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CHAPTER 8

Cooking, Crafting, and Composing 
for the Gods: Ritual Creativity Around 

Modern Druidic Sacrifice

Nicolas Boissière

From 2012 to 2017, I conducted fieldwork among modern Druids in 
Quebec, one of Canada’s ten provinces (Boissière 2023). Inspired by pre-
vious ethnographic studies (Butler 2005; Gieser 2008; Cooper 2011; 
Jourdain 2012; Daigneault 2014), my objective was to build a portrait of 
the Quebecois modern Druidic milieu through participant observation, 
individual interviews, ‘cyber-ethnography’, especially on Facebook, and 
the analysis of modern Druidic literature. During my research, I became 
increasingly interested in a recurrent modern Druidic concern: how can 
one be a Druid in twenty-first-century Quebec, a space-time that is radi-
cally different to that of the ancient druids—the European Iron Age? In 
the same way as other modern Pagans (Strimska 2005), practitioners of 
modern Druidry seek to restore ancient pre-Christian religions in a way 
that makes sense in the contemporary world (Cooper 2011). This revival 
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process involves complex historical and religious reflection: on the one 
hand, while some ancient pre-Christian beliefs and practices of the 
European Iron Age peoples are documented by historical and archaeo-
logical sources, several aspects of their religiosity remain unknown today 
due to a paucity of evidence; on the other hand, these ancient beliefs and 
practices must fit with contemporary representations and behaviours. For 
modern Druids, an important challenge is therefore to find balance 
between reconstruction, reinvention, and adaptation.

This chapter aims to illustrate these historical and religious dynamics by 
focusing on one specific ritual practice: sacrifice. Sacrifice, as a core notion 
in almost all religions and theories about religion (Carter 2003), is indeed 
an interesting example. Since several historical accounts describe its 
modalities and functions, it represents today one of the best-known ritual 
practices of the ancient druids (Ross 1995). For modern Druids, sacrifice 
is also a fundamental liturgical procedure as it establishes relationships 
with the non-human beings they worship. However, while ancient druids 
sacrificed animals and on occasion humans, modern Druids have pro-
foundly reshaped the practice due to an aversion to violence.

To analyse the reinvention of druidic sacrifice, I have compiled some of 
my ethnographic data to highlight changes in both its morphological and 
discursive dimensions. Beyond its actual modalities and functions, I pay 
particular attention to the justifications given by practitioners to explain 
the ritual innovations that they have made. Thus, my objective here is not 
to carry out a historical comparative analysis between the old and the new 
ways of sacrifice, nor is it to deepen theoretical perspectives on sacrificial 
rituals. Rather, in this chapter, I would like to contribute to the conceptu-
alization of modern Druids’ “ritual creativity”, that is, “the self-conscious 
crafting of new rituals, or the reinterpretation of existing ones, with the 
expressly subversive purpose of bringing about cultural change” 
(Magliocco 2014, 1; see also, among others, Magliocco 1996; Grimes 
2000; Rountree 2004; Trulsson 2010; Fedele 2013; Boissière and 
Dansac 2023).

In the first two sections of this chapter, I provide general information 
about ancient druidic sacrifice and the Quebecois modern Druidic milieu. 
In the third section, I then rely on three ethnographic descriptions gath-
ered during my fieldwork to illustrate the ritual diversity of modern 
Druidic sacrifices. Finally, in the last section, I further examine the histori-
cal and religious logic behind modern Druids’ offering substitution for 
animal and human sacrifice.
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SACRED OAKS, BLOODY SICKLES: A (BRIEF) OVERVIEW 
OF DRUIDIC SACRIFICE IN ANCIENT TIMES

Scholars who have studied the ancient druids have noted that uncovering 
their history is a very difficult task, mainly because of the complexity of the 
historical sources (see, among others, Piggott 1978; Chadwick 1997; 
Green 1997; Brunaux 2006; Cunliffe 2010). For the archaeologist Jean- 
Louis Brunaux (2006, 25–58), it is therefore necessary to employ great 
caution when interpreting those texts, written by Greek and Roman 
authors, which mention the druids. By comparing these accounts with 
traces of material culture, he conceptualizes the ancient druidic religion as 
a philosophical school built on Greek models, particularly that proposed 
by Pythagoras (Brunaux 2006, 99–196). In Brunaux’s perspective, the 
ancient druids, as priest-philosophers, were responsible for both the pro-
duction of knowledge and the supervision of good relationships with the 
divine world (Brunaux 2006, 224–55). Their specialization, in addition to 
their roles as political advisors, judges, and teachers, thus led them to take 
charge of sacrifices, their most important act for establishing relationships 
with deities (Brunaux 2006, 256–92).

Like the sacrifices practised in the pre-Christian Greek and Roman reli-
gious systems, druidic sacrificial rituals were performed during public and 
private religious holidays, for propitiatory, divinatory, and apotropaic pur-
poses (see, among others, Piggott 1978, 97–100; Green 1997, 70–87; 
Brunaux 2006, 230–38). The offerings used were mostly domesticated 
animals, in particular cattle, chickens, and pigs. In his famous description 
of the ritual of oak and mistletoe, the first-century writer Pliny the Elder 
(Natural History, XVI, 95) reports for example that, at the end of the 
ceremony, two white bulls were sacrificed.

