
Module 2: Symbol & Imagination Dani Charis Hawkyard

Choose a contemporary practice of divination and discuss the merits of the theories and/

or speculations used by its practitioners to justify their practice. 

Animal Messengers in Pagan Tradition
Omens, Oracles & Other Worlds

[The call of the animals], and the call of Druidry, is a call from the future… It is a call that urges us 
to unite again with all of creation, for there is still hope. It calls us to cease the madness of our 

alienation and destruction, and ally ourselves once more with all our relations - the stones and the 
trees, the birds and insects, the fish and the animals. Maybe then we can begin living again - not 
just surviving to suffer the consequences of our delusion that we are the masters of all Nature. 

Philip & Stephanie Carr-Gomm (1996)

DRUIDS & DIVINATION: AN INTRODUCTION

Imagine for a moment that you find yourself in sunlit gardens, surrounded by grass, wild 

flowerbeds, wandering paths and twisting trees. You crouch beside a spring that emerges 

into a meandering stream. Springs are a symbol of the eternal life-force of the earth, and 

this one in particular is said to be a source of inspiration and vitality for those who drink 

from its waters. Uncertain, perhaps even skeptical, you wonder about the truth behind the 

tales. Still crouching, you drink three sips of water from the spring. The tingle of it on your 

lips is unexpectedly electric; you feel suddenly dizzy and topple backwards, falling lightly 

into the grass. Something makes you look up. In a bush just overhead sits a robin, and he 

is watching you. He begins to sing, his tiny throat undulating with each note, and for 

several long minutes he turns himself from left to right and back again, observing you 

purposefully with one eye and then the other. The intuition is so strong that you don’t 

doubt it even for a moment - he is there singing for you. The delicate robin redbreast - a 

bird laden with the symbolism of renewal and otherworldly mysteries - humbling you and 
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promising that this spring really is just as sacred as it is alleged to be. There is no logical 

explanation for where this sudden sense of knowing comes from, but you feel instantly 

foolish for ever doubting the spring’s legacy. Your merry messenger of spiritual truths 

finishes his song and flits away into the shrubs. 

The scene above is a simplified retelling of an experience I had whilst visiting Chalice Well 

Gardens  in  Glastonbury  during  February.  Like  many  who  have  had  the  privilege  of 

growing up rurally alongside a menagerie of animals, trees and plants, I developed a fond 

connection with the natural world and its non-human inhabitants. In truth, as a child I 

think I often preferred their quiet company to the presence of other children, and perhaps 

consequently my peers considered me odd. It  would probably be no surprise to them 

today to learn that I grew up to become a Pagan - or more specifically, a Druid  with an 1

aptitude for zoomancy.

Zoomancy is described by Occultopedia (a longstanding online encyclopaedia specialising 

in the ‘occult and unexplained’) as “the art and practice of divining the past, the present 

and the future by observing the appearance and/or behaviour of animals” (no date). It can 

be understood to encompass all forms of animal augury, of which there are many; a few 

choice examples include ornithomancy (the well-known practice of divining by observing 

bird flight and behaviour), arachnomancy (divining through the interpretation of spider 

patterns),  and alectromancy (popular in Ancient Rome, divination with a cockerel or a 

hen).

According to the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids (OBOD) - the Druid order with whom 

I conduct my own studies - the ancient Druids did indeed practice zoomancy, as well as 

making use of many other divinatory techniques “from simple weather-witching … to the 

interpretation of planetary configurations” (no date). Penny Billington - a Druid celebrant 

 Druidry is thought to have been the indigenous spirituality of Britain and Ireland; it arose during the Iron 1

Age from even older native religious traditions, and is based upon the sacred relationship between people 
and the earth (The Pagan Federation, 2019). Modern Druidry strives to reconnect us with the cycles of life, 
the spirits of nature, our ancestors and the gods (The British Druid Order, no date).
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with OBOD - explains that the Druids of old used animals in divination because they were 

considered to be links to the Celtic Otherworld  (2014: 128). This perception of animals is 2

shared by many Druids and Pagans today, and so naturally there are those who still work 

with animal messengers in their divinatory practices. 

