
 
The above picture, to me, encapsulates what we tend to relate to when thinking of modern day festivals 

but there is so much more to this theme.  

I was a bit stuck where to start with this week’s theme of Festivals as it is such a broad and all-

encompassing topic celebrating many religious, historic and cultural traditions and social gatherings of 

people with common interests so thought I’d go back to basics with looking up the dictionary definition; 

Google’s Oxford University Press Dictionary defines the word festival as follows; 

festival 
/ˈfɛstɪv(ə)l/ 

noun 
plural noun: festivals 

1. a day or period of celebration, typically for religious reasons. 
"traditional Jewish festivals" 

2. an organized series of concerts, plays, or films, typically one held annually in the same place. 
"a major international festival of song" 
 
Definitions from Oxford Languages 
 
Wikipedia sheds a slightly wider definition on the word ‘festival’; 
 

“A festival is an event ordinarily celebrated by a community and centering on some characteristic aspect of 
that community and its religion or cultures. It is often marked as a local or national holiday, mela, or eid. A 
festival constitutes typical cases of glocalization, as well as the high culture-low culture 
interrelationship.[1] Next to religion and folklore, a significant origin is agricultural. Food is such a vital 
resource that many festivals are associated with harvest time. Religious commemoration and thanksgiving 
for good harvests are blended in events that take place in autumn, such as Halloween in the northern 
hemisphere and Easter in the southern. 

Festivals often serve to fulfill specific communal purposes, especially in regard to commemoration or 
thanking to the gods, goddesses or saints: they're called patronal festivals. They may also 
provide entertainment, which was particularly important to local communities before the advent of mass-
produced entertainment. Festivals that focus on cultural or ethnic topics also seek to inform community 
members of their traditions; the involvement of elders sharing stories and experience provides a means for 
unity among families.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Festival 
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With such a diverse wealth of resources to choose from in respect of festivals I thought I would focus on 
just a couple of festivals that you may or may not already be familiar with; 
 

 
 
Heb Celt Festival Sadly, the Covid Pandemic has brought many 

festival gatherings over the last couple of years to an abrupt holt, 

and it has been strange being in Stornoway in July without the usual 

sights and sounds of the Heb Celt festival. I took the picture to the 

left at the last ‘in-person’ Heb Celt festival held in 2019.  

 
Beltane Fire Festival 

This is a very ancient Celtic pagan festival, believed to originate from Iron Age period, which traditionally 
takes place on the eve of the 1st May to mark the beginning of Summer. Many cultures have similar festivals 
to help celebrate this season change and the return of fertility to the land that the Summer season brings. 
It caught my interest as it is a festival that has recently been resurrected from 1988 onwards and Beltane is 
now set up as a charity (https://beltane.org/) to support this festival that takes place in Edinburgh each 
year. 
 

 
Images from the Beltane Fire Festival 2019 
 
Here are a couple of links to YouTube clips from this festival, the first is from 2018 and the second from 
2015. 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BhXLtFmxoi0 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lYkC2aXp5wM&t=52s 
 
There are of course some great arts and literary festivals both home and abroad. Hilary and I usually make 
an annual pilgrimage to the Ullapool Book Festival in May each year.  And I have really missed this in both 
2020 and 2021 and remain cautiously optimistic that it might get the go ahead in 2022.  Members of the 
Catch 23 Writers Group were invited to this festival back in 2018 to read out some of the amazing work 
produced by our talented members.  Despite the Sunday morning scheduling for this event (not a time of 
day that I normally venture very far from my bed) it was well attended and received and I felt very proud to 
be associated with the group. 
 
Another famous UK literary and arts festival that I’ve never managed to get to but would love to is the Hay 
Festival held annually for 10 days in a place called Hay-On-Wye, Powys, Wales. Dubbed by Bill Clinton in 
2001 as “the Woodstock of the mind”! 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BhXLtFmxoi0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lYkC2aXp5wM&t=52s


 
 
Above left is a picture of the opening ceremony from the infamous 1966 Woodstock Festival and the image 

on the right is from the Children’s area of the Hay Festival. 