In addition to these animal offerings, many ancient authors state that 
druids used human victims in their sacrifices (see, among others, Piggott 
1978, 98–100; Green 1997, 74–84; Brunaux 2006, 236–38). For 
instance, Caesar’s Commentaries on the Gallic War indicates that men were 
specifically chosen as sacrificial victims in exceptional circumstances such 
as “serious illnesses” or “wars and other dangers” (in Brunaux 2006, 252, 
my translation). In his description, Caesar also depicts another kind of 
human sacrifice committed under the druids’ supervision: the ritual of 
execution by fire. Enclosed in a massive human representation made of 
straw and wood, now known as “the wicker man”, animals and humans 
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were set on fire as offerings to the deities (Caesar, VI, 16; see also Green 
1997, 70–71, 75).

Despite the political and literary constructions underlying these descrip-
tions, the ancient druids have been perceived, both during Late Antiquity 
and from the Renaissance onwards, as bloodthirsty barbarians (Hutton 
2007, 93–136). In the early days of the Roman Empire, the druidic reli-
gion was even officially banned twice because of its associations with 
human sacrifice (Green 1997, 14–15).

“CELTOMANIA” AND “DRUIDOMANIA” AROUND 
THE WORLD: THE QUEBECOIS MODERN DRUIDIC MILIEU

After the birth of the earliest modern (cultural and fraternal)  druidic 
groups during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Hutton 2009), 
modern religious Druidry spread beyond Great Britain at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. At first, it took root in regions of continental 
Europe where “druidomania” (Almond 2000, 281) and “celtomania” 
(Lewis 2009, 480)—the popular fascination with the ancient druids and 
linguistically Celtic societies more broadly—also existed (Le Stum 1998). 
From the 1960s onwards, modern Druidry then began to flourish in 
North America. In the Canadian province of Quebec, one of the first 
modern Druidic groups, the Collège des Druides, Bardes et Ovates du 
Québec (‘College of Druids, Bards, and Ovates of Quebec’), was founded 
in 1968 by the naturopath Jacques Baugé-Prevost (Jourdain 2012, 25). 
Over the following decades, modern Druidry established itself in the 
province following the same dynamics that underpinned the growth of 
Wicca in the United States and in Australia (Doyle White 2016a, 43–73): 
on the one hand, different groups were set up by either foreign modern 
Druids (mostly Europeans and Americans) who moved to Quebec or by 
Quebecers who were initiated by foreign groups (once again mostly 
European and American); on the other hand, many Quebecers self- 
initiated through books or resources offered on the Internet (for instance 
online training) and afterward created their own modern Druidic groups.

Recently, two researchers have highlighted why some North Americans 
have chosen to follow the modern Druidic tradition. The first is the scholar 
of religious studies Michael T. Cooper (2009), who conducted a survey 
among members of Ár nDraíocht Féin (ADF; ‘A Druid Fellowship’), an 
American modern Druidic group created in 1983 by Isaac Bonewits, a 
prominent figure in the U.S. modern Pagan scene (see, among others, 
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Clifton 2006, 155–57). Analysing the practitioners’ discourses that he col-
lected, Cooper (2009) identifies three reasons explaining the “pathways to 
Druidry”. Firstly, he notes that, although they grew up in different socio- 
religious contexts, all the ADF members he interviewed felt what he quali-
fies as a “religious deprivation”, a “disillusionment” with Judaeo-Christian 
religions, thought of as “oppressive” forces that have generally “subordi-
nated women and disregarded the environment” (Cooper 2009, 48). In 
addition to this shared mistrust of Judaeo-Christian traditions, all of his 
respondents stated that they established during their childhoods what they 
perceived as a strong relationship with Nature (Cooper 2009, 51–52). For 
these practitioners, modern Druidry thus represents a suitable religious 
path since it views the sacredness of Nature as essential. Finally, Cooper 
(2009, 53) indicates that the Druids he met “were drawn to ‘ADF’ because 
of its commitment to scholarship”, an aspect that they consider to be an 
important guarantee of religious legitimacy.

In her ethnographic fieldwork among the Communauté des Druides 
du Québec (‘Community of Quebec Druids’), the anthropologist 
Véronique Jourdain (2012) similarly investigated the reasons leading 
Quebecers to become modern Druids. By examining the spiritual narra-
tives of the Community’s regular members, Jourdain (2012, 89–133) 
concludes that their involvement in modern Druidry is the result of a 
double quest: a spiritual one, since these practitioners discovered the mod-
ern Druidic tradition after having long sought a religion in which Nature 
is considered sacred; and an identity one, since they also adopted the mod-
ern Druidic tradition because they perceive it as the religion of their lin-
guistically Celtic ancestors.