I have chosen to explore the contemporary practice of zoomancy in this essay because it 

has  become  integral  to  my  own  spirituality.  Oftentimes  I  will  consider  zoomancy  in 

relation to Druidry, but I will also step into broader territory outside this tradition in an 

attempt to offer  a  more informed perspective.  I  will  begin by examining the ancestral 

foundations  of  divining with  animals,  followed by laying out  for  the  reader  my own 

background and perspective.  I  will  then endeavour  to  offer  up the  personal  views of 

Druids who practice zoomancy alongside the ideas of some relevant authors and scholars, 

before  finally  evaluating  the  ideas  presented  in  a  more  critical  light.  Throughout  the 

assignment I expect to explore both the writings of Pagan authors, who have written much 

on the topic of the human relationship with the natural world, and those of academics 

who  have  undertaken  extensive  work  on  divination  and  symbolism,  such  as  Barbara 

Tedlock, Jeremy Naydler and James Hillman. Throughout the essay I will  consider the 

appearance and interpretation of animal messengers in physical encounters, as well as the 

animal symbolism encountered in oracle card decks, dreams and shamanic journeys.

 The Celts (and thus the Druids) held belief in an Otherworld peopled by gods, goddesses, and human and 2

animal spirits, with the latter often seen as divine messengers (Davies, 1998: 21). 
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ROOTED IN THE DIVINE: THE SHAMANIC ORIGINS OF ANIMAL AUGURY 

The key to understanding divination is to understand that the name itself is rooted in the 

word ‘divine’. According to the Collins dictionary, ‘divine’ is used to describe something 

relating to or emanating from a deity (Collins, 2019), and thus historically divination was 

concerned  with  deducing  the  will  of  the  gods.  Michael  Loewe  and  Carmen  Blacker 

(editors of the 1981 book Divination and Oracles) state that “by divination we mean the 

attempt to elicit from some higher power or supernatural being the answers to questions 

beyond the range of ordinary human understanding” (1981: 1).

In The World  Atlas  of  Divination,  it  is  suggested that  shamanism -  the world’s  earliest-

known and most widespread spiritual discipline - was the first tradition to embark upon 

divinatory endeavours (Matthews, 1994: 7), and that underlying all shamanic traditions is 

the  idea  that  the  universe  is  alive  with  gods  and  spirits  and  can  therefore  be 

communicated with (Drury, 1994: 8). This ancient concept attributing a soul, spirit or god 

to all natural phenomena is known as animism, and it generally results in the belief that a 

higher power orders and animates the material universe (Oxford University Press, 2019). 

Animism is  integral  to  practices  of  divination,  for  in  order  to  communicate  with  and 

appeal to the gods and spirits of the earth (or perhaps, cosmos) the natural world has to be 

considered to embody at least a basic form of transcendental consciousness.

Divination was regarded as a sacred occupation by our ancestors, and alongside animal 

augury  there  were  many  other  methods,  just  as  there  are  today.  Wiccan  author  Scott 

Cunningham  suggests  that  some  of  the  earliest  alternative  forms  may  have  included 

gazing into lakes, watching the rising smoke of cooking fires and interpreting the shapes 

of clouds - all of which were thought by the ancients to be infused with a spiritual essence 

of divinity (2008: 3).

As mentioned, in this essay we will typically be considering divination with animals in the 

light of contemporary Druidry. It is both interesting and important to note that modern 
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incarnations of ancient Pagan traditions like Druidry are heavily influenced by what we 

know of their origins. Philip Carr-Gomm - the Chief of OBOD since 1988 - informs us that 

according to the accounts of the classical authors the Druids were Celtic (2002: 22), and we 

know from both archeological  and literary  records  that  the  ancient  Celts  were  indeed 

animists (Wood, 2000); thus the same can be said of most modern Druids. In fact, animism 

seems to be characteristic of many spiritualities which might be considered ‘New Age’ but 

have been revived from ancient traditions.  Scholar David Tacey explains:

The New Age is fascinated, almost obsessed, by the Pre-Christian cosmological systems, 
whether these are from Wicca, Celtic, Druidic, Egyptian, hermetic, Nordic, ancient Chinese 
or Indian cultures. A core feature of these cosmologies is the view that all reality is one,  
[and] that spirit infuses everything in the natural world. (2002: 10) 

