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	For completion by the first marker:

Comments:
General Observations

You have written a most interesting account of contemporary seidr practices, Andre, informed by your personal ‘insider’ experience and by interviews you conducted with ritual specialists.  The data you have collected is a testament to your successful negotiation of the field.  Very well done for that!


You have evidently conducted an extensive review of the related literature, which you summarise clearly.  You have outlined the research method you used and justified your choice with reference to the theorists who have outlined the relative merits and otherwise of the various styles of research to be chosen among.  You have presented your data within the context of the literature.  All of this demonstrates the extensive work you have done on this project – good!


For future reference I would like to let you know that your account would have been improved and enlivened had you introduced your most interesting interviewees more clearly, with some demographic detail added to facilitate the reader to imagine the person whose views you are reporting.  It would have been improved still further had you used your own experience as a valuable primary resource: you position yourself as an insider in respect of this field and yet you have not shared your own experience of ritual involvement with your reader.  Albeit that you are a passive rather than an active ritual participant, your testimony would have painted a more detailed picture for your reader’s fuller appreciation of the ‘scene’.  Your close involvement with seidr practices is implicit in the fact that you have secured the agreement of ritual experts to participate in your interviews; you could have extended and enriched your account to include reflexive, even auto-ethnographic, material, Andre.  This personal reserve, if one could call it that, is evident also in your extensive and competent literature review, which nonetheless stopped short of delivering an authoritative commentary in your own voice.  I recommend that you work on this, Andre, for the future, in order that you do full justice to the very interesting ethnographic material which you have collected and fully capitalise on your own personal involvement. 


The paper follows a clear structure and includes ample pointers to guide the reader through the account.  While for the most part your dissertation is very well expressed and presented, there remain some typos and one instance of the use of the Harvard referencing system (page 30).  These are very easily remedied.
Introduction
You open your dissertation with a clearly expressed introduction, which describes the phenomenon of seidr and outlines its academic context, which you tell us has to date been solely attributable to Jenny Blain.  You establish the terminology which you will use and state the purpose of your study, which you say is to expand the understanding of contemporary seidr in Britain, Scandinavia and the Netherlands by focussing on the practices and experiences of different seidr practitioners with the aim of contributing to the contemporary Pagan studies.

Literature Review

You open this section with a consideration of Paganisms (Harvey’s preferred term) and Heathens, drawing largely upon the scholarship of Harvey and Blain, before moving on to consider Shamanism and neo-shamanisms.  You itemise Hutton’s four possible current definitions of Shamanism before considering Wallis’s work on neo-shamanism as a contemporary phenomenon influenced by the writing of Eliade and later of Castaneda and Harner.  You then outline the context within which contemporary seidr practice developed.


You demonstrate that you have undertaken sufficient research among the relevant literature which you summarise clearly.  This is very good as far as it goes.  What you have not done, however, is to give your readers the benefit of your own authoritative commentary which would have extended this section of your dissertation beyond the level of competent summary to a critique, in the interests of constructing a review which extends the separate pieces of scholarship considered.

Methodology

You open this section by stating that your study has been informed by multi-site qualitative research conducted by way of participant observation and semi-structured interviews.  You describe your own insider position as a member of the Heathen community and refer to other key scholars in this field who have similarly owned to insider, practitioner status.  However, you problematise your insider position as your scholarly approach renders you also an outsider, particularly maybe during ritual practice.  You develop this into a review of research which focusses on areas of ritual experience, summarising the different approaches in respect of reflexivity taken by contemporary scholars of Shamanism and neo-shamanism and other ritual activities.


As above, you have achieved in this section a clearly summarised account of the relevant literature.  However, your account is missing an evaluative commentary of your own which assesses the relative merits of the works reviewed and comments, from experience, on the options available to a researcher in these fields.  While the reasons for your choice of research style are implicit in your review, you do not give explicit reasons based on your own entry to the field.