Nowadays, modern Druidry is well entrenched in Quebec alongside 
other modern Pagan traditions such as Wicca, Reclaiming Witchcraft, and 
Heathenry (Charbonneau 2008; Gagnon 2008; Roberts 2010; Jourdain 
2012; Lepage 2013, 2017; Daigneault 2014). Like in Europe or the 
United States (see, among others, Adler 1979; Simes 1996; Butler 2005; 
Cowan 2005; Gieser 2008; Cooper 2011; Anczyk 2014; Minkjan 2021), 
the Quebecois modern Druidic milieu is primarily composed of different 
groups that can be divided into three types: transnational groups, that is, 
groups that were founded outside Quebec and have members in several 
countries; local groups, that is, groups that were founded in Quebec and 
only have members there; and cyber-groups, that is, websites or Facebook 
pages where members interact mostly online, knowing these cyber-groups 
can also be transnational or local. In addition, it is important to specify 
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that the modern Druidic groups in Quebec offer, both offline and online, 
three types of activities, sometimes altogether, sometimes just one or two: 
socializing and sharing experiences, information, or resources; ritualizing; 
and teaching modern Druidry. In general, group membership is both flex-
ible, in the sense that practitioners can belong to one or several groups, 
and free, except for some groups that charge fees for teaching modern 
Druidry.

During my ethnographic study, I counted about fifteen modern Druidic 
groups in Quebec (for more details about my ethnography and the 
Quebecois modern Druidic milieu, see Boissière 2023, 52–96). While I 
have worked with members belonging to all these groups, I can present 
here three of them, following the above-mentioned types. The first was 
the Order of Bards, Ovates, and Druids (OBOD), a transnational group 
originally established in England and now present in Quebec through two 
components: the Twig and Torc Grove, an English-speaking local group 
founded by three female modern Druids living in the Outaouais region; 
and the Francophone OBOD, a transnational network which gathers 
French-speaking members mainly based in France, Belgium, Switzerland, 
and Quebec. The second group was the Cercle Druidique de L’Harfang 
et de L’Érable (‘Snowy Owl and Maple Tree Druidic Circle’), a French- 
speaking local group founded by two modern Druids from Montreal, one 
male and one female. The third group was a French-speaking cyber-group 
dedicated to one specific goddess, Les Gardiens du Feu de Brigantia (‘The 
Guardians of Brigantia’s Fire’), which I present in greater detail below.

As in modern Paganism more broadly, the Quebecois modern Druidic 
milieu also includes “solitaries” (Berger 2019), that is, people who prac-
tice individually, either by personal choice or because there is no group in 
their local area. In order to complete my ethnographic portrait, I met 
several solitary practitioners during my fieldwork. I also worked with mod-
ern Druids who belong to “eclectic” (Strimska 2005, 18) groups, that is, 
groups that gather modern Pagans from different traditions, be it Wicca, 
Reclaiming Witchcraft, Heathenry, Egyptian, Greek, or Roman modern 
Paganisms, and so on.

In addition, modern Druids in Quebec share the same socio- 
demographic profiles as other modern Pagans elsewhere in the world, 
especially Wiccans in North America, Europe, and Oceania (see the syn-
thesis of Doyle White 2016a, 166–73). Thus, the Quebecois modern 
Druidic milieu is heterogeneous in terms of ages, from children who grow 
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up with one or two parents practising modern Druidry to elderly people; 
employment, from students to teachers, administrative employees, retir-
ees, or the unemployed; political affiliations, with ‘left’, ‘right’, or ‘apoliti-
cal’ practitioners; and gender identities and sexual orientations, from 
cis-gender and heterosexual practitioners to LGBTQ+ practitioners. At 
the same time, the Quebecois modern Druidic milieu is also homoge-
neous in terms of living areas, since most modern Druids in Quebec live 
in urban environments; educational level, since most modern Druids in 
Quebec are university graduates; and ethnic backgrounds, since most 
modern Druids in Quebec self-identify as ‘white’.

Finally, it is important to note that Druidry in Quebec combines at least 
three influences: U.S. Druidry and contemporary Paganism, due to the 
geographical and cultural proximity between the United States and 
Canada; British and French Druidry, since both the British Isles and 
ancient Gaul are thought of as a homeland of Druidry; and North 
American Indigenous cultures, insofar as Quebec’s modern Druids are 
well aware that they live in colonized territories and, like other modern 
Pagans more broadly, value native cosmologies and ritual practices. These 
influences can be observed in a number of ways: the presence of American, 
British, or French groups in the Quebecois modern Druidic milieu; the 
creation of interpersonal relationships with modern Druids from the 
United States, Great Britain, or France via social networks; the creation of 
interpersonal relationships with members of Quebec’s First Nations; the 
reading of American, British, French, or Native authors; or, to give a last 
example, the inclusion of indigenous American cosmological or ritual ele-
ments in modern Druidic ceremonies (for more details about these influ-
ences, see Jourdain 2012; Daigneault 2014; Boissière 2023).

