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  For my children. 

My love for them is beyond words. 

  



Preface 

Who shall roam the enchanted forest; and who the 

gloomy woods? Who can be completely sure where each 

bend in the path might lead? 

And how shall the poor pilgrim repay the honest debt 

he owes to her: the lady of the woods? How shall he 

raise his mind to add a single line to the never-ending 

tale; or find somewhere within his heart a solitary note 

in tune with her eternal song?  

So until then, let us be content with a dream, indeed a 

dream within a dream; and together, you and I, let’s 

wander the woods awhile. 

They are what they are: places set aside, with their 

eternal laws, their thrones, and their points of peace. 

They have too their illusions, their shadows, and are 

not without their dangers. 

Like a mirror they bounce back to us who and what we 

are; or if we choose it so, who and what we seem to be.  

The keynote of this little book is exclusion; but it is an 

exclusion with conditional entry, for the golden bough 

flames deep within us all. 

 

 

 



Introduction 

Pilgrim was a city boy. He liked the city, though not for 

its grime, nor for its roughly shuttered palaces of     

concrete and glass; he did not like it for its pot-holed 

tarmac, nor for the engines of his day that belch their 

poison into the once pure air; nor for its shadowed 

hordes of suffering men, pale and heavy eyed, driven 

on and yet further on by fierce desires, by low and  

selfish thoughts, and by fear, though by the fear of 

what they often cannot tell. He did not like the city for 

its misplaced self-assurance, its hubris and its         

arrogant belief in the pre-eminence of man and all his 

shoddy works. 

Everywhere in the city there is the din of the battle, the 

clamour and clash of conflicting wills. Everywhere 

there are clouds of hot dust. Everywhere there is   

cursing and the smell of strong drink.  

Everywhere in the city the sights and sounds and 

smells of the furnace surround us. Everywhere metal, 

ore and lifelong affinities are violently torn apart.    

Everywhere in the city men are being roasted and     

purified, rising step by hesitant step from the sulphur-

ous reduction of their lives.  

Everywhere the helpless slave is bought and sold; and 

everywhere the tears of regret burn hot on once        

innocent cheeks. Everywhere in the city there is a  

pressure, like an unseen voltage, forcing energy 

through the streets and buildings in pulsating  
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amplitudes, pushing and pulling the hearts and minds 

of men towards the excesses and deficiencies of this or 

that extreme. 

And yet in the city, often in the places we least expect 

to find them, there are eyes that shine forth kindness 

and love into the darkness. Here and there, like those 

rare wild flowers we sometimes find in a corner of the 

meadow, there are souls of beauty and goodness and 

sincerity. They shine in the gloom like golden lamps. 

Some of those lacking in experience consider such 

thing to be overly sentimental; but such should think 

again. They should think again lest they too come to 

know first-hand the lonely path of tears and thankless 

sacrifice, trod by those who bring goodwill to the city. 

Such pure, humble and selfless servants of the light    

oftentimes live lives that belie their high and noble     

status. They go unrecognised and are little valued by 

this world, even sometimes by their nearest and    

dearest; nay, even sometimes by themselves. Too often 

their fate is a cruel one. Too often their treatment 

shames the high and mighty of this place who too often 

fail to protect them from the relentless pursuit of those 

who wish them harm. 

“Yes, let us go,’ said the child earnestly. ‘Let us begone 

from this place, and never turn back or think of it again. 

Let us wander barefoot through the world, rather than 

linger here.’ 

‘We will,’ answered the old man, ‘we will travel afoot  
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through the fields and woods, and by the side of rivers, 

and trust ourselves to God in the places where He 

dwells. It is far better to lie down at night beneath an 

open sky like that yonder–see how bright it is– than to 

rest in close rooms which are always full of care and 

weary dreams. Thou and I together, Nell, may be   

cheerful and happy yet, and learn to forget this time, as 

if it had never been.” 

O, my Lord, our pilgrim prayed, let thy angels guard 

such souls, and may little sprites clothed in the light of 

many colours guide their steps unseen by any man.  

There are also in the city those who are of a stronger 

constitution. While in truth they do not belong in the 

cities of this world at all, wide experience has shown 

them how to operate there. In some ways they are more 

fitted for the rigours of city life. Untouched by the dust 

and grime they move unhindered among the heavier       

atoms, gliding through ethereal spaces to bring a   

higher life to those who aspire to it. They come and go 

in mind through unbolted doors and through the gates 

that love has left ajar, from where the light of the land 

beyond comes pouring in, steeply slanting rays bearing 

compound forces that, God-willing, shall save the soul 

of everyman.  

They are strong and powerful, but their strength is an 

inner strength which shall endure the ages, and their 

power is an inner power which seeks to do no harm. 

The many kinds of men pay them little heed, for they 

make no outward show, content to play the roles  
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assigned to them in life. Some call them the unsung 

heroes of the world, the bearers of a mystic light, but in 

truth they do not bear the light but rather, they are the 

light. They are our unacknowledged rulers, our leaders 

on the way. 

Their lives are rarely easy, and often their task is a 

thankless one, but despite it all they are the healers, 

the reconcilers, the moderators, the menders of broken 

hearts. Despite it all they are the wayside friend of the 

lonely wanderer. Despite it all they embrace and lift up 

the fallen. Despite it all they are the pointers of the way 

to the lost and wayward. Despite it all they are the    

defenders of the young and of the aged. Despite it all 

they bring the cup of nourishment to the sick and to 

the weak. And yet we know them not. 

Saint or sinner, poor or rich, famous or unknown, and 

all other such terms, mean nought to them, for they 

are from the centre, from the very heart of God. The 

city depends on them like the body depends on blood. 

They need pray no prayers, for their lives are prayers 

enough; they need make no sacrifices to God except 

themselves; they serve not men, though many there are 

who think it so; for they, above all that could be said, 

are in the service of the Lord. They pay the price and 

make the stretch. They happily sacrifice what could be 

theirs to align blind Earth to Paradise. 

Indeed, there was much for pilgrim to wonder at in the 

city. There’s much work being done, he concluded, 

good work, though still much as yet to do. Perhaps it is 
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not a place for the faint of heart, but there, despite it 

all, a little band of happy warriors fulfil as best they 

can the loving laws of God, while consumed by hatred 

their tormented enemies grimace and grin by turns, 

grinding their teeth in a hell of their own making. 

But this hour he thought, this hour he shall not     

wander beneath the gaudy neon lights of the city 

streets. He shall not this hour stand on the corner to 

pass the time of day with his flaming-hearted neigh-

bours.  

Neither shall he this hour make a way through the net-

work of vennels and ginnels, nor mosey along the little 

known alleys and snickets that might lead him to the 

tavern: the city wanderer’s resting place, the haunt too 

of the philosopher, the restless sailor, the unsuccessful 

artist, the broken-hearted fiddler, the accordionist and 

the gleeful player of the dancing spoons; and some-

times too, the convivial meeting place of bright-eyed 

kin and trusted companions.   

No, this hour he shall sally forth beyond the crowded 

pavements, beyond the churches and marketplaces, 

beyond the cinemas, the arcades and their slot        

machines, and beyond the territories of gangs of many 

different kinds. This hour he shall venture beyond the 

city’s walls. This hour he shall go a-roving.  

Forsaking for a while men both like and unlike himself 

he shall instead seek the company of the trees of all 

sizes and all ages: seedlings, not yet established as   
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individuals in their own right, and young, vigorous 

saplings growing at a rate of knots, and long-lived     

giants who in their time have experienced much and so 

have much to tell. He shall know the company of 

plants that bring forth flowers from within themselves, 

and of those which do not: the ferns and the mosses, 

the horsetails, the liverworts and the hornworts. He 

shall smell the delicate sweetness and also the       

pungency of heart-restoring herbs.  

He shall feed the woods, and he in return shall be fed 

by them. That which he needs not shall be drawn from 

him, and that which he lacks shall be added unto him. 

He shall seek out the beetle and the butterfly, the    

spider and the toad, the shrew and the viper. He shall 

stand on the mossy bank of the tumbling stream, wide-

eyed with a sense of wonder at the flying insects with 

their gauzy wings and their bodies that glisten with the 

colours of precious metals.  

From the cover of the bracken he shall watch the  

badger come and go, observing Nature’s periods of rest 

and activity; and he shall ask his carefully formulated 

questions of the hare and of the fox, and so shall know 

what it is that they have learned. He shall sit upwind 

from his lesser self and figure himself in the company 

of the roebuck and of the gentle doe, losing all that he 

has in her soft and liquid eye.  

And even above these he shall seek out the many kinds 

of birds that since the earliest times have made the  
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branches and boughs their sanctuary and home. And if 

the singers of that true and ancient order find him to 

be worthy, perhaps they shall unfurl their golden song 

and teach him what they know of Nature’s veiléd    

mysteries. 

Glancing from here to there and back again, he shall 

seek out the way: Nature’s way. He shall sing and 

dance amid the spirits of the unseen world, a world of 

wonder and enchantment, a world that lives and 

breathes behind the veil.  

He shall delve and discover whatever may be shown to 

him; he shall seek and he shall find; he shall follow the 

golden clue as far as it allows through the labyrinthine 

thoughts and speculations, the fanciful superstitions 

and the inner visions bequeathed to us by time. 

And when moved to do so he shall retire to the centre, 

to the grassy clearing, to the magic circle. And there he 

shall stand and send forth his prayers of gratitude to 

God and to her, the lady of the woods.  

For she it is who feeds all within her purview with love 

and light. She is the heaven-born who comes to Earth. 

She is immortal substance who carries in her bosom 

the golden child. She is the nurse of all, the comforter, 

the one who reassures, the protectress, the guardian 

and guide of every poor pilgrim who roams the woods 

looking for the way.  

 

 

7 

  



The Child Galahad 

 



To the Woods 

And so obeying the hour’s edict, the ever-returning 

hour, the blesséd hour drenched through with the  

happiness of home, our pilgrim rose to wander in the 

woods. 

And as he did, he mused unto himself. Shall we, he 

thought, call the woods the theatres of never-ending 

war where, like hungry and ruthless nations, each tree 

and shrub, each wild flower, each humble herb of the 

forest floor, competes with its neighbour, at times to 

the very death, for the scarce resources upon which its 

dominance depends? Or shall we instead call them   

superhighways of unseen sharing and cooperation, like 

a close-knit, loving family, or an alliance of kindred 

minds spreading goodwill and assistance to all that 

connect to them? Shall we call them ever-producing 

genetrices, rich and teeming with sun-filled life, luxuri-

ous growth and fruit-producing creativity? Or shall we 

notice the self-inhibiting dormancy, or the strange and 

saprophytic forces of decay and destruction, or those 

which prefer to feed on living things, like the parasitic 

pleasures of low desire?  

Our pilgrim knew that in truth each of these character-

isations, and more besides, were reasonable depending 

on one’s point of view; for Nature is many-sided and 

there are many aspects to her creations.   

He had often thought that in some place or another, 

and in some form or another, most of the naturally  
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occurring elements can be found in the woods; and 

that each of these elements, or most often their   

countless compounds, has a place in Nature’s scheme 

and a task allotted to it according to its qualities and 

attributes.  

Some of them bond or have affinities with other        

elemental compounds operating within the wood and 

also in the wider environment, while displaying        

antipathy or neutrality to others. They also seem to 

demonstrate a greater or lesser readiness to combine 

and cooperate with various natural forces, including 

though not only, the mechanical, chemical and       

electrical forces.  

He had also noted that the most important of the    

processes, those which unfold, develop and sustain the 

life of the woods, seem governed by temperature and 

the availability of water. Temperature is one measure of 

kinetic energy; and water is sometimes called the    

universal solvent. Each is critical to the health of the 

wood. Germination, for example requires the mingling 

of warmth and moisture, although extreme tempera-

tures or amounts of water can hamper growth and 

damage trees and smaller plants alike. 

However, given the right temperature and humidity,  

elements, chemical compounds and forces combine 

and interact to create and evolve the woods. It appears 

that some of the key processes relate to dormancy,  

germination, growth, maturity, reproduction, decline, 

death, decay and regeneration. And in the meantime  
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they also somehow produce the harmonious conditions 

of peace and beauty he knew and loved so well. 

So it seems that a wood, in line with wider Nature, 

works through combinations of substances and forces. 

Forces work through elemental substances and        

elemental substances embody forces. It is a series of 

complicated love affairs, at least of sorts. Forces need 

elements and elements need forces.  

Each wood is similar because all woods utilise mostly 

the same elements. On the other hand each wood’s 

character is different because those elements, and  

consequently their forces, are present to varying       

degrees and are combined in varying proportions. Even 

among woods growing in the same climate zone the 

combination of elemental compounds and forces in a 

particular wood will produce a point of balance which 

is unique. The balance of forces along with their associ-

ated elements produces and expresses the individuality 

or character of a wood.   

The woods too are in constant flux. So much so that 

the story of a wood’s life from its beginning to its end 

can be described, at least in this respect, as the     

complex and ever-shifting interplay of elemental     

substances and unseen forces.   

From one perspective the forces and their associated 

elements can be grouped into those which on the one 

hand expand things, encourage germination, growth 

etc., and on the other, those which contract them,   

promoting dormancy, restricting or inhibiting growth,  
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and so on. While these may be polar opposites and   

superficially antagonistic to each other, both are   

needed if Nature is to establish, regulate and maintain 

balance. So in this sense they also complement each 

other.  

In general terms, balance and stability is maintained in 

an ever-changing wood by the cyclical regulation of 

growth and dormancy. Too much expansion is undesir-

able, as is too much contraction. Expansion at the 

wrong time will cause problems, as will contraction at 

the wrong time. Sometimes one of the unreconciled 

poles seems to gain ascendancy; although just as     

often, its limit is reached and it is soon brought back to 

a state of relative balance.  

However, the balance of nature is not a static         

equilibrium where all forces perfectly cancel each other 

out. That would lead nowhere. Rather, it is a dynamic 

and constant adaptation to ever fluctuating conditions. 

It is the maintenance of relative stability during 

change. Much, though by no means all of this         

constantly shifting interplay is connected to the cyclical 

adjustments associated with the seasons. 

Quite commonly also, the equilibrium of the wood is 

sometimes disturbed by some significant event or    

process: a flood, a storm or a fire for example. In most 

of these cases equilibrium is restored in time and 

something approaching or similar to the balance that 

existed prior to the event is established again.          

Occasionally however, the nature of the disturbance or 
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its magnitude is such that the previous state of equilib-

rium is not regained, and instead of returning to the 

old state of play the wood’s ecosystem settles into a 

new equilibrium.  

The resulting spiral is how a wood develops and evolves 

into a new and improved version of itself. Thuswise, 

one might say, it is regenerated. However, it is also true 

that thuswise, it may be damaged or destroyed.  

Generally speaking Nature performs the global balanc-

ing act necessary for the Earth to sustain life by      

employing countless so-called negative feedback loops. 

A typical definition of such a loop is: 

“a process in which a change from the normal range of 

function elicits a response that opposes or resists that 

change.” 

These feedback loops, along with their positive counter-

parts, appear to operate as balancing or regulating 

mechanisms at every level of Nature from the simple 

cell to the overarching, multi-faceted biosphere. They 

help to moderate the changes which would otherwise 

produce conditions that are out of kilter. It’s no differ-

ent in the woods; and there too the harmonies and  

balances achieved can be complex, multi-layered and 

hierarchical.  

Within the wood a varied assortment of plants, trees 

and woodland creatures live out their individual lives. 

While on the surface these lives appear simple, when 

we dig but a little deeper a more complex set of  
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interlinked processes emerges into view. We could in 

fact, if we were capable, continue digging deeper and 

deeper, revealing more and more complex processes 

without ever coming to an end. 

Unpeeling just the thinnest of layers reveals a series of 

back and forth interchanges between an individual 

plant and its environment during all the phases of its 

growth. Forces and elements in the soil, water and the 

atmosphere of the wood interact with forces and       

elements in the plant. There is interplay too between 

plants and woodland creatures and other organisms. 

Close observations of these interactions and their     

effects suggest that the plants and trees, even down to 

the cellular level and beyond, are continually balancing 

with the external world of the wider wood. 

We have noted how a plant or tree’s reaction to change 

is often to employ a negative feedback loop designed to 

restore the original balance. However, there are times 

when the aim is not to restore balance but to reinforce 

the changes that disturbed the balance in the first 

place.  

For example, ethylene is a gas produced by ripening 

fruit; and it also ripens fruit. When a single fruit       

becomes ripe and produces ethylene this is not, as 

might be expected, counteracted by a negative feedback 

loop in order to secure the balance of its previous state, 

but rather, the apparent imbalance in this case is     

reinforced. The appearance of ethylene often leads the 

plant to produce more ethylene not less.  
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In this way adjacent fruits ripen more quickly enabling 

a fruiting plant or tree to ripen all of its fruit at more or 

less the same time. This is thought to aid the efficient 

dispersal of seed as birds and other animals are        

attracted to a plant with lots of ripe fruit. In the jargon 

of homeostatic control this is called a positive feedback 

loop. 

Positive reinforcing feedback can sometimes overrule 

the normal negative, balancing feedback in order to  

establish an alignment with some or other overriding 

process in nature, for example the cyclical need to   

ripen fruit and disperse seed. 

Wandering his belovéd woods, our pilgrim found him-

self contemplating the interplay of forces and elements, 

the unique place occupied by each part and particle of 

the whole, the tasks they each appear to undertake, 

the cycles of dormancy, growth, decay and regenera-

tion, the spiralling development and evolution, the  

constant disturbance and re-establishing of harmony 

and balance, the alignment of hierarchical processes, 

the vibrating beauty, the wonder, the stilly power; and 

contemplating thus, he felt the waters of devotion rise 

within him. 

O my Lord, he prayed, I stand before Thee as a humble 

supplicant. I stand erect this blesséd hour amid the 

solitudes of softly murmuring waters. I send forth my 

adoration to Thee on the sweetly scented breeze, 

though Thou need it not. I stand in companionship 

with all creation. I stand as a minute particle in the 
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infinite and eternal Oneness. Lord, guide me to my 

place this happy, happy hour. Make me new. Oh, teach 

me holy Nature’s sacred ways. 

Our pilgrim knew that Nature and her forces operate 

according to unbreakable and immovable laws; and 

that the life of a wood or a forest, or indeed the life of 

an individual creature, and even the cells that make a 

plant or a tree, are no different. How could it be other-

wise?  

He knew that her dominions and her mighty, eternal 

laws stretch out infinitely in every direction. He knew 

that in comparison to these cosmic laws, forces and  

elements the man on earth, despite all his arrogance, 

was but a mote of dust with a life-span measured in 

nanoseconds. He knew also that to deny Nature intelli-

gence was to plumb the depths of absurdity; and to  

behold her works and then declare them the meaning-

less outcomes of chance and random mutation was the 

crown and sceptre of ignorance.  

O man, he thought, how thou hast fallen! O, thou   

foolish man! There is not one on Earth, not even one, 

so wise that they can fathom her depths, nor rise to 

soar in her uppermost air. Bow thy head, O man, and 

learn from her what little thou can learn. Now, before 

thy twilit days descend further into the depths of dark-

some night. 

He also knew that man would one day change his 

course; and that this too was in accord with Nature’s  
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law. He knew that already something was stirring in 

the woods. Spring was on its way. He knew that a new 

phase, a new start, a new opportunity was beginning to 

unfold. Nature’s call had already gone forth like an 

electric thrill through earth and air in every part of the 

wakening wood. Here and there the streams were     

beginning to fill again with life. And here and there the 

feathery singer has mounted the branch to sing once 

more creation’s song. 

He knew that especially now the philosopher, the   

mystic, the scientist, the priest and the poet would do 

well to visit the woods, and the more true and ancient 

the woods the better. However, he also knew that many 

would not. They would look the other way, and would 

continue to reinforce the imbalances that everywhere 

man was introducing into the ecosystem. Surely, he 

thought, there must be at least a few who might prove 

capable of taking advantage of the new opportunities 

afforded by this new season of growth and expansion.   

For some at least, he thought, the hour assigned to 

further progress had arrived. It is here; and it is now. 

The inner balance has shifted. The sleeping Earth     

begins to stir. The frost-bound woods begin to thaw, 

and once dormant buds begin to swell. Let them press 

on. Let those brave souls press on. 

Meditating thus on these new times of new beginnings, 

our pilgrim considered the germination of things, the 

breaking of dormancy and the establishment of a new 

plant in a woodland world which for the seedling is not  
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without its dangers. 

Philosophically speaking, it is sometimes said that 

when unrestrained, the realm of potentiality produces 

the realm of actuality, just as a seed concealed beneath 

the surface of the forest floor can, under the right   

conditions, produce a mighty tree. 

Science tells us that the essential constituents of seeds 

are the embryo, the protective covering of the outer 

shell or seed coat and an inner reserve of food. How-

ever in addition to these the ancient traditions assert 

that there is also a force present within the seed,   

compound in nature, and as essential to life and       

activity as are the elements that make up the form or 

body through which that force operates. Its focused  

operations increase as the various compounds        

contained in the seed unfold, differentiate and       

combine.  

To those of a mystical bent, this compound force is the 

Breath of God which to some degree or another is     

diffused throughout every particle of living Nature.   

Under its informing, intelligent influence countless 

positive and negative feedback loops are employed.  

Unimaginably complex processes, fitting together and 

in perfect step and sequence, follow the eternal laws of 

cellular division and growth as they manifest in the 

vegetable kingdom. 

Germination involves an expansion from one form of 

existence into another. Until germination is initiated 

the seed is said to be dormant. The elements required  
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for a viable seed are provided by the parent plant and 

by Nature. While a seed is ripening but before the point 

of germination has been reached it is clear that certain 

forces are active in a preparatory sense, bringing about 

each of the subtle inner changes in chemical composi-

tion required before the seed can take the next         

important step in its growth and development. These 

inner forces do their part in conjunction with others 

present within the seed’s environment. 

Some hormones, acids and sugar compounds enable 

the seed’s growth, while others inhibit growth and so 

promote dormancy. Among the most noted hormones 

associated with seed dormancy and germination are 

abscisic acid, which inhibits germination, and gibberel-

lin, which ends seed dormancy. The relative balance 

between these and other substances dictates whether a 

seed remains dormant, or whether that dormancy is 

broken, at which point germination takes place. Both 

groups of chemicals and their associated forces are not 

only needed for germination, but also for healthy devel-

opment and growth throughout the cycles of a plant’s 

life. 

More generally, seed germination requires the right 

temperature, the imbibing of water, oxygen, and in 

most cases either light or darkness. 

The part of the plant that first emerges from the seed is 

the embryonic root, termed the radicle or primary root. 

It allows the seedling to become anchored in the 

ground and start absorbing water. After the root        
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absorbs water, an embryonic shoot emerges from the 

seed. The interplay between the forces of expansion 

and contraction are observable at each stage of the  

cellular changes that take place during the seed’s    

germination, just as they are in the regulation of the 

plant’s subsequent development and growth. 

The stage of development that lies between a seed’s 

germination and the existence of an individual plant or 

tree in its own right is called establishment. This is a 

potentially dangerous phase because many newly    

germinated seeds and seedlings fall victim to injury, 

disease, fungi and various other environmental         

obstacles to further growth. Relatively few succeed in 

becoming established. Some plants attempt to circum-

vent this by producing a large amount of seed. 

Compared to other phases little is known about the 

seedling stage. Clearly, water and temperature play 

their part during this period as much as or perhaps 

more than at other stages of growth. If a seedling      

escapes being eaten by a herbivore its next most likely 

cause of death is drought.  

However the dangers do not end there. Pathogens    

present within all parts of the woods are ever seeking 

to destroy the growing plant. It is their nature and their 

task. A pathogen or a germ in the oldest and broadest 

sense is anything that can produce disease. The term 

is derived from the Greek words pathos and genes, the 

former meaning suffering, passion, and the latter 

meaning producer of. 
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Water and temperature are also important to the plant- 

attacking pathogens, not least because they often     

require the right temperature and a wet leaf surface, 

although not too wet, in order to adhere to and then 

penetrate a plant’s outer defences.  Once these are 

breached there is what appears to be a complicated  

series of measures and counter measures at a cellular 

level until either attacker or defender triumphs. 

Also, there is an emerging understanding of the cost to 

a plant in developing the complex defence mechanisms 

needed for it to defend itself against the many kinds 

pathogens present in the environment. Although not 

yet fully understood, there seems to be a trade-off     

between plant growth and defence.  It’s a reasonable 

assumption that a plant’s ability to allocate its inner 

resources effectively and to strike the necessary       

balance between growth and immunity may be more 

important than ever at the seedling stage when         

resources may be limited and growth and immunity are 

both priorities. Some have speculated however, that 

the development of defence mechanisms which provide 

at least a measure of immunity best precedes the  

channelling of resources towards rapid growth. 

It may also be of interest to note that eighty percent of 

plant species rely on mycorrhizal networks into which 

seedlings are usually quickly incorporated after germi-

nation. These are symbiotic relationships of which 

more will be noticed later.  

Compared with non-mycorrhizal seedlings, those that 
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establish these beneficial relationships may display 

greater nutrient acquisition, lower levels of disease, 

and lower drought stress, all of which are important 

factors in their capacity to survive through the seedling 

stage to become established as individuals in their own 

right. Once they succeed in becoming established they 

are more capable of accessing the resources they need 

and of defending themselves while doing so. 

Everywhere in the woods pilgrim saw the blending and 

bonding of complementary forces and elements. Every-

where he saw the ordered expressions of Nature’s laws 

producing that beauty of which no man can truly 

speak. Everywhere in the woods he saw harmony of 

purpose, an intelligent movement and cycling of energy 

by vast hierarchies of living things.  

He saw how in the final analysis the energy that flows 

in unseen currents throughout the wood, bringing 

change and unfoldment to all things, depended on the 

sun, either directly or indirectly; and that without this 

energy there could be no life anywhere on earth. 

No-one knows what energy actually is.  However, it’s 

commonly said that energy is the ability to do work. At 

its simplest this work is sometimes expressed as the 

pushing or pulling of things.  

Energy is either still or moving. When still it is said to 

be potential energy; and when moving it is termed     

kinetic energy. As far as anyone can discover, energy 

has always existed; and it is believed that while it can 

change from one form to another it can neither be   
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created nor destroyed, so the overall amount of energy 

in the universe remains constant. All other things     

being equal, where there is a difference in potential   

energy it will flow from the area or point of excess to 

the area or point of deficiency. 

Forces are the means by which energy is transferred, 

or in other words, how things are pushed or pulled, 

heated, illuminated, changed, attracted or repulsed, 

and so on. The rate at which energy is transferred is its 

power. A certain amount of power is needed to over-

come the inertia which resists the pushing or pulling of 

the thing acted upon. However, if the power of an      

active force is too great the integrity of the thing acted 

upon can be damaged or destroyed.  

Our pilgrim marvelled how in all directions and at   

every level of its being, the woods demonstrated to him 

the finely regulated and balanced application of        

Nature’s immeasurable power. And yet, he thought,     

however much he marvels, however much he            

investigates, however much he discovers, no man shall 

contain within his intellect ought but the tiniest       

particle of the ineffable complexity, nor hold for long 

within his bursting heart the living marvels and    

beauties of the wild and wondrous woods. 

The forces that reach the wood via the sun drive the 

mysterious process known as photosynthesis. Science 

tells us that each plant or tree uses the energy carried 

to it by sunlight to transform carbon dioxide and water 

into the sugars and other substances necessary to life 
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on Earth. As part of the process oxygen is released into 

the atmosphere. 

It seemed to him that the driving upwards of a growing 

shoot, up through the soil, eventually breaking the  

surface to emerge for the first time from darkness unto 

sunlight, to the scented air, the dews and soft summer 

showers, represented another great shift in the nature 

of a plant’s existence. The pattern imprinted in the 

seed was coming to be. New forces were coming into 

play. New compounds were being formed. A new and 

even more complex balance was now demanded. New 

and challenging adaptations to new and challenging 

conditions were now required. 

Science does not yet fully understand the process by 

which some plant cells begin working together to form 

different types of tissue; or how, when different types of 

tissues work together to perform a unique function, 

they form an organ; nor how it is that organs begin 

working together to form organ systems. However some 

are beginning to consider the possibility that certain 

processes involved in a plant’s growth and development 

are initiated and regulated in a way which cannot yet 

be explained by an analysis of its DNA coding. 

A plant’s organs are established by specialised cells 

working in cooperation to fulfil tasks critical to the life 

of the plant. The organ systems associated with plants 

relate to their shoots and roots. A plant’s shoot system 

is normally above ground and includes the leaves and 

stems, together with the structures forming its 
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reproductive parts: the flowers and fruits.  

The usually underground root system enables the plant 

to absorb water and the various minerals it needs. The 

roots also provide an anchorage and support for the 

plant. It is thought that trees as well as other plants 

make use of water’s special affinity with the forces of 

cohesion and adhesion, together with those of attrac-

tion and repulsion, to draw dissolved nutrients all the 

way from their roots up to even the highest of its 

branches, leaves and fruits. 

Plant morphology is a complex subject lying beyond the 

present scope. However it may be of interest to note in 

passing a few simplified details about the specialisation 

of cells necessary for the formation of a plant’s organ 

systems. 

A plant’s remarkable ability to continue to grow above 

and below ground throughout its entire life cycle      

appears to be dictated by its meristem cells. Root and 

shoot meristem cells continue to drive specialised cell 

division throughout a plant’s life. So-called apical    

meristem cells are located at the tip of the growing root 

and at the tip of the growing stem, enabling the plant 

to continue to produce root and shoot tissue for as long 

as it lives. 

When scientists examined this kind of cell tissue more 

closely they were able to discover something of the way 

in which it works. At the centre of a group of cells 

forming the meristem tissue is a cell usually called the         

quiescent centre. This mysterious cell doesn’t appear to  
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do anything; and unlike other cells it doesn’t divide. 

However around it a number of cells are formed which 

do divide. Three types of cells are arranged in steps, 

each more distant from the centre, and each having 

different characteristics. 

One step beyond the quiescent centre are cells called 

the initial cells. These divide, although they remain 

part of the main meristem tissue. They are defined by 

their position next to the quiescent centre. A step    

further reveals the so-called derivative cells. It is in 

these cells that the special purpose or specialised task 

of a cell begins to become apparent. These cells divide 

to produce the cells which actively manifest the cell  

tissue’s purpose in life. These last cells are called      

differentiated cells. 

The differentiated cells perform the tasks associated 

with the plant organ system of which they are a part. A 

differentiated cell may contribute to the production of 

the epidermis, the cortex, or vascular tissue and so on, 

thereby, and together with its kind, producing all the 

component parts of, for example, a plant’s root system. 

The same processes above ground results in the       

formation of differentiated tissue whose purpose is to 

produce the shoot organ systems. 

To return to the cycling of energy: throughout the 

wood, all organisms, including plants, generate electric 

fields. At a cellular level there are electrical potentials 

existing across a plant’s cell membranes. This means 

that there is a greater concentration of ions on one side 
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of the cell membrane relative to the other. Under nor-

mal circumstances this results in a flow of ions across 

the cell membrane until the ion concentration on both 

sides of the cell membrane is equalised.  

When they flow from a point of excess to a point of   

relative deficiency, equalising the concentration of ions 

on either side of the cell membrane, they are said to be 

flowing ‘with’ or ‘down’ the concentration gradient. 

However, sometimes plant cells use so-called ion 

pumps to transport energy across cell membranes. 

These pumps push ions from one part of the plant to 

another ‘against’ the concentration gradient. This     

results in a concentration of ions in certain parts of the 

plant in order to supply one or more of its specialised 

functions with sufficient energy for a range of second-

ary operations. 

Moving electrically charged particles around different 

areas of the plant also enables both internal and exter-

nal communication. At the plant’s interface with the 

outside world changes in the environment are detected 

via a range of receptors in a cell’s outer membrane and 

communicated to other cells within the plant.  

It seems that the inner contents of a cell, called by 

some biologists the protoplasm, include substances 

which are remarkably sensitive to a wide range of     

external forces and respond to the signals sent by the 

cell wall’s receptors. 

Differences and changes in the electrical potentials   

between adjacent plant cells transmit a wave-like   
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signal from cell to cell. This means that electrochemical 

and other changes in its environment can bring an   

almost immediate reaction within and between cells 

throughout the entire plant. Electrical signals travelling 

from the base to the top of the stem and from the top of 

the stem to the base communicate and coordinate its 

responses to external stimuli. 

The speed of the energy transfer throughout the plant 

is influenced by a number of factors. As might be      

expected these include the intensity of the external 

stimulus; but perhaps somewhat more surprising is 

the measurable influence of previous exposures to a 

particular stimulus. A plant reacts more quickly to 

stimuli it has previously encountered. This has led 

some researchers to describe the plant’s reaction as in 

part the result of a form of memory. At the very least, 

some say, it suggests that plants can learn from their 

prior experiences. 

What has been even more unexpected to scientists 

however is a plant’s apparent ability to make choices, 

and to allocate energy resources based on what ap-

pears to be associative learning. Plants seem to be able 

to interpret a range of environmental cues in much the 

same way that Pavlov’s dogs demonstrated an ability to 

associate carefully controlled neutral cues with the   

imminent appearance of food. 

Phototropism, the innate tendency of a plant to grow 

towards a light source, has been long recognised. How-

ever, researchers have recently demonstrated that a  
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plant can, like Pavlov’s dogs, learn to use external cues 

in order to secure access to this and other critical     

resources. For example they have shown that a current 

of air from a fan, positioned in a way which predicts 

the direction from which light will appear, alters the 

plant’s direction of growth accordingly.  

Normally in the absence of light a plant will grow to-

wards the light source’s previous location. However   

after a few days of training, plants in the experiment 

began to overrule this habit and instead grew in the  

direction predicted by the external cue, the draft of air 

from the fan. Researchers have concluded that plants 

are far more responsive to changes in their environ-

ment than previously realised, and are much more able 

to use those changes to improve their efficiency in    

foraging for food and other resources. 

The communication between environment and plant is 

often two-way. Plant scientists have measured different 

types of responses to, as contrasting examples, the 

nearby production of ethylene gas, or an attack by 

plant damaging insects. The detection of ethylene, as 

already noted, stimulates the plant to produce more.  

On the other hand, the response to a potentially dam-

aging attack draws from it a very different response. 

Once an in-built intensity threshold is exceeded the 

plant responds by sending electrochemical signals to 

all other parts of its system. These stimulate the     

production of chemicals designed to deter the pest from 

further attack.  
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In addition, some plants also produce and release into 

the atmosphere a cocktail of volatile chemicals which 

alert other nearby plants of the threat, enabling them 

to initiate their defence systems before they come     

under attack. Different pests draw from the plant     

different responses and different combinations of 

chemicals. Some chemical combinations produced by 

plants and sent forth by them into the atmosphere 

have even been shown to be attractive to predators of 

the particular pest responsible for the attack. 

This sensitivity to changes in the environment and the 

often cooperative nature of a plant or tree’s responses 

have opened up new fields of research which some   

scientists believe will challenge the traditional, over-

simplistic view of Nature as merely a competition or 

struggle for resources.  

That’s not to say that such struggles don’t take place. 

The competition between trees in a wood for light,    

water and essential nutrients is obvious to even the 

most casual observer. Trees that grow quickly will out-

compete slower growing ones and eventually deny them 

light. In a process known as allelopathy, some trees 

and other plants also produce chemicals in their root 

system which disrupt and inhibit, sometimes in ingen-

ious ways, the germination, establishment or normal 

development and growth of other competitor plants. 

However on closer inspection it’s clear that the denial 

of light by quickly growing trees also provides the    

perfect conditions for shade tolerant plants; and can  

 

30 



even be said to protect those plants whose constitution 

would be harmed by direct exposure to too much sun-

light. Also, some scientists argue that in the light of  

recent research the term allelopathy should be rede-

fined to include not only the chemical inhibition of 

growth, but also that which encourages and enables 

growth in other plants.  

Particular interest has been shown in the role of what 

some researchers have likened to the forest equivalent 

of the internet, and others have compared to neural 

networks in the brain.  

Soil contains in solid, liquid and gaseous forms the   

elemental substances essential to the development and 

resilience of a healthy and sustainable wood or forest. 

It is also the most abundant ecosystem on Earth, a  

kilogramme of healthy soil containing billions upon  

billions of microorganisms. A large percentage of these 

are of species as yet unidentified or still to be described 

by science.  

But each of them has its place and function. Each of 

them represents a minute point of balanced life in    

Nature’s living scheme. Each plays its unique role and 

fulfils its task. The interconnections are utterly mind 

boggling. It becomes even more bewildering when we 

consider how populations of distinct species form a 

community; and how these communities themselves 

combine with others, and so on, eventually forming an 

overarching ecosystem. 
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One such group of microorganisms is formed by the 

fungi so familiar to the wanderer in the woods. While 

their fruiting bodies, such as mushrooms for example, 

appear above ground level most fungi also produce   

extensive threadlike filaments underground called    

hyphae, a name derived from the Greek huphḗ, mean-

ing web. These branch out as they grow to produce an 

underground network, collectively called mycelium. In 

ancient forests this can have a mat-like appearance 

with countless threads spreading in all directions.  

