PAGAN PROVENANCES LITERATURE REVIEW – JANET MACKINNON APRIL 2017
The British Druid Network was granted charitable status as a religious organisation by the UK Charity Commission in 2010; and, two years later, Cornwall County Council announced Paganism would be included in school religious education. This decision was a consequence of the 2011 Census in which “groups traditionally associated with the term” “Pagan”, including “(Wicca, Druidism, Witchcraft, Heathen and Shamanism - although the latter is disputed)”, combined with “self-identified” Pagans, emerged as the second largest religious grouping in the county after Christianity, “marginally larger than the number that self-identified as Buddhist”. Another factor was Cornwall’s rich pagan archaeological and folk heritage that includes a Museum of Witchcraft and Magic. Some Christian commentators perhaps unsurprisingly took umbrage at these developments, particularly the education authority’s decision. However, even the academic historian, and leading contemporary British scholar of Paganism, Ronald Hutton would agree that educating young people and the wider public about Paganisms ancient and modern presents significant challenges (see “Pagan Britain”, 2013). Some of these are outlined below as contested “Pagan Provenances” associated with terminologies, chronologies and methodologies.
Terminologies
In “Paganism: A Very Short Introduction” (2011), Owen Davies asserts that: “The notion of Paganism, as it is generally understood today, was created by the early Christian church”. Nevertheless, the adoption of “paganus” as “a pejorative term for polytheists…occurred only in the Latin West” (of Europe) and “elsewhere Hellene…. remained the word for pagan”.… “because Hellenic culture was the dominant pagan culture of the Roman East”, according to Peter Brown in “Late Antiquity” (1999). “Paganus” translates as “relating to the country, or country dweller”, and the later Germanic expression “Heathen” or “heath-dweller” may develop the rustic connotations of paganism or represent a misconstruction of “Hellene”. Based on the evolution of this nomenclature, Alan G Cameron suggests that Paganism originally encompassed the pre- and non-Christian cultures in and around the classical world, including those of the Greco-Roman, Celtic, Germanic and Slavic tribes (The Last Pagans of Rome, 2011). However, Davies points out that modern usage of the word has extended its scope to include religious practices, such as shamanism, from pre-history.
Whilst Hutton eschews the use of “Pagan” as a nomenclature for self-identified modern practitioners of Paganism, other commentators are more permissive in their use of terminologies; although the expression “Neopaganism” is widely assigned to the pagan revival movements that have emerged since the late 18th century. Nevertheless, in his entry on contemporary Paganism in the “Encyclopaedia of Religion and Nature” (2005), Graham Harvey adheres to the use of Pagan as a descriptor for revived and invented traditions, including those associated with “Wicca, Druidism, Witchcraft, Heathen and Shamanism”.
Chronologies 
The great modern historian of comparative religion Mircea Eliade has referred to “the 
mysterious process of occultation and continuity undergone by pagan religiosity” in “A History of Religious Ideas, Volume 2” (1982). Although this statement is made with specific reference to the Greek cult of Demeter and the Eleusian Mysteries, it encapsulates Eliade’s view of paganism’s broader historical trajectories. For instance, in the same volume the author refers to “the continuity, from proto-history to the Middle Ages, of certain central religious ideas” in Celtic culture whose archaeological heritage has enabled “the historian of Celtic religion to make use of late sources, first of all the Irish texts composed between the 6th and 8th centuries, but also the epic legends and folklore that survived in Ireland down to the end of the 19th century”. 
Whilst subsequent academic research has challenged some of Eliade’s generalisations and current British/Anglophone (as distinct from Irish or European) historical scholarship, such as Hutton’s, is sceptical of Paganism’s continuity in Britain, scholars of Anglo-Saxon, Medieval and modern English literature generally recognise the importance of vernacular and wider European “pagan religiosity” in the development of a national literary canon. Indeed, the “Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature” (1991) has a chapter in which John D Niles argues that “one can scarcely hope to comprehend” the literary heritage of the early Middle Ages without reference to “both Christian themes” and “pagan substrata of popular belief”. Moreover, the work of later medieval English authors, such as Chaucer, increasingly referenced the classical paganism that would play such key roles in European Renaissance culture and the subsequent Enlightenment.
Methodologies
During the tectonic cultural processes described above, the Titan Chronos, Greek Pagan god and classical personification of time, would give his name to the concept of “chronologies”, or linear timeframes, along with other words such as chronicle and anachronism. These etymologies underline the extent to which Hellenic paganism, in particular, is deeply embedded in English language and culture. Therefore, any serious “literature review” of “Pagan Provenances” would need to explore in depth the explicit literary use and indirect allusions to classical as well as vernacular paganisms from the early Medieval period to the present day. Such an exercise is well beyond the scope of this brief survey, which will instead return to methodological debates amongst contemporary scholars of Paganism.
Amongst British academics, the most prolific author is Ronald Hutton, whose latest publication is “The Witch” (2017). The book’s subtitle - “A History of Fear from Ancient Times to the Present” - reflects a distinct tendency amongst Anglophone scholarly writers on paganism to highlight some of its more sensational aspects, perhaps at the behest of publishers aiming for the widest possible readership market. In such a spirit, “The Witch” opens with some definitions of this most “primordial character of humanity” and juxtaposes the “established scholarly consensus” on what is meant by witchcraft - “a generic term for all kinds of evil magic and sorcery, as perceived by contemporaries” according to the historian Wolfgang Behringer - with its paradigm shift to what Hutton describes as a “particular kind of nature-based Pagan religion” amongst 20th century practitioners of Wicca and similar faiths. My use of “paradigm shift” is borrowed from the Christian scholar of comparative religion Hans Kung, who accepts the use of “Nature Religions” in his worldview of spirituality, although he is not a supporter of modern Paganism per se. A “Pagan Paradigm Shift”, as evidenced by the evolution of witchcraft is, however, supported by Hutton, although he does not use Kung’s expression, in an earlier book, “The Triumph of the Moon” (2001), subtitled “A History of Modern Pagan Witchcraft”.
Hutton’s many publications on pagan themes over the past generation or so have contributed to a dynamic international discourse around what constitutes modern Paganism, or Neopaganism, both within the Academy and public institutions such as English Heritage, as well as among contemporary religious practitioners and the general readership. His recent works (2013/17) highlight the difference between European countries that have “no difficulty in identifying their Pagan heritage” with the absence of “any collective sense of a British Paganism” arising from Britain’s more heterogeneous cultural legacies. Hutton also emphasises differences in the methodological approaches of European and British scholars of Paganism, together with the role of academic fashions and reactions against earlier scholarship. In this context, a pedagogical approach to Paganism which seeks to balance traditional cultural history with post-modernist cultural studies (see Rosemary Hill’s 2008 “Stonehenge”) may also be the most suited to both contemporary secularism and overly literalist tendencies amongst some followers of Abrahamic monotheistic religions.
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