OFFERING WITHOUT KILLING: THE NEW FORMS 
OF MODERN DRUIDIC SACRIFICE

While the earliest modern Druids sought to combine the old druidic reli-
gion with Christianity, most of today’s modern Druids consider them-
selves strictly Pagan (see, among others, Hutton 2007, 137–204). Their 
main aim is therefore to shape a tradition that simultaneously restores the 
pre-Christian polytheistic religious system of Europe’s linguistically Celtic 
peoples, celebrates Nature, and fits into the present time. In this sense, 
modern Druids have reinvented the practice of ancient druidic sacrifice by 
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fully expunging ritual violence and execution. In an ADF video available 
on YouTube and shared by many Quebecois modern Druids on Facebook, 
the group’s leaders explain this process very well.1 Kirk S.  Thomas, its 
former chief, claims for instance that

[w]e have based everything that we do on scholarship and studies about the 
way the ancients were. And one thing I do want to say is that, while we are 
‘reconstructionist’ in many ways, we are not, actually, ‘reconstructionist’. 
[…] Some of the things the ancients did are simply unacceptable. We do not 
agree with blood sacrifice, or human sacrifice, or animal sacrifice, or any of 
those sorts of things.

Later in the video, Skip Ellison, another former group leader, also shares 
this point of view:

We don’t want to bring back human sacrifice; we don’t want to bring back 
animal sacrifice. We want to bring back the honour and love that we show 
to the ‘Kindred’, both the Gods and Goddesses, the Spirits of the Land, and 
the Ancestors.

However, before going any further into the analysis of this reinvention, it 
is important to note that modern Druids have only recomposed the forms 
of ancient sacrifice, not its functions. In their logic, sacrifice remains the 
most essential ritual procedure for establishing relationships with the non- 
human beings they worship, as it probably used to be for the druids of the 
Iron Age. For example, Boutios, one of the three leaders of the 
Communauté des Druides du Québec, explained to me in an interview 
that “in today’s Druidic ceremonies, the ritual act par excellence is sacri-
fice”. Moreover, for many modern Druids, the practice of sacrifice is what 
differentiates them from other modern Pagans, starting with the ones who 
perform magic and witchcraft. In the ADF video, Ellison further empha-
sizes this point:

One thing that sets us apart is we concentrate more on sacrifice, on giving 
offerings to the Gods. Many of the Wiccan groups focus more on working 
magic. Although we understand the need of magic and we teach how to 
work magic, our main task is giving sacrifice, giving honour back to the 

1 The video can be watched at the following link: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=YOMSTO9fZV4.
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‘Kindred’ [i.e. the Gods and Goddesses, the ‘Spirits of the Land’, and the 
Ancestors].

Instead of having recourse to living offerings, modern Druids use only 
non-living gifts, which can be of two types. The first type includes material 
offerings: food, such as fruits, vegetables, cereals, nuts, and most of the 
time home-cooked breads, cookies, and cakes; flowers, leaves, herbs, 
seeds, and spices; alcoholic (wine, beer, whisky, mead, or cider) and non- 
alcoholic (fruit juices, milk, tea, or herbal infusions) drinks; handcrafted 
items; pieces of paper on which are written prayers, hymns, poems, and 
other compositions; and incense, salt, and feathers. The second type con-
sists of immaterial offerings such as songs, music, theatre plays, and dances. 
In this case, some French-speaking practitioners I met specifically speak of 
“offrandes d’expression” (‘expression offerings’), that is, artistic offerings 
that mobilize one’s speech and body.

Modern Druids also consider community and environmental volun-
teering as an excellent immaterial offering, viewing this as time well spent. 
In 2010, for example, a grouping of British modern Druidic orders called 
the Druid Network applied to the Charity Commission for England and 
Wales in order to secure recognition as a religious organization (Owen 
and Taira 2015). In its request, the Network states the following about 
sacrifice:

While sacrifice is a core notion within most world spiritual traditions, within 
modern Druidry it is confused by historical accounts of the killing of both 
human and animal victims. No such practice is deemed acceptable within 
modern Druidry. What is sacrificed within the tradition today is that which 
we value most highly in life and hold to with most passion: time, security, 
certainty, comfort, convenience, ignorance, and the like. Indeed, most 
Druidic sacrifice is expressed through work that benefits the wider commu-
nity and the planet as a whole, such as environmental volunteering, ethical 
consumerism, spiritual education, dissemination of information, caring for 
family and community (notably children, the sick, the elderly, and dying), 
and creative expression.2

From a formal perspective, modern Druids do not perform a specific ritual 
for the sole purpose of sacrifice: instead, they reserve time for sacrifice in 

2 See Annex 1, page 18, § 6) b) of the official decision: https://www.gov.uk/govern-
ment/publications/druid-network.
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all their ceremonies, whether those are rituals associated with their liturgi-
cal calendar (‘the Wheel of the Year’); rites of passage; or propitiatory, 
divinatory, and magical rituals. During these ceremonies, sacrifice can 
occur in several ways depending on the aim of the ritual, the way it is per-
formed, and the type of offering. Nevertheless, the presentation of gifts, 
and their destruction in the case of material gifts, always requires the 
mediation of one of the four Classical Western elements: Air, Fire, Water, 
and Earth. When food is donated, the offering can be given through either 
Fire, in which case it is incinerated in a literal fire, or Earth, in which case 
it is deposited on the ground to be eaten by wildlife after the ritual. Gifts 
of drink can also be offered through Earth or Water, by being poured onto 
the ground or into a body of water, like a river or a lake. Similarly, papers 
and handcrafted items can be buried in the ground as offerings through 
Earth, thrown into a body of water as offerings through Water, inciner-
ated as offerings through Fire, or reduced to ashes before being dispersed 
in the wind as offerings through Air. Finally, “expression offerings” can be 
performed, following the same logic, in front of a fire, a body of water, or 
under the sky.

To further deepen the analysis of modern Druidic sacrifice, I now pres-
ent three ethnographic examples gathered during my fieldwork among 
Quebecois modern Druids. These three descriptions, in addition to illus-
trating different types of offerings, also allow us to better understand both 
the modern Druids’ ritual creativity and the ritual diversity of their cere-
monies (for other ethnographic descriptions of modern Druidic rituals, 
see Butler 2005, 108–11; Gieser 2008, 153–60; Jourdain 2012, 61–67; 
Daigneault 2014, 10–14; Doyle White 2016b, 360–62; Boissière 2018, 
85–92; Minkjan 2021, 106–107).

A “Divine Communion” Ritual

The first example is a ritual that took place in June 2017 at the Montreal 
apartment of Louernos, a 33-year-old French-speaking Quebecer who 
discovered modern Druidry about 15 years before and co-founded the 
Cercle Druidique de l’Harfang et de l’Érable. This ritual was a “Divine 
Communion”, that is, a ceremony conducted every full moon to pay trib-
ute to the deities of the ancient Celtic peoples. Generally, the rituals 
Louernos organizes are attended by about ten people and preferably per-
formed outdoors, either in a forest, field, park, or garden where it is pos-
sible to practice without being disturbed. That day, since there were only 
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two members of his group available (he and I), we decided to arrange the 
ceremony in the comfort of his apartment.

Six key moments composed the ceremony. First, Louernos transformed 
his living room into a ritual space by purifying the room with white sage 
and turning his dining table into an altar (see Fig. 8.1). Second, we for-
mally opened the ceremony by invoking several non-human beings and 
energies that he worships: the “Spirit of the Celts”, the “Awen” (i.e., 
“inspiration” sent by deities to humans), the “Four Primordial Druids”, 
and the “Peace”. Third, Louernos recited an “Ode to the Divinities”, a 
prayer celebrating the main gods and goddesses of the Celtic pantheon. 
Fourth, in order to express our gratitude for their blessings, we proceeded 
with the sacrifice of two material offerings: a home-baked bagel and a 
micro-brewed beer. At first, Louernos took the bagel and split it in two. 
While he laid one half in the fire he had previously lit in a small cauldron, 
we declared together: “Le sacrifice qui prend le Feu pour messager se présente 

Fig. 8.1 Louernos’ temporary altar for the indoor ritual. (Photograph by Nicolas 
Boissière)
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à nos divinities. Que cette offrande vous soit agréable!” (“The sacrifice that 
takes Fire as messenger is presented to our divinities. May this offering 
please you!”). He then took the bottle of beer and poured some into the 
small pot in which a wooden statuette, representing the deities, was 
planted. In the same manner, we also proclaimed together: “Le sacrifice 
qui prend la Terre pour messagère se présente à nos divinités. Que cette 
offrande vous soit agréable!” (“The sacrifice that takes Earth as messenger 
is presented to our divinities. May this offering please you!”). Fifth, 
Louernos ended the ritual by thanking the same beings and energies 
invoked at the beginning of the ceremony. Finally, as in almost every mod-
ern Druidic ritual, we shared a meal that we both prepared after the 
celebration.

This first example is interesting because it highlights one of the main 
characteristics of modern Druidic rituals and sacrifices: their adaptability. 
Indeed, modern Druids largely adapt their practices according to the 
spatio- temporal conditions in which they are conducted. Therefore, mod-
ern Druidic rituals are not rigid procedures but are shaped depending on 
the number of participants and whether they are performed outdoors or 
indoors. As previously mentioned, modern Druids like Louernos prefer to 
celebrate outdoors because of the importance they place on being in close 
proximity to nature. However, celebrating indoors is not perceived as less 
effective or authentic. The reason is simple: for modern Druids, intention 
outranks gesture. In their logic, the sacrifice of a low-value offering made 
with deep gratitude in a small indoor cauldron is more meaningful than 
the gift of a high-value offering made without any gratitude or loving 
intention in a large outdoor bonfire.

A Ritual to Honour the Saint Lawrence River

The second example is also a ritual performed by Louernos; however; this 
was not a collective ceremony but a solitary ritual that he conducted one 
day during a summer trip. Since I was not present, I rely on two accounts 
here: the one he gave me during an interview and the article on his per-
sonal blog in which he describes this ritual.