Trees and other plants growing in a forest form a   

symbiotic relationship with the mycelium, termed a 

mycorrhiza. The trees and plants need access to the 

nutrients held in the soil, but which are not always 

present in sufficient quantities in the immediate       

vicinity of their root systems.  

Unable to photosynthesise, the mycelium needs access 

to the sugars and other substances produced by photo-

synthesis. In order to meet both sets of needs the    

mycelium gathers nutrients and water from parts of 

the forest not available to the tree or plant’s roots and 

exchanges those nutrients and water for photosyn-

thate. In this way the tree or plant fixes carbon and 

then trades it with the mycelium for the phosphorous, 

nitrogen and other elements it needs.  

By mapping and studying the networks researchers 

have established that mycelium also connects the root 

system of one tree with those of others, and not only 

with those of the same species. It seems that using  
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their mycorrhizal networks trees are able to move water 

and nutrients back and forth to each other as the 

needs arise.  

Trees will often vary the net transfer of nutrients       

depending on a range of external environmental       

factors. For example, a fir tree growing in the shade of 

a birch tree receives, via their mycorrhizal connections, 

the birch’s excess carbon during the summertime. In 

autumn when the birch’s leaves fall and it is no longer 

able to photosynthesise but the evergreen fir is still 

able to do so, the net exchange of carbon is reversed 

and flows through the connecting mycelium from the 

fir to the birch.  

There is also evidence that the mycorrhizal networks 

enable connected trees to communicate. When a tree is 

injured for example, defence signalling has been shown 

to occur between the roots of widely separated trees so 

long as they are connected to the network.  

The mycorrhizal system operating within a wood can be 

seen from one perspective as a number of localised net-

works joined together by the hubs associated with a 

few large, old, so-called ‘mother trees’. These trees, the 

researchers say, are particularly important to the resili-

ence of a wood because of the numerous connections 

they enable.  

It is also believed that while they use their networks to 

communicate and cooperate with trees of species other 

than their own, they can also recognise and tend to  

favour their kin.  
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O pilgrim, says the lady of the woods, thou who treads 

the path to peace, be steady; learn balance. Find within 

thyself the quiet power of my ancient woods. Control 

thy lower desires and in doing so fill thy gypsy wells 

with life.  

Send forth and receive, accept and refuse, allow and 

deny, knowing in full the justice of equilibrium. Fix the 

volatile and make volatile the fixed. Expand and con-

tract in accordance with the seasons and the balancing 

cycles and rhythms of thy true self.  

Meet the just demands of thy life in full measure, rein-

forcing the good, restraining the bad; yet like the stilly 

wood, be thou patient all the while. When the hour of 

thy time arrives thy powers shall flow from thee to 

where they are not, and in doing so they shall follow 

my laws, like the sap that flows in springtime.  

But beware of being pulled and pushed against thy 

will, this way and that, by the affinities and repulsions 

of the child within thy care; for the polarities of my 

realms are fixed for an eternity throughout an infinity 

of space, and they may never be denied. O, pilgrim, 

learn to be moderate in all things and reconcile all    

extremes to harmony.  

Though the worlds of men may boil in many different 

ways seek thou in the stillness of my woods the calm 

vibrations of the One, the shining energy and sub-

stance at the living centre of thyself, the loving father 

and mother of thy being. Amidst those vibrations thou  
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shalt find thy place and purpose, thou shalt know thy 

kindred minds; thou shalt combine and cooperate, un-

seen by any man, fulfilling thy long-allotted task on my 

and His behalf.  

The connections within and between all my realms are 

as numerous as the thoughts and desires of their     

inhabitants.  And like the hidden bonds of the woods 

that brings all within the reach of all, the bonds that 

connect thee to those who know and love you well are 

ones of brotherhood and friendship; and knowing this 

thou shalt rejoice inwardly in the company of thy kind. 

Pilgrim had long since noticed how a local ecosystem 

like our wood is made up of a mind-bewildering        

diversity, each aspect contributing to its making.  The 

almost constant discovery by biologists of new compo-

nents and  processes reveals a degree of integration 

and cooperation which is utterly mystifying in its com-

plexity; and yet our sciences, he thought, have hardly 

yet scratched the surface.  

Each facet is integrated into a natural hierarchy that 

stretches infinitely in both directions of scale. A local-

ised ecosystem like our woods contains populations of 

individual species of plants and trees, insects and    

animals, countless billions of living organisms – simple 

and complex in structure and form – groupings of   

specialised cells, each performing distinct and critical 

functions, organelles, molecules, subatomic particles 

and so on and so on… infinitely.  
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In the other direction each local ecosystem is part of a 

larger set of ecosystems, which in turn are integral to 

yet greater, regional ecosystems, and so on until we 

reach the planet. Although beyond our present scope, 

our Earth itself has too its place within the cosmos, 

which in turn is a minute part of the wider universe, 

and so on and so on… infinitely.   

An individual wood or forest finds its place in the  

greater scheme of Nature’s operations by cycling and 

recycling energy and elements, and so contributing to 

the wider balancing of forces and substances within 

the earth, on her surface and in her atmosphere.  

Root systems hold together the soil and inhibit soil  

erosion. Where woods are extensive they encourage 

rainfall, releasing more than eight times the amount of 

moisture into the air than an equivalent area of ocean. 

Thus, they help to regulate our weather. Without the 

woods and forests Earth could not sustain life in the 

way in which it has done for so long. 

If we go to the woods and seek to blend our minds with 

the spirit that breathes its influence among the trees 

and the plants, beneath the ground, in the splashing 

waters and in the all-pervading, sun-lit atmosphere, we 

shall come to know something of the benevolence of 

Nature. We shall discover natural technologies, devices 

and applied sciences of such ingenuity that they must 

remain forever far beyond in scale and scope and    

wisdom the works of the human mind and human 

hand. We shall come to know that Nature’s integrated  
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works are compatible with sustaining and developing 

life in an infinite variety of forms. We shall come to 

know a little of their far-reaching and long-lasting ben-

eficial consequences; and we shall begin to sense that 

these perhaps reflect her purpose.   

Not only are Nature’s technologies infinitely superior to 

those of men, but she devises, regulates and governs 

them in ways in which man appears utterly incapable.  

Man’s technologies often devastate the delicate        

balances achieved by Nature. They are too often driven 

by greed and selfishness. They are more often than not 

short-sighted and counter-productive. Commonly, they 

seek an immediate benefit without considering fully the 

longer term consequences of their use. 

It seems beyond the scope of men, at least at present, 

to bring our new-found materials technologies into a 

harmonious relationship with Nature. Too often we 

build and use our machines in ways which make it  

difficult or impossible for Nature to thrive. We only 

need to consider the debased conditions in many of our 

built environments to realise that under such man- 

made conditions Nature will never have a healthy and 

secure place. We constantly seek to drive out Nature 

from our cities.  

Our technologies and the uses to which they are put 

should be inspired by Nature. They should, as best as 

we can make them, mimic the living systems of the 

woods and the mountains, of the oceans and the     

naturally fertile plains. Only thus can we bring a better 
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balance into our material lives. Only thus can we align 

ourselves with the creativity of the natural world. Only 

thus can we build a strong, stable and sustainable 

foundation for the pursuit of health and happiness. 

At best, it may be that men have merely become too 

disconnected from the woods and from Nature in    

general. Like spoiled children they forget the many 

debts they owe. They forget that the various natural 

ecosystems support us. While they feed and protect us 

and while we are wholly dependent on them, man’s 

language reveals that he too often believes it to be the 

other way around.  

We fail to realise that to re-connect to the woods and 

the forests and other natural places would be to reinte-

grate ourselves with the harmony and balance that 

everywhere characterises Nature. Too often we refuse 

to make the investment, even though if we were to 

build and maintain our towns and cities so that they 

are closer in spirit to the natural world it would bring 

benefits we can hardly imagine. However, and particu-

larly in the so-called developed parts of the world, the 

ways in which, to note just a few examples, we produce 

and distribute our food, the way we produce and   

manage waste, the way we manufacture and build, and 

the ways we travel, all tend to reinforce yet further our  

disconnection from the natural world.  

Men are too concerned with amassing wealth to see 

that going at least some way towards restoring the 

countless spoiled wastes which were once pristine, but  
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which are now polluted almost beyond recovery, might 

allow us to face the judgments of future generations 

with a somewhat clearer conscience.  

At worst, with an arrogance born of baleful ignorance, 

men consider the woods and forests of the world   

merely as fuel for their industrial and commercial    

machines. They plunder the woods as they plunder 

and rape the Earth itself. Although he says he does, 

man cares little that he does so unsustainably. He 

knows instinctively that eventually such an attitude of 

mind will rebound on him and that he will suffer the 

consequences; but he hopes in his disregard for any-

one but himself that they might fall not on him but on 

his children or on their children, or better still, on the 

children of his enemies.   

And all the while the lady of the woods lays out her 

bounty. All the while she saves the fragile lives of each 

of us, good, bad and indifferent. All the while she 

presses on. Down through the generations of man she 

stands ready. She sustains those who are in need, she 

takes care of and protects, she offers wise counsel and 

good examples, she heals, she comforts, she instructs 

and educates, she reconciles and balances, she leads 

us on to the good and to the better and at last unto the 

best. 

The wellbeing, nay, the very existence of every man, 

woman and child across the globe is connected to the 

woods and the forests. No more than a moment’s 

thought reveals the extent to which we depend on 
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them. Without the woods and forests we couldn’t exist 

on Earth. Together they produce nearly half of the 

world’s oxygen, and play a critical role in ensuring a 

sustainable water supply.  

Over 300 million of us live in woods and forests. For 

the rural poor, access to the food, fuel, water and medi-

cine provided by the woods and forests is vital for their 

basic subsistence needs.  The woods and forests of the 

world, particularly those in tropical regions, provide a 

vast array of medicinal plants used in healing and 

healthcare across the globe. They provide us directly 

with over a quarter of all our medicines and it is 

thought that many more are still to be discovered.  

It is sometimes said that there is a cure for every ill; 

and a medicine for every ailment. This is true and hints 

at the underlying duality that exists throughout the 

natural world. The restoration of health and harmony 

through the judicious application of differentiated   

forces combined with elemental compounds is a       

science which has no limits. And in this respect Nature 

is the wise and generous teacher and man is her pupil. 

Behold the yew tree, gloom-laden and dark, with its 

chestnut-red, scaly bark showing streaks of orange and 

purple. It is highly toxic in all its parts excepting its red 

and fleshy fruit. It is remarkably long-lived, and in the 

right conditions can continue to thrive for several  

thousands of years. Its black seeds are dispersed by 

the blackbirds and thrushes that gorge on the ripened 

fruit. Its dense foliage, formed of green and grey-green 
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needles, is retained throughout the year, and in some 

light conditions casts an eerie, silvery sheen. Male yews 

also release cytotoxic pollen into the air which can 

cause headaches, nausea, aching joints and rashes. 

However this cytotoxicity – the quality of being toxic to 

cells – is a quality shared by parts of the human       

immune system. White blood cells use similar mecha-

nisms to protect the body from infectious disease and 

foreign invaders.  The chemotherapy drug Paclitaxel 

was first isolated in 1971 from the leaves of yew trees 

and has been used since the 1990’s as an important 

anti-cancer drug. 

Part of a plant’s inherent resistance to pathogens 

sometimes involves the production of specialised     

proteins which break down the cellular structure of an 

invading bacterium or fungus. Salicylic acid is closely 

connected to this process; and plays an important role 

in other ways too: in plant growth and development, 

photosynthesis, transpiration, ion uptake and 

transport. In some plants salicylic acid also induces 

the production of proteins which help to defend them 

against pathogens.  

In addition to all these, it is involved in the defence  

signalling which enables a plant to spread its response 

to a pest attack in one area to its other parts before 

they come under attack. These signals can even be 

communicated to nearby plants when the plant con-

verts salicylic acid to the volatile ester methyl salicylate 

which initiates defence mechanisms in neighbouring  
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plants when detected in the atmosphere. 

Salicylic acid is derived from salicin, elevated levels of 

which are found in among others poplar trees, mead-

owsweet, sweet and white birch, willow bark and  

American wintergreen. These trees and plants have 

been used for many centuries, and in some cases    

perhaps millennia, to treat a wide variety of medical 

conditions. Salicin, derived from the willow, salix, is 

the origin of the widely used modern drug aspirin. 

However, many herbalists consider the original natural 

source to be as effective in many respects, but without 

most of the side-effects associated with the synthesised 

product.  

The first therapeutic use of steroids by modern, west-

ern, mainstream science occurred in the 18th century. 

English physician William Withering used digitalis, a 

compound extracted from the leaves of the common 

foxglove to treat oedema or water retention after its    

secret was revealed to him by an old gypsy herbalist. 

Digitalis is now widely and successfully used to treat a 

number of heart conditions. 

Mistletoe is used in some countries as a general cure 

for a wide range of ailments, but particularly for       

epilepsy. In parts of Europe, preparations from it are 

used for treating cancer, and current research suggests 

it might have a use for treating AIDS. 

Daffodils and snowdrops have been used as traditional 

medicine since ancient times.  In the Odyssey, Homer  
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is thought to have referred to Odysseus clearing his 

mind using the snowdrop, with its black root and milky 

white flower. 

The substance galantamine was first extracted from 

the snowdrop in the early 1950’s after a Bulgarian 

pharmacologist saw remote villagers rubbing their fore-

heads with the plant leaves and bulbs.  It was first    

officially approved for use as a drug in Bulgaria in 

1958. 

Although no known drug currently is able to prevent or 

cure the disease, galantamine, extracted from the 

bulbs of daffodils and snowdrops, has proved effective 

in the treatment of the symptoms of Alzheimer’s. It is 

now used in this way in over seventy countries world-

wide.  Galantamine reduces the rate that the chemical 

acetylcholine is broken down in the brain.  This latter 

chemical is the molecular messenger that helps brain 

cells communicate with each other more efficiently and 

is essential for memory. 

Today there are at least 120 distinct chemical sub-

stances derived from plants that are considered as   

important drugs currently in use in one or more coun-

tries in the world. Some of these are still sold as plant 

based drugs requiring the processing of the actual 

plant material. Others have been chemically copied or 

synthesized by laboratories and no plant materials are 

used in their manufacture. 

It is also increasingly claimed that there are often  
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unidentified substances fulfilling unidentified tasks, 

which scientists omit from synthesised products to 

their detriment. Also, some environmentalists say, 

there can be unforeseen consequences in extracting 

substances which may behave benignly in their natural 

state, and even in the laboratory after extraction, but 

can react differently following their combination with 

other complex substances present in the natural      

environment. Honey bees and silk worms beware! 

O pilgrim, our lady whispered, defend to thy death thy 

mental health. Keep thy core free from the ever-

polluting power of baser passions and the ignoble 

thoughts which like viruses invade the mind from who 

knows where.  

Rebuff the parasitic. Keep them in their place. Learn to 

trust in God’s justice and make manifest His laws;    

resist the lower orders, the sowers of dis-ease, those 

that would do thee harm; outwit them, circumvent 

their covins and their complots. And in thy centre, 

strive for the immunity conferred by peace and love 

and wisdom.  

Behold Nature and all her wondrous works. Consider 

how each of the countless innocent herbs whose petals 

tremble in the morning’s breeze, reaches out to the 

light; and how each of the many kinds of mighty trees 

spreads its sheltering boughs across the grassy glade, 

how each and all the rest are formed by the self-same 

soil, air, water and life-providing rays of the living sun; 

and yet how each in its own distinctive way unfolds the 
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destiny of its perfection, long-contained within the    

secrets of its seed. 

 O, Pilgrim, canst thou sense within thy heart the trem-

bling self’s communion with my spirit? Come dance 

and sing with me in shared delight; or in the silence of 

my peaceful dell sup to thy heart’s content from the 

cup of higher beauty.  

Wander my woods in harmony and with thankfulness. 

And if thou dare and are worthy, draw closer in body 

and mind and heart to Him, the One Life that thrills 

through every unspoiled wood across the length and 

breadth of the wide, wide world.  

And I, the lady of the woods, the lady of benevolence, 

the compassionate and the just, I, even I, shall be with 

thee. I, the lady of our Lord; I, the dwelling place of   

holiness; I, the provider of remedies for every ill; I, the 

sustainer; I, the teacher of men; I, the bringer forth; I, 

the ripener of minds and the nourisher of souls.  

O, thou wanderer of my woods, she says, find crystal-

line peace. Learn to know me as I truly am: eternal,  

imperishable, pure and perfect in my symmetry, each 

balanced point of manifested life in its appointed place 

and love-bound to its kind. 

And so it was that our pilgrim rose in mind from the 

material laws to the laws of love that governed his 

heart. And as he rose, the Maiden of the Western  

Quarter was clad in a garment woven from sunlight, 

fire and softly tinted air; and she, whose name was  
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Radiance, together with her belovéd lord, the sun,   

processed across the sky towards the altar of the     

distant horizon.  

Glancing back from sky to Earth he was shocked      

almost to tears by the pure and innocent wild flowers 

that shone here and there around him, breathing 

beauty and joy and health into the atmosphere. It 

seemed to him now that their radiations were brighter, 

more splendid than ever before. It was as if that while 

his attention had been elsewhere they had somehow 

been perfected in a sense that he could not fully       

explain… even to himself. 

The term cryptogamae refers to plants that reproduce 

by spores, without flowers or seeds. The best known 

groups of cryptogams are the algae, lichens, mosses 

and ferns, but the class also includes non-

photosynthetic organisms traditionally classified as 

plants, such as fungi, slime moulds, and bacteria. The 

term is derived from the Greek words for hidden and to 

marry. This is believed to be because their reproduc-

tion is hidden, in contrast to the flower and seed bear-

ing plants, the so-called phanerogamae, from the Greek 

phaneros, meaning visible. In some quarters the   

phanerogamae are also known as spermatophyta. 

Of the seed-producing plants, some produce flowers 

and fruit, while others do not. Those which do not are 

termed gymnosperms. They were traditionally         

considered to be naked in the sense that they do not 

enclose their seed within flowers and fruit, as do the  
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angiosperms or fruiting plants. With some three     

hundred thousand known species, the angiosperms are 

by far the most diverse of the land plants.  

Flowering plants produce complete or incomplete    

flowers. The four organs that make up so-called     

complete flowers are carpels, petals, anthers and styles. 

Flowers are said to be incomplete if they lack one or 

more of these.  

The major organs contain or otherwise involve various 

other structures and functions. These all derive from 

gender; and their purpose is to ensure the reproduc-

tion of seed and fruit. The pistil is the female part of a 

flower. It is  centrally located, and typically consists of 

a swollen base, the ovary, which contains the ovules; a 

stalk, or style, arising from the ovary; and a pollen-

receptive tip, the stigma, variously shaped and often 

sticky. An ovule is a seed which is not yet fertilised. 

The flower stamens are the pollen producing male     

organs which include the anthers and their supporting 

filaments. 

When the weather conditions are right pollen is        

produced and is caught by the stigma. As part of a   

little understood process, a long pollen tube grows from 

the pollen down through the style towards the ovule 

contained in the ovary at the base of the flower petals. 

The male nucleus of the pollen fertilises the ovule after 

passing down the tube. After fertilisation a fruit forms, 

usually once the flower petals fall. As it matures the 

ovary wall swells and forms the flesh of the fruit.  
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This union of pollen and ovule in the chamber of the 

flower’s ovary is a wedding of male and female        

principles, and results in fertilisation. It requires the 

pollen to find its way to the appropriate female parts of 

the flower containing the as yet unfertilised seed. This 

is not always straightforward because some plants  

produce flowers containing male or female parts only.  

Thus, to achieve union the pollen has to travel to      

another plant on the wind or attached to the bodies of 

pollinating birds or insects.  

When male and female flowers are produced on the 

same plant the distance that the pollen needs to travel 

in order to reach a female flower is often much shorter 

than is the case when they are on different plants. 

However both male and female principles still need out-

side assistance to produce the desired outcome.   

Some plants produce individual flowers containing 

both male and female parts, although in some of these 

their male and female organs develop to maturity at    

different times, and so these too require cross-

pollination, or pollen from another plant.  

Flowers called by the biologists perfect have both male 

and female organs producing male and female sex 

cells, and so are capable of producing and fertilising 

their own seed. However, while these self-pollinated 

seeds produce plants which retain the traits of their 

parent plant, they lack the genetic diversity of cross-

pollinated plants, and so are usually more susceptible 

to disease, environmental instability, etc. 
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In most species of flowering plants each pollen grain 

contains a vegetative cell and a generative, reproduc-

tive cell. The vegetative cell produces the pollen tube, 

while the generative cell divides to form two sperm 

cells. 

Since the advent of powerful electron microscopes it 

has become clear that the minute grains of pollen-dust 

are unique in size, shape and appearance to their own 

species. This, together with their remarkable resistance 

to decay, has made the study of pollen useful in paleo-

ecology, palaeontology, archaeology and forensics.  

Plants which rely on the wind for pollination produce 

small, light pollen grains, which sometimes contain air 

sacs. They are also manufactured in large amounts. 

Just one birch catkin can release more than five      

million grains of pollen, and a typical birch tree       

produces several thousand catkins. The flowers of wind 

pollinated plants tend to be smaller and less colourful, 

and usually lack the sweet nectar attractive to insects 

and other pollinators. Those plants whose strategy is to 

transfer pollen by attaching it to the bodies of bats, 

birds and insects produce less grains, which are    

heavier and often sticky. The hairy body of a single 

honey bee, the world’s most important pollinator, can 

carry as many as fifteen thousand grains of pollen.   

Are the glowing thoughts of the lover, our pilgrim 

thought, carried, like the fire-dust of life, on the   

scented breeze, floating on undulating currents of   

perfumed air, falling gently and rising gently, drifting 
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through the woods until they find a home within the 

belovéd’s waiting heart?  Or are they carried from    

shining flower to shining flower by some kindly honey-

maker with heaven’s golden pollen dusting transparent 

wings? 

Is the love which brings them nearer to each other the 

pursuit of completeness, of union with that beauty and 

virtue which each has not, a yearning for the perfect 

wholeness which alone confers harmony of body and 

mind and spirit? And what is it but love that brings the 

two that would be one again to the altar of the Lord? 

What is it but love that carries the singer to the song, 

the dancer to the dance, and kindred minds to their 

long-appointed task? And what is it but love that draws 

the mortal man from bad to good to better still?  

O, how should we praise this mighty spirit, love? How 

can we come to rest content within its depths? From 

whence does it come; and where does it reside? Has it 

slumbered through aeons past, concealed amid the 

hidden treasures of inner Self, awaiting the call of the 

manifesting man? Or is it ever eager at the gate, like 

the lord of some irresistible force who makes his camp 

upon the patient plains until the proud vassal 

acknowledges his defeat and lowers the drawbridge to 

his conqueror? Or is it as a tiny seed, enclosed by the 

fruits of our experience, not yet ripe, but which, when 

the hour of its time has come, will swell and burst to 

life within the inner chambers of our being? 

Thus did pilgrim’s thoughts unfold as he sat among the 

 

50  

  



trees and flowers of the wood. He also observed how 

each thought appeared from out of the silence of the 

within, glowed and sang a little while, and then, its 

task complete, melted once more to inwardness. Once 

when following a returning thought from here to there, 

he stood for a time upon the threshold, amid the 

breathing, velvet touch of darkness. And there, in the 

stillness of that mystic place, he heard the song of an 

unseen wren in all its power and glory. The secret of 

that song he would not tell, although from that day on 

the kinship of the wren was known to him. 

Back in the city, among the many kinds of men, when       

remembering his time spent in nature he mostly       

recalled the sights of the woods: the graceful arch of a 

silver birch or the youthful, healthy vigour of a crimson 

berried rowan, the shock of autumn colour, the moss, 

soft upon the stream’s bank, or the innocent primrose, 

spotless in the spring. He remembered too of course his 

many encounters with woodland creatures, particularly 

the shy deer and the enigmatic hare that like him 

sometimes made of the woods a refuge.  

However, when he was actually there, walking in step 

with the rhythms of the place, or sitting peacefully at 

the base of some great tree, it was not the sights but 

the sounds that often impressed him most. It was the 

gentle murmur of the woodland stream, the wind that 

whispered through the leaves, the hum of insect wings, 

and perhaps above all, it was the bird song that some-

how led him to a sense of the vibrating power felt in  
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every ancient wood. 

Vibration is sometimes described as a movement back 

and forth about a point of equilibrium, which in turn is 

the point at which a system has minimum energy and 

is said to be at rest. The frequency of the back and 

forth movement is the defining feature of vibration. 

Everything in the universe vibrates and everything has 

its natural or resonant frequency, the rate at which it 

naturally oscillates. If energy is added to something at 

its resonant frequency, it can store more and more of 

it. 

Most vibrational systems that suffer small disturb-

ances counter them by exerting some form of restoring 

force. Also, natural damping of the vibration through 

friction etc. generally tends to move the system towards 

equilibrium. However in the absence of sufficient 

damping, if energy continues to be applied at its reso-

nant frequency, a vibrating structure is at risk of being 

damaged or even destroyed. It is said that soldiers 

marching in step across a bridge can set up resonant 

vibrations sufficient to destroy it; and most people will 

be familiar with the reports of this or that opera     

singer’s ability to break wineglasses. 

Just as we can’t see things whose atoms vibrate at a 

frequency outside the visible range, we can’t hear the 

sounds produced by things which vibrate at frequen-

cies outside our audible range. Science tells us that  

vibrations generate so-called pressure waves in a    

surrounding medium, like air for instance; and that  
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when these energy waves are transmitted to our ears 

via such a medium they induce vibrations in our ear 

drum. These are then transformed into the electrical 

signals required for us to perceive them in our brain as 

sound. 

Plants and trees don’t seem to have organs devoted to 

hearing, or one capable of centralised sensory percep-

tion comparable to a brain. Nevertheless, some recent 

research seems to confirm that they can indeed hear 

and to some extent distinguish between sounds. A 

2014 study showed that rock cress can distinguish   

between caterpillar chewing sounds and wind           

vibrations — the plant produced more defensive    

chemical toxins after being played a recording of feed-

ing insects.  

Plant scientists have been aware of so-called buzz    

pollination for some time, in which a bee buzzing at a    

particular frequency has been shown to stimulate    

pollen release in plants. Although unproven, some   

scientists also hypothesise that plants may use sound 

to find water when it is not available in the immediate 

vicinity of its roots. In one series of experiments plants 

were given a choice of growing roots through a pipe 

containing dry soil or through an alternative pipe lead-

ing to running water. The plant tended to choose the 

pipe leading to the sound of water, although when the 

seedlings were given a choice between the water tube 

and moistened soil, their roots favoured the latter. 

Whatever the full truth it is becoming ever clearer that  
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sound plays a very important part in the life of the 

woods, as it does in the wider environment. Every liv-

ing particle vibrates at its keynote frequency, whether 

or not we as humans are able to perceive it. Every-

thing, however small or seemingly quiet and still, gives 

forth its call. From this perspective the woods are a 

veritable symphony, or an incredibly complex choir of 

harmonic, vibrating song. Also, all the individual      

vibrations from all of the players in the life of a wood 

add up to produce its unique sound profile, its own 

keynote signature sound, as it were. 

A new branch of scientific analysis is currently being 

established which uses the insights gained by studying 

sound recordings to determine the best approaches to 

managing the environment. Scientists and ecologists 

working in this new field of study, called by them 

soundscape ecology, analyse recordings of various eco-

systems in terms of their biological, geophysical and 

human-produced sounds.  

It brings together researchers and sound recordists  

interested in describing the complex composition of 

sounds produced by non-human organisms, by the 

non-biological sounds of wind, rain, streams, thunder 

and so on, and those caused by humans. In some   

cases their recordings are made across several decades  

and are usually focussed on a particular site.  

As far as organic sounds are concerned, soundscape 

ecologists have noted how each creature occupies a 

unique frequency bandwidth, which tends not to  
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overlap with others, fitting into available auditory space 

like pieces in an exquisitely precise puzzle. As life in a 

particular habitat develops and becomes richer, the 

symphony’s players often adapt their frequency or 

rhythm to find a sonic niche to play without interfer-

ence. In healthy habitats the sounds are diverse and fit 

together into a harmonious whole. In contrast, man 

most often produces unwanted sounds, or noise, 

which, as revealed by the researchers’ detailed spectro-

grams, tends to interfere with or drown out the natural 

harmony. 

O, thou pilgrim, thou wanderer of my woods, trust not 

in the noisy dreams that the man on Earth calls life. 

The illusions and errors of his world are like the pass-

ing clouds that for a short while conceal the light of the 

living sun; and produce the echoes of echoes that     

resound within the chambers of his brain, bereft of the 

harmonies of divine truth intoned by golden choirs on 

high.  

And yet have faith. Put your trust in me, the lady of the 

woods. Know that all that can be seen and heard and 

known on Earth are but my tales not yet fully told, my 

songs not yet sung; though when all our work is done 

our songs shall be those of never ending beauty, and 

our tales shall be tales of immortal truth.  

And thou shalt share with thy kin the ground of good-

ness upon which even now they stand, though in their 

dreams, in their blindness and in their deafness, they 

know it not. 
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Hold steady thy heart. And let us, you and I, join in 

loving embrace and endure together. Let us together 

reconcile in the stillness of a quiet mind our children 

born of sorrow and born of joy. Let them know peace at 

last. I, the lady of the woods, shall do my part if you do 

yours. 

Align thyself. Let my spirit flow in thee, this spirit of 

these woods. Open the gate, unlatch the door, and I 

shall come to thee. And in yon clearing of my wood, 

amid the dewy flowers, I shall lay for thee a table. And 

thou shalt eat and drink therefrom. 

Immortal, inexhaustible life gleams in every gem, or 

sparkles from the surface of healing waters, or drifts in 

golden clouds on the fragrant breeze, or flames in the 

flaming spirits of heaven and earth that fall or rise to 

the bidding of the One.  

And all: the rose-flecked petals of the innocent daisy; 

the crystal dews that shine with the seven colours of 

the beamy dawn; the golden-beaked blackbird whose 

call to the faithful thrills the very air with ecstasy and  

pierces the hearts of pilgrims wherever they might be; 

or the ever-living mistletoe that twines in love’s        

embrace the ancient oaken branch; the whispering 

pines; the streams that splash; the dark tresses that 

float and swirl upon the surface of the deep loch      

hidden in the trees; the holy vespers that rise from the 

woods in the West amid the evening scent of wood-

bine… yea, all, even all, within my woods, sings its  

glory to the Lord.  
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O, pilgrim, seek thou the One: the First; the Original; 

the Good. Raise up thy being, stretch thy mind, up 

through higher and yet higher frequencies, through 

purer and yet purer substance, rise thou to the dizzy-

ing heights, to the summit of Self, to the Perfect, where 

the Divine Light of Truth and Beauty and Goodness 

shall fall down on thee, soft as the showers at summer 

time.  

And, O Pilgrim, know that all is one thing. Know that 

each and every particle of all that can be known, and of 

all else besides, is bonded together by the Love of the 

One. Bow down thy head to Him; adore thou Him and 

Him alone.  
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Galahad Contemplates His Quest 



The Oaken Grove 

 

Almost unnoticed the magic hour approaching dusk 

descended to find pilgrim resting in a clearing near the 

edge of the wood. Through the trees towards the west 

he could just about see the first petals in King Laurin’s 

rose garden beginning to unfold. His thoughts turned 

to the precious metals and to the many kinds of glow-

ing gems mined from within the great mountain; and 

they turned too to the crystal castle hidden from the 

eyes of men deep within the Earth.  

A dark cloud cast a shadow and in it he saw, or 

thought he saw, the fleeting shape of a grey wolf. The 

twilit frontier was slowly arriving. It was a threshold-

time when, for the wanderer among the white willows, 

every outcome is possible.  

It is in this hour, he thought, that the daughters of the 

Elfin-king oft whisper their sweet spells in the ear of 

the drowsy child and bear him away to faery. It is in 

this hour that one can dream a dream within a dream 

and catch by the tail therein the Bird of Light, the fire-

bird of the heart. It is in this hour that the hero can 

mount the steed with the golden mane and fly to the 

gates of paradise. And, alas, it is in this hour that he 

can be rebuffed, withdrawing from the fray a broken 

man with the mocking taunts of evil spirits echoing in 

his ears. 

After a little while of thinking thus, a chill breeze  
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rustled the leaves of nearby trees, drawing his atten-

tion back to the clearing. The shadows had grown a  

little darker. Soon enough, he thought, the black stag 

of night would roam the wild wood; soon enough, the 

darkly coloured boar would forage the oaken grove; 

soon enough the owl would glide ominously on silent 

wings from moonlit branch to moonlit branch; and 

soon enough the all-illuminating sun will have gone 

elsewhere to sup the milky dawn and leave the woods 

to darkness. 

Pilgrim did not fear the gloom of the woods, nor for that 

matter, that of the city. He knew that his trust in God 

was as a kindly light that would show the way, however 

dark the night appeared to be. He had learned through 

bitter experience that to shut out that light put him 

and all he loved in peril. To deny the divine guidance of 

his better part was to stray from the path into the dark 

and dangerous regions ruled by ignorance, by lower 

passions and by unrestrained desire; but that to bear 

along the way the light of simple faith drew towards 

him the essence of life and the loving protections of the 

Lord. 

Some inexperienced men, he thought to himself, lack 

awareness. They are like a young child abroad in the 

night. They know not the dangers that surround them 

at all times, and so they are in constant need of protec-

tion, though they know it not. Others are drawn this 

way and that and are unable to discriminate between 

good and bad. They often pursue dangerous things  
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thinking them good, while rejecting the good believing 

it will do them harm. They too are in need of protection 

at times. And then there are those who actively pursue 

bad things, knowing them to be bad. They place them-

selves in tune with the bad and would harm the good. 

From these, the higher protection is withdrawn. 

In this, as there is with all in the woods, there is an  

intelligent balance at play. The powers of protection are 

wielded in a manner designed to bring the intended 

outcome. They are ruled and regulated by justice and 

by compassion. Too much protection, our pilgrim 

thought, and men would not learn; too little and they 

could not cope.  

The sun was almost below the horizon, but there still 

was just enough light to watch a doe and her twin 

fawns emerge from a thick stand of pine trees at the 

other end of the clearing in which he sat. She was lead-

ing them out of the gloomy woods to the meadow; and 

there they would browse the dew-fed shoots of the 

many kinds of plants that grow there. 

He marvelled at the simplicity of the scene. At times, he 

mused, life can be so simple; and yet how difficult and 

complicated we can make it. Each moment presents to 

us a choice, he thought: good or bad, light or dark, 

right or left, up or down, high or low. The choices we 

make and the ramifications of our previous choices, 

good and bad, surround us on all sides, for such are 

the ways of this world.  

How simple the choice, he pondered, and yet how  
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difficult it seems for man to choose the good at every 

turn.  Frequencies, high and low, bombard us from all 

around; unseen forces drawing us here, pushing us 

there, according to our affinities, our inner qualities, 

our talents and our defects.  

O my lord, he prayed, serene in divine space, may I 

learn to be at peace and to choose the undistorted good 

before the hour is nigh. May I learn to serve thee. May 

thy light of the Mind within rule the unruly elements. 

May thy royal power and prerogative sit unruffled  

within the quiescent centre of my being. 

To those who believe in such things, and to those who 

to some degree are able to sense them, there seems no 

good reason to doubt the existence of substances 

which resonate at higher or lower frequencies than 

those which are within the normal range of our          

ordinary senses.  

The new technologies of recent times have already    

extended the outer horizon of Nature as it is realised by 

man on the material level. Particles and forces operat-

ing in new and surprising ways are being discovered at 

an ever increasing rate. However, until detected by   

science’s new instruments their existence was doubted 

or denied. 

This has encouraged those who assert the existence of 

worlds within, above or in parallel to the world of the 

ordinary senses. Such worlds are, they say, composed 

of vibrations which are beyond the normal range, and 

unreachable by our lower senses, however much we  

 

62 



use technology to extend their reach. 

However, the unfounded beliefs, the unbridled fancies, 

frauds and superstitions of bygone ages have been 

added to those of the present day; and both have      

become almost inextricably interwoven with more     

reliable visions of Nature’s inner workings. This seems 

to be so in almost every sphere of modern life. 

Nevertheless, it is still thought by some that although 

generally invisible to most humans, the spirit-beings 

inhabiting these largely undetected worlds are able to 

influence the human world. Sometimes it is even 

claimed that they rule and regulate it, and that they 

are the noumena in relation to our material world’s 

phenomena. 

Underlying such concepts is the belief that Nature, in 

the form of elements, clothes or clasps the bright spirit 

of God. It is said that this duality manifests on several 

distinct levels to produce a reality on each level. Such 

ideas are in accord with the ancient belief that aspects 

or emanations of the divine are diffused, reflected or    

embodied throughout the whole cosmos, and conse-

quently that the so-called gods are in all things. 