It would seem therefore that animistic beliefs have endured despite the pressures applied 

to them by modern Western culture, which anthropologist Barbara Tedlock describes as 

“post-positivist, though still skeptical” (2006: 63). It is important to recognise this, for as 

we can see, the practice of divination is dependant upon them. 
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RE-CONNECTING WITH NATURE: MY EXPERIENCE OF ZOOMANCY

The introduction of zoomancy to my own divinatory practice began with my exploration 

of Philip and Stephanie Carr-Gomm’s  Druid Animal Oracle  -  a set of thirty-three oracle 

cards  representing twenty-nine animals and four dragons sacred to Druid tradition (see 3

Figure  1  below  for  an  example).  Each  illustrated  card  is  assigned  key  words  and 

interpretations drawn from the Celtic heritage of the animal it represents, “designed to 

convey as faithfully as possible the traditional lore associated with that creature” (Carr-

Gomm and Carr-Gomm, 1996: 17). The authors explain:

Animals act as ideal symbols or images of our deepest fears and urges, or of those parts of 
our psyche which have been denied or repressed or simply neglected. By welcoming and 
loving  the  animals  which  enter  our  awareness  through  the  Oracle,  in  dreams  and 
meditation and reverie, we enrich our inner world and discover a way of personal growth 
that is completely in tune with the natural world. (Carr-Gomm and Carr-Gomm, 1996: 10)

Thus, the archetypes found within animal oracle decks can help us to make sense of own 

inner selves, and well as providing us with a spiritual connection to nature. In addition:

If we choose to work with [particular] animals, we 
may find ourselves developing a special bond with 
one or more of them. We will sense their presence 
often in our consciousness - guiding, teaching and 
helping us. We can then say that these … animals 
have  become  our  ‘totems’  or  ‘familiars’.  (Carr-
Gomm and Carr-Gomm, 1996: 11)

Indeed, as I worked with the Oracle I found myself 

unavoidably  developing  relationships  with  the 

animals  I  encountered  within  it  -  especially  those 

which appeared often in my card spreads, such as the 

Blackbird,  who  became  the  first  of  my  ‘totem’ 

animals. 

 Oracle cards are designed to be used like tarot cards; they can be drawn individually or as part of a spread, 3

and each card has attributed to it  certain meanings which manifest  differently depending on the card’s 
position in the spread and whether or not it is drawn reversed (upside-down). 
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As I became familiar with the folklore and symbolism associated with different creatures, I 

required the Oracle handbook less and my reading of the cards became more instinctive; 

my knowledge of  an animal’s  cultural  heritage,  its  embodied archetypes and my own 

intuition had begun integrating to create my own interpretations. Soon, I began discerning 

meaning from encounters with animals in both the physical world (such as the story of the 

robin with which I opened this essay) and the spiritual world (in meditations, dreams and 

shamanic journeys). Sometimes, the message of an encounter would come spontaneously 

in answer to a question or dilemma I’d been pondering; other times, it would simply be a 

sense of calm or reassurance when needed. Colette Baron-Reid,  who authored another 

animal oracle deck (The Spirit Animal Oracle) describes this best when she reflects: 

It felt as though the archetypal Self of the animals were speaking to me, transcending my 
personal experience yet communicating to me in a deeply intimate way… I noticed on many 
occasions that just when I needed confirmation about something important, a raven would 
appear; when I needed direction, a dragonfly would land on my hand, comforting me and 
reassuring me that I am never alone in this interconnected matrix of being… (2018: xvii) 

Her words resonate with me, for it is often when I am overreacting or perhaps fraught 

with worries of something trivial that a blackbird will appear somewhere conspicuous, 

like a gentle reminder to regain my perspective. This is of course a deeply personal and 

emotional reflection, but as Baron-Reid says above, it is something that feels ultimately as 

if it transcends my own human experience - like a wisdom that reaches out to me from far 

beyond the realms of consciousness. 

I find it difficult to articulate theories to justify my practice of zoomancy, probably because 

I am aware that I am recounting something unavoidably subjective, and the word justify 

seems to imply a degree of rationale and objectivity which spiritual experience usually 

defies. I do not pretend to know how or why divination works; I simply accept that for me, 

it does. Of course, I wonder whether animal messengers are aware of the wisdom they 

impart, and where this knowledge comes from. Is it passed down to us through animal 

vessels  from  deities,  spirits  or  the  universe  itself;  or  does  the  animal  assist  our  own 
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unconscious mind in delving into the wisdom of a greater collective consciousness? I ask 

these questions often, although I am content not to know the answers. 