Findings and Discussion

You introduce this section by saying that it will present data gathered from your interviews with oracular seidr practitioners.  However, it is difficult at the start of the chapter for the reader to separate the words of your interviewees from your own commentary and references to the literature.  Thus, your accounts of ritual practice can be read as the reports of personal observation or as heresay descriptions as you do not refer to interview transcripts or give attributed quotations from your informants.


As the chapter progresses, it becomes clearer when you are referring to your interviewees (cf. ‘Frigga usually leads the oracular ritual…..’ page 39) but it still isn’t clear at this point whether you are drawing upon personal experience of attending a ritual led by Frigga or upon interview data.  To remedy this situation, you need only to have introduced your interviewees before drawing upon their words, either in summary or by direct citation.  Introducing them by name (or pseudonym) and including some personal detail would have situated them in your reader’s imagination and allowed a differential to be maintained between their words, your words and those of the scholars’ commentaries which you have weaved in to the mix.  As the chapter progresses, you adopt a clearer style of reportage: eg you start section 4.2 by introducing Hanne before sharing her views with the reader and section 4.3 by telling the reader a little about Fiona.


After relating a little of the experiences of your interviewees, you make the very interesting observation that all of them told you that they had experienced ‘second sight’ episodes since childhood.  This is an area that calls for further research, for sure.  You go on to report their disparate views on reincarnation and to emphasise that there is no one way to practice seidr.


You have without doubt collected some valuable data from seidr practitioners, demonstrating your familiarity with the field in having secured agreement from your informants to participate in this project.  Congratulations are due for assembling these rich data.  You have related the data to the literature cited in the previous chapter – good!  My criticism of this chapter is that you have held back from commenting yourself, as a reflexive researcher who is embedded in this field.  Your voice is missing from this report, Andre, despite you having told us that you have personal experience of attending seidr rituals.  This position gives you the authority to enter into a dialogue with your data and with the scholars whose works you cite and you have missed the chance to include a first-hand account of what it is like to participate in a seidr ritual – to provide your reader with a bit of close-up ethnographic detail.

Conclusion 

You sum up your paper concisely and record that your study should expand the understanding of how contemporary seidr practices have developed in Europe.  Additionally, you note that collecting stories from practitioners and taking serious account of their content has led to an appreciation of how experiences of involvement with oracular seidr have impacted the personal cosmologies of participants.  The seidr practitioners interviewed are, you note, contributing to – and affecting – contemporary paganism.


You note that your interviewees, and indeed the larger pagan movement to which they could be said to belong, tends to place a high value on individual experience and to celebrate diversity both of practice and of the cosmology which underpins it, although there is of course an interaction between groups and individuals.  You do not mention the privatisation of religion thesis which surely has something to contribute here?
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	For completion by the second marker:

Comments:

This is a very interesting dissertation which reports on some very rich data. Well written, the dissertation employs qualitative research methods to address and expand upon understandings of contemporary seidr practices in Britain, the Netherlands, and Scandinavia. Through a comparative, account-oriented analysis, the research explores the ways in which the cosmological ideas/practices/experiences of both individuals and this/these groups ‘fit’, or form part of, the overall fabric of that which constitutes ‘Northern’ contemporary Paganisms. The dissertation is well referenced, drawing on a rich plethora of sources and data, and the subject is very well contextualised. Building on Jenny Blain’s Nine Worlds (2002), (‘the only academic book fully focused on present day seidr’), the dissertation addresses a ‘gap’ in current knowledge - and fills it. This gap is related to the fact that Blain’s research is 12 years older than that of the dissertation’s focus on more recent seidr practices and activity in Britain and Europe.  This is very good, making the dissertation in some ways an ideal piece of MA research in terms of ethnographic accounts.

