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Prelude 

Tl1e Quest Begins 
Green Man dancing 

on the may-blossom earth 

sings a small song 

of the joy of being: 

"I am the centre. 

reside not in stone, 

but in grass, In leaves

behind Whi ch, smiling, 

I keep my council." 

John Matthews, Green Han ruming 

A WO N D RO U S  M Y S T E RY 

The Green Man is a wondrous 

and mysterious being who wears 

many disguises-vegetative, ani

mal, human, and suprahuman. 

For the preliterate world he 

embodied the unfolding cycle of 

greenness and growth, the realm of fields, for@sts, 
and hedgerows upon which all life depended and 
without which there could be no food for man or 

beast. For the civilized world he took other forms : 

that of a mythological archetype representing the 

spiritual intelligence of nature; of a character from 

folklore personifying the eternal round of the 

agricultural year; of a mythic hero who transcends 

death to bring us the wisdom of the Otherworld; of a 

mysterious challenger who demands that we look 

ABOVE AND RIGHT: The ancient. all-knoling face of the 

Green Man looks out at us from amid thi leaves in these two 

images, one a modern carving by Fleur Fibgerold, the other a 

medieval roof boss from Norwich Cathedr.al, England. 

again at our connection with the 

world around us. More recently, 

he has reappeared as a potent 

symbol of ecological concern. 

We may deny the connection 

between these things, may strip 

the Green Man to the bare 

boughs, but what is left still burns in both heart and 

head. It does so because what the Green Man repre

s@nts (in the sense of re-presents) is the spirit of 

nature, of Being itself, overflowing with abundance, 

both material and iritual. Strangely, as our ances

tors intuited and as we know from our own lives, this 

abundance is released only through periodic depriva

tion, challenge, anm self-sacrifice. This is the core 

mystery of the Gte n Man. Even if we think of him 

as nothing more th n the "energy" of nature, shaped 

by human imaginatIOn, we will not fail to catch the 

scent of greenness, the lingering trace of something 

that is no more diminished today than it was when 

the Green Man first walked into the consciousness of 
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The story of the Green Man is one of the oldest in 

the world, though until the rise of civilization it had 

no written text, appearing instead in the forms of 

nature and in the many ways that human beings have 

found to celebrate them. Go out into any part of the 

land at a high point of the year, but especially in 

summer between May and June, and you will feel his 

presence-in the standing corn and the waving wheat, 

in the rich greenery of the trees, and in the heavy 

blossoms that decorate the hedgerows. You will even 

find him in midwinter, when the trees are bare and a 

chill wind blows through their slumbering boughs. 

If you can hear deeply, the earth sings with boun

teous energy. When the people of the distant past 

encountered this energy, they gave it an imaginal 

form. The shape this virile energy took was, in part, 

human, and it was green. It represented a harmonious 

ABOVE: The redwoods represent the power of the Green Man as 

it comes to us through our interaction with the natura l world. 

combining of the dynamic energy of human life and 

the powerful life force of nature, personified in a way 

that can be recognized and acknowledged by all . 

Throughout this book the emphasis is on the 

Green Man, a masculine archetype. But divinities 

and spirits who represent the generative powers of 

the universe appear as complementary energies, 

masculine and feminine. We should be careful of 

restricting their influence to contemporary concerns of 

gender. Gods and archetypes, whether male or female, 

influence both genders and cannot be restricted to 

one or the other. Feminine aspects of the energy the 

Green Man represents abound, consorts both human 

and divine, who match his power and presence at 
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many points-the Green 

Woman, Flower Brides, 

and the Spring Maidens, 

The story of the Green Man was told and 
certainly does, endlessly 

changing and adapting 

to the circumstances in 

\\;thout whom the story retold in every part of the world in those far- which he finds himself. 

of the Green Man would 

be incomplete. off times, until everyone knew it, not just with 
The story of the 

Green Man was part of 

our first realizations as Knowledge and under

standing of the Green 

�Ian has passed deeply 

into our human aware-

mind and memory, but with soul and spirit. a species. It was told and 

retold in every part of 

ness. We see our origins reflected in the creative 

energy of nature and, with the understanding that 

human beings possess an unseen dimension that we 

call "soul , "  so in turn have we experienced nature as 

possessing a similar dimension. It may be better to 

lhink of the Green Man as a spirit, at once formless 

but taking many forms. This the Green Man 

the world in those far-off 

times, until everyone knew it, not just with mind and 

memory, but with soul and spirit .  That same story 

is still told today every time the Green Man is 

remembered, in whatever form he takes;  and it is 

recognized in the continuing rhythms and cycles of 

nature, which endlessly reiterate his presence and 

the part he plays in the story of creation . 
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SUMMER 
KING OF THE WOOD 

GODDESS OF TH E EARTH 

ABOVE: The appearances of the Green Man and his consort around the year. 

SPRING 
ROBIN HOOD 

FLOWER BRIDE 



.-\N E N D L E S S  S T O RY 

At his core, the Green Man is indissolubly linked 

with the vegetative cycle of the year. Here he appears 

in various guises with his various consorts, shifting 

shape and identity with the seasons, appearing and 

disappearing with bewildering skill. This pattern will 

appear again and again throughout this book, but for 

the moment we may see it best as a diagram, with the 

c:: :/E: This second-century head from Am HerrenbrOnnchen 

: : -::1 temple was plundered and placed in Trier Catherdral. 

�ppearances of the Green Man and his consorts set 

�ut around the year (left). It is a pattern also fomid in 

:oe oldest stories of the Green Man, where he is  rep

::-esented by dying and rising gods such as Attis, Osiris, 

Tammuz, and Bran, or in the earliest heroes of whom 

.. 'e know, such as Enkidu from the ancient Sumerian 
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Epic of Gilgamesh. Later we will see this same shape 

reflected in the Roman story of the King of the 

Wood, who ruled for a year, only to be cut down by 

an opponent who then replaced him as a resurrected 

reembodiment of the life force he represented. 

Not all of the appearances of the Green Man and 

his consort are represented in this diagram. Indeed, 

we will have to look far afield to see the pattern in its 

entirety. We find other stories that hark back to this 

ancient pattern in the myths of different vegetation 

gods-Corn Kings and Spring Queens, Lords of the 

May and Maidens in the Bower. We also see how the 
" ,  

archetype manifests in figures such as Green Jack, 

Robin Hood, Robin Goodfellow, Herne the Hunter, 

the Green Knight, and characters from the ancient 

folk plays of Europe. 

In each case, though, the story is the same: the god 

brings the life force to the earth , grows in the grain, 

is cut down, and springs up again. All these figures 

are archetypal images of one of the oldest themes of 

which we have knowledge-death and rebirth. As the 

old English folk song says of a native Corn King, 

John Barleycorn: 

There were three men came out of the West 

Their fortunes for to try, 

And these three men made a solemn vow, 

John Barleycorn should die. 

They ploughed h im in the earth so deep, 

with clods upon his head, 

Then these three men they did conclude 

John Barleycorn was dead. 

There he lay sleeping in the ground 

Till rain from the sky did fall; 

Then Barleycorn sprang a green blade 

And proved liars of them all. 

The theme is one we can recognize at every level in 

our own lives. Again and again we see aspects of our

selves-ideas, beliefs, relationships, surroundings-
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change and die only to spring up again, reconstituted 

in the ever shifting drama of our being. In both 

the inner spiritual reality as well as in the outer 

circumstances of our lives, the eternal round of birth, 

growth, death, and rebirth is enacted in myriad 

different ways. 

T H E  U N DYI N G  S PI R I T  

The human spirit itself has proved t o  b e  stronger 

than anyone could ever have imagined. It refuses to 

die despite the often terrible conditions in which it 

has existed.  The Green Man, too, has proved impos

sible to kill .  Again and again throughout the ages he 

has returned to remind us of our indissoluble links 

with nature-often in such a mysterious manner that 

it is hard to know where to look for him. For he is a 

trickster too, laughing both with us and at us-with 

us through the sheer joy of being, and at us in our 

inability to comprehend and so embody his aliveness 

in our own lives. Always, he leads us deeper into 

reality. As a shaman journeying on our behalf into 

realms to which we might never go, he returns with 

knowledge vital to our survival. 

Often, just when we think we are about to catch 

him, he shifts his shape and vanishes again, only to 

reappear in another guise before our wondering eyes. 

Becoming familiar with some of his disguises and 

thereby learning to laugh with him and to celebrate 

his spirit in our spirits is the point of this book. 

T H E  G R E E N  M A N ' S  GI F T S  

From the Green Man our ancestors learned the 

secrets of life :  the existence of the soul; the idea of 

the Otherworld and the afterlife; the mystery of the 

seasons and the agricultural year; the lore of medicinal 

herbs and plants; the companionship of the natural 

world. The Green Man's spirit was recognized every

where in the green and growing world, especially in 
, 

the dark forests which covered so much of the earth. 

The presence of the Green Man expresses an 

ancient ability to interact with our environment, to 

take only what we need to survive, and to preserve the 

rest. It was from this impulse that we learned how to 

celebrate the mystery of the seasons and how to live 

in harmony with the fruitful earth. 

If we go out into the natural world, if we peer 

deeply enough and long enough into the myths, 

legends, and folklore of the many lands where he is 

known, we can see the Green Man still ,  dancing a 

curious springtime dance through the fields, wielding 

his fearful midwinter ax, staring down at us from 

strange carvings in the roofs of old churches, or look

ing out from behind the trees of an ancient wood. 

like all spirits, like Spirit itself, he is as 

hard to find as a tree in a thicket. He is still, 

as he always was, an ancient god, a spirit of 

the woods, a messenger of nature. 

The Green Man has been with us for a long time. 

He has been worshiped, carved, painted, and sculpted 

out of branches and ferns, praised, reviled, studied, 

filmed, and sung about. Yet, like all spirits, like Spirit 

itself, he is as hard to find as a tree in a thicket. He 

is still, as he always was, an ancient god, a spirit of 

the woods, a messenger of nature, a guardian and 

challenger of all who seek him. But behind his many 

forms is a reality we cannot deny :  the presence of the 

natural world which is everywhere around us and 

within us, whether we live in a city or a wilderness. 

For the Green Man is a prophet also, bringing news 

of what may happen to the world-and to us-if we 

continue to destroy the natural resources of the 

earth. Most importantly, he reminds us that we are 

not the lords of creation, but partners in the vast, 

living ecosystem that is our planet. 

RIGHT: The face of the Green Man looks out from the carvings 

around this ancient door to Kilpeck Church in Herefordshire. 
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TH E Q U E S T  B E G I N S  

M y  own quest for the Green Man has been a long 

one, stretching back almost twenty years, from the 

time I first became aware of mysterious leafy faces 

staring down at me from the roofs and pillars of a 

country church in Oxfordshire. The search has lead 

along many strange and wonderful byways-from 

the ancient theme of fertility and the dying and 

rising god to the contemporary concerns of ecology. 

On the way I have spent time in the company of some 

fascinating figures; but always I feel led back to 

the strange, staring, mirthful faces hidden among 

... and wonderful byways-from the ancient 

theme of fertility and the dying and rising god 

to the contemporary concerns of ecology. 

the symbols of church 

and pew which seem to 

have so much to say 

about our relationship to 

the natural world and 

the environment. 

I have found it almost 

impossible to study the 

Green Man without 

thinking of him as a 

distinct personality. Even 

the driest academic 

studies give way to 

this perspective, so that 

we constantly encounter 

poetic rhapsodies on the "humanity" of the Green 

Man and his foliate heads. I am certainly no 

exception; and throughout this book I refer to the 

Green Man as "he, " just as I would if I were writing 

about a historical character, even though I am aware 

of the limitations of anthropomorphizing archetypes. 

In fact, the Green Man is far larger than any 

simple attempt to define him. He may never have had 

a single cultural representation, but he has acquired a 

personality as distinct as that of any living person. I 

feel I have come to know him as such over the years, 

and without his tacit agreement, I could never have 

embarked on this attempt to tell his story. 

An old folktale describes the discovery of a human 

representative of the Green Man in Britain during 

the Middle Ages. This man was kept in a cage as a 

kind of freak and never spoke until his death, which 

came shortly after his incarceration. But the arche

typal Green Man has never fallen silent; we have 

merely ceased to hear him. It is my belief that we need 

to pay attention to the things he has to tell us, 

ABOVE AND LEFT: A medieval image of the Green Man from 

Tewkesbury Abbey and a later carving from Crowcombe, Somerset. 

Each represents a different aspect of his iconography. 

RIGHT: A glorious carving of the Green Man from Westminster 

Abbey, London. His presence was a direct challenge to Christianity. 
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because without that knowledge we ourselves stand 

in danger of perishing. The purpose of this book is 

to rediscover the Green Man for our own time, in the 

foliage of his many forms as well as in the deep 

recesses of  our hearts, to find out-through 

history, story, art,  and personal meditation-what his 

message is for us today. 

He leads us on 

a merry dance, 

this leaf-faced 

being. Maybe he 

can never be captured, but 

the pursuit can be both 

challenging and broadening. 

What I have learned, from a 

multitude of sources, is set down 

here. But it is still "out there" in the 

wildwoods and green-hung hol lows 

of the land that he hides. Perhaps 

as you read, you too will become a 

hunter of the Green Man. If so, be 

prepared for a wonderful adven

ture-one that will lead you into many out-of-the

way corners of history and myth. As you go, do not 

be surprised if you find yourself accompanied, 

shadowed by the very being you are seeking. For so it 

seems to have been from the beginning: as we hunt 

the Green Man, he also hunts us, until we no longer 

know who is the hunter and who the hunted! 

To help you enter his world, you will find a series 

of brief meditations or other practical suggestions at 

the end of each chapter. I intend these to help you 

chart your way though the mysterious realm of the 

Green Man-to encounter him for yourself. You can 

follow the meditations as written, or record them if 

you wish, so that you can experience them more 

directly. Look for a quiet place, if possible in nature, 

to try them out. Read or listen and let your spirit 

follow where the Green Man leads. 

ABOVE: A prehistoric shaman in animal disguise represents one of 

the oldest aspects of the Green Man-guardian of the animals. 

THE CHALLENGE OF THE GREEN MAN 

The Green Man has been among us for hundreds, 

even thousands, of years-as far back as the ancient 

shamans of Europe and North America-certainly as 

long ago as the astonishing early culture of 

Mesopotamia where, in the Epic of Gilgamesh, we 

glimpse him in the mighty form of Enkidu, the first 

representation of the Green Man in epic literature. 

He is present in the Egyptian myths of Isis and Osiris, 

in the ancient dances and folk plays of Europe, 

and in the trickster figures of many other cultures. 

The Green Man archetype is unusual in Western 

culture, where nature is usually 

thought of as feminine, 

and men, other than 

farmers, frequently 

have a conflicted 
------

relationship with 

the natural world.  

They have defoliated 

and cut down the 

vast rain forests to 

raise cattle, dropped 

bombs, contaminated 

the earth with industrial 

'waste, and otherwise despoiled the world around us. 

In opposition to this destructive trend ,  the Green 

Man has an important role to play in symbolizing the 

masculine consciousness of Nature. 

And he is not as far removed from our everyday 

lives as it may appear. We find him in contemporary 

movies about Robin Hood, in the imagery and con

cerns of the Green Movement, in advertising slogans 

for Jolly Green Giant vegetables, in modern comic 

books and fantasy writing, and in private gardens, 

where contemporary foliate heads are popular orna

ments. Even NASA's astronauts, who left the earth as 

scientists and came home as visionaries proclaiming 

the message that the earth is alive and sacred, saw the 

true meaning of the Green Man. The burgeoning 

Men's Movement has also found a wise and powerful 

counselor in the person of the Green Man. 



".nOVE: This modern tile by John Piper depicts both the secret 

-,er (ace and the bold outer stare o( the Green Man's (arm. 

It seems both ironic and appropriate that with 

deforestation at a critical high, cultural interest in the 

Green Man is reemerging. The reason may well be 

one of those great balancing moves of the collective 

The Quest Begins · 17 

unconsciousness, or indeed of nature itself, that seem 

to occur when needed. In terms of the death and 

rebirth motif characterizing so many myths of the 

Green Man, it seems fitting that he should reappear 

now, perhaps as an expression of communal hope 

that we can remember, revitalize, and redeem our 

relationship with the natural world.  



Chapter One 

The Face in the L ' aves 
like antlers, like veins of the brain the birches 

Mafk patterns of mind on the red winter sky; 
"I am thought of all plants," says the Green Man, 

"I am thought of all plants," says he. 

William Anderson, The Green Han 

Wherever you go among the fields and 

woodlands, from spring to summer, 
summer to fall, fall to winter, winter to 

spring, and so round again, the presence 

of the Green Man goes with y u. His 

energy is in everything, and his green 
wisdom surrounds us from dawn to 

dusk. The life-giving force he re.wesents 

can guide and direct us, and offers 
strength to fuel our growth . 

T H E  G R E EN G UA R D IAN 

Among the riot of carvings that ecorate so many 0f 
the medieval churches and cathedrals of Europe we 

encounter a strange character: a mOGking, .half
human face who grins down at us from on high, 

carved on roof bosses, or who peers out from dark 

and dusty corners of the building. These carvings, 

called "foliate heads, " are faces tliat seem human, b
'

ut 

that sprout leaves from eyes, lips, nose, and ears. They 

sometimes seem to be peering from amid the leafage, 

and at other times to be actually ade of leaves. The 
story behind them dates bac to a time before 

ABOVE: The sad face of the Green Man fn mAli Saints Cburch, 

Sutton Berenger, England, re�ects upon t e human conditiofl. 
RIGHT: A lone rowan tree represents the green energy of the 
earth, ever close to us as we walk upon the land, 

Llangwm 

record d history, when our relationship 

doser t an it has been at any time since. 

The distinguished anthropologist 

Lady Rlaglan was the first scholar of the 

twentieth century to notice the foliate 

head s. Writing in a 1939 edition of the 

journal of the English Folklore Society, 

she described how, eight years previously, 

the ReN. 1. Griffith had shown her a 

carvin I on the roof of the church at 

Raglan wrote 

that the carving wa ' of "a man's face, with oak leaves 

. growing from the mouth and ears, and completely 

encircling the head . . . .  Mr. Griffith suggested that 

itwas intended to symbolize the spirit of inspiration, 

but it seemed to m e  certain that it was a man and not 

a spirit, and moreover that it was a 'Green Man.'" 

Convinced that e faces she observed were por

traits, Lady Raglan sought a figure from "real life"  

from which the grinning, leafy faces could derive. But 

here she was to be dIsappointed. She concluded : "The 

answer, I think, is hat there is only one [figure] of 

sufficient importan e, the figure variously known as 

the Gn�en Man, Jack-in -the-Green, Robin Hood, the 

King of May, and the Garland, who is the central 

figure in the May! Day celebrations throughout 

'Northern and Cent al Europe. " 
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REFRESHMENT OF NATURE 

TREE SHADE 

SANCTUARY OF TH E GROVE 

UNTRAMMELED BY CARE 

HOLIDAY 

HOLY DAY 

OPEN SPACE 

GROWTH 

SAP 

PHOTOSYNTHESIS 

DANCE 

SEXUALIT Y 

ENGAGEMENT WITH LI FE 

CHAMPION 
OF THE GODDESS 

CUCHULLIN 

GAWAIN 

GILGAMESH 

MORRIGHAN 

MORGAN LE FAY 

ISHTAR 

WINTER 

GREEN KNIGHT 

BEHEADING GAME 

SOLSTICE REVELS 

BEASTS OF 

MIDWINTER 

WASSAI LI NG TH E 

APPLE TREES 

SPIRIT OF THE GREEN 

HILDEGARD: VERIDITAS 

OF SOUL 

ST. FRANCIS: RESPECT 

FOR CREATION WOODCRAFTS 

GREENING WOOD WISDOM 

THE SOUL MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS: 

PI PE, HARP, VIOL 

SPORTS: CRICKET, HURLEY 

WOOD TRAVEL: SHIPS, 

CORACLES, CARTS 

DEITIES 

ODIN 

INANNA 

ISHTAR 

APHRODITE 

SPRING 

WEARING THE GREEN 

JACK-IN-THE-GREEN 

MAY DAY REVELS 

MAID MARIAN 

ROBIN HOOD 

WILDNESS 

SUIBHNE GELT 

SUMMER MERLIN 

MORRIS ENKIDU 

DANCERS SWEET LADY 

BERRYM E N GUINEVERE 

GAR LAND DAY LADY OF THE 

FOUNTAIN 

ABOVE: Some of the many faces and names of the Green Man through the ages. 



Lady Raglan had, in fact, discovered the truth : the 

Green Man exists not just in historical time, or in 

medieval sculpture, but as a living presence whom 

many still acknowledge today. 

E A R LY G L I M P S E S  O F  T H E  G R E EN M AN 

From these brief and inconclusive remarks has 

sprung a veritable forest of notions concerning the 

identity of the mysterious leafy faces. They have been 

studied at length by an increasing number of 

researchers, each of whom records his or her first 

encounter with the Green Man in terms of wonder 

which soon turns to passionate curiosity. They have 

found within the lore surrounding this figure a huge 

spectrum of personal meaning, ranging from feelings 

of nostalgia for a past long dead to the inspired 

recognition of the Green Man as the spirit of nature. 

The late Kathleen Basford, who made the first 

detailed study of the foliate heads, describes her 

intriguing encounter with one in the ruins  of 

Fountains Abbey in Yorkshire this way: 

One day, wandering round the 

ruins, I happened to glance up 

at one of the tall windows of 

the Chapel of the Nine altars 

and noticed, near the apex of 

the arch, the carving of a 

human head with a weird 

growth of vegetation coming 

out of the mouth ... . The sad 

face of this withered old man seemed to me the most 

human touch left in the ruins and yet, at 

the same time, the most ghostly. 

Though her expertise was in botany and genetics, 

Mrs. Basford became haunted by the carving and was 

filled with a desire to discover more. Equipped with 

the necessary photographic equipment, she set forth 

on a twelve-year quest that resulted in one of the best 

collections of photographs on the subject so far 

and with the publication of her book in 1978. She 
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ABOVE: One of the oldest surviving imoges of the Green Mon: 0 

carving from 0 temp/e-poloce in Hotro, Iroq. 

ABOVE LEFT: The foliote heod from Fountoins Abbey, Yorkshire. 

concluded that the medieval carvings originated in 

classical art, the earliest examples of which date from 

the end of the first century AD. No more than male 

masks with acanthus leaves sprouting from their 

faces, these early carvings are little more than 

sketches for what was to come. 
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Dating from the early Roman period, we find faces 

that either sprout or are decorated with leaves all over 

the western and eastern parts of what once was the 

Roman Empire, in places as far apart as Baalbek 

in the Lebanon and Bordeaux in France. Further 

east, a prototype of the Green Man appears on the 

facade of a temple at Hatra, the ancient heart of the 

great Mesopotamian empire now in modern Iraq. 

The reason for its appearance here is no accident, as 

we shall see. Though none of these images expresses 

the fullness of the archetype as portrayed in Europe, 

they offer important additional clues to the Green 

Man's character. 

T H E  S P I R I T  O F  T H E  T R E E S  

These early manifestations of the Green Man cer

tainly did not originate in the classical or medieval 

worlds. His true origins lie in the spiritual intuitions 

of tribal peoples living in the vast woods that once 

covered most of the European continent. He is, in 

part, a spirit of these woods, a representation, in semi

human form, of the abiding life force of the trees. 

We often forget just how extensive the forests of 

Europe were. Much of the Continent and extensive 

areas of Britain and Ireland were covered in a dense, 

almost impenetrable cloak of trees. For the ancient 

peoples who inhabited these areas, woodland and 

forest spirits were everywhere. It is small wonder that 

these peoples acknowledged them as deities of power 

and importance. Trees had been honored from very 

ancient times, and this honoring was carried over 

into the Celtic period. During this period we find lists 

of trees with particular spiritual attributes, attributes 

that represent a complex interweaving of symbols. 

This Celtic tree symbolism adds a further dimensiqn 

BELOW: The face of the Green Man appears in the folds and 

creases of bark from a great tree. 

BELOW RIGHT: The eyebrows and hair sprout like leaves on this 

early Celtic head from Heidelberg. Germany. 
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RIGHT: Yggdrosil, the Norse 

world tree, is the foundation of 

creation itself. Like many trees 

in the ancient world, it was 

honored almost as a god. 

to the mythology of the 

Green Man .  

l t  is scarcely surpris

ing that trees should be 

regarded as sacred.  Not 

only are they the largest 

manifestation of the veg

etative world, but they 

can also be seen as con

necting the three levels 

of existence universally 

acknowledged by trad

itional peoples. The tree's 

roots go down into the 

body of the earth, the 

mother of all and the 

repository of the ancient 

dead. The branches of the tree stretch high up into 

the heavens, the home of the gods. The trunk of the 

tree creates a bridge between these two otherworldly 

dimensions and the material world we inhabit. 

Trees must also have seemed virtually immortal, 

in some cases living for as long as two thousand 
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the presence of the 

Green Man himself. 

We find sacred trees in 

many cultures. Y ggdrasil 

in the Norse Tradition is 

the world tree on which 

the world is founded ;  

Eo Mugna in  Irish tradi

tion is  considered a 

source of Druidic and 

territorial pow�r; in the 

Mediterranean cult of 

Cybele and Attis, the 

pine signified the death 

and rebirth of the god. 

Trees were also con

sidered to possess the 

qualities of the deities to 

which they were ded

icated, and we hear much 

of tree shrines where 

rites were celebrated that 

honored not only the 

trees themselves but also the gods they represented. 

The sacred oak groves of the Druids are well 

known. They were the subject of debate and struggle 

as the advancing tide of Christianity strove to outlaw 

the older "pagan" ways. Many ancient oak groves 

were cut down by the Christians as a sign that 

the ancient traditions 

no longer held sway. 

At tree shrines, rites were celebrated that honored However, the felling of 

the groves often rein

forced their power in the 

imaginations of those 

the trees themselves and the gods they represented. 

years. Their human-like appearance-the "body" of 

the trunk, the "arms" of the branches, and the 

twig-like "fingers, " all held within the skin of the 

bark and animated by blood-like sap-added to 

their personification as including yet transcending 

the human realm. They must have powerfully invoked 

who resisted the Church's 

advance. For these people, trees became a sign of 

rebellion against the new religion. 

A story is told about the great churchman St. 

Patrick, who commanded his followers to cut down 

some trees to build a new church. They chose to fell 

the trees of an ancient sacred grove, and when 
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Patrick heard this, he insisted the trees be left where 

they had fallen and new ones cut down from the 

forest .  He later said that the worst sound he could 

ever hear was that of an ax hitting a sacred tree in 

Ireland. This is a tribute to the respect he felt for the 

pre-Christian Irish culture, even though he had come 

to drive out the pagan religion. 

Pre-Christian beliefs did not simply cease because 

the Church told people the woods were full of evil .  In 

fact, it was in acknowledgment of the importance of 

the forest that so many medieval churches were 

designed to look like stone forests. Nor 

should we forget that the scaffolding to 

support the masonry was made of 

wood.  Actually, it is hardly surpris

ing that a place was found for the 

Green Man in church architecture. 

The fact is  that he was too deeply 

embedded in the consciousness of 

the ordinary people to be forgotten . 

Of course, the churchmen could 

dismiss him as a reminder of 

demonic forces-the so-called 

"damned in the demon-wood"

but the foliate heads remained as a 

constant reminder of older forces 

at work in the world. 

C E LT I C  H E A D S  

Seeking inspiration from a 

classical heritage, the medieval 

masons probably began by copy

ing the early Roman leaf masks; 

but they added details of their 

own. They were almost certainly 

influenced in this emergent 

iconography by representations 

of the human head dating from 

RIGHT: One of the oldest carvings 

of the Green Man: a Celtic pillar 

from Pfalzfeld, Germany. 

the Roman occupation of Britain, when classical 

depictions of deity became intermingled with the 

beliefs of the native population-the Celts. Many of 

these carvings are still to be seen on ancient crosses 

and gravestones from medieval times. 

The importance of the human head to the Celtic 

peoples is well known. They regarded it as the seat of 

the soul, and they took the heads of defeated enemies 

to display as trophies-a distant notion that may well 

be echoed in the foliate heads suspended in the roof-

trees of Christian churches. 

The Celts made few images of deity 

before they encountered classical Greece 

and Rome, but when they did so, the 

images they most often chose were 

heads. Indeed, what may be one of the 

oldest extant Green Man heads is 

found on a carved stone pillar from 

Pfalzfeld, Germany. Although this is 

not a true foliate head, the eyebrows 

seem to sprout, and the whole pillar 

is ornately decorated with greenery. 

These early carved heads were 

certainly of religious significance, 

and in some instances they repre

sent specific gods. The most easily 

identifiable is a horned figure often 

identified as Cernunnos, a god 

whose history is fragmentary, but 

who is represented as having a spe

cial connection with animals and 

the natural world.  

