June 22, 2008

A review of Priestess of the Forest

Years ago, if you were interested at all in the old religion, you would have likely run across

or read for yourself (or at least tried to read) Marion Zimmer Bradley's "The Mists of Avalon". 

If that made it on your own most-loved list, there haven't been many books that seem to fill

the same place on your bookshelf ... at least not until now.

Priestess of the Forest, by Ellen Evert Hopman has justly been compare to "The Mist of

Avalon", but it is a different sort of book. Where Bradley's book was somewhat of an apologetic 

for the Old Religion, as well as historical fantasy, Priestess of the Forest is, as the author 

describes it, a druidic teaching tale. It blends historical fantasy with a basic education of

Druidic life, ritual and lore.

Ellen Evert Hopman is a well-known druid as well as an herbalist. She is the co-founder of

a Celtic Reconstructionist druidic order, and has been a practicing druid for well over twenty years. She is well-travelled and has studied a number of spiritual paths which ranged from Franciscan Catholicism to Sufism to Native American spirituality. While many make claim to having a varied education as this, not all of them spent a significant amount of time in these traditions. Hopman though, has live these various traditions since her youth. 

Priestess of the Forest weaves herbalism, Druid ritual and lore with a tale of adventure, love, intrigue, betrayal and hope. Where other historical fantasy can speak to "what happened", Priestess of the Forest can speak to "how one does this". 

Supplementing the text of the book is a glossary and pronunciation guide, which allows one to "hear" the characters in the novel much more clearly. Early in the reading, it may seem a bit difficult to refer so often to the glossary, readers will soon discover that while reading an engrossing novel, they are also engaged in the wonderful act of learning.

I would believe that there are two audiences for "Priestess of the Forest". There are those who enjoy historical fantasy; these will find a marvelously written novel which they will remember. The second audience is those who are reading for more than entertainment. This book is somewhat of a palimpsest. It is a novel written on top of history on top of lore. For those seeking learning, this is a book that will not be placed in a box in the attic, but one which will likely find itself written more than once. Further readings will find the addition of bookmarks, underlines and highlights.

As to the details, this isn't as ambitious a read as "The Mists of Avalon"; being much shorter, it's far less daunting. The Celtic words that are used are defined and given pronunciation in a glossary at the beginning of the book. The writing and editing are very well-done. The author claims that this book took some 9 years to write; the time she took and the effort that went into it are certainly visible. While the Celtic words and the referral to the glossary that this necissitates make it slightly less convenient to read, I found that this minor inconvenience was offset by the greater authenticity that was woven into the tale.

The rituals and prayers in "Priestess of the Forest will likely find themselves used as-is or modified in many people's rituals for many years to come, and I suspect the author will be well-pleased with this.

If you are looking for a historical fantasy, this is a great summer read. If you're at all interested in Druidism as a path, this is a book that belongs in your library.