Perhaps not surprisingly therefore, even a cursory 

glance at even a fraction of the beliefs of men in this 

regard reveals a bewildering array of deities, gods, 

demigods, archangels, angels, demons, jinn, devas,   

genii, ghosts, nature-spirits, and so on almost ad      

infinitum. In some cases even within a single tradition 

of belief it’s difficult to keep track, and perhaps even  
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more difficult to extract meaning. 

The nature of the old gods and their stations relative to 

other gods were often explained with reference to the 

four classical overarching elements: fire, air, water and 

earth. Sometimes a fifth, aether, was added to these 

four. These were considered to be primordial elements 

and not the same as our lower material elements. It 

was believed that they were bodies which could not be 

broken down any further. 

Various groupings of gods and goddesses were seen as 

connected in some way with one or other of the         

elements, with the members of each group bound     

together by virtue of their shared association and       

affinity with a particular element. 

Other classifications emphasised the pantheon’s       

hierarchical structure. According to this sort of classifi-

cation the gods were naturally separated into superior 

and inferior classes or ranks. The Roman pantheon 

provides a typical example. Jupiter was the chief and 

highest God. Below him were the ‘superior gods’,        

so-called because, as Tooke tells us, the people  

“…imagined that they were more eminently employed in 

the government of the world”.  

These were also referred to as the ‘celestial gods’       

because Jupiter sometimes sought their advice and  

assistance in the council of gods. Twelve of these      

celestials – six males and six females – were said to 

preside over the months of the year. Consequently,  
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they were also sometimes variously associated with the 

sun and the moon, with the stars and with the known 

planets. 

Below these were gods of less brilliance, dignity and 

rank. They were the inferior gods or demi-gods. They 

had less power and freedom than the superior gods; 

and their operations were often confined to particular 

functions in particular places. Generally, they fulfilled 

their duties in accord with the wills of the ruling       

celestials. 

Below these in turn were various groupings of gods 

considered minor. Although superior to men their lower 

dignity and the limited scope of their powers did not 

admit them to the higher ranks. In some quarters it is 

thought that these latter, lower types of gods provided 

the basis, at least in some cases, for the belief in vari-

ous sorts of nature spirits.  

In more recent times these nature spirits have also 

been categorised in a more systematic way, but by and 

large they are broadly grouped in line with elements 

and their compounds. The main classes usually        

include: gnomes, the spirits of earth, undines of water, 

sylphs of air, salamanders of fire, dryads of vegetation 

and fauns of animal life. It was believed that these    

nature-spirits had powers which were greater than 

man’s, but not so great as to classify them as gods. 

They are sometimes referred to in a vague and general 

sense as fairies. 

However, there remains a good deal of disagreement  
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among modern researchers about their origins. And 

certainly there are many tangled threads for the       

analyst to unravel. For some they are the scattered 

remnants of long forgotten pantheons, while they seem 

to be in some places connected to beliefs about the an-

cestors. In others they are the ghosts of the dead wait-

ing to enter heaven or hell, or the spirits of men not yet 

born. They are sometimes considered to be nought but 

the products of a primitive imagination, fancy and    

superstition, while some relate them to the psychology 

of dreams, trances, spiritual visions and other similar 

states of mind.  

All of these and more seem relevant in one way or an-

other, or in one or another place or time; but whatever 

the underlying beliefs, it remains the case that where 

material sense and science detect elements and forces, 

there are those who in their own way also sense intelli-

gent beings operating behind the veil of material       

Nature. This has always been so to some degree or  

other, and belief in the mostly unseen spirits, of fairies 

of various kinds, and of faerie in general, still endures 

in some places despite the repudiations of our modern 

materialistic sciences. 

It may be useful to note at this point that the distinc-

tion between the terms fairy and faerie, at least in 

modern times, is the distinction between a type of     

being on the one hand, and on the other, the realm or 

realms in which such beings live. Tolkien reminds us 

that so-called fairy stories are not usually stories about 
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“…fairies or elves, but stories about Fairy, that is Faerie, 

the realm or state in which fairies have their being.     

Faerie contains many things besides elves and fays, 

and besides dwarfs, witches, trolls, giants, or dragons: 

it holds the seas, the sun, the moon, the sky; and the 

earth, and all things that are in it: tree and bird, water 

and stone, wine and bread, and our-selves, mortal men, 

when we are enchanted.” 

And it is often when the worlds of faerie and the worlds 

of men collide, overlap, or merge in some way, that the 

most significant adventures unfold.  

Although many appear to be relatively modern, and 

most must now be hardly recognisable, the original 

sources of some fairy tales are so old that they are now 

perhaps lost to us. Also, the meanings that men have 

attached to such stories are as varied as are the minds 

of men themselves.  

Take for example the various versions of the Little Red 

Riding Hood tale. A handful drawn from the countless 

theories offered by the researchers working in the field 

will illustrate the point. 

It has been said that child clothed in red is an echo of 

the ancient tale of the fall of spiritual fire into the belly 

of matter, and so one of the many variants of the      

Jonah story. Some have compared her to flame -

coloured Pyrrha, wife of Deucalion, the daughter and 

son of Epithemus and Prometheus respectively. Others 

have seen in her tale the red sun of dusk falling head-

long into the devouring night, to emerge unharmed   
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again at dawn. Yet others compare her with the fire 

that burns so bright through Nature’s summer months 

only to be smothered by the hungry wolf of wintertime. 

Shall we, our pilgrim mused, also notice the dangerous 

failure to keep to the path that leads the wanderer 

through the perilous wood; and the ancient conse-

quences of being tempted from the way to pick the 

flowers of desire that grow there. Or perhaps such tales 

are proof of the hazards posed by the wolf in disguise 

that awaits the credulous seeker at every turn. Shall 

we see in it a tale of transition, of the developing child 

to adulthood, or an initiation tale of union, renewal 

and rebirth over which the cycles of the sun and moon 

hold sway? Or instead of these, shall we notice mean-

ings of some other sort, in accord with our bent of 

mind? 

Some fairy tales have exercised a fascination over chil-

dren and grown-ups for a very long time, and the same 

or similar stories have resonated in many parts of the 

world. They often contain something more than merely 

an amusing story, but that something is not always 

easily defined. Every folklorist has their theories about 

what such tales mean and signify. Meanwhile they con-

tinue to be told and retold, passed down from genera-

tion to generation.  

There is too, no shortage of theories purporting to ex-

plain the similarities and differences between versions 

of a tale as told by the storytellers of widely different 

times and places. We all are familiar with our own   
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version, but are not always aware that the same tale is 

told in almost every other country of the world, often 

with the most surprising details added or excluded. 

The well-known story of Cinderella together with its 

variants as they are found in Sweden for example, may 

be of passing interest. 

In some versions Cinderella is advised or assisted by 

one or another benign creature: a great pike that 

swims up to the surface of a deep pool, a little bird, an 

eagle, a great white bear, an ermine who after providing 

his magical assistance demands to be slain and upon 

whose death is revealed to have been a handsome 

prince, and so on. In another version her helper is an 

old man who by blowing a pipe in the forest magically 

produces Cinderella’s beautiful gown. Oak trees feature 

prominently, and most of the Swedish variants identify 

a hollow oak as the place wherein the magical dress is 

to be found. The dress itself varies on each of the three 

days it is procured, and is generally transformed from 

silver, to gold and then to a fabric which is rainbow-

like. After her transformation a white horse is usually 

her mode of travel, again found waiting by the hollow 

oak.  

In a further version the beautiful child is carried by a 

great white bear through two different magical forests. 

The first was made of living silver, the next of gold. In 

each of the forests the heroine, enchanted by the  

beauty of her surroundings, disobeys the bear’s advice 

not to touch anything she sees and plucks a leaf from a 

 

69  



tree as they pass through the woods. In each case they 

are immediately pursued by wild beasts. Finally, the 

bear, exhausted and mortally wounded, carries her to a 

fountain. On his request she kills him and casts his 

carcass into the waters, clothing herself with his skin. 

He tells her that whenever she needed him she should 

blow on the golden pipe he had given her earlier. 

The test of the lost shoe is a feature of all the versions, 

as is the wicked stepmother and her jealous and cruel 

daughter(s). The association of the heroine with cinders 

and menial service is also ever-present, as is her even-

tual happy marriage to the prince. However in some 

versions, during the prince’s search for the maiden 

whose foot fits the golden slipper Cinderella either 

hides or is concealed in an oven or in a stable; and in 

most Swedish versions it is a little bird that gives the 

game away leading the prince to discover the real   

owner of the shoe. Also, in most of their versions       

attendance at the royal ball is replaced by attendance 

at the Sunday church service. 

In her remarkable study Marian Roalfe Cox has        

famously gathered together and compared over three 

hundred and forty variants of the tale from many parts 

of the world. 

Our pilgrim wondered how it might be that the myths, 

pantheons and theologies of ancient times could slowly 

pass into legend to be eventually half-forgotten save in 

the characters and narratives of the magical stories 

and delightful fairy tales of our childhood. He thought  
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that perhaps such stories lived on, however distorted 

and fragmented, whenever and wherever their spells 

had been cast, whenever and wherever the fairy dust 

had been sprinkled, renewing their fading life in the 

imaginations of old and young alike.  

I wonder, he thought, if the avenging Viddar still for-

sakes the banquet and the dignity of thrones to haunt 

the silent brushwood, and chase among the trackless 

trees the wide-mouthed wolf that caused his father’s 

death. Does Herne, the legendary hunter of these 

woods, still turn milk to blood beneath a winter moon? 

And does sometimes the din of the wild hunt, dark and 

dreadful, still shatter the dead of night to the horror of 

those who hear?  

And if this shady grove was not here and now, but at 

some other time and in some other place, he thought, 

would too, the gods there be those of another realm 

and race? Would instead the sister of the sun, virgin 

Artemis, known to the Romans as Diana, hunt these 

woods at night, seeking her quarry among the chaste 

rays of a silver moon?  Would frenzied maenads, lovers 

of the wine, run and dance intoxicated through the 

woods of a nearby world, tearing to pieces any poor 

creature that happened to come their way? And would 

it be Faunus, also known as Pan, who would play his 

pipes and sing his songs amid the dreams of sleeping 

men, telling all that can be told of all that in days to 

come shall come to be? 

And who, our pilgrim also pondered, who among the 
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throng that man calls gods is most worthy of our 

praise? To whom shall we build our altars and send 

forth our loving prayers? Whose tokens shall we hang 

upon the trees? Who among them all has our good for-

ever within their heart? 

The lady of the woods, unseen by him, beheld his 

thoughts, and for pity’s sake sent to him a sprite, a 

golden orb with rose-tipped wings, born of fortune’s 

womb. And straightaway a voice he heard within his 

mind which he somehow knew was not his own. 

“O pilgrim, it said, the half-remembered gods as known 

by man on Earth are many; and while they are real 

within their realm, their natures are as confused as is 

the tangled forest of men’s thoughts of love and fear.  

They are as distorted dreams beset by the vibrations of 

man’s unholy desires and unwarranted hopes for what 

is yet to come. They are the compound products of ele-

mental man; and as men are good and less than good 

by turns, so are his gods. As he is virtuous and chaste, 

or wicked and lustful, so are his gods. The keynote of 

thy world and theirs is neither good nor ill, but a 

blending of the two.  

In their present form the gods of men do not embody 

Truth. Learn to know them as they really are. And 

learn to know as best you can the better part of thy 

better self; for its light reflects the light of Him: the 

True, the Good, the Beautiful, the Just and Merciful. 

Adore thou Him and Him alone.” 
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For as long as history can tell, the dark woods and   

forests have been feared by men as the untamed and 

dangerous haunt of evil spirits, wild animals and   

monsters. The myths, legends and folklore of every   

nation reveal an enduring fear of the woods, particular-

ly the woods at night. The beings thought to inhabit 

them and those who ruled and guarded them were 

dreaded. For good reason, it was thought, as they were 

widely believed to resent the intrusion of humans into 

their domain.  

And he who has lost his way in the woods at night 

knows only too well the threatening, unnamed shapes 

that move swiftly and silently between the trees, for a 

moment half-revealed by a glimmer of thin moonlight, 

but just as soon concealed again within the shadows. 

The gloomy woods were sometimes said to contain the 

entrance gate to hell; and the pattern alluded to by  

Virgil, Dante and others represent them in this way. 

However distant an echo, there is also a hint of this 

same pattern in a story told of an evil spirit called 

Jeannie which was said to inhabit woods in a northern 

part of Yorkshire.  

Most of the locals avoided the woods at night, but after 

drinking strong wine a local farmer rashly boasted that 

he could rouse the demon spirit. Unfortunately, he 

proved successful in his efforts, and pursued by   

Jeannie he and his horse made it to the fast-running 

stream just in time. However, as they leapt the stream 

a blow from the spirit carved his horse in half, its hind  
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quarters falling behind on Jeannie’s side of the stream, 

while the other half, together with the mightily relieved 

farmer, reached the safety of the far bank. 

In Russia it was and perhaps in some places still is  

believed that the so-called Wood-King was the ruling 

spirit of a wood or forest. The same spirit is known in 

the rural parts of what is now the Czech Republic as 

the Wild-Man. He was said to be most active during the 

periods of a wood’s growth, retiring altogether below 

ground in winter. He resembles a man in some re-

spects, but his long hair, green beard and single eye 

are among the attributes that mark him out as a non-

human spirit.  

He guards and rules the forest; and the beasts and 

birds that live there are subject to him. He has the 

power to transform his shape, sometimes taking the 

form of a woodland creature, most often that of a wolf.  

However he can appear if he so wishes as large as the 

largest tree, or as small as a beetle that moves among 

last year’s leaves on the forest floor. In the old days the 

shriek of the wind, the breaking of branches, the  

thunderclap that echoes through the woods and the 

violent toppling of trees were all considered evidence of 

his conflicts with other elemental powers and with the 

various demons of the storm. 

He was thought to be largely malevolent in his dealings 

with man; and was known to kidnap children, often  

replacing them in their human family with disguised 

members of his own. He delighted in leading astray  
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men who entered his woods, enticing them from the 

path to places of danger. Sometimes it was enough for 

a man to pass him in the woods or merely to step with-

in his footprints for disease or sickness to strike the 

unfortunate wayfarer. 

Nevertheless in the not-so-distant past it was still  

common for the hunter and the herdsman to seek his 

favour. The hunter would make offerings to him,    

hoping to be led towards his quarry, while the herds-

man would seek from him protection for his herd from 

the wild animals that dwelt within the wood. As the  

legends go, sometimes such propitiation was success-

ful, and sometimes it was not. However, if a man 

pledged his soul to the wood-king, then he was almost       

assured to prosper… for a little while at least.  

In Taoist China there were, and in some places still 

are, spirits associated with almost everything: front 

doors, back doors, pathways, wells, and hearths and so 

on almost ad infinitum. Each household had its presid-

ing god, as did each village. Such a spirit is thought to 

have been the original Wood-King before the woods 

were cleared to make way for a household or village. 

Following the loss of his woods he became responsible 

for the good health and fortune of its new inhabitants. 

Maspero records that 

Moreover, in the spring of each year all able-bodied men 

were presented to him in a ceremony which, in the times 

we know about, had taken the form of a great review 

before him. A primitive divinity, he consumed raw meat  
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and lived, not in a temple, a dwelling constructed by the 

hand of man, but in a square mound planted with a 

great tree, often in the midst of a sacred wood. This    

belief was the relic of a time when pioneers, clearing an 

area for the first time, left a copse of brush or at least 

the largest tree intact as a retreat and dwelling for the 

lord god of the forest. 

The widely held beliefs concerning female spirits of 

wood and forest - the nymphs, the wild-maidens or 

wild-women of the woods – included those of two con-

trasting types. The beautiful nymphs of the woods had 

the power to fascinate. Their fair and graceful bodies 

were sometimes but lightly clothed with leaves; and 

they loved to sing and dance in the woodland glade. A 

man who happened upon their festivities was more   

often than not persuaded to join the dance, and in    

doing so was irresistibly drawn under their spell. It was 

said that such a nymph would dance a man to death 

unless he discovered the means by which to break the 

enchantment. 

Another type among the many varieties of female wood-

land spirits was perhaps less alluring. They were said 

to have long, unkempt hair, wrinkled faces, and large, 

pendulous breasts. Usually they were clothed in moss, 

but beneath the moss their bodies were believed to be 

thickly covered in hair. They often inhabited caverns. It 

was said that they knew the properties, for good and 

ill, of every woodland plant; and they would heal or  

poison in accord with their disposition.  
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Some believed them to be in peril from some giant  

spirit of the woods, a hunter, or perhaps a storm      

demon; and for this reason they sometimes sought   

refuge in the world of men through marriage. A man 

who assisted a wood-spirit in this way expected to be 

generously rewarded.  

It is more generally true however that the womankind 

of those who men call fairies would not enter into   

marriage with men willingly. Occasionally, a fairy might 

be captured and might agree to marriage, but only on 

certain conditions, or subject to an imposed taboo. The 

taboo was almost always broken though, enabling her 

to return back to the realm of faerie.  

Scattered here and there on the other hand, there are 

also are traditions within which fairies of one sort or 

another are amorous of humans, and employ all    

manner of means to trick, tempt or delude them into 

marriage. In some places it was believed that entering 

into marriage with a human was the only means by 

which a fairy could secure immortal life. 

Notions of sin, of dark and violent passions and of evil 

magic are never far from the old conceptions of the 

gloomy wood; and the spirits of the wood were often  

intimately involved with each of these. They were said 

to be particularly expert in enchantment and glamour.  

However, while it was usually the spirits that ruled and 

tempted men, especially the men who entered their   

domain, it has also been recognised that occasionally a 

person of sufficient magical knowledge or power could 
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rule the spirits and enlist their assistance in whatever 

it was they wished to achieve. However, it was not    

uncommon for such to pay a high price for their low    

ambitions, and they often met with an untimely and 

unpleasant end at the hands of their desire-born      

associates.  

In some rural districts it may always have been com-

mon for ordinary folk, as well as the anxious ruling 

classes, and perhaps most of all the priests, to envisage 

the worst: pacts with the devil, unholy rituals, sacrile-

gious incantations, witchcraft and sorcery, all con-

cealed from the public view within the gloomy precincts 

of the wildwood. Apart from hiding the evil acts of 

witches and sorcerers, the woods were also thought to 

contain evil spirits capable of their own sorcery; and 

like everything else in nature these evil spirits had 

their affinities and antipathies.  

While the beliefs of men have always varied with time 

and place, the elder tree is widely thought to have   

special affinities with faerie, evil magic and witchcraft. 

In Scandinavia it was thought that a race of black  

dwarves, normally resident in hills and caves, held 

their feasts and dark festivities in the woods, and   

preferably in the shade of an elder tree. 

Elsewhere it was believed that witches and evil spirits 

sometimes buried the products of their unholy union 

among the roots of elder trees. Their offspring, which 

took many hideous forms, would be used later in     

various enactments of evil magic.  
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However, the elder was also credited with helping to 

protect against witches. If the eyes of a baptised person 

were anointed with the sap from the tree’s inner bark, 

it was said to give them the power to recognise witches 

and so take the necessary measures to protect them-

selves from their evil influence. Also, as recorded by 

Cameron, sometimes elder leaves gathered on the first 

of April were attached to houses in the Highlands  

“… for the purpose of disappointing the charms of  

witches”. 

The old beliefs of the Baltic regions seem to have dis-

tinguished between the powers of heaven, those of 

earth and those of a region below the earth. According 

to some authorities their earth-god Puschkayts, lived 

among the roots of an elder tree, from where he sent 

forth on various errands, both good and bad, the 

Barstucke, or little people, beings thought to be akin to 

brownies.  

Similarly, there was a widespread belief that the elder 

was protected by a being called the elder-mother or   

elder-queen, and so in a number of countries it was 

considered not without risk for a man to injure the tree 

or to pick its flowers. It is still in some rural places very 

much the custom to doff one’s hat respectfully when 

passing an elder tree. 

Its timber was thought unsuitable for use in building 

or in making furniture, and certainly should never be 

used to construct a child’s crib. Its flowers were        

reputed to have a strong narcotic influence; and in  
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some quarters it was thought to have been the tree  

upon which Judas hanged himself. However a number 

of different trees have at one time or another been 

identified as such, not least among them, the so-called 

Judas tree. 

In spite of all this there remain those who believe,   

perhaps with good reason, that an elder tree if utilised 

in the correct manner will draw out any illness or bad-

ness from a person and replace it with health and 

goodness. 

Christianity has reinforced many of the old protections 

used against fairies and evil spirits, ghosts and so on. 

From very early times – even before Christianity - the 

cross has been the sign of protection par excellence. 

However, its powers of protection were thought to be 

augmented if the cross was made from the wood of a 

rowan tree.  

Also called the mountain ash, the quicken tree and the 

quickbeam, the rowan has strong associations with the 

druids, and was said to offer the best protection of all 

the trees. It was known among the Highlanders as the 

wood enchantress and it was the custom of every high-

land household to plant one outside the home. Rowan 

sprays and crosses were commonly placed over the         

entrances to cattle pens and over doorways to build-

ings.  Crosses made from rowan twigs were also some-

times sown into clothing because, it was believed, they 

‘averted the evil eye’. 

Some think that the association of the rowan tree with 
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the protective cross may have come about because    

rowan berries have a tiny pentagram on them. The 

pentagram or pentacle is a symbol with many mean-

ings and it too is more ancient than Christianity. How-

ever, when oriented correctly it is thought like the 

cross to offer protection against evil, and it is still used 

by some in a similar way to the Christian symbol.  

The redness of its berries were also said to be the seat 

of its life-power, and other red-berried trees like holly 

were for the same reason also thought to be protective. 

However a barren holly was considered malevolent. 

Modern etymologists mostly derive the name of the   

rowan tree, via a Scandinavian source, from the       

ancient root reudh meaning red, ruddy, in reference to 

the berries. However a northern English and Scottish 

name for the tree in the 1540s was rountree, and so 

perhaps it is for this reason that there are some who 

prefer to connect the name to the Old Norse word run, 

meaning a secret or magic sign and also to the Old  

Germanic runa, meaning secret conversation, whisper, 

etcetera.   

The Gaelic run also denotes a secret, mystery, craft,   

deceit, purpose, intention, desire, while the Welsh rhin 

means a secret, charm, virtue. The same roots connect 

with the word rune, and it has been claimed by some 

that the ancient runic language was once primarily 

carved on rowan twigs.  

While this etymology remains unproven its supporters 

say that the word rune itself entered Middle English as  
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roun; and it is not so big a leap to speculate that this 

could be the basis for the northern folk name rountree. 

By normal evolution roun would have become Modern 

English rown before dying out in the mid-15th century 

when the use of runes did. Its usage, they say, was  

later re-introduced into England from its Scandinavian 

root via Germany in the late 17th century.  

Whatever the actual truth of all this the rowan has for 

a long time been associated with protective magic and 

with druidic lore and practices. It may therefore be of 

interest to note in passing that the old Irish word cliath 

had several meanings ranging from wattled, latticed 

frame, hurdle, raft, stretcher, musical stave. However, a 

slightly more obscure usage of the word refers to the 

beds, called clíatha fis, on which druids slept in order 

to acquire occult knowledge; and these, the dictionary 

tells us, were always made of rowan branches. 

Birds feed on rowan berries so voraciously they are   

often used as bait by bird-catchers. In fact the formal 

botanical name for the rowan tree is Sorbus aucuparia 

and this connects to the term auceps, a Latin word 

meaning bird-catcher.  

While the rowan or mountain ash was usually said to 

afford protection against evil, the common ash was 

considered by some to be a malevolent tree. Its black 

buds drip poison on to the ground below, destroying 

the seedlings of any other tree not yet established 

there. Witches were said to live inside common ash 

trees, and in some Germanic cultures there was a   
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being called the Askafroa or wife of the ash, who was 

an evil spirit thought to be its guardian. 

However, and as is so often the case, such beliefs are 

rarely universal, and so others considered the ash to be 

a sacred tree. In Norse mythology the first man, Ask, 

was said to be created from an ash log. In the Eddas it 

represents the so-called world tree, and as such it was 

thought there to be the noblest of trees. Some say that 

this world tree was closely connected to notions of the 

great mother; but more of such trees anon. 

Serpents were supposed to have a special horror of ash 

leaves.  An old Highland saying passed on by Macfar-

lane goes as follows:  

"The serpent will go through a red blazing fire rather 

than through the leaves of the ash." 

If some associate the ash tree with the mother, then it 

is perhaps unsurprising that they consider the oak to 

be a fitting symbol for the all-father. The eagle is said 

to rule the birds, and the lion to be the lord of beasts. 

The sun is the sovereign of the planets; the diamond 

the most divine of precious stones. Gold is the mon-

arch of metals, and the mother-queen of flowers is the 

rose. And so the oak, wherever it has grown, has long 

been considered king of all the trees. 

As Virgil has it the oak is:  

   “— Jove's own tree,                                                    

That holds the woods in awful sovereignty,” 
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In many places and times the oak tree, as a symbol of 

God’s power, was, and here and there still is, a central 

feature of religious ritual, and has also featured promi-

nently in the myths, legends and folklore of every     

nation in whose woods it grows. The theosophist Evans

-Wentz called it the holy tree of Europe: 

“Not only Celts, but Slavs, worshipped amid its groves. 

To the Germans it was their chief god; the ancient      

Italians honoured it above all other trees; the original  

Image of Jupiter on the Capitol at Rome seems to have 

been a natural oak-tree. So at Dodona, Zeus was      

worshipped as immanent in a sacred oak.” 

It was ever the king of the woods, symbolising the  

power and strength of the highest God. However, that 

power was also personified or made manifest in the  

glory of the son. This is perhaps one of the reasons why 

the oak tree has often been associated in various ways 

with the day-star.  

The term druid is thought by many to be derived from 

the ancient word for oak; and the druid’s mystic dance, 

once performed around the oak as their symbol of the 

sun, became in later times the dance around the may-

pole. Other similar ceremonies involved dancing 

around a bonfire.  

Their connection with the oak tree is well attested, and 

interestingly, it may be worth noting that in the 1911 

edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica it is asserted 

that St Columba referred to Christ as his Druid, by 

which he probably meant his Magus. However an  
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alternative rendering might suggest an identification of 

Christ with the oak.    

It is believed by some that the original yule log was an 

oak log, burnt at the midwinter festival to celebrate the 

beginning of the return of the sun’s light and heat. 

They claim that the origin of the practice can be traced 

back to a druidic ritual. It is said that the priests main-

tained a perpetually lighted flame and at mid-winter 

each household extinguished their own fire before re-

lighting it from the flame of the perpetual fire in honour 

of the sun. Blavatsky claims that this was performed 

when the Pleiades, part of the constellation Taurus, 

was directly overhead.  

Later customs required each household to keep the 

remnants of a log from the Christmas fire for a whole 

year, using it to kindle next year’s Christmas fire. It 

was kept safe through the year and often hidden away 

out of sight, as misfortune was thought certain to befall 

the household should any harm come to it.  

Fire, lightning and thunder as ancient representations 

of the power of God were commonly associated with the 

oak, as well as with the mistletoe when it grew on the 

tree. It was thought that the tree had an affinity with 

fire and lightning, and was the only one of the woods 

thought to be able to survive being struck.  

O, Pilgrim, the lady of the woods whispered, know that 

a heart of oak is a heart of fire, a heavenly fire lit from 

the eternal cosmic fire that ever flames within the flam-

ing heart of Him and Him alone. 
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In some places the Oak King personified the waxing 

year, and the Holly King ruled the waning year. At mid-

summer, as the year began its turn, the holly was    

victorious, but at midwinter, the balance shifted once 

more and the Oak King defeated the darkness,           

enabling the promise of light and warmth to reign in 

the woods again.  

Similar ideas have been linked to the French character 

of Robin of the Woods, known in England as Robin 

Hood. He is thought to have represented a version of 

the May-king, the annual bringer of fertility. Interest-

ingly, in some of the stories told in England Robin 

Hood with his Merry Men used as a hideaway the so-

called Major Oak which grew in the heart of Sherwood 

Forest. 

The Oak King has also been linked by some to the  

mysterious Green Man whose image can be seen 

carved in wood and stone in mediaeval sanctuaries and 

churches. Often these images show oak leaves growing 

out of a man’s ears and mouth.  It is often said that 

they are examples of how Christianity incorporated 

earlier pagan beliefs into the rituals and iconography of 

the new religion. He is usually interpreted as the spirit 

of vegetative renewal in spring; and so in the context of 

Christianity, is sometimes associated with the resur-

rection of Christ and the promise of eternal life.  

However, there are faint echoes here of very ancient 

ideas, going back even to Egypt and Osiris. Such ideas 

are still found echoing around the world although they 
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can often appear quite different in their outward       

expression, like for example in some of the conceptions 

of the Islamic Khizr, the Verdant, or the Green One.  

Fearnie informs us that the druids regarded the mistle-

toe as the soul of the sacred oak, while Evans-Wentz 

held the view that it may have been viewed by the 

Celts: 

“…as the seat of the tree's life, because in the winter 

sleep of the leafless oak the mistletoe still maintains its 

own foliage and fruit, and like the heart of a sleeper  

continues pulsing with vitality. The mistletoe thus being 

regarded as the heart-centre of the divine spirit in the 

oak-tree…” 

Mistletoe will grow readily on many hosts, including 

apple trees, poplars, lindens and willows, but is        

relatively rarely found on oaks. However whenever it 

was it was collected by the priests at the correct time of 

the moon with great ceremony, and care was taken to 

ensure that it did not touch the ground and thereby 

lose its magical and medicinal powers. It was consid-

ered by the druids to be a panacea. 

Shakespeare’s well known reference to ‘the baneful 

mistletoe’ may relate to its legendary role in the death 

of the Scandinavian god Baldr or Baldur, who was said 

to have been killed by an arrow or dart made from the 

wood of the mistletoe.  

Baldur’s radiant beauty, wisdom and virtuous disposi-

tion had attracted to him the love of almost all of the  
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other gods, and there was great sorrow among them at 

his death. The Prose Edda relates the following of him: 

“The second son of Odin is Baldur, and good things are 

to be said of him. He is best, and all praise him; he is so 

fair of feature, and so bright, that light shines from him. 

A certain herb is so white that it is likened to Baldr's 

brow; of all grasses it is whitest, and by it thou mayest 

judge his fairness, both in hair and in body. He is the 

wisest of the Æsir, and the fairest-spoken and most  

gracious; and that quality attends him, that none may 

gainsay his judgments. He dwells in the place called 

Breidablik, which is in heaven; in that place may     

nothing unclean be.” 

The reference to ‘a certain herb’ refers to a plant the 

appearance of whose flowers resemble chamomile, with 

its golden yellow centre and white petals. It is called in 

some places Baldr's brow. 

The tragic death of a divine son was likewise linked to 

the mistletoe by the claim that the Christian cross was 

made out of its wood. However, as it has already been 

noted, a number of other trees have been implicated in 

this way at various times and places. 

There is a widespread association of the mistletoe with 

kissing, and although the origins of this custom remain 

unclear, some connect it with a mystic union, while 

others think that it is because after Baldur’s death the 

mistletoe was placed under the power of the wife of 

God and she determined that from that time on it 

would forever represent the power of love, friendship  
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and goodwill.  

Likewise, it is said of the druids that combatants      

engaged in battle would cease their quarrel if the 

course of the fight took them to the shade of a tree on 

which the sacred mistletoe grew. Weapons would be 

laid aside and however hot the conflict it would be 

postponed until another day. Others point to the God-

dess’s and consequently the plant’s legendary power to 

confer fertility. 

Another tree associated with fertility, and sometimes 

planted near the home for its protective qualities was 

the hawthorn. It’s a tree with many names, although it 

is widely referred to as the May-tree or May-blossom 

tree. Its ancient Gaelic and Irish name uath or huath 

has several significations; but the root seems to be the 

Celtic hu, which is sometimes translated as that which 

pervades. 

The meanings attached to the tree are somewhat     

ambiguous. In some places it is referred to as the faerie 

tree, reflecting the long held belief that it guarded the 

entrance to the realm of faerie. Consequently, in medie-

val Europe it was associated with witchcraft and con-

sidered to be unlucky. However to others, including the 

Greeks and Romans, it conferred fertility and fruitful-

ness, and so was symbolic of hope and marriage.  

In more recent times, Lady Wilde gives an account of a 

traditional Irish marriage which took place in what she 

refers to as ‘the wilds of Kerry’. 
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“A large hawthorn tree that stood in the middle of a field 

near a stream was hung all over with bits of coloured 

stuff, while lighted rush candles were placed here and 

there amongst the branches, to symbolise, no doubt, the 

new life of brightness preparing for the bridal pair.”  

She goes on to describe the processions, the music, 

dances and songs of the guests and attendants whose 

actions she asserts, mirrored those of similar           

ceremonies of the ancient Greeks.  

From Fearnie we learn that in Italy the walnut tree is 

considered the witch’s tree and is considered hostile to 

the oak; and yet they too saw in its nuts a symbol of 

marriage and fecundity. Most often however, and par-

ticularly in Celtic traditions, nut trees and nut-

gathering have been associated with the seeking of  

wisdom. It was said that it was by eating a hazel nut 

which had fallen into the river that the salmon of    

wisdom first derived its power. Anyone who subse-

quently ate of the salmon’s flesh became wise. On the 

other hand there is an old saying that warns that the 

Devil was often abroad in the woods at the time of nut-

gathering. 

The investigator of tree lore and the associated ideas of 

the old traditions, instead of finding the looked-for 

golden clue, can soon find that he is caught up in the 

many threads of a tangled web. Like the careless wan-

derer in the woods he too can lose his sense of direc-

tion, and eventually become bewildered and lost.  
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Following but one or two of countless lines, a few of the 

ideas associated with the willow tree will hopefully  

provide illustration enough. And perhaps the example 

of the willow itself, as it gracefully bends to trail a  

wistful branch in the gently flowing moonlit waters, is 

appropriate to this part of our pilgrim’s tale. 

One thread leads from the willow to a cave. It is one of 

several such caves, each of them said to be that in 

which the infant Zeus was hidden away for his own 

safety. In one version one of his nurses there was     

Helike or Helice, who was rewarded for her service by 

being placed among the stars as the constellation Ursa 

Major, the circumpolar Great Bear. The origin of her 

name relates to the Greek word helix and is said to ref-

erence the way in which the circumpolar constellation 

turns around the pole. Helike was also sometimes     

associated with the moon, particularly the new moon. 

The willow tree is also said to be sacred to Helike      

because the leaves of a willow wand grow in a spiralling 

fashion around the twig. Similarly, the common ivy has 

the botanical name Hedera, from the Celtic word for 

cord, but it is often given the epithet helix, reflecting its 

spiralling, twisting, clinging habit. 

The word helix itself, meaning spiral-shaped, comes 

from the Greek word helikos. This latter word is some-

times translated as willow-stream and is associated 

with the stream surrounding Helicon, the mountain of 

the muses.  

In other versions of the story the cave in which it was  
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said that Zeus had been hidden was that of Mount Ida, 

the so-called mountain of the mother of the gods. While 

some say it was a fruiting poplar, Pliny records that a 

willow tree grew at the entrance of the cave.  

The Idaian cave was the focus for a mystical cult in 

which pilgrims travelled to the cave from the city of 

Knossos and while on the way could be found ‘resting 

in the shade of the trees’. Following his ritual journey 

through the wood it was expected that on reaching the 

cave the pilgrim would die before re-emerging, reborn 

from its darkness unto light.  

The name Ida combines two terms: one designating 

wood and the other mountain; and so it is often trans-

lated as wooded mountain. However, Proclus in his 

commentaries on the Republic intriguingly considers 

Mount Ida to mean mountain of ideas. 

Another thread or two can be unpicked and traced 

back to Egypt. Hecate was a Greek moon goddess of 

double aspect: as an infernal goddess she was associ-

ated with evil witchcraft, and so was considered dark 

and terrible; but on the other hand her benevolent side 

could confer wealth and good fortune. In this latter   

aspect she has also sometimes been said to confer    

eloquence. Others considered her to be a triple goddess 

and called Luna in heaven, Diana on earth, and Proser-

pine in Hades. The willow tree was also considered    

sacred to her.  

Now Diana, goddess of woodland and of the hunt, 

sometimes took the form of a cat and was associated  
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by some of the ancients with the Egyptian cat-goddess 

Bast. The cat was considered suitable as an emblem of 

the moon because like the moon it is the night repre-

sentative of the sun, and the seer in the dark. And like 

Hecate, in addition to her role as the bringer of joy Bast 

also had a terrible aspect in the form of Sekhmet, the 

tearer and devourer of men.  

Some have wondered aloud if the remnants of some of 

these depictions of the moon goddess can still be      

detected in the language of today wherein the willow 

tree produces ‘cat-kins’ in spring, and the tree itself  

retains the folk name ‘pussy willow’. 

The association of cats and willow trees with the     

double-aspected moon goddess has meant that both 

are commonly associated with witchcraft and similar 

ideas and practices. As far as trees are concerned    

willows and witches go hand-in-hand. However, at 

some time, or in some place, almost every tree has in 

some way been associated or connected with good or 

evil spirits, and consequently, with good or evil magic.  