In August 2017, Louernos and his fiancée spent a few days in Tadoussac, 
a Quebec town on the Côte-Nord known for its whale-watching boat 
tours on the Saint Lawrence River. As he always does when he travels, 
Louernos took the time to honour the “Spirits of Place” and the “Spirits 
of Land”: two main elements within modern Druidic cosmology. Indeed, 
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modern Druids do not only worship pre-Christian gods and goddesses. 
For them, every component of “Nature”, whether animals, plants, rivers, 
mountains, etc., has its own “Spirit”. Connecting with, respecting, and 
thanking these different “Spirits” thus constitute important acts of mod-
ern Druidic ritual practice. Since the beauty of the Saint Lawrence River 
amazed him during his trip, Louernos wanted to pay tribute to its “Spirit” 
and on one afternoon he decided to perform a ceremony on its bank. After 
invoking the non-human beings and energies that he worships (the “Spirit 
of the Celts”, the “Awen”, the “Four Primordial Druids”, and the 
“Peace”), he spoke a prayer in which he saluted the Saint Lawrence River’s 
beauty, strength, and importance in the daily life of Quebec (as a natural 
resource used in transportation and energy production). In order to con-
cretize his gratitude, he also sacrificed a small wooden statuette, which he 
had carved and engraved, by throwing it into the river. To conclude the 
ceremony, Louernos thanked the non-human beings and energies he had 
invoked as well as the Spirit of the Saint Lawrence River.

A “Cyber Ritual” for Brigantia

The third example is a “cyber ritual” (Grimes 2000, 273), specifically a 
ritual that was partially performed on Facebook by Kaouenn, another 
modern Druid I met during my fieldwork. Kaouenn is a 55-year-old 
French-speaking Quebecer who lives in Montreal. He discovered modern 
Druidry about 12  years previously and had been initiated into the 
Francophone OBOD. Today, Kaouenn holds the OBOD rank of ‘Druid’, 
something which impacts that group’s members in two different ways: 
firstly, those with this rank will have proceeded through the OBOD ranks 
of ‘Bard’ and ‘Ovate’ to reach that of ‘Druid’; secondly, recognized 
‘OBOD Druids’ are able to supervise students who want to learn the 
‘Path’ to being a ‘Bard’, an ‘Ovate’, and ultimately a ‘Druid’. For this 
reason, Kaouenn currently manages about ten students living in Quebec, 
France, Belgium, and Switzerland (for more information on OBOD train-
ing, see Anczyk 2014, 149–56).

In December 2016, Kaouenn joined the Facebook group Les Gardiens 
du Feu de Brigantia, created by Brixtasulis, a 30-year-old modern Druid 
also resident on the Montreal Island. Inspired by American and British 
organizations, this French-speaking Quebecer wanted to introduce a par-
ticular act of devotion into the Canadian province that consists in letting a 
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flame burn in honour of the ancient goddess Brigit. In the group’s 
“Description” section, she explains the following:

Through this group, I would like to create a network (ideally of mostly 
French-speakers) of guardians of the Goddess Brigantia-Brigit’s Flame in 
Quebec, in which we could take turns in shifts of 24 hours each, for 19 
consecutive days, like in the “Cauldron Cill” group.

Traditionally speaking, only women were allowed to hold this position, 
which was highly representative of the housekeeper function, but men are 
now admitted. You can notice that I prefer to call Brigit “Brigantia” because 
my own practice of modern Druidry is mainly oriented towards its Gallic 
form, since the old Gallic language was the sacred language of the druids. 
People interested in joining the group must have Brigit as their patron god-
dess or at least be interested in her; they must manifest interest in Celtic 
mythology; and they need to really want to be involved in such spiritual 
experiences.

We can also share our experiences and reflections during our 
“Flametending” within the group, as well as the pictures of our altars during 
this event. The vigils begin the day after the full moon, from sunset to the 
next sunset. (My translation)

The group operates in this way: before each full moon, Brixtasulis posts a 
calendar indicating the nineteen days of the following “Flametending”. 
The people registered on the group then choose their 24-hour shifts, 
knowing that they can take one or more. Generally, Brixtasulis proposes to 
take the first and last shifts in order to perform, alone or with other prac-
titioners, a complete ceremony in honour of Brigantia. During their shifts, 
the group’s modern Druids share at least one picture of the fire they have 
lit. They also often post videos and sometimes livestreams of their ceremo-
nies (for other descriptions of ‘cyber rituals’ performed by modern Pagans, 
see, among others, Cowan 2005, 119–51).

In January 2017, Kaouenn decided to take one of these 24-hour shifts. 
For this occasion, he bought one large candle that could be burned 
throughout this period. On the evening of the first day, he conducted a 
ceremony that he then described on the Facebook group and to me dur-
ing an interview as “very simple”. As soon as the sun fell, he offered the 
candle and the following prayer that he composed as sacrificial gifts:
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J’allume cette bougie en l’honneur de la Triple Déesse
La Vierge glorieuse, Déesse de la jeunesse et des commencements, étoile des 
naissances et de l’aurore
La Mère de douceur, Déesse de la magie et de l’abondance, Mère de l’amour
La Grand-Mère terrible, sage Déesse de la nuit, de la mort et de la renaissance
Que cette flamme soit un flambeau de vertus et de bénédictions
Puissiez-vous être toujours avec moi pour que j’ai la force de porter votre 
tendresse et votre lumière
Laissez mon coeur devenir un feu perpétuel pour que j’accueille en moi 
toutes les formes de la Déesse
[My translation: “I light this candle in honour of the Triple Goddess
The glorious Virgin, Goddess of youth and beginnings, star of births 
and dawn
The Mother of sweetness, Goddess of magic and abundance, Mother of love
The terrible Grandmother, wise Goddess of night, death, and rebirth
May this flame be a torch of virtues and blessings
May you always be with me so that I may have the strength to carry out your 
tenderness and light
Let my heart become a perpetual fire so that I may accept in myself all the 
forms of the Goddess”]