Author: Rebecca Mahony   And now over to Hilary… 

Many festivals we celebrate are related to the summer and winter solstice. Often Pagan such as 

Stonehenge or Music such as Glastonbury Our own Calanish Stones are much revered for such celebration, 

however this poem about being at Stonehenge seemed to fit well. (I did try to get some quotes from Kevin 

MacNeil’s play Callanish Stoned but all I could find was Reviews) 

At Stonehenge 

 
Grim stones whose gray lips keep your secret well, 
Our hands that touch you touch an ancient terror, 
An ancient woe, colossal citadel 
Of some fierce faith, some heaven-affronting error. 
Rude-built, as if young Titans on this wold 
Once played with ponderous blocks a striding giant 

 
Had brought from oversea, till child more bold 
Tumbled their temple down with foot defiant. 
Upon your fatal altar Redbreast combs 
A fluttering plume, and flocks of eager swallows 
Dip fearlessly to choose their April homes 
Amid your crevices and storm-beat hollows. 
Even so in elemental mysteries, 
Portentous, vast, august, uncomprehended, 
Do we dispose our little lives for ease, 
By their unconscious courtesies befriended 
 

Katharine Lee Bates  1859-1929 

Probably best known as the author of the words to "America the Beautiful," Bates was a 
prolific poet and a professor of English and head of the English department at Wellesley, 
where she had been a student in its earliest years. 

 
Many pagan festivals changed, grew and became Christian celebrations, which Sir John Betjeman captures 
well in his poem Diary of a Church Mouse.  
  

https://allpoetry.com/At-Stonehenge
https://allpoetry.com/Katharine-Lee-Bates


 
 
  

Diary of a Church Mouse  

Here among long-discarded cassocks, 

Damp stools, and half-split open hassocks, 

Here where the vicar never looksh 

I nibble through old service books. 

Lean and alone I spend my days 

Behind this Church of England baize. 

I share my dark forgotten room 

With two oil-lamps and half a broom. 

The cleaner never bothers me, 

So here I eat my frugal tea. 

My bread is sawdust mixed with straw; 

My jam is polish for the floor. 

Christmas and Easter may be feasts 

For congregations and for priests, 

And so may Whitsun. 

All the same, 

They do not fill my meagre frame. 

For me the only feast at all 

Is Autumn's Harvest Festival, 

When I can satisfy my want 

With ears of corn around the font. 

I climb the eagle's brazen head 

To burrow through a loaf of bread. 

I scramble up the pulpit stair 

And gnaw the marrows hanging there. 

It is enjoyable to taste 

These items ere they go to waste, 

But how annoying when one finds 

That other mice with pagan minds 

Come into church my food to share 

Who have no proper business there. 

Two field mice who have no desire 

To be baptized, invade the choir. 

A large and most unfriendly rat 

Comes in to see what we are at. 

He says he thinks there is no God 
yet he comes, 

it's rather odd. 

 

This year he stole a sheaf of wheat 

(It screened our special preacher's seat), 

And prosperous mice from fields away 

Come in to hear our organ play, 

And under cover of its notes 

Ate through the altar's sheaf of oats. 

A Low Church mouse, who thinks that I 

Am too papistical, and High, 

Yet somehow doesn't think it wrong 

To munch through Harvest Evensong, 

While I, who starve the whole year through, 

Must share my food with rodents who 

Except at this time of the year 

Not once inside the church appear. 

Within the human world I know 

Such goings-on could not be so, 

For human beings only do 

What their religion tells them to. 

They read the Bible every day 

And always, night and morning, pray, 

And just like me, the good church mouse, 

Worship each week in God's own house, 

But all the same it's strange to me 

How very full the church can be 

With people I don't see at all 

Except at Harvest Festival 

 
John Betjeman 1906-1984 

https://www.poetrysoup.com/famous/poem/diary_of_a_church_mouse_1422


Ullapool Book Festival 

Lastly. Catch 23’s writers’ group has attended the book festival in Ullapool twice now. The first time was 

purely to absorb ourselves in this wonderful festival on our doorstep. The second time in 2018 we were 

accepted to read our work at one of the two breakfast slots. We read in conjunction with the Stornoway 

Writers Circle. Four of us volunteered, three from this group Cathy, Anne Christina and Hilary, one other 

Pauline from the S.W.C. We were a bit surprised and slightly terrified to learn that we would be on the 

main stage instead of the committee room as usual. Here is what we read out and we were thankfully well 

received. 
 

Anne Christina read three poems, A bout (with) Epilepsy, We Grind and The Red Candle. Unfortunately, I 

only have a copy of A bout (with) Epilepsy. If my memory serves me right Anne Christina was still editing 

her other two poems’ minutes before we hit the stage! 

 

A bout with Epilepsy 

 

…Indeed it feels like boxing 

You wake 

Feeling rope 

After a 2d fight 

With the invisible man 

But never hit anyone… 

Except perhaps your manager… 

You thought you managed to sink your teeth in 

But it was your own totongue that you reached 

Numbed till you woke 

You wake briefly 

He is unscathed 

But has broken your nose 

1,2,3, and she’s out. 

 

Author: Anne Christina Nicolson 

 

Cathy read three poems Legacy Asylum and Rebel: 



 
 



 



 

Author: Cathy Macleod 

I read three short pieces from a collective book published after an Arts residency many festival moons ago 
called Valtos Dreaming. 
 



 
 

Author: Hilary Sludden 