This was also the case with the many herbs and other 

plants growing in the wood and surrounding country-

side. The witch’s craft was in no small part centred on 

the knowledge of the inner qualities of trees, herbs and 

flowers; and on their methods of gathering and com-

bining these with good or evil intent. Many of the most 

potent of these were said to be best gathered at mid-

night which was thought to be, as Moore relates: 

“…the hour that scatters spells on herb and flower”. 
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Witches would, or so it was said, combine their ingredi-

ents with the greatest care into brews, potions, broths 

and other compounds of occult power. Betony-root, 

henbane, mandrake, deadly nightshade, adder's 

tongue, ground Ivy and fern - particularly maidenhair 

fern which was associated with Pluto - were all favour-

ites; as too were the roots of hemlock, a plant which 

was sometimes known by the epithet small fingered 

and which was ‘digged in the dark’, along with slips of 

yew ‘slivered in the moon's eclipse,’ cypress, wild fig, 

larch, broom and thorn, among many others.  

It was claimed that by carefully combining substances 

in the correct proportions an added potency was 

brought to them; and it was often said that three or 

seven or some other number of ingredients provided 

the most efficacious effects. Similarly, certain groups of 

trees, or perhaps their in-dwelling spirits, were thought 

to harmonise, cooperate and at least to some extent, 

blend their powers to perform a single function or to 

embody a shared purpose.  

In some cultures it is held that a magical combination 

of trees is the oak, the ash and the thorn.  Dermot 

MacManus, the author of The Middle Kingdom, informs 

us 

“…that when an  oak and ash and thorn grew close    

together, a twig taken from each, bound  with red 

thread, was thought to be a protection against spirits of 

the night”. 

And in the same place the belief is expressed that some 
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trees are haunted by good fairies and others by          

demons, and the same writer records an example of a 

close group of three trees, two thorns and an elder, 

which were said to be haunted by three evil spirits who 

combined their inner characteristics to ill effect.  

The blackthorn was said to represent the union of life 

and death. Fernie tells us that this is because  

“…the tree is clothed in early Spring with white flowers, 

but is destitute of leaves…” 

Some say, rather chillingly, that the thorns of the 

blackthorn were and perhaps still are used to pierce 

waxen images.  

Whistles made from alder twigs are believed in some 

quarters to charm the fairies and elementals of the air. 

Several other trees are used in this way, with different 

twigs utilised to attract different types of elemental   

beings. In general the trees suitable for this practice 

produce twigs that have soft pith when green.  

On the other hand the resistance of alder wood to   

penetration by water has led to its use in the building 

of bridges; and the tree’s connection to the Celtic Bran 

has only reinforced its association with the crossing of 

dangerous waters. If considered in this light it is not a 

surprise to learn that the essence of the alder tree can 

bring to us, both physically and mentally, a new and 

positive cycle of existence.  

In the fiery heat of the vine and in the coolth of the ivy 

we find two plants sacred to the god Dionysus. The  
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followers of this god, and some say the god himself, 

carried a thyrsus or wand which was formed by a long 

fennel stalk covered with ivy vines and leaves, some-

times wound with ribbons or fillets and topped with a 

pine cone or by a bunch of vine-leaves and grapes or 

ivy-leaves and berries. When the god carries the thyr-

sus it said that he does so as protection against the 

heat of the lightning which consumed his mother at his 

birth.  

His followers, Plato says, draw milk and honey from 

flowing streams when inspired by their god, yet do not 

do so when they are in what he calls ‘their right mind’, 

referring presumably, to their normal, material aware-

ness. In the same passage he compares this sort of   

inspiration to that of the poets who are compelled when 

so inspired to  

“…bring songs from honeyed fountains, culling them out 

of the gardens and dells of the Muses; they, like the 

bees, winging their way from flower to flower.” 

Each plant, our pilgrim thought, in occupying its place 

in the great web of the woods, performs a function 

unique to it and in full accord with its essential nature. 

Alongside them, and in much the same way, a bewil-

dering variety of beings, imaginary and otherwise, have 

come to populate the lands of so-called faerie, each too 

having their place and purpose in the complex scheme 

of elemental operations. Down through the generations 

there was, he thought, hardly a tree or plant, herb or 

creature of the woods that has not been associated in  
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some way with the doings of elemental spirits, good 

and bad, as far as these can be known by men for what 

they are. 

He speculated to himself that perhaps each tree or  

other kind of plant can be considered as a physical   

vehicle for an associated spirit. And he concluded that 

if that was so, then just like the many kinds of men, 

their inner qualities and attributes could not fail to   

influence the atmosphere that surrounds them to the 

benefit or the detriment of all.  

This could be why some trees are more attractive to us 

than others, he thought. Perhaps it is the influence of 

the spirits that are associated with them. I wonder if 

these existences are ever aware in the human sense, he 

pondered. Do they think as we think and feel as we 

feel? And do these spirits overshadow a tree or do they 

dwell within it? 

While our Pilgrim mused on these and similar ques-

tions the lady of the woods, ever alert to the needs of 

men, smiled at his efforts as a loving mother smiles 

when she beholds her infant child. Instantaneously a 

voice was heard within our pilgrim’s mind: 

“Know pilgrim, that the whole circle of my woods is 

filled with ranked hierarchies of spirits, call them what 

you will. Great or small, their qualities and attributes 

are as diverse as the qualities and attributes of the 

many kinds of men. While most men remain unaware 

of them, these spirits can be seen or sensed within by 

those who have the sight. 
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They are differentiated aspects of the one life; and like 

us all they are ruled and regulated by the laws of God. 

By occupying their place, and by fulfilling their unique 

role, they are too the agents of those laws. Their aware-

ness varies according to their nature and purpose. 

They offer the cup of life and health and happiness; or 

that of degradation, tears and deep regret. Each man 

chooses according to his traits; so beware, O wanderer. 

Beware the false counsel of the great excuser within, 

the inner justifier and smooth-tongued defender of    

ignoble passion and shameful desire. Beware the  un-

holy enchantments that like alluring dreams surround 

the deluded seeker. Submit instead to penetrating 

truth and to the steeply slanting ray of conscience; 

know thyself for what you are. 

And in the days to come, even in the midst of battle 

here in these woods, or in the city, think but once of 

me sincerely and I, even I, the banner of the Lord,   

fluttering amid the trees of the heavenly wood, I shall 

send unto thee my aid; and my spirits, messengers of 

gentle mercy and pity and compassion, shall surround 

thee with love’s high barricade; and all thy lowborn  

enemies shall gnash their teeth and shall be aston-

ished and perplexed at their weakness. And their dark 

machinations shall come to nought and shall melt into 

nothingness, just as the radiant word consumes the 

night at morning time.  

Meantime, my child, come and rest a little while with 

me, the lady of these woods. Bathe thy tired feet and  
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purify thy mind in the crystal dews that gather at dawn 

on the white flowers of the May. At the approaching 

dawn of peace sprinkle with me the fiery sap of the 

quicken tree, or quaff the finest wine of birch and soar 

upon a wingéd thought to the magic land of faerie.  

And there, like the mighty oak, stand thou in the      

enchanted centre, on sacred ground, amid a thousand 

rays of the holy sun, with the electric power of God 

streaming through every branch and bough, through 

every living fibre of thy being. And standing there,  

within thy holy circle, give thou thanks unto Him and 

Him alone”. 

While the holly has been associated with the death of 

things in winter, albeit the death that leads to rebirth, 

the birch is connected to birth itself, with new begin-

nings and with all related ideas. Often given the epithet 

lady of the woods because of its beauty and utter 

gracefulness, it is also linked to purity and to inno-

cence. It is wholly appropriate therefore, that its wood 

has often been used to make infant’s cribs.  

It is thought that its affinity with birth and new begin-

nings may arise from its remarkable ability to colonise 

new ground. It is among the first trees to appear at the 

birth and subsequent early development of a new 

wood, its slender branches allowing sufficient light 

through the canopy to encourage the germination and 

growth of follower species, while also providing enough 

protection for their establishment. 

Its strong association with purification meant that it  
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and its branches or twigs were prominent in rituals  

associated with the renewal of the New Year; and at 

one time it was thought appropriate to birch criminals 

at the end of the old year in order to drive out from 

them their character deforming demons in readiness 

for making a fresh start at the beginning of the new  

cycle.  

For similar reason some preferred to use a birch log as 

their yule log. Brooms made of birch trees were also 

used to clear a space of malefic influences, and some 

would carry a birch twig in their pocket as protection 

against been captured by fairies. The office of the Chief 

Bard has been linked by some to the birch tree,       

perhaps, although not exclusively, in his role as herald 

of the new cycle. 

The epithet of the evergreen pine tree was the sweetest 

of the woods. Like the birch it is strongly associated 

with purification and was widely used in rituals aimed 

at sanctifying a circle or a sphere of operations. Its 

dried needles were mixed in equal parts with juniper 

and cedar and used as an incense to drive away nega-

tive influences. Like the ivy and the vine it has associa-

tions with the god Dionysus or Bacchus. It is also said 

to have strong affinities with the elemental spirits of 

the air. 

As our pilgrim meditated on all the many qualities and 

attributes of the trees surrounding him, he and all the 

woods were still. It appears that everywhere, he 

thought, everywhere in the woods trees and tree  
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spirits, elements and forces, constantly combine and  

re-combine to produce intelligent, living structures, 

each of them made up from points of peace stretching 

in all directions throughout the woods and beyond, 

even to the furthest reaches of the natural world. As he 

followed each thought back unto its source, he felt, 

drifting somewhere within him, strange, undulating 

substances that were at once fire and light and song.  

There are those who associate the belief in faerie and 

others ideas of a like nature with the psychology of 

dreams and other similar states. According to this   

theory man’s experiences in the realms of faerie are 

pure illusion. Perhaps, they say, the dreams of primi-

tive men were so apparently real that on waking the 

dreamer mistakenly believed his dream to have been a 

kind of adventure in a parallel reality, a journey beyond 

the veil that separates the world of men from the realm 

of faerie. This, according to the theory, might have pro-

vided the ancient basis for the belief in spirits, a belief 

which in one form or another finds an expression in 

every part of the world.  

There may be some truth in this, for when all is said 

and done even our so-called waking states are a kind of 

dream. As the bard declares: 

"We are such stuff 

As dreams are made on, and our little life 

Is rounded with a sleep." 

However, encounters with the inhabitants of the so-

called otherworld are exclusive neither to ancient  
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peoples, nor to those who might be considered primi-

tive.  Also, it’s fair to say that modern psychologists do 

not yet fully understand the full significance of the var-

ious kinds of dreams we dream.  

In spite of this even they have demonstrated beyond 

reasonable objection that at least some kinds of 

dreams can be extremely meaningful so far as the 

dreamer is concerned; and that our so-called waking 

states can be profoundly influenced by our so-called 

dreaming states, and vice versa. 

It is true that many tales of faerie often have a dream-

like, ambiguous quality; and sometimes the fact that 

the human participant is dreaming is made explicit in 

the tale. However, these latter types of stories are usu-

ally categorised by those who study them in a way 

which distinguishes them from the true fairy story in 

which there is no question that the participants’ expe-

riences is intended to be interpreted as real.  

As far as some are concerned our so-called waking 

states of mind and our so-called dreaming states are 

each to a greater or lesser extent subject to the influ-

ence of spirits. An example of spirits influencing our 

dreams might be found in the form of the Mare, which 

is a malicious entity found in Germanic folklore and 

which is believed to sit on people's chests while they 

sleep, bringing on bad dreams. This old notion is still 

present in the English term nightmare.  

In contrast to the methods of the Mare, Puck in Shake-

speare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream applies the juice of  

 

102 

 



a magic plant to the sleeping Titania’s eyes, with the 

intention of misdirecting the queen’s love. 

“And with the juice of this I’ll streak her eyes 

And make her full of hateful fantasies”. 

Interestingly, Folkard relates how the Flor de Pesadilla, 

or Nightmare Flower was used by witches of the Ameri-

cas to produce similar results. An acrid-smelling white 

juice was pressed from the stem of the plant and when 

administered to the victim caused terrible dreams 

“…from which they awake with a dull throbbing sensa-

tion in the brain, while a peculiar odour pervades the 

chamber, causing the air to appear heavy and stifling”. 

Queen Mab, the tiny fairy-queen of Romeo and Juliet, 

also plays pranks upon sleepers. Mercutio’s famous  

description of her character tells how she rides her 

fairy chariot over their noses and like a fairy midwife 

“…delivers the fancies of sleeping men”.  

With her assistance the sleeping man gives birth to his 

dreams. She gallops 

“Through lovers’ brains, and then they dream of love;” 

She makes the lawyer dream about his fees; while the 

courtier dreams of ‘smelling out a suit’, the priest of 

large donations, and the soldier 

“… dreams he of cutting foreign throats, 

Of breaches, ambuscadoes, Spanish blades, 

Of healths five fathom deep…” 

And perhaps of particular interest to some, it is said in  
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the same place that the virgin first learns to conceive 

and bear a child in Mab-engendered dreams. 

Oh, how I wish, our pilgrim thought, how I wish I could 

know things as they truly are. And as he sought to  

discriminate the truth amid all that was in his mind he 

sighed, for he began to feel a definite change in the   

atmosphere of the wood and knew that the happy day 

had yielded its power and place to the hour that comes 

to signal night. 

In a final act of resistance, he uttered beneath his 

breath a prayer.  

O my lord, serene in divine space, may thy light pene-

trate the cloud-ridden skies, to shine forth from within 

my heart out into the shadows of these drowsy woods.  

May the flowers of inner vision, which is a knowing of 

the True, shed their petals on the path on which I 

walk, like the blossoms that softly drift to bless the 

earth in May. And let each petal unfold within my mind 

as a thought, bright and true and beautiful; and then 

let them rise again from there amid the many coloured 

lights of the dewy dawn; or let them drift upon the   

fragrant breeze far beyond these shady woods, as sin-

cere tokens of my love for Thee.  

And if they are not alive enough to live and breathe 

within thy Place; if they fall short and fail to reach Thee 

in thy Height, then let them at least fall still on holy 

ground. Let them weave a way from here to there in 

braided strands of fire and light and rosy air. And let  
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them mingle in that place with the songs of golden 

birds that sit upon the ever-living bough and sing their 

praise to Him and Him alone. Or let them, O lord, live 

in the breasts of spirits bright, or shine from the twin-

kling eyes of loving kin, beyond, yea, far beyond the 

reach of these sorrowed gods of lowborn passion and 

unrestrained desire.  

As if in rebuke, the blood-curdling screech of a hunting 

owl brought him back to the here and now. The chill 

breeze stood still, and terror filled the heart of every 

creature that had reason to fear the silent menace con-

cealed within the shadow of its wings.  

O, thou spiteful bird, our Pilgrim thought, was it your 

flaming eye and malicious tongue that long ago con-

demned the virgin Proserpine  to serve as queen in hell; 

and doomed you for evermore to be as a screeching 

bird of prey that haunts the gloomy wood throughout 

the loathsome night?  

A pale full moon reflected thin and watery light toward 

the Earth. Throughout the woods foreboding filled the 

air as the hour of the sinister night slowly climbed the 

desolate heavens and took up its throne and place once 

more.  

As though responding to a call from who knows where 

the phantoms of those not yet fully dead rose like a 

cold mist from beneath the ground and breathed, or 

seemed to breathe, once more. All the creatures of the 

night emerged from their almost airless holes to lurk in 

the darkest shadows or to stalk their unsuspecting  

 

105 



prey, or to creep or crawl or slither along the musty 

paths that meandered in every direction across the  

forest floor.  

And so bowing to the inevitable and in accord with the 

cycles that regulate the Earth, our pilgrim ceased his 

wandering for the day, and retired to rest his weary 

body and rejuvenate his mind. He slept the night 

through on a soft bed of grass near the centre of the 

clearing surrounded by daisies, each of which had 

closed its single, golden eye to await the coming of its 

lord.  

While he slept our pilgrim dreamed or seemed to dream 

of another wood, much like the one in which he lay, 

but brighter, more harmonious and more beautiful. 

And while he did an angel hovered high above his rest-

ing place and with outstretched arms cast a protective 

ray around his woodland bed. 

Almost as soon as he closed his eyes, the threatening 

atmosphere that surrounded him changed.  The radi-

ant beauty of a round, silver moon enchanted every  

upward gaze; and the stars that gemmed the dome-like 

sky all sang their praises to her, the chaste and holy 

night that brings forth day, the mysterious mother of a 

golden child. 

Freed from the body and all that it entails he seemed to 

be able to think more clearly. Things fell into place 

which, during his waking hours, had seemed uncer-

tain. At every level of being, he thought, there are forms 

and spirits and consciousness. Each is in its place; and 
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each seeking to fulfil its ever-destined task. Each 

treading its own spiralling path to crystalline perfec-

tion, however long or arduous that path might be.  

And so he dreamed a dream which descended from 

heaven to enwrap his raptured mind like one of those 

holy mists that enfolds in rose and gold the woods at 

dawn, melting unto nothingness all but hope and trust 

and love. And as thus he dreamed, everything within 

the woods was purified. 

And all the while, he thought, or dreamt he thought, 

that each dazzling point is bonded to others of its kind 

in love and mutual recognition of their kinship. O, thou 

crystal of crystals, he prayed, may thou focus upon 

this sleeping earth the reflected Light of Him and Him 

alone. 

The lady of the woods observed his train of thought 

and his repeated glances from here to there and back 

again. She smiled as one who watches her child take 

their first faltering steps. 

In contrast to representations of the worlds of faerie as 

infernal places filled with the perils of sin, with the 

dangerous forces and the malicious spirits that lurk in 

the dark shadows cast by the crowded trees, other    

depictions present them as enchanted havens of light 

and beauty and carefree joy: paradigms of Nature’s 

profusion and unfettered creativity.  

The idea of the land of faerie as a temptingly blissful 

and many-splendoured refuge from the half-lit world of 
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men is one that has endured for a long time. Yeats is 

writing in a much older tradition when he portrays the 

fairies as imploring the human child to escape the 

world of  human sorrow to the faery lands of enchant-

ment: 

“Come away!  O human child! 

To the woods and waters wild, 

With a fairy hand in hand, 

For the world’s more full of weeping than you can 

                                                             understand” 

To some the woods echo with magical memories of far-

away and long ago: ancient memories which seem   al-

ways to be just out of reach, and which speak some-

how in whispered tones of a lost or almost-lost golden 

age when men and the land of faerie lived in harmony.  

Perhaps such half-realised memories give birth in men 

to a sense of nostalgia for the times long past when the 

veil between here and there seemed thin. Longings of 

this sort seem to have always been part of man’s 

makeup.  

Writers like Chaucer could reflect in the 14th century 

that: 

“In olde dayes of the kyng Arthour, 

Of which that Britouns speken gret honour, 

Al was this lond fulfilled of fayrie; 

The elf-queen, with hir joly compaignye, 

Daunced ful oft in many a grene mede”. 

And even earlier Thomas the Rhymer could claim to be 
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able to distinguish between the paths that lead man 

directly to heaven or to hell, and that of a third:  

“… that bonny road, 

That winds about the fernie brae. 

That is the road to fair Elfland, 

Where thou and I this night maun gae.” 

Although Thomas does not say, one is tempted to pre-

sume that perhaps this third path takes us to heaven 

or elsewhere too, but does so indirectly. 

The woods so often portrayed as places of darkness 

and danger were in this light conceived as places of 

peace and harmony and delight, of fairy May-dances 

and the haunting, echoing songs of singers unseen, of 

the sweet briar, the redolent thyme of the sunny bank, 

of the innocent primrose that shines in the hidden dell, 

of the sacred grove, of the sunlit glade, and of the soft-

caressing, perfume-bearing zephyr that blows from 

west to east.  

They are the places of the gentle-eyed doe, of the silver-

flashing fish that swim above the golden-pebbled beds 

of splashing streams or during the heat of the day rest 

in peaceful, shady pools; they are places of scented 

blossom, of golden honeycombs, of emerald mosses 

and graceful ferns, of luscious, heavy-hanging fruits of 

many different kinds; and of nut trees that shower the 

ground beneath with nature’s ripened gifts, as the soul 

of the peaceful man showers his mind with wisdom. 

They are too, the places of birdsong, the beauty and 

wonder of which can melt the hardest heart and break  
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the chains of any fettered mind.   

The music of the woods calms the turbulent passions 

and brings a man to peace. This kind of music is in 

Shelley’s words like the sound of a chariot which bears 

a silent power. It is wild in the Romantic sense, free, 

spontaneous and creative: 

“'Tis wilder than the unmeasured notes  

Which from the unseen lyres of dells and groves  

The genii of the breezes sweep.” 

The sounds of lyres and harps and pipes are carried 

through the woods on breezes whose home is heaven; 

and they are brought by those who serve its will. Such 

notes are, for some at least, embodiments of the higher 

forces that play through Nature and through man,   

mediated by the unseen spirits of faerie. Like the divine 

music of Orpheus they harmonise and moderate       

elemental nature, re-making rude Nature and man 

alike.  

The woods breathe with a divine benevolence and the 

purest of all passions.  It is a theme often visited by the 

poets; and Tasso reflects similar ideas into the words of 

Cupid: 

“After new fashion shall these woods today 

Hear love discoursed; and it shall well be seen, 

That my divinity is present here 

In its own person, not its ministers. 

I will inbreath high fancies in rude hearts; 

I will refine, and render dulcet sweet, 
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Their tongues; because, wherever I may be, 

Whether with rustic or heroic men, 

There am I, Love;” 

And it is in the woods that Spenser’s virgin, Una, 

tames and educates the wild satyrs and fauns, trans-

fixing too with her beauty the old king of the woods, 

Sylvanus: 

“The wood-born people fall before her flat  

And worship her as Goddess of the wood” 

Are these the woods, he thought, and is this the rushy 

stream on whose banks the melancholy Pan still plays 

a mournful tune in remembrance of his Love? Are 

these the woods in which Endymion still lies in silent 

dreams, enchanted by the rays of the moon’s desire? 

Are these the woods in which, unbeknown to the sleep-

ing god, Zephyrus still gently plays among his ever 

youthful locks, and still to no avail doth whisper, sweet

-breathéd in his ear, heaven’s lovely songs of dewy 

fruits and golden grain? Are these they above which 

Sirius rises when summer doth take its throne amid 

the fierce heat of a southerly wind; or they which      

denuded of their leaves, shiver amid the cruel gales of 

Boreas; or perhaps they are those upon which at dawn 

the Eastern winds empty upon the world the revitalis-

ing contents of heaven’s vase carried in the bosom of 

the breeze all the way from the palaces of the sun.  

Or are these the happy woods in which the noble satyr 

serves the holy virgin? Or are they the trysting places 

of delight where the lover and his belovéd each lose  
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their little selves in the depths of the other’s eyes? Or 

the woods in which the fountain flows and feeds the 

streams of joyous life? Are they the enchanted realms 

of Faery which Fletcher in his own way once described? 

“For to that holy wood is consecrate 

A virtuous well, about whose flowery banks 

The nimble-footed fairies dance their rounds 

By the pale moonshine, dipping oftentimes 

Their stolen children, so to make them free 

From dying flesh and dull mortality”   

And are these the self-same woods in which the match-

less Shakespeare could magic up a song and place it 

on the tongue of the spirit Ariel, to release that once 

despairing prisoner of cruel Sycorax?   

“Where the bee sucks, there suck I. 

In a cowslip’s bell I lie. 

There I couch when owls do cry. 

On the bat’s back I do fly  

After summer merrily. 

Merrily, merrily shall I live now  

Under the blossom that hangs on the bough”. 

Meanwhile pilgrim slept on and in his dreams he visit-

ed, or at least it seemed that he visited, several distinct 

regions within the woods. Each was more beautiful 

than the last and its spell more enchanting. As he 

passed from place to place he observed the swiftly-

moving spirits as they danced among the increasingly 

beautiful flowers that fringed the way, tending while 

they did each flower’s every need.  
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They seemed to move so quickly that it was at times 

difficult for him to clearly differentiate the fairy from 

the flower. Occasionally however, he could see what 

appeared to be lines of a light-like force circulating 

above, around and amongst its leaves and petals, lines 

which would briefly consolidate into a little shining   

being whose appearance was somehow a blending of 

the two: part flower and part force; and then the grace-

ful, radiant form would disappear again as if melting 

back to nothingness.  

He dreamt too of dryads, and of the naiads of the 

splashing stream and the oozy spring that fed the 

woods with liquid life; and of the bright eyed sylphs 

that soared high above the woods, only to swoop down 

in joyous play among the trees, like birds of many    

coloured light disporting on the breeze. All the while 

the spirits of many different kinds were purifying, regu-

lating and renewing, rejuvenating, distributing, heal-

ing, circulating and re-circulating the life-forces that 

the woods depended on. 

Pilgrim awoke from his dreams just before the dawn, 

but perhaps surprisingly given their intensity, the 

memory of them quickly faded to almost nothing as he 

contemplated the route ahead.  

There were many paths leading from the clearing in all 

directions through the woods. He was struck by how 

varied were the experiences open to man. Too often 

though, he thought, we come to regret our choice of 

path. Too often we err, yet learning valuable lessons in  
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the process. Too often what appeared to be a promising 

prospect and an apparently favourable route peters 

out; and too often far from home with night approach-

ing, the impulsive seeker finds his way barred on all 

sides by thick and tangled undergrowth. 

When our minds are bathed in moonbeams and 

dreams are in the air, shall we know the bright flowers 

of the silvery bank, he wondered, or instead the       

ominous shadows they cast upon the tangled way?  

Shall we breathe the higher airs that drift their way to 

here from paradise as we sing and dance our tears 

away; or shall our blood run cold to meet upon the 

thorny path the shapes that haunt the bleak and 

gloomy wood?  

Could it really be true, he asked himself, that the naive 

wayfarer in the woods, by nature of his own thoughts, 

often allows himself to be drawn away to danger by un-

seen spirits that wish him harm?  And why, he pon-

dered, feeling momentarily sorry for himself, does one 

man find the way, while another is obstructed so     

cruelly at almost every turn? 

Once again the lady of the woods beheld his confusion 

and once again her heart was moved. And so she, out 

of pity, awakened a sleeping thought within his mind, 

which unfolded into wakefulness as an answer to his 

questions.  

“Fall ye not into sadness; and mark not the fleeting 

shadows of the woods. Soon enough love’s star shall 

climb the heavens. Soon enough it shall rise up above  
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the trees and floating upon the crystal air shall shower 

its untold blessings upon the happy lover and his     

belovéd. Their bright destiny stirs even now within 

their trembling hearts; and if they but wish it so, elfin 

beauty shall attend them to the very end; splendour 

shall hedge their paths; and sweet song and joyous 

dance shall forever accompany them on their way.  

Though the sovereign sun doth govern him and all his 

kind, the king of faerie rules in his domain; and they, 

the genii of the elements, regulate these woods on my 

and his behalf, producing the conditions of its every 

path, and accompanying each of its wanderers on their 

way.  

They are in the sunlight and in the scented breeze; 

they shine in the dews and dance on the rosy petal; 

they give marvellous shapes to the songs of birds, and 

paint the wings of butterflies. They are in the silver 

cloud that gives forth summer rain, in the smile of a 

happy thought, and in the radiant health of the hum-

ble wayside flower. They are in the strength of the 

mighty oak and in the suppleness of the fern that 

sways and dances in the breeze at the coming of the 

dawn.   

Alas, they are too in the merciless talons of the bird of 

prey. They are in the hunger pains of the ravening wolf. 

They are in the germs and viruses that come swiftly to 

destroy. They are in the fierce heat which like unruly 

passion turns once fertile soil to dust. They are in the 

sudden storm that topples the ancient tree; and as low  
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desires suffocate the light, they are in the grip of the 

strangling weed that clasps the defenceless seedling in 

death’s embrace.  

Their number is as the number of the stars that gem 

the velvet night, or as the countless flowers of the   

sunny day. In these woods, as in the crowded cities, 

they plant the seeds of thought, both good and bad, 

that move the men of many different kinds; and the 

keynote of their task is requital.   

But thy good and thy destiny, O pilgrim, lies not in the 

many different kinds of the many different things over 

which the many different genii rule; for thine is in the 

single ray of God that shines even now within thy 

breast. Thou, O child, are in this respect made in thy 

Father’s image, even Him, the Sun of all thy suns. So 

turn from here! Turn thou and seek instead the way to 

Him and Him alone”. 
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Galahad Gains the Castle's Key 

 

The Quest 

 

The songs of the stars like the sounds of distant silver 

bells faded away to silence as dawn approached. The 

pearl pavilion of the moon faded too, its beams melting 

like mists into thin air, and with them Pilgrim’s dreams 

of faery, as if they never were.  

The hour of innocent purity carried in her arms the 

child of the sun towards the blue horizon. The shadows 

lightened and woodland flowers everywhere lifted their 

 

117 

 

 



heads, unfurling their folded petals to send forth their 

sweetness to the air. A change in polarity brought with 

it a magnetic quality, refreshing and alive. He felt the 

cool breeze of dawn upon his brow.  

As the hierophant of the day sky finally rose above the 

gentle hills a powerful flood of light overwhelmed the 

woods. The holy breath of the awakening Earth bore 

the songs of singing birds away to heaven where they 

belonged; but not before they had scattered their legacy 

of love among the happy trees. 

O my Lord, our pilgrim prayed, serene in divine space, 

thou art like the sun to me. He saves the gloomy woods 

with the bright joy of light and life; and thou art the 

saviour of my soul when it wanders lost in the         

sorrowed night. He whelms the woods with energy; and 

thou dost feed with heavenly waters the holy flame 

within my heart. He warms the frozen woods to fruit-

fulness; while thine is the love and mine the love of 

thee that ever draws me on. He is the fixéd centre, the 

holder of the reins; and thou art the divine star that 

shines from beyond the time-born turmoil of the world.  

Pilgrim decided to follow the course of the sun and so 

he took the westward path that led deeper into the 

woods. As he walked he thought once more of the 

many kinds of paths available to man. Like the paths 

that thread their way through the woods, he thought, 

the route we follow in life carries us to experiences of 

many different kinds. These enlighten us or they con-

fuse us more: if, that is, we reflect on them at all. 
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I wonder, he thought, if good and bad are poured from 

starry cups upon each path, and so our lives on Earth 

are mixed affairs in proportion to what we need and to 

what we each deserve. But, he thought, too much of 

either and a man would be destroyed. 

Once more he became lost to thought on the wondrous 

balances employed by Nature. However the somewhat 

uncertain quality of his speculations attracted the    

attention of the lady of the woods. Once more out of 

pity she planted in his mind an idea which was clear 

and direct, dispersing the clouds which threatened to 

fill his mind with doubt. The idea unfolded as a series 

of thoughts. 

Pilgrim! Pilgrim! She called, listen! There are but two 

paths through these woods: one that leads to heaven 

and one that leads to hell. However much they may 

meander, however much they may appear to spread in 

many different directions, however many the resting 

places on the way, eventually they all lead the wander-

er either to the holy fount of day or to the tear-filled 

wells of the despairing night, to eternal life or else    

disaster. Let the pilgrim beware! Let him seek out and 

follow the path to Him and Him alone. 

He mused further on the thoughts he believed to be his 

own, for he was not fully conscious of their source.  

Perhaps, he thought, the lives of some are adventures 

indeed; for the perils of the woods are real enough to 

the one who experiences them, and yet the offered prize 

is the treasure of the ages. Surely these woods contain 
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something rare and precious, but there are perils here 

too. Perhaps there are more dangers than I know lying 

between my innermost hope and that upon which it 

sets its avid heart.  

This train of thought brought to his mind the memory 

of a little known adventure tale. It was told in a most 

animated way to a mesmerised audience, of which he 

was one, one winter’s night long ago in the city tavern 

with the lamps turned low and the fire in the hearth 

casting here and there eerie shadows on the walls. The 

storyteller, a Mr. Halliwell, introduced his tale thus:  

“Although this story is attributed to the period of Henry 

VIII, it is perhaps a ramification of one of the wonderful 

histories concerning Sir Gawayne, a celebrated knight of 

the Round Table, who is said to have flourished some 

centuries previously”. 

The tale is detailed here in its entirety, as it was told by 

him that frosty night. 

“Towards the latter end of the reign of Henry VIII, Sir 

Gawen, a man of some fortune and considerable          

curiosity, fond of enterprise, and insatiate of knowledge, 

travelled through the northern counties of England. The 

following singular adventure is still extant among the 

family writings, and is still recorded by his posterity. 

It was towards sunset, (saith the manuscript,) when Sir 

Gawen, after having traversed a very lone and unfre-

quented path, arrived at the edge of a thick and dark 

forest; the sky was suddenly overcast, and it began to  
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rain, the thunder rolled at a distance, and sheets of livid 

lightening flashed across the heath. Overcome with     

fatigue and hunger, he rode impatiently along the      

borders of the forest, in hopes of discovering an           

entrance, but none was to be found. At length, just as he 

was about to dismount, with an intention of breaking the 

fence, he discerned, as he thought, something moving 

upon the heath, and, upon advancing towards it, it 

proved to be an old woman gathering peat, and who, 

overtaken by the storm, was hurrying home as fast as 

her infirm limbs would carry her. The sight of a human 

creature filled the heart of Sir Gawen with joy, and hast-

ily riding up, he enquired how far he had deviated from 

the right road, and where he could procure a night’s 

lodging. The old woman now slowly lifted up her palsied 

head, and discovered a set of features which could 

scarcely be called human; her eyes were red, piercing, 

and distorted, and, rolling horribly, glancing upon every 

object but the person by whom she was addressed, and, 

at intervals, they emitted a fiery disagreeable light; her 

hair, of a dirty grey, hung matted with filth in large 

masses upon her shoulders, and a few thin portions 

rushed abrupt and horizontally from the upper part of 

her forehead, which was much wrinkled, and of a 

parchment hue; her cheeks were hollow, withered, and 

red with a quantity of acrid rheum; her nose was large, 

prominent, and sharp; her lips thin, skinny, and livid; 

her few teeth black, and her chin long and peaked, with 

a number of bushy hairs depending from its extremity; 

her nails also were acute, crooked, and bent over her  
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fingers, and her garments ragged, and fluttering in the 

wind, displayed every possible variety of colour. The 

Knight was a little daunted, but the old woman having 

mentioned a dwelling at some distance, and offering to 

lead the way, the pleasure received from this piece of 

news effaced the former impression, and getting from 

his horse, he laid hold of the bridle, and they slowly 

moved over the heath. 

The storm had now ceased, and the moon rising, gave 

presage of a fine night, just as the old woman, taking a 

sudden turn, plunged into the wood by a narrow path, 

and almost choked up with a quantity of brier and thorn. 

The trees were thick, and save a few glimpses of the 

moon, which now and then poured light on the uncouth 

features of his companion, all was dark and dismal; the 

heart of Sir Gawen misgave him; neither spoke, and the 

knight pursued his guide merely by the noise she made 

in hurrying through the bushes, which was done with a 

celerity totally inconsistent with her former decrepitude. 

At length, the path grew wider, and a faint blue light, 

which came from a building at some distance, glim-

mered before them: they now left the wood, and issued 

upon a rocky and uneven piece of ground; the moon 

struggling through a cloud, cast a doubtful and uncer-

tain light, and the old woman with a leer, which made 

the very hair of Sir Gawen stand on end, told him that 

the dwelling was at hand. It was so; for a Gothic castle, 

placed on a considerable elevation, now came in view; it 

was a large massy structure, much decayed, and some  
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parts of it in a totally ruinous condition; a portion, how-

ever, of the keep, or great tower, was still entire, as was 

also the entrance to the court or inclosure, preserved, 

probably, by the ivy, whose fibres crept round with solic-

itous care. Large fragments of the ruin were scattered 

about, covered with moss, and half sunk in the ground, 

and a number of old elm-trees, through whose foliage 

the wind sighed with a sullen and melancholy sound, 

dropped a deep and settled gloom, that scarce permitted 

the moon to stream by fits upon the building. Sir Gawen 

drew near; ardent curiosity, mingled with awe, dilated 

his bosom, and he inwardly congratulated himself upon 

so singular an adventure, when turning round to ques-

tion his companion, a glimpse of the moon poured full 

upon his eye so horrid a contexture of feature, so wild 

and preternatural a combination, that, smote with terror, 

and unable to move, a cold sweat trickled from every 

pore, and immediately this infernal being, seizing him by 

the arm, and hurrying him over the drawbridge to the 

great entrance of the keep, the portcullis fell with a     

tremendous sound, and the knight, starting as it were 

from a trance, drew his sword in the act to destroy his 

treacherous guide, when instantly a horrible and infer-

nal laugh burst from her, and in a moment the whole 

castle was in an uproar, peal after peal issuing from 

every quarter, till at length, growing faint, they died 

away, and a dead silence ensued. 

Sir Gawen, who, during this strange tumult, had collect-

ed all his scattered powers, now looked round him with  
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determined resolution; his terrible companion had disap-

peared, and the moon shining full upon the portcullis, 

convinced him that any escape that way was impracti-

cable; the wind sighed through the elms; the scared owl, 

uttering his discordant note, broke from the rustling 

bough, and a dim twinkling light beamed from a loop-

hole near the summit of the great tower. Sir Gawen     

entered the keep, having previously reasoned himself 

into a state of cool fortitude, and bent up every power to 

the appalling enterprise. He extended his sword before 

him, for it was dark, and proceeded carefully to search 

around, in hopes either of discovering some aperture 

which might lead to the vestibule or staircase, or of 

wreaking his vengeance on the wretch who had thus  

decoyed him. All was still as death; but as he strode 

over the floor, a dull, hollow sound issued from beneath, 

and rendered him apprehensive of falling through into 

some dismal vault, from which he might never be able to 

extricate himself. In this situation, dreading the effect of 

each light footstep, a sound, as of many people whisper-

ing, struck his ear; he bent forward, listening with eager 

attention, and as it seemed to proceed from a little dis-

tance before him, he determined to follow it: he did so, 

and instantly fell through the mouldering pavement, 

whilst at the same time peals of horrid laughter again 

burst with reiterated clamour from every chamber of the 

castle. Sir Gawen rose with considerable difficulty, and 

much stunned with the fall, although, fortunately, the 

spot he had dropped upon was covered with a quantity 

of damp and soft earth, which gave way to his weight. 
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He now found himself in a large vault, arched in the 

Gothic manner, and supported by eight massy pillars, 

down whose sides the damp moisture ran in cold and 

heavy drops, the moon shining with great lustre through 

three iron-grated windows, which, although rusty with 

age, were strong enough to resist the efforts of Sir 

Gawen, who, after having in vain tried to force them, 

looked around for his sword, which, during the fall, had 

started from his grasp, and in searching the ground with 

his fingers, he laid hold of, and drew forth, the fresh 

bones of an enormous skeleton, yet greasy and moist 

from the decaying fibres: he trembled with horror — a 

cold wind brushed violently along the surface of the 

vault, and a ponderous iron door, slowly grating on its 

hinges, opened at one corner, and disclosed to the wan-

dering eye of Sir Gawen a broken staircase, down 

whose steps a blue and faint light flashed by fits, like 

the lightening of a summer’s eve. 

Appalled by these dreadful prodigies, Sir Gawen felt, in 

spite of all his resolution, a cold and death-like chill per-

vade his frame, and kneeling down, he prayed fervently 

to that Power, without whose mandate no being is let 

loose upon another, and feeling himself more calm and 

resolved, he again began to search for his sword, when 

a moonbeam falling on the blade, at once restored it to 

its owner. Sir Gawen, having thus resumed his wonted 

fortitude and resolution, held a parley with himself, and 

perceiving no other way by which he could escape, bold-

ly resolved to brave all the terrors of the staircase, and, 

once more recommending himself to his Maker, began to  
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ascend. The light still flashed, enabling him to climb 

those parts which were not broken or decayed. 

He had proceeded in this manner a considerable way, 

mounting, as he supposed, to the summit of the keep, 

when suddenly a shrill and agonizing shriek issued 

from the upper part of it, and something rudely brushing 

down, grasped him with tremendous strength; in a    

moment he became motionless, cold as ice, and felt him-

self hurried back by some irresistible being; but just as 

he had reached the vault, a spectre of so dreadful a 

shape stalked by within it, that straining every muscle, 

he sprang from the deadly grasp; the iron door rushed in 

thunder upon its hinges, and a deep hollow groan       

resounded from beneath. No sooner had the door closed, 

than yelling screams, and sounds which almost sus-

pended the very pulse of life, issued from the vault, as if 

a troop of hellish furies, with their chains untied, were 

dashing them in writhing frenzy, and howling to the   

uproar. Sir Gawen stood petrified with horror; a stony 

fear ran to his very heart, and dismayed every sense 

about him; he stared wide with his long locks upstand-

ing stifly, and the throbbing of his heart oppressed him. 

The tumult at length subsiding, Sir Gawen recovered 

some portion of strength, which he immediately made 

use of to convey himself as far as possible from the iron 

door, and presently reaching his former elevation on the 

staircase, which, after ascending a few more steps,    

terminated in a winding gallery. The light, which had 

hitherto flashed incessantly, now disappeared, and he  
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was left in almost total darkness, except that now and 

then the moon threw a few cool rays through some    

broken loopholes, heightening the horror of the scene. He 

dreaded going forward, and fearfully looked back, lest 

some yelling fiend should again plunge him into the 

vault. He stood suspended with apprehension; a mourn-

ful wind howled through the apartments of the castle, 

and listening, he thought he heard the iron door grate 

upon its hinges; he started with terror, the sweat stood 

in big drops upon his forehead, his knees smote each 

other, and he rushed forward with desperate despair, 

till having suddenly turned a corner of the gallery, a   

taper, burning with a faint light, gleamed through a   

narrow dark passage. 

Sir Gawen approached the light; it came from an exten-

sive room, the folding-doors of which were wide open; he 

entered, a small taper in a massy silver candlestick 

stood upon a table in the middle of the room, but gave so 

inconsiderable an illumination, that the one end was 

wrapped in palpable darkness, and the other scarcely 

broken in upon by a dim light that streamed through a 

large ramified window, covered with thick ivy. An arm-

chair, shattered and damp with age, was placed near 

the table, and the remains of a recent fire were still    

visible in the grate. The wainscot of black oak had      

formerly been hung with tapestry, and several portions 

still clung to those parts which were near the fire; they 

possessed some vivacity of tint, and with much gilding, 

yet apparent on the chimney-piece, and several moulder-

ing reliques of costly frames and paintings, gave  
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indisputable evidence of the ancient grandeur of the 

place. Sir Gawen closed the folding-doors, and, taking 

the taper, was about to survey the room, when a deep     

hollow groan from the dark end of it smote cold upon his 

heart; at the same time the sound, as of something fall-

ing with a dead weight, echoed through the room. 

Sir Gawen replaced the taper, the flame of which was 

agitated, now quivering, sunk, now streaming, flamed 

aloft, and as the last pale portion died away, the scarce 

distinguished form of some terrific being floated slowly 

by, and again another dreadful groan ran deepening 

through the gloom. Sir Gawen stood for some time inca-

pable of motion. At length summoning all his fortitude, 

he advanced with his sword extended to the darkest 

part of the room: instantly burst forth in fierce irradia-

tions a blue sulphurious splendor, and the mangled 

body of a man distorted with the agony of death, his 

very fibre racked with convulsion, his beard and hair 

stiff and matted with blood, his mouth open, and his 

eyes protruding from their marble sockets, rushed on the 

fixed and maddening senses of Sir Gawen, whose heart 

had beat no more, had not a hiss, as of ten thousand 

fiends, loud, horrible, roused him from the dreadful   

scene; he started, uttering a wild shriek, his brain 

turned round, and running he knew not whither, burst 

through the folding-doors. 

Darkness again spread her sable pall over the unfortu-

nate Sir Gawen, and he hurried along the narrow     

passage with a feeble and faultering step. His intellect  
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shook, and, overwhelmed with the late appalling        

objects, had not yet recovered any degree of recollection, 

and as he wandered in a dream, a confused train of  

horrible ideas passing unconnected through his mind: at 

length, however, memory resumed her function, re-

sumed it but to daunt him with harrowing suggestions; 

the direful horrors of the room behind, and of the vault 

below, were still present to his eyes, and as a man 

whom hellish fiends had frightened, he stood trembling, 

pale, and staring wild. 

All was now silent and dark, and he determined to wait 

in this spot the dawn of day; but a few minutes had 

scarce elapsed, when the iron door, screaming on its 

hinges, bellowed through the murmuring ruin. Sir 

Gawen nearly fainted at the sound, which pausing for 

some time, again swelled upon the wind, and at last 

died away in shrill melancholy shrieks; again all was 

silent, and again the same fearful noise struck terror to 

his soul. Whilst he was thus agitated with horror and 

apprehension, a dim light streaming from behind,       

accompanied with a soft, quick and hollow tread, con-

vinced Sir Gawen that something was pursuing him, 

and struck with wildering fear, he rushed unconscious 

down the steps; the vault received him, and its portal 

swinging to their close, sounded as the sentence of 

death. A dun, foetid smoke filled the place, in the centre 

of which arose a faint and bickering flame. Sir Gawen 

approached, and beheld a corpse suspended over it by 

the neck, its fat dropped, and the flame flashing through 

the vault, gleamed on a throng of hideous and ghastly  
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features, that now came forward through the smoke. 

Sir Gawen, with the desperate valour of a man who sees 

destruction before him, ran furious forward; an univer-

sal shriek burst forth; the corpse dropped into the fire, 

which rising with tenfold brilliance, placed full in view 

the dreadful form of his infernal guide, dilated into    

horror itself; her face was pale as death, her eyes were 

wide open, dead and fixed, a horrible grin sat upon her 

features; her lips black, and half putrid, were drawn 

back, disclosing a set of large blue teeth, and her hair, 

standing stifly erect, was of a withered red. 

Sir Gawen felt his blood freeze within him, his limbs   

forgot to move, the face, enlarging as it came, drew near, 

and, swooning, he fell forward on the ground. Slow 

passed the vital fluid through the bosom of Sir Gawen, 

scarce did the heart vibrate to its impulse; on his pallid 

forehead sat a chilly sweat, and frequent spasms shook 

his limbs; but at length returning warmth gave some  

vigour to his frame, the energy of life became more     

suffused, a soothing languor stole upon him, and on 

opening his eyes, rushed neither the images of death, or 

the rites of witchcraft, but the soft, the sweet and tran-

quil scenery of a summer’s moonlight night. 

Enraptured with this sudden and unexpected change, 

Sir Gawen rose gently from off the ground, over his head 

towered a large and majestic oak, at whose foot, by 

some kind and compassionate being he concluded he 

had been laid. Delight and gratitude dilated his heart, 

and advancing from beneath the tree, whose gigantic  
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branches spread a large extent of shade, a vale, beauti-

ful and romantic, thro’ which ran a clear and deep 

stream, came full in view; he walked to the edge of the 

water, the moon shone with mellow lustre on its surface, 

and its banks fringed with shrubs, breathed a perfume 

more delicate than the odours of the East. On one side, 

the ground, covered with a vivid, soft, and downy      

verdure, stretched for a considerable extent to the      

borders of a large forest, which sweeping round, finally 

closed up the valley; on the other, it was broken into   

abrupt and rocky masses swarded with moss, and from 

whose clefts grew thick and spreading trees, the roots of 

which, washed by many a fall of water, hung bare and 

matted from their craggy beds. Sir Gawen forgot, in this 

delicious vale, all his former sufferings, and giving up 

his mind to the pleasing influence of curiosity and won-

der, he determined to explore the place by tracing the 

windings of the stream. Scarce had he entered upon this 

plan, when music of the most ravishing sweetness filled 

the air, sometimes it seemed to float along the valley, 

sometimes it stole along the surface of the water; now it 

died away among the woods, and now with deep and 

mellow symphony it swelled upon the gale. 

Fixed in astonishment, Sir Gawen scarce ventured to 

breathe, every sense, save that of hearing, seemed quite 

absorbed, and when the last faint warblings melted on 

his ear, he started from the spot, solicitous to know from 

what being those more than human strains had parted; 

but nothing appeared in view; the moon full and         

unclouded, shone with unusual lustre, the white rocks  
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glittered in her beam, and, filled with hope, he again 

pursued the windings of the water, which conducting to 

the narrowest part of the valley, continued their course 

thro’ the wood. 

Sir Gawen entered by a path, smooth, but narrow and 

perplexed, where, although its branches were so numer-

ous that no preference could be given, or any direct route 

long persisted in, yet every turn presented something to 

amuse, something to sharpen the edge of research. The 

beauty of the trees through whose interstices the moon 

gleamed in the most picturesque manner; the glimpses 

of the water, and the notes of the nightingale, who now 

began to fill the valley with her song, were more than 

sufficient to take off the sense of fatigue, and he wan-

dered on still eager to explore, still panting for further 

discovery. 

The wood now became more thick and obscure, and at 

length almost dark, when the path taking suddenly an 

oblique direction, Sir Gawen found himself on the edge 

of a circular lawn, whose tint and softness were beyond 

compare, and which seemed to have been lightly 

brushed by fairy feet. A number of fine old trees, around 

whose boles crept the ivy and the woodbine, rose at   

irregular distances, here they mingled into groves, and 

there separate, and emulous of each other, they shook 

their airy summits in disdain. The water, which had 

been for some time concealed, now murmured through a 

thousand beds, and visiting each little flower, added 

vigour to its vegetation, and poignancy to its fragrance.  
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Along the edges of the wood and beneath the shadows 

of the trees, an innumerable host of glowworms lighted 

their inocuous fires, lustrous as the gems of Golconda, 

and Sir Gawen, desirous yet longer to enjoy the scene, 

went forward with light footsteps on the lawn; all was 

calm, and except the breeze of night, that sighed soft 

and sweetly through the world of leaves, a perfect      

silence prevailed. Not many minutes, however, had 

elapsed before the same enchanting music, to which he 

had listened with so much rapture in the vale, again   

arrested his ear, and presently he discovered on the  

border of the lawn, just rising above the wood, and float-

ing on the bosom of the air, a being of the most delicate 

form; from his shoulders streamed a tunic of the tender-

est blue, his wings and feet were clothed in downy     

silver, and in his grasp he had a wand, white as the 

mountain snow. He rose swiftly in the air, his brilliance 

became excessive from the lunar rays, his song echoed 

through the vault of night, but having quickly diminished 

to the size and appearance of the evening star, it died 

away, and the next moment he was lost in aether. 

Sir Gawen still fixed his eye on that part of the heavens 

where the vision had disappeared, and shortly had the 

pleasure of again seeing the star-like radience, which in 

an instant unfolded itself into the full and fine dimen-

sions of the beauteous being, who having collected dew 

from the cold vales of Saturn, now descended rapidly 

towards the earth, and waving his wand, as he passed 

athwart the woods, a number of like form and garb flew 

round him, and all alighting on the lawn separated at  
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equal distances on its circumference, and then shaking 

their wings which spread a perfume through the air, 

burst into one general song. Sir Gawen, who apprehen-

sive of being discovered, had retreated within the   

shadow of some mossy oaks, now waited with eager  

expectation the event of so singular a scene. In a few 

moments a bevy of elegant nymphs, dancing two by 

two, issued from the wood on the right, and an equal 

number of warlike knights, accompanied by a band of 

minstrels, from that of the left. The knights were clothed 

in green; on their bosoms shone a plate of burnished 

steel, and in their hands they grasped a golden targe 

and lance of beamy lustre. The nymphs, whose form 

and symmetry were beyond whatever poets dream, 

were dressed in robes of white, their zones were azure, 

dropt with diamonds, and their light brown hair decked 

with roses hung in ample ringlets. So quick, so light and 

airy, was their motion, that the turf, the flowers, shrunk 

not to the gentle pressure, and each smiling on her      

favourite knight, he flung his brilliant arms aside and 

mingled in the dance. 

Whilst thus they flew in rapid measures o'er the lawn, 

Sir Gawen, forgetting his situation, and impatient to    

salute the assembly, involuntarily stept forward, and 

instantaneously a shrill and hollow gust of wind mur-

mured through the woods, the moon dipt into a cloud, 

and the knights, the dames and aerial spirits vanished 

from the view, leaving the amazed Sir Grawen to repent 

at leisure of his precipitate intrusion; scarce, however, 

had he time to determine what he should pursue, when  
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a gleam of light flashed suddenly along the horizon, and 

the beauteous being, whom he first beheld in the air, 

stood before him; he waved his snowy wand, and point-

ing to the wood, which now appeared sparkling with a 

thousand fires, moved gently on. Sir Gawen felt an      

Irresistible impulse which compelled him to follow, and, 

having penetrated the wood, he perceived many bright 

rays of light, which, darting like the beams of the sun, 

through every part of it, most beautifully illuminated the 

shafts of the trees. As they advanced forwards, the    

radience became more intense and converged towards 

the centre and the fairy being turning quickly round, 

commanded Sir Gawen to kneel down, and having 

squeezed the juice of an herb into his eyes, bade him 

now proceed, but that no mortal eye, unless its powers 

of vision were increased, could endure the glory that 

would shortly burst upon them. 

Scarce had he uttered these words, when they entered 

an amphitheatre. In its centre was a throne of ivory    

inlaid with sapphires, on which sat a female form of   

exquisite beauty; a plain coronet of gold obliquely 

crossed her flowing hair, and her robe of white sattin 

hung negligent in ample folds. Around her stood five and 

twenty nymphs clothed in white and gold, and holding 

lighted tapers; beyond these were fifty of the aerial     

beings, their wings of downy silver stretched for flight, 

and each a burning taper in his hand: and lastly, on the 

circumference of the amphitheatre shone one hundred 

knights in mail of tempered steel; in one hand they 

shook aloft a large targe of massy diamond, and in the  

 

135 



other flashed a taper. So excessive was the reflection, 

that the targes had the lustre of an hundred suns, and 

when shaken sent forth streams of vivid lightning; from 

the gold, the silver, and the sapphires, rushed a flood of 

tinted light, that, mingling, threw upon the eye a series 

of revolving hues. 

Sir Gawen impressed with awe, with wonder and       

delight, fell prostrate on the ground, whilst the fairy  

spirit advancing knelt and presented to the queen a 

crystal vase. She rose, she waved her hand, and smil-

ing, bade Sir Gawen to approach. “Gentle stranger,” she 

exclaimed, “let not fear appal thine heart; for to him 

whom courage, truth and piety have distinguished, our 

friendship and our love is given. Spirits of the blest we 

are, our sweet employment is to befriend the wretched 

and the weary, to lull the torture of anguish, and the 

horror of despair. Ah! never shall the tear of innocence 

or the plaint of sorrow, the pang of injured merit or the 

sigh of hopeless love, implore our aid in vain. Upon the 

moonbeam do we float, and, light as air, pervade the 

habitations of men; and hearken, 0 favoured mortal! I 

tell thee spirits pure from vice are present to thy inmost 

thoughts; when terror and when madness, when     

spectres and when death surrounded thee, our influence 

put to flight the ministers of darkness; we placed thee in 

the moonlight vale, and now upon thy head I pour the 

planetary dew, from Hecate’s dread agents, it will free 

thee from wildering fear and gloomy superstition.” 

She ended, and Sir Gawen, impatient to express his  
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gratitude, was about to speak, when suddenly the light 

turned pale and died away, the spirits fled, and music 

soft and sweet was heard remotely in the air. Sir Gawen 

started, and in place of the refulgent scene of magic, he 

beheld a public road, his horse cropping the grass which 

grew upon its edge, and a village at a little distance, on 

whose spire the rising sun had shed his earliest beams. 

It may be of interest here to note the distinction        

between the terms forest and wood. Although our  

modern usage makes little distinction, except perhaps 

that of size, it has not always been so. In medieval  

England both forests and woods were distinct places: 

woods were what we presently call woods, while forests 

may or may not have included trees. The royal forests 

of Norman England could and did contain all manner 

of topographies: pastures, tillage, hills, open waste 

land or wilderness, wooded areas, communities of    

different sizes, and so on.  

They were areas designated as royal forests because 

they were reserved for the profit and pleasure of the 

King. Forests had their own distinct laws, their own  

officers answerable only to the King, and their own uni-

versally recognised customs and practices. They were 

places very much set aside from the norms of medieval 

society. In the words of John Manwood, writing in the 

latter part of the reign of Elizabeth 1st, the laws of the 

forest consisted principally of three concerns:  

“…In the Preservation and Continuance of the Place to 

be a Forest; in the Preservation of the vert, which are the 
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Green Woods and Coverts there; and in the Preservation 

of the venison, which is every Beast of the Forest and 

Chase, that being a general Word for all;” 

Whether they were contained or not within the bounda-

ries of the forest, the woods had different connotations. 

While the forests were in some senses set aside from 

society, the woods were set aside even within the      

forest. However, in their different ways it seems that 

both woods and forests have proved suitable as set-

tings for knightly adventures of various kinds, includ-

ing as we have seen, that of Halliwell’s Sir Gawen.  

However, it’s also clear that the woods have meant   

different things to different minds down through the 

centuries, with each writer, thinker or artist colouring 

their depictions with their own particular preoccupa-

tions. There was too an understanding that their audi-

ences would recognise their sometimes metaphorical 

depictions of the woods and of woodland life; and it is 

not surprising that these changed with time and place. 

Shakespeare’s Forest of Arden and Dante’s Gloomy 

Woods were intended to be interpreted in different 

ways, although of course they also involved ideas   

common to both. There was beauty, romance and care-

free joy in the woods, but there was horror there too. 

The Forest of Broceliande in Brittany is the setting for 

a thousand tales. It is an enchanted forest in which the 

intrepid adventurer might be tested to the full. It was 

in Broceliande that Merlin instructed Vivien who, in 

some of the versions of the tale, used the secrets  
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imparted to her by the sage to enchant and imprison 

him. As an unrestrained desire might ingeniously en-

snare the unwary seeker, Merlin, for all his knowledge 

of the hidden arts, was unable to break free from the 

power of his deceitful enchantress and her nine dam-

sels, which nine, it is said, still dance gracefully 

around the couple amid the soft shadows and illusions 

of Broceliande.   

However, as we have so often seen, other versions of 

the same or similar tales can present a different aspect. 

In one such, considered by Spence to be closer to the 

original, the two lovers, Merlin and Vivian withdraw 

happily from the world to the Garden of Joy – some say 

while sitting in the shade of a whitethorn in full bloom 

- amid the happy realisation that even wisdom often-

times must yield to Love. 

Merlin encountered Vivian by a fountain in the woods. 

Magical fountains and springs feature in many similar 

tales, albeit at times leading to widely differing out-

comes for the various protagonists. Of the fountain at 

which Merlin met Vivian it is said that there is a stone 

near its source called Perron de Merlin or Merlin’s Step. 

If water from the fountain is sprinkled on this stone a 

great storm erupts and the elements violently contend 

with each other. The warring elements arouse the so-

called Black Knight who rides swiftly to confront the 

intruder. Many valiant knights were slain by him until 

Yvain, on a quest to prove himself, defeated the Black 

Knight and thus replaced him as the guardian of the  
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fountain. It was the same Yvain who in another tale 

rescued a lion from a serpent or dragon. 

Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain is thought by some to have 

been based on the Celtic tale of Owain, a version of 

which can found in the Red Book of Hergest. This latter 

is one of many tales thought to chronicle various 

heroes’ journeys to the otherworld. Owain seeks to 

know if there is anyone capable of beating him in com-

bat. He is sent on his adventure by  

“…a man in the prime of life, with his beard newly 

shorn, clad in a robe and a mantle of yellow satin; and 

round the top of his mantle was a band of gold lace.”  

Here are a couple of extracts from Lady Guest’s trans-

lation: 

“Sleep here to-night, and in the morning arise early, and 

take the road upwards through the valley until thou 

reachest the wood through which thou camest hither. A 

little way within the wood thou wilt meet with a road 

branching off to the right, by which thou must proceed, 

until thou comest to a large sheltered glade with a 

mound in the centre. And thou wilt see a black man of 

great stature on the top of the mound. He is not smaller 

in size than two of the men of this world. He has but one 

foot; and one eye in the middle of his forehead. And he 

has a club of iron, and it is certain that there are no two 

men in the world who would not find their burden in 

that club. And he is not a comely man, but on the contra-

ry he is exceedingly ill-favoured; and he is the wood-

ward of that wood. And thou wilt see a thousand wild  
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animals grazing around him. Inquire of him the way out 

of the glade, and he will reply to thee briefly, and will 

point out the road by which thou shalt find that which 

thou art in quest of.” 

As predicted Owain encountered the woodward who 

gave him further directions and told him what to      

expect. He revealed that further on he would find a 

fountain flowing from beneath a beautiful tree and near 

to them a stone; and that by and by he would be       

opposed. 

"So I journeyed on, until I reached the summit of the 

steep, and there I found everything as the black man 

had described it to me. And I went up to the tree, and 

beneath it I saw the fountain, and by its side the marble 

slab, and the silver bowl fastened by the chain. Then I 

took the bowl, and cast a bowlful of water upon the 

slab; and thereupon, behold, the thunder came, much 

more violent than the black man had led me to expect; 

and after the thunder came the shower; and of a truth I 

tell thee, Kai, that there is neither man nor beast that 

could endure that shower and live. For not one of those 

hailstones would be stopped, either by the flesh or by 

the skin, until it had reached the bone. I turned my 

horse's flank towards the shower, and placed the beak 

of my shield over his head and neck, while I held the  

upper part of it over my own head. And thus I withstood 

the shower. When I looked on the tree there was not a 

single leaf upon it, and then the sky became clear, and 

with that, behold the birds lighted upon the tree, and  
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sang. And truly, Kai, I never heard any melody equal to 

that, either before or since. And when I was most 

charmed with listening to the birds, lo, a murmuring 

voice was heard through the valley, approaching me and 

saying, 'Oh, Knight, what has brought thee hither? What 

evil have I done to thee, that thou shouldst act towards 

me and my possessions as thou hast this day? Dost 

thou not know that the shower to-day has left in my   

dominions neither man nor beast alive that was exposed 

to it?' And thereupon, behold, a Knight on a black horse 

appeared, clothed in jet-black velvet, and with a tabard 

of black linen about him.” 

Eventually Owain defeated the Black Knight and    

married the Countess of the Fountain. 

The famous knight, Sir Lancelot, was a prince whose 

father was killed in battle by an evil lord. For safety’s 

sake he was taken by a fairy below the waters of a lake 

enclosed by woods. Unaware of his lineage he was 

cared for and instructed in the otherworld that lay    

below the waters by a personage known elsewhere as 

one of the genre’s various ladies of the lake. Some    

versions of the story identify this particular lady as the 

same Vivien encountered earlier, called by some      

Niniane or Nimue. The lake was later sometimes        

referred to as the Lake of Diana, the chaste moon god-

dess of the woods and of the woodland hunt. 

As we know, Lancelot was destined to join the round 

table. His exploits, loves and losses are too numerous 

and well known to include here, but it may be of  
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interest to note in passing that he was the slayer of the 

giant Caradoc. Caradoc was an evil lord who captured 

many knights, incarcerating them in the most 

wretched of filthy prisons widely known as Dolorous 

Tower. The Dolorous Army held off King Arthur’s forces 

at the Wicked Pass, but Sir Lancelot broke through to 

engage and slay their giant leader in single combat. 

Lancelot is also famous for his courtly love affair with 

Guinevere.  

These and similar were the thoughts that filled         

pilgrim’s mind as he followed his chosen path through 

the woods. He knew full well that many of the tales 

were intended to be understood as more than mere   

adventure stories. It was also clear that they contained 

ideas that stretched back to the oral traditions of so-

called pagan times; but had been reformulated by 

grafting on to them – mostly unsuccessfully – imagery 

and concepts associated with Christianity.  

However strange the blend of pagan and Christian 

thought, the opposition of good and bad, of the hero’s 

victory or defeat, the fervent seeker, the selfless devotee 

and the noble servant, the self-imposed mission, the 

austerities, temptations, tests and trials, the expan-

sions and contractions, imprisonments and escapes, 

the loves and affinities with their all too often tragic 

consequences, the magical forces and elemental wars 

of the otherworld, the heroic efforts to establish and 

maintain divine order and balance, the unseen,       

mysterious agents of our destinies: these and plenty  
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more are all themes that have proven to be attractive 

still to the mind in search of meaning.  

The remnants of some such themes are still influential 

today in ways which are perhaps little realised. Some 

researchers, for example, trace the concept of noblesse 

oblige to the ideals of the chivalric code by which the 

knights were said to live, and by which they were able 

to recognise one another. Some also detect in it         

elements of what would become the class system so  

beloved of the English. It is also fair to say that, in one 

form or another, the hero’s journey and the noble quest 

have found expression and an audience in the litera-

ture of every generation since. 

While it is for our historians to judge the extent to 

which the knightly class of the time actually adhered to 

the ideals of their code, pilgrim knew that each wan-

derer of the woods is lost and in peril without ideals. 

Without them, lost forever is the elusive prize, the won-

derful gift indeed of those who know, lost is the moder-

ated heat and moisture, lost is the higher magic of the 

higher woods.  

Some of the best and most vital of the tales connect the 

intuitive seeker back to a much earlier time when the 

knowledge of what was demanded of the novitiate wan-

derer in the woods was still extant among the priest-

hood. There are few if any direct records of such 

knowledge, but echoes of the ancient wisdom can be 

heard in the cautious songs of later bards. 
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“Let the brewer give a heat, 

Over a cauldron of five trees. 

And the river of Gwiawn, 

And the influence of fine weather, 

And honey and trefoil, 

And mead-horns intoxicating 

Pleasing to a sovereign, 

The gift of the Druids.” 

Gwiawn is an alternative rendering of Gwion, the hero 

who became wise on consuming three drops from 

Ceridwen’s cauldron, and who transformed himself into 

various shapes in an attempt to escape the pursuing 

goddess. Eventually, according to Taliesin, he was   

eaten by her before being reborn from her womb in the 

form of a beautiful child: Taliesin himself. 

The original druids well knew the nature of the woods. 

They well knew the inner qualities of each tree and 

plant and herb; they knew their powers of speech and 

they made each of them speak their truth in wisdom’s 

turn. They placed each leaf in its place upon the sharp-

ened twig. They knew too the woodland path and the 

dangers that lurked in the shadows, dire threats       

indeed to the wanderer unprepared by the disciplines 

of the sacred grove. 

Our pilgrim had been walking through the woods all 

morning, still following the course of the sun which, 

like the broad-winged golden eagle, soared higher in 

the sky each hour and now had reached its zenith. He 

sat awhile and rested.  
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He noted that the woods changed with each hour of the 

day, and that the qualities of morning, noon and night 

transformed their atmosphere. They somehow seeped 

into him too as he walked, bringing new and different 

thoughts to the fore, yet from where he did not know.  

The sun’s influence on the woods was everywhere    

visible. It seemed to him that such effects were most 

apparent at his favourite time of day: dawn and the 

magic hour just after dawn. He closed his eyes and 

though he sat in the heat of the noonday sun, in his 

mind he imagined afresh the rising of the sovereign, 

dispensing light and life and ending for a time at least 

the dramas of the night. He imagined each detail of his 

imaginary sunrise and the power it wielded on each  

aspect of his imaginary woods. 

While meditating thus he felt somewhere deep within 

his heart a flood of joy burst free from unseen bonds. A 

sudden and powerful transfer of energy overwhelmed 

him and melted into nothingness each and all his 

thoughts. His mind emptied save for the words of a 

kindly voice which he knew was not his own. It was of 

course the lady of the woods. 

“As you wander, my woods wander with thee; as you 

sing, so they sing; and as you dance, they dance. As 

thy heart opens to the rising sun, so their budded 

leaves unfurl. As you endure, so they endure. As thou 

art exiled, they are exiled too; and as you pray the 

prayer of thy return, so too they pray.  

They hide the holy altar in the safety of their groves  
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until the flaming tree of summer’s precinct warms the 

cool, still waters of thy mind. Behold therein their 

fruits and flowers, fresh upon the branch amid the 

morning’s dew.  

They know not sorrow’s pelting rains, nor the hail of 

the open hill. They know not the storm-swept anguish 

of the one bereft; or the turmoil and heat of passion’s 

lower flame; nor the low desires that chain a man to 

earth until they melt away at last amid the mercies of 

death’s embrace. 

They hold thy dreams of the coming new day, dreams 

full with the happy songs of happy kinsmen who shall 

greet thee at the gate. For soon enough you shall know 

again the company of thy brothers and sisters. And 

soon enough thy father shall embrace thee as his      

returning son.  

And mighty shall be the force of his love for thee. With-

in his arms thy city walls shall be breached; thy high 

barricades shall tumble; thy long rehearsed words of 

power shall be overwhelmed and like straws in the fast-

running stream they shall all be swept away; and thy 

hard won glory he shall conquer in a trice, so mighty is 

thy father’s love for thee.” 

The notions, as they are represented in mythology, of 

the hero’s quest, his exile, his adventures in the 

‘otherworld’ and his return to the world of men, have 

been embedded in the public consciousness by the 

writings of Joseph Campbell. However, Tim Addey in  
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his remarkable book on what he refers to as the seven 

myths of the soul reminds us that there is also a uni-

versal cycle of exile and return, through the phases of 

which the hero comes into life on the material level and 

at its completion returns not to the world, but to 

whence he came, his spiritual home.  

Many of the tales and legends of the so-called age of 

chivalry focused on the quest for the Holy Grail. The 

legend of the Grail is one of the most enduring in  

Western European literature.   

Legends surrounding the grail first appear in written 

form in the 12th century romances Conte del Graal and 

Perceval. Following these, stories on the same or simi-

lar themes were written by several writers although the 

central character of the tale often varied from version 

to version. There is also uncertainty about the original 

source of the tales as similar character-types and mo-

tifs are found early on in a number of European cul-

tures including the Celtic, French and Scandinavian. 

Generally speaking the tales tell of the quests after the 

Grail of various knights of King Arthur’s round table. 

The Grail itself took various forms and in some of the 

early stories it is referred to not as a grail but as a 

stone, which in Wolfram’s words was  

“…a stone of the purest kind.”  

He likened it to the lapsit exillis of the alchemists; and 

that by whose power the fabled phoenix burns. 

Others saw it as a dish or platter similar to those from 
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which it was the tradition to serve the delicacies and 

choicest meats of the feast one after the other. This 

connected it to the old legends of vessels, cauldrons 

and cornucopias which it was believed miraculously 

produced a perpetual supply of food and drink or other 

forms of sustenance.  

Some writers associated it with the cup used by Christ 

at the Last Supper, and the same vessel in which his 

blood was collected at the Crucifixion. It was thereafter 

described as a holy chalice and associated with the 

bread and wine of the Christian Eucharist 

O Pilgrim, as the lover doth sacrifice his all for the sake 

of his belovéd, may thou cast thy bread upon the     

waters of my woods; and as the light of thy Lord turns 

water unto wine, may thou drink from the pure spring 

and find eternal life. For lo, His body is the bread of 

life; and the waters are His blood.  

The cup was believed to be kept in a mysterious castle 

surrounded by a wasteland and to be guarded by a 

custodian called the Fisher King, who suffered from a 

wound that would not heal. His recovery and the      

renewal of the blighted lands depended upon the    

successful completion of the quest. 

It was thought that by winning the grail the solar-hero 

would free the waters and restore the stricken king to 

vigorous health, thereby overcoming the forces of     

disease, decay and dormancy, returning the wasteland 

and the sick king to a former state of health, harmony 
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and productiveness.  

The king’s restoration and the renewal of his realm are 

believed by some to be echoes of the mystery traditions 

in which the successful candidate experienced a   

physical, moral and spiritual regeneration. It may be 

that the grail question upon which in some of the tales 

success depended represents the conscious crystallisa-

tion of the candidate’s desire for enlightenment.  

In the 19th century there was a renewed interest in the 

grail legends. Several writers, painters and musicians 

incorporated grail motifs and elements into their work. 

Notable among these were Scott, Tennyson, Wagner 

and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Grail themes  

continue to inspire the artists, writers and film-makers 

of the present day. 

It was sometimes the case that long before the destined 

hour of knighthood appeared on the outer horizon of 

his awareness the quester-to-be was hidden, raised 

and educated in the greenwood, often remaining       

unaware of his lineage. His education at this time was 

that of a woodsman; and even the court educated page 

and squire were expected to know something of its 

mysteries.  

When the time arrived the aspiring knight would be  

instructed how to hunt the ferocious beasts of the 

woody thicket. He would also learn the secrets of the 

fish concealed within the shady deeps of the forest’s 

deepest pools.  He would practice too in open woodland 
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glades the subtle art of falconry, the mastery of which 

was thought by Spenser to belong to Tristan of the 

Woods, whose words are the words of the hero: 

“Ne is there hawk which mantleth on her perch,  

Whether high towering or accosting low,  

But I the measure of her flight do search,  

And all her prey, and all her diet know.  

Such be our joys, which in these forests grow."  

At fourteen years of age the page or valet became the 

squire and embarked upon a severer course of          

instruction. It can be discovered in the preface to Way’s 

Fablieux what this further training entailed.  

“To vault on a horse in heavy armour, to run, to scale 

walls, and spring over ditches under the same             

incumbrance, to wrestle, to wield the battle-axe for a 

length of time without raising the visor or taking breath, 

to perform with grace all the evolutions of the manage, 

and to rehearse the various labours of a real battle, 

were necessary preliminaries to the reception of knight-

hood, which was usually conferred at twenty-one years 

of age, when education was supposed to be completed.” 

His education had many aspects and he would among 

many other things learn to play on the harp, to dance 

in graceful step, to display all the courtly manners, and 

to know the laws of chivalry. However, throughout the 

course he would also continue to study and perfect the 

arts and sciences central to the very definition of 

knighthood: horsemanship, armed combat and noble 
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service. 

Later the questing knight would go forth without fear, 

sometimes to pursue some sacred object, or to hunt 

the elusive white roebuck amid the lonely shadows that 

ever haunt the darkest woods. He would undertake 

missions on behalf of the royal power, or seek out his 

own adventures beyond this world in faerie. Whenever 

he was moved to do so, he would wander wherever the 

path might lead, upholding on the way the honour and 

nobility of his class. Sometimes he would go forth to 

wage righteous war; and sometimes he would follow his 

heart through the proving tests and trials of courtly 

love.  

Apart from adventure and feats of arms, courtly love 

was a central characteristic of the knight’s noble     

pursuit of perfection. In its ideal form – although there 

were many instances in the legends of romantic        

entanglements which did not conform to this ideal – 

the courtly love affairs of the knight were platonic. 

Many of his acts of valour where initiated by a knight’s 

desire to win a lady’s favour. And even when it was the 

case that his beloved was unattainable, she inspired 

him, often from afar, to heroic feats; and in return his 

devotion to her was unassailable.   

Not only did the woods play a large part in his early  

education, it was in the woods that later, as a knight, 

he was so often tested, or where he sought shelter from 

the elemental storms that from time to time swept 

across the open wilderness. It was in the woods that 
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the one who opposes was vanquished, or else was   

vanquisher. The chaste maiden was encountered, often 

while she was maying in the woods. And it was to the 

woods that the vision of light and life descended to lift 

the mind to paradise. 

In the forest of Rockingham, or so it was said, the  

newly crowned King Arthur was opposed by twelve    

rebel lords. Their vast army, encamped in the woods, 

was defeated with the help of Arthur’s allies and, at the 

critical moment, by Merlin’s enchantments. 

It was to some forest hermitage that before battle many 

a knight retired to vow his allegiance to heaven, pre-

paring thus his mind for death or victory. Sadly, it was 

also to the gloom of the woods that the despairing     

rejected lover withdrew to waste himself away; or else 

to lose his heart to wildness. 

It was in the forest of Arnantes that a little silver bell 

led the Cornish Sir Tristan of the Woods to save the  

noble power from its unholy enchantment. The spell 

had been wrought by means of a fairy ring which so 

long as it was worn took from the wearer all memory of 

who he really was. The removal of the ring restored to 

the personage of the king his awareness of his royal 

identity. 

In many of the grail stories the woods seem to have   

acquired liminal qualities, often representing a       

transitionary stage in the quest. Liminality is an       

influential concept originally used by Arnold van 

Gennep to analyse and categorise rituals or rites of  
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passage. It is the threshold state between one existence 

and another.  

“Consequently, I propose to call the rites of separation 

from a previous world, preliminal rites, those executed 

during the transitional stage liminal (or threshold) rites 

and the ceremonies of incorporation into the new world 

post-liminal rites.” 

The woods often lay between the world and the 

quester’s ultimate destination, or between that which 

he had and that which he sought. During one part of 

the process the woods somehow connected or blended 

the qualities, elements and forces of two domains. They 

could be a refuge of light and safety and yet also could 

be a dark country where danger lurks in wait at every 

turn. The stakes were life and death; and the paths 

that threaded their way through the woods could take 

the adventurer to either. The ideals, motivations and 

abilities unfolded during his early education were of 

critical importance at the point of greatest peril. 

Other perspectives include those which position the 

wildness and savagery of the woods in direct opposition 

to the safety and order of civilisation and the city. In 

Richard Marienstras’ words they were in this sense the 

natural setting for the 

“…chivalric or initiatory adventures, the place per excel-

lence opposed to the civilised, to reason and to humanity 

and which at the same time, by virtue of the trials to 

which it subjects those who venture into it, makes it pos-

sible to rediscover, in a regenerated and superior form,  
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that from which it has set them apart.” 

From another point of view the woods as a type of the 

wilderness lie between the city and the heavenly      

garden, and contain forces and elements which at least 

superficially appear to be in conflict with both; but 

which in reality are part of the wider, all-embracing 

balance of Nature. Yet again, others might see the 

woods as intermediate to the wilderness on the one 

hand, and the garden on the other. It all depends from 

which direction we choose to approach our symbol. 

As Pilgrim walked he continued to ponder on the     

various meanings that have been attached by the many 

kinds of men to the tales surrounding the questing 

knights and to their search for the Holy Grail. The lady 

of the woods, ever alert to his needs, sent to him a 

warning: 

“Many have sought in legends such as these the mystic 

secrets of the quest: of the second birth and of initia-

tion into my inner mysteries. But know, thou pilgrim of 

these woods, it is neither in these nor any like them 

that they lie.  

For what doth it profit thee to know all these things 

while still thy sword lies rusting in its sheath? Why 

dost thou seek out the honey bee while thy flower yet 

lies dormant in its spathe?  

O, pilgrim of my woods, cultivate discernment. Learn to 

distinguish truth from error; for in discernment lies the 

way. The keynote of these woods is symbol; and yet, O  
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pilgrim, a symbol remains forever but a symbol, and is 

not the thing itself, for it is outside, while the thing   

itself is within.  

The thing itself, as it is in itself, might cost a man his 

life; so if thou wouldst be king of my woods rouse thy-

self intrepid Knight. Rouse thyself, and make thyself 

true, for lo, the warden of the woods is nigh!” 

O my lord, serene in divine space - our pilgrim prayed 

in response to the lady’s voice - may my motivations be 

true; may they be strong and free of lower passion and 

unrestrained desires. May my mind be purified of false 

teachings; and may my understanding of Nature’s laws 

be clarified. May all my abilities be honed; and may 

they find their fixéd place amid the many talents of the 

kin. And, O mighty lord, may the cosmic balance     

embrace the root and crown, the branch, the bud and 

the blossom of my being.  

Of the more important grail questers of the Arthurian 

cycle Galahad was the latest. It is therefore perhaps 

unsurprising that even though elements of the earlier 

quests are still present in the tales of his adventures, 

Galahad is in some senses the most Christian and 

least pagan of the questing knights.  

A species of Christian mysticism established itself in 

parts of Europe at the time that the legends and       

romances were being written. Perhaps as a reaction to 

a corrupt Church, this less worldly and more spiritual 

way of life spread from France to other countries with 

the rapid and extensive expansion of the Cistercians.  
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Although it was Christian in both tone and content and 

drew its main inspiration from Augustine, it is still pos-

sible to detect in it a few distorted rumours of an older, 

so-called pagan wisdom.  

Its driving force is considered by historians to have 

been Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, a leading church     

figure of the time. Bernard was also responsible for 

writing the Constitution or Rule of the Knights       

Templar: a military order whose rise and fall coincided 

with the Crusades. His In Praise of the New Knighthood 

established the code of knightly chivalry as a spiritual 

as well as an earthly exercise for the first time. 

“(It is) a new kind of knighthood, I repeat, one unknown 

to the ages gone by. It ceaselessly wages a twofold war 

both against flesh and blood and against a spiritual ar-

my of evil in the heavens.” 

In at least one of the Grail legends the Templars      

featured explicitly as Guardians of the Grail. 

Another influence on the revival of spirituality came by 

way of Victorine mysticism. The writings of those such 

as Hugh of Saint-Victor helped to establish among 

Christians the conception of a series of stages, grades 

or initiations, which enabled an orderly advance along 

the mystical path. The exiled seeker must, it was some-

times said, withdraw from the world of inordinate     

desire, unruly passion and sin, progressing stage by 

stage along an interior way towards virtue, unity and 

rest in God.  
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These ideas connect back to the Christian Neoplatonist 

Augustine. He reasoned that souls have become im-

mersed in the sensible world and are thereby separated 

from other souls by bodies. This makes of material life 

a life of unlikeness or otherness in which man cannot 

know man as he is; and nor can he know God,         

although God, free from all restrictions, knows man 

better than man knows himself.  

Consequently, the illusions of sense perception and 

their associated errors alienate man from other men 

and from God alike. Only a spiritual pilgrimage to-

wards virtue and illumination can lead us to the place 

of inner unity in which we might resolve our alienation 

and fulfil our yearning for wholeness. 

It is thought by more than one commentator that   

Dante’s metaphor of the gloomy woods was in part in-

fluenced by the Augustine notion of unlikeness. His 

great work, The Divine Comedy, begins at dawn on 

Good Friday. Its main character is Dante himself and it 

describes his visions of and journey through various 

departments linked to Hell, Purgatory and Heaven. The 

journey begins with Dante lost in dark woods. 

The dark woods from this perspective are those which 

separate man from other men, from his better, more 

virtuous self, from God, and from the union and com-

pleteness he craves. Their conditions, they say, are 

those of alienation, confusion, error and sin.  

Dante’s dark woods contain three fierce creatures  
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which bar the way and repel the pilgrim’s further    

progress on the steep path that leads up the mountain 

to paradise and by implication to self-perfection. They 

are a leopard, a lion, and the last and chief among 

them, a great she-wolf.  

Commentators have provided slightly differing interpre-

tations of this wolf. Leaving any social and political   

aspects aside, to some she is the great devourer, death. 

She is destined to bar the way to eternal life until at 

some time in the future a saviour comes to defeat her 

and in so doing opens up the way. Dante figures this 

saviour as a greyhound.  

On the other hand, others, not without reason, have 

considered the wolf to symbolise the avarice or insatia-

ble and inordinate desire which dominates man’s    

material life of unlikeness, and which seemed to Dante 

“…to carry every craving in her leanness; 

she had already brought despair to many.” 

And whose 

“…nature is so squalid, so malicious 

 that she can never sate her greedy will; 

 when she has fed, she’s hungrier than ever.” 

In one way at least these two interpretations appear to 

resolve themselves into the same thing. 

Pilgrim continued to ponder while he walked. During 

his life in the city he had many opportunities to ob-

serve the workings of desire at close quarters. Unlike  
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some pilgrims of the woods he was no ascetic. He had 

learned that desire was part of Nature: element and 

force. It was natural. Human desires have their place 

and position in Nature’s balance. They have their pur-

pose and their task. 

The ruling of desire by the higher, rational part of man 

did not mean its destruction. However, he also knew 

that desire, if unrestrained and left to its own nature, 

could often be the cause of great difficulties, sorrow 

and even disaster.  

Without the restraint of a firm but kindly sovereign 

power low and selfish desire soon takes over. One inor-

dinate desire leads to another and another. The one 

who is overtaken by base desires knows only too well 

that his life is slowly transformed into a living hell of 

low and destructive vibrations: a veritable wasteland 

indeed. All that once was good in life succumbs. 

The fruits thus ripened drip poison onto the ground  

below and send forth sickly-sweet odours into the     

atmosphere. They attract those strange creatures that 

roam the woods and find in such fruits their nourish-

ment. Before long the downward spiral has begun. 

Thinking thus he was reminded of the depths of       

depravity into which, it seems, man so readily sinks 

when the protections of light and love are rejected.   

Lucan’s description of the gloomy woods makes one 

shudder alongside the author of Indian Antiquities at 

the inevitable consequences: 

 

160 

 

 



“…the gloomy, damp, impenetrable grove, where no   

sylvan deity ever resided, no bird ever sang, no beast 

ever slumbered, no gentle zephyr ever played, nor even 

the lightning could rend a passage. It was a place of 

blood and horror, abounding with altars reeking with 

the gore of human victims, by which all the trunks of the 

lofty and eternal oaks, which composed it, were dyed of 

a crimson colour: a black and turbid water rolled 

through it in many a winding stream ; no soul ever      

entered the forlorn abode, except the priest, who, at 

noon and at midnight, with paleness on his brow and 

tremor in his step, went thither to celebrate the horrible 

mysteries in honour of that terrific deity whose aspect 

he dreaded more than death to behold.” 

Pilgrim wondered how such a fool of a man tottering on 

the edge, or sliding down the slippery slope, or tum-

bling like a stricken bird in a downward plummet, 

could ever turn his life around and save himself. He 

wondered what holy force could arrest his accelerating 

descent; and how the wanderer who has long since lost 

his way in the wild and gloomy woods can escape the 

dark intent of those that lurk within its shadows, or 

the wiles of those that dance amid the cloying beams of 

a beamy moon.  

Is it, he thought, enough that he should wish it so,  

sincerely and ardently? Is it enough that he should 

muster all his power, plant his flag, make his stand, 

and with all his heart, pray for assistance from the  

sovereign of his soul? Or is man but an insect carried  
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away in a fastly-flowing stream to who knows what and 

where? Are all such dilemmas beyond his scope, his 

fate lying in the lap of some kind or cruel demi-god? 

As was ever the case the lady of the woods was close at 

hand. Her words were those of a loving mother to her 

bewildered child. 

“Listen child, and be at peace. There is within, at thy 

very heart, a thing, a holy thing, the nature and quality 

of which, as it is in itself, suffers not to enter into the 

tricks and tropes of lower thought and word. Upon this 

thing thy destiny depends. It is won at great cost; but 

when won at last it is a prize beyond all worth.  

This holy thing is not light itself, but is the cause of 

light; it is not beauty and nor is it joy, but is their 

cause. The light it generates is such clear, pure light, 

its beauty such beauty, and its joy is such joy, that in 

a trice it can turn these woods to paradise. It can, if a 

true man wishes it so, be as a bright lamp which ban-

ishes the gloom, or as the sun which in the magic hour 

doth end the suffering night.  

It is quick and vital and vigorous. It is mighty in its 

works. It will not be denied. And yet is it mild and  

merciful, kindly and virtuous; yet doth it nourish and 

protect and safeguard the worthy, as they wander 

abroad in a naughty world amid the vicious machina-

tions of those who would do them harm. 

It is the Wand of Oberon, my fairy king of these my 

fairy woods. It is the rod and sceptre of the sovereign  
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power, and full deserving of its dignity. It is the gift of 

the mighty spirit that haunts the oaken grove. From he 

who possesses such a holy thing the genii do desist.   

Make thyself true, O pilgrim, make thyself true and 

justified of that which comes from Him and Him alone.” 

The woods of inordinate desire and vice might be    

contrasted with those which Dante found later in his 

journey, higher up the slopes of being, the heavenly 

woods in which he encounters Matilda gathering    

flowers. The translation is Shelley’s: 

“And earnest to explore within – around -  

The divine wood, whose thick green living woof  

Tempered the young day to the sight - I wound  

Up the green slope, beneath the forest's roof,  

With slow, soft steps leaving the mountain's steep,   

And sought those inmost labyrinths…” 

Exploring the beautiful woods, Dante eventually hears 

Matilda on the far bank of a stream, 

“Singing and gathering flower after flower, 

With which her way was painted and besprent. 

'Bright lady, who, if looks had ever power                                                                                   

To bear true witness of the heart within, 

Dost bask under the beams of love, come lower 

Towards this bank. I prithee let me win 

This much of thee, to come, that I may hear 

Thy song: like Proserpine, in Enna's glen, 

Thou seemest to my fancy, singing here 

And gathering flowers, as that fair maiden when 

She lost the Spring, and Ceres her, more dear’.” 
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Also present in Dante’s metaphor of the gloomy woods 

is the quality of chaos, the formless, dark mass in 

which elemental matter exists in its most rudimentary 

state prior to the ordered forms of creation, before 

dormant element finds union with life-bestowing force. 

It is the great abyss, the dark space in which the gods 

first come into being. Metaphorically speaking it is the 

womb of the Divine Mother. The ancient traditions    

assert that it was from this watery abyss that the great 

sun god arose to flood the cosmos with light and life. 

There is too, something of the labyrinth about them. 

Dante had strayed from the way and was lost in the 

darkness of the tangled wood. The path was dense and 

difficult; the way forward was dangerous and filled him 

with terror. Each attempt at making progress was     

opposed, thrusting him back to where ‘the sun was 

speechless’. He could see no clear way forward. He was 

confused; his fears and doubts undermined his     

courage and weakened his resolve to continue. 

It was at this point that the first of his guides appears: 

the ghost of the poet Virgil. While the core of his poem 

is bright with an inner vision unique to him, Dante 

drew on many influences to give that vision shape and 

form. One of the chief of these was the Roman compos-

er of the Aeneid. Dante’s work, and particularly the   

Inferno, connects to the Aeneid’s famous sixth book, in 

which Virgil appears to allude to aspects of the         

Eleusinian mysteries. 

Aeneas’ guide during the dark woods phase of Virgil’s  
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epic was the Cumaean Sybil, priestess at the oracle of 

Apollo at Cumae. The Sybil was said to reside in a dark 

cave by a lake formed in a volcanic crater called Lake 

Avernus. She usually delivered her oracles in the form 

of inscriptions on oak leaves which she left in carefully 

arranged order at the entrance to the cave. Close by 

there were representations of Daedalus and Icarus, and 

an image of the Cretan labyrinth containing the Mino-

taur. Dryden’s translation describes the latter thus: 

“… the wondrous maze, 

A thousand doors, a thousand winding ways. 

Here dwells the monster, hid from human view, 

Not to be found, but by the faithful clew; 

Till the kind artist, mov’d with pious grief, 

Lent to the loving maid this last relief, 

And all those erring paths describ’d so well 

That Theseus conquer’d and the monster fell”. 

The Sybil advised Aeneas to make appropriate offerings 

to the sun and to the moon. It may also be of interest 

here to note in passing that the first woman to be 

named in the Inferno is Camilla, a devotee of Diana, a 

goddess whose connections to both the woods and the 

moon are well known. 

 The Sybil tells Aeneas that entry into the underworld 

is easy, but return is difficult in the extreme. 

“The gates of hell are open night and day; 

Smooth the descent, and easy is the way: 

But to return, and view the cheerful skies, 

In this the task and mighty labour lies. 
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To few great Jupiter imparts this grace, 

And those of shining worth and heav’nly race. 

Betwixt those regions and our upper light, 

Deep forests and impenetrable night 

Possess the middle space…” 

The only way he might succeed in his quest is if he is 

able to first find and then pluck from a sacred tree a 

golden bough as an offering to the Queen of the Under-

world, Proserpine. The tree, the Sybil says, grows in the 

thickest part of the dark woods. Jackson Knight’s     

remarkable study of the whole episode is contained in 

his insightful Epic and Anthropology.  

“On the temple gates at Cumae there was a picture of 

the labyrinth at Knossos, because they were near the 

entrance to the land of the dead, and to the City of God 

beyond”. 

Knight brings into close relations the cave, the wood, 

the bough, the labyrinth and the crossing of water. He 

also notices some similarities between the patterns pre-

sented, or perhaps re-presented by Virgil, with those of 

other traditions.  

For example he compares the bough or branch to the 

poles of the Sumerian myth in which they are used by 

Gilgamesh to cross the waters of death. While this cor-

respondence may seem at first sight to be a bit of a 

stretch, it may have strengthened Knight’s case if he 

had also noticed other researchers’ cogitations on the 

same poles.  
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Following Smith, Budge believed that the poles of the 

Sumerians and Assyrians were representations of the 

revival of Nature. He thought them to be similar to the 

Ankh of the Egyptians. This latter glyph Budge inter-

preted as the Osirian tree trunk mounted by the solar 

disc. Horus, as the branch of the tree, is typically seen 

carrying the ankh-symbol of eternal life. 

The golden branch, it is believed by some, was the 

branch carried by the celebrant of the Eleusinian   

mysteries, which in turn contained echoes, sometimes 

distorted, of the much older Egyptian wisdom. 

Jackson Knight likens the golden bough to a kind of 

passport or badge which affords the bearer protection 

from opposing or evil influences, invoking the powers of 

life and revival even within the territories of death.  

“The sibyl tells him that there are difficulties, especially 

in returning; that he must find and pick a 'golden bough' 

as a passport; and that he must bury a dead friend, 

whose death is unknown to him”.  

Also, like the Sumerian poles, it is the means by which 

the bearer can make safe passage, via the cave, and 

cross the waters which lie between him and his place of 

origin, his heavenly home; or across the waters which 

so often lie between the hero and the object of his 

quest.  

“He obeys; and, with the bough, he is guided through 

the cave by the sibyl. Seeing the bough Charon unwill-

ingly ferries him over the river Styx.” 
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Finally, he compares it to one of the various rods or 

magic wands of the old beliefs and practices, particu-

larly those which were said to have an affinity with the 

authority of the sun-god. 

The lady of the woods smiled enigmatically and as she 

did so a thrill passed through pilgrim’s heart which 

missed a beat then rose in song.  

“The Golden Star of Life doth rise from out the deep to 

end the blackest night; the thickest woods are over-

whelmed with the radiance of the mystic dawn; the 

humble flower and mighty tree alike unfurl their blos-

soms and lift their heads to bask in the dewy warmth 

of the new morning.  

In the midst of death new life unfolds again. The honey 

throated singer mounts the tree to offer up to Heaven 

its grateful song and to cast its spells upon the waken-

ing Earth; and all creation sends forth its love and 

praise unto the light divine. 

The clouds of doubt and confusion melt away like the 

light of the flickering stars as they dissolve at dawn in 

the cup of day. The cool breeze of the inner spirit 

brings to every cell of every trembling leaf the magnetic 

force of life renewed. The sky, the woods and the  

scented earth embrace and all the world is one. 

For lo, the seer in the dark is born! Forward he strides, 

holding aloft the flaming bough. Behold how the    

shadowy minions of the night withdraw, for the       

conqueror comes and he bears the Branch of God.  
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‘Eternal Life, Eternal Life!’ the blossomed Branch doth 

sing. ‘Safe passage and the protection of the Lord are 

his and shall not be denied’ it cries, ‘for the bearer of 

the sacred flame belongs to Him and Him alone’.” 
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The Golden Tree 

 

 

The Sacred Tree 

 

Pilgrim had wandered all day and had penetrated far 

into the woods. His only company had been the singing 

birds, the whispering leaves and from time to time the 

joyous sounds of the splashing burn that tumbled its 

way among the trees, sometimes coming nearer to the 

path before fading again to a gentle murmur as its 

course took it further away. And like the stream that 

slowly wears smooth the stones of many sorts over 

which it flows, the still, tranquil atmosphere of the  
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wood gently but persistently asserted its power and  

influence. 

It washed away from him the many anxieties and      

desires that so often beset the city dweller. He was    

increasingly content with his lot; and his growing 

measure of peace and calmness brought with it a 

stream of fortunate thoughts - though from where he 

did not always know. As he walked he was increasingly 

aware of how his wandering of the woods was also part 

of an inner process, and how the two were connected in 

many surprising ways. He would, he thought, return to 

his life in the city when the time for doing so arrived; 

and he would do so as a different man, a better man, 

reinvigorated, a man more suited to his task. 

On reaching a grove of old oaks he slept; and as he did 

so he dreamed a dream in which he found himself 

wandering in a kind of arboretum in which were grow-

ing many kinds of wonderful trees.    

After a while following the course of a stream he dis-

covered that it was flowing from a spring at the foot of 

a tree mightier than the rest and growing at the centre 

of a surrounding garden of great beauty. Its branches 

spread wide above velvet-soft lawns upon which here 

and there daisies could be seen, their golden centres 

shining from among their white and rose-flecked     

petals.  

The lawns led his enchanted eye to beds of perfect-

petalled flowers of many different kinds. Individual  
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flowers added to the sunshine their own atmosphere: 

gold or silver, pink, rose, apricot, coral, yellow or red 

and many other colours in bold primaries or in subtle 

tints and tones, which at their edges blended harmoni-

ously into colours nowhere seen on Earth. The blend-

ing of the coloured essences radiating from the flowers 

into the air was such that above each flower bed a 

wonderful, modulating, rainbow-like radiance could be 

seen which seemed to have a life of its own and        

appeared somehow to be aware of its beholder.  

Dew-fresh fruits and blossoms of many different kinds 

hung from the trees that grew in the woodland garden. 

But from the branches of the central tree hung ripened 

fruits that shone like the stars themselves, each one a 

jewel in its own right. And though our pilgrim could 

know it not, a golden eagle perched at the crown, and 

gathered up in the scrutiny of its gaze all that found a 

life within that place. Its penetrating vision like a 

glancing ray of sunlight reflected back from every living 

thing; and even the eye of the little secretive wren,   

concealed within the dense leaves and clinging tendrils 

of the berried ivy, mirrored back from there the light of 

its high and ever-living lord.  

The path through the garden was level and even, wind-

ing its way towards a building resembling an Anglo 

Saxon hall, slightly elevated, and reached by climbing 

three well-proportioned steps. At either side of the 

steps were two large urns out of which blossoms trailed 

down to the ground. Their perfume enveloped anyone 
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approaching the steps, and overwhelmed the senses 

just as the lover is overcome by the sweet exhalations 

of the belovéd at the moment they kiss for the first 

time. 

Two upright pillars supported the lintel of the doorway 

and within a triangular decoration above it was in-

scribed the single word Pax. As he approached, the 

door opened of its own accord and our pilgrim entered. 

The large airy hall was everywhere decked with lamps 

that shed the light of living flames. The effect of this 

was that the whole hall radiated golden light. It was as 

if he had somehow shrunk in size to enter within the 

golden flame of a candle. In the centre of the hall was a 

square table, simple and sturdy. The table was covered 

in a white table cloth, so white that it also seemed to 

shine. Around the edges of the cloth a border contain-

ing an oak and vine leaf design was exquisitely traced 

in golden thread. Incorporated along the top edge of the 

design were seven golden asterisks. The table was     

illuminated by a candelabrum which was set at its  

centre. Three candlesticks branched from either side of 

its golden stem, on top of which was carried the      

seventh and largest candle.  

Before a single chair a loaf of bread and a cup of wine 

were placed. But this is no ordinary bread, our pilgrim 

thought, nor any worldly wine, but the wisdom that is 

love and the clear vintage of the heart, fresh from the 

ovens and presses of the world. He remembered a   

passage from the Lives of the Saints: 

 

173 

 



“Bring, saith the Lord, a table and bread. He took bread, 

and blessed and brake it, and then gave it to James the 

Just, and said to him, My brother, eat thy bread; for the 

Son of man is risen from among them that sleep.” 

And another from Ecclesiastes: 

“Go, eat your food with gladness, and drink your wine 

with a joyful heart, for it is now that God favours what 

you do.” 

And the bread was wholesome to eat and the wine was 

good to drink, leaving an aftertaste of honey on the  

palate. He who eats thus, our pilgrim thought, shall 

hunger no more; and drinking thus his thirst shall be 

quenched forever; for these are among the elements of 

life eternal. 

Most of the hall was paved in lapis lazuli, but at the 

western end of the hall it changed abruptly to one of 

smooth square tiles of black and white marble. Beyond 

this, where perhaps one might expect to find a great 

fireplace, there was instead a large dark curtain 

stretching across the hall from wall to wall, hung from 

the high ceiling and reaching down to the floor.       

Embroidered with sublime art on the curtain were   

various colourful depictions of mostly woodland scenes 

over which the sun, moon and stars looked down, as 

though overseeing or superintending the activities   

portrayed beneath.   

There were hunting scenes, and here and there        

falconers stood ready with hawks perched upon their  
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arms. Various figures were engaged in armed combat. 

Elsewhere a babe was being suckled by a red-haired 

nurse seated on a throne in a clearing surrounded by 

trees; while around them trumpeters blew golden  

trumpets, groups of men and maidens danced and 

golden-hatted minstrels sang.  

Open-beaked birds flew among the branches of a great 

tree, up and down the trunk of which squirrels scamp-

ered, and beneath which maidens gathered flowers. 

Lovers sat on a nearby grassy bank and gazed into 

each other’s eyes, while others wandered through the 

woods hand in hand. Here a king and queen were    

carried along the way on a golden litter beneath the 

steeply slanting rays of a golden sun; and there a 

drowning man was carried away by an overwhelming 

silver stream.  

There were dragons, portrayed in the style of the     

Chinese, and flying serpents, unicorns, a phoenix, fire-

breathing lions, and a great silver fish leaping above 

the surface of a pool; there were riderless stallions in 

full gallop, with wild eyes flashing and nostrils flaring; 

and there were too, where the woods had been cleared, 

gentler scenes of sheep and shepherd in peaceful, sun-

lit pastures; and beyond them orchards and golden 

fields of wheat and barley. 

In one scene a figure appeared to be raising a dead 

man to life, while in another the same figure casts out 

demons, horrid to behold. Nearby, a woman offered 

sustenance, her arms stretching out from the branches 
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of a tree above which shone a large golden star; below 

this latter scene was a group of trees from which in the 

place of fruit or flowers several disembodied eyes with 

dark red rims glowered ominously. 

As our pilgrim stood before the curtain, bewildered by 

its strange beauty, he heard a voice within his mind 

which he felt was not his own:  

“The holy thing which lies beyond is known by none 

save those who rend the veil”. 

On waking, much of his dream: the stream, the great 

tree, the beautiful garden, the meal, and so on, swiftly 

faded; and left behind little more than a vague sense of 

the holiness of his experiences. He was unable to crys-

tallise in his normal awareness much of what he had 

been shown, but he nevertheless meditated on the  

fragments that he had retained. He turned over in his 

mind some of the scenes he had seen depicted on the 

curtain; and pondered long and hard on what it might 

have been that lay beyond. 

On reflection it seemed to him that trees and woodland 

were important elements in almost all of the scenes. 

And so as he walked his mind was filled with thoughts 

about why it was that the many kinds of men, of every 

time and place, had attached so much significance to 

trees; and why it was that they had taken such a 

prominent position in the beliefs of even the best of 

them. 

An apparently lifeless seed is a tree waiting to happen,  
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he thought.  It is potential existence, out of which, at 

the point of creation, the tree emerges, grows, and in 

the fullness of time puts forth its own seed, full with its 

own potential – yet also connected through all the   

previous trees to the original seed of the original tree.  

Thus, to the ancients, he concluded, the annual germi-

nation of seeds, just like the daily rising of the sun, 

was an echo of the original creation or re-awakening of 

the cosmos. The same laws that were in play at the  

creation, were also at play daily in the workings of    

Nature. The original tree was in this sense constantly 

re-creating itself.  

The sun as the champion of expanding life overcomes 

the inertia of the dark night wherein all that which will 

be active during the day sleeps, enwrapped in dreams, 

waiting for the first living rays of the awakening dawn 

to stir the world to wakefulness. Likewise, the tiny 

seeds slumbering within the dark womb of mother 

earth contain mysterious potentialities which when 

awoken amid the rays of a warming sun and the mois-

ture of a nourishing Earth, unfold and expand to    

produce the mighty trees that now, all around me, form 

these ancient woods.  

From this point of view, he thought to himself, it is no 

surprise that the symbol of the tree has played such a 

prominent part in so many of the world’s creation    

stories. The tree of cosmos is produced from the poten-

tiality contained within the One. The way in which it is 

produced is sometimes said to depend upon a series of  
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emanations involving interplay between the ever-

existing sun and the ever-existing waters. The resulting 

symbolic tree, with its trunk, its broadly spreading 

branches and fruit, fills the intermediate spaces        

between the utterly divine and the mundane. 

In the Vedas it is written that the pipal is the tree of a 

thousand branches; and in the Vishnu Purana it says 

that just as the pipal tree is contained in a small seed, 

so is the whole universe contained in Brahma. The 

great Hindu philosopher Shankara said that it repre-

sents the manifested universe, and as such is the ever 

changing illusion or: 

“ …the one that does not remain the same tomorrow.” 

Incidentally, in China the leaves of the cosmic tree 

were sometimes interpreted as the so-called ten thou-

sand things to which Lao-Tze refers in the following 

way: 

“Empty yourself of everything. Let the mind become still. 

The ten thousand things rise and fall while the Self 

watches their return. They grow and flourish and then 

Return to the Source. Returning to the Source is stillness, 

which is the Way of Nature”.   

There are some who argue in a similar vein that the 

original spirit and the original matter, as they are in 

themselves, are eternal and are one, but as they exist 

in the thoughts and minds of the many kinds of men, 

are illusions and so must inevitably fade and die. 

Proclus has pointed out that while earthly trees have 
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their roots in the earth divine natures are rooted in the 

one. 

“As trees by their extremities are firmly established in 

the earth, and all that pertains to them is through this 

earthly; after the same manner are divine natures by 

their extremities rooted in the one, and each of them is a 

unity and one, through an unconfused union with the 

one itself.” 

I wonder, our pilgrim thought, what divine substances 

with their associated forces reach the lowest extremi-

ties of such a tree, and so are accessible to those who 

live upon the Earth? What form might such divine    

natures take amid the vibrations of everyday life in the 

workaday world? And how do I reach out to them so 

that I may know their qualities and purposes?  

The lady of the woods beheld his thoughts and full with 

divine compassion responded in a manner suited to his 

understanding: 

“Pilgrim, listen! Listen and remember, for have I not 

said many times before that the prevailing conditions 

on Earth are neither good nor bad, but a blending of 

the two? Have I not revealed to thee that you are placed 

upon the Earth amid all that that entails to learn the 

difference between them?  

When all that must transpire has come to pass, be at 

peace and choose the good, which shall be known by 

thee from that day on as thy good; and as a lamp in the 

darkness it shall shine within thy heart.  
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Such a good, as it manifests on the material level, is 

identical with the outer extremities of what you call the 

heavenly tree, rooted in the pure and undistorted      

vibrations of the highest heavens of the divine spaces. 

Wherever you might be, find thy good and thou shalt 

find the path to thy place and purpose. And sharing 

thy little good with the greater good of the servants of 

Him and Him alone thou shalt be granted the blessings 

of the unity.” 

Our pilgrim concluded that the symbol of the tree had 

always been inextricably bound up with man’s 

thoughts about the nature of God, the universe and of 

man himself. All that the many kinds of men have 

known or imagined about these three have in some way 

or another, or at one time or another, been projected by 

them on to the symbol of the tree. Heavenly trees,   

cosmic trees, world trees, oracular trees, trees of life, of 

knowledge, of wisdom,– have all been the repositories 

of the best ideas of the best of men, while receiving at 

the same time from others, and more often than not, 

the distorted beliefs, confusion and superstitions of the 

ages. As he turned over such thoughts in his mind he 

found himself in prayer. 

O thou hidden one concealed within the enfolded 

depths of peace profound; O thou Parent, O thou Son, 

from thee unseen unfolds the love of wisdom, and from 

thee unseen unfolds the wisdom of love. May thy holy 

ray and power descend to quicken the heavenly seeds 

that lie sleeping in this un-awakened mind. 
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Once more the lady of the woods responded: 

“O Pilgrim, my son, know that the One is All: to the 

heights and to the depths, to the right, to the left and 

in the centre. It is the divine unity and greatest good; 

and all that partakes in unity reflects in some way the 

unity of the One. O make thyself whole pilgrim, recon-

cile in love the centre and circumference. Love and 

serve thy father and thy mother; and may the peace of 

thy lord be on thee. 

Let us from this day forth, you and I together, walk this 

fiery way with love within our hearts. And I shall guide 

thee and nourish thee and protect thee as the star of 

heaven pours down its glittering rays, guiding and sus-

taining the little Earth on its way to meet its destiny.  

Let us, you and I together, unseen and unknown by 

the many kinds of men, seek out amid the wonders of 

these woods the untold powers and glories of God. 

Know that the eternal seeds of light and life slumber 

within thy dreaming mind. Yet I, the lady of these 

woods, even I, the mother in the tree, know that soon 

enough the golden child shall be seen among its green 

foliage waving in the breeze.  Soon enough the heavens 

shall rejoice; and we, you and I together, shall join with 

the feathery singers upon the branch at the dawning of 

the day to send forth with them our praise to Him and 

Him alone. 

In contrast to the tree rooted in the high heavens, fill-

ing the intermediate spaces and stretching out its  
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branches to touch the Earth, some conceived the tree 

to be rooted in the below, growing and stretching out to 

reach the heavens. Its great trunk, they said, connects 

the heavens above with the abyss below; and upon this 

axis the Earth is fixed and the heavens revolve. Some 

versions of the creation story assert that it was the 

original growth of this tree that forced heaven and 

earth apart. 

It is clear from the religious art and architecture of 

many ancient nations that the trunk of the cosmic tree 

was sometimes meant to represent the polar axis, and 

the constellations of stars were depicted as its fruit. 

Some of the more opulent representations used gold 

and silver to form the trunk and branches and        

precious gems for stars. It may also be of interest to 

some that on occasion the whole tree was made of 

clearest crystal. 

Early European travellers to the East brought back  

stories of the wonders and marvels they had witnessed 

in foreign lands. Some of these were of course exagger-

ated, or based more upon legend and hearsay than  

upon direct experience. Sir John Mandeville developed 

his reputation as a popular travel writer in the 14th 

century through his accounts of his travels and experi-

ences in the Holy Land, Egypt, India and China, as well 

as in the fabulous regions he referred to as ‘the lands 

beyond’.   

The following is from his description of the palace of 

the ‘Great Chan of Cathay’, although it is thought to  
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have originated from a story in the Romance of         

Alexander.  

“Also above the emperor's table and the other tables, 

and above a great part of the hall, is a vine made of fine 

gold, which spreads all about the hall; and it has many 

clusters of grapes, some white, some green, some       

yellow, some red, and some black, all of precious 

stones ; the white are of crystal, beryl, and iris ; the   

yellow of topazes ; the red of rubies, grenaz, and        

alabraundines ; the green of emeralds, of perydoz, and 

of chrysolites ; and the black of onyx and garnets. And 

they are all so properly made that it appears a real vine 

bearing natural grapes“. 