We catch a glimpse of him on a 

wonderful relief on the Gunderstrup 

Cauldron, a Celtic artifact discov

ered in a Danish bog in the 

1930s. This image is identified as 

Cernunnos in the guise of an 

antlered shaman surrounded by 

spirit animals. The 

shamanic connection is one 

we will revisit; it ties in well 



!:: JVE: The horned shaman of the Celts shows the Green Man as 

£_=-dian of the animals; he appears in this guise in several cultures. 

with two more strands in the Green Man's charac

Ier-his possession of horns and his distillation of 

native wisdom. Horned figures are very much a part 

0f the Green Man's ever changing form, and like the 

shamans who drew upon the energy he represented, 

he was often sought out in times of trial for whatev

er knowledge he was willing to share. 
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Celtic heads proliferate throughout Britain and 

France, but one of the most striking is the great head 

displayed on the pediment of the Roman temple in 

Bath . This carving almost certainly depicts the head 

of Bran the Blessed, a Celtic demigod,  in his guise as 

the sun and as a keeper of wisdom. 

Bran, whose story we encounter in the great store

house of  native British myth known as the 

Mabinogion, is both a warrior and a god. In the story 

of "Branwen Daughter of Liyr," we learn that, having 
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ABOVE: The head of Bran the Blessed from the Romano-British temple at Bath, England. His severed head became oracular. 



received a poisoned wound in battle, Bran orders his 

followers to cut off his head and preserve it on a 

secret island. There it continues to speak, relaying 

stories and traditions to all who stand before it. 

Indeed, Bran is one of several such beings refer

enced in Celtic tradition whose heads, when severed, 

become oracular. These ancient figures were seen as 

storehouses of wisdom, as keepers of the teachings 

and traditions of earlier times. Their continued 

vitality after beheading shows them to have been a 

symbolic representation of the dying and ris-

ing god we will encounter again and 

again throughout this book. These 

heads are not usually decorated 

with leaves and so are not-in 

Raglan and Basford's technical 

sense-foliate heads;  never

theless, they embody a source 

of instinctual wisdom that, in 

the later carvings, presents 

itself as a torrent of abundant 

leafage. This exhalation of  

leaves conveys the truth that the 

Green Man communicates 

to us not in words but in the 

imagery of vegetation. 

The fact that many of the medieval 

foliate heads are tricephalic (three headed) may owe 

itself to the Celtic love of triplicates reflected in more 

than one of the carvings. If a single one was power

ful, three were more powerful still, and collections of 

references-called "triads"-to mystical and magical 

events abound in the written literature of the Celts. 

Another figure in Celtic imagery may be discerned 

in a Romano- Celtic inscription to a god named 

Veridius, (a word meaning "Green") found at 

Ancaster in Lincolnshire. This inscription, despite 

being written in Latin, probably refers to an older 

Celtic deity absorbed into Roman tradition. His 

importance to the people of this area was sufficient 

to garner him a temple, the pediment of which the 

inscription once adorned. 
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The symbolic importance among the Celts of the 

color green itself is further suggested by the body of 

a warrior, one of the so-called bog bodies found 

preserved in the Lindow moss in Cheshire. Traces of 

pigment found on the body suggest that it may have 

been painted green after death-symbolizing the 

return of the flesh to the earth as well as the presence 

of a "green energy" within the human shell. 

Perhaps here we catch a glimpse of a more 

intimate connection between the Green Man and his 

human counterparts. Both were linked closely 

with the energy of the earth in all its 

forms, most especially as these mani

fested through the imagery of  

growth and renewal. 

G R E E N I N G  T H E  

G R E E N  M A N  

But the Celts were by no 

means the first people to 

discover the Green Man. The 

further back in time we go, the 

more aware we become of a 

whole array of his ancient, 

archetypal relatives. These trace an 

unwavering thread of continuity back 

through the great civilizations of the world, 

repeating over and over the central themes of the 

story: the birth, rise, death, and rebirth of the god, 

paralleled by our own ever-more-tenuous connection 

with the natural world. Each figure adds to the 

emerging picture of the manifest intelligence of 

nature, which we begin to see ever more clearly as we 

follow the ancient archetype through its many and 

varied appearances. 

The presence of the foliate heads discovered at 

Hatra leads us to the figure of Enkidu in the Epic of 

Gilgamesh (c 700 Be). Enkidu is a wild and primitive 

being who possesses great strength and a passionate 

ABOVE: A contemporary cast of the Green Man by Allen Calvin 

shows his most trickster-like face. 
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and seemingly ungovernable soul.  Representing 

untamed, overflowing life, Enkidu stands forth as 

one of the oldest images of the potent energy that is 

inherent to the Green Man and such an essential 

aspect of our own lives. 

In the story, Enkidu and his friend, the great 

hero-king Gilgamesh, undertake many adventures 

together, including the slaying of the Bull of Heaven. 

I 
\. 

This angers the gods, and Enkidu is condemned to 

die. Enkidu's death, and an awareness of his own 

mortality, prompt Gilgamesh to undertake a journey 

to the Otherworld in search of a cure for death itself, 

a plant called "The Old Man has Become a Young 

Man Again." Although Gilgamesh finds the plant, he 

loses it again to a serpent, which at once sloughs its 

skin in a potent symbolic image of rebirth. Thus, in this 

( 
I 

I "- . 



climactic scene, Enkidu's 

irrepressible wildness

his "greenness "-while 

not fully recoverable by 

human beings, is never

theless affirmed for 

nature as a whole. 

Later we find this same 

unvanquishable greenness 

expressed in the religion 

of ancient Egypt, which 

was itself heavily influ

enced by Sumerian and 

Mesopotamian beliefs. 

For the Egyptians, the 

color green was so posi

tively associated that " to 

do green things" came to 

mean doing good, while 

"to do red things"  meant 

to do evil .  Osiris, perhaps 

the most important deity 

in Egyptian life, was a 

god of  vegetation and 

resurrection. His epithet 

in the Pyramid Texts was 

"The Great Green," and he 

frequently appears green 

skinned as a symbol of 

resurrection and life. His 

death and return to life 

The Face in the Leaves 29 

In a potent cycle of 

dismemberment, death, 

and resurrection, green 

Osiris is said to "become" 

Horus, the child of his 

marriage to Isis. Horus 

himself is  protected by 

Wadjet, the green snake, 

known as "the papyrus 

colored one. " Elsewhere, 

Isis, his mother, also has a 

green aspect. 

So in Egypt the color 

green was associated with 

the feminine as well as the 

masculine, giving us what 

are perhaps the earliest 

recorded appearances of 

the consort of the Green 

Man-the Green Woman. 

This of course relates 

back to the very first 

stirrings of awareness in 

our ancient ancestors, 

who, as we have seen, 

perceived the energy of 

life as a subtle interaction 

between masculine and 

feminine, god and god

dess, Green Man and 

Green Woman. 

were intimately connected 

with the flooding of the 

)rile delta, by which the 

ABOVE: Green Isis nurses her son Horus, who was himself Therefore in ancient 

Egyptian mythology the protected by a sacred green snake known as Wadjet. 

fields were greened with new growth. To symbolize 

the perennial resurrection of the green world, 

mummy cases representing Osiris were sown with 

grain and left in the rain so the grain would sprout

a graphic demonstration of life rising from death. 

_EFT: The ancient Egyptian god Osiris represents the eternally 

-enewing face of nature. He is often depicted with a green skin. 

goddess Nut is occasion

ally depicted as green because of her part in the 

creation of all life. Indeed, it could be said that 

both she and Nun, the creation goddess, who in 

turn gave birth to Nut, signified the Green Lady 

whose life force flowed through the world . We could 

see Nun, the watery abyss, and her child Nut, who 

personified the starry heavens, as forming a circle 

in which the green life force quickens everything. 
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ABOVE: This painting from an Egyptian tomb shows the tree 

goddess Hathor feeding the dead from 0 sacred sycamore tree. 

The Egyptians also worshiped a powerful tree 

goddess, Hathor, who appears on a tomb painting 

from the fourteenth century Be. There she is seen 

feeding the dead from her home in a sycamore, thus 

connecting the idea of the Green Woman energy with 

that of sacred trees, which is such an important part 

of the Green Man's own iconography. 

In each case the importance of the color green 

cannot be overemphasized. Green is experienced as 

the color of life itself because it signifies growth and 

the verdant energy of nature. It is  the color of 

rebirth and resurrection .  

In Arabic culture, too ,  which originated in the area 

of the world once part of the vast Mesopotamian 

empires, we often find 

references to al-Khidir, 

or "the Green Thing, " a 

figure who began life as 

the center of a vegetation 

cult that flowered again 

much later. In the Koran 

( 1 8 : 59-8 1 ) ,  Khidir i s  

the  mysterious spiritual 

guide-known as the 

" Companion"-to both 

Alexander the Great and 

Moses. As such, he func

tions almost as a kind of 

shaman, offering a direct 

connection to God. His 

name may be translated 

as the Verdant-or 

"Green"-One. He is per

ceived as a representative 

of nature and as a source 

of supernatural wisdom 

who lives both inside and 

outside time and is there-

fore immortal . 

One source describes his having dived into the Well 

of Life in order to live forever-an image that could 

easily come from a dozen descriptions of shamanic 

activity. In each instance the shaman enters the 

Underworld, a place of ancestral wisdom, and 

returns with the information he has gathered.  This . 

aspect of the Green Man is an important part of the 

puzzle : his roots go deep into the earth and he is 

possessed of all the wisdom stored there. 

The green color associated with Khidir is also the 

spiritual color of Islam. Paradise itself is said to be 

green, and the twelfth, or "hidden" imam, a spiritual 

leader who will appear sometime in the future, is 

described as living on a green island in a sea of 

whiteness. Green thus represents divine wisdom in 

Islamic culture, and those who bear its color or who 

are symbolically associated with it are especially holy. 
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ABOVE: Khidir and Elijah at the Fountain of Life. One of the great visionary figures of Islam, Khidir is associated with the color green. 
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We can see, then, that Khidir represents the Green 

Man in his spiritual aspect. 

Each of these figures, as well as those discussed 

below, represent the same qualities later discerned in 

the European Green Man. The evidence as a whole 

points not only to the symbolic importance of the 

color green but also to the need for archetypes that 

represent that greenness. For example, in that part of 

the world where water was scarce and the miracle of 

the Nile delta was essential to the sustaining of life, it 

is scarcely surprising to find green gods and god

desses playing such an important part in spirituality. 

G R E E N  D I O N YS U S  

In the culture o f  classical Greece the prime represen

tative of the Green Man is Dionysus (the Roman 

Bacchus), a deity of nature and agriculture before his 

later association with wine and ecstasy. In the blend

ing of these two strands of his being he comes very 

close to the heart of the Green Man. 

The orgiastic celebrations in his honor, in which 

virtually every law governing human nature was 

abandoned in the search for ecstatic union with the 

god, made him at once the most feared and beloved 

of the divinities. Indeed, he represented an abandon

ment to the power of nature that was later 

RIGHT: Dionysus, the ancient 

Greek version of the Green 

Man, dances ecstatically 

with flute-playing 

maenads. 

to reemerge in the West in the medieval figure of the 

Wildman (see chapter 6) . 

Like Osiris among the Egyptians, Dionysus 

fostered agriculture among the Greeks, and his 

power manifests often in images of growth and wild

ness. At one point in his career he is said to have 

undertaken a journey to India, spreading the word 

about the intoxication of the fruit of the vine as he 

went. On the journey he was captured by some 

sailors, who tried to ransom him for a vast sum. In 

response Dionysus caused a huge grape vine to grow 

out of the deck of their ship, and ivy and vines to 

twine through the rigging. The oars became serpents 

and the whole ship filled with animals-with the god, 

in lion form, as their lord . As we will see later, this 

lord-of-the-animals theme is another aspect of the 

nature of the Green Man. 

In yet another account, Dionysus becomes an old 

man and passes into the Underworld in search of 

knowledge. While he undertakes this shamanic 

activity he is known as Okeanus, in which form he 

appears as a bearded head, wreathed in ivy and vines. 

Like the Green Man, Dionysus is also a dying and 

rising god. In some versions of his story he is torn 

apart by jealous gods, only to grow again from his 

heart, which had been saved by Athena. 



! 3 0VE: The Eastern face of the Green Man carved into a living 

: : - /an tree shows his importance in many cultures. 

G R E E N  M E N  I N  A S I A  

Perhaps Dionysus 's  j ourney t o  India, which i s  clearly 

an account of the passing of religious traditions from 

one land to another, plarited seeds of its own in that 

:-ar-off land. For, although the Green Man is less 

-:.lbiquitous in the East than he is  in Europe, his 

presence can be detected in the Indian subcontinent 

still, as it can in Indonesia and Borneo. 

Throughout the region of Apo Kayam in Borneo, 

a consistent symbol of good luck and fertility is a 

face sprouting roots and flowers. Found above doors 

and woven into the baskets in which the native 

women carry their babies, it may well be a variation 

of Kirtimukha, an ancient deity of vegetation carved 

into the temples of the Jain religion throughout 





India. Indeed, the entire Jain temple at Ranakpur is 

designed as a forest in stone somewhat like the 

cathedrals of Europe, and several Green Man-like 

faces can be seen amid the leaves. 

When the Muslims converted the Jain temple at 

Qutb Minar into a mosque during the Mogul 

empire, they left the face of the Green 

Man carved on its outer walls 

untouched, although they 

removed all of the other 

images. This confirms 

the idea that the Green 

Man, in whatever 

form, was known 

and respected in the 

Arab world. 

Throughout the 

East, the colors blue 

and green are virtu

ally interchangeable, 

both representing life. 

Deities of blue or green 

skin abound. In India we 

find the blue-skinned Krishna, 

eighth avatar of Vishnu, the 

preserving deity of life 

who is sometimes called 
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whose skin is dark or green, incarnates specifically to  

overcome the demon Ravana. Rama lives in  the 

woods and takes Sita as his wife, she who springs up 

from the ground when the earth is ploughed . Such is 

Rama's beauty, the Hindu scriptures say, that birds, 

beasts, animals, insects, trees, flowers, and 

creepers grow sick with longing to 

draw near and touch him. 

G R E E N  M E N  

WAT C H I N G  

I n  her brief article 

Lady Raglan refers to 

Sir George Fraser's 

definitive book,  

The Golden Bough 

( 1 936) ,  the first 

really comprehen

sive study of  world 

mythology and spirit

uality. What most  

interested Lady Raglan 

about Fraser's work were 

his theories about the Year 

King, whose human representative 

was chosen to reign for a 

year, then killed (usually 

" the Supreme Pervader. " 

Krishna is the destroyer 

of all pain who brings 

ecstatic communion with 

the heavenly beings. With 

his flute he brings delight 

to the earth, in the 

With his f lute he brings delight to the by decapitation) and 

hung on a tree. So much 

symbolism and tradition 

lies beneath this image 

that it is not easy to find 

a path through the 

earth, in the manner of O rpheus or the 

Southwest American Kokopelli. 

manner of Orpheus or the Southwest American 

Kokopelli, and is shown surrounded by female devo

tees. He is associated with the first months of spring. 

An earlier avatar of Vishnu, the great Rama, 

ABOVE: Dionysus in his wildman aspect is 0 guardian of animals. 

LEFT: A Roman mosaic from Cirencester, England, shows Acteon 

summoning animals to join in his eternal dance of life. 

undergrowth. But as we 

shall see, this theme is central in the story of the 

Green Man, who has had to die before he could be 

reborn at key points in our history as a visible 

reminder of our relationship with the natural world. 

We cannot say for certain how many of these 

ancient themes and images were in the minds of the 

masons who carved the first foliate heads. They may 

have been stirred by memories, however hazy and 
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indistinct, of these and other ancient forms. Nor is 

it hard to believe that these craftsmen saw in the 

pagan imagery of the Green Man a chance to express 

the Christian story of death and resurrection in 

terms that would be familiar to ordinary people for 

whom doctrine and the-

ology were then far from 

accessible. 

For the medieval 

churchmen, the symbol

Ism was something 

other. In the man-made 

forests of the gothic 

cathedrals the Green 

man is  pent, the old 

pagan wildness tamed in 

stone. If the foliate 

heads indeed derive 

from older, pagan 

memories, the masons and worshipers perhaps 

had the last laugh. Certainly the protruding tongues 

and grimacing faces of the foliate heads may be 

interpreted in more ways than one-as strangled or 

' beheaded gods on the one hand, or as grinning, nose

thumbing tricksters on the other. 

G R E E N  M E N  H I D I N G  

Interestingly, the Green Man emerged more fully as 

his original home shrank. The steady deforestation of 

the land, which began with early humankind and 

continued throughout the medieval period, gained 

ever greater strength with the growth in population, 

which required more and more timber for housing. 

During the Middle Ages, as if in response to this 

erosion of his territory, the Green Man metamor

phosed into the figure of Robin Hood, who may or 

may not have been an actual person, but who now 

became a new representative of the archetype

opposing the ruthlessly enforced forestry laws of the 

N orman ruling class and behaving in a manner that 

identifies him as a trickster, one of many traditional 

figures who have much to do with the creation of life 

and with the subsequent response of the gods to the 

behavior of their creations. 

Another figure from the greenwood mythos, a 

cross between Shakespeare's Puck and a primitive 

aspect of Green Man, is commonly known as 

Robin Goodfellow, one 

of many alternately 

helpful and malicious 

spirits who can be 

found in mythology 

all over the world . 

The use of trickery by 

these spirits is a 

means of encouraging 

the psychological and 

spiri tual development 

of human beings. We 

will encounter this idea 

again later when we 

come to look at some of the various tricky beings 

who manifest the influence of the Green Man. 

T H E  T E M P L A R  C O N N E C T I O N  

Another place where the presence o f  the Green Man 

becomes apparent at this time is in the stories relating 

to the group of medieval warrior monks known as 

the Templars. This organization, which began in 

1 099,  initially served as a guardian of the pilgrims 

making the dangerous journey to Jerusalem. As the 

crusades got under way, the nature of the Templars 

changed, until they became a much feared military 

arm of the Church. 

During the next 1 50 years the Templars accrued 

great wealth and power, until finally King Philip IV 

of France, accusing them of heresy, led a concerted 

attack upon them. The Templars were brutally and 

efficiently stamped out in 1 307, leaving behind many 

ABOVE: The almost hidden face of the Green Man looks down 

from a tree at a circle of ecstatic dancers, 

RIGHT: The modern spirit of the Green Man, as portrayed by 

artist Brian Froud, 
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strange and intriguing stories about the nature of 

their spiritual beliefs and practices. 

One of the many heretical acts of which they were 

accused was the worship of a disembodied head, 

called Baphomet. Recent research has suggested it 

may have been the mummified head of John the 

Baptist. Whatever the truth, Baphomet almost cer

tainly evoked for many people the image of the Green 

Knight, whom we will meet shortly, or even of the 

carved oracular heads of Celtic times. 

The ultimate purpose of the Templar head remains 

obscure, but at least one use was said to be "to make 

the earth flower and trees bear fruit . "  A major 

Templar foundation, the famed Rosslyn Chapel near 

Edinburgh, has a very large number of Green Man 

carvings, which may further suggest that the 

Templars recognized the Green Man as an ancient 

ABOVE: The templar church at Rosslyn, Scotland, has more than 

one hundred Green Man carvings, a reflection of the importance 

of the symbol for this elite body of warrior monks. 

RIGHT: Felicity Bower's contemporary image of the Green Mon. 

source of their idiosyncratic beliefs. Certainly their 

contact with the beliefs of their Arab opponents may 

also have provided fertile soil in which the notion of 

a verdant head may have taken root. 

R E T U R N  O F  T H E  G R E E N M A N  

Toward the end o f  the Middle Ages and into the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the story of 

the Green Man took several new turns. He resurfaced 

in the more aggressive figure of the Wildman, whose 

presence personified a reaction to the rapidly 

diverging worlds of  nature and civilization. As 



humankind became further and further disconnected 

from its natural environment, more deeply sub

merged in the Age of Reason, so the natural world 

became personified as darker and more dangerous. 

At the same time, outgrowing the older figure of 

Robin Hood of Sherwood, 

the Green Man began to 

be identified with crude, 

jester-like figures, called 

"Greenmen";  these men 

appeared in numerous 

English pageants.  In 

addition,  he became 

synonymous with the 

"Green Jack, "  a leading 

character in the folk 

plays and dances which 

were s t i l l  c e l e b r a t e d  

throughout Britain. To 

this day, his human rep

resentatives may be seen 

among the "mummers" 

or folk dancers who 

come out at key times of 

the year to portray the 

ancient myths of the 

dying and rising god, of 

the loss and restoration 
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back into our midst.  Additionally, we have seen his 

return in a variety of new guises-from comic book 

heroes such as Green Lantern, Green Arrow, and 

Slaine, to the presence of the horned spirit known as 

Herne the Hunter in the popular TV series "Robin of 

Sherwood . "  All of these 

help keep us aware of 

the character and pur

pose of the Green Man .  

Nor  is this the end of  

the story, for the Green 

Man refuses to lie 

down . His story has 

become i n s e p a r a b l e  

from the wholesale dev

astation of the environ

ment in our own time, 

making him an unoffi

cial icon for the modern 

ecological movement.  If 

anything could be said 

to represent the spirit 

of nature and wild

ness that has been so 

steadily and completely 

encroached upon, it is 

the leafy, laughing, 

of the green energy of 

life itself. In addition, 

The Wildman's presence personified 
angrily mocking presence 

of the Green Man. His 

return to our awareness 

images of the Green Man 

still decorate inn signs all 

over the country. 

a reaction to the rapid l y  d iverging worlds of is much needed. It is my 

hope that this book may 

help to restore the Green nature and civil ization. 
Most recently, the 

Green Man has returned 

through a resurgence of interest in "green living" and 

in the works of contemporary fantasists .  The 

immensely popular Mythago sequence by Robert 

Holdstock, the wonderful urban fantasies by 

Canadian writer Charles de Lint, and even the char

acter of Treebeard in 1. R. R. Tolkien's Lord of the 

Rings, have brought the presence of the Green Man 

Man to his original place 

in our consciousness as 

the hugely important and eternal figure he is and to 

see him honored once again . 

The following chapters will examine various 

traditions that show the many aspects of the Green 

Man in which his message has been preserved, along 

with the parallel theme of our own currently endan-

gered connection to the natural world. 
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P R A C T I C E  

M A K I N G A S H R I N E  T O  T H E G R E E N  M A N 

M
any ways exist to ce lebrate the presence of 

the G reen Man in o u r  l ives. The m ost 

i m p o rtant remai ns  go i ng out into n atu re and 

making a real  effo rt to re late to it-by tu n i ng i n  

t o  a tree,  river, h i l l ,  fo rest, o r  whateve r aspect of 

the land most d raws us. By be ing in the outs i d e  

wo r ld ,  w e  a r e  c lose t o  t h e  G reen M a n ;  and if we 

o n ly attu n e  j u st a l i tt le  bit at a t i m e ,  we wi l l  beg in  

to fee l  h i s  e n e rgy sti rr ing with i n  u s ,  too. 

We m ight also wish to i nvite the G reen Man i nto 

o u r  h o m es,  where h i s  p resence and e n e rgy can 

br ing us strength and wisdom on a regu lar  bas i s .  

The b e s t  way t o  d o  so i s  b y  c reating a smal l  i n s i d e  

s h r i n e  (wh i c h  y o u  cou l d  a lso d o  i n  you r  gard e n ) .  

J u st h ow e laborate yo u make yo u r  s h r i n e  i s  u p  to 

you .  At a s i m p l e  l eve l ,  it  c o u l d  be n oth i ng m o re than 

a p i ctu re of any aspect of the G reen Man that 

s peaks to you ,  with a votive can d l e  p laced befo re it. 

Spe n d i ng a l ittl e  t ime each day c o n s i d er ing yo u r  l i fe 

in the l ight of the G reen Man 's  presence may l ead 

to tran sformative i n s ights. For a m o re e laborate 

s h r i n e ,  you c o u l d  use natu ral e l e m e nts such  as 

stones ,  earth ,  and p lants to c reate a permanent 

rem i n d e r  of the green e n e rgy that i s  i n  eve ryth i ng. 

You c o u l d  make th is  a setti ng fo r oth e r  G reen 

Man i m ages as wel l .  Many c raftspeople  make masks 

or fo l i ate heads o r  m o re e l abo rate s c u l ptu res of, 

fo r exam p l e ,  G reen M e n  and G reen Wo m e n ,  H e r n e  

the H u nter, and C e rn u n nos ;  m a n y  arti sts h ave 

pai nted won d e rfu l po rtra its. I n s p i red by s u c h  

res o u rces,  yo u c o u l d  make a lasti ng and powe rfu l 

centerpiece i n  yo u r  h o m e ,  i nvit ing the G reen Man 

to be p resent.  The n ext few chapters of th is  book 

e n d  with s uggesti o n s  fo r med itatio n s  that yo u cou l d  

practi ce a s  you s i t  or stand befo re yo u r  s h r i n e .  O r, 

you c o u l d  c reate an affi rmati on of yo u r  own 

d evi s i ng, acknowl edgi ng the Lord of the G reen .  

M o re s i m ply sti l l ,  yo u m ight p lant  a smal l  s p r i ng 

gard e n  for the G re e n  Man i n  the d e pths of winter 

by cover ing a smal l  bowl with moss and p lant ing it 

with s p ring b u l bs .  When the shoots s h ow, you are 

h e l p i ng to ce lebrate the b u rsting fo rth of e n e rgy 

that the G reen Man rep resents. The c u stom of 

p lanting such  m i n i atu re sacred gard e n s  i s  rem i n is

cent of the s p rout ing tombs of O s i ri s  ment ioned 

above . I t  was a lso p racticed by the G reeks and 

Syrians .  T h e  trad iti o n  conti n u es today i n  the 

C h ristian com m u n ity, i n  w h i c h  c h i l d re n  p lant Easter 

gard e n s  in sma l l  bowls .  As the b u l bs s h ow the i r  

s hoots, so t h e  resu rrecti o n  o f  C h rist i s  ce lebrated .  

Spending a l ittle time e ach d ay 

c o n s i dering yo u r  l i fe in  the l i g h t  o f  

t h e  Green M a n ' s  presence may lead 

t o  t r a n s for mative i n s ights .  

H oweve r you c h oose t o  h o n o r  t h e  G reen M a n ,  

rem e m b e r  that h e  i s  fi rst a n d  fo rem ost a s p i rit of 

natu re; wh i l e  yo u may wish  to make roo m  fo r h i m  

i n  yo u r  h o m e ,  h i s  true p lace i s  i n  t h e  n atu ral wo r ld .  

Yo u may l earn m o re from a wal k  i n  the cou ntry 

than from a h u n d red med itat ions .  Nor s h o u l d  yo u 

fo rget that wi ld  p l aces exist i n  o u r  c it ies ,  too. 

E n c o u raging the p lanti ng of trees and the i r  care and 

p rotectio n ,  creating gardens  and parks i n  yo u r  

n e ighborhood,  making a n d  mainta i n i ng wi n d ow 

boxes outs i d e  yo u r  apartm ent-a l l  s u c h  activit ies 

b ri ng someth ing  of the G reen Man's e n e rgy i nto the 

stony w i l d e rness  where we need it  most. 

RIGHT: An imaginative reconstruction of a Celtic shrine at a 

natural spring shows a horned Cernunnos-type figure, 
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Chapter Two 

The King of the Wood 
Rise as the sun: antlered-

bearded with greenery-the leaf-ve in  pu l sing 
in your  throat. Budded a l l  over with small flame, 

and motley w i th b i rds  i n  you r hai r  and arms . 

Rise, and put on your foliage! 

Ronald Johnson ,  The Book of the Green Nan 

The people of the ancient world 15elieved 
that in order to encourage the earth to 

bear fruit every season, sacrifices must 

be made. At one time, living beings were 

killed to ensure the fecundity of the 

land. In later times this practice was 

replaced by a symbolic enactment of the 

struggle between two aspects of the 

Green Man-the champions of Ul')lmer 

and Winter-for the goddess of pring. 
Today, we also should honor th energy 
of the turning year and acknowledge all it brings, fox 
the ancient dream of the seasons holds messages we 

too can read-messages about How to feel ,  and be, 
alive; about the self- sacrifices we are required to 

make in order to do so; about the meaning of our 
earthly lives ;  and about how to  transcend our 
physical deaths and live forever in the spirit .  

T H E  G O L D EN K IN G  

The worldwide myth o f  the sacrificed god-king 

contains one of the oldest and m st importantrepre

sentatives of the Green Man, k own to the Romans 
as the Rex Nemorensis, or the "King of the Wood. " 
The human embodiment of this figure was a priest 

the earth and bring forth a new crop ever year. The 

blood of the slai priest/king was a reminder of 

humankind's essent al relationship to creation and of 

its debt to the gods. 

Sir James Georg Fraser first drew attention to the 

figure of the King of the Wood in the The Golden 

Bough. He presen s a huge amount of evidence 

fQr the King, who ights to be a worthy consort of 

the goddess Dian . As we will see, this pattern 

also appears in Celtic story and British folk- ritual 

ABOVE: A powerful Gree Man from Bamberg Cathedral. Germany. 

This acanthus-feaf mas acts as a corbel to a foliated ledge. 

RIGHT: Spring woodland shows the face of nature at  its kindest. 
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survivals, where a pair of human combatants fight to 

win a human representative of the May Queen or 

Flower Bride, who is herself a reflection of the great 

Goddess. Fraser's classic description of the sacred 

rite that took place in the Alban hills near Rome at 

the Temple of Diana is both dramatic and powerful. 

