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ABSTRACT: This special issue of Nova Religio aims to document and
analyze how creativity, adaptation, and innovation occurred in contem-
porary Paganism and New Age during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based
on long-term fieldworks mainly focused on ritual practices, the four
articles gathered here provide original ethnographic case studies on the
reception of the coronavirus crisis in five European locations: Portugal,
Greece, Poland, the United Kingdom, and France. In addition to
investigating ritual creativity, these articles offer innovative discussions
on central concepts for the study of contemporary Paganism and New
Age, as well as methodological and epistemological reflections on con-
ducting ethnography, both offline and online, during challenging times.
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n 21 June 2020, English Heritage’s social media accounts lives-
treamed the summer solstice’s sunrise at Stonehenge for the
very first time. Usual celebrations, attracting thousands of peo-
ple, including contemporary Druids and other Pagans, could not be
hosted at the prehistoric stones due to the COVID-19 pandemic. At the
time, Stonehenge Director Nichola Tasker justified his decision in
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a statement explaining that “live stream offers an alternative opportunity
for people near and far to connect with this spiritual place at such
a special time of year.”! Responses to this initiative were both favorable
and unfavorable, as it was approached with skepticism by Senior Druid
King Arthur Pendragon who stated in an interview that “it’s not very
pagan or druidic, to sit in front of a screen and watch what effectively is
a false sunrise because all it is, is a film.”? Seeking to analyze how practi-
tioners of contemporary Paganism and Shamanism emotionally
engaged and experienced a sense of participation in this collective lim-
inal moment, anthropologist Kathryn Rountree followed the event from
New Zealand and collected comments posted online.® Recovered
remarks included greetings and blessings, memories of past experiences
in the henge, regrets about being unable to be physically present, as well
as negative views on watching a pointless, boring film. Her virtual survey
also highlighted the potential of participants’ magical consciousness
to create a sense of sharing an intersubjective moment with others in
a ritual space—one that is not tethered to place and is outside chrono-
logical time.

During the global outbreak of coronavirus that gave rise to the
COVID-19 pandemic, scholars interested in religions and spiritualities,
as all other scholars, faced diverse methodological and epistemological
challenges that forced them to adapt their research to mandatory and
self-iimposed lockdowns and isolations. For those who used to base their
research on fieldwork, conducting remote and technology-enabled
ethnography such as the one carried out by Rountree became the norm,
which resulted in the improvement and integration of established and
new digital ethnographic approaches.* At the same time, economical,
cultural, and political changes provoked by this worldwide public health
crisis provided researchers with a unique opportunity to explore creative
adaptations and innovations in religious and spiritual practices, several
of them implemented to cope with the amplification of doubt and
uncertainty. One of the best and probably most noticeable example was
the swift relocation of practices usually performed offline and collec-
tively to digital spaces through online streaming, from Christian,
Jewish, and Muslim community services to Buddhist meditations and
yoga trainings.® Like in other social activities, these unexpected religious
and spiritual transformations carried out during the pandemic forged
new ways of relating to the inner-self, others, the divine, or the sacred
without leaving home.® Among the coping mechanisms applied in
Western societies to decrease the unfortunate consequences of social
distancing in individual well-being and mental health, those associated
with religion and spirituality were furthermore valued as effective
for developing inner peace, wholeness, connectedness, and
spiritual strength.”
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Based on ethnographic case studies mainly focused on ritual prac-
tices, this special issue of Nova Religio aims to document and analyze the
multiple creative, adaptative, and innovative responses to the COVID-19
pandemic that have occurred in two interconnected phenomena: con-
temporary Paganism and New Age. Over the last four decades, numer-
ous scholars have investigated the various religious, spiritual, and
magical traditions that fall under the umbrella term of “contemporary
Paganism,” be it Wicca, Druidry, Heathenry, Goddess Spirituality,
“Native Faith” movements, Shamanism, eco-spirituality, and many
more.® Simultaneously, other—but sometimes the same—scholars have
examined New Age, pointing out its diverse spiritual, therapeutic, and
political dimensions as well as the difficulty in defining it.? Their studies,
rooted in different geographic and cultural contexts such as Europe,
North and Latin America, or Oceania, highlight that, despite the numer-
ous characteristic beliefs, worldviews, practices, groups, and networks
contemporary Paganism and New Age encompass, individuals engaged
in such phenomena tend to think of their rituals as being at the core of
their religious, spiritual, magical, and therapeutic experiences.!” Shaped
through creative processes, their rituals are indeed crucial for them to
celebrate calendar festivals; establish relationships with “Nature,” “the
Universe,” landscapes, and other-than-human beings; mark births, mar-
riages, deaths, and important individual or collective events; increase
bodily, emotional, and psychological healing and empowerment;
develop a sense of community belonging; and, among many other
purposes, express identities, especially regarding gender, sexualities,
and ethnicity.