Sometimes such trees incorporated mechanical singing 

birds; and Gibbon has related what he had learned of a 

golden tree which was said to have been in the Caliph’s 

palace in Baghdad during the early part of the 10th 

century.  

“Among the other spectacles of rare and stupendous lux-

ury was a tree of gold and silver spreading into eighteen 

large branches, on which and on the lesser boughs sat a 

variety of birds made of the same precious metals, as 

well as the leaves of the tree. While the machinery      

affected spontaneous motions, the several birds warbled 

their natural harmony.” 

The centre is important on many levels, including those 

of ritual, symbol, myth and so on. It is also important 

actually. It is often said to be where the greatest power  
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resides. It is the point of balance which holds in ten-

sion the four directions. For these and similar reasons 

the world tree was often planted at the centre, some-

times symbolically and sometimes actually. Likewise, 

the holy city, the temple, the world mountain or the  

sacred stone were all placed at the centre. They became 

a representation of the omphalos or navel of the world. 

Planted at the centre, the tree became the axis or pillar 

of stability that kept the parts of the whole in their 

proper relations to each other. It was planted in the 

earth and supported the sky or heavens, much as the 

central roof pole of a traditional dwelling supported the 

roof.  

In India the rituals and ceremonies associated with 

building any dwelling house were often complicated, 

and the setting of the foundations was always under-

taken with particular care. As Stevenson has recorded 

it was still important early in the 20th century, and  

especially to the Brahman twice-born, to first ‘fix’ and 

stabilise the point at which the world or dwelling was 

to be supported:  

“Before a single stone can be laid, another ceremony 

has to be performed. The astrologer shows what spot in 

the foundation is exactly above the head of the snake 

that supports the world. The mason fashions a little 

wooden peg from the wood of the Khadira tree, and with 

a coco-nut drives the peg into the ground at this particu-

lar spot, in such a way as to peg the head of the snake 

securely down.” 
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The Khadira tree is a species of acacia. 

The sacred tree as a representation of the supporting 

pillar of the world or cosmos was also thought to be the 

means of communication between the various worlds 

or levels of existence. The centre is the point of contact 

between the worlds above and those below. The central 

axis represented by the trunk of the tree was therefore 

thought to be the means by which one might leave one 

realm and enter another. The so-called Shaman was 

said to climb the sacred roof pole fixed at the centre of 

the tent in order to escape the world and fly to the 

heavens of inner vision. 

All this is also reminiscent of the Tet or Djed of Osiris, 

the pillar of stability represented by the trunk of the 

evergreen tamarisk tree, more of which later. 

Though not always the case, sometimes the sacred tree 

combined the functions of a world tree with those of a 

tree of life. As it is told in the bible the tree of life was 

planted in paradise, and its fruit was the means by 

which eternal life was sustained. In the Book of Revela-

tion it is seen growing amid the waters of life: 

“And he shewed me a pure river of water of life, clear  

as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God and of the 

Lamb. In the midst of the street of it, and on either side 

of the river, was there the tree of life, which bare twelve 

manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit every month:   

and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the   

nations.” 
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The waters and the fruits of paradise were promised to 

those who had fought and won the victory of victories: 

“He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith 

unto the churches; To him that overcometh will I give to 

eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the para-

dise of God.” 

The Book of Proverbs confirms the belief that such a 

blessing was not conferred on all however, but only the 

righteous:  

“Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they 

may have right to the tree of life, and may enter in 

through the gates into the city.” 

The revised version has “blessed are they that wash 

their robes”, and this rendering is thought to be the 

correct one by most interpreters. 

G.R.S. Mead claims that one of the meanings of the 

serpent biting its own tale relates to the out-breathing 

and in-breathing of the cosmos. Similarly, the emblem-

atic portrayal of a cosmic tree with intertwining ser-

pents sometimes represented to the ancients the cycles 

of cosmic manifestation. Mead also asserts that the 

process of in-breathing confers self-consciousness.  

This is reminiscent of Addey’s account of the hero’s 

journey as spirit entering into matter or generation, 

and returning to whence it originally came more     

conscious of Self than it was before it ‘fell’. 

As he walked Pilgrim considered the means by which a  
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man might be allowed entry into heaven and be    

granted eternal life. Can it be, he thought, that eternal 

life and the fruits of paradise shall be conferred upon 

the many kinds of men through the actions of a Christ 

or Redeemer; and that all the sins of the world shall be 

suffered by the Son of God willingly, out of divine love, 

so as to save men from their dire effects?  

And if this is true, how shall a man come to know the 

error of his ways? And how can the eternal law of jus-

tice remain eternal and hold its place and purpose; and 

yet, if it be eternal, how can it not? Shall the man who 

entereth in through heaven’s gate be made perfect 

through the efforts of another; or shall he entereth in 

imperfect and so taint its holy atmosphere?   

As pilgrim wrestled with these conundrums the lady of 

the woods, unseen by him, sent forth a shining, living 

substance. A small part of that which was sent to him - 

that portion with which he had an inner affinity -  

manifested in his mind as thought. 

“Pilgrim”, he heard within, “know that it is by thy efforts 

and by thy efforts alone, that thou shalt be made true; 

and that only the true man shall entereth in through the 

gate of joy. No man or god can walk the path to perfec-

tion or any part of it on behalf of another. But the loving 

laws of Him and Him alone shall aid the man sincere.  

Learn thou to be at peace; learn to put thy trust in God; 

and learn to follow the laws of thy lord. For only the true 

and tested shall ever enter in. But those who do so shall 

be among happy companions, and shall slake their  
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thirst at the fountain of living waters. They shall eat of 

the tree of eternal life; and all the fruits of heaven shall 

shine like stars from its immortal boughs.” 

O my lord, our pilgrim prayed, serene amid the divine 

spaces, lend me thy peace that all the elements of my 

life be reconciled. As the sun shines upon the mois-

tened earth and the seed of the tree of life expands and 

germinates, shine thou on me. May the loving mother 

bring forth the happy child from within the centre of 

the world.  And when all is said and done may the    

angel of the flaming sword stand aside that I may enter 

in. 

The lady of the woods, the comforter, loving mother, 

the nourisher, the mother of life, of truth and wisdom 

and mercy, of beauty and of song, looked on and 

smiled. 

The ambrosial substances produced by the heavenly 

tree of life sustain the gods and confer immortality   

upon them and upon too, god-like men: the heroic, the 

true, the righteous and victorious. It has healing prop-

erties and is said to be able to raise the dead to life. 

This latter quality is sometimes thought to be particu-

larly evident when the species chosen to represent the 

sacred tree is deciduous. Evergreens are often used to 

emphasise the tree as the source of immortality. In his 

Book of Enoch Kenealy connects the sacred tree to the 

phoenix, and both with initiation, renewal and immor-

tality. 

A great deal of effort has been put into identifying the  
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sacred plant used in ancient times to prepare the ritual 

drink Soma. Apart from any physical properties, it and 

the ritual itself are also thought to have had symbolical 

significance. Also, its inner, spiritual qualities place the 

plant and the drink derived from it in close relations to 

aspects of the so-called tree of life. In fact it is some-

times associated with the sacred Ashwattha tree, a type 

of fig which produces a milky white juice; and which in 

the Rigveda is sometimes referred to as an oil-

producing tree: 

“Gaining eternal praise, the tree, hidden in our thoughts, 

yielding milk to all, moving through all the ages of man-

kind.”  

 However, some assert with good reason that there is 

not one Soma plant, but many. It is, they say, a cosmic 

principle which finds expression on all levels, and on 

the material level manifests in the qualities of many 

kinds of plants. Agni and Soma are often said to repre-

sent complementary elements. 

Echoes of similar ideas can also be found in the juice 

pressed from the grape of the followers of Dionysus, in 

the holy wine of the Christians, and in the mystical   

intoxication of the Sufi, for whom fire is in the holy 

wine that fills the crystal cup. In the gospel of John, 

Christ is made to say to his disciples 

“I am the vine, you are the branches: He that abides in 

me, and I in him, the same brings forth much fruit: for 

without me you can do nothing.” 
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As far as the Soma ritual itself goes, elements of its 

possible significance have been described by Monier-

Williams: 

“In fact the animal sacrifice, though it preceded the     

Soma-libation, was really subordinate to it. The idea 

seems to have been that the sacrificer killed the animal 

instead of sacrificing himself; and as the body of the  

animal when sacrificed in the fire was borne upwards to 

the gods, so did the sacrifice  - represented by the      

animal ascend to the skies. It was only after he had 

been thus admitted to the society of the gods in heaven 

that he became fit to quaff the divine beverage, and to 

become one with the heavenly king Soma himself.” 

Soma was drunk by the gods, and was the source of 

their health, vigour, vitality and immortality. It was   

also drunk in some circumstances by man and it con-

ferred on him too spiritual insight, immortality and 

health. Soma was deified; and as a god his praise is 

sung throughout the ninth book of the Rigveda.  

The same plant was known in Persia as Haoma or by 

the middle Persian Hōm. In the Zend Avesta man is an 

active participant in the struggle between the good   

angels and the bad demons. One aspect of man’s role 

was believed to be fulfilled in the sacrificial ritual. Like 

that of the Vedic priest it included the offering up of 

Haoma and meat. However it was not only these that 

were offered up. 

“For his brightness and glory I will offer unto him a   

sacrifice worth being heard namely, unto Asha Vahishta 
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the fairest, the Amesha-Spenta. Unto Asha Vahishta, the 

fairest, the Amesha-Spenta, we offer up the libations, 

the Haoma and meat, the baresma, the wisdom of the 

tongue, the holy spells, the speech, the deeds, the liba-

tions, and the rightly-spoken words”.  

Asha Vahishta is from one standpoint the personifica-

tion of the true as a cosmic principle which it is        

believed can also manifest in the righteous man. 

Amesha-Spenta refers to the class of beings to whom 

Asha Vahishta belongs and so to his immortal holi-

ness. The baresma were bundled twigs, some say of the 

mulberry tree, others of the tamarisk.  

In another part of the Avesta some of the plant’s quali-

ties are referred to:  

“…we sacrifice unto the golden and tall Haoma; we   

sacrifice unto the enlivening Haoma, who makes the 

world grow; we sacrifice unto Haoma, who keeps death 

far away;” 

In his introduction to the Zend Avesta Darmester     

notices two types of the plant: 

“There are two Haomas: one is the yellow or golden   

Haoma, which is the earthly Haoma, and which, when 

prepared for the sacrifice, is the king of healing plants; 

the other is the white Haoma or Gaokerena, which 

grows up in the middle of the sea Vourukasha,          

surrounded by the ten thousand healing plants. It is by 

the drinking of Gaokerena that men, on the day of the 

resurrection, will become immortal”.  
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Vourukasha was a sea of divine waters wherein grew 

Harvisptokhm, the so-called tree of all seeds. As a     

divine personification Haoma is represented as a hand-

some man, wise, righteous and the first wearer of the 

sacred girdle. 

It may be of interest here to note Lenormant’s conclu-

sions about the myths that link the sacred tree to fire, 

water, life and wisdom: 

“The fundamental fact of these myths, which are com-

plete only in their most ancient forms, represents the 

Universe as an immense tree, whose roots embrace the 

earth, and whose branches form the vault of heaven. 

The fruit of the tree is fire, indispensable to the life of 

man, and also the material symbol of intelligence; from 

its leaves distils the water of life.” 

From a different perspective some have considered man 

himself to be the fruit of the tree. In the Upanishads, 

the fruit of the pipal is likened to man’s body enclosing 

within it his soul, just as the flesh of the fruit encloses 

the seed. 

The tree of life, as it is depicted in the bible, was said to 

have been planted by God in the Garden of Eden along 

with the tree of knowledge of good and evil. However 

the biblical image of the tree and of its fruits owes 

much to older traditions; and similar trees and plants 

appear to have been plentiful in the literature and     

religious traditions of the ancient Near East, although 

interestingly, remarkably similar depictions can also be 

seen in old Mexican manuscripts; and some, like  
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Churchward for example, believe these to have been 

based on very ancient originals.  

Philpot has collected together many examples and one 

in particular from a Babylonian seal shows clearly the 

close connections between the biblical story and older 

Mesopotamian motifs. The seal impression shows a 

scene which closely resembles the Garden of Eden    

account.  Philpot’s description of the seal, following 

Smith, draws out the apparent similarity of the Babylo-

nian and Hebrew versions. 

“The tree stands in the middle, from either side two    

human beings seated stretch forth their hands for its 

fruit; the serpent stands erect behind one of them.” 

Most interpretations of the exile of Adam and Eve from 

Eden consider it as a tale of temptation and lost inno-

cence. However, while this meaning may well be rele-

vant from one point of view, as we have already noted it 

has not always nor everywhere been the case that the 

figure of a serpent represented evil or temptation. 

Sometimes it was a symbol of wisdom and life eternally 

renewed. Massey explains this as well as anyone: 

“Serpent and Dragon were primarily identical as          

emblems of evil in physical phenomena; each was the 

representative of Darkness, and as such the Deluder of 

Men. Afterwards the Serpent was made a type of Time, 

of Renewal, and, therefore, of Life… The Akkadian type 

as Ea, is the Good Serpent, the Serpent of Life, the God 

of Wisdom. Now it was the Serpent of Wisdom that first  
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offered the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge for the Enlight-

enment of Mankind; whether this be Egyptian, Akkadi-

an, or Gnostic, it is the Good Serpent. And as Guardian 

of the Tree set in Heaven it was the Good Serpent, or  

intelligent Dragon, as keeper of the treasures of Astral 

knowledge.” 

Nevertheless at other times in the ancient Egyptian   

beliefs the serpent represented the monster Apap, and 

was at war with Ra, the sun-god. This bad serpent    

attacks the tree of life and struggles with the sun    

during the night as one of the forms of darkness,      

before being eventually overcome by the sovereign  

power of the cosmos, in the shape of the light and life 

he sends forth to the Earth each day.  

As Budge’s description of the scene in the Book of the 

Dead makes clear, this battle was believed to have   

taken place in a persea tree. 

“A cat in front of a persea tree cutting off the head of a 

serpent, symbolising the rising sun-god Ra slaying the 

dragon of Darkness;”  

It was often the case that the tree of life and the tree of 

knowledge were merged into one; and elsewhere in 

Philpot’s collection we can see an example of the sacred 

tree, in this case a cedar, performing both functions. 

Employed ritually as a tree of life its purpose was to 

‘restore strength and life to the body’. However, drawing 

heavily on Sayce’s study of the ancient Babylonian 

texts, she notes with him that it was also a tree of 

knowledge and ‘the revealer of the oracles of earth and  
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heaven’. 

The sacred tree’s so-called oracular power is best iden-

tified by consulting Sayce directly. He calls attention to 

a Babylonian tablet which describes  

“…the initiation of an augur, and states how he must be 

‘of pure lineage, unblemished, in hand and foot,’ speaks 

thus of the vision which is revealed to him before he is 

‘initiated and instructed in the presence of Samas and 

Eimmon in the use of the book and stylus’ by ‘the scribe, 

the instructed one, who keeps the oracle of the great 

gods:’ he is made to descend into an artificial imitation 

of the lower world, and there beholds ‘the altars amid 

the waters, the treasures of Anu, Bel and Ea, the tablets 

of the gods, the delivering of the oracle of heaven and 

earth, and the cedar-tree, the beloved of the great gods, 

which their hand has caused to grow’.”  

Ea was the god of wisdom; and unlike in the biblical 

version of Eden it was the fruits of divine knowledge 

that were guarded and made available only to the initi-

ate. The notion of the sacred tree functioning as an   

oracle of the gods is, at least to some extent, also      

apparent in the well-known biblical story of the burn-

ing bush. Among those conforming more closely to type 

was the oak tree oracle at Dodona, and perhaps to a 

lesser degree the laurel at Delphi. 

Sayce also quotes the beginning lines of a much earlier 

fragment of an old bilingual hymn in which the sacred 

tree – the so-called stalk of Eridu - was represented as 

the holy dwelling place of the divine mother and her  
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child: 

(In) Eridu a stalk grew over-shadowing; in a holy place 

did it become green; 

its root ([sur sum]) was of white crystal which stretched 

towards the deep; 

(before) Ea was its course in Eridu, teeming with fertility; 

its seat was the (central) place of the earth; 

its foliage (?) was the couch of Zikum (the primeval) 

mother. 

Into the heart of its holy house which spread its shade 

like a forest hath no man entered. 

(There is the home) of the mighty mother who passes 

across the sky. 

(In) the midst of it was Tammuz. 

(There is the shrine (?) of the two (gods)." 

Surely, Pilgrim thought, the best of men of the faraway 

past could not believe that the tree contained an actual 

speaking god. While the general population may well 

have thought that the divine being dwelt within the 

physical tree, it must surely have been the case that 

the highly advanced priests and the most sophisticated 

minds among their followers considered the chosen 

tree as a religious symbol, a material representation of 

a spiritual, life-giving and sustaining power.  

Many of the achievements of the best minds of the     

ancient past have not yet been surpassed. It is incon-

ceivable, he concluded, that such minds could harbour 

the primitive animism so often attributed to them. The 

tree as oracle cannot have been for them an actual  
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physical tree; and nor surely could the divine voice ring 

forth from its branches.  

Know Pilgrim, that the mind of man can know revelation 

while still rooted to the Earth, though not all have yet 

reached the necessary state of readiness. He needs no 

physical herb in order to attain this, for if he pierces the 

outermost veil a man can hear an echo of an echo of that 

higher knowledge with which he has affinity.  

And the blue eyed poet, inspired by the fire of the spirit 

and by the voice of the muse, casts among the flowers of 

the woods his magic spells of love and light, and in     

doing so becomes intoxicated.  

Yet the best of men is he who is at peace, he who has 

made himself true. The intuition of such a man will 

know the true within and yet retain his poise. 

But though man is guided to the true in many different 

ways, there exists no revelation, no inspiration, nor even 

the highest intuition that can enable a man on Earth to 

hear directly the Voice of Him and Him Alone. 

Sometimes groups of revered trees formed a sacred 

grove, a sanctuary or holy precinct; and it’s likely that 

in some places these were precursors of the temple. 

Throughout the bible the word Asherah is translated as 

grove or groves. The discovery of the Ugaritic archive in 

Northern Syria in 1929 confirmed that this was the 

name of an Ugaritic goddess and the wife of their oldest 

god, El. She was also considered by the Sumerians to 

be the wife of their god Anu. Her connections to sacred  
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trees were very strong and her name became synony-

mous with the sacred grove. 

Asherah, along with her equivalent goddesses in the 

region, was sometimes referred to as the Queen of 

Heaven, Lady of the Sea, or simply Holiness; and in 

some quarters she was considered to be the Mother of 

the Gods. Many of the biblical references to her make 

clear that at least at some point during the period 

when the bible was being compiled the priests sought 

to eradicate her worship. She was said to have been 

originally worshipped on high hills and beneath green 

trees; and was referred to by some as a living tree her-

self.  

There are numerous ancient examples of conventional 

representations of two figures standing on either side of 

a sacred tree. Some variations however show the same 

two figures flanking, instead of the tree, a woman or 

goddess whose posture implies that she is providing 

the two with nourishment of some sort. Although com-

monly worshipped in the form of a living tree, some-

times the tree was cut down and reduced to a column 

or trunk: a so-called Asherah pole.  

Although not necessarily connected to Asherah direct-

ly, such poles were important religious symbols in a 

number of cultures. In Greece poles or columns were 

sometimes erected at the head of a grave to represent 

the revival of life; and Sir Arthur Evans drew on the 

work of Farnell and others to show how in a Greek con-

text the tree or pole as a representation of divine power 

 

 198 



may have evolved from a tree into a rude pillar, to be 

eventually worked up into the ornate column of Medi-

terranean architecture.  

Equally, their examples from Greece and Crete suggest 

that an increasingly anthropomorphic representation of 

the god or goddess took place over time. Consequently, 

the conventionalised tree trunk was sometimes hung 

with a mask of the divine being; or it portrayed the 

carved figure of the upper half of a god emerging from 

the uncarved lower section of the trunk. Early repre-

sentations of Hermes included a square pole with a 

carved head. Eventually, the argument goes, the whole 

figure of the god was figured anthropomorphically, 

though still perhaps leaning against a tree or pillar, or 

in some other close association with the symbolically 

significant and sacred object.  

In ancient Egypt sacred groves were common, and were 

important religious locations. Researchers of the spe-

cial emblems adopted by the ancient Egyptian districts 

or nomes have noted that many of them included a tree 

or a grove of trees. In at least one instance a very early 

depiction of such a tree included a ribbon hanging 

from the side of the trunk. The same tree forming part 

of the same nome’s emblem was later depicted – after 

or about the time of the fifth dynasty – with an arm 

substituted for the ribbon. The tendency to anthropo-

morphise is illustrated by the much later vignette of 

Chapter 59 of the Book of the Dead which shows the 

deceased kneeling at a pool in the midst of which a  
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sycamore is growing. In the tree itself the goddess, in 

this instance Nut, is depicted in human form as far as 

the knees with her lower extremities hidden in the tree. 

The goddess extends her arms toward the deceased, 

with a tray of food in one hand and a jar of water in the 

other.  

In India there are still today many thousands of sacred 

groves; and according to Fergusson, such holy places 

have existed there since pre-Vedic times. The great            

importance in India of sacred trees and other special 

plants has rarely been doubted, and any uncertainty 

may be dispelled completely by consulting Birdwood’s 

Industrial Arts of India. The first of its two volumes   

includes several lists of sacred trees and their special 

relationships to the divine and their use in religious 

ceremonies. He lists the trees whose wood is used for 

sacrificial purposes, and those whose leaves were used 

in libations.  He identifies the trees sacred to the Deity 

when conceived as a triad of gods, and also those asso-

ciated with the individual gods, as well as those sacred 

to more than one god. He notes the trees believed to 

have special connections to the stars and planets; and 

there are records too of those associated with various 

festivals, or with important times of the year.  

It seems that throughout the ancient world the sacred 

grove of trees was a holy space wherein dwelt the god 

or goddess in much the same way as a church or    

temple is believed to provide a special focus for divine 

activity. At their best such beliefs enabled the celebrant 
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to make inner contact with the spiritual source of light 

and life. As now however, this was not always the case 

and it was often the focus for deluded superstition and 

worse.  

The myths and legends of Japan tell of the divine 

source of the cedar, the black pine, the laurel and the 

cypress; and the Japanese national enthusiasm for 

blossoming trees is well known. The cherry in particu-

lar is the most loved and was adopted in ancient times 

as a symbolical representation of the end of winter and 

the promise of the coming spring. The even older har-

binger of spring was the plum, a symbol imported from 

China; but perhaps it bloomed too early in Japan to 

fulfil this purpose, and so was eventually replaced by 

the so-called Sakura. In ancient China the fruit of the 

peach tree conferred eternal life on its eater, and the 

peach of immortality was an important Taoist symbol. 

In ancient times, rites were primarily performed out-

doors, and the religious traditions of Shinto retained 

much stronger connections to the sacred grove and for-

est shrine than was generally the case elsewhere. The 

grove of trees was originally the holy shrine and sacred 

place for the village. It was in some ways set aside from 

the village and was entered through a special gate.  

Perhaps influenced by Buddhist practices, in modern 

times the grove most often contains a building wherein 

worship takes place. Nevertheless, the Japanese shrine 

may still be the most compressed architectural expres-

sion of the forest as the home of the sacred.  
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It is tempting to conclude with Pliny that  

“Trees were the first temples; even at this day the     

simple rustic of ancient custom dedicates his noblest 

tree to God;”  

Evolutions in the ways in which the gods were located  

and represented have taken place almost everywhere, 

with the result that in many places the simple wood-

land or hilltop groves were succeeded by man-made 

shrines, only in some cases for these too to be devel-

oped, step by step, into what is often considered to be 

the most sophisticated art and architecture of the city 

temple complex. 

However, perhaps these latter creations were to a 

greater or lesser extent but new forms of the old beliefs. 

However imposing or refined they became they          

remained the representations of the old gods renamed, 

of the same mystical processes, and of the same ever-

renewing powers of Nature, until eventually, down 

through countless cycles of expansion and contraction, 

the memory of their distant origins faded to an echo of 

an echo, were distorted out of all recognition, or were 

forgotten altogether. 

Everywhere and at all times the tree has been consid-

ered sacred in one way or another. The following para-

graph from Hastings is far from being exhaustive, but 

it at least gives a flavour of the importance of trees to 

ancient western religious thought and beliefs about the 

gods. 
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(As well as to Zeus) “The oak was also sacred to Ceres: 

before harvest worship must be rendered to her, and the 

worshipper must be crowned with a wreath of oak. The 

willow is associated with Hera at Samos, and with     

Artemis at Sparta. Artemis was the goddess of the nut-

tree and the cedar in Arcadia, of the laurel and the   

myrtle in Laconia. The laurel is sacred to Apollo; the 

priest-king Anius is guardian of the tree and the shrine. 

The olive is specially connected with the cult of Athena 

at Athens. The pine is associated with Pan and Silva-

nus, the cedar with the Accadian deity Ea, the sycamore 

with the Egyptian goddess Nuit (Hathor). The cypress 

was sacred among the Persians, and in the West,       

together with the poplar, it belongs to the chthonian    

deities. The vine and the ivy were closely connected with 

the rites of Dionysus. The ash and the elm appear in 

Scandinavian mythology as the first man (Ask) and the 

first woman (Embla), and the ash Yggdrasil is connected 

with the court of the gods”.  

 Yggdrasill was perhaps the most famous of the Euro-

pean world trees. It was the great ash tree which 

served in Norse mythology as the axis mundi and 

linked the different worlds of the Norse universe. The 

geography of Norse mythology is complex, but for the 

present purposes it is sufficient to note that their uni-

verse was separated into various regions or domains. 

These included Midgard the Middle World, the land of 

humans; Hel, the Norse underworld and region of the 

dead; and Asgard, the heavenly realm and home of the 

Aesir, the chief of whom was Odin. Just as with the  
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Greeks the name given to the underworld was also the 

name of its ruler. From her waist up Hel appeared to 

be a normal woman; but from the waist down she was 

all rotting flesh. 

Asgard was reached by crossing the bridge Bifrost, 

sometimes translated as the rainbow bridge, and some-

times as the fiery path or the shimmering path. It has 

been interpreted by some as a representation of the 

Milky Way. At the roots of Yggdrasill were said to be a 

number of wells and springs, including Urd’s Well, that 

of the Norns, and the Well of Mimir.  

Edith Hamilton’s summary is as usual a good one: 

“A wondrous ash-tree, Yggdrasil, supported the         

universe. It struck its roots through the worlds.  

Three roots there are to Yggdrasil 

Hel lives beneath the first. 

Beneath the second the frost-giants, 

And men beneath the third. 

It is also said that ‘one of the roots goes up to Asgard.’ 

Beside this root was a well of white water, Urda's Well, 

so holy that none might drink of it. The three Norns 

guarded it, who 

Allot their lives to the sons of men, 

And assign to them their fate. 

The three were Urda (the Past), Verdandi (the Present), 

and Skuld (the Future). Here each day the gods came, 

passing over the quivering rainbow bridge to sit beside 

the well and pass judgment on the deeds of men.   
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Another well beneath another root was the Well of 

Knowledge, guarded by Mimir the Wise.”  

The Norns were also said to sit in council with Odin 

and to give laws and runic characters to men. The  

forces associated with human destiny, divine 

knowledge and with life itself were all linked to        

Yggdrasil. An eagle, full of wisdom and with a hawk  

between its eyes, perches on top of the tree, and a    

squirrel called Ratatosk is said to run up and down its 

trunk. In the Poetic Edda he communicates the words 

of the eagle to the serpent that lives beneath one of the 

tree’s roots.  

“Ratatosk is the squirrel who there shall run 

On the ash-tree Yggdrasil; 

From above the words of the eagle he bears, 

And tells them to Nithhogg beneath”  

In the Prose Edda however, his role is said to be one of 

communicating slander and gossip, aimed at provoking 

and perpetuating the ancient enmity of eagle and 

snake.  

It is worth noting that this version of the sacred tree 

combined the functions of world tree with the tree of 

life, and was also the oracle of divine knowledge.    

Generally speaking, to the ancient priests the tree as 

oracle was the means by which divine thought, utter-

ance and being might be aligned and connected; and it 

was because of the existence of the sacred tree that the 

wisdom of the gods could be communicated to the 

priest-king and through him to his subjects. However, 
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we have already seen that there are earthly as well as 

divine trees; and we have also noted two Haoma plants 

among the followers of Zoroaster. It comes as no sur-

prise therefore when St. Paul draws our attention to 

two aspects of man:  

"The first man is of the earth, earthy; the second man is 

the Lord from heaven.... And as we have borne the im-

age of the earthy, we shall also bear the image of the 

heavenly." 

and that each of the two has its own wisdom: 

“Howbeit we speak wisdom among them that are per-

fect: yet not the wisdom of this world, nor of the princes 

of this world, that come to nought: but we speak the wis-

dom of God in a mystery, even the hidden wisdom, 

which God ordained before the world unto our glory… 

But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, 

neither have entered into the heart of man, the things 

which God hath prepared for them that love him… But 

the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of 

God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he 

know them, because they are spiritually discerned.”  

We also learn in Matthew that there are two distinct 

types of fruit: the true and the false. 

“Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep's 

clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves. 

Ye shall know them by their fruits. Do men gather 

grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles?  

Even so every good tree bringeth forth good fruit; but a  
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corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit. 

A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a 

corrupt tree bring forth good fruit. 

Every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn 

down, and cast into the fire. 

Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know them.” 

Two wisdoms, our pilgrim thought, two trees, two 

fruits, two haoma plants and two sides to man: every-

where the heavenly and the earthly, the higher and the 

lower, the spiritual and the material, the immortal and 

the mortal.  

How, he pondered as he walked the woodland way, how 

can a man know immortal truth amid the errors of this 

world? If, as Paul taught, the true wisdom is a hidden 

wisdom then how does the seeking man discover it? 

How can the wanderer of the thick woods find among 

so many the one living tree upon which the fruits of 

wisdom grow?  

He remembered well the words of Job: 

"Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: 

and with all thy getting, get understanding."  

And he knew full well that it was his thirst for wisdom 

that had ever pushed him on. He had devoted himself 

to gathering useful knowledge and improving his      

understanding of the many wise thoughts of the many 

kinds of men. He had delved into many an obscure  

philosophy. He had accomplished the mental  
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gymnastics often required to understand them; and 

performed diligently the austerities prescribed by their 

sages. He had, he believed, attained much in the     

process. He considered himself a better and a wiser 

man than the man who had first set out upon his 

quest so many years ago; but the fullness of the hidden 

wisdom he had sought remained just that: hidden.  

The lady of the woods sensed his sinking spirits and 

took pity upon him. 

“Know pilgrim that true Wisdom is not an intellectual  

attainment; nor is it the fruit of crude asceticism; but   

rather, it is a gift from on high.  

That which the many kinds of men know as wisdom on 

Earth is un-wisdom and illusion from the standpoint of 

heaven. Wisdom dwells amid high and holy vibrations, 

far above the material thinking processes of man, 

though it clothes the immortal soul of the true self; and 

its melodious voice resounds amid the beauties of the 

heavenly country, and echoes in the tranquil mind of the 

one at peace.  

Wisdom is the garland of the saints, those who have 

been tested and have proven worthy of liberation from 

the bonds of Earth. And it is the crown of kings worn in 

heaven, flashing jewelled light in every direction, illumi-

nating the thoughts of all that dwell there. ‘Though these 

kings in heaven are not like the many kinds of kings 

that rule on Earth; but instead are those who wield the 

sovereign power with all justice, gentleness, love and 

humility on behalf of Him and Him alone. Such crowns  

 

208 



of wisdom are not won by might or cleverness, or by 

chance of birth, but are bestowed upon the true and 

worthy.  

Wisdom is like unto a great tree which grows amid the 

waters of life in the heavenly gardens of the sun. And its 

fruits corrupteth not, but are pure and wholesome, 

sweet as honey. Wisdom is the purifying flame that 

cleans the mind of error. It is the mighty conqueror of 

death, the dispeller of unholy dreams and the guiding 

light of those upon the way. 

It is like the glittering splendour of the faraway stars, 

whose light falls upon the Earth as soft as snow from 

the silence of the dark blue sky in the mystic night. It is 

the treasure of all treasures, the gift and bounty of para-

dise. It is the pure gold that attracts gold and the pure 

flame that kindles flame.  

Even if it needs a billion lives to make thyself worthy, 

cease thee not in thy search for wisdom. Persist and 

thou shalt one day be bright with wisdom’s light. Even 

as thou walk these woods let thy mind be as a mirror for 

wisdom, for thou art in thy true self its very image; and 

of the goodness and holy power which comes from Him 

and Him alone.” 

In the Apocryphal Wisdom of Jesus the connections  

between wisdom and the sacred tree could not be 

clearer: 

 “…And I took root in an honourable people, even in the 

portion of the Lord's inheritance. I was exalted like a    
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cedar in Libanus, and as a cypress tree upon the moun-

tains of Hermon. I was exalted like a palm tree in En-

gaddi, and as a rose plant in Jericho, as a fair olive tree 

in a pleasant field, and grew up as a plane tree by the 

water. I gave a sweet smell like cinnamon and aspala-

thus, and I yielded a pleasant odour like the best myrrh, 

as galbanum, and onyx, and sweet storax, and as the 

fume of frankincense in the tabernacle. As the turpentine 

tree I stretched out my branches, and my branches are 

the branches of honour and grace. As the vine brought I 

forth pleasant savour, and my flowers are the fruit of 

honour and riches. I am the mother of fair love, and fear, 

and knowledge, and holy hope: I therefore, being eter-

nal, am given to all my children which are named of 

him. Come unto me, all ye that be desirous of me, and 

fill yourselves with my fruits. For my memorial is sweet-

er than honey, and mine inheritance than the honey-

comb. They that eat me shall yet be hungry, and they 

that drink me shall yet be thirsty. He that obeyeth me 

shall never be confounded, and they that work by me 

shall not do amiss…”  

Though, pilgrim thought to himself, wisdom knoweth 

not fear, but breathes content in love and trust and 

gratitude. 

In India the various sciences or branches of the Vedas 

are often described as the leaves of a sacred tree; and 

in China the leaves of the tree of life were sometimes 

thought of as pages of a book. As elsewhere, some   

Chinese depictions show a phoenix-like bird perched at 
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its crown and a dragon-like creature at its base; and in 

India, a bird, usually Garuda, is also sometimes shown 

perched on the branches of the sacred tree, with a    

naga or serpent at its roots.  

Massey asserts that wisdom is the “renewer and reno-

vator of all things”, and in Ancient Egypt it is she and 

her masculine counterpart Thoth who bring the man-

made-true to heaven; and it is she who offers him pro-

tection and nourishment. Although he represented 

much more in addition, this renewal process was often 

personified by Osiris, and after his renewal a man was 

said to have been osirified. 

We have already noticed the connections between the 

goddess Asherah and the tree, pole, pillar and column. 

There are some who trace this name and its associa-

tions back to Egypt and to the sacred tree as the place 

of Osiris’ (Asar’s) birth: the, place, house or womb of 

the goddess.  

The tree with four branches also represented in Egypt 

the cosmic axis and point of stability in relation to the 

four corners or cardinal directions. This was the Tat 

symbol, thought by some to represent the backbone of 

Osiris, and which when personified by the lunar god is 

in the Ritual made to say: 

“I am Tat, the Son of Tat, conceived in Tat, and born in 

Tat.”    

The ankh symbol of Life is also related to these ideas, 

and was also connected with life through childbirth;  
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and from a mystical point of view, with rebirth and 

eternal life in the otherworld, at least for the sons of 

maat, or in other words, those who had made them-

selves true. 

The tree as a representation of renewal and rebirth is 

said to be derived from the legends surrounding the 

death, dismemberment and regeneration of Osiris. The 

details are readily available today, so a very brief sum-

mary of the tale as related by the classical historians 

will suffice. 

During the time when the sun was in Scorpio Osiris 

was tricked by his brother Typhon, and persuaded to 

enter a chest, in which after its lid was sealed with lead 

he suffocated.  It was cast by Typhon and his  seventy 

two co-conspirators into the Nile. 

The chest was carried by the currents and cast up in 

woody thickets at Byblos in Syria where a great tama-

risk tree grew around it, completely enclosing the chest 

containing the dead god. The king of Byblos caused the 

tree to be felled to support the roof of his palace. With 

information gained from a group of children Isis found 

and retrieved the chest and body of her husband     

Osiris; and returning to Egypt she hid them. However, 

while he was hunting boar by the light of a full moon 

they were discovered by Typhon, who cut the body into 

fourteen pieces and scattered the parts throughout the 

country. Isis searched for and found all of the parts of 

the dismembered Osiris save one, his phallus, which 

tradition has it was eaten by a fish.  
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Osiris visited his son Horus from the otherworld and 

trained him for the battle. Osiris’ death was subse-

quently avenged by Horus who after a great struggle 

delivered Typhon to Isis in chains. Isis then released 

the now moderated Typhon in order, some say, to 

maintain the appropriate balance between heat and 

moisture. The dismemberment of Osiris’ body into four-

teen parts is believed to be a reference to the  phases of 

the moon; and as a consequence of the legend the   

tamarisk as a type of the sacred tree of life is           

particularly associated by some with the birthplace of 

the regenerated soul. 