He writes :  

In the sacred grove there grew a certain tree round 

which at any time of day, and probably far into the 

night, a grim figure might be seen to prowl. In h is 

hand he carried a drawn sword, and he kept peering 

wildly about him as if at every instance he expected 

to be set upon by an 

enemy. He was a priest 

containing human and animal sacrifices. These 

sacred rites,  according to an account by Julius 

Caesar, took place at May Day and Midsummer. 

dates that retained their importance even after the 

Celts became, at least nominally, Christianized . After 

the abolishment of human sacrifice, these rituals 

were replaced by ceremonies in which human actors 

portrayed the King and Queen of the Wood and no 

actual bloodshed occurred. 

G A R L A N D S  F O R  T H E  K I N G  

The timing o f  these rites i s  n o  accident. A s  we saw 

earlier, May Day and Midsummer are key points in 

and a murderer; and Wildness lying just beneath the skin of the land surfaces in feasting and 
the man for whom he 

looked was sooner or 

later to murder h im 

and hold the priesthood 

merrymaking and in the dramati c reenactment of an anc ient sacri fice .  

in  h is stead. Such was the rule of the sanctuary. A 

candidate for the priesthood could only succeed to 

office by slaying the priest, and having slain h im, he 

retained his office until he was h imself slain by 

a stronger and craftier priest . . . and if he slew 

him he reigned in h is stead with the title of King 

of the Wood. 

In his portrayal of the King of the Wood, Fraser 

drew on traditions from all over the world, including 

the Celtic peoples of Britain, Ireland, and Gaul . In 

particular, he indicated the large number of celebra

tions that centered on two periods of the year: spring 

and autumn. These two gateways were seen as key 

turning points in the progression of the seasons, and 

it  is  during this time that the most significant sacrifi

cial acts were observed. 

A central instance of these sacrifices was the 

burning of huge human-shaped wickerwork cages 

RIGHT: The Druids offered sacrifices to the gods in wicker cages 

which were set on fire. Here modern Druids reenact this ceremony. 



the progression of the 

Green Man around the 

year (see page 10) as they 

are also key points in the 

agricultural year. Many of 

the celebrations in which 

the Green Man and his 

representatives are major 

players s t i l l  take place 

around this time. 

A ceremony that clearly 

reflects the older sacri

ficial rites found a home 

in the little village of 

Castleton, which nestles 

at the head of the Hope 

Valley in Derbyshire, 

England . Here, since 

1749, "Garland Day" has 

been celebrated on the 

29th of May. Then, the 

wildness lying just be

neath the skin of the land 

surfaces in feasting and 

merrymaking and in the 
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itself is made chiefly of 

wild flowers . . . .  There are 

people in Castleton who 

still grow tulips and o ther 

flowers for the garland, 

especially for " the queen. " 

Before the garland is 

put on the king's head, the 

king and queen ride round 

the village, dressed in their 

costume, to "advertise 

themselves, " and to show 

the people that the cere

mony is about to begin. 

[Then] the garland is put 

over the king's head by two 

strong men, who stand on 

two barrels or stools . . . .  

The king then rides from 

one inn in the village to 

another, with the queen. . . .  

The garland covers h im 

down to the h ips, so that 

you can see nothing of him 

but his legs. His arms are 

dramatic reenactment of ABOVE: The Garland King from Castleton. England. may represent inside the garland, steady

ing it. It is so heavy that it 

makes him sweat . . . .  He 

an ancient sacrifice. the lost memory of the ancient sacrifice of the Year King. 

An eyewitness account 

from 190 1 gives a vivid description of the events of 

the day and offers a number of valuable clues to the 

role of the Green Man, then and now. 

On the 29th of May the church bell rings at two 

o 'clock to call the [people] together to make a gar

land of Mayflowers and ginger-flowers (wild gerani

ums) . . . .  The framework of the garland is kept  at 

the parish clerk's house, to be used every year. It is 

like a beehive in shape. On the top of it they fix a 

large bunch of choice flowers which they call " the 

queen " (locally pronounced "quane " ) .  This bunch of 

flowers is fastened to a stick which fits in to a round 

hole in the top of the garland frame. The garland 

is so encumbered by the garland that he canno t use 

the reins, and his horse has to be led. He can move 

aside some of the leaves . . .  of the garland in order 

to see through. 

The woman, lady, or queen taking part in this 

ceremony is a man dressed in woman 's clo thes . . . .  

The queen now wears a jewelled crown, bought a few 

years ago; formerly it was an old bonnet . . . .  

After [the King and Queen] have done riding 

round, the king rides alone in to the churchyard. He 

sits on his horse, close to the south wall of the tOlVer, 

when the ringers remove the nosegay called " the 

queen " from the top of the garland, and a rope is let 

down from the summit of the tower, put through the 
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hole left by the removal of " the queen, " andfastened 

inside by the king. Six or eigh t men are s tanding on 

the top of the towel;' less than six could not manage 

it. The rope goes over a stone which projects from 

the leads of the tower, and serves for a pulley. The 

men pull the rope, the garland is lifted from the 

king's head, and raised to the top of the tower. It is 

then fixed "on the pike, " ie. on the middlemost of 

the three pinnacles on the south side. (Folk-Lore, 

vol .  12, 190 1) . 

Here are the central characters of a far older 

ceremonial , the last echoes of a ritual in which the 

garlanded King, (remembered by local people to have 

been called simply "the man, "  as the Queen was also 

called "the woman") would have been sacrificed , and 

either his severed head or his entire body hauled up 

to the top of a tree. 

A RO M AN F E A S T  

The date of the Castleton ceremony, May 29th, coin

cides with the ancient Roman feast of Ambarvalia, in 

which the god Mars, a god of agriculture before he 

was a god of war, was propitiated in order to ensure 

a good harvest. A typical prayer for this occasion 

begs "Father Mars" 

. . .  that thou mayest be propitious and of good will 

to me, our house and household, for which course I 

have offered the offering of a pig, sheep and ox to 

be led round my farm, that thou mayest preven t, 

ward off and avert disease, visible and invisible, 

barrenness and waste, accidents and bad weather, 

that thou wouldst suffer the crops and fruits of the 

earth, the vines and shrubs, to wax and prosper, 

that thou wouldst preserve the shepherds and their 

flocks in safety and give prosperity and health to 

me and our house and household. (1. C .  Cooper, 

Aquarian Dictionary of Festivals) 

Interestingly, the offerings included flowers, posies, 

wreaths, and garlands-all emblems of greenness. 

ABOVE: The Green King from a tympanum arch in Southwell 

Minster, England, shows the skill of the thirteenth-century carvers. 

The presence of a significant number of Roman 

settlements in the area around Castleton suggests 

that the current ceremony may well have been 

influenced by Roman belief. 

There may be echoes here too of another celebra

tion, still acknowledged in Britain on this date by the 

wearing of green oak leaves. It is known as Oak 

Apple Day and probably once stood as a reminder of 

more ancient rites in which the oak was venerated. 

Banned in the seventeenth century during the rule of 

the Commonwealth, it was reinstated as part of the 

celebrations following the return of the monarchy in 

the person of King Charles II .  As the story goes, 

during his escape from Cromwell ' s  Roundhead 

soldiers, the king hid in an ancient oak. This is the 

official reason for the celebration of Oak Apple Day, 

but we may decry an older face peering at us from 

amid the leaves-that of the Green Man. 

A similar ceremony to that of Castleton took place 

over Whitsuntide as late as the eighteenth century at 



RIGHT: The face of the Spring Maiden depicted on an early 

fourteenth-century nave boss in Exeter Catherdral, England. 

Grossvargula in Germany. Here, a figure known as 

"The Grass King" used to be led in a procession 

through the town . He was encased in a pyramid of 

poplar boughs, the top of which was adorned by a 

crown of flowers. The leafy pyramid covered both the 

man and the horse on which he rode, leaving only a 

small opening for his face. At the end of the day 

the Grass King was stripped of his green cover, the 

crown was given into the keeping of the mayor, 

and the branches were planted in the flax fields to 

encourage them to grow. 

In each case, the object of these ceremonies is the 

same-to bring fruitfulness to the earth and ensure the 

health of the crops. That this once would have been 

attempted by human sacrifice is beyond question, as 

the story of the King of the Wood reminds us. 

Much as we may rightly decry the practice of such 

sacrifice, it i s  an inherent part of the Green Man 

mythos. We will find, as we look deeper into his story, 

that many of the figures associated with the Green 

�an reflect his role as King of the Wood, and that 

the lives and deaths of his various later representa

tives parallel his own cyclic existence. 

T H E  B AT T L E  F O R  S P R I N G  

_-\nother figure i s  also present i n  the May Day rites. 

We know her best today as the Queen of the May. As 

we have seen, she was always a part of these cere

monies, functioning as the consort of the King of the 

Wood/Green Man, taking a new lover every year as 

her previous lord fell to the strength of his victorious 

challenger. Her presence in the Castleton ceremony, 

35 well as in similar accounts from other parts of the 

.:ountry, draws attention to another important aspect 

0f this tradition: an ancient ritual combat between 

:he King of Winter and the King of Summer for the 

iand of the Spring Maiden. 

This ancient mythic struggle appears in a number 

0f traditional and literary sources with considerable 
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continuity. Its importance as a statement about the 

ritual year grew from the simple fact that if the 

Winter held the land in its grip for too long the plant

ing of the crops might be delayed, with disastrous 

consequences. Thus the Champion of Summer must 

defeat the Champion of Winter, so that the Spring 
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Maiden might release the frost-bound earth and 

bring about the miracle of rebirth to the land. 

This combat was sti l l  taking place well into the 

nineteenth century. As reported by Marie Trevelyan, 

this is how an aged Welshman described a staged 

ritual combat between Winter and Summer that took 

place in South Wales: 

When I was a boy, two companies of men and youths 

were formed. One had for its captain a man dressed 

in a long coat much trimmed with fur, and on his 

head a rough fur cap. He carried a stout stick of 

blackthorn and a kind of shield, on which were stud

ded tufts of wool to represent snow. His companions 

wore caps and waistcoats of fur decorated with balls 

of white wool. These men were very bold, and in 

songs and verse proclaimed the virtues of Winter, 

who was their captain. The o ther company had for 

its leader a captain represent ing Summer. This man 

was dressed in a kind of white smock decorated with 

garlands of flowers and gay ribbons. On his head he 

wore a broad-brimmed hat trimmed with flowers and 

ribbons. In h is hand he carried a willow-wand 

wreathed with spring flowers and tied with ribbons. 

A ll these men marched in procession, with their cap

tain on horseback leading them, to an appropriate 

place. . . . There a mock encounter took place, the 

Winter company flinging straw and dry wood at 

their opponents, who used as their weapons b irch 

branches, willow wands, and young ferns. A good 

deal of horseplay wen t on, but  finally Summer 

gained the mastery over Winter. Then the victorious 

captain represent ing Summer selected a May King 

and the people nominated a May Queen, who were 

crowned and conducted in to the v illage. (Marie 

Trevelyan, Welsh Folk-Lore and Folk- Custom) 

The battle of the Summer and Winter Kings at one 

time would have ended in a ritual "marriage" between 

the victorious Summer King and his bride. By the 

time of the above account this practice would no 

longer have been sanctioned, hence we have here 

instead this more polite and acceptable version . As 

in the Castleton ceremony, the real nature of the 

celebration is hidden-though once again, it is only 

just beneath the surface. 

L OV E R S  I N  T H E  M AY 

The May Day celebrations were notoriously licen

tious. Permission to cast off domesticity and unite in 

the greenwood came on Beltane Eve, when any girl 

could go to the forest and sleep with whomever she 

wanted . Most of the couples constituted in this way 

formed lasting, domestic relationships, and these 

The battle of the Summer and Winter 

Kings at one t ime would have ended 

in a ri tual 
" . " 
marriage. 

May Day frolics in the woods-merry-meet weddings 

in the groves-noticeably increased the population!  

The characters of the May King and Queen 

reappear in a variety of stories and traditions from 

this time forward . For example, in the Robin Hood 

legends, which we will examine in detail in the next 

chapter, the outlaw and his May Day bride Marian 

celebrate their nuptuals and then flee the world for 

the sanctuary of the woods to live an idyllic life .  

A B D U C T I O N  O F  T H E  F L O W E R  B R I D E  

I n  some areas the May Queen or Spring Maiden is 

known as the Flower Bride, and in a variant version 

of the struggle between the Winter and Summer 

Champions she is abducted . To understand this 

abduction theme and the Flower Bride's role in the 

Green Man myths, we must turn to the romance 

RIGHT: Queen Guinevere rides a-Maying in this Victorian pointing 

by John Collier. She represents the Spring Maiden, whose fate is 

to be stolen away by the Lord of Winter. 
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literature of the Middle Ages, particularly the 

Arthurian legends. Here, we find this ancient myth 

preserved like a fly in amber. 

In Sir Thomas Malory's fifteenth-century 

Arthurian romance, Le Morte d'A rthur, we find the 

following episode: 

It befell in the month of May, Queen Guenever 
called unto her kn igh ts of the Table Round; and she 
gave them warning that early upon the morrow she 
would ride a-May ing in the wo ods and fields 
beside Westminster. And I warn you that there be 
none of you but that he be well horsed, and that  
ye all  be clo thed in green ... and I shall bring with 
me ten ladies, and every kn igh t shall have a 
lady behind him . . . .  And so upon the morn they took 
their horses with the Queen, and rode a-Maying in 
woods and m eadows as it p leased them, in great 

joy and deligh ts. 

Into the midst of this idyllic scene, in which we notice 

immediately that the knights must be clothed in 

green, erupts the knight Meleagraunce, who has 

loved Guinevere from afar for years. He ambushes 

the party and carries off the Queen, imprisoning her 

in his tower. Lancelot, however, soon frees her after a 

hand-to-hand combat in which he finally slays 

the Queen's captor, Meleagraunce. 

The true meaning of this story concerns the 

abduction of the May Queen, personified here by 

Guinevere. The earliest version, which also happens 

to be the oldest surviving example of an Arthurian 

story, appears carved in stone on the archivault of 

Modena cathedral in Italy. The first written version is 

contained in the twelfth-century Life of Gildas by 

Cradoc of Llancarven. He tells of how Guinevere 

was stolen away by Melwas (an earlier version of 

ABOVE: The face of the hero. as portrayed in the 1994 film by 

Robert Bresson. Lancelot du Lac. 

RIGHT: The Glastonbury Thorn marks the place where Joseph of 

Arimathea planted his staff. which then burst into flower. 

Meleagraunce) , King of the Summer Country, ane 

imprisoned in the citadel of Glastonbury unti] 

Arthur laid siege to the place. 

When he saw this, the abb o t  of Glastoni.; 
[Glastonbury], a ttended by the clergy and Gildos 
the Wise, stepped in between the con tending armies, 

and in a peaceable manner 
advised h is king, Me/was, 
to res t o re the ra vished 
lady. A ccordingly, she 

who was to be restored, 
was restored in peace 
and good will. 

Scholars have long rec

ognized that this episode 

derives from the older 

mythic pattern of the 

struggle for the Spring Maiden, and, beyond th
'

is. 

from the ritual combat and death of the King of the 

Woods. Here Arthur takes the role of the Winter 

King to fight Melwas, King of the Summer Lands. 

for the hand of Guinevere, the Spring Maiden, The 

same story appears, even more clearly, in the 

following episode from "The Story of Culhwch and 

Olwen," in the medieval Welsh myth cycle known 

as The Mab inogion.  

Creiddylad, the daugh ter of Lludd Llaw Erein t, and 
Gwythyr, the son of Greidawl, were betro thed. And 
before she had become h is bride, Gwynn ap Nudd 
came and carried her away by force; and Gwythyr 
the son of Greidawl gathered his host together, and 
wen t to figh t with Gwynn ap Nudd. But Gwynn over
came h im . ... When A rthur heard of this, he wen t 
to the North, and summoned Gwynn ap Nudd before 
him . . .  and made peace between [h im] and 
Gwythyr the son of Greidawl. And this was the 
peace that was made: that the maiden should remain 

in her father'S house, without advan tage to either of 
them, and that Gwynn ap Nudd and Gwythyr son of 



Greidawl should figh t for her every 
first of May, from thenceforth un til the 
day of doom, and that wh ich ever of 
them should then be conqueror should 
have the maiden. 

Interestingly, Gwynn ap Nudd, the 

adversary who steals Creiddylad, is a 

fairy being said to live beneath 

Glastonbury Tor, where in the previous 

story Melwas imprisons the maiden 

Guinevere. Creiddylad herself is else

where recognized as an ancient goddess 

of Spring. 

So the struggle of the Lords of 

Summer and Winter, whether it be for 

Creiddylad, Guinevere, or the Queen of 

the May, is perennial-an enactment of 

the need to ensure the safe continuance 

of the seasonal round, something that 

was always in the minds of our ances

tors. It was from their fear that the sun 

might one day fail to rise, or the corn to 

germinate, that myths of the sacrificed 

god first arose, and with them the 

embodiment of nature's own story in the 

characters of Green Man and the 

Flower Bride. 

The question facing us today is: Is 

this indeed a match that will last "until 

doomsday"? In fact, we may now be 

capable of altering or perhaps even end
ing the seasons as we know them. Winds 

like el Nino now bring unseasonal rain 

to the deserts and drought to the fertile 

places as a result of global warming. 

Humanity can no longer lay safe bets on 
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the spirits of the weather, nor be sure where the next The liturgy on the following page from the United 

meal is coming from, as fish, birds, and animals move Nations Environmental Sabbath Project reminds 

from native habitats that we have ruined in search of us of our own urgent responsibilities and the need 

food. Doomsday predictions loom nearer, perhaps, to return to the natural seasonal patterns we have 

than ever before. already begun to disrupt .  



ABOVE: Vexi l l a  Regis by David Jones combines the symbolism of the Christian sacrifice with the wounding of nature today. 

ABOVE RIGHT: The face of the Green Man in a carved roof boss from Sampford Courtnay, England. 



We have forgo tten who we are 
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We have alienated ourselves from the unfolding of the cosmos 
We have become estranged from the movemen ts of the earth 

We have turned our backs on the cycles of life. 

We have forgotten who we are 

We have sought only our own security 
We have exploited simply for our own ends 

We have distorted our knowledge 
We have abused our power. 

We have forgo tten who we are 

Now the forests are dying 
And the creatures are disappearing 

And humans are despairing. 

We have forgo tten who we are 

We ask forgiveness 
We ask for the gift of remembering 
We ask for the s trength to change. 

We have forgotten who we are 

The earth will always need its champions, of whom the Green 

Man in his many guises is foremost. Can we number ourselves 

in the ranks of his supporters? 
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MEDITATION 

T H E GRE E N L A D Y  

C
lose your eyes and allow your present 
surroundings to fade into the background. 

In a moment you find yourself walking in an ancient 
woodland, with spring flowers opening at your feet 
and a delicious scent of May blossom in the air. 
Before you now is a soft green bank. 

Almost without thinking, you lie down 
and, breathing in the heavy scents of the 
blossom, drift gently into sleep. 

bloom-the white flowers of May that signal the 
coming of spring. 

You find yourself regarded by two depth less eyes, 
wide and brown and shot through with silvery 
glints. Ancient eyes, deep, sorrowful, and joyous all 

at once. In your heart, suddenly, there grows a 
green spark. Warmth spreads through your 

.... ' whole body and thunders in your blood. 
�, You realize you are in the presence of 

In your imagination you are running 
through a deep part of the wood, 
where all sounds are hushed. You are 

impelled by an ancient longing-to be 

.� ,to the fount of life in all its multitudinous 
variety and burgeoning strength. Here 

is the Mother of All Living, the Green 
Lady of the Woods, who is also the 

Mountain Mother and the Mistress of the Sea. utterly free of all worldly pursuits and long-
ings and to meet the primal beings who breath life 
into the forest. This desire gives you a strength and 
swiftness you have perhaps never known. The forest 
flies past on either side as you race onward! 

The forest is dim and silent as you slow first to 
a trot, then a walk, and finally come to a halt, 

breathing in the stillness which must have existed 
before the first sounds were made. 

Before you stands a tree of mighty proportions. 
You are about to approach it-drawn by some 
deep power you scarcely understand. Suddenly you 

see that it is no tree, but a giant green figure that 
towers above you, its back turned. Half in wonder 
and half in awe you are about to back away, when 
the figure begins to move. 

The whole forest seems to hold its breath as the 
giant being slowly turns around. You see it is woman 
shaped, with skin that seems at once like bark and 
warm, breathing flesh. A wondrous cascade of hair 
falls about her shoulders and back. You are not sur
prised to see that it is as green as the ancient moss 

that grows everywhere in that place. And there, half 
hidden among the green tresses, tiny flowers 

No words are spoken between you, but much is 
conveyed in the timeless moment between one 
breath and another. Every thought you have ever 
had is known to the Green Lady-good or bad
and is accepted-and understood-and changed in 
her green light. You are aware of many endings and 
many beginnings, things you have half-guessed in your 
dreams or deepest moments of waking realization. 

Then the moment is over, and before you is only 
a great tree growing in the heart of the wildwood. 
But where before there was simply bare earth, a 
carpet of golden flowers has sprung up at your feet. 
You bend to touch one and a shiver of energy flows 
into you through your fingers. In your heart is the 
knowledge that you may pick one of these flowers 

for yourself ... and this you do, placing it in your 
hair or through a buttonhole. The scent of myriad 
flowers comes from it. 

You turn away reluctantly from that place and 
walk back through the forest until you come to the 
green bank where you see yourself still sleeping. 

Slipping back into your body is easy, and you begin 
slowly and unhurriedly to wake up. 
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Chapter Three 

Gods of the FOliest 
herwood in the twilight, is Robin Hood awake. 

Grey and ghostly shadows are gliding through the �rake , 

Sha�ows of the dappled deer, dreaming of the m rn, 

Dreaming of a shadowy man that winds a shadowy horn. 

Alfred Noyes, A Song of Sherwood 

The power of the trees and of the spirits 

of forest and woodland who guava them 

are everywhere around us when we enter 

one of the sacred groves of the world . 
There we feel close to the endless 
strength of creation, once again at one 

with the natural world that gives us life. 
Our ancestors saw the trees as bridges 
between earth and sky, as centra� points 
around which the heavens revolyed. To 

walk in the woods today is to feel the echoes of those 

times and know for ourselves something of the time

less wisdom of the woods. 

SAC RED T REE S 

The Green Man comes ancient 

forests and cannot be separated from the imagery of 

trees and woods. As we have seen, trees have always 

been considered sacred, even recognized as gods, by 

most ancient cultures. We find extensive tree lore 

especially among the Celts. 

In medieval Irish the word f<Dr "sacred grove" is 
fid-nemith or fid-neimid. which in turn derived from 
an older Celtic word nemeto , meaning simply 
"holy" or "sacred." The tradition of the sacred grove or 

ABOVE: The Druids held sacred groves 0 trees a nd stone cirdes. 

RIGHT: Ancient trees were worshiped as "gods" of the forest. 

nemeton was widespread throughout 

much of the western world. In Asia 

Minor ' n about 280 Be, the Gauls held a 

great council at a place called 

DTunemeton, "the chief nemeton or 

sacred place of the Druids." (Later, in 

Caesarjs time, the Druids were said to 

meet annually in the land of the tribe 

known as the Carnutes, believed to lie 

at the exact center of Gaul and now 

generally accepted to be in the area of Paris. ) We 

know that every t 'be in Europe possessed such a 

nemelon, marked b a circle of trees or stones, and 

that such places were held in great awe. As the Roman 

military historian Tacitus says in his "Germania": 

The grove is the cen tre of their [the Celts'] whole 
religion. It is regarded as the cradle of the race and 
the dwelling place of the supreme god to whom all 
things are subjec and obedien t. 

The Green Man, in Mlhatever form he was then recog

nized, was this "supreme god," and our ancestors 

experienced his presence within certain trees. 

The importanc attached to specific trees in 

ancient Ireland is well documented in texts like the 

Jrish Triads, complied in the Middle Ages from much 
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Three noble, sacred things: groves or temples, filid 
or poets, and rulers. Three dead things that are paid 

for only with living things are an apple-tree, a hazel
bush, and a sacred grove. 

This feeling is reflected in the harsh laws laid down 

for any damage caused to certain trees. In the early 

Irish law tracts called the "Senchas Mor," it is stated 

that the fines for cutting certain trees are as follows: 

For the "Chieftain" trees: oak, hazel, holly, yew, 
ash, p ine, and apple, the fine is a cow for cutting the 
trunks, a heifer for either limbs or branches. For the 
"Common" trees: alder, willow, hawthorn, mountain 
ash, birch, elm, and idha [possibly a species of pine], 

the fines are a cow for each whole tree and a heifer 
for the branches .... 

And the list goes on. Each tree, just like a human 

being, has its honor price. 

THE L O R E  OF T R E E S  

The poetic writings of Ireland name five sacred trees: 

the Tree of Ross, the Tree of Mugna, the Tree of 

Dathi , the Tree of Usnach, and the Tree of Tortu. An 

early text, The Calendar of Oengus, recounts their 

history in poetic form: 

Eo Mugna, great was the fair tree, 
h igh its top above the rest: 

thirty cubits-it was no trifle
that was the measure of its girth. 

Three hundred cubits was the height of the blameless tree, 
its shadow sheltered a thousand: 

in secrecy it remained in the north and east 
till the time of Conn of the Hundred Fights. 

A hundred score of warriors-no empty tale
along with ten hundred and forty 

would that tree shelter-it was a fierce struggle
till it was overthrown by the poets. 

ABOVE: The Norse world tree Yggdrasil gives life to the birds which 

feed on it in this medieval wood carving. 

These enigmatic references suggest cosmic world 

trees of the kind worshiped among the Norse as rep

resentations of Y ggdrasil ,  the World Ash . The ash, 

like the oak, was widely recognized as sacred, and it 

can hardly be accidental that three out of the five 

trees listed in the Irish poem belong to the ash's genus. 

The fact that the great Oak of Mugna is described 

as being "overthrown by the poets" is puzzling at 

first . The poetic mysteries were intimately connected 

with tree lore, as we can see from the fact that the 

poets were the chief users of the sacred ogham 

alphabet, one form of which was based on a catalog 

of various species of tree. 



But if the poets revered the sacred trees, why 

would they be described as destroying them? In the 

same text quoted above we learn of the fate of other 

mighty trees in terms that leave little room for doubt 

as to the answer :  

How fell the  bough of Dathi? 
It spen t the strength of many a gentle hireling: 

an ash, the tree of the n imble hosts, 
its top bore n o  lasting yield. 

The Ash in Tortu-take count thereof! 
the Ash of populous Usnach: 

their boughs fell-it was not  amiss
in the time of the sons of A ed Slane. 

The Oak of Mugna, it was a hallowed treasure; 
nine hundred bushels was its bountiful yield: 

it fell in Dairbre southward, 
across Mag A i/be of the cruel combats. 

The Bole of Ross, a comely yew 
with abundance of broad timber, 
the tree without  hollow or flaw, 
the stately bole, how did it fall? 

Cutting down these ancient trees, certainly the 

ones with Druid connections, seems to have been 

contemporaneous with the spread of Christianity 

and the ending of pagan ways. If we view the poets' 

deliberate cutting down of the trees in this light, we 

can conclude that they were trying to prevent their 

being felled by the axes of the monks. 

This great respect for the power and sanctity of the 

trees, especially when they were part of a grove, is 

reflected throughout Celtic history and tradition and 

relates directly to the history of the Green Man. He 

too was cut down and driven into the darkest corners 

RIGHT: A contemporary Druid ceremony at Stonehenge honors the 

return of the life-giving sun. Many of the sacred ancient groves 

were destroyed when Christianity became widespread. 
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of the forest, until he returned to our awareness in 

the guise of the King of the Wood, the foliate heads, 

and the many other characters who bear the stamp of 

his archetypal presence. 

RO BIN -I - T H E - H O OD 

We cannot go further in our examination of the 

Green Man without looking at the character of 

Robin Hood, whose story did much to promote a 

continuing knowledge of older forms of the Green 

Man among the Christianized people of England. 

The main sources for Robin Hood's life are a series 

of popular ballads. Despite various unsuccessful 

attempts to date these or their sources, we can say 

they were well known by 1 3 3 7 ,  when the great 

religious poem of Piers the Plowman was written . In 

this poem the anonymous author writes: 

I know not perfectly my pater-noster, 
As the priest would sing: 

But I know rhymes of Robin Hood, 
And Randolf Earl of Chester . . .  

(John Matthews, trans.) 

This poem makes it clear the Robin Hood ballads 

had already reached such a degree of familiarity that 

even a Christian cleric-who might not normally be 

supposed to be familiar with such things-knew them 

better than his prayers !  
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RIGHT: A Victorian illustration shows Robin at home in the 

Greenwood with some of his merry men. 

BELOW: A chess set depicts the mythic characters or Sherwood. 

In The English and Sco tt ish Pop ular Ballads, 
Francis James Child lists four of the earliest ballads, 

probably dating from the fourteenth century. These 

ballads form the basis of the much longer Little Gest 
["life"] of Robin Hood, which dates in its earliest 

printed form from 1492. By the time this work 

was committed to print, a large number of ballads 

featuring the famous outlaw were circulating widely. 

As the sixteenth-century historian John Mair 

remarks in his History of Greater Britain ( 1521): 

The Feats of this Robin are told in song all over 
Britain. He would allow no woman to suffer injustice 
nor would he rob the poor, but rather enriched them 

from the plunder taken from abbo ts. The robberies 
of this man I condemn, but of all thieves he was the 
prince and the most gen tle thief 

This gives us an indication of the respect in which 

Robin was held. Even by those who could not out

wardly condone his deeds, he was seen as essentially 

a good man, a prince among thieves, and a champion 

of the people. Moreover, he was acknowledged as the 

latest representative of the Green Man, being known 

among the common people as a green lord of the 

wildwood, a towering mythological figure who 

embodied the qualities of the King of the Wood and, 

later, the Lord of the May. 

THE G O OD LEY GE S T  

In a scene reminiscent of one in which the Round 

Table knights learn of their chivalric duties from 



King Arthur, The Little Gest shows the merry men 

listening as their leader describes the proper way for 

them to behave: 

Look you do no husband harm, 
That tille th with his plough; 

No more you shall on good yeoman, 
That walked in Greenwood shawe; 

Nor no knigh t nor squire 
That would be a good fellow . . .  

Following this instruction, the outlaws offer help 

to a very poor knight named Sir Richard-at-Lee to 

recover money from the greedy Abbot of St .  Mary's 

Abbey in York. But the author's attention quickly 

switches to the adventures of Robin's right-hand man 

Little John, who-under the assumed name of 

Reynold Greenleaf, another Green Man alias

enters an archery contest organized by the evil 

Sheriff of Nottingham. 

Little John is so successful at his archery that the 

sheriff asks him if he would like to join his own 

soldiery. Little John agrees, as he had apparently 

intended to do in the first place. 

Little John now follows a hunting party organized 

by the sheriff and, going by ways known only to 

those who live in the forest, soon overtakes them. 

When his surprised master asks where he has been, 

John answers: 

I have been in th is forest: 
A fair sigh t I can see: 

It was one of the fairest sigh ts 
That ever yet saw I me. 

Yonder I saw a righ t fair hart, 
His colour is of green: 

Seven score of deer in herd, 
Be with h im at  bedene. 

On one level , this is simply Little John's cryptic way 

of referring to Robin and the outlaws, but on 
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ABOVE: Actor Kevin Costner plays Robin in The Pri nce of Thieves, 

a modern version of the legend. 

an altogether deeper lever, he is describing Robin as 

a green stag with a herd of deer-terms applicable 

to an older time when he who wore the horns rep

resented something else-the horned stag-god, the 

Green Man in his animal aspect, of whom we will have 

more to say shortly. 

Little John leads the sheriff and his men straight 

to the outlaws camp, where they are at once impris

oned. The sheriff himself is stripped of his outer 

garments, wrapped in a green cloak, and then made 

to put on the green garb of the outlaws. He is then 

invited to a feast. 

The next day Robin releases him on the promise 

that he will never harm any of the outlaws again

thus demonstrating that the outlaw was much more 

chivalrous than his opponent, who, of course, had no 

intention of honoring his promise. 
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T HE DEAT H OF T HE F O RE ST L O R D  

After several more adventures the Gest ends with a 

brief reference to Robin's death at the hands of the 

Abbess of Kirklees. We have to turn to another 

ballad, "The Death of Robin Hood," for the end of the 

story. Even here the versions we have are curiously 

conflicting and fragmentary, and debate has centered 

on their real meaning. However, it is possible, with a 

little effort ,  to understand what is being said. 

Growing old and ill Robin decides to visit his 

"kinswoman," the Abbess of Kirklees Priory near 

Peterborough, who is a famed healer. Apparently 

sensing trouble, Little John tries to persuade his 

master to take fifty men with him, but Robin refuses 

and in the end is accompanied only by John . 

On the way they encounter a strange old woman 

beside a stream, who curses Robin .  John is filled with 

foreboding but cannot persuade his master to turn 

back. At the Abbey John is locked out of the room 

where Robin is to be treated,  and the Abbess begins 

to bleed her kinsman-a common treatment for most 

ailments at that time. However, as the ballad says: 

And first it bled, the thick, thick blood, 
And afterwards the thin, 

And well then wits good Robin Hood 
treason there was within . . .  

W ith failing strength Robin blows his horn and Little 

John breaks in-too late to save his master. John begs 

to be allowed to burn Kirklees and all within it to the 

ground.  But Robin rallies enough to say that he has 

never made war on women and will not begin now. 

He then begs to be helped to the window, and from 

there shoots his last arrow, declaring that he wishes 

to be buried where it falls. John carries out this duty 

and erects a stone above the grave bearing only the 

words: Here lies bold Robin Hood. 

SAC R IF I CIA L B L O O D  

Significantly, Robin's life ends by his bleeding to 

death-a ritual mode of human sacrifice in 

ABOVE: On his deathbed, Robin Hood prepares to shoot his last 

arrow. Where it falls he will be buried. 

pre-Christian Europe. In the ballads, the Prioress is 

represented as an evil woman in league with an old 

enemy of Robin's, but it is much more likely that 

she represents the memory of the priestess of older 

times, whose task it was to let out the blood of the 

sacrificial King to fructify the earth. 

In a variant version of the death ballad preserved 

in a thirteenth-century manuscript , we again 

encounter the old woman kneeling by a stream. She 

is apparently banning (that is, "cursing") Robin ,  

and he  asks her why. Unfortunately, the  manuscript 

is fragmentary at this point  and her answer is 

missing. Tantalizingly, the ballad takes up the story 

again after half a page: 

. . . To give to Robin Hood; 
We weepen for his dear body, 

That this day must be let blood. 



This suggests that a number of people are weeping 

for Robin's impending death. Here it is likely that 

Robin knows that he is going to his appointed death 

and does so willingly. 

The old woman at the stream is a variation of the 

bean sidhe (from which we get the word banning), a 

fairy woman also known as "The Washer-at-the

Ford."  This hag-like woman was seen by Celtic 

warriors before a battle in which they were to die. 

In this context, Robin is clearly a willing sacrifice. 

In fact, he is a representative of the King of the 

Wood, who must die in order that the seasons may 

continue to turn. Once, as we have seen, this sacrifice 

was a central part of the annual celebration of the 

dying and rising king. By the time of Robin Hood the 

Outlaw, in the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries, 

such things were no more than a memory, all but 

forgotten except in certain corners of the land such as 

Castleton and parts of Wales. Through the legends 

of Robin Hood the Green Man still reigned, but in 

a new form. Ever renewing like the greenwood he 

represented, he could change but not die! 

THE REA L ROBIN 

�o adequate historical evidence exists to associate 

Robin Hood with any historical person or period 

before the emergence of the ballad as a literary genre. 

We may suppose that oral tales of the "Lord of 

Sherwood" were circulating before that time, but a 

whole series of events came together to create the 

character of Robin Hood as outlaw and as champion 

of the people. The time was right for the social injus

tice of land owners toward their tenants to become 

the setting for ballads. And if ancient pre-Christian 

traditions were still flourishing in many parts of the 

country, as seems likely, it was natural that the figure 

of the Green Man should reappear in a new guise 

that could be openly discussed and whose stories 

could become popular on the lips of the ballad 

� �HT: The Major Oak in Sherwood Forest is believed to be the 

:-:ditional meeting place for Robin and his outlaws. 
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makers. Many folk traditions, including those 

surrounding the May Day games and dances, 

preserved elements that passed through the channel 

of the Robin Hood myths and emerged with new 

characteristics acquired from the ballads. 

The fact that the emergence of Robin as a major 

character coincides with the proliferation of foliate 

heads is no accident . The relationship between the 

myths of the Green Man, the ballads of Robin Hood, 

and the folk traditions relating to May Day suggests 

that the forest god gradually developed into the 

outlaw of Sherwood, shedding certain characteristics 

and gaining others. 

Traces remain in the celebration of the May Day 

games that hark back hundreds, even thousands, of 

years to another time and another culture in which 

the Green Man was honored as the spirit of Nature 

itself. We must look next at these celebrations to 

advance our understanding of the Green Man. 
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MEDITATION 

T HE GUA RDIA N OF THE WOODS 

C
lose your eyes and prepare to begin a journey 
to the heart of the wildwood. As your 

surroundings fade from consciousness you find 
yourself surrounded by towering trees. Their 
presences are as real as if you stood among a 

crowd of people. Yet they are not human. Their life 
force is deeper and more ancient than that of any 
human being. They are slow and thoughtful and they 
dream deeply the old thoughts of the earth. 

Take time to wander though the forest. Look 
around you at the trees. See how many different 
kinds there are-oak, ash, thorn, willow, elm, beech, 
chestnut, apple, and pine. There are these and many 
more, for this is not merely a simple woodland 
where certain kinds of trees grow. It is all wood
lands and combines within it all the different trees 
that grow in this land. Look at each of them and 
feel the one to which you are most drawn. 
Converse with it. Look at the shape of its leaves, 
the way the sunlight falls on its trunk, the dancing 
patterns made by the shadows of the leaves on the 
ground. Sit down and feel the depth of the loam 
beneath the trees, formed by countless years of fall
en leaf mold. Lean back against the tree and let its 
thoughts become one with yours for a time. 

W hen you are ready, get up 
and wander again through the 
wood. Listen now to the bird
song and the rustling of 

animals all around you. They 
too are part of the beating 
heart of the wildwood. Now 
let the song of the trees 
guide you through the thou
sand branching footpaths, past 
caves and bowers woven 
by the natural 

tracery of branches. Follow the way until you arrive 
in a sunny clearing where an ancient oak tree 
stands, a tree of such vast girth that it could offer 
shade for a hundred people. Ranged about the 
clearing are fallen logs, and you sit on one of them. 

For a while you allow your thoughts to drift, 

unencumbered by the needs and worries of daily 
life. Here the peace of the timeless woods sur
rounds you, and you are truly at rest. Maybe you 
will see some of the figures to whom these woods 
are home: The King of the Wood, the Green Man, 
or Robin-i-the-Hood. Perhaps you will see them 
come out of the trees and join you in that quiet 
place, seating themselves on the fallen logs, speaking 
softly together or simply letting their thoughts drift 
as you are doing, in companionable silence. 

After a time you become aware of a face looking 
out at you from the depths of the trees to one 
side. It is a face as brown and wrinkled as the bark 
of the trees themselves, but it is lit by a pair of the 

brightest eyes you have ever seen, eyes that under-
stand all there is to understand-
about human and animal and tree. 
The owner of the face steps shyly 
forth-a small figure, clad in a 
cloak of leaves and in clothes of 

tree bark. Long black hair tumbles 
about its face and you would be 

hard pressed to say what it gender is. 
Drawing near to you, it reaches out 

a long, twig-like hand and touches 
your brow for a moment. A 

tingling sensation speeds 
through you, leaving you with 

a sensation of inner warmth. 
No words are spoken, but 
much is conveyed. 



You realize you are in the presence of an ancient 
spirit of the greenwood, so old that it no longer has 
a name, though it has had many in its time. It knows 
and remembers everyone who has ever walked in 
the woods-poets, dreamers, mystics, warriors, and 
kings-all who have ever come here in search of 

silence and wisdom. It has taught many to 

know the ways of this place and 
the mystery it guards in its 
heart, the mystery it will 
now show you! 

Beckoning you to 

follow, the guardian 

leads you to one side 
of the clearing and 
in among the trees 
again. Here you see an 
ancient tree stump, 
older even than the 
great oak tree that 
stands guard at the cen
ter of the wood. This 
stump is all that remains of a 
tree that must have stood here 
when the first primal forest covered 
the world at the beginning of time. It has 

grown brittle with age and its heart is hollow. 
Here, as you look, you suddenly see a tiny spark of 
green-gold light. It grows swiftly until it is a bright 
fire glowing in the heart of the stump. From it 
comes such power as you may have never felt 
before. It IS like bathing in the purest sunlight from 

which all harmful rays have been extracted. It is the 
pure golden light of the wildwood, the presence of 
which keeps it alive and brings those in search of 
wisdom to this place. 

You stand entranced before the glowing heart of 
the forest until you have almost become part of it. 
You sense that if you remain here any longer you 
will start to become a tree yourself, to take root in 
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the dreaming depths of the wood. Before that can 
happen, the ancient guardian touches your hand to 
remind you that it is time to leave. The green-gold 
glow dwindles to a tiny spark within the stump, and 
you follow your guide back to the clearing. As you 

do so you see animals and birds all 

around in the trees and bushes. They 
too have come to share in the 

magical power of the green
gold light. 

At the clearing's edge 
the guardian bids you 

farewell and, in speech 
that has no words, 
conveys this message: 
You have walked in 
the heart of the wild
wood and have 

bathed in the light of 
its living force. 

Remember what you 
have felt, and whenever 

you pass a tree-whether it 
stands alone in a wilderness of 
human making or in the depth 

of woodland-pause and listen 
to its voice. For in many parts of the land the 
forests are dying. Only the hearts of those who 
have some of the true wisdom can save them. 

As these words echo in your mind and heart, the 
forest begins to fade from around you and you 
awaken slowly to your normal consciousness. Yet 
the warmth of the forest's heart, its slow-breathing 
life force, and the words of the ancient guardian, 
remain with you. It is for you to see to it that the 
great tree-places of the world are not left to die or 

be cut down. For when the last tree falls, something 
of the utmost value will be lost forever from the 

created world, never to return. Ask yourself if you 
will allow that to happen! 



Chapter Four 

The Dancers in the Green 
That man you saw-lob-lie-by-the-fire, Jack Cade, 

Jack Smith, Jack Moon, poor Jack of every t rade, 

Young Jack, or Old Jack, or Jack What d'ye call, 

Jack in the hedge, or Robin Run by the Wall, 

Robin Hood, Ragged Robin, lazy Bob, 

One of the lords of No Man's land, Good lob

Although he was seen dying at Waterloo, 

Hastings, Agincourt, and Sedge moor too

lives yet. 

Edward Thomas 

The sweet rich beauty of the earth is 

nowhere more apparent than d ring 

the spring, when everything s ems 

more alive and the green energy of life 

flows through every tree and blatle of 

grass. Into this land come the da cers 

who usher in the warm winds of 

summer, who celebrate the deatH and 
rebirth of the harvest fruits and the 
cyclically burgeoning life that is in 

everything and everyone. At this time the Green Man 

appears with all the elegant greenery of the reborn 

year. His energy is strong, youthful, eager. He invites 

us to join him in a dance to welcome the first shoots 

of grain, the unfurling leaves of forest and hedgerow. 

THE MAY DAY REVE L S  

Throughout much of the Middle Ages, once the May 

threw off the shackles of winter and 

new { ife appeared.  The May Day 

games, or "revels," actually took place 

all through the summer, as well as on 

May 1, the date tradition said they 

shoull:! be held. Interestingly, from the 

1500s until the end of the seventeenth 

century, they were almost continually 

ruled over by the figure of Robin 

Hood, to such an extent that these 

celebrations became known as "Robin Hood's Games." 

Just as the introi:luction of the foliate heads into 

the gothic cathedra s of the Middle Ages represented 

the entrance into Christian architraves-by the back 

door-of the old pagan archetype of the Green Man 

a�the spirit of nature, so these games represented the 

entrance of his wilt! forest energy into the ordered 

blossom flowered, a kind of d 'vine madness took ABOVE: The Green MCJn . s personified by a modern "Mummer" at 

possession of the people of Europe. Everyone, from the Gr een Man festival Held every year at Hastings. England. 

kings to lowly commoners, took part in a variety of RIGHT: Th e f'Jower of the greenwood shows itself in this vibrant 

celebrations of the dawning spnng, when the earth aspen. The aspen was as ociated with death and the underworld. 
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realm of the secular city and 

everyday life. Wildness, of a kind 

deplored by so many Puritan writ

ers that it must have had a strong 

hold on the imaginations of the 

people, broke out everywhere once 

the May Pole was erected. 

These poles, most often of oak, 

elm, or birch, were brought from 

the forest and erected in town and village alike, where 

they became the focus of joyful, uninhibited games, 

feasting, and merriment. Significantly, May Day is 

the only survival of the ancient pagan festivals 

that does not have a Christian saint associated with 

it-a fact that probably explains both the continuing 

popularity of the May revels and the Church's 

opposition to them. 

The May Pole harked back to the great world trees 

about which we learned in the previous chapter. It 

was an Axile Tree, connecting earth and heaven. The 

intertwining of the ribbons by the 

dancers echoed the intertwining 

of men and women at this joyous 

time of life's reaffirmation. As the 

people of village and town danced 

around the pole, winding them

selves in intricate mazes of dance 

into the very heart of creation, 

they were, consciously or not, 

embodying a rhythm that has existed since the 

beginning of time and which is so clearly expressed in 

the procreative energy of the Green Man. 

Many interpretations of the May Day games exist .  

We have already examined one of the most important 

of them-the battle between the Kings of Summer 

TOP: The Green Man with his club is carefully watched by 

onlookers in this detail from a fifteenth-century painting. 

ABOVE: A seventeenth-century painting portrays Morris Dancers 

on the banks of the River Thames near Richmond Palace, England. 



RIGHT: The hal(-green, hal(-white (ace o( a Green Man (rom a 

modern troop o( mummers, the Oyster Morris, (rom Canterbury. 

and W inter for the Spring Maiden, We can piece 

together a fairly complete picture of the meaning of 

these May Day celebrations from sources that show 

both the wide distribution of the revels and their 

deeper significance in terms of the ongoing story of 

the Green Man, Welsh folklorist Marie Trevelyan sets 

the scene beautifully : 

On the morning of May Day-that is, at the very 
first glimmer of dawn-the youth and maidens in 
nearly every parish in Wales set out  to the nearest 
woodlands, The gay procession consisted of men 
with horns and o ther instruments, which were played 
while vocalists sang the songs of May-time, When 
the merry party reached the woodlands each member 
broke a bough off a tree, and decora ted the branch 
with flowers, unless they were already laden with 
May blossoms, A tall b irch tree was cut down, and 
b o rne on a farm wagon dra wn by oxen in to the 
v illage, At sunrise the young people placed the 
branches of May beside the doors or in the windows 
of their houses, This 
was fo llowed by the 
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setting up of the Bri ng i ng In  boughs clad w i th the new leafage of spri n g  em phasized 
May Po le on the 
village green, The pole the people's desire to exper ience the joy of l i fe .  
was de corated w ith 
nosegays and garlands 
of flowers, in terspersed with brigh t coloured ribbon 
bows, rosettes and streamers . . . the leader of the 
May dancers would advance to the pole, and tie a 
gay coloured ribbon around it. He was followed by 
all the dancers, each one approach ing the pole and 
tying a ribbon around it until a certain number had 
been tied. The dance then began, each dancer taking 
h is or her p lace according to the order in which the 
ribbons had been arranged around the pole. The 
dance continued without intermission un til the party 
was tired, and then other dancers took their p laces. 

The importance of these May Day celebrations was 

immense. Bringing in boughs clad with the new 

leafage of spring emphasized the people's desire to 

experience the joy of life through the greenery of 

spring and summer. That these festivals perpetuated 

the power of the Green Man in a nominally Christian 

world is evident. 

GA M E S  OF MAY 

One of the earliest reference to a festival that is 

similar in many respects to the May time events of the 
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Middle Ages, and which must have been wildly 

celebrated, is to be found in the Chron icle of 
Britain, written around 1155 by a Saxon priest 

named Layamon. He based his work on the earlier 

( 1130) History of the Kings of Britain by Geoffrey 

of Monmouth. Geoffrey 

drew on still earlier 

hundred thousand sheep, and all manner fowl at a 
number not  ligh tly to be reckoned, besides thirty 
thousand in all of every sort of forest deer. And 
when they had paid all due honour unto the  gods, 
they feasted them on the remainder . . .  and the 

day and the n igh t they 
spent in p laying games of 

documents, now lost ,  

and on oral traditions 

dating back generations. 

... a celebration of the Celtic sun god Belenus, divers kinds. 

whom the Romans identified with Apollo. Layamon elaborates: 

ABOVE: The "Paper Boys," a Morris team from Marshfield, in 

Gloucestershire, reenact the ancient death and resurrection play 

in which one of their number "dies" and is brought back to life. 

Geoffrey's account portrays a religious festival 

celebrating the Celtic king Cassivelaunus's defeat of 

Julius Caesar in c 53 AD. For this festival the barons 

of Britain and their wives were summoned to London 

to make offerings to their gods. Geoffrey writes: 

They accordingly all came without tarrying and 
made sacrifice of divers kinds, and profuse slaying 
of ca ttle. Forty-thousand kine did they offel� a 

The King began the rite 
after the heathen laws of 
the time. There were ten 
tho usand men in the 
temp le, the best of all 
Britons, standing before 
the m igh ty ido l of 
Apollin. Each man held a 
torch , and each was 
clo thed in gold, while the 
King wore a crown on h is 
head. In front of the altar 
was a great fire set, and 
in to this the King and all 
h is grea test men cas t  
gifts. . . . Thereafter they 
feasted on twelve thou-
sand oxen, three thousand 

harts, three thousand h inds and countless fowl 
. . . then all the company repaired to the fields 

nearby, where they began to ride, and to run, and to 
play, wh ile o thers fough t with spear and shield, cast 
grea t ston es, or p layed games on the table-b oard. 
(John Matthews, trans.) 

The games described here by these two medieval 

authorities almost certainly refer to an annual 

celebration of the Celtic sun god Belenus, whom the 

Romans identified with Apollo, or "Apollin," so 

they seem to be memories of pre-Christian solsticial 

rituals and games. 



By the thirteenth century there is abundant 

historical evidence of continuing games, sports, fairs 

and races held between May Day and Midsummer. 

That they were regarded as "dangerous" because of 

their pagan origin is made clear by the attacks 

mounted upon them by 

the Church, which even 
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mountains and burned the gorse to frighten away the 

fairy folk. The next morning, they welcomed in the 

festival with loud blowing of horns, again to drive 

away any fairies who might be near. Then the May 

Queen rode a horse into the village, attended by some 

twenty maidens and an 

when it chose not to rely They welcomed In the festival with loud 
equal number of boys led 

by a captain who formed 

her bodyguard. Folklorist 

Eleanor Hull, quoting 

on accusations of heresy, 

fell back on three aspects blowing of horns . .. to drive away any fairies. 
of the revels they could 

easily attack: drunken

ness, debauchery, and 

dancing-the last being 

thought of in the Middle 

Ages as an instrument of 

the devil that could easily 

lead to excessive behav

ior-particularly illicit 

sexual liaisons. 

Nor were things to 

change much in the suc

ceeding centuries. More 

than two hundred years 

later, in 1736 ,  the minister 

of the deanery of Stowe 

in Gloucestershire issued 

a tract attacking the cele

bration of such games, 

which he declared "relics of paganism" and no more 

than thinly disguised echoes of "sacrificial worship." 

THE KING AND QUEEN OF MAY 

The central figures of the games continued to be the 

Green Man and Green Lady, personified as the King 

.lnd Queen of the May, just as they had been from the 

:ime of the King of the Wood and his bride. 

We can see the extraordinary tenacity of these 

:-estivals from the fact that they have continued into 

:he present. On the Isle of Man, as late as the 1920s, 

:he festival of May Day was celebrated with full 

:irual panoply. On May Eve the people went into the 

ABOVE: This sixteenth-century pointing, The Struggle of Carnival 

and Lent by Pieter Brueghel the Elder. shows the Green Man 

accompanied by characters from the folk ploys of the time. 

from a manuscript description of Manx customs, 

adds the following: 

In opposition to her [the Queen of May) is the 
Queen of Win ter, a man dressed in woman 's clo thes, 
with woollen hood, fur tippets, and laden with the 
heaviest and warmest habits, one upon the o tha In 
the same manner are her attendants dressed, and she 
also has a cap tain and troop for her defence. Being 
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thus equipped as proper emblems, of the Beauty 
of Spring, and the Deformity of Winter, the two 
parties set forth from their respective quarters, the 
one preceded by vio lins and flutes, the o ther with the 
rough music of tongs and cleavers. Bo th parties 
march till they meet on a common, where their 
followers engage in a mock battle. If the forces of 
the Queen of Winter get the upper hand and succeed 
in taking the Queen of May prisoner, she has to be 
ransomed for a sum which will pay the expenses of 
the day; after which, Win ter and her attendan ts 
retire to a barn to amuse themselves while the o thers 
remain on the green, dancing for a considerable 
time. They conclude the evening with a feast, the 
Queen at  one table ... the cap tain at  ano ther. 

ABOVE: The Ravensbourn e M e n .  a contemporary painting by 

Carol Walk lin, shows Morris dancers on the green. 

Once again we have the battle between Summer and 

Winter; here it is two queens who enact the struggle, 

even though, presumably to keep the polarity of 

male-female, one of them is played by a man. We 

note that one of the underlying themes of the May 

Day revels was fear of the fairy folk-which was, in 

fact, fear of the old gods of human sacrifice that the 

fairies represented. 

We can see the repressed theme of human sacrifice 

represented in parts of Scotland to this day, where a 

Beltaine bannock (a kind of hard biscuit) is cooked 

and broken into equal pieces, one of which is  



smeared with ash until it i s  

black . The pieces of  ash are 

then placed in a bag and every

one pulls one out . The person 

who gets the blackened piece 

then has to jump through a 

bonfire-once, a "bonefire"-a 

symbolic reenactment of the 

ancient sacrifice. In an earlier 

time this may have been the way 

the sacrifice was chosen, and he or she burned . 

In Scotland the Beltaine F ire Society still holds an 

annual festival on April 30,  in which the members 

recreate the Green Man's courtship of the Green 

Woman and his death and subsequent rebirth, while 

at Hastings in Sussex a festival dedicated to Green 

ABOVE: A contemporary procession of the Green Man in Hastings. 

BELOW: Green Jack and his merry company parade through the 

streets of old London in this eighteenth-century illustration, 
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Jack takes place annually during 

the month of May. Indeed, 

throughout Europe, the May 

Day revels are still vigorously 

celebrated today, with the Green 

Man playing a central part in 

all of them. As we shall see 

later, the same is true of the 

Midwinter celebration of the 

solstice, which continues across 

much of the world. Honored at both of these high 

points in the ritual year, the energy of the Green 

Man reasserts itself at a deep and unforgettable level 

of our consciousness. 

T H E  G R E EN JAC K  

Another important figure appears at the May Day 

celebrations, known as the Green Jack, or Jack-in-the 

Green, or sometimes as John Barleycorn. Though his 

name changes from season to season, his identity is 
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timeless.  He has been an essential part of the 

celebration of May time and Midsummer from early 

times and is still part of them today. Despite the age 

of this character, the earliest reference to him appears 

in Sports and Pastimes of the People of England by 

1. Strutt, published in 1 80 1 .  Here the description of 

the May Day festival includes chimney sweeps. 

The tr ickster Robi n Goodfellow often took 

the shape of  a sooty ch i m ney sweep to play 

h i s  tr icks o n  m ortals. 

Jack's connection to the chimney sweeps i s  

interesting for several reasons. To this day in  parts 

of Britain, the sweeps are associated with good luck 

and so are often invited to weddings. The motive 

may go back as far as Celtic tradition, where black 

or "sooty" characters were thought of as 

powerful and otherworldly, related perhaps 

to the ancient smith gods who were believed 

to be especially potent. The trickster Robin 

Goodfellow, whom we met earlier, often 

took the shape of a sweep to play his 

tricks on mortals. 

The symbolism here suggests that those 

who enter the Underworld and return,  

retain for a while the dark color attributed 

to that place. Of course, the sweeps were 

also associated with ashes-and hence, like 

the Beltain bannock, were a reminder of 

the ancient sacrificial burnings. The ashes 

from such burnings were believed to be a 

fertilizing element and potent, like the 

smith gods who symbolized the transform

ing, life-giving power of the "refiner's fire." 

RIGHT: The Straw Bear led through the streets of 

Whitt/esea celebrates the successful harvest. 

Strutt's description suggests that the presence 

of the Jack in these celebrations was familiar both to 

the writer and to the people. He writes: 

Some of the larger compan ies [of Sweeps] have a 

fiddler with them, and a lack-in-the- Green, as well 
as a Lord and Lady of the May, who follow the min
strels in great stateliness, and dance as occasion 
requires. The lack-in-the- Green is a p iece of 
pagean try consisting of a hollow frame of wood or 
wicker-work, made in the form of a sugarloaf, but 
open at  the bottom, and sufficien tly large to receive 
a man. The frame is covered with green leaves and 
bunches of flowers in terwoven with each o ther, so 
that the man within may be completely concealed, 
who dances with his companions. 

The mention of the Jack's  presence in the sweep's 

entourage is reminiscent of the description of the 

Castleton Garland Day figure, who harks back to 

even older archetypes of the Green Man. 



THE L I FE O F  THE 

C O RN 

The variety of ways in 

which the Jack appears in 

these festivals makes it 

difficult to arrive at a 

really clear picture of him. 

But one of the names 

associated with him offers 

an important clue. This is 

the Corn King, or "John 

Barleycorn" as he is 

known in England. We 

have met him before (in 

the prelude, page I I ) .  

This ancient figure is 

found wherever the grow

ing of grain is central to 

the survival of the people. 

Indeed, the yearly cycle of 

the corn-its planting, 

growth, and cutting down, 

followed by the repetition 

of this whole process

establishes it as a suitable 

metaphor for the cyclical 

nature of life itself. 

Particularly among those 

cultures that believe in 

reincarnation,  it is poss

ible to see the "life" of 

the corn as a potent echo 

of human existence, 

which also draws its strength from the earth. In 

ancient times the earth was thought of as the Mother 

of all living things, she who gave life and received it 

back again-through the interment of human 

remains, through blood sacrifice, through the ritual 

spilling of human seed upon the earth, and through 

the yearly replanting of the corn . 

The traditional English folksong quoted on page I I  

sums up this idea. Though men plough the corn into 
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ABOVE: A Morris group at Thaxted enact the age-old bottle 

between Winter and Summer in Oxford. 

LEFT: The Green Man appears out of the vine leaves at Southwell 

Minster. England. This carving dotes to c. 1 2 90. 

the earth, and cut it down at harvest time, it shoots 

up again every spring. From the corn comes bread

essential for the continuance of human life-and, 

when brewed, beer. Like the Green Man, John 

Barleycorn (whose name means "the heart of the 

barley") would not lie down. The many figures 

dressed in straw who accompany Green Jack, or 

sometimes take his place in the revels, show how 

much the vitality of the Corn King is still recognized, 

even though few now know the true nature of his role 

in the Green Man's yearly cycle. 

THE O LDE S T  DAN CE 

Green Jack also became an important character III 

the famous Morris dances performed over much of 

Europe, many of which continue today. These are 
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generaJ1y enacted by groups of local people, often 

families who have kept alive the traditions for 

generations. Involving a team of varying numbers of 

men (and, rarely, women) , the dancers carry sticks or 

kerchiefs and dance a broad variety of complex steps 

to the accompaniment of fiddle or accordion. 

The name "Morris" may derive from the term 

"Moor" and originally refer to the fact that the 

dancers blacken their faces. Whether or not this 

blackening of the faces ever referred to the dark

skinned Moors of northern Africa, it certainly 

carries associations with the black-faced chimney 

sweeps and ancient smith gods, and, through them, 

with the spirits of the Otherworld, including the 

victims of sacrificial burning. 

The "fa i r ies" are beaut i fully d ressed i n  r ibbons 

and bells that gl itter i n  the sun ; the "an imal 

men" are roug h l y  clad i n  sk i ns.  

The Morris dance may have originated in Eastern 

Europe, an idea supported by the description of a 

dance still current in Romania. Here the dancers are 

caJ1ed Caiusari, a name often translated as "fairies" 

or '!little horses." This remarkable dance consists of a 

kind of contest between the "fairies" and "the animal 

men." The former are beautifuJ1y dressed in ribbons 

ABOVE: The ancient fertility symbol of the "oss" in Thaxted 

during a yearly celebration of the folk-dance traditions of Britain. 

and beJ1s that glitter in the sun; the latter are roughly public dance. Girls who manage to touch one of the 

clad in animal skins and carry a short (phaJ1ic?) May dancers are assured of fertility and a happy marriage. 

Pole, garlanded with wild garlic. Beginning early in This festival clearly derives from a far more 

the morning, the whole team goes through a kind of ancient ceremony, one that shares enough features 

initiation rite in which each man is beaten with staves. with the Morris dance to suggest a connection. The 

Then a ring is formed by the "fairies" in which a dance in which a symbolic wedding is interrupted 

symbolic wedding ceremony takes place, occasionaJ1y by animal men points to a time when the village 

interrupted by the "animal men" who attempt to shaman would have performed a healing dance 

push their way "into the house." Finally, women around his patients. 

bring out any sick children in the village and the The connection with horses, symbols of animal 

"fairies" dance around them. The whole day ends in a virility, leads us to the presence of another character 



RIGHT: The burr-covered Burryman brings gaod fortune to the 

people of South Queensferry on the Firth of Forth, Scotland. 

BELOW: The Abbots Bromley Horn Dance echoes a pre-Christian 

ceremony, when men were closer to the world of animals. 

in the dances-the Hobby Horse or "Oss "-an 

embodiment of the Green Man's animalistic sexual 

prowess and fertility. We can still see the Oss at many 

performances where Morris dancing takes place. The 

Oss is usually a man dressed in a strange costume 

that includes a horse-skull mask, a wide hooped 

skirt, and sometimes a hobbyhorse stick with mask 

or skull attached. 

This strange and sometimes sinister character 

plays tricks on people and chases them-especially 

young women, whom he covers with his wide skirt in 

order to confer his "blessing" upon them. The Oss 

who takes part in the Padstow May Day celebrations 

wears a hoop daubed with tar; the women he 

"blesses" are marked with black smudges. 

The D a n c e rs in t h e G r e e n  77 

THE F U R RY 

DAN CE 

One of the oldest and 

best established celebra

tions involving Morris 

dancers takes place at 

Helston in Cornwall on 

May 8 every year. It has 

been celebrated in much 

the same way for several 

hundred years and is 

known as the Furry Day, 

or more recently, Floral 

Day. This festival preserves one of the most powerful 

traditions relating to the Green Man. 

The following description, from The Gentleman's 
Magazine for June 1 790, is intriguing. 

In the morning, very early, some troublesome rogues 
go round the streets with drums, or o ther noisy 
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instruments, disturbing their sober neighbours, and 
singing parts of a song [in which there is mention] 

of going to the green wood to bring home "the 
Summer and the May- a. " A n d, accordingly, 
hawthorn flower ing branches are worn in the 
hats. The commonality make it a general holiday; 
and if they find any person at work, make him ride 
on a pole, carried on men's shoulders, to the river, 
over which he is to leap in a wide p lace, if he can; if 
he canno t  he must leap in, for leap he must, or pay 
money. . . .  About the middle of the day they collect  
together, to dance hand-in-hand round the streets, to  
the  sound of a fiddle, playing a particular tune, 
which they continue to do until it is dark. 

This sounds like the May Day games described above. 

But there are some interesting variations, such as the 

enforced leaping over a pole laid across the river. This 

theme is reminiscent of the first meeting between 

Robin Hood and Little John, when they engaged in 

just such a combat at a ford. On one level, this seem

ingly innocent encounter can be seen as no more than 

"horse play." On another, it echoes an age-old combat 

in which two men met at a ford and fought to the 

death, the victor taking the role of the man he slew. 

It is, of course, the same story as the ancient struggle 

of the Year King or the King of the Wood, and it 

resonates with another contest-that of the struggle 

for the Maiden of Spring. The song referred to in this 

account takes us back into Robin Hood territory: 

Robin Hood and Little John. 
They b o th are gone to the fair, 

And we'll go to the merry green wood, 
To see wha t  they do there. 

For we were up as soon as any day 
For to fetch the summer home, 
The summer and the May, 0, 

For the summer now is come! 

RIGHT: The May Day celebrations were banned by the Puritans 

but were triumphantly restored during the reign of Charles II. 
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The meaning of this song is clear enough-Robin 

and John have gone to the greenwood to fetch home 

the summer-i.e. ,  they have gone to bring home the 

bride of the May in the guise of Maid Marian. 

The name of the ceremony-"Furry Dance"-may 

derive from "Flora's Dance, " an ancient Roman 

festival in honor of Flora, the goddess of spring and 

summer. But a more obvious derivation suggests 

itself: the dancers of Helston are really dancing a 

"fairy dance" much like the Romanian fairy dances. 

In that case, they are following the footsteps of those 

otherworldly beings who, some still believe, leave 

rings of trodden wheat throughout the countryside. 

T H E  FATE OF T H E  GA M E S  

By Tudor times, in the face of the Church's continued 

opposition, the object of the games had declined to 

such an extent that they were concerned only with the 

collection of money for the parish. Troops of people 

led by a Robin Hood impersonator rode from village 

to village, performing a play accompanied by a 

minstrel and two drummers. Although these fleeting 

manifestations continued in desultory fashion as late 

as 1 607 in England and 1 6 1 0  in Scotland, they were 

underground springs by then, their players subject 

to fine or even excommunication if caught .  

In some places attempts were made to stop the 

games altogether. They were officially banned in 

M ay Day celebrat ions hel ped keep a l ive 

the sacred power of the G reen Man  and  

G reen Lady  i n  hearts and  souls .  

Scotland in 1 555 ;  but when attempts were made to 

enforce the law, rioting broke out . In 1 5 80,  Edmund 

Asshton described the May Day rites as " lewde 

sports, tending to no other end but to stir up our frail 

natures to wantoness. "  In The Anatomy of Abuses, 

ABOVE: A "green" cross decorates Charlton on Otmore Church 

during May Day celebrations. 

published in 1 5 85 ,  Phillip Stubbs similarly condemns 

the May Day celebrations: 

Against May, every parish, town, and v illage, 
assemble themselves together, both men, women and 
children, o ld and young . . . and either going all 
together, or dividing themselves in to companies, they 
go some to the woods and groves, some to the h ills 
and mountains, some to one p lace, some to ano ther, 
where they spend all the night in pastimes, and in 
the morn ing they return, bringing with them b irch, 
bows, and branches of trees to deck their assemblies. 
. . . I have heard it credibly reported . . . tha t of 

forty, threescore, or a hundred maids going to the 
wood over n igh t, there have scarcely the third part of 
them returned home again undefiled. 



Reading between the lines, we can hear more than 

just disgust at these "heathenish practices" being 

expressed. Fear seems to be present as well-fear 

about the loss of control some people believed 

inevitably followed such uninhibited festivals 

celebrating half-remembered deities of the pre

civilized past .  What appeared as unbridled lust to the 

puritanical mind was, in fact, the energy of nature let 

loose to roam and ravage as it willed. The freedom of 

spirit and the joyous simplicity of life expressed in 

the May Day games represented everything the 

Puritans tried to outlaw and proscribe. 

All the repressed energies of sexuality, bawdiness, 

and love of life suppressed by the gloomy Puritans 

broke out in riotous abandon once Charles II was on 

the throne. In a statute dating from shortly after his 

return, he commanded that: 

for his good people 's recreation, after the end of 
Divine Service, h is good people be not  disturbed . . .  
or  discouraged from any lawful recreation; such as 
dancing, flirtation: either men or  women; archery 

for men, leaping, vaulting, or any o ther such harm
less recreation; nor from having any May Games, 
Witson A les, and Morris Dances, and the setting up 

of May Poles, and o ther sports therewith used. 

It was at this point, as we saw earlier, that Oak 

Apple Day began to be celebrated, acknowledging 

in an only half-understood way the restoration of 

the Green Man under the relaxed reign of the 

"Merry Monarch . "  

T H E  M EAN ING O F  T H E  MAY 

Under the sunny skies of "Merry England" the May 

Day celebrations helped keep alive the sacred power 

of the Green Man and Green Lady in the hearts and 

souls of the Christianized people of England . 

RIGHT: Hyman, here played by Leder Hawkins in the New Globe 

production of As You L i ke It ,  represents the presence of green 

youth in the midst of hoary old age. 
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Embodied in the games, the mysteries of the May 

King and Queen, the struggle between the Kings of 

Summer and Winter, and the death and resurrection 

of the Corn King were ever present. 

To this day in the May Day revels and celebrations, 

unofficial paganism exists side-by-side with official 

Christianity, and the merry Morris dancers preserve 

the light of a more ancient culture that attempted to 

recreate an earthly paradise in which the powers of 

the earth and of fertility met and conjoined. The law 

of the Green Man and his consort the Green Lady 

still flourishes, for a time at least, when the May Pole, 

connecting earth and heaven, winds those who dance 

about it into the endless pattern of creation, making 
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ABOVE: Robin Hood is commemorated in this stained glass panel. 

He has an established association with the May revels. 

RIGHT: Mary Fedden's illustration for the book The G reen Man 

by Jane Gardham. The shadow of  the devil can be seen in the 

foreground as he tries to tempt the Green Man to betray earth. 

them one with the god and goddess. The human 

representatives of the May King are no longer killed, 

for obvious reasons, but the dance still remembers 

and honors the original sacrifices, long after most 

have forgotten the games' true meaning. 

In this chapter we have moved from the bright 

gateway of spring to the deeper door of summer, 

where the Green Man takes upon himself the richer 

colors of the season. He is at his strongest here, 

bursting with life and energy, inviting us to celebrate 

summer's bounty, to join him in a dance that 

embodies the fecundity of the earth, the blossom

weighted boughs, and the high green shafts of the 

ripening corn . Ahead lie the challenges of autumn 

and winter, when new and different figures come 

knocking at the door. 
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ME D ITATION 

A V I S I O N O F T H E M AY 

P
repare to embark upon a journey to another 
time and place. Close your eyes and let your 

surroundings fade, to be replaced by another scene. 
You are standing on top of a range of low hills 

overlooking a mighty forest that stretches below 

you like a vast green sea. Its extent is far 
greater than any forest known to this world. It 
is the wildwood, where you will journey in 
search of wonder and wisdom and hear the 
song of the wild places. 

From far away on the wind's breath, now 
comes the sound of music, and 
suddenly you see coming 
from the distance along the ridge 
of hills a party of merry folk. Their voices are raised 
in song and they dance along the way. They are 
carrying a huge pole, decked with flowers and 
ribbons. Behind the pole bearers streams the rest 
of the party, singing and dancing to the music of 
pipe, drum, and tabor. 

As they come closer, they invite you to join them. 
Your feet take up the rhythm of the dance and you 
are carried irresistibly in their wake, down the hill

side and into the vast reaches of the wildwood. 
Soon the paths open out into wide meadows by 

the side of a swift flowing river. Here the revelers 

set up the mighty pole, and as each person takes a 
ribbon in his or her hands they weave an intricate 
pattern around and around the axis of the pole. 

As you watch, you realize that the pole has 
grown somehow larger. Its flower-bedecked head 
now towers into the sky, and above it you see a 

faint gleam of stars. The ribbons too have grown 
longer, and as the dancers turn, they seem to float 
above the earth, their flying feet and whirling 

garments spiraling out in a dazzling rainbow of 
color. As the dance reaches a crescendo you hear a 

distant horn call echoing amid the trees, and as you 
turn you see another group of dancers, led by a tall 
figure who carries a long bow and wears a hood of 

green; Robin Hood himself now joins the dance! 
Now you cannot keep from dancing too! 

Again you hear a horn, and every
one falls silent, turning toward the 

wood. You see a lone figure approaching, 
dressed in pure white, with white flowers in her 
long hair. Where she walks, white and golden 
flowers spring up. From her hands trail long 
ribbons of blossom, and in her face is a dream 
of spring that moves your heart and soul. 

Thus does Marian come to join the dance. 
As Robin steps forward to take her hand, a 

cheer goes up from the crowd. The Lord and Lady 
of the W ildwood approach the great may pole and 
begin to dance alone, a slow and stately measure. 
As you watch in wonder the pole slowly begins to 
change, until it is no longer a bare pole, but has 
become a tree in the fullness of its growth, a tree 
decked with ribbons of blossom and leaf. 

Winding gently inward to the center, Robin and 
Marian finally come together at the foot of the tree 
and exchange a kiss. The revelers cheer again to a 
loud blowing of horns. 

Silence falls. Then with a sudden rush of wings 
a great flock of white birds flies down and settles 

on the branches of the May tree. Their song fills 

your head, and as the scene slowly begins to spin 
and dissolve, you catch a glimpse of the birds 
descending to form a circle of white around the 
Lord and Lady of the Wood. 

You awaken to find yourself back in your 

own time and place, but with a feeling of peace 

and joyousness that grows deeper as you rise and 
return to the outer world. 
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Chapter Five 

The Green Go e 
(om , as the Green Knight to Gawain at the begi ning 

of the new year-

out of his oaken crevi ce: 

ihude sing cuccu! 

Rona ld Joh nson , The Book of the Green l1an 

As we enter this new curve of the 

Green Man's year we find ourselves in 

a darker landscape, where winter 

etches harsher outlines upon the 

land. In this place the Green Man is 

more cruel; rather than leading us in 

the merry dances of spring, 0 the 

celebrations of summer, he becomes a 

challenger, demanding that we fi d the 
courage to face the harsher realities of 

life. No less vigorous than his 01 , self, 

this new aspect of the Green Man 

invites us to dance again. But now the steps are 

different, leading us into a darker place where we 

must acknowledge the presence of death. 

A C HA L LENGER AT T H E  G A T E  

In the fourteenth century, just as some o f  the finest 

foliate heads were being carved, a poem appeared 

about the tests and trials of the Green Man-a poem 

of such strength and beauty that it has remained 

essential reading for all who love the Arthurian 

mythos, or who love poetry for its own sake. Written 

ABOVE: This Green Knight from Winchester Cathedral is ro ughly 

contemporary with the poem S i r  G awa i n  and The Green Knight. 

RIGHT: The fearsome Green Knight 's cove at Wetton Mill is still 

believed to have been the home of the gr.een gome. 

somewhere in the area of Cumbria, it 

is ca led Sir Gawain and the Green 
Gam . We know it better as Gawain 
and the Green Knight .  The story it tells 

is of] an adventure that begins at 

Christmastide in Camelot .  

Just as Arthur and his knights and 

their ladies are sitting down to dinner, 

they hear a loud crash of thunder, and 

into the hall rides a terrifying figure. 

From h is neck to h is loins so square set 

was he, and so 10 g and stalwart of limb, that I trow 

he was half a giant. And yet he was a man, and the 

merriest that migh t ride. His body in back and 

breast was strong, h is belly and waist were very 

small, and all his l{eatures full clean. 

Great wonder of the knigh t 
Folk 'had in hall, I ween, 

Full fierce he was to sigh t, 
And ar over brigh t green. 

This powerful and threatening figure offers to play "a 

Christmas game" i which he will exchange blows 

with any man there, on condition that whoever gives 

the blow will accep a blow in return . Gawain alone 

has the courage to face the giant, and with the Green 

Knight's own ax c ts off his head. To everyone's 





ABOVE: The hero Gawain sets out on a journey in this Dutch 

medieval illustration from the poem Wal ewa i n .  

horror, the monstrous visitor does not fall .  Instead, 

he rises, takes up his head, and holds it aloft! The lips 

move and the voice speaks, telling Gawain that he 

must journey to the Green Chapel and in one year 

receive in return the same blow he has struck. The 

Green Knight then mounts his horse and rides from 

the court, leaving everyone stunned and Gawain won

dering what exactly he has promised. 

T H E  D EA D LY GA M E  

In this first part of the poem, the Green Knight 

comes with an offer: to play a game in which he will 

allow himself to be sacrificed-his head severed from 

his neck-if his opponent will submit to the same test 

in a year's time. This kind of exchange reflects an 

ancient concept at the heart of the Green Man's 

story. As the guardian of the natural world, he 

As t h e  g ua rd i an  of t h e  n at u ral  wo r ld ,  

h e  c ha l l e n ges u s  to honor the  sacr i fice he 

m akes eve ry wi n t e r. 

challenges us to honor the sacrifice he makes every 

winter-by making our own self-sacrifices of love, 

trust, and service to created things. 

The Green Knight himself is a representative of 

both winter and of the vegetative world, as we know 

by his coloring and appearance, announced by 

thunder, at the Christmas court . He represents the 

winter aspect of the Green Man at his most terrifying 

in holding the power of the death that leads to 

renewed life over the one who accepts his challenge, 

demanding of Gawain the same courage demanded 

of us when we undertake a task that seems too fright

ening or difficult .  This theme is what makes the poem 

at once powerful and exciting; we recognize some

thing of ourselves in Gawain and follow his response 

to the Green Knight's game with a mixture of wonder 

and apprehension. 

A F O OT S T E P  IN T H E  C HA M BE R  

The second part of the poem tells of the turning of 

the seasons and of Gawain's approach to his terrible 

challenge. He sets out in search of the Green Chapel, 

and finally arrives at a castle, that of Sir Bercilak, a 

fierce and hearty lord . Sir Bercilak tells Gawain that 

the place he is seeking lies close at hand, and he offers 



ABOVE: The Green Knight plays the Beheading Game in this 

illustration from the poem S i r  G awai n and the Green Kn ight. 

RIGHT: The Green G o m e, a modem woodcut by Bill Lewis. 

the knight hospitality and the services of a guide 

when the day of the trial comes, 

Gawain accepts the offer and settles down to enjoy 

the hospitality of his host .  Every day Bercilak leaves 

the castle to hunt, returning with various animals he 

has killed. Each time, before leaving, he proposes an 

exchange: He will give Gawain whatever he kills in 

the hunt in return for whatever prize Gawain 

T h e  G r e e n  G o m e  89 

wins at home. Gawain agrees, 

expecting to win nothing .  

But Bercilak's beautiful wife 

intends otherwise. Every 

morning, as soon as her hus

band has departed, Lady 

Bercilak enters Gawain's bed

room and offers herself to him. Gawain, reknowned 

throughout Arthurian tradition as a famous lover but 

here described as the soul of chivalry and courtesy, 

refuses all but a chaste kiss, which he faithfully 

awards to Sir Bercilak when he returns. 
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This curious exchange is repeated three times; each 

time, Gawain, fearing the inevitability of his death at 

the hands of the Green Knight, finds it harder and 

harder to refuse the lady. At last she persuades him to 

accept a gift-a green baldric that she tells him will 

protect him from the death he fears. Finally, the day 

dawns when he must make his way to the Green 

Chapel. As promised, Bercilak provides a guide, and 

soon Gawain finds himself in a strange place. The 

poem describes it this way: 

A t  length a lit tle way off he caugh t sigh t of a round 
h illock by the side of a brook, and there was a ford 
across the brook, and the water therein bubbled as 
though it had been bo iling. The knigh t . . . walked 
round about it, debating within himself wha t  place it 
migh t be. It had a hole at the end and on either side, 
it was overgrown with tufts of grass and was all 
round and hollow within . . . .  

The Green Knight now appears, and Gawain kneels 

to receive the blow. Twice his adversary feints, then 

mocks Gawain's courage. Finally, he nicks Gawain's 

neck and declares himself satisfied . To Gawain's 

astonishment and wonder the Green Knight reveals 

that he is, in fact, Sir Bercilak, and that the 

enchantress Morgane has put him and his wife under 

a spell. (Actually, Gawain had already seen Morgane 

in the castle disguised as an ugly old woman. )  

Morgane set up the whole business to test the 

courage of Arthur's court, and Gawain's in particu

lar. The only reason for Gawain's slight neck wound 

is that he failed the test at the last minute by accept

ing Lady Bercilak's gift of the green baldric because 

he thought it would protect him. 

TH E RIDD LE AN S W E RED 

We learn at this point that the whole latter half of the 

poem is a further test-a restatement, in even more 

human terms, of the Green Knight's challenge, which 

is about finding true courage and of knowing how to 

act in the face of adversity. So, one of the gifts of the 



Green Man is that he instructs us in how to face our 

deepest fears and conquer them. In this way he 

becomes a companion as well as a challenger, a dual 

role that is present in the archetype in virtually all of 

its manifestations. Whether aiding in the life-affirm

ing celebrations of May, or offering a way back to a 

once acknowledged connection with the natural 

world in other ways, the Green Man draws us ever 

more deeply into the magical pattern of the year. In 

doing so, he also encourages us to realign our own 

lives with the rhythms of nature and to experience 

our own personal life stories as journeys of challenge, 

self-sacrifice, death, and rebirth. 

CU ROI AND T H E  

BAC H LACH 

Behind the alternately 

charming and sinister 

figures of Bercilak and 

the Green Knight lies 

a figure from Celtic 

myth-Curoi Mac Daire. 

This character is a 

mixture of historical 

personage and mythic 

being . He was probably a real king of Munster in 

Ireland, sometime during the Heroic period (roughly 

equivalent to the Bronze and Iron ages) , but he is best 

known through the saga that celebrates the life of the 

more famous Irish hero, Cuchulainn. 

Curoi's otherworldly nature is revealed in the 

medieval Irish tale Fled Bricriu ("Bricriu's Feast") , 

which has long been recognized as a primary 

source for Gawain and the Green Knight .  In this 

story Curoi appears at a feast in the shape of a giant, 

who offers to play the Beheading Game with not one 

but three heroes: Conall Cearnach, Laoghaire, and 

LEFT: A medieval carving from Sibton Church, Suffolk, England, 

shows the Bachlach holding a club. 

ABOVE:The challenging face of the Green Man looks out from 

these two roof boss carvings from Sampford Courtenay, Devon. 
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Cuchulainn. The object of the game is to establish 

which of the three will be the supreme champion of 

all Ireland. The game consists of each of the heroes 

being allowed to cut off Curoi' s  head-in return for 

allowing him to do the same to them. Expecting no 

retaliation, both Laoghaire and Conall Caernach 

strike their blows, but in each case Curoi replaces his 

head after the blow. 

At this terrifying event Conall Caernach and 

Laoghaire flee. Cuchulainn alone is prepared to 

accept the return blow. But when it comes, the giant 

only grazes .the hero's neck with the blunt edge of the 

ax. He then declares Cuchulainn to be the bravest 

man in Ireland, saying, 

l iThe sovereignty of 

the warriors of 

Ireland to you from 

this hour, and the 

champion's portion 

without dispute, 

and to your wife 

precedence over the 

women of Ulster 

forever. I I  Then he 

departs. Only later is 

it revealed that he was Curoi in disguise, come to test 

the courage of the heroes and the worthiness of 

Cuchulainn in particular. 

The same story appears in one other place, a tale 

called The Tragic Death of Curoi Mac Daire . In this 

story, the fairy woman Blathnat is one of the spoils of 

a siege in which the warrior Curoi had fought 

bravely, but in disguise. Because no one knew who he 

was, he received none of the fruits of battle. This 

injustice made him so angry that he seized Blathnat, 

two magical cows, and three birds that perched 

in their ears, causing them to give milk thirty 

times that of a normal animal. Putting the birds 

into his belt, and holding Blathnat under one 

arm and the cows under the other, Curoi fled . 

Cuchulainn chased and fought him, but was defeated. 

Curoi shaved Cuchulainn's head, buried him up to 



92 Cha p te r  F i v e  

his  armpits in  mud,  and covered him with cow dung. 

Cuchulainn was so angry that once he got free he 

followed Curoi and , discovering his true identity, 

planned his death with the help of Blathnat, who 

by now was Cuchulainn's lover. Blathnat bound 

Curoi to the bed by his hair, and Cuchulainn burst in 

and cut off his head. 

A N O T H E R  G R E E N  G I A N T  

We can easily see that the story o f  Curoi's tragic 

death is yet another that follows the pattern laid out 

by the Green Man's yearly cycle. For example, it is 

strongly reminiscent of the abduction story we heard 

in chapter 2, where Guinevere is carried off by 

Meleagraunce. Here Curoi takes the place of 

Meleagraunce as the abductor, and Blathnat replaces 

Guinevere as the victim. The method of Curoi's 

death refers us back to 

the Beheading Game, 

though this time, since I n  the a n c i e nt p atter n ,  a fearsome creature of o therworld l y  ori g i n  comes 
Curoi i s  unable to 

restore his severed head, 

Cuculainn is the winner 

to cha l l e n g e  a h uman hero to p l ay the Behead i n g  G ame. 

of the contest . 

One of the most interesting details to emerge from 

comparing the stories of Bricriu's Feast and Gawain 
and the Green Knight is the use of a particular epithet 

to describe the rather fearsome giant in the former. 

Thi-s word is bachlach (pronounced "bachelach") .  

The similarity of this word to the name "Bercilak" 

immediately invites identifying the giant bachlach 

with the Green Knight . 

In both cases the pattern is the same: a fearsome 

creature of otherworldly origin comes to challenge a 

hero to play the Beheading Game; the period of the 

challenge is for one year; and the object (hidden in 

the Gawain poem but still discernible) is the winning 

of the Spring Maiden. Bercilak is to Gawain as Curoi 

is to Cuchulainn . In each instance, representatives 

of the human world are challenged and tested by 

figures who can be considered otherworldly represen

tatives of the Green Man. 

T H E  G UA RDIAN OF S U M M E R  

Another figure who deserves mention at this point is 

one who, together with his consort, stands as a 

guardian of summer in much the same way that the 

Green Knight is a guardian of winter. This strange 

being is known as Gromer Somer Jour, which means 

"Man of the Summer's Day, " a name that makes his 

archetypal identity explicit .  He appears in an extra

ordinary medieval poem called The Wedding of Sir 
Gawain and Dame Ragnall. 

The story goes like this: While out hunting, King 

Arthur encounters a fierce and terrible adversary 

(Gromer) who, having separated the king from his 

ABOVE: The face of the Green Knight from a fourteenth·century 

carving in the choir stalls of Bamberg Cathedral, Germany. 

RIGHT: This contemporary image by Jane Brideson shows the dual 

nature of the Green Man, who can be both friendly and fierce. 
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companions, threatens to kill him. When Arthur 

asks for an opportunity to save himself, Gromer 

agrees only on the condition that Arthur finds within 

a year the answer to the riddle, What is it that women 

most desire? Agreeing to this bargain Arthur returns 

to court and asks his nephew Gawain to help him 

find the answer. 