However,  perhaps what truly justifies zoomancy for me on a personal level  is  not the 

theory behind its practice, but rather its potential to reconnect us with the natural world, 

as the authors above have suggested. It seems to me that this is crucial now more than 

ever. Only a few weeks ago I read an article in The Sunday Times Magazine warning us that 

through  our  greed  and  abuse  of  nature  “humanity  is  fashioning  its  own 

extinction”  (Appleyard,  2019:  36).   Not  only  this,  but  simultaneously  we  fashion  the 

extinction of the plants and animals with which we share our planet -  through global 

warming,  deforestation  and  pollution.  Philosopher  Jeremy  Naydler  tells  us  that  our 

modern scientific outlook has led to a decline of ‘divinity’ from the world - nature was 

once something to be revered and respected, but no longer. He writes: 

The  historical  development  of  European consciousness  has  led  away from [the  divine] 
experience of nature toward a feeling of scepticism regarding the existence of a world of 
gods and spirits, and incredulity as to the possibility that natural phenomena could give us 
any  kind  of  privileged  access  to  it.  Our  modern  scientific  worldview  rests  upon  a 
philosophy of materialism that sees nature as intrinsically meaningless and without value.  
(2009: 151)

By contrast, to the ancient Celtic mind all life was of one divine source, and human and 

animal were worthy of equal respect (Davies, 1998: 20). My own experience of working 

with animals in divination has led me to believe that zoomancy can go at least some of the 

way towards restoring this balance.
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ZOOMANCY TODAY: IN THE WORDS OF PRACTITIONERS & ACADEMICS

In the interests of achieving a broader, balanced perspective I asked an online group of 

Druid diviners if any of them used animals in their practice, and if so what their theories, 

ideas and speculations were behind it. I advised that I would be using their answers in an 

academic  essay,  but  that  they  would  remain  anonymous.  I  gave  no  indication  of  my 

personal thoughts on zoomancy, other than that I practiced it. The answers I received were 

fascinating  and  highlighted  some  interesting  common  ground  between  individual 

practitioners, which I will outline below.

Twelve individuals  confirmed they worked with  animals  as  a  part  of  their  divinatory 

practice.  The  majority  only  mentioned  working  with  animals  that  they  physically 

encountered in the natural world, but three also specified that they worked with animals 

using a combination of dreams, meditation, shamanic journeys or card decks. 

Interestingly, almost all respondents mentioned that they do not consider all animals as 

messengers. Some specified that they have either a particular animal (or group of animals) 

which they look out for. For example, a few have one or more ‘totem’ animal messengers; 

one specifically considers three crows nearby as a reminder from their ancestors; and a 

third uses the flight patterns of local eagles as an oracle. Meanwhile, others do not limit 

their  practice  to  any  particular  species  but  rather  to  those  animals  which  make  their 

presence obviously known in some way - by being “auspicious", “explicitly direct” or “an 

unusual occurrence” (these are the respondents’ words). One person wrote: “Butterflies 

might not mean anything generally, but if one landed on me, it might”. This idea is also 

concurred with by author Regula Meyer in her book Animal Messengers: An A-Z Guide to 

Signs and Omens in the Natural World,  where she advocates that  not every animal has a 

message, and the most meaningful encounters are often the surprising and spontaneous 

ones (2015: 1). 
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Intuition  was mentioned often with regards to the interpretation of animal symbolism. As 4

in  my  own  practice,  the  diviners  often  reported  that  their  interpretations  are  either 

“spontaneous” and based upon “gut feelings”, or relate to what may be on their mind or 

occurring  in  their  life  at  the  time  of  the  encounter.  The  instinctive  feeling  of  ‘inner 

knowing’ appears an important part of an interpretation. One person described a physical 

encounter they had with a robin and a mockingbird simultaneously, and stated: “I knew 

something magical was happening”.