The introduction is good, but your voice remains aloof. A line or two stating your own involvement with these groups/individuals would have been useful in terms of introducing your subject. The ways in which seidr is used, the spelling and the meaning, are unpacked, as is how the dissertation will use ‘cosmology’. The literature review, however, does most of the work in the dissertation in terms of contextualisation.  It is here that the terms of engagement to be used/engaged in the dissertation (Pagans/shamans) as well as the literature from which the traditions draw (Icelandic Eddas and Sagas) are revealed. Contemporary Heathenry, for example, is well contextualised as ‘mostly understood as a religion constructed today from partial material’. Also, it is here that the cosmologies shared by most Heathens are revealed: “Heathen cosmology is based mainly in the mythology, literature and folklore of the North, from the Icelandic Eddas and sagas, Old English poetry, folk tales and folklore from Scotland, England and Scandinavia, and from the work of scholars”, and the general influences of contemporary neo-shamans are notably addressed (Eliade, Castanda, Harner). For example, ‘…it was Eliade’s cross-cultural generalisation of shamanisms, allied to the multitude of examples picked to sustain his theories, which struck a chord with neo-shamans.’ This is very good. Much of this information, however, would have been better suited to the introduction. Further, the literature review does not read as a literature review. Information should be presented in such a way as to reveal the ideas of the scholars’ with whom more detailed engagement will be carried out in the findings/discussion. As it stands,  clear indicators of how these scholars (which are brought into good ‘discussions’ with one another) will be critically engaged by you are sometimes missing; rather the information ‘provided’ borders on being descriptive. 
The findings and discussion present rich, detailed data from informants. It explores the question of how books, people, ritual practices, ‘the old’ and ‘the new’, as well as personal and group experiences combine to influence personal worldviews/cosmologies of seidr practitioners. Developing a set of shared features of that which constitutes contemporary seidr in Western cultural contexts (the ‘macro-cosmology’), the dissertation suggests that seidr experiences are not only personal, but form part of a complex ‘web’, which is nicely woven in congruence with one of the dissertation’s recurring themes. Conclusively, as the dissertation asserts, further research is needed in order to understand how these cosmologies are developing. Also, the interplay into larger theoretical questions that concern Paganisms needs addressing. 

Thus overall, this dissertation has taken a ‘snap shot’ of it Northern European seidr practices as they stood in 2014. This adds to the overall picture of how NRM’s are developing in Northern Europe. Some issues of concern, however, are as follows: 

· Reiterating the comments of your first marker, it can be argued that your own account of these practices would have seriously enriched the findings and discussion section. 

· Another, more significant, concern is this: the remit of the research ‘question’ has remained elusive throughout. The dissertation is good – and building on the work of Blain makes a contribution to knowledge in and of itself. However, a more focussed, critical question that situates the work within wider theoretical debates would have made this dissertation outstanding as the fieldwork research is original. In other words, theory should be grounded into your data (which is very rich and deserving of some good theory!). The question, for example, could have concerned ideas about modernity which brings into question the significance of the individual; group ‘function’ of seidr practice (Durkheim), or issues that address the tensions between ‘global’ and ‘local’ versions of Paganisms. You could have also addressed the differences between ‘spirituality’ and ‘religion’ in order to better frame your ideas as these sit at the core of your findings. So - why is it important that we know about these practices? What do they tell us about society/cultures/paganisms on the whole? These things need to be made explicit, otherwise the dissertation is rendered descriptive. 

· Northern European traditions are discussed. Some information about the demographics of these practices, and how they compare to southern European paganisms would have been helpful in providing a more rounded argument. 

Given the short time frame within which this dissertation has been respectively ‘pulled off’ – it is a job well done. More allowance for time and more theoretical engagement would have made this a top end piece of work. I hope to see you do more of this, somewhere, in the future!


	Second Marker’s  Mark: 62%
Signature: Amy Whitehead
	Date: 25/04/2015

	NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board.




	For completion by the External Examiner:

Comments:

Proposed Mark:

Signature of External Examiner:


	Final Agreed Mark:



