holder.
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