It is also interesting to note that over half the respondents mentioned the significance of 

birds in divination, reiterating that an animal’s historical and cultural associations also 

play a role in how they are interpreted. Birds are often identified with divination and the 

attainment of divine knowledge. In his enthralling paper On the Relationship Between Birds 

and Spirits of the Dead, Professor Christopher M. Moreman writes “birds bear wisdom in 

ancient forms of divination and are often equated with prophecy and insight”, which he 

points out is echoed in the modern adage “a little birdie told me”; he tells us that this is 

something found across many cultures, and explains “living comfortably on land and in 

the air, not to mention water, birds easily access places that humans can only access with 

difficulty if at all, and they are thereby perceived as having access to much broader sources 

of information” (2014: 5-6).

Finally,  six  of  the  twelve  respondents  also  made clear  conscious  connections  with  the 

concept of gods and divinity. One person reported that they interpret sightings of wild 

animals as “a sign of grace”, whilst another poetically expressed: “When I see a deer, I feel 

like I have been visited by an angel”. A third person builds altars honouring the particular 

animals  they  are  working  with  at  any  given  time  -  as  if  the  animals  themselves  are 

considered deities - and a fourth often feels that the animals crossing our paths are “the 

 Intuition in this context is best understood as “a form of instant interpretation … that pushes into and 4

sometimes even overwhelms conscious knowing or awareness”, the source of which “may be in the form of 
an apprehension that lies outside sensory channels and analytical thought, or it may lie in subliminal or 
nonconscious awareness that is embedded within the unconscious” (Tedlock, 2006: 68).
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ways that God speaks to us”. There was also mention again of animals’ cultural heritages, 

this time regarding the deities they represent in myths and folklore.

The  methods  of  interpretation  mentioned  above  are  largely  consistent  with  Tedlock’s 

theory  of  divination  in  which  diviners  work  along a  cognitive  continuum,  combining 

logical  thought  processes  with  unconscious  ones  like  intuition  (Tedlock,  2006:  70). 

Practitioners seem to integrate symbolism, myth, culture and a knowledge of the physical 

animal itself with their own intuition to forge understanding. As Tedlock says: “during the 

act of divination, individual creativity operates: jumbled ideas, metaphors, and symbols 

suggest possible interpretations, which slowly give way to an ordered sequencing and to 

more limited interpretations” (Tedlock, 2006: 70).

Before concluding, I would like to turn my attention briefly to the work of psychologist 

James Hillman, who writes of animal interpretation in dreams. Hillman advises us that we 

must not become reductionist in our interpretations, and that whilst we may employ the 

disciplines of imagination, myth, culture and even science to aid our understanding of 

animals, we must also apply the discipline of attention. He warns us that if we are not 

careful, we become obsessed with meaning and the animal withdraws; having become “no 

longer necessary” it is “banished by interpretation” (Hillman, 2008:78). Hillman reminds 

us that the animals coming to us as messengers are not ours to keep or do with as we wish 

(2008: 48), and Phillip Carr-Gomm concurs, telling us that the animals we encounter are 

not merely “symbolic representations” but creatures that exist independently of us, and 

they should be remembered as such (2002: 155). Hillman shares how we can honour our 

animal  messengers  so  as  not  to  lose  sight  of  them  by  becoming  preoccupied  with 

ourselves:

[The animal] can be imagined as a felt presence and talked with; it may need to be fed and 
housed, painted and modelled. It can be honoured by attentions, like recalling it several 
times during the day: by “doing something for it” - a physical gesture, lighting a candle, 
buying an amulet, discovering its name. It can be brought closer by visualising it, sensing 
its skin, its strength. Now imagination replaces meaning, and the human mind gives itself 
over to the animal presence. (Hillman, 2008: 78) 
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We must take care not to inadvertently extinguish the “life-soul” of the animals we strive 

so desperately to understand (Hillman, 2008: 78), by remembering that they are more than 

just metaphors for ourselves, and that they too are living beings with which we share our 

inner and outer worlds. If  we fail  in this,  then we may find that we become yet more 

detached from the creatures we yearn to reconnect with, rather than rebuilding our broken 

bridges with them. 
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AN ANCIENT ART IN A MODERN WORLD: A CONCLUSION

As practitioners  of  divination,  we  must  acknowledge  our  existence  in  a  world  where 

things are not as they seem under the spotlight of scientific thought - a world which is 

consequently  open  to  criticism  by  the  rational  philosopher.  The  prevailing  Western 

worldview is one built upon empiricism, and so divination (relying as it does on invisible, 

intangible cosmologies and engaging in non-rational modes of thought) is viewed with 

great skepticism. Naydler explains: “There is no question that the observation of natural 

phenomena might lead to insight into the world of the gods, for the world of the gods no 

longer exists  as  a  reality for  people who have come under the sway of  contemporary 

Western  culture”  (2009:  151).  We  may  never  be  able  to  fully  justify  divination  to  the 

majority of our positivist peers, and for the time being we may have to accept this.