This last example is also interesting because it clearly illustrates the flex-
ibility of the notions of ‘ritual’ and ‘sacrifice’ within modern Druidry. On 
the one hand, modern Druids perceive their rituals as acts that can be 
either very simple or more complex. On the other hand, their sacrifices can 
often be described as mere ‘offerings’ insofar as destruction is not always 
systematic, such as in the previously mentioned “expression offerings”. 
With Kaouenn’s sacrifice, we can further observe that the two kinds of 
offerings (material and immaterial) are not exclusive and can be given in 
the same ceremony.

THE “SPIRIT OF TIME”: HISTORICAL 
AND RELIGIOUS REFLEXIVITY

Until now, I have indicated that modern Druids have reinvented the 
ancient druidic sacrifice by mainly recomposing its form, namely by no 
longer using living offerings but instead sacrificing only non-living gifts, 
which can be either material or immaterial. As I have also pointed out, this 
reinvention is part of the broader adaptation of the pre-Christian religious 
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systems of Europe’s linguistically Celtic peoples into the present time (for 
more aspects of this adaptation, see also Boissière 2023).

However, in order to fully understand modern Druids’ logic, I must 
examine one final aspect: why have modern Druids not maintained animal 
sacrifices considering that such practices exist today in several religious 
traditions, including in modern Paganism? Indeed, based on his fieldwork 
in the United States, the religious studies scholar Michael F.  Strimska 
(2007) has documented why and how some practitioners of Heathenry 
have reintroduced animal sacrifice into their blót rituals. Although they do 
not represent the majority of Heathens, these practitioners are seeking to 
reconstruct rituals that would have been found in Iron Age and early 
medieval Europe as precisely as possible. Since I have also encountered 
practitioners of modern Druidry who are particularly committed to the 
historicity of their religiosity, I must ask once again: why did modern 
Druids remove the killing of animals from their rituals when this practice 
exists in contemporary societies and in other modern Pagan traditions?

To answer this question, I have analysed the discourses of the Quebecois 
modern Druids I worked with. By doing so, I was able to identify four 
reasons that they systematically put forward in order to justify the substi-
tution of animal offerings with non-living gifts.

This first reason is the very etymology of the word ‘sacrifice’. As they 
like to point out, the word comes directly from the Latin verbs sacer facere, 
which means ‘to make sacred’. Therefore, for the modern Druids I worked 
with, the act of sacrifice does not necessarily imply the killing of a living 
being. On the contrary, the literal interpretation of this etymology only 
involves the ‘consecration’ of an offering, that is, the transformation of a 
gift into an artefact dedicated to the deities.

In the same perspective, the second justification given by the Quebecois 
modern Druids I worked with for rejecting animal sacrifice can be found 
in their historical contextualization of ancient druidic sacrifices. Indeed, 
my respondents are avid readers of historical and archaeological works 
about Celtic-speaking societies and are, moreover, often aware of current 
research in the field. Citing some leading scholars of ancient druidic reli-
gion, such as the archaeologist Jean-Louis Brunaux, they thus explain that 
animal sacrifices represented opportunities for pre-Christian communities 
to share meals full of animal protein—an infrequent and highly value- 
laden act in the Iron Age. It is because of this wider significance of eating 
meat that the animal’s life constituted an offering worthy of establishing 
good relationships with the deities. With regard to human sacrifices, the 
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Quebecois modern Druids I worked with reiterate once again the actual 
hypotheses of researchers. Human druidic sacrifices were probably quite 
rare, at least much less frequent than suggested by the Greek and Roman 
sources, and they likely served as a form of ritualized death penalty. 
Therefore, since access to animal protein is no longer a special or rare 
event in Western societies, and contemporary juridical systems have devel-
oped other forms of punishment, it seems unnecessary for modern Druids 
to make recourse to living offerings. In other words, since the killing of 
animals and humans no longer plays the social function it once did, it is no 
longer meaningful for them to engage in sacrificial killings.

The third justification I identified in my respondents’ discourses is not 
based on the etymological and historical interpretation of sacrifice but 
rather on their conceptions of their own religious tradition. For today’s 
practitioners, modern Druidry is conceptualized as a “Living Being” or a 
“Living Tradition” in both its ancient and modern form: it is a genuine 
spiritual entity that lives and interacts with its environment like any other 
living being. Philip Carr-Gomm, the former OBOD chief, for instance 
explains this as follows:

We are too inclined to consider Druidry as an object that we should study 
under glass in a museum room. Or as if it was kept in a jar of formaldehyde: 
“Ah, so that’s what Druidry was all about?” We forget that a spiritual tradi-
tion is above all a living being, with a past, a present, and a future: through-
out its existence, it receives various influences. Lévi-Strauss considered that 
a myth must integrate all the variety of its successive versions: the myth of 
Oedipus includes both Sophocles and Freud. In the same way, Druidry is 
getting richer and richer as time goes on. And those who focus only on the 
strict respect of the past are mistaken. I think that’s a fundamental idea. (in 
Rabanne 1996, 56–57, my translation)