Both men now set out on a year-long journey, ask

ing every woman they meet what it is that women 

most desire, and compiling a book of the answers, 

until finally the time is up. As Arthur sets off in 

despair to find Gromer, he meets a hideously ugly 

woman at the crossroads who offers to tell him the 

one true answer. But again, there's a condition: that 

she be allowed to marry Gawain-the handsomest, 

most desirable knight in all the land! 

Sadly agreeing, Arthur continues on his way and 

gives Gromer the book of answers, hoping they will 

suffice. Only after Gromer rejects them all does the 

identical to the Morgane we encountered in Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knigh t. 

But the spell is not completely broken. Gawain has 

another choice to make: Ragnall can be fair for him 

by night, in which case she must be foul by day, or 

vice versa . After some hesitation Gawain asks 

Ragnall to choose, since she is just as much affected 

by the decision as he. Elated, Ragnall claps her hands 

and declares the spell 

entirely broken, saying 

that now she can be fair 

both by day and by 

night . As you may have 

guessed, the one true 

answer to Gromer's ques

tion is: What women 

most desire is the free

dom to choose who they 

will be! 

This extraordinary 

Ragnall, the Green Woman,  can teach us a great deal about o ur 
story shows us another 

dimension to the chal-

lenge theme. Here we see 

relat ionsh i p  to the environment, as the Green Man  has always tried to do.  the challenge of summer, 

which parallels the chal

lenge of winter offered by 

king offer the answer the old woman gave him. 

Gromer flies into a rage, because only one person, his 

sister Ragnall, could possibly have known the one 

true answer that could save Arthur's life! 

Happy to have his head, but miserable for his 

nephew, Arthur returns to court with Ragnall and 

breaks the bad news to Gawain. Gawain, a model of 

courtesy as ever, agrees to the match, though women 

everywhere wail at the loss of the handsome hero to 

the dreadful hag. 

The pair are married in high style and retire to the 

bridal chamber. When Ragnall requests a kiss, 

Gawain, summoning up his courage, complies. At 

once the loathly creature is transformed into a 

beautiful young woman! She explains that she and 

Gromer had been enchanted by Morgan Ie Fay; 

the Green Knight. But here the central character of 

the story is feminine. In Ragnall, we have one of the 

few literary appearances of the Green Woman. Her 

challenge is a very real one, both for Gawain and for 

those of us today who can hear the story's message. 

Aside from its theme of justice and freedom for 

women, a further aspect that relates directly to our 

investigation of the Green Man presents itself. 

Ragnall can be seen as representing the angry face 

of nature, which we may easily experience as "ugly," 

in response to our abuse. But Ragnall, the Green 

ABOVE: Holly, green throughout the year, is the symbol of the 

Green Knight's enduring strength. 

RIGHT: This spot, at Hoo Brook, Staffordshire, is traditionally 

considered the site of the Green Chapel. 



Woman, can teach us a great deal about our 

relationship to the environment, as the Green Man 

has always tried to do. She tells us that, just as 

Ragnall wants to choose how she will express herself, 

so nature desires to be allowed to follow its own 

course, to grow how and where it will, unchecked 

by human beings. If we permit this to happen, we 

will receive the wisdom of the natural world . 
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However, if we ignore nature's messages, it will 

remain ugly to us, and show us only its cruel face. 

THE G REEN MAN OF KN OW LEDGE 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Bricriu's Feast are 

not the only places in which the Green Gome proffers 

his challenge. A story that recurs throughout Celtic 

folk tradition, with close parallels in the folklore of 
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people as  far-flung as  the users of Esquimaux and 

Sanskrit, shows how the Green Man finds new ways 

to insinuate himself into our consciousness. 

In the Celtic tradition this folktale is known as The 
Green Man of Knowledge. It recounts the adventures 

of "Jack" who, after a life 

of carefree idleness, 

decides to try his luck in 

the world and eventually 

finds his way into the 

Land of Enchantment. 

There he meets the Green 

Man of Knowledge and 

manages to defeat him at 

a game of cards. Then 

Jack follows the Green 

Man home and seeks the 

hand of his fair young 

daughter in marriage. 

He wins her by way of 

a series of seemingly 

impossible tasks, which 

he finally accomplishes 

only with the help of the 

daughter herself. 

M E R RY ROB IN G O ODF E L LOW 

The Green Man's challenge can be expressed in 

ways other than that of the Green Knight's game

namely, as trickery. We have seen that trickery is a 

prominent feature in the behavior of both the Green 

The fact that the 

same story, with some 

local variants, occurs in 

both Ireland, where it 

is called either Green 
Leaf or Green Leverey, 
and in Scotland, where 

it is known as The 

I - I �  ,,; ' � .- ,  " - ' .  l ' '.
' . f '  

The Fool I S  a rep resentative of the Year  Kings, who were g iven  
Green Man of Knowledge 
or Green Sleeves, shows 

how widespread it is 

and how deeply associat-

responsibility over the people for a brief time and then were sac rificed .  

ed with the idea of the Green Man. There is even 

a Romany version, which was collected from a 

group of Welsh Gypsies, called 0 Grino Murs Jivela 
are Kekeno Tern , or "The Green Man who lived 

in Noman's Land . "  

Knight and of Curoi . A third important figure who 

manifests this feature is a fairy being known as Robin 

Goodfellow. Almost everything we know about him 

comes from a curious seventeenth-century pamphlet 

that revels in the title Robin Goodfellow, alias Puck, 



alias Hob: his mad pranks, and merry jests, full of 
honest mirth, and is a fit medicine for melancholy.  It 

was printed in 1 628 ,  but almost certainly drew on 

a whole range of existing fairy lore as well as 

elements drawn from the tales of Robin Hood and 

other Green Man traditions. 

In this story, Oberon,  the Fairy King, visits a 

maiden at night, but vanishes during the day "wither 

she knew not,  he went so suddenly. " The outcome of 

these nightly visits is a child,  Robin Goodfellow, who 

shows no unusual traits until, at age six, he begins to 

play such tricks upon the neighbors that his mother 

despairs. She finally threatens to whip him, and since 

this "did not please him,"  he ran away. A day's jour

ney from his home he went to sleep in a field and 

dreamed of bright-eyed folk who danced around him 

all night to music as beautiful as that which the 

Greek demigod Orpheus once coaxed from his lyre. 

In the morning Robin woke to find a scroll beside 

him on which was written in words of gold : 

Robin, my only son and heir, 
How to live take thou no care: 

By _nature thou hast cunning shifts, 
Which fll increase with o ther gifts. 

Wish what  thou wilt, thou shall it have; 
Andfor to fetch both fool  and knave, 

Thou hast the power to change thy shape, 
To horse, to hog, to dog, to ape. 

Transformed thus, by any means, 
See none thou harm'st but knaves and queans: 

But love thou those tha t  honest be, 
And help them in necessity. 

Do thus and all the world shall know 
The pranks of Robin Goodfellow, 

For by that name thou called shall be 
To age's last posterity; 

And if thou keep my just command, 
One day thou shall see Fairy Land. 

Robin first tested the promise of wish granting by 

asking for food, and a dish of fine veal was set before 
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him. He wished for plum pudding: it appeared . Then, 

tired of eating, he wished to be a horse. Immediately 

he became a fine spirited beast .  Then he changed 

himself into a black dog, a green tree, and so on, 

until he was sure he could change himself into 

anything he wanted. Then he decided to try out his 

newfound skills by playing more of the tricks for 

which his mother had threatened to beat him. So he 

set out into the world, where he pulled so many 

pranks that his name soon became known through

out the land .  He played tricks on clowns, on 

burghers, and on old  and young. Interestingly, he 

also turned himself into a chimney sweep. Finally, the 

complaints about his trickery were so great that his 

father Oberon summoned him to Fairy Land, where 

he is said to have remained for "many a long year. " 

ABOVE LEFT: A seventeenth-century woodcut shows Robin 

Goodfellow surrounded with a circle of witches or fairies. 

ABOVE: Robin Hood, the medieval outlaw of Sherwood Forest, 

become on important figure in the mythology of the Green N c: ' .  
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T HE LAUG HIN G  S P R I T E  

In fact, Robin Goodfellow i s  a type of brownie, a 

hobgoblin or sprite, whose primary characteristics 

are both to cause trouble for mortals and to clean the 

houses of people who welcome such beings. This dual 

LEFT: Robin Goodfellow in his most Puckish guise in this costume 

sketch for Shakespeare 's A M i dsum m e r  N ight's D ream. 

RIGHT: The Fool supported by two dancing Wildmen, bringing 

together two aspects of the Green Man. 

behavior is in keeping with the instructions Robin 

Goodfellow's father gives him in the scroll-namely, 

that he is to harm no one who does not deserve it .  

Indeed, the victims of his pranks are unworthy 

people. Even so, despite the anger he arouses by his 

at-times outrageous deeds, these deeds are not really 

spiteful or cruel. Like his namesake Robin Hood, he 

helps the poor at the expense of the rich. 

Several other mythical characters share Robin 

Goodfellow's attributes of shape-shifting and 

trickiness. In Welsh myth, for example, we have 

Taliesin, a poet and shaman of the sixth century who, 

after drinking a magic brew from the cauldron of the 

goddess Ceridwen, acquires both wisdom and the 

capacity to shape shift .  The same tradition also gives 

us the famous character of Merlin, who could change 

his shape at will, and who, on more than one 

occasion, played tricks on his adversaries, leaving 

the scenes of his antics with the deep chuckle that 

became his signature. 

The association of Robin Goodfellow with such 

figures shows that he is more than a simple fairy. Like 

Robin Hood, he is a hero of the common people. 

And, like Merlin, he plays tricks that resolve myster

ies and display his abilities to manifest supernatural 

effects. His characteristic "ho, ho, ho" is reminiscent 

of Merlin's laughter, while his shape-shifting abilities 

are like those of the Taliesin. 

F O O L  F O R  A DAY 

Stories of the Trickster lead us to a related figure

the Fool . As Lord of Misrule, the man chosen to play 

the Fool presided over the May Day games along 

with the Robin Hood and Green Jack impersonators. 

Crowned for a day, he was shown every courtesy, even 

though he represented a clownish chaos that most 

people feared during the rest of the year. As with so 



many aspects of the archetype of the Green Man, the 

Fool represented an outlawed wildness we will 

encounter again in the next chapter. 

The Puritan writer Phillip Stubbs paints a vivid, if 

somewhat disapproving, picture of the appointment 

and actions of the Fool: 

First, all the wild-heads of the parish, coventing 

together, choose them a Grand- Captain (of all 

Mischief) whom they ennoble with the title "My 

Lord of Misrule," and him they crown with great 

solemnity, and adopt for their King. 

Having selected between twenty and a hundred 

men to accompany him, all of whom are dressed 

in costumes of green and gold, the Lord and his 

company proceed . . .  
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towards the church and churchyard, their pipes 

piping, their drummers thundering, their stumps 

dancing, their bells jingling, their handkerchiefs 

swinging about their heads like madmen, their 

hobby horses and other monsters skirmishing 

amongst the rout. 

Somewhat surprisingly, this noisy, brightly 

dressed group enters the church, whether or not a 

service is in progress, and dances before the altar. 

Then they go out again into the churchyard where, 

Stubbs says, 

they have commonly thefr Summer Halls, their 

bowers, arbours and banqueting houses set up. 

wherein they feast, banquet and dance all that day 

and peradventure all the night too. 
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The Fool and his men are then given food by the 

parishioners, to whom they sell "badges" which they 

called " My Lord of Misrule's Badges, " and which 

protect their owners from the merciless mockery of 

the Lord's men. 

As with the May Day revels, the antics of the Fool 

acted as a safety valve for the ordinary people, offering 

them a safe means of challenging the nobility who 

oppressed them so cruelly during the rest of the year. 

At another remove, the Fool is a representative of the 

Year Kings, who were given responsibility over the 

people for a brief time and then were sacrificed to 

insure the continued fertility of the land. 

Trickster gods the world over are seen as 

playing a part in the creation of humanity. 

We would not be wrong in seeing Robin 

Goodfellow as a type of Fool and a native British 

trickster akin to the Native American Coyote, or the 

West Indian Anansi, both of whom possess qualities 

of clownish defiance. 

Trickster gods the world over are seen as playing 

a part in the creation of humanity. After this creation 

they maintain an unpredictable relationship with 

their "offspring, " a connection that often manifests 

in the form of tricks and games apparently intended 

to keep us on our emotional, intellectual, and 

spiritual toes! 

This quality of sly trickery is also apparent in the 

foliate heads with their impish, mocking faces. Others 

who display these tricksterish characteristics of the 

Green Man include the Wild Man, the Wild 

Herdsman, and Herne the Hunter, figures that we 

will encounter in the next chapter. 

RIGHT: The chalk hil l  figure of a giant  from Cerne Abbas in 

Dorset. England. represents the ancient earthy power of the 

primitive Green M an. 
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MEDITATION 

THE GREEN GIANT 

C
lose you r  eyes and p re pare to set out on a 

j o u rn ey. As you r  fam i l iar  s u rro u n d i ngs fad e ,  you 

fi n d  you rself  i n  a s u n l it g lade deep with i n  the wi ld

wood.  It  i s  eve n i ng, and the s u n  sends  

go l d e n  s hafts of l ight between the  

senti n e l  trees. You stretch yo u r  

l ength o n  the i nvit ing tu rf and.  as 

yo u l i sten to the d rowsy h u m  of bees,  

yo u fal l  deeply as leep a n d  begi n to d ream. 

You are sta n d i n g  by a l ow green m o u n d  in 

the s ide of wh i c h  gapes a dark hole.  A c o l d  

wi n d  b l ows from i t ,  and yo u s h iver. Then a 

ru stl i n g  s o u n d  a n n o u nces the appearance of 

an awesome figu re .  Sta n d i ng over e ight  feet 

h igh , he i s  c l a d  in l e aves. Leaves sprout from 

h is  mouth, h is  nostri ls ,  from the corners of h i s  

eyes.  H i s  arms a n d  l egs are l ike b ranches  a n d  h i s  

f ingers a n d  toes l i ke twigs. H i s  movements s o u n d  

l ike w i n d  b l owing through a grove of trees. 

Fo r a moment yo u are afraid ;  fo r s u c h  raw power 

i s  em itted by th is  b e i ng that you can scarcely stand 

before it .  Then you become aware of a deep ass u r

ance,  a fee l i ng of a b i d i ng fri e n d s h i p, conveyed to you 

without wo rd o r  s ign from the m ighty figu re . 

Now the powerfu l being gestu res for you to fol l ow 

h i m .  You do so, ru n n i ng to kee p  u p  with h i s  great 

stri des .  At last you come to a s h e ltered h o l l ow 
I 

between masslye rocks. G reat trees b e n d· rou n d  the 

rocks a n d  ove rhang the cav�""like hollow. In front of 

the cave stands  a worn block of stone, and l ean ing  

aga inst the ston e  i s  a huge stone-ax. The l eaf-man 

turns toward yo u ,  an d, once" qgain a message is 
\ "\ 

conveyed ,  though n o  ¥foras a re uttered .  

You fal l  back i n  h o rror a s  you rea l ize what the 

tree-man i s  ask i ng yo u 'to do--:take u p  the ax a n d  

cut off h i s  h ead ! Aga i n  i�ere i s  a reass u ran ce-th at 

a l l  wi l l  be wel l  if you do as he wishes .  

Sl owly the G reen M an knee ls ,  h i s  m ighty knees 

c racking l ike b reak ing  b ranches .  H e s itati ng, you 

p i ck up the ax, s u rprised by its l ightn ess.  With 

growing confidence  and a wave of s u btle e n e rgy, you 

h eft the ax, raise  it h igh above the b e n d i ng figu re , 

b r i ng it down. a n d  cut 

th ro ugh the n eck of the G reen Man.  

You j u m p  back,  expecti ng a rush of b lood,  but  

o n ly a few d rops that seem m o re l ike sap than 

blood e m e rge from the h ead less  n eck. The tree-l ike 

fig u re remains  bent over the sto n e ,  as if  beco m i ng 

rooted to the spot, but the h ead has d i sappeare d !  

T h e n ,  where the d rops o f  b l ood s a p  h a d  fal l e n ,  

you see a sti rr ing i n  t h e  earth , and green shoots 

1 

1 
I 



appear from the gro u n d .  You watch i n  asto n i s h ment 

as o n e  grows rap i d ly to become a tal l  ear of corn ,  

wh i l e  anothe r  becomes a yo u ng sap l i ng, covered in  

ten d e r  green l eaves .  

A s  you conti n u e  t o  l ook, a face appears a m i d  t h e  

leaves o f  t h e  sap l i ng. It i s  a laugh i ng fac e  with wide 

l i ps from which l eaves are starti ng to s p ro ut. 

I t  is the face of the G reen Man ! 

Now h e  grows with asto n i s h i ng rap i d ity, u nt i l  h e  

i s  tal l e r  t h a n  you ,  h i s  face resem b l i ng m o re a n d  

m o re the tree-man y o u  k i l l ed .  Sudden ly, h e  p u l l s  

both o f  h i s  feet from t h e  earth and sets off fo r the 

green m o u n d .  Yo u fo l low h im,  g lan c i ng back at the 

c l eari ng, wh e re a l l  n ow seems j u st as it was 
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befo re-except that a n ew tree is growing bes i d e  

the anc i ent sto n e ,  and the a x  i s  o n c e  agai n  i n  

p l ace bes ide  it. 

At the e ntrance to the m o u n d  the G reen Man 

turns toward you ,  an d th i s  t ime you hear wo rds 

fo rming i n  you r  m i nd:  "You h ave witn essed the 

d eath a n d  reb i rth of the year. Whereve r you 

walk i n  the wo r ld  you wi l l  n ow see and hear and 

fee l  the vo ices of growing t h i ngs. G o  n ow, a n d  take 

th is ,  my gift of natu re-wisdom." 

The G reen Man ex}e n d s  a large, tWig-l ike hand to 

you .  A h aze l n u t  l ies on the ro ugh pal m .  Yo u take 

the n ut, and eat it, u n d e rsta n d i ng that it is a seed of 

wisdom that wi l l  take root and grow with i n  you .  

Now you turn from th is magical scene and return 

to the p l ace where yo u b egan to d ream. Yo u s l i p  

back i nto you r  body a n d  b egi n t o  wake u p .  Return 

n ow to you r  n o rmal c o n s c i o u s n ess ,  but remem ber 

al l  that you h ave exper ienced in the p lace in your 

s o u l  where the G reen Man dwe l l s  eternal ly. 



Chapter Six 

The Wildman and the Wodewose 
There are mushrooms for a brain, 

owl talons, vervain, mandrake, 

and something else, unnamed, 

that sets the shallow winter sap upon its face 

and grants the Greenman motion 

and binds him to the forest waste. 

Ari Berk, Anatomies 

Wildness is everywhere, in the growth of 

nature and in the stirring of the human 

heart when we are moved to anger, love, 

or fear. The archetype of the WIldman 

from the ancient and medieval worlds is 
an expression of the soul's free om to 

choose, to make its own way in the 

world. It also expresses a �atural 

inclination toward a wildness of spirit 

that we ignore at our peril-p ysical, 

psychological, and spiritual. By 

acknowledging the Wildman we can learn a gnilat 

deal about our own relationship,s, not only to each 

other, but also to the natural world. The face he 

presents expresses the Green Man's anger at the way 

we have failed to maintain our unwritten contract 

with nature-our own and that of the planet. 

T HE FACE O F  W ILDNESS 

As we have seen, many of the representations of 

the Green Man act as eitHer adversaries or 

challengers. In the Middle Ages the Wildman became 

ABOVE: The Wildman leads the way into he heart of the forest. 

RIGHT: This ancien t tree stump epitomizes the sometimes (ears0me 
energy of the Wildman's natural home. 

a personification of those aspects 

of nalure-vegetative, animal, and 

bumanLrejected by humankind in its 

espousal of civilization. By challenging 

the very premises of civilization, the 

Wildman became the object of many 

of the most deep-seated fears of the 

medie al Christian world, exemplified 

in particular by the reaction of the 

establi hed Church to the ungovernable 

or unlicensed behavior represented by 

the traditional May Day celebrations. 

For this reason the medieval Wildman was 

thought of as living in remote corners of the land, 

especially forests, mountains, and caves. He is 

described as: 

a hairy man curIOusly compounded of human and 

animal traits, Wirfout, howevel� sinking to the level 

of an ape. It exhiliits upon its naked human anatomy 

a growth of fur, leaving bare only its face, feet, and 

hands, at times its knees and elbows, or the breasts 

of the female of the species. Frequently the creature 

is shown wielding a heavy club or mace, or the trunk 

of a tree. 

(Bernheimer, Wild Men In the Middle Ages) 
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Though often represented as clothed in long hair, 

which can be alternately matted and filthy or 

carefully groomed, there are also descriptions in 

which the Wildman is covered in a growth of leaves, 

which seem to be part of him rather than an 

artificially constructed covering. Even in his hairiest 

form he generally wears a circlet of leaves, or has 

leaves draped around his loins. Clearly, he is yet one 

more aspect of the Green Man. 

T HE F IR S T  W I LD MEN 

The earliest accounts we have of human 

representatives of the Wildman come from classical 

and preclassical times; they range from such 

characters as Enkidu in the Sumerian Epic of 

Gilgamesh, whom we met in chapter 1 ,  to the Greek 

poet Orpheus, who shared many of the attributes of 

the dying and rising gods after he journeyed to the 

Underworld to reclaim his wife Euridice. Orpheus's 

connection with the spirit of wildness comes 

through his close association with the nature 

god Dionysus who, as we also saw in chapter 1, 

ABOVE: An early-sixteenth-century (oliate head decorates a bench 

in Bishop's Lydeard Church. Somerset. England. 

represented an ungovernable wildness of spirit for 

much of the classical world. 

A typical story expressing the terrifying power of 

Dionysus tells how the three daughters of King 

Minyas were reluctant to honor the god and scolded 

the other women of the court for going off into the 

mountains to celebrate his orgiastic mysteries. 

Learning of their disdain, Dionysus confronted the 

errant women, appearing first as a bull, then a lion, 

This story, terrible though it IS, warns those 

who would deny the wildness that IS part of 

our own nature, as well as of the earth. 

and finally as a leopard. With his coming, ivy and 

vines grew over the chair where Minyas's daughters 

did their weaving, and serpents crawled in their 

baskets of wool. Terrified, the women promised to 

sacrifice one of their children to the god, and having 

drawn lots they tore the unfortunate infant to pieces. 

Banished for this terrible crime, they wandered the 

hills until they were metamorphosed by Dionysus 

into the shapes of a bat, an owl, and a crow. 

This story, terrible though it is, warns those who 

would deny the wildness that is part of our own 

nature, as well as of the earth. Such denial invites 

that same force to invade our world. If you shut out 

your wildness, it will come to get you. 

V IS IONS IN T HE W I LD 

There is something inherently disturbing in these 

images of the Wildman who simultaneously displays 

both human and nonhuman qualities. Our species 

tends to marginalize what it fears, and during the 

Middle Ages and earlier the Wildman was treated as 

an object of fear. At the heart of this treatment of 

the archetype lies a tension between two distinct 

portraits of the Wildman-on the one hand, as a 



ABOVE: The face of Merlin looks out from this carving in the living 

rock of Alderley Edge, Cheshire, England. 

potentially friendly being, and, on the other, as a savage 

creature. This echoes the most common perception of 

the Green Man, allowing him to be portrayed as at 

once kind and helpful and fearsome and aggressive. 

This dichotomy arose in part from the way nature 

itself was perceived; that is, as both kindly and 
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threatening-more often the latter. This perception 

of threat can be seen in the medieval stories about 

people who went mad and became wildmen as the 

result of witnessing violent events. Interestingly, the 

Wildman's madness conveyed wisdom as well as 

wildness on those who succumbed to it. 

A powerful example of this wise madness can be 

seen in the character of Merlin, the shaman, seer. and 

prophet who ran mad in the forest after witnessing 
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the carnage of the battle of Arderrydd. Actually, 

Merlin had already exhibited a number of Wildman 

characteristics before this event. The offspring of a 

royal princess and a demon, or fairy, he was born 

hairy as a sign of this "demonic" origin. However, his 

hairy pelt fell from him when he was baptized; 

this signified that the 

pagan wildness within 

him had been tamed 

by the civilizing influence 

of Christianity. 

It was later, as a fully 

grown man, that Merlin 

underwent his period 

of madness, which 

paradoxically put him in 

touch with his original 

wildness in such a way 

that he could fully utilize its power to become a 

visionary. During his time of madness in the woods, 

with only a tame pig to talk to, the gift of prophecy 

came to him, so that he was able to utter curious 

verses to his companion: 

Listen little pig. 

Wonders there will be 

In Pryde in-but I 

Shall not care. 

When the people of Mona 

Ask questions of the Brython, 

That will be a troublesome time! 

A superior lord will appear: 

Cynan, from the banks of the Teiwi 

Confusion will follow-

But we shall have the music of the Bards! 

(John Matthews, trans. ) 

THE WILD HERDSM AN 

Because of their death to normal consciousness and 

their rebirth into extraordinary consciousness, or 

wisdom, through madness, the embodiments of the 

Wildman aspect of the Green Man were regarded as 

repositories of earthy knowledge. Hence Merlin was 

one of the Wildman's avatars. People sought out 

these dwellers in the wilderness in order to gain their 

wisdom, including their knowledge of herbs and 

plants for healing and of simples and potions for 

problems rangmg from sprained muscles to 

unrequited love. 

The Wildman's deep 

understanding and love 

and knowledge of nature 

also made him a sought

after herdsman, able to 

gather animals to him 

and to converse with 

them. In this form, as the 

Lord of the Animals, he 

appears in a number of 

medieval stories. 

We find one of the most detailed of such portraits 

in the twelfth-century French Arthurian romance of 

Yvain, written by the well-known court poet Chretien 

de Troyes. In the story, the hero, lost in the legendary 

Forest of Broceliande, encounters a he
'
rd of wild 

bulls who repeatedly charge each other with great 

savagery, filling the woods with the din of their 

battle. Watching over this strange scene is an even 

stranger figure: 

. . .  his head was bigger than that of a horse or any 

other beast . . . his hair was in tufts, leaving his 

forehead bare for a width of more than two spans . . .  

his ears were big and mossy, just like those of an 

elephant; his eyebrows were heavy and his face was 

flat; his eyes were those of an owl, and his nose was 

like a eat's; his jowls were split like a wolf, and his 

teeth were sharp and yellow like a wild boar's; his 

beard was black and his whiskers twisted; his chin 

merged into his chest and his backbone was long, but 

twisted and hunched. There he stood, leaning upon 

his club and accoutred in a strange garb, consisting 

not of cotton or wool, but rather the hides recently 

flayed from two bulls. (w. W. Comfort, trans.) 



In the Celtic counterpart of Chretien's story: Owein, 

or the Knight of the Ravens, the otherworldly aspect 

of the character is even more noticeable. Here the 

herdsman is more specifically described as a guardian 

of the animals and is first glimpsed surrounded by 

wild creatures, sitting on top of a mound. Taller than 

two normal men, he has a single eye and one foot. 

When asked a question, he strikes a huge stag with 

his club so that it bellows, summoning more animals 

who then gather about their lord like courtiers. 

Taken together, these references point to a 

connection with shamanism, that ancient spiritual 

discipline still found in cultures the world over, whose 

practitioners were, as they continue to be today, 

closely connected with the energies of nature-both 

vegetative and animal. The primary function of these 

guardians of wisdom is to journey out of the body, to 

visit the Otherworld, and to return from such 
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journeys with information for the communities they 

serve. I t is believed that they can shape-shift, most 

often into the form of animal, bird, or fish. In effect, 

they give voice to the hidden world of the spirit, 

making them perfect mediators of the Green Man. 

RET URN TO THE WILD 

The banishment of the Wildman may account for the 

fact that he is often said to live only in those places 

deemed unfit for human habitation-wilderness and 

wild, untamed tracts such as Edmund Spencer 

romanticizes in The Faerie Queene: 

LEFT: Th is dancing Siberian shaman exhib its many attributes of  

the Green Man .  

BELOW: The fearsome figure of the wild herdsman from Celtic 

myth exhibits aspects of the Green Man in his guise as guardian 

of  the animals. From a painting by Roger Garland. 
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Far in the forest by a hollow glade, 

Covered with massy shrubs, which spreading broads 

Did underneath them make a gloomy shade; 

Where foot of living creature neverr trod 

Nor scarce wild beast dare come, there was this 

wight's abode 

(Bk 6, canticle 4, stanza xi) 

Wildman lore suggests that he is so much a part of 

nature that he can only dwell in such wild spots and 

avoids those places tamed by humankind, retreating 

ever deeper into the wilderness to escape the excesses 

of civilization-its cruelty, greed, and hypocrisy. This 

idea is conveyed by a German poem composed around 

1545, where the Wildman himself addresses us: 

We find the things of evil sort 

Embraced by all society 

While all the best variety 

Is driven out or just destroyed 

A man who would be well employed 

And finds the world in such a mess 

Must forsake this faithlessness 

And so we left our worldly goods 

To make our home in these deep woods 

With our little ones protected 

From the falsehood we rejected 

We feed ourselves on native fruits 

And from the earth dig tender roots 

For drink pure springs are plentiful 

For warmth sunlight is bountiful 

For garment grass and leaves we take 

And from the same our beds we make 

Our homes are made in caves of stone 

And no one takes what's not his own 

The wild beasts which most men fear 

We find are good companions here. 