From a conceptual perspective, contemporary Pagan and New Age
ritual dynamics can be defined as ritual creativity, that is, following
anthropologist Sabina Magliocco, “the self-conscious crafting of new
rituals, or the reinterpretation of existing ones, with the expressly sub-
versive purpose of bringing about cultural change.”!! Along with other
ritual expressions linked to different religious, spiritual, and secular
contexts, these rituals have led scholars to both question traditionality,
uniformity, and predictability as fundamental ritual features and rethink
the very criteria that circumscribed an action as ritualistic.!? Like all
ritual activities, contemporary Pagan and New Age rituals are therefore
built upon structural dichotomies—stability and transformation, collec-
tive and individual, discourse and practice, prescription and improvisa-
tion—that echo what anthropologist Michael Houseman identifies as
their participants’ “primary concern”:

In the eyes of contemporary Pagan and New Age practitioners, their
ceremonies are directly linked to ancient and/or tribal societies. The
ritual performed here and now is said to echo others performed in the
past and/or elsewhere. However, the primary concern of contemporary
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Pagan and New Age ritualists is not to replicate these antecedents, but
rather to appropriate the spirit in which they were performed. Their
desire is not to do now what, say, a Celtic priestess did in her day, but to
do what such a priestess might do if she were officiating today as
a member of the Western middle class. In short, creative adaptation is
preferred to direct reiteration.!®

In keeping with the pioneering research that has started to explore
the reception of the COVID-19 pandemic in contemporary Paganism
and New Age, this special issue gathers four articles that tackle the
following questions: how did contemporary Pagan and New Age ritual
creativity occur, both offline and online, during the coronavirus crisis?
How did contemporary Pagans and New Agers engage themselves
bodily, emotionally, and intellectually in their religious, spiritual, magi-
cal, and therapeutic practices during these challenging times? What
conceptual and methodological challenges have scholars interested in
contemporary Paganism and New Age faced during the COVID-19
pandemicr!?

As briefly mentioned above, the four articles gathered here consti-
tute ethnographic case studies that, in addition to focusing mainly on
ritual practices, share another characteristic: they all draw on long-term
fieldwork conducted in Europe before 2020 and during the COVID-19
pandemic. While each author was already concerned with ritual creativ-
ity, their use of “longitudinal ethnography” thus allowed them to fully
apprehend the various responses the coronavirus crisis implied in five
locations: Portugal, Greece, Poland, the United Kingdom, and France.!®
The articles presented here find their beginning in an open session we
organized in September 2021, “Surveying Ritual Creativity in
Contemporary Paganism and New Age Prior to and During the
COVID-19 Pandemic,” which took place during the Eighteenth
Annual Conference of the European Association for the Study of
Religions (EASR) at the University of Pisa, Italy. Participants included
the articles’ authors along with Kathryn Rountree, Michal Puchovsky,
Tero Heinonen, Manéli Farahmand, Mischa Piraud, Quetzil Castaiieda,
Renee De la Torre, and Cristina Gutiérrez Zuaniga. Their analytical and
thoughtful discussions on multiple forms of creative ritualization
encouraged us to propose this special issue, as well as to ponder the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in these alternative and emergent
religions and spiritualities.