Among the “various influences” that Druidry “receives”, Carr-Gomm 
particularly evokes one called the “Spirit of Time”. This expression, largely 
shared by Quebecois modern Druids, designates notably the impact of the 
historical context on the practice of Druidry. Thus, the Druidic tradition 
must necessarily be adapted to the customs of the historical context in 
which it evolves. When they explained to me their desire to not use living 
offerings in their ritual practices, my respondents put forward these two 
key concepts: since their religion is a “Living Tradition” that takes into 
account the “Spirit of Time”, they are allowed to substitute living offer-
ings with non-living gifts.
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It is also important to mention here that the Quebecois modern Druids 
I worked with are well aware that the “Spirit of Time”, at least in contem-
porary Western societies, no longer involves massive consumption of ani-
mals. On the contrary, for them, as for many other individuals around the 
planet, industrialization and capitalism have led to an alarming over- 
consumption of animals, in addition to global ecological disasters. Even if 
they do not all advocate vegetarian or vegan diets, my respondents gener-
ally agree that we should develop more ethical and eco-responsible living 
practices, including towards animals. In their logics, the use of animal 
offerings is therefore, once again, inconsistent with regard to the current 
“Spirit of Time”.

Finally, the fourth justification provided by the Quebecois modern 
Druids I worked with is linked to their cosmological system, that is, the 
modern Druidic representations of the natural, human, and divine world. 
As I have mentioned several times, modern Druidry is thought of as both 
the revival of the pre-Christian religious system of linguistically Celtic 
societies and a nature-based religion—two components that explain why 
some Quebecers are attracted to modern Druidic tradition (Jourdain 
2012). For practitioners, Nature is thus perceived as an interconnected 
whole in which humanity should interact without distinction or superior-
ity with the other living species (i.e., animals and plants). Moreover, for 
many modern Druids, the gods and goddesses are also part of this whole, 
as they are incarnated in natural elements as well as in all living beings, be 
they plant, animal, or human. Therefore, since each living being contains 
a part of the divine, it would be paradoxical to sacrifice living offerings.

In my perspective, these four justifications reflect the modern Druids’ 
deep historical and religious reflexivity, in the sense that their ritual cre-
ativity is the result of extensive and conscious reflections about ancient and 
contemporary societies as well as the Druidic tradition itself. Thus, I agree 
with a number of other scholars (among others Magliocco 1996; Bell 
2009; Gobin 2018) that this aspect is particularly crucial to understanding 
the ritual practices of modern Druids and more broadly of all modern 
Pagans: ritual creativity is always underpinned by ritual reflexivity.

CONCLUSION

Within academic literature (see, among others, Magliocco 1996, 94; 
Gieser 2008, 6; Lewis 2009, 490–91), modern Druidry and more broadly 
modern Paganism are sometimes presented as “invented traditions”, a 
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notion first conceptualized by the historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger (1983). Based on a twofold dynamic, modern Druids seek to 
recompose the pre-Christian religious system of linguistically Celtic soci-
eties, restoring certain historical and religious elements while, at the same 
time, updating others that are considered to be incompatible with the 
current context. By doing so, they link themselves both to the ancient 
druids (the ones they consider to be their role models) and to the pre- 
Christian Celts (the ones they consider to be their ancestors), therefore 
establishing connections with an idealized past that promotes, in their 
point of view, a more ‘authentic’ way of life.

Based on the study of sacrifice, one of the updated practices, the aim of 
this chapter was to highlight the ritual creativity of modern Druids, par-
ticularly those I worked with during the course of my ethnographic field-
work in Quebec. Still perceived today as a major ritual act, sacrifice has 
been deeply reshaped in order to fit the present time. Because they believe 
that living offerings are not only no longer necessary but also contradict 
the relationships they want to establish with the natural and divine dimen-
sions of the world, modern Druids have substituted the ancient druidic 
offerings (animals and humans) with non-living gifts, which can be either 
material or immaterial. As I have also revealed, the ritual creativity of mod-
ern Druids is largely underpinned by their deep ritual reflexivity insofar as 
their ritual innovations are based upon extensive historical and religious 
reflections on the societies in which they live as well as their own tradition.

The validity of these new sacrifice forms, what some ritual scholars 
would call their “ritual efficacy” (see, among others, Houseman 2012, 
112–13), is moreover based on two central elements of modern Druidic 
logic. On the one hand, the use of historical works allows modern Druids 
to not just find and reproduce the gestures of the ancient druids but rather 
to be inspired by the intention with which the latter performed their sac-
rifices. On the other hand, such ritual innovations are possible because 
modern Druids have precisely shaped a conceptual framework through 
which to think about their tradition. By conceiving Druidry as a “Living 
Being” or a “Living Tradition” that necessarily evolves according to the 
“Spirit of Time”, they thus allow themselves to recompose the old druidic 
religion into the contemporary context.
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