From the explorations in this essay, it is easy to see why the rationalist has such difficulty 

accepting  divination.  As  practitioners,  we  reflect  avidly  on  our  experiences  and  our 

methods, and this provides a comprehensive picture of how we perceive and conduct our 

practice. As Tedlock asserts, “it is only by engaging with diviners and observing their acts 

of divination… that we can study divination as we would any other meaningful social or 

cultural phenomena” (2006: 72), and thus understanding what she refers to as the practical 

mastery  of  divination is  crucial  if  we are  to  articulate  a  theory of  practice  (2001:  195). 

However, generally there is little in the way of critique for the analytical thinker to tune 

into, and it is clear that divination is often wholly dependant on the diviner’s unwavering 

faith in their animistic belief  system. For this reason, even the most sincere divinatory 

practitioners  are  unfortunately  often  not  the  best  candidates  for  offering  an  articulate 

theory of their practice, as they find it difficult (or perhaps unnecessary) to ‘look behind’ 

divination and to ask questions of it.

If we hope to be taken seriously by the rational philosopher, we must be seen to be capable 

of articulating divination with confidence, whilst still asking the questions of ourselves 

that they would ask. It does not belittle our practice to ask intelligent questions of it; if 
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anything, it can only add to its credibility if rationalists can see us communicating what 

we do in words which they can understand. And we must persevere, for the winds appear 

to be changing; Tedlock asserts “scientists are now imagining parallel universes … worm 

holes  in  time  and  space  …  gravity-bent  light,  and  other  strange  concepts  that  defy 

common-sense reality” (2006: 64). Why, then, in a not-too-distant future, should they not 

embrace the same conceptual openness when approaching divination?

We have noted that the contemporary scientific mindset that rejects divination is also the 

one that has led us into our unforgivable violation of the natural world. Our ancestors, 

whilst by no means perfect, understood that ‘mystical’ or spiritual experience can hold as 

much validity as ordinary experience (Lévy-Bruhl, 1975: 53), permitting the two to exist 

alongside  each  other  in  a  way  the  rational  mind  cannot  accept,  for  it  sees  them  as 

contradictory.  The  ancients  also  understood that  nature  was  something  to  revere  -  an 

outlook which much of modern society appears to have forgotten. Those who partake in 

zoomancy today have an unprecedented means of honouring, respecting and reconnecting 

with  with  natural  world  once  again  -  and  it  seems  this  is  also  a  requirement  for 

reconnecting with ourselves. Carr-Gomm and Carr-Gomm poignantly tell us: 

Our [modern] culture has taught us to be afraid of animals - our own animal nature and the 
animals of the wild. In teaching us to “subdue the earth” it also taught us to “subdue” our 
own instinctual selves. … Our inner animals were caged, frightened and forgotten. They 
appeared only in our dreams - they became the beasts that lurked at the fringes of our 
civilised world - werewolves and dangerous predators that symbolised the “bestial” urges 
of  men too “civilised” to acknowledge the sacredness of  the body and the animal.  But 
paradoxically, as long as we reject the animals within us, we can never be truly human. To 
regain our humanity we must embrace them. (1996: 11)

It is time we aligned ourselves once more with our comrades in the natural world, before 

we lose them forever, and working with animals in divination can undeniably help us to 

do this. In the midst of our disconnection-fuelled ecological crisis, I can’t help asking if this 

is perhaps enough to justify zoomancy’s practice. Regardless of whether or not divination 

can be theorised to the satisfaction of scientific thought, surely its ability to restore the 

fragile  balance  between  human,  animal,  plant  and  stone  is  sufficient  to  make  it  a 

worthwhile endeavour?
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