In the first article, Eugenia Roussou focuses on ritual creativity and
ritual performance at New Age online practices in Portugal and Greece.
Since pursuing collective embodied practices was difficult to attain due
to the pandemic’s sanitary restrictions, practitioners readapted a multi-
plicity of mind-body and therapeutic techniques to execute them in the
intimacy of their homes while also sharing online part of their ritual
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performances through social medias. Roussou’s treatment of different
forms of individual and collective spiritualities emerging through virtual
sacred spaces clearly demonstrates how creativity is intrinsically linked to
New Age digitalization. Her analysis furthermore ponders the (auto)-
ethnographic implications drifting from the sudden deprivation of affec-
tive interactions during fieldwork, a situation that scholars unfamiliar
with the study of practices through computer-mediated interactions can
experience as alienating.

Following from this, the focus of Joanna Malita-Krol’s article is firmly
nested in the adaptations that four contemporary Pagan Polish groups
have applied to rearrange their ritual practices due to the COVID-19
pandemic. Drawing on her ethnographic data, Malita-Krol identifies
three strategies implemented by her interlocutors for coping with these
new circumstances: first, adjusting to the restrictions during actual
rituals held on-site; second, relocating rituals to the online sphere; and
third, refraining from official public rituals at all, with suggestions to
celebrate privately at home instead. Malita-Krol also locates her case
study among others that deconstruct the “real/online sacred space”
divide and highlight the value of sensorial experience (touch, smell,
sound, sight), as well as the impact of its deprivation, for practitioners.
This allows her to acutely assess the role of the collective experience of
rituals as a characteristic of their authenticity.

The next article is based on the fieldwork that Joana Martins con-
ducted among practitioners of contemporary Paganism in Portugal and
the United Kingdom. Unlike what Malita-Krol observed in Poland,
Portuguese and British Pagans massively adapted their on-site and col-
lective ritual practices to the online format, a transition that Martins
notably explains by their previous and frequent utilization of digital
tools. In addition to describing examples of the various ritual innova-
tions observed in the Portuguese and British contexts, Martins highlights
what was perceived as the positive and negative consequences of the
digitalization of rituals during the coronavirus crises, from the psycho-
logical and spiritual support and care to the economical and material
difficulties to connect. As Roussou and Malita-Krol, she also formulates
some reflections about the deprivation of sensorial, embodied, and
affective collective experience these online rituals imply, both for the
participants and the ethnographer.

Finally, in the last article gathered in this special issue, Katri Ratia
provides an ethnographic analysis of a type of event intertwined with
contemporary Paganism and New Age: Rainbow Gatherings, that is,
following Ratia’s definition, “temporary intentional communities and
transformational events, advocating many central ideals of Western
counterculture and alternative-holistic spirituality.” Drawing on field-
work conducted in France during the 2021 European Rainbow
Gathering, Ratia explains why Gatherers, despite most contemporary
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Pagans and New Agers mentioned in the other articles, resisted the idea
of adapting and changing their ritual practices in order to respect the
pandemic’s sanitary restrictions. By doing so, she therefore links their
decision with the cosmological and political main features that structure
the Rainbow movement as well as the recent research on
“conspirituality,” tackling at the same time some methodological and
epistemological challenges this former notion implies.

By the deep and long-term ethnographic engagements of their
authors, the four articles gathered in this special issue provide original
knowledge on contemporary Paganism and New Age during the
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to documenting and analyzing the
many forms of ritual creativity that have occurred in their respective
research contexts, they also present innovative discussions on central
concepts for the study of contemporary Paganism and New Age—
“sacred space,” “authenticity,” “sensory and emotional experiences,” just
to name a few—as well as important methodological and epistemologi-
cal reflections on conducting ethnography during challenging times.
Hopefully, these discussions and reflections will be of interest for the
readers who want to learn more about the multiple responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic, from practitioners of alternative and emergent
religions and spiritualities to scholars studying them.
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