(Fred A. Childs, trans. , Lament of the Wildfolk Over 

the Perfidious World) 

The ambiguity of our experience of nature 

expressed in this poem lies at the heart of the 

Wildman's story and accounts for the contradictions 

in the way he is described. Like nature itself, the 

Wildman can by turns be violent and aggressive, 

gentle and kindly. 

T HE WILD WO MAN 

For medieval people, the Wildman did not live in 

total isolation. Wild Women are, if anything, more 

numerous than Wildmen. They appear frequently 

as gentle spirits of trees and woodland, dressed in 

leaves, their flowing 

hair contrasting with 

their wizened faces. In 

some areas of Europe 

they were believed to grow 

to a huge size, and so to 

resemble giantesses and 

ogres. Elsewhere, they were 

known as "Blessed Damsels" 

and recognized as offering 

wisdom and kindness to those who sought them out. 

We know very little about the Green Woman as such, 

and certainly there are few female faces among the 

foliate heads, but many of the aspects of the Green 

Man are partnered by 

a female aspect who 

bears identical or 

similar attributes to 

those we have come 

recognize in him. Thus Lady 

Bercilak shadows the Green 

Knight, Marian stands 

beside the figure of Robin 

Hood, Isis mirrors Osiris, and the 

Wildman of the Middle Ages often has both " wife" 

and "children" companioning him in his exile. 

A BOVE: Rare images of Green Women from two Roman cap itols. 

They are surrounded by fruit and vines as an expression of their 

abundant natural energy. 

RIGHT: In this m edieval il lustration the Wildman joins the fools 

and dancers of  the European folk tradition .  
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AN ONGO ING TRAD I T ION 

During the Renaissance and afterward, in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the concept of 

the Wildman became synonymous with the romantic, 

though essentially unrealistic, idea of the "noble 

savage. " For example, philosophers like Rousseau 

advocated a "back to nature" mode of simplified 

living. For a while this ideal was enormously popular, 

but in time it was replaced by the values of modern 

society, which has placed more and more importance 

on possessions and control over the environment, 

rather than on partnership with it. 

The response of the Wildman to civilization shows 

itself in stories that depict him as sitting huddled 

under a rain cloud while the rest of the land basks in 

sunlight. Then, when the clouds roll in and rain 

descends, the Wildman laughs and dances! Such 

uncivilized behavior shows that he possesses the same 

trickster energy we have met before in the Green 

Man's various representatives. In each case, their 
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determination to behave in a contrary way is an 

inherent part of their untamed natures. Part of the 

repertoir of the folk players at whom we will look 

more closely in the next chapter was to behave 

foolishly and to caper and prance and play tricks on 

Wild Women appear frequently as gentle spirits 

of trees and woodland, dressed in leaves, their 

flowing hair contrasting with their wizened faces. 

those who watched. This is a very ancient idea, dating 

back as far as we can see. Shamans have always acted 

in a wild, strange, and clownish manner. This 

behavior is echoed as well in the uninhibited customs 

of the May Day revels, and in the madness of the 

Fool's court when, as we have seen, the laws of the 
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workaday world were turned upside down and the 

patterns of daily drudgery were interrupted in the 

name of delight. 

THE W ILDNESS O F  NAT URE 

As previously suggested, the Wildman is wild in part 

because he expresses an aspect of the Green Man that 

is angry. It is as though, as humankind imposed an 

ever increasing degree of control and destructiveness 

over the environment, the Green Man sent these 

alarming emissaries to inform us that he was less 

than pleased with what we were doing! It is as 

though, as humanity continued to distance itself 

from the natural world, it saw wildness in a less and 

less positive way. What had once been perceived as a 

friendly environment, shared with animals and 

utilized for food, clothing, medicine, and shelter, 

gradually transformed itself into something to be 

feared and dominated. 

During the Middle Ages the notion that humanity 

had a divine right to subdue nature was pursued to 

excess. This destructive-ultimately self-destructive 

-idea led directly to the environmental nightmare 

that surrounds us today. Strip-mining and the 

wholesale deforestation of millions of square miles of 

rain forest, decimated to fill the pockets of greedy 

developers, is only a part of the story. Farmland has 

been systematically overused until it is virtually 

In the madness of the fool's (ourt, laws of the 

workaday world were turned upside down and 

the patterns of daily drudgery were interrupted 

in the name of delight. 

barren, and now, in recent times, we have even begun 

to manipulate the genetic structure of the green world 

to grow "improved" crops, vegetables, and fruit. 

No wonder the aspect of the Green Man that first 

came to the fore in · the Middle Ages was the 

Wildman! No wonder he is still angry! It is time we 

looked again at what we have already done, and at 

what we are still doing, to the earth! Only in this way 

may we assuage the Wildman's anger and relate to 

him in a healthy, natural way. 

LEFT: The gnarled and hairy body of the Wifdman emphaSizes his 

difference from the rest of  humanity 

RIGHT: A portrait of the Green Man  by artist Felicity Bowers 

perhaps portrays his anger at our  treatment of the environment. 
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THE GREEN H UN TSM AN 

A character who forms an important link between 

the vegetative, animal, and human aspects of the 

Green Man is Herne the Hunter. Over the centuries 

he has assumed the mantle of earlier archetypes, 

including that of the Norse god Woden, a leader of 

the Wild Hunt. 

The first known recorded mention of Herne is in 

1623, in Shakespeare's The Merry Wives of Windsor. 

In act IV, scene 4, Mistress Page recounts the 

following legend: 

There is an old tale goes, that Herne the hunter, 

Sometime a keeper here in Windsor forest, 

Doth all the winter-time, at still midnight, 

Walk round about an oak, with great ragg'd horns

And there he blasts the tree, and takes the cattle, 

And makes the milch-kine yield blood, and shakes a 

chain 

In a most hideous and dreadful manner . . . .  

You have heard of such a spirit, and well you know 

The superstitious idle-headed eld 

Received, and did deliver to our age, 

This tale of Herne the hunter for a truth. 

Despite the doubt about the archetypal reality of 

Herne and his effect on earlier people expressed in 

these last lines, there is clear indication that the story 

is an old one. We know Shakespeare's knowledge of 

folklore was considerable and that he seldom invents 

when he can refer to a genuine story. A variant 

ABOVE: The horned god of the Celts represents the oldest image 

of the green huntsman .  



version of the above scene, altered by an anonymous 

author who probably lived in the Windsor area, adds 

the following: 

Oft have you heard since Horne the hunter [sic] dyed 

That women to affright their little children, 

Ses that he walkes in shape of a great stagge. 

Now for that Falstaffe hath been so deceived, 

As that he dare not venture to the house, 

Weele send him word to meet vs in the field, 

Disguised like Horne, with huge horns on his head, 

The houre shal be iust betweene twelue and one, 

And at that time we will meet him both: 

Then would I have you present there at hand, 

With little boyes disguided and dressed like Fayries, 

For to affright fat Falstaffe in the woods. 

Here Herne is clearly associated with the fairy race 

and is depicted as wearing horns, a fact that helps us 

identify him as something more than a simple "keeper 

here in Windsor forest."  Whatever story Shakespeare 

knew, it seems likely that the author of these 

additional lines knew better. He seems to have drawn 

upon an older story associated with Windsor Great 

Park which, until the seventeenth century, proudly 

displayed "Herne's Oak," an enormous, ancient tree 

supposedly the site of visitations by a mysterious and 

terrifying huntsman and his ghostly hounds. 

References to Herne as leader of the Wild Hunt 

are found in many cultures throughout the ages. A 

dramatic nineteenth-century account from Sweden 

gives us an idea of their effect on the locals: 

Sometimes, if you sleep with an open window during 

the summer, when the weather is fine and the nights 

are light, you might suddenly be woken up by a 

frightful hurly-burly out in the forest, right behind 

the house. There is shrieking and shouting, and the 

barking of a whole pack of dogs, the thud of horse 

hoofs, the cracking of broken branches and so on. 

It's dreadful, and it's no time to be out in the forest, 

for the hind hunt's on. You shake and quiver and 
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your heart pounds at the sound of it. Sleeping's out 

of the question. If you're brave enough to take a 

peep out of the window in spite of it-a good 

gracious, seeing the hind hunt is even worse than 

hearing it! 

Other accounts verify the fear experienced by all who 

merely hear, let alone see, the Hunt. Its coming is 

often announced by a terrible din, flashes of 

AB OVE: Herne the Hunter haunts Windsor Great Park to this day. 

A nineteenth-cen tury engraving by George Cruikshank. 

lightening, wind in the tree tops, the rattling of 

chains, and the ringing of bells-scenes reminiscent 

of the Green Knight's entrance into King Arthur's 

court. The Hunter is described as carrying a whip, 

wearing antlers, and having a skull for a face-or no 

face at all! In Germany, it is said that an old man 

named Honest Eckart goes in front of the Hunt, 

warning people to get out of the way. Eckart is often 

described, like Woden or Odin, as having a long grey 

beard and a broad-brimmed hat, and as riding a 

white horse. In one version of the story he calls out : 

Fly then, quickly, make no stay 

For Herne the Hunter rides this lVay 



1 16 Chapte r  S ix 

In the Welsh story "Pwyll Prince of Dyfed," the 

prince encounters the underworld king Arawn with 

his ghostly pack. 

And of all the hounds he had seen in the world, he 

had seen no dogs the colour of these. The colour that 

was on them was a brilliant shining white, and their 

ears red; and as the whiteness of their bodies shone, 

so did the redness of their ears glisten .... And .. . 

he saw a horseman coming towards him upon a large 

light-grey steed, with a hunting horn round his neck, 

and clad in garments of grey. 

This image of the Huntsman is augmented by 

accounts of Gwynn ap Nudd, who dwells beneath 

Glastonbury Tor and leads his pack of hounds to 

hunt in the cultivated lands on certain feast days. 

Gwynn, as we saw in chapter 2, is one of the figures 

who abducts the Flower Bride and who fights for the 

Spring Maiden every Midsummer Eve. 

So the Huntsman is horned, rides a wild horse, and 

leads a pack of hounds-or sometimes wild men-

over the hills. In most accounts, he chases the souls of 

the dead, capturing them and carrying them off to 

the Otherworld. These are all characteristics that 

help us identify the Huntsman. Herne springs from 

the Saxon tradition, and it is to this cultural milieu 

that we must look for his origins. 

WODEN AND THE HOODENER S  

Woden (or Odin) is the premier god o f  the Norse 

people. He is a father-god, like the Greek Zeus, the 

Roman Jupiter, or the Irish Dagda. He brings life and 

fertility to his people, as well as the wisdom of the 

runes, which he discovers 

by sacrificing himself to 

himself for nine nights 

on a windy tree. He is 

also a god of the hunt, 

and trees are sacred to 

him. These are all aspects 

we can recognize as 

belonging to the Green 

Man in his several guises. 

Etymologically, the 

names Woden and Herne 

are connected. When 

Woden leads his select 

band of warriors, the 

herjar, he is given the 

name Herian, which 

mutates into Harilo, 

Hevela, Herlake, Herla

and, later on, Herne. The 

Herlingas, referred to by 

the Anglo-Saxon poet Widsith, are the followers of 

Woden's herjar. Norse tradition tells us further that 

Woden rides an eight-legged horse named Sleipnir, 

reminiscent of the Oss in English folk dances. Herne 

A BOVE: The Celtic Gundrestrup Cauldron shows a wild-faced god 

surrounded by men and animals over whom he has absolute power. 

RIGHT: This Roman horned head from St. Albans is a precursor of  

later characters from the mythology of the  Green M an. 
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also rides a wild horse sometimes said to have two 

legs, sometimes six or eight. 

Herne was associated with the cult of the dead, as 

was the stag whose antlers he wears. The combination 

of this terrible horse with its spectral rider suggests a 

long history of interconnected traditions dealing 

with a phantom hunter who chases the souls of the 

dead, leads a pack of white hounds, and rides 

through the heavens. 

TO WEAR THE HORNS 

The whole subject of "wearing the horns" is actually 

of considerable interest . Despite the Christian 

identification of horned beings with the devil (called 

"Old Horney" in some parts of England because 

of his permanent state of arousal) , throughout much 

of Europe horned beings were benignly remembered 

by the common people as embodiments of potency 

and fertility. 

Herne the Hunter is directly linked to Robin 

Goodfellow by an illustration that accompanied 

some of the earlier editions of his Merry Pranks in 

which he is depicted as leading a group of dancers. 

Here Robin is horned, wears a hunting horn slung 

round his neck, and carries a distinctly phallic staff. 

Similarly, an entry in the Chronicle of Lanercost 

Priory for 1282 mentions a religious lapse of a certain 

parish priest, who during Easter week gathered a 

party of girls from local villages and led them in a 

circle dance, while he carried a pole displaying "the 

human organs of reproduction"! 

Traditions still extant that reflect the importance 

of wearing or carrying horns include the famous 

Abbots Bromley Horn Dance, performed by a team 

of dancers every September at the village of Abbots 

Bromley in Staffordshire. In the dance six men carry 

sets of very old antlers, accompanied by a man 

dressed as Maid Marian, a Fool with a bladder, and 

a boy with a bow and arrows. This latter figure is 

identified with Robin Hood. The dance may well be 

the last remnant of a far older ceremony, perhaps as 

old as prehistoric times, in which a shaman 

performed rituals enacting and celebrating successful 

deer hunts. 

Shakespeare, who as we know was familiar with 

many of the ancient traditions of England, preserves 

another old song in As You Like It. Here the clown 

Jaques sings: 

What shall he have that killed the deer? 

His leather skin and horns to wear. 

Then sing him home: 

Take no scorn to wear the horn; 

It was a crest ere thou wast born. 

They father's father wore it; 

And they father bore it. 

The horn, the horn, the lusty horn, 

Is not a thing to laugh to scorn. 

These lines convey the idea that the wearing of the 

horns was once a confirmation of lustiness as well as 

being a reward for having slain the deer, itself a 

symbol of nature's fecundity. 

A BOVE LEFT: The face of the Green Man with the horns of the 

Huntsman and Lord of the Animals is depicted in this stained 

glass window from a church in Pennel, Wales. 

RIGHT: These dancing Wildmen have been invited to perform 

before the civilized medieval court. 



W ILD MEN DANC ING 

The Green Man and the Wildman are closely related 

aspects of the same archetype in their strength, 

ferocity, and green otherworldliness. Both, too, are 

connected with trees. In some instances the 

Wildman's very life essence is bound up with a 

particular tree, so that when it is in danger of being 

damaged or cut down he angrily appears to defend 

it. This becomes a powerful ecological statement if 

applied to the wanton destruction of so much of the 

world's forests in our own time. We can see why both 

the Green Man and the Wildman have come to 

epitomize certain aspects of the Green M.ovement. 

The Green Man's presence reminds us that 

wildness can be a liberating force in our daily lives 

and that wholesale environmental destruction is 

likely to lead to our own demise. At the hearts of 
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many people today is an aching hollow of sadness: 

those who are able to articulate it often express a 

feeling of grief at the loss of their immediate contact 

with the natural world. Instead of acknowledging our 

partnership with the ecosystem, we have sought to 

either possess it or separate ourselves from it, 

resulting in our increasing isolation from each other. 

We have made stone prisons for ourselves, locked the 

doors, and thrown away the keys. 

The Green Man's archetypal presence reminds us 

of other possibilities. By honoring the natu!al energy 

he personifies, we may yet find a way to reintegrate our

selves into our natural environment. If we succeed, 

we will certainly find the Green Man waiting for us, 

holding out the hand of fellowship, as we envision 

the possibility of a new earthly paradise, or at least of 

rediscovering the lost greenness of our own souls. 



A BOVE: The Wildman by Paul  Klee perhaps signiftes the fragmented nature he person iftes. 

ABOVE RIGHT: An atmospheric view toward the site of Merlin's grave at Drumelzier, England. 
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AND STILL I AM THE GREEN MAN 

Under the green woods 

I walk alone. 

Once all the fields were mine. 

And the trees were mine. 

The hills, 

The spired coppices, 

The straight drills. 

Now I must share them

With tractor-stink, 

with harvest-slasher

But I still find ways 

To slip the seeds back 

Into the furrow, 

To watch them grow

Remembered, 

or forgot. 

And still I am the Green Man 

And still I walk the fields, 

And though the Land seems empty 

It is filled with life, 

And though I am forgotten 

I still remember, 

And I still observe. 

John Matthews 
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MEDITATION 

A VISION OF HERNE 

C
lose yo u r  eyes and p repare to set out on a 

j o u r n ey. As yo u r  everyday consc i o u s n ess fad es ,  

an oth er scene opens  u p  to yo u.  I t  i s  of a woodland  

g lade  i n  s u n l ight. B i rds s i ng overhead, and you hear  

the sc utte r of s m a l l  feet in the u n d e rgrowth 

b e n eath the trees. It  is a peacefu l ,  q u iet p lace,  far 

fro m  the n o i s e  a n d  demands of yo u r  o uter 

l ife . I n deed,  so peacefu l d o  yo u feel  that 

when yo u see a moss-grown bank 

b e neath the s hade of a m ighty oak 

tree ,  yo u th row yo u rse lf  d own and fa l l  

i m mediate ly into a deep s leep. And a s  you 

s leep, you begin to dream . . . .  

I n  yo u r  d ream you are i n  a differe nt p lace,  

under b right stars at m i d n ight. Yo u fin d  yo u rse lf  

walki ng a long a great ave n u e  of trees that leads to a 

n atu ral amp hitheater carved out  of a h i l l s id e .  O n  a l l  

s i d es are tal l ,  unfami l iar  trees. The moon is  fu l l  

ove rhead a n d  casts a pa le l ight ove r t h e  scene .  You 

see a figu re moving and pause to watch .  

S u d d e n ly yo u beg in  t o  h ear strange u n earth ly 

m u s i c ,  u n like anything you have known befo re. Yo u 

see a tal l  figure d ressed in a green c l oak, mov i ng to 

and fro in tim e  to the m u sic .  The hood of the c l oak 

is p u l l e d  up so that yo u can see ne ither  face n o r  

form. But yo u a r e  awed b y  the figure's h eight; you 

fee l  great e n e rgy rad iating fro m h i m .  

A s  t h e  fig u re m oves,  yo u s e e  that it i s  trac i ng a 

compl ex patte rn of silve ry l i n es on the earth . Try as 

yo u wil l ,  you can n ot grasp the m eaning of th e 

patte rn.  Yo u watch i n  fasc i n at ion as the figu re 

c o m p l etes a s low c i rc l i ng dance and then l eaves. 

Next come a gro u p  of fo rest s p rites, d ressed i n  

t h e  co lors o f  the woodlan d-green a n d  grey and 

b rown, o range and russet a n d  p u rp l e-shades that 

b l u r  befo re yo u r  eyes as the s p rites dance and 

c i rc l e  in fro nt of yo u .  

Now more figu res com e-tal l  a n d  i m p o s i ng, i n  

ro bes o f  s h ifting co lors that s e e m  t o  change fro m 

o n e  moment to the n ext. Light rad iates fro m the 

ro bes,  as though they we re transpare n c i es d raped 

over si lver and gold  flames. Oth e rs atten d  them-

bei ngs who seem part a n i m a l ,  part h u ma n ,  who 

move with such grace they can be of no 

mortal race. 

Togeth e r, the wh o l e  gro u p  of 

entities j o i n s  i n  a dance that seems 

somehow to refl ect the u n earthly 

m u s i c  and the patte rn d rawn by the 

hooded being. Now yo u r  own feet beg in  

to twitc h ,  and yo u can  n o  l o nger s it sti l l . Yo u 

leap u p  a n d  join the dancers ,  who make way for 

you and al low yo u to become part of the patte rn 

they weave with th eir dance. Tho ugh yo u d o  not 

know eith e r  m u s i c  o r  the dance steps,  yo u r  feet are 

somehow caught u p  in the patte rn ,  a n d  you move 

as s u rely as any of the rest. 

H ow long you dance yo u can n ot say, but 

grad u a l ly the rhythm s l ows u nt i l  eve ryo n e  is 

s p i ra l i ng s l owly inward toward a n atu ral thro n e  set 

i n  the midst of tu m b l e d  rocks, where wil d  fl owers 

c l u ster in r ich and b r i l l iant array. You focus  on the 

tal l figu re , b u t  n ow the green c loak i s  thrown open 

and the hood i s  pushed back from the great head.  

U nfo rgettably, the fig u re r ises befo re you ,  

sta n d i ng o n  h u man l egs, b u t  rai s i ng a h ead c rowned 

with antl e rs l ike those of a great stag. Yo u seem to 

see stars caught among the branching tines ,  and i n  

t h e  eyes that gaze d own u p o n  yo u are refl ections of 

n u m berless  d reams.  Yo u see you r  own hopes  

refl ected there ,  as wel l  as those of a l l  h u manity

too many a n d  too great to u n d e rstand .  The eyes of 

H e rne l ook i nto and beyon d  yo u ,  and yo u h ear, i n  

t h e  depths o f  yo u r  s p i rit, a message fo r yo u a l o n e .  



Fo r a ti m e l ess m o m ent, you remai n part of the 

fai ry fo lk,  sta n d i ng befo re Herne the H u nter i n  the 

p l ace of m i d n ight. Then Herne bows his  antl e red 

h ead,  and  the dancers aga i n  m ove to a g lor ious  

paean of m u s i c  that l ifts them,  and yo u ,  i nto th e a i r  

above the trees and scatters yo u a l l  l ike leaves. 

The dancers c i rc l e  the thro n e  l ike stars,  and yo u 

perceive fo r a moment the i r  true l ight. T h e n  you 
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are fl oati ng, fl oating on a gentl e b reath toward the 

gro u n d ,  where you see you rse lf, sti l l  s l ee p i ng 

ben eath the great oak. 

Com i ng to rest, yo u s l owly awaken ,  a n d  as you 

s l i p  i nto everyday c o n s c i o u s n ess ,  yo u fi n d  you have 

come h o m e  to the p lace from wh e re yo u began. 

The wo rds of H e rne the H u nter are sti l l  in you r  

h ead,  a n d  a s  yo u wake you write d own h i s  message. 



Chapter Seven 

The Greening of the Soul 
His tongue a leaf from the flower bowl 

his mouth lips moulded from a wheel 

his arms from wreath of apple boughs 

holds in his gentle hand an apple 

Eric Mottram, Green Han 

The green energy which spreads 

though everything that lives and 

moves upon this earth is present 

in us today-if we choose to 

acknowledge it. When we destroy 

the environment, we kill some

thing of this energy in ourselves 

as well as in the planet. By preserving it we open 

more deeply to an awareness of ife that can restore 

us with a new sense of vitality and well-being. 

VERIDITAS 

As we have seen, the Green Man, as the spirit of 

greenness, appears in literature, art, and popular 

imagination. He is also presen in the folk plays 

which, from the Middle Ages onward, became an 

expression of human longing for the greening of life. 

The great twelfth-century mystic, Hildegard of 

Bingen, called this longing viriditas, the "greenness" 

of the soul, and so demonstrates that even within 

Christianity, the spirit of nature was present. The 

people of the Middle Ages saw "dryness" of soul as 

aridity and celebrated the "moisture" of the soul as 

ABOVE: Holly, the symbol  of nature's everreen renewal. Here 

artist Andy Goldsworthy captures its secre t elemental quality. 

RIGHT: Druids burned huge fires of pine and yew at the Winter 

Solstice to draw bock the sun god (rom tme Underworld. 

the juice or sap of life. Nowhere 

is this more evident than in 

medieval dance, which main

tained the verdant glory of 

the spirit attuned to the body. 

But though the clerics saw 

dancing as lascivious, they did 

not hesitat6 to use it in their own sacred dramas. 

THE MUM MER AND THEIR PLAYS 

Pre-Christian dances such as the Morris dance found 

yet another outle in folk plays still performed 

throughout Europe today by groups of men called 

"mummers." The word may derive from the Danish 

word mumme, meaning "to disguise oneself with a 

mask." Another name for the players is "guisers," as 

in "dis-guise," reflecfng the common theme of a human 

actor hiding behinli the appearance of another

often sacred-bein . 

Mummers plays probably grew out of the rituals 

of ancient male sO<i:ieties in which the guardians of 

the Mysteries performed secret dramas. This proba

bility has led one commentator to describe these 

plays as one of t e most widespread examples of 

men's rituals to sur ive into this century. 

Originally, either consciously or unconsciously, the 

Church itself copiea the plays in its own promotion 

of sacred dramas based on biblical themes. Then the 
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two forms coexisted: side by side with the liturgical 

dramas, a large number of the older secular plays 

continued to be presented every year at seasonal high 

points such as Midwinter and Midsummer. All were 

performed by ordinary people, and fierce rivalries 

existed between towns as to which had the oldest and 

most authentic version-of which there were many. 

These various versions of the folk plays have been 

collected from oral tradition in the same way that 

folk songs and folk tales have been. They are hard to 

date accurately, and no one has proved conclusively 

how old they are. At any rate, they are constantly 

updated with contemporary references-mostly 

political or personal-added by each local group. 

Invaluable as living vehicles for the preservation of 

pre-Christian traditions, they hold the final key to 

our quest for the Green Man. 

Importantly, in the many hundreds of versions 

collected in Britain alone, virtually every one of the 

plays features a character who is killed and brought 

back to life. Often the death is by beheading, recall

ing the ancient motif of the dying and rising god we 

have seen in such stories as Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight and such customs as the Garland Day celebrations. 

AB OVE: Th is wooden figure by Lyle Skinner shows how the Green 

Man can be evoked and honored in our own time. After a 

meditation in the woods, the figure was fashioned from branches.  

Then elastic bands were attached in order to decorate it with 

flowers and greenery as the center of a shrine. 

The plays fall roughly into two categories: the hero 

combat and the sword dance. (These elements have 

tended to separate, so that now a sword dance is often 

performed independently from a drama.) 



R/GHT AND BEL OW: The Green Man returns to the streets a t  

Perch ten /auf, Austria, dressed in ferns and fir cones.  

THE HERO CO M B AT 

The Christianized hero play is often called the St. 

George play, since he is the main protagonist. But the 

name "George," like the names of the other charac

ters, has changed through the centuries. The hero of 

the play has, in fact, had many names, including 

"Robin Hood," "Green Jack," and the "Wildman. "  

The fact that i n  parts o f  Europe St. George i s  known 

as "Green George" suggests that at one time the hero 

may have been represented by a figure dressed in 

green, and that when the saint became identified with 

this character the color remained. 

A reconstruction of the Northamptonshire 
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In the hero play George fights a battle with a villain 

who has had even more names than he. Among the 

most repeated are "The Turkish Knight, "  "The 

Turkish Champion," "Black Prince," "Bold Slasher," 

"Captain Slasher," "Cutting Star," "Swish Swish and 

Swagger," "Valiant Soldier," and so on. 

One of the two com

Various versions of the folk plays have been collected from oral batants is killed (not 

always St. George) , and a 

comedic doctor is called 

upon to bring him back 

tradition in the same way that folk songs and folk tales have been. 

Mummers Play, originally collected by the poet John 

Clare and now known only in a fragmentary version, 

makes the identity of the two figures unequivocal. 

In comes I, St. George is my name 

With my trusty sword, I am going to gain, 

If I could meet the Saracen knight here. 

I'd fight him and smite him and strike off his ear! 

Yes, I am St. George, and I'm the Green Man, 

And I will fight evil wherever I can! 

to life. This is generally 

an excuse for much farcical behavior, with the "doc-

tor" administering an enema to his "patient. "  In the 

original versions, this part would have been played 

by the village shaman, and the wounded man by a 

genuinely sick person. 

THE S WORD DAN CE 

The sword dance is a more complex affair in which 

the mummers themselves, or a second group of five 

or six men, perform an elaborate dance with long 

flexible blades. The dancers weave in and out in a 

slowly tightening circle until one of their number is 

caught at the center with his head poking up through 

an interlaced pattern of swords. To cries of "Chop! 

Chop! Chop!" or "A nut! A nut!" the swords are swiftly 

withdrawn and the victim falls down as though dead, 

at which point the dancers lift the interwoven swords 

and display them to the gathered watchers. St.  

George is the ritual victim in this dance in at least one 
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version of the hero play traditionally performed at 

Midwinter, his return to life obviously symbolizing 

the anticipated rebirth of the natural world . 

Once, the beheading was real, though it is also 

possible that even in ancient times the sacrifice was 

staged to allow the performers to demonstrate the 

"death" and "resurrection" of the victim, who 

represented the yearly 

cycle of the grain. 

The phrase "A nut!" is 

actually a corruption of 

"knot! " We can see why 

this is so when we look 

closely at the pattern 

made by the interlocking 

swords. These form a five

or six-pointed star, which 

is similar to the symbol 

known as "Solomon's 

seal" or the "endless 

knot . "  This seal or knot 

was considered to be an 

One of the most curious examples of a human 

being embodying the Green Man as the defining fea

ture of his life is the eccentric American pioneer and 

nurseryman John Chapman ( 1 774-1 845), who came 

to be widely known as "Johnny Appleseed. "  He has 

reached almost mythical status in folk tradition as an 

American "St. Francis" and as a voice of the wilderness. 

From the early 1 790s 

on, Chapman worked his 

way west from his native 

M assachusetts to the 

Pennsy 1 vania-Indiana

Ohio frontier, planting 

apple nurseries and 

spreading the words of 

the Gospel as interpreted 

by the Swedish mystic 

Emmanuel Swedenborg. 

Befriending and winning 

the respect of settlers and 

Native Americans alike, 

he served as kind of trav

image of divine wisdom 

and, significantly, was 

Johnny exchanged his apple seeds for eling shaman or medicine 

man . His apple seeds, 

exchanged for food, cast

off clothing, and other 

articles, supplied his sim

ple needs, while whatever 

painted on Sir Gawain's 

shield in the poem of 

Gawain and the Green 

Knight. Its anonymous 

author lived in a part of 

food, cast-off clothing, and other articles 

to supply his simple needs. 

England where the mummers plays would have been 

a common sight. They probably influenced his telling 

of a story that shares so vividly the underlying theme 

of the plays-the death and resurrection of the 

Green Man in his guise as the Year King. 

JOHNNY AP PLESEED 

The Green Man has made a number of reappearances 

in the modern era. As we have seen, many of the 

European traditions discussed in this book are still 

celebrated in some regions of Britain. They are also 

practiced with revivalist vigor in some parts of the 

United States and Canada. 

profits he made went into 

his purchase and dissemination of copies of the works 

of Sweden borg, a man whose own remarkable vision 

spoke of a living energy flowing through the universe. 

Generally pictured as a bearded, barefoot, kindly 

hermit, with a tin mushpot and a linen coffee sack at 

his back, Chapman left a trail of anecdotes and 

legends, folk memories and public memorials, orchards 

and monuments, throughout the Middle West and 

ABOVE: Th is stained-glass window from Sherborne  Abbey, Dorset, 

p ortrays a green shepherd in a Nativity scene .  

RIGHT: Artist M ary Fedden shows the Green Man in  h is t imeless 

ro le as the protector and husbandman of nature. 
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from coast t o  coast. He has been celebrated in drama, 

poetry, fiction, and biography as a virtual saint and 

memorialized by Church and horticultural societies 

alike as an inspired missionary. As a guiding light in 

the savage frontier world, he occupies a unique place 

in the pantheon of American folk heroes. This extra

ordinary visionary carried with him the seeds of 

more than his apples. He represented the first 

stirrings of a new awakening to a more simple way of 

life. Like John Muir, who pioneered the national 

parks movement in North America, Chapman was a 

pioneer who honored the Green Man as an expres

sion of beliefs he felt from the center of his soul. 

A NE W GR EEN WORLD 

As mentioned earlier, the Green Man has become an 

unofficial icon of the environmental movement

which tacitly acknowledges the importance of this 

ancient archetype to its work . 

The contemporary poet Bill Lewis accurately sums 

up something of the attitude of environmentally 

conscious people today: 

Powerplant and plantpower, 

Green heart of the greenwood. 

Larders and laboratories, 

living libraries of herb lore. 

Changes climatic and chemical 

of solar flares and rainfall 

recorded in tree trunks, 

those mandalas of history. . . .  

An invasion of sycamore, 

A stand-fast of oak and a 

blaze of beech in 

fiery photo-synthesis. 

If we uproot you then 

we ourselves are uprooted; 

and the greenman wears 

a crown of thorns. 

Arms outstretched 

on a Calvary of antlers. 

( Greenheart, 1 996) 

The contemporary men's movement, which seeks 

to redress the emphasis placed on feminine 

archetypes in recent years, has placed the Green 

Man at the heart of its reemerging symbolic land

scape as a representative of masculine virility and 

potency. The leaders of this movement have formed 

societies which are a close equivalent of the ancient 

male groups from which the mummers emerged. 

They often lead retreats into the wilderness to help 

men reconnect with the masculine energy of the 

natural world. 



NAT URE ' S  VO I CE 

The leaves that sprout from and decorate the foliate 

heads of the Green Man are what constitutes them. 

These heads can be seen as an attempt by the artists 

who carved them to express the spirit of nature as a 

bearded, patriarchal figure-as a "god" of the wood

lands and hedgerows. Nor is it accidental that these 

heads are often composed of the most common 

plants-vine, hops, hawthorn, bryony, buttercup, 

maple, and mugwort. The author Kathleen Basford 

mentioned the importance of these plants to the 
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FA R LEFT: Th e neon Green Man (ormed part o( an exhibition o( 

the Green Man by the British ecological group Common Ground. 

LEFT: The tragic (ace o( nature ' s  sp irit carved in wood reminds us 

o( our failure to uphold our con tract with the natural  world. 

Green Man iconography in her last lecture on the 

subject, saying that these plants : 

. . .  seem to have been observed directly from nature. 

This was an extraordinary innovation, since a love of 

nature was at variance with the teaching of the 

Church which tended to regard all plants and brute 

nature as belonging to the Devil . . . .  Native plants 

. . .  are suddenly recognised with pleasure, and the 

carvings often reflect objective curiosity and sheer 

sensuous pleasure. 

(Basford, Quest for the Green Man, 1 997) 

The Church believed that nature was inherently evil. 

But among the common people, the spirit of nature 

continued to be celebrated as at least potentially 

divine. The greenery used in the carving of the foliate 

heads represented a conscious choice on the part of 

the artisans-a choice of sacred plants. It is as 

though the carvers were saying: "This is a sacred 

figure. Let us use sacred plants to represent him."  In 

other parts of Europe the same choice was made. In 

Germany, for example, foliate heads are said to rep

resent the Zapfenmanndl, a man dressed in fir cones, 

while in the form of the Vershmanndl he is covered in 

lichens, which are among the oldest genera of plant life. 

The Green Man is a mediator between the worlds 

of humanity, vegetation, and animality. Informing all 

three aspects of creation, he is able to communicate 

the deeper meaning of the natural world to us, acting 

as a bridge between ourselves and that other world 

from which we have separated ourselves. We may 

have forgotten our place in the scheme of things, but 

we can be reeducated by this timeless archetype. If we 

really want to learn about the green world, we can 

turn to the Green Man as a teacher whose credentials 

are unique in the spirituality of our species. 
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T E S T S  O F  THE GREEN M AN 

The Green Man speaks green words, and his power is 

green power. He utters the syllables of the seasons, 

and his story is the cycle of the seasonal round. But 

he is not merely a symbol of nature's virility; rather 

he is a direct manifestation of it. 

He is also its guardian and cham

pion. As we saw in the story of 

the Green Knight, one of the 

most important aspects of our 

relationship to the Green Man 

are the challenges and tests he 

offers us. From these we can learn 

much, not only about the natural 

world and its needs but also 

about ourselves. 

The Green Man gives us an 

opportunity to reawaken to the 

spirit and intelligence of nature

the nature both within us and 

around us. But this can happen 

only if we allow it to, only if we 

overcome the negative aspects of 

ourselves that have separated us from the natural 

world-greed, materialism, too great a veneration of 

science, and a belief that the earth is ours to abuse 

however and whenever we wish. It takes courage to 

face our depredations and sacriledges. It is no longer 

enough simply to say: I deplore the ruination. Rather, 

we must each take responsibility in recovering a real 

sense of the sacredness of the earth. 

GREEN M AN R IS ING 

The age-old Green Man is coming back in our own 

time for a reason-urgently reminding us of our 

irrevocable relationship with our environment. 

Whether we acknowledge it or not, we are forever 

profoundly connected to the forces he represents

and, as I've said before, we neglect them at our peril . 

Nature has its own ways of hitting back-through 

"natural disasters" such as famine, plague, and 

drought. Paradoxically, we could simultaneously 

view these events as man-made disasters since more 

often than not our own neglect or mistreatment of 

the ecosystem invokes them. 

We can reconnect with nature in a number of ways: 

through personal acts of conservation and care for 

our surroundings; by taking 

peaceful action to remind others 

of the damage they are doing and 

what they-indeed, what all of 

us-can do together to redress 

the balance. Perhaps more funda

mentally, in our own private way 

we can honor the Green Man's 

presence, in whatever form seems 

most appropriate. This may mean 

nothing more than creating a small 

shrine as suggested in chapter 1 .  

As the ecologist and writer Terry 

Tempest Williams has wisely said: 

"Ecology, like poetry, should be 

practiced by everyone." 

If enough of us do so, we will 

see a change. It may be only 

slight, especially in the beginning, and we may yet see 

an even greater tide of destruction than we do now. 

But if we persevere, the day will surely come when we 

can offer our children a deeper connection to reality 

than they will ever find in the barren and shuttered 

world in which we presently live. Acknowledging the 

Green Man is only the first step, but it is an immensely 

important one. If you look back over the pages of 

this book, you will, I hope, see why. In the vibrant 

images and powerful stories contained here-and 

through the meditations presented as springboards 

for your own imaginal ventures-you will begin to 

resonate once more with the most ancient, and 

innate, patterns of being. 

A BOVE: The Jolly Green Giant  from this advertising poster became 

an image of  taste and quality during the early twentieth century. 

RIGHT: Ever re turning in different guises, the Green Man  can be 

found watching over  gardens, as in th is  relief  by David Holmes. 



At the beginning of this book I suggested that to 

go out into the landscape was to become conscious 

of the Green Man's presence and that we might, if we 

listened, hear the song of the earth on every side. 

This is certainly true, but how much better it can 

be, how much more deeply we can relate to our 

environment, is something we discover best when we 

attune ourselves to the earth at a soul level. This is 

what St. Hildegard meant by viriditas, the greenness 

of the soul. If we ourselves listen to the voice of the 

Green Man, in whatever form he most appeals to us, 

we can begin to respond ever more deeply. 
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P R A C TICE 

A RI T UA L J O U RNEY 

A
s we h ave seen ,  the characte rs rep rese nting 

the G reen M a n  ofte n h ave fem i n i n e  cou nter

parts o r  conso rts. Together, fo u r  such partn e rsh i ps 

of the G reen Man/G reen Woman fo rm a seaso nal  

and d i rectiona l  g lyph that can he lp or ient  us to the 

val u es they embody. Each figure stands fo r an aspect 

of a parti c u l a r  season and d i recti o n ,  and each o n e  

p resents a test or tria l . M oving aro u n d  the c i rc l e  o f  

t h e  year a s  sh own o n  page 1 3 7, they are a s  fo l l ows: 

The G reen Man of the N o rth and of Winter is 

the G reen Knight,  who charges i nto King Arth u r's 

c o u rt in the m e d i eval poem, Sir Gawain and the 

Spending a l i t t le  t ime each d ay 

c o n s idering your l i fe in  the l ight  o f  

t h e  Green M a n ' s  presence m ay lead 

to  t ran s fo rmative ins ights .  

Green Knight. The test h e  p oses is t h e  c h a l l enge of 

d eath , m etaph o rica l ly-that is,  of dying to an o l d  

way o f  be ing i n  o r d e r  t o  be reborn i nto a new way. 

For each of us, the c h a l l enge takes d i ffe re nt fo rms. 

But in eve ry case , we are asked to l ose o u r  l ives i n  

t h e  sense that we give u p  o u r  ove rconcern fo r 

o u rse lves as i n d iv id ua ls  and suffe r the someti mes 

pai nfu l awaken i ng to the e n e rgies of the greate r 

wo r ld .  To accept the c h a l l e nge of the G reen Kn ight 

enta i l s  reesta b l ish ing  our c o n n e cted n ess with a l l  

l ife-an imal  a n d  vegetable  a s  we l l  a s  h u man.  Th is  i s  

the fi rst stage in resto ring the G reen Man 's  vo ice 

a n d  learn ing what h e  has to teach .  

T h e  G reen Woman i n  consort with t h e  G reen 

Kn ight is  Lady B e rc i l ak, the wife of  G awain 's  h ost. 

Few who have read h e r  sto ry wi l l  fo rget h e r  beauty 

a n d  grace,  as wel l  as h e r  bo ld  sensual ity. H e r  test is  

that of the senses and of honesty, forcing us to come 

to terms with our ap p roach to the physical ity of 

o u r  l ives. G awa i n  deals we l l  with her, in spite of h is 

fear about h is upcom i ng tria l ,  a n d  wins h e r  respect. 

The G reen Man of the E ast and of S p r i n g  is 

Ro b i n  Hood.  O n  the one hand h e  is a m ed i eval 

out law, h i d i ng in Sherwood fo rest with his band 

of m e rry m e n ,  but o n  the oth e r, h e  is a far m o re 

anc ient  figu re whose ro l e  is to guard a n d  care fo r 

the groves of the greenwood and its d e n izens, 

both h u man and a n i m a l .  

T h e re is a c l ear cyc l e  t o  Ro b i n 's l ife: h e  e nte rs 

the wood at spr i ngti m e ,  wh e re he is crown ed the 



M ay Day Ki ng. As s u c h  he ru les  for a year, accepti ng 

cha l l enges from powe rful oth e rwo r l d ly figu res ,  each 

of whom he defeats and each of whom subsequently 

becomes part of h i s  merry band.  He a lso has to 

face the nameless Champ i o n  of Winter, with whom 

h e  mu st batt le to win the hand of  the Spring 

M a i d e n ,  h e re kn own as Maid  Marian . Rob i n  h i mself  

i s  a G reen G ome , l iv ing deep i n  the wi l dwood 

and wearing a horned head d ress ,  from which  he 

becomes kn own as Ro bi n-i-the-Hood,  a ritual titl e 

dat ing from befo re the M i d d l e  Ages .  

Rob i n's cha l lenge i s  l e s s  o bvi ous than that o f  t h e  

G reen Kn ight. But if w e  c o n s i d e r  the ski l l  fo r w h i c h  

h e  i s  trad it ional ly ce lebrated ,  w e  wi l l  see h ow it fits 

i nto the pattern of test a n d  trial . Rob i n  i s ,  above a l l ,  

a master a t  t h e  use o f  t h e  l o ngbow. H e  c a n  not 

only h i t  the center of the target eve ry ti m e ,  h e  can 
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eve n s p l it his fi rst arrow with a secon d-a rare feat 

i n deed.  Ski l l s  of th is  ki n d  are .a lmost s u p e rn atu ral ;  

a n d  anyo n e  w h o  has eve r s h ot an arrow with a 

l o ngbow kn ows that p u l l i ng the c l othyard s haft 

back to the c h eek, a n d  s ighting a long it p rovides 

a powe rfu l lesson i n  foc u s i ng, an exerc ise  i n  the 

clears ighted a i ming of the s p i rit. 

BELOW: The blossom of the crab apple in late spring. The apple is 

an important symbo l  in many spiritual tradit ions: it is Aphrodite's 

symbol; it was sacred to the Celts and revered by the Druids. 

So Rob i n's test is  that of l earn i ng to aim one's 

s p i r itual  i ntent with both d i s c i p l i n e  and i n s ight. 

Without th is  i n n e r  d i rectio n  we can n eve r 

p roceed toward a p roper u n de rsta n d i ng of o u r  

p l ace i n  the greate r s c h e m e  o f  th i ngs. T h i s  i s  

the second stage of  resto r i ng the G reen M an's 



1 3 6 : - a ; : e r  S e v e n  

vo ice and l earn ing what i t  i s  h e  h a s  t o  teac h u s .  

Ro b i n  H ood's partn e r  i s .  of c o u rs e .  Maid Marian.  

the M ay Queen.  the consort of the K ing of the 

Wood.  She exudes an  u n mistakab le  gentl e n ess.  

gai ety. and sense of fu n.  She  dances h e r  way th ro ugh 

l ife . Her test i s  the test of true l ove . of utter 

se lflessness .  S h e  is best h o n o red in h e r  bowe r. 

a s h e lter woven of green branches a n d  

deco rated w i t h  M ay b lossom. As 

Q u e e n  of the M ay s h e  br i ngs a 

p owe rfu l fe mi n i n e  e n e rgy. 

matc h i ng t h e  mas c u l i n e  

e n e rgy o f  h e r  Lord . 

T h e  G re e n  M a n  of 

the S o u t h  and of 

S u m m e r  i s  G ro m e r  

S o m e r  J o u r. w h o s e  

n ame fitt i ng ly mea n s  

"man o f  t h e  s u mme r's 

day." We recal l  that he is  

Arth ur's fo rmidab le  oppo

nent who asks the rid d l e  in  

the med i eval poem, The Wedding 

of Sir Gawain and the Dame Ragnall. 

changes may be n ecessary in l ight of th is  truthfu l 

approac h .  G ro mer's  test is the th i rd stage i n  

resto ri ng a vo ice t o  t h e  G reen M a n  a n d  o f  learn ing 

what h e  has to teach .  

Grome r's partn e r  i s  Lady Ragnal l .  G iven the 

appearance of a h i d e o u s  woman by M o rgana.  

Ragna l l  must fi n d  a man w i l l i ng to give h e r  the 

freedom to choose .  H e r  test is  the test of 

free w i l l .  It  i s  n ot u nti l Gawa i n  gives 

her the right to be h erself  that s h e  

i s  freed from t h e  o p press ion  of 

M o rgan e ' s  s p e l l .  We m ight 

th i n k  of her as a rep resenta

tive of the earth .  an earth 

that w i l l  o n ly be set free 

when we give it the right 

to fo l l ow its own c o u rse 

of  d eve l o p ment rath er 

than our d i ctates .  

Lastly, the G reen Man of 

the West a n d  of Autu m n  i s  

the G reen J ack, the wi l d  a n d  

u n governab le  figu re who c a n  be 

seen i n  towns and v i l l ages throughout 

In  many ways, h e  i s  the 

mi rro r  refl ecti o n  of the Let the u n fo l d i n g  o f  the my stery bring 

B ritai n at key ti mes of 

the year. As we h ave 

s e e n ,  he is  a l so known 

as jack-in-th e-G ree n ,  the 

wi nte r  a s p e ct of the 

Green M an-the G reen 

K n ight aga i n st w h o m  

G awa i n  m u s t  strugg l e .  

Both G ro me r  a n d  t h e  

yo u rep lenishment and understanding 

o f  the way o f  the Green M a n .  B u rryma n .  j o h n  

Barleycorn.  a n d  Rob i n  

G reen Kn ight are powe rfu l oth e rwo r l d ly cha l 

l e ngers. and  both pose tests that req u i re a change 

in c o n c i o u s n ess in o rd e r  to pass them.  

G rome r's test i s  o n e  of  truth . To face h im is  to 

see onese lf  revealed i n  the c lear l ight of the sun 

and so to see a l l  the fau lts and c racks i n  the facade 

of o n e's  h u man natu re . We often p resent o u rselves 

to the wo rld  one way. but  our i n n e r  real ity may be 

very d iffe rent. The test i n  th is  q uarter i s  to see o u r

se lves as we rea l ly  are. and to make whateve r 

Goodfe l l ow. H e  i s  

p r i mari ly a tri c kste r who p l ays p ranks o n  p e o p l e .  

dan ces wi l d ly i n  t h e  streets. i s  "cut down" a n d  

"rises" aga i n .  and is  sacrifi ced t o  ass u re an a b u n dant 

harvest. He stands  as the mi rro r  i mage of Rob i n  

H o o d  i n  t h e  East. 

The jack's test i s  a s i mp l e  o n e :  that of dying i n  

order t o  awaken t o  n ew l ife a n d  trusti ng i n  your 

reb i rth .  H oweve r. th is  test i s  n ot the same as the 

G reen Kn ight's cha l l enge.  for to take the ro l e  of the 

jack i s  to suffe r psy c h i c  or s p i r itual  death .  to rema i n  



a w h i l e  i n  the U n d e rwo rld and then to retu r n ,  

br i nging knowledge and heal i ng t o  the peop le  and 

the lan d .  Submiss ion  to th is  m etamorphos is  

req u i res trusting that if  yo u e m b race th is  death,  you 

wi l l  retu r n .  Without pas s i ng t h i s  test of tru st, 

we can n ot l ive even a moment of o u r  l ives 

with any s ign ifi cant d egree of peace.  

T h i s  i s  the fo u rth and fi n a l  

stage i n  resto ring th e G reen 

Man 's  vo ice  and of l earn

i ng what it i s  he  has to 

teach us .  

In  Autu m n ,  G reen 

Jack 's  pa rtn e r  is  the 

H arvest Q u e e n ,  

w h o  gath ers  t h e  

r i c h  cro p  o f  gra i n ,  

b e rr i e s ,  a n d  fru its 

in her cornucopia .  

I n  the arc h etype of  

t h e  H a rvest Q u e e n  

Th e G r e e n i n g  o f  th e S o u l  1 3 7 

G reen Woman,  in a d i agram, s i m i lar  to that with 

w h i c h  we b egan this book (see page 1 0) .  

H av i ng set u p  t h e  fou r  q uarters i n  th i s  way with 

t h e i r  var ious  p owers and q u a l it ies ,  we can p re pare 

to make a j o u rney to o n e  or th e oth e r  of these 

d i recti o n s ,  there to com m u n i cate with o n e  of 

the several be i ngs about whom we 

h ave read.  

EAST 
SPRING 

RO B I N  H O O D  
MA I D MA R I A N  

You can d o  th is  by 

tu rn i ng to the d i recti o n  

of you r  cho ice  and 

c l o s i ng you r  eyes.  

Concentrate deeply 

o n  the fig u re to 

whom you fee l  

m o s t  d rawn .  

Perhaps one of 

them wi l l  seek you 

out! I magi n e  yo u r

SOUTH 

self in the fo rest, or 

in the green fi e lds  

we may d i s c e r n  t h e  

anc ient G oddess o f  t h e  

G rai n ;  b u t  these days s h e  i s  

most often seen i n  the corn 

SUMM E R  
G ROM E R  SOM E R  J O U R 

LADY RAG NA L L  

of sta n d i n g  corn ,  o r  

seated by a river, o r  

wal king o n  t h e  h i l l s  with t h e  

wi n d  b lowing th ro ugh yo u r  h a i r. 

d o l l ies  that are b ra ided from the last 

s h eaf h arvested fro m the fie l d s  and made i nto 

an effigy of the Harvest Q u e e n ,  tr i m m e d  with 

r ibbons .  H e r  test i s  the strugg le  fo r s u rvival in the 

face of want. Wh i l e  G reen Jack as J o h n  Barleycorn 

i s  cut down and made i nto bt!er and w h i s key, the 

Harvest Queen i s  made i nto the b read that w i l l  

feed u s  t h ro ugh t h e  wi nter. 

Togeth e r, they br ing  the cyc l e  back fu l l  c i rc l e  to 

the N o rth .  We can rep resent a l l  these d iffe rent 

aspects of th e G reen Man and his consort, the 

I magi n e  yo u rse lf  walk ing  o r  s itti ng 

i n  one of those p l aces,  and  take t ime to be 

with the being yo u h ave chosen-o r who has chosen 

yo u .  The rest is betwee n  yo u a n d  th i s  rep rese nta

tive of the G reen M a n .  Each h as someth i ng d iffe rent 

to teach yo u about heal i ng both you rse lf  and the 

earth .  Each o n e ,  as we h ave seen ,  offe rs a spec ific 

test. Yo u may, if  you w i s h ,  c o m m it yo u rse lf  to t h i s  

test, a t  fi rst i n  the i n n e r  rea l m  of yo u r  i m aginati o n ,  

later i n  t h e  o uter wo r l d .  O r  y o u  may s i m ply a s k  the 

figu re what it has to teach,  and  h ow you can h e l p  to 

restore the G reen Man's vo ice .  

AB OVE LEFT: A modern vision of th e Green M an by  artist Courtney I n  ti me,  you m ight v is it  a l l  these  figu res, l earn ing 

Davis draws upon  Celtic imagery (or inspiration .  from each of them. Take you r  time, and let the gradual 

ABOVE: This diagram shows how the partnership of the Green Man u n fo l d i n g  of the myste ry br ing yo u repl e n i s h ment 

and the Green Woman form a seasonal and directional  gylph.  and i n s ight i nto the way of the G reen M a n .  



S ource s and Res ources 
Despite the large number of writings on the Green Man and 
associated subjects there is still no comprehensive listing of 
carvings and suchlike. Several of the books listed in the 
bibliography contain partial l istings, including Kathleen 
Basford's seminal book, and Ronald Millar's Green Man: 

Companion and Gazeteer. The last named has also formed The 
Company of the Green Man, which actively seeks out and 
reports on Green Man sightings and produces a quarterly 
newsletter. For more information on this, or to join, write to :  
Ronald Millar, The Tower, Wappingthorne Farm, Horsham 

Road, Steyning, West Sussex, BN44 3AA, UK 

Further excellent lists, including sites outside the area of 
this work, may be found in Peter Hil l ' s  excellent In Search of the 

Green Man in Northamptonshire (Orman Publishing, 1 999) and 
in Clive Hicks' Green Man: A Gazeteer (Compass Books, 2000) . 

In addition to these resources, Ruth Wylie of Hampshire, 
England, is also compiling an international list . To find out 
more about this write to her at: 
Ruth Wylie, Moray, 1 00 Furze Hill Road, Headley Down, 

Bordon, Hampshire. G U35 8HD, UK 

Some of her excellent photographs, along with a brief 
article on the Green Man, can be viewed on the website 
maintained by Albion Press (also an excellent source for Green 
Man and related materials) at: 
indigogroup. co. ukledgelgreenman. htm 

Some more striking Green Man and Green Woman images 
can be found on the site maintained by Terri Windling at : 
endicottStudio. comlgalgreen. h tml 

Though by no means comprehensive, these resources should 
be sufficient to keep the most driven Green Man enthusiasts 
busy for several years. A full gazeteer is still badly needed, 
and though the present author is unable to undertake this 
work he is always interested in hearing from those who 
have found "new" Green Man sightings and will endeavor to 
pass on all such information to the appropriate people. You can 
write to him at: 
BCM Hallowquest, London WCl X 3XX. 

E V E N T S  
For readers i n  the USA there i s  still comparatively little b y  way 
of Green Man activities. However, one excellent source of 
Green Man and related subjects are the wonderful Revels 
groups which have sprung up across much of North America in 
recent years. A list of the main groups can be found in my book 
The Winter Solstice, or direct from their website at: 
II'IVIV. revels. org 

Or write to:  
Revels Inc. , One Kendall Square, Bldg 600, Cambridge, MA 

02139, USA 

Though devoted primarily to the celebration of Solstice 
events, some groups may be more oriented toward Green Man 

activities than others. It is well worth seeking out such groups 
in your area and getting in touch with them. 

For those living in or visiting the UK, there are a number of 
events which take place regularly throughout the year. These 
include a Green Man festival at Clun in Shropshire; a Sweeps 
Festival at Rochester in Kent; and a Jack-in-the Green Festival 
at Hastings in Sussex. In addition, the Abbots Bromley Horn 
Dance is performed each September at the village of Abbots 
Bromley in Staffordshire. Numerous Morris dances and 
Mumming Plays are held throughout the country on May Day 
and at Christmas. One of the best (and oldest) of these plays is 
performed by the Headington Morris in Oxford. (Details are 
available from the local Tourist Office.) 

In Scotland, at South Queensferry you can still see the 
Burryman led through the streets in August .  In Whittlesea, 
near Peterborough in Yorkshire, the Straw Bear passes through 
the streets in January. There are in addition a large number of 
local folk customs taking place throughout the year in Britain, 
many of which are listed in such excellent books as The 

Perpetual A lmanack of Folk Lore or The Customs and 

Ceremonies of Britain, both by Charles Kightly (for details see 
Further Reading) . 

G R E E N  M A N  I M AG E S  
I n  addition, for those who would like t o  possess a Green Man 
of their own, there are a number of excellent craftspeople who 
are producing carvings or paintings of Green Men . Most of 
these will accept commissions or have existing work for sale. 
Those who are interested might like to contact the following: 
A llen Calvin, 29  Gilmour Place, Hamilton, Ontario, 

L8M 2 Y3, Canada 

Fleur Fitzgerald, 3 Christmas Pie Ave, Normandy, Surrey, 

G U3  2EQ, UK 

David Holmes, Plymouth, Maine 

The Goddess and the Green Man in Glastonbury, Somerset, 
sells and exports Green Men and Goddess carvings throughout 
the world.  Write to them for an illustrated catalog at: 
The Goddess and the Green Man, 2 High Street, Glastonbury, 

Somerset BA6 9D U, UK 

In the USA there is :  
The Hobbit Doorway, 362 Main Street, A thol, MA 01331, USA 

On the Web take a look at The Mythic Images Collection at: 
www. mythicimages. com 

C O U R S E S  
John and Caitlin Matthews give regular courses i n  Europe and 
the USA on Shamanic, Arthurian, and Celtic traditions. They 
also produce a quarterly newsletter. For a sample issue, write, 
enclosing 8 first-class stamps (UK), or a U.S. $5  bill to :  
BCM Hallowquest, London, WCi X 3XX. 

The newsletter is also available in electronic format at 
H allowquest. org. uk 
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