Perhaps less well known in the West is the story found 

in the Puranas which tells of the way in which   

Chrishna was represented by the carved log of a neem 

tree, known as Juganattha. One of the versions of the 

story relates how when Chrishna was slain at the  

completion of his earthly mission, his bones were gath-

ered up and put in a box. Chrishna was an avatar of 

Vishnu, and so it was Vishnu who sometime later 

brought to the attention of the king the box containing    

Chrishna’s bones. He told him that by and by a log of a 

neem tree would be washed up on the shore at Puri, 

and that he was to consecrate the bones by placing 

them within an image carved from the wood.  

When this duly happened the king commissioned a 

Brahmin carpenter, Vishwakarma, to carve an image of 

the god using the log. The carpenter stipulated that he 

was to be left undisturbed for three weeks, a condition  
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which was said to have been subsequently broken by 

the king. Consequently, the image was believed to have 

been left incomplete, in pillar-like form without arms or 

legs. 

Jaganattha is a name known in the Vedas where it is 

also associated with Chrishna. It means Lord of the 

Universe. His two large round eyes are thought to rep-

resent the sun and moon. Vishwakarma, the divine   

architect of the gods, was believed to have been imper-

sonated by the Brahmin carpenter of the same name. 

He is considered to be the creative power of the highest 

God.  

Although some locate it in a nearby pool, the image of 

Jaganattha was said to have been contained in a    

temple built by the king on the top of Nila Hill. A free 

translation of the name of this location produces    

Sapphire Hill, and the temple there today is one of the 

seven holy pilgrimage centres in India. The neem tree is 

a member of the mahogany family and was one of the 

plants considered a ‘heal all’. Its leaves and flowers as 

well as its oil, are used in south-east Asian cuisine, 

medicine and agriculture. Its oil is considered to be an      

effective insect repellent. 

Although not so in every district, in some places the 

neem tree was considered to be a female tree and was 

said to represent the goddess Lakshmi, holy consort of 

Lord Vishnu. Vishnu was represented by a pipal, and 

so these two trees were often planted alongside each 

other. In some Indian states the two sacred trees are  
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ceremonially married in order to commemorate the god 

and goddess’s marriage. It is hoped by the celebrants 

that their marriage will bring forth the fertility of the 

drought-relieving rains. 

Before he left his royal home to wander the woods, it 

was said that the Prince Siddhartha would sometimes 

meditate in the shade of a neem tree, seeking to discov-

er his place and purpose, wrestling with the true      

nature of pain and pleasure, and hoping to find release 

from the prison of his life of luxury. The account is 

Beck’s: 

“And beneath the shade of the neem Siddhartha sat  

motionless until the rays from the low sun struck high 

up the tree trunks, and sunset followed, a breath of rose 

on a rainbow sky, and presently the moon rose           

unclouded in luminous loveliness and floated to the  

zenith, and all boughs dropped dew, and the mountains 

were lost in stars. 

Nor did any dare to break his dream.” 

As usual there are plenty of variations to be found, and 

in some places the pipal is considered a female tree, 

and in yet others it is believed to embody the male and 

female principles combined. A very old tradition has 

the female principle represented by the Shami tree and 

the pipal, the male. Interestingly, during the fire-

kindling ritual Agni, god of fire, is said to spring to 

birth as a consequence of friction between two sticks: 

one from the shami and the other of the Aswattha or  
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pipal tree. However even in this there are differences 

between the authorities, as some believe that the fire is 

manifested by the rubbing together of the pipal, the 

banyan and the sycamore fig. 

In the Bhagavad Gita Chrishna famously associated 

himself with the Aswattha. 

As pilgrim wandered through the woods his mind wan-

dered too, sifting through the thoughts of the many 

kinds of men about them, and in particular of the 

many kinds of trees, each with their unique qualities 

and attributes. Some of the thoughts with which he 

had affinity resonated within him and their vibrations 

produced sounds which were like those of little silver or 

golden bells. They sometimes brought with them the 

heart-stopping shock of spiritual recognition. And yet 

for no reason obvious to him, other outwardly similar 

thoughts seemed to lack the higher spirit and were 

destined to slowly fade out among the winding laby-

rinths of lower intellect.  

Similarly, he thought, the best symbols, it seems to 

me, are those forged in the best of minds, those which 

somehow awaken their correspondences within. They 

bring to life once dormant powers, though not merely 

as symbols, but as they are in themselves. 

Putting to one side these and similar thoughts he sat at 

the foot of an old oak tree and leaned back against its 

trunk. He would sometimes watch from such a position 

a solitary bee among the last of the flowering brambles, 
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foraging for the nectar its life depended on; or he would 

listen spellbound to the many kinds of birdsong that 

never fails to enchant the tired wanderer. Deep in the 

heart of the woods, enfolded by all that surrounded 

him, far from the follies of men, he would sometimes 

meditate, emptying his mind, relaxing and allowing the 

sweet fragrances of woodland flowers to reach him on 

the breeze: woodbine was a favourite, as was the wild 

rose, considered by some to be the queen of the woods.   

Often the perfume of the wild rose brought unsought 

for to his mind the poetry of the Persian masters. The 

prophet Khizr’s directions to Nizami’s Alexander were 

typical; and one of many that came to his mind         

included a reference to: 

“That rose which keeps its perfume, 

Its perfume-scatterer is in Irak alone”. 

In this case ‘Irak’ refers, at least on the material level, 

to Persian Iraq, an old name given to a region located 

to the west of modern day Iran.  It was celebrated for 

its rose-water, a substance which became an important 

symbol for the Sufi poets. Sir William Jones gives a 

brief summary of the method of its manufacture: 

Forty pounds of fresh roses (stems cut close) are put in a 

still with sixty pounds of water. When the water grows 

hot and fumes begin to rise, the cap of the still is put on 

and the pipe fixed to the receiver. As the impregnated 

fluid begins to go over into the refrigerator and the still is 

hot, — the fire is reduced. 
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The distillation continues till thirty pounds of water pass 

over in four or five hours. 

This rose-water is poured on forty pounds of fresh roses 

and the distillation continued till fifteen or twenty 

pounds of rose-water, highly scented, pass over. 

It is then poured into pans and left exposed to the fresh 

air for a night. In the morning the 'itr, congealed on the 

top of the water, is collected and poured into a vial. The 

remaining rose-fluid is used for fresh distillation. 

Writing in the 19th century Eugene Rimmel believed 

that the ancient methods of distillation had been      

improved by the modern one of subjecting the rose  

petals to the heat and moisture of steam. 

“A great improvement has been lately introduced in the 

mode of distillation: it consists in suspending the flowers 

or plants in the still on a sort of sieve and allowing a jet 

of steam to pass through and carry off the fragrant mole-

cules. This produces a finer essential oil than allowing 

these substances to be steeped in water at the bottom of 

the still.” 

As a symbol of love and beauty the rose is especially 

dedicated to the divine feminine principle, referred to in 

Revelation as the woman  

"…clothed with the sun, having the moon under her feet, 

and on her head a crown of twelve stars."  

However she is a goddess with a thousand names and 

in one or another of her forms her influence is felt  
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throughout the circle on every level from the heights to 

the depths.  

The perfume of the mystic rose fuels the passion of the 

moth for the distant flame; it is in the love of the lover 

for the belovéd; it blooms in the spiritual devotion of 

the fervent seeker; it scatters its petals at the feet of 

the returning son; it sweetens the milk of the nursing 

mother; and is rooted in the love of God for all creation. 

These were the thoughts of our pilgrim as he rested at 

peace beneath the oak tree amid the wild beauty of the 

wild woods. It’s no wonder, he concluded, that para-

dise, as it has been conceived by the many kinds of 

men, has so often taken the form of Nature perfected. 

For whose mind could not be lifted higher amid the   

vibrations of the deep and stilly woods? 

Schafer has noted that 

“During the T'ang Dynasty—the height of the Buddhist 

age of China—most Chinese worshiped the Buddha 

Amitabha, Lord of the Western Paradise. It was         

popularly believed that a sincere utterance of            

Amitabha's name guaranteed a worshiper rebirth into 

this paradise, a radiant land made of lapis lazuli and 

dotted with jeweled trees.”  

Although attitudes were rarely universal and were  

subject to inevitable cultural changes, at times in   

China the freedom, harmony, beauty and peace found 

in the wilderness, in the forest and in the garden, were 

conceived and appreciated as earthly parallels to the  
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heavenly country. Schafer again: 

“Rather, the best postclassical writers saw the          

nonurban landscape as a physical model or foretaste of 

paradise and its infinite suburbs. Walking in meadow 

and forest, they were inspired to anticipate free-and-

easy wandering beyond the high seas and among the 

stars. Refreshing themselves under the trees, they con-

templated the transcendental life promised by Taoism”. 

The mundane world was never completely divorced 

from the spiritual realms. The glories of earthly Nature 

remained semblances of the divine, connecting the 

heavens with earth, and enabling one painter in the 

10th Century to declare of a garden in bloom:  

"The peach flowers seem to open up on a palace of the 

sylphs.''  

The development of gardens was almost always         

informed by the widespread belief that heaven took the 

form of Nature perfected. The word paradise itself has 

been traced back to terms meaning walled enclosure, 

domain, garden, orchard etc. 

According to Puranic cosmography, the world is divided 

into seven concentric island continents separated by 

seven encircling oceans of different substances. These 

rise one above another until a mountain range called 

Lokaloka is reached. It forms a barrier across the final 

sea, separating the known world from the darkness  

beyond. Dowson’s entry describes it thus: 

“A world and no world, a fabulous belt of mountains  
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bounding the outermost of the seven seas and dividing 

the visible world from the regions of darkness. It is ‘ten 

thousand yojanas in breadth, and as many in height, 

and beyond it perpetual darkness invests the mountains 

all around, which darkness is again encompassed by 

the shell of an egg’.” 

A yojana is about 10 miles. Hindus and Buddhists    

believe that Jambudvipa is one of those seven island-

continents which together make up the world. Its name 

means land of Jambu trees. The Jambu is sometimes 

known as the Indian Black Plum. Its wood was used to 

make sacrificial bowls. 

The central region of Jambudvipa is called Ilavrita, 

which contains a mountain and forest called Gand-

hamadana, a name which means intoxicating with    

fragrance. The Yaksha-yudda Parva, part of the       

Mahabharata, lists the many kinds of trees that grew 

in the vast forests on the slopes of Gandhamadana. As 

well as all sorts of plants, there were fruiting and   

blossoming trees, whose fragrances were carried 

throughout the whole region on a softly sighing breeze.  

Along with its lists of trees and other plants, there are 

also descriptions of the many beautiful birds and other 

creatures that dwelt within the forest. The following 

short extract gives a flavour. The translation is Bibek 

Debroy’s.  

The forests were yellow-tinged like the sun. There were 

no thorns anywhere, or trees without blossoms. The 

trees on the slope of Gandhamadhana were tender, and  
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dense with foliage and fruit. On the peaks of the    

mountain, the Parthas also saw lakes and rivers that 

were like clear crystal, populated by birds with white 

feathers, with the sounds of swans and cranes, with 

colourful lotuses and blue lotuses, with fragrant         

garlands and succulent fruit. The trees on the peak of 

the mountain were radiant with blossoms. There were 

many other groves full of trees there. There were many 

kinds of creepers, laden with leaves, flowers and fruit. 

The Parthas were the sons of Pritha, their mother, and 

is another name for the Pandavas, a name derived from 

that of their father, Pandu.  Arjuna is the most cele-

brated of them. 

In the same central region of Ilavrita is found the      

famous Mount Meru. It is sacred to both Hindu and 

Buddhist and some of its countless names include   

Sumeru, meaning Great or Wonderful Meru, Hemadri, or 

Golden Mountain, Ratnasaim, meaning Jewel Peak,  

Karnikacala or Lotus Mountain, Amaradri and Deva-

parvata, both of which are translated as Mountain of 

the Gods. 

The following is from Birdwood’s description of what he 

calls the Hindu Olympus. 

“…and it is from the forest of Gandha-madana, which 

forms a belt of most delightful fragrance round its base, 

that Mount Meru gradually rises from the earth, through 

the sky or mid-air, into heaven. It ascends by seven 

spurs, on which the seven separate cities and palaces of 

the gods are built amid green woods and murmuring  
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streams, in seven circles placed one above another. On 

the eastern spur is Swarga, with its stately city of     

Amaravati, the heaven of Indra. There also is the aerial 

city of the Gandharvas, Vismapana, "the astounding," 

which appears and disappears at intervals, like the 

sound of music heard in air; and the tree Parajita, the 

delight of the lovely Apsaras, which perfumes the whole 

world with its blossoms, each of 1,000 petals. North-

ward, on the Mandana spur, amid the glades of the 

Chaitra-Ratha forest, rises Mount Kailasa [caelus], the 

heaven of Kuvera, which is also Siva's heaven, and   

Ganesa's. There is Kuvera's aerial car of jewelled lapis 

lazuli, and Siva's throne of fervent gold. Westward, on 

Mount Suparswa, in the groves of Vaibhraja, is Vaikun-

tha, the paradise of Vishnu; and over all, on the summit 

of Meru, is Brahmapura, the entranced city of Brahma, 

encompassed by the sources of the sacred Ganges, and 

the orbits in which for ever shine the sun, and silver 

moon, and seven planetary spheres.” 

Those who wish to understand the real significance of 

some of these heavenly locations should consult the 

matchless Sa-Heti by Dr. Michaud. 

Father Vincenzo Sangermano , a Roman Catholic    

missionary to Burma in the late 18th century, wrote on 

his return A Description of Burma, later published as 

The Burmese Empire A Hundred Years Ago. Included 

there, and based primarily upon Burmese sources, are 

details of the Burmese philosophy and religious beliefs. 

The following brief extracts give some of their ideas 
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about the various higher realms of the cosmos and the 

spirits that inhabit them. Perhaps unsurprisingly     

sacred trees are prominent. 

“In the first place, the seat called Zatumaharit is divided 

among four great princes or kings of the Nat, each of 

whom possesses, at one of the four cardinal points of 

Miemmo, a vast city of 1000 square juzena.” 

Miemmo is the Burmese Meru. A juzena is the equiva-

lent of a yojana and so is about 10 miles. Each island 

or realm in Burmese Cosmography contains a great  

sacred tree from which it derives its name, and deter-

mines the appearance, of its inhabitants, rivers, lakes 

etc. 

“The famous Padesa trees grow over the whole of this 

region; and from them, in place of fruit, rich garments 

and exquisite food are seen hanging, with all that can 

contribute to the splendour and delight of the Nat who 

inhabit the place. Small rivulets and lakes of the clearest 

water, delightful orchards and gardens, are everywhere 

to be found. 

…to this seat belong those Nat that inhabit the sun, 

moon, and stars, ordained by fate to illuminate the 

world, to divide day from night, to distinguish the      

seasons, and to indicate good and evil to mankind… 

After Zatumaharit we have the seat called Tavateinsa, 

which extends from the summit of Miemmo to Zac-

chiavala. The supreme prince or emperor of the Nat of 

this seat has thirty-two other princes subject to him. He 
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resides in a vast city of a square form, the streets and 

squares of which are paved with gold and silver. Its wall 

forms a perfect square, each side of which is 10,000 

juzena long; it is 150 juzena high, and one and a half 

thick. Its gates, the height of which is 40 juzena, are  

covered with plates of gold and silver, and adorned with 

precious stones. Seven wide ditches, one juzena distant 

from each other, surround these superb walls; and     

beyond the last ditch, at a juzena and half distance    

follows a range of marble columns, wonderfully enam-

elled with gold and precious stones. Then follow, at the 

same distance, seven rows of palm-trees, shining in  

every part with gold and pearls; and, in the space       

between the palm-trees and columns, lakes of the   

clearest water are scattered up and down, where are 

boats of gold and silver, in which the Nat of both sexes, 

with drums and other musical instruments, roam, sing-

ing and dancing, through these delightful regions. Some-

times they stop, to contemplate the beautiful birds that 

fly among the trees on the banks of the lakes, some-

times to gather delicious fruits or beautiful and fragrant 

flowers”. 

The author goes on to describe an orchard called   

Nanda in which the trees produce flowers the size of 

chariot wheels, and which the inhabitants wear upon 

their heads. Another orchard produces fruits which 

confer bliss: 

“Twenty juzena to the east of the city is situated another 

orchard of the same size and beauty as the first, in  
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which grows that celebrated species of ivy which, every 

thousand years, yields fruit of such an exquisite flavour, 

that, to eat of it, for a hundred years before, multitudes 

flock towards the garden, and there, amid music, sing-

ing, and dancing, await the ripening of the wished-for 

fruit ; and having tasted it, they remain for four whole 

months in a state of intoxication… 

To the north-west is a most superb portico or terrace, 

300 juzena square and 450 high. The pavement is of 

pure crystal, and a row of 100 columns adorns each 

range of the building. Gold and silver bells hang from 

every part of the roof, and the staircase, the walls, and 

every other part of the building shine with a profusion of 

gold and precious stones. The street that leads to it is 20 

juzena long and one wide; it is shaded on both sides by 

delightful trees always covered with fruit and flowers of 

every kind…”  

Among other details the author relates how the ruler of 

that domain is kept informed of men’s actions by his 

spirit subjects, which he records in a golden book. 

When he talks or reads from the book with a low and 

soft voice, he is heard at a distance of 22 juzena; but 

when he raises his voice it is heard throughout the 

whole of his realm. 

Twenty juzena to the north-east of the great city grows 

the celebrated tree, the sacred ensign of this seat of the 

Nat, which vegetates for the whole duration of a world. 

Under it is placed a great stone, sixty juzena long, fifty 

wide, and fifteen high, which is exquisitely polished,  
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and at the same time as soft as wool… 

Many Padesa trees and other species of fruits and   

flowers surround the great sacred tree; and the road 

that leads to it is twenty juzena wide. By this road the 

Nat of this region pass every year to visit the sacred 

tree; and when they see the old leaves falling off and 

the new ones budding forth, they communicate the joyful 

intelligence to each other with mutual congratulations. 

The red colour of the flowers of this tree is spread on 

every side to a distance even of 100 juzena”. 

Truly, our pilgrim thought, the wild and beautiful 

woods have the power to lift the mind to heaven, if only 

for a while. He sat in a meditative state contemplating 

the beauties of the higher realms, as conceived by the 

many kinds of men, and also the forms such splen-

dours might take here below in the woods in which he 

sat.  

Then with his eyes still closed he heard the song of a 

nearby blackbird. As he listened it seemed to him that 

the notes sent forth by the bird seemed to curl and 

twist like peeling gold leaf in bright sunlight, or like 

miniature golden flags they unfurled from its yellow 

beak into the air, rising to blend momentarily with the 

blue sky above the woods, and then fade into a distant 

point of whiteness before disappearing from view       

altogether. 

After some time – he was not sure how long he had 

been lost to the world, enchanted by the vibrations of 

the bird’s song – he heard within his mind a voice: 

 

227 

 



“Know, my son, that the singers of the higher realms 

are the messengers of gods to men. They inspire the 

many kinds of minds, often without men knowing it, 

and all high thoughts, words and actions owe some-

thing to their influence. They in turn serve the singers 

and the dancers of the divine spaces, whose heavenly 

songs are the songs of the stars, whose dances are the 

dances of the planets as they glide so gracefully on 

ethereal currents to the rhythms of the sun, and whose 

distant melodies resonate with the unheard sympho-

nies of God’s Imagination.  

The messengers of light climb and descend the tree of 

life to sing of Him and Him alone. Hearken to their 

song Pilgrim, as in such harmonies may lie the keys to 

thy release; for song and dance are two of the many 

shimmering veils beyond which one may behold the 

light, not as symbol, but as it is in itself”. 

Seated as he was at the base of a great oak tree his 

thoughts naturally turned once more to the Buddha 

who legend has it found enlightenment beneath the so-

called Bodhi tree. 

The newly enlightened Gautama, having determined to 

preach the Law, followed the divine guidance of his   

inner voice, and undertook his great task. The account 

is again that of the inspired Beck: 

So, alone in the wood, he arose from beneath the Tree 

and turning regarded it steadfastly, saying: ‘O Tree,   

because of this, many generations of men as yet     
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iunmanifested on earth, shall hold your name in honour and 

a leaf of you shall be precious. Rejoice therefore and accept 

the sunshine and rain gladly, knowing that life is n the least 

of your leaves for ever and ever.’ 

Then with eyes deep and kind, shedding light, as it were, 

about him, steadfast in noble composure did he advance 

through the Wood of Wisdom, taking the way to Benares, 

strengthened as one fed on food divine.” 

The life of the Buddha was at all stages closely connected 

with trees of one sort or another, although the authorities 

often disagree as to which particular trees. Maya, his  

mother, is often depicted holding a branch of the tree       

beneath which she gives birth to her child.  

In the words of Dr. Desai: 

According to the Nidanakatha, the tree under which the     

Bodhisattva was born was a Shala tree. The Ashokavadana 

mentions the tree as Mango, and the Mahavastu and 

Lalitavistara as Plaksha. The Divyavadana and the account 

of Hiuen Tsang call it the Ashoka tree. 

 Four trees have been associated with aspects of his final 

victory: the pipal with his enlightenment, the nyagrodha 

with his illumination, the muchalinda with his finding of 

peace and the wild mango with his emancipation.  

Kumud Kanitkar has traced many different Bodhi trees in 

the Pali Canon. Her research and that of others suggests 

that each Buddha has his own tree, and that perhaps there 

are as many kinds of Bodhi trees as there are Buddhas. A 

few examples will suffice. 
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The Buddha Sikhin found enlightenment beneath the 

pundarika. The dictionaries give many meanings to this 

name and it is considered by some traditions to be the  

mango tree. However, it also signifies a white lotus and is 

connected to the Lotus Sutra of Mahayana Buddhism, the 

full name of which is Saddharma Puṇḍarīka Sūtra, or The 

Wonderful Dharma Lotus Flower Sutra. It refers to the lotus  

which is said to bloom in the great lake at the centre of 

Jambudvipa.  

The udumbara fig was connected to Konagamana. It was 

also closely associated with Vishnu, although it was some-

times said that the root was Brahma, the bark Vishnu and 

the branches Shiva. Its blossoms confer royalty. It is a tree 

praised in the Vedas and it is commonly believed that to fill 

a bowl with its flowers guarantees that a household will 

never be without food. However, it is connected by some to 

grief and sorrow; and it is said by some to deprive a man of 

virtue, and so for this reason is avoided by many religious 

people. 

Some say that the Bodhi tree of Kakutsandha was the    

acacia, and others the sirisa. After his enlightenment he is 

said to have performed the so-called twin miracle under a 

sala tree, a miracle which involved the manifestation of fire 

and water simultaneously. 

Munisuvrata, a Jaina Tirthankara, attained divine 

knowledge under a champaka tree, as did the Buddha Mait-

reya. It is considered to be a life-giving tree, and is also 

closely associated with Kamadeva, the Hindu god of Love.  
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The flowers, often associated with Chrishna, have a strong 

perfume and are sometimes placed in a bowl of water to 

scent a room. The famous Sanchi Stupa in Madhya Pradesh 

includes a panel which depicts a woman heavily bejewelled, 

standing in tribhanga, under a champaka tree, holding a 

branch of the tree with one hand. A tribhanga is a posture 

in classical Indian dance. It is the ‘thrice-bent figure’ in 

which the head is inclined to one side, the upper body is 

bent in the opposite direction and the part of the body     

below the waist takes again the reverse direction. It too is 

associated with Chrishna who is often shown holding this 

posture. 

I wonder, our pilgrim puzzled, what all these trees really 

signify. It seems that some offer the gift of life itself, while 

others are heavy-laden with the fruits of wisdom. Did the 

many kinds of men of the ancient past simply disagree, and 

so attach to their sacred tree different meanings according 

to their times, places and differing beliefs? Or perhaps there 

were always but two types of tree: those of light and of life, 

into one or the other of which all the different examples   

resolve themselves. Are these two perhaps the eternal, ever-

giving trees; and are their fruits the food divine which are 

said to sustain and enlighten the gods and men alike? 

Our lady of the woods replied. 

“Pilgrim, the true sons and daughters of the Light partake 

in the eternal life, goodness, love, beauty and wisdom of 

their fathers and mothers; and these are all different ex-

pressions of the same holy thing. As the rays of the sun 

continually shine down upon the Earth, divine power and  
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holiness constantly radiate from heaven to reach the hearts 

and minds of men below according to their nature. They 

guide, protect and nourish, they educate and enlighten, 

they gladden the heart and sanctify the soul. 

Close not thy door upon them, lest thou come to know     

instead the deaths and the many kinds of evil, the soul-

destroying hatred and ugliness, and the dark ignorance of 

the realms below. Be thou counted among the happy faith-

ful. Avoid the inward company of rebellious men; but cleave 

thou to thy kin. Use each of thy senses to make manifest 

the Holy Spirit; and when thy work is done withdraw into 

the peace of the unity. And as the gentle dove alights upon 

the living branch of the holy tree, so shall descend on thee 

the light and love of Him and Him alone.” 

It has been noted that in India and elsewhere certain trees 

have been thought to represent male attributes, and others  

considered symbols of the female; or on occasion a tree 

might represent both male and female combined. We have 

also noticed that Yggdrasill was, among other functions, 

considered to be the source from which humankind derived 

their souls.  

In the mystical and esoteric traditions of Judaism God was 

the boundless En Soph. As a divine essence, En Soph was 

eternal and incomprehensible to man. However, the mani-

fested universe was indirectly produced by God through a 

succession of emanations known to the Kabbalists as      

sephiroth, thought to be ten in number, although there   

remains disagreement among some Kabbalistic schools as  
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to the precise number.  

The sephiroth were conceived by Kabbalists to be divine   

attributes and powers emanating from God. They were     

arranged in a manner determined by their place and      

purpose, and also by how each of them related to the     

others. This pattern or arrangement is still referred to as 

the Kabbalistic tree of life. Generally speaking the Kabbalis-

tic tree is made up of a series of triads of sephiroth, each of 

which was composed of two opposites, designated male and 

female, together with a uniting third.  

Their original sacred tree is thought by some to have been 

the date palm, a tree believed by them to be bisexual.  

Scholem has pointed out that the trunk of the palm repre-

sented the male principle and its fruit the female. He has 

also traced in the Kabbalistic doctrines the introduction of 

the idea that the trunk is too a representation of man’s 

spine. 

“The parallelism between the trunk of the tree and the spinal 

column of man, the most essential part of the body, is central 

to this symbolism”. 

Consequently their theories about the nature of God, of the 

universe and of man are all thought to be contained in the 

Kabbalists’ conception of their sacred tree. The summary is 

Ginsburg’s: 

“In their totality and unity these ten Sephiroth are not only 

denominated the world of Sephiroth and the world of Emana-

tions, but represent and are called the Primordial or Arche-

typal Man, and the Heavenly Man… 
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In the arrangement of this trinity of triads, so as to produce 

what is called the Kabbalistic tree, denominated the Tree of 

Life, or simply the Tree, the first triad is placed above, the 

second and third are placed below, in such a manner that 

the three masculine Sephiroth are on the right, the three femi-

nine on the left, whilst the four uniting Sephiroth occupy the 

centre…” 

The masculine and feminine elements of the tree are         

believed by some to represent the sun and moon. Scholem 

also notices that the Kabbalistic literature sometimes refers 

to Israel as the heart of the tree.  

While there remains disagreement about the precise details 

most interpreters agree that the sephirothic tree combines 

the tree of knowledge and the tree of life by resolving the 

duality of its outer columns into the wholeness or unity of 

its connecting column; and that seen from this standpoint 

the universal tree is the symbol of the archetypal perfected 

man - who in turn is a microcosmic image of God.  

As far as the Islamic traditions go, Muhammad’s so-called 

night journey has long been a popular theme among        

believers. It has been interpreted by some from a mystical 

point of view; and from their perspective the prophet’s   

journey was a spiritual one, taking him up the seven realms 

of existence to a vision of the divine.   

Interestingly, in Nizami’s poetic version as the prophet rises 

he leaves something behind as a gift to the planetary ruler 

of each realm.   

After travelling through seven distinct realms on the winged 

horse Buraq he reaches the outermost limits of the mani-

fested universe where stands a mysterious sidr or lotus tree 
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beyond which it is said that the angels themselves could not 

pass, although because of his high status Muhammad was 

able to. It is thought by some that this tree marks the 

boundary or threshold between that which rises from Earth 

and that which descends from God.  

Sufis interpret the journey or mirāj as a flight into mystical 

knowledge. Significantly, the journey is usually represented 

in two stages: the prophet’s journey to Jerusalem followed 

by his flight to the heavens. 

Sufi philosophers have represented the universe as a tree 

upon which sits four birds: the eagle, the dove, the anqa 

(sometimes translated as phoenix), and the crow. Some say 

that on the universal level these birds are the means by 

which non-existence becomes manifested existence; and on 

the human level they are believed to represent the principle 

faculties of the perfected human being.  

The following description of the tree itself is from Ibn Arabi: 

I am the Universal Tree of synthesis and likeness. I have 

deep roots and my branches are lofty. The hand of the One 

planted me in the garden of eternity, protected from the      

vicissitudes of time. I have spirit and body. My fruit is      

gathered with no hand touching it. These fruits contain more 

sciences and knowledge than sound intellects and subtle 

hearts can bear. My leaves are “raised couches”, my fruits 

are not “out of reach nor yet forbidden”. My centre is the    

desired goal. My branches perpetually draw nigh and come 

down. Some come down to provide benefit and aid, while 

some draw nigh gradually to bestow favour. My constitution 

is like the celestial sphere in roundness and my branches are 
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homes to the winged spirits. My flowers are like the stars 

whose course engenders the minerals, flowing in their      

bodies. 

I am the Tree of light, speech, and the eye-balm of Moses,  

upon whom be peace.  Of directions mine is the most excel-

lent right- handed one, of places mine is the holy valley. Of 

times mine is the instant. Of dwelling places, mine is the 

equator and the temperate climes.  I have perpetuity, ever-

lastingness, and felicity without misery. The fruits of my two 

gardens are near to hand and my bough sways loftily as if 

intoxicated. It bestows grace and tenderness on all living 

creatures. My branches always offer frankincense to the  

spirits of the Guarded Tablet, and my foliage is a protection 

for them against the diurnal rays. My shade extends over 

those whom God envelops in his solicitude and my wings are 

spread over the people of sainthood. The spirit-winds blow on 

me from many different directions and disarrange the order 

of my branches. From this entanglement one hears such    

melodious sounds. They enrapture the supreme intellects in 

the utmost heights and set them running on the course       

inscribed upon their scroll. 

I am the music of wisdom that removes care through the 

beauty of its rhythmic song. I am the luminous light. Mine is 

the green carpet and the most resplendent round face.       

Assisted by the powers and ennobled by the one who is  

seated on the Throne, I have become like prime matter,      

receiving all forms in the afterworld and the present one. I 

am not too narrow to bear anything! I am never apart from a 

faithful light that shines upon me; it consoles the one who  
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leans upon me. 

I am the “spreading shade”, the clustered plantains, the     

Intended meaning, the word of existence, the most noble of 

originated beings, the most transcendent of limited beings. 

My power is unsurpassable, my place most holy, my lamp 

most elevated. I am the source from which issue the lights, 

the synthesis of the divine words, the mine of secrets and 

wisdoms. 

Like the triangle, square and circle, the various forms of the 

cross have represented many things to many men down 

through the centuries. However, it has long seemed clear 

that the Christian symbol of the Cross is based upon much 

older conceptions connected to the Tree.  

A comprehensive study would take several volumes and is 

far beyond the scope of these brief notes. However one or 

two simple paragraphs might be sufficient to indicate some 

of the ways in which the ancients thought of this mighty 

symbol; and how in some respects at least it connects to 

our subject. 

The antiquity of its use as a symbol takes us beyond the 

reach of history. Churchward believed that in its form of the 

tau it was a symbol of the resurrection and meant bringing 

forth, emerge, and other similar terms. This resurrection 

has been likened from a mystical point of view to a kind of 

rebirth or initiation; and a death on a cross is seen from the 

same point of view as a symbolic precursor to the birth of 

the so-called new man. 

In the form of an ankh or crux ansata it is understood to be 
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a representation of the idea of eternal life. It is formed of a 

circle and a tau. Massey has noticed that Horus, who was 

sometimes represented as a branch of the tree of life, often 

held in his hands the two symbols of resurrection and life 

eternal:  

“…the hare-headed staff and the ankh-key of life.”  

To some the cross in this form represents initiation leading 

to eternal life, or in other words the triumph of spirit over 

matter. However, from another perspective it also echoes 

ideas associated with the origins and descent of man him-

self, and as Dr Michaud has pointed out the ankh was in 

Egypt a symbol of Soul, Life and Blood: 

“…a form of Venus or Isis and esoterically it means that  

mankind and all animal life had stepped out of the divine 

spiritual circle and had fallen into physical male and female 

generation”. 

Consequently, the circular handle has been interpreted as a 

gateway or opening from the timeless divine into the finite 

duality of material existence; or, from the opposite perspec-

tive, as the eternal light of a new day into which the victori-

ous one emerges to finally establish the rule of spirit over 

matter after a period in the darkness of the night below. 

The cross in its Christian form, derived from that of the 

Egyptians, is sometimes considered to be a cube unfolded 

into seven squares. The number seven is a symbol of com-

pleteness; and the cube has been connected with matter in 

one of its various phases. As has been noted, emphasis has 

often been placed on the centre as the connecting aspect,  
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and in some later schemes, generally of Christian origin, a 

rose was figured as blooming at the central part of the 

cross, at the junction of the spiritual and material aspects. 

Used in this way it is often a symbol of spiritual unfold-

ment. 

This rose-cross is in one way reminiscent of the sun which 

in Egypt was said to rise and set upon the sacred tree. In 

ancient Egypt the tree of dawn was often represented by the 

olive which grew upon the mount. Isis was the bird of dawn, 

although at other times or in other places, Hathor, Nut and 

other goddesses were also found in close association with a  

sacred tree.  

Sometimes the Egyptians represented the tree of dawn as a 

sycamore fig up which the sun climbed to bring forth day, 

an idea comparable to the opening lotus flower from which 

Horus emerges at dawn. In other contexts it becomes the 

tamarisk or persea.  Elsewhere it was represented by the 

vine, the cedar, palm or some other significant plant or tree. 

Finding one’s way through the labyrinth of the Egyptian  

beliefs can be bewildering. Each of their symbols often had 

many aspects, and from time to time old ideas were repre-

sented by them in new ways. Local gods and goddesses 

could sometimes rise in popularity to take on national 

prominence, only to fade once more as the seats of political 

power and influence shifted from one location to another. 

However, the underlying conceptions remained consistent 

for thousands of years.  

Their symbol of the sun has far too many aspects to be  
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dealt with here. However, one or two of them may be of use 

in understanding how the sun has so often been associated 

with the sacred tree.  

For example, the sun was in one of its aspects the lord or 

ruler of the manifested cosmos. However, even though he 

was the great God of the Cosmos and Lord of All Things, it 

was unimaginable for the sun-god, as the ancient Egyptians 

conceived him, to in any way contravene the eternal laws 

that governed the universe. He was the mighty upholder of 

the law, not the breaker of it.  

Maat, as the representation of truth and law held sway over 

all creation for all time. Consequently the cyclical actions of 

the visible sun were eternally regulated by hidden wisdom 

and truth. The flooding of the cosmos with light and life 

each day, while actually performed by the god of the sun,  

was aligned and in perfect harmony with the unseen        

influence and intelligent guidance of an even greater agent 

of divine power.  

Another aspect of the sun’s operations can be seen in its 

symbolic journey. Sometimes emphasis is placed on its path 

or voyage across the sky beginning with its rise in the east 

and ending in its setting in the west. At other times the    

focus is on the sun’s night voyage in the otherworld which 

stretches from its death or setting in the west to its rebirth 

or rise in the east. Its progress through the otherworld     

involved a battle and a great victory over the elemental  

forces of darkness. 

While speaking of the typical mount - which in many     

 

 240 

    



respects is identical with the tree - Massey combines a 

number of these ideas: 

“As solar, it was the mount of sunrise or of the great green 

olive-tree of the Egyptian dawn. As eschatological, it was the 

mountain of Amenta, up which the manes climbed—the 

mount of glory and the glorified.  It was the mount on which 

the human Horus was transfigured and regenerated to      

become pure spirit in the likeness of the Father. Hence it is 

the mount of transfiguration, of regeneration, of healing, and 

also the means of ascent into the land of spirits.” 

Our pilgrim pondered: maybe, he thought, one can find in 

all these beliefs a veritable tree of truth, a wonderful struc-

ture upon which everything, high and low, finds its place 

and purpose. But where might such a thing be found amid 

the utter wildness of the woods? Everywhere the minds of 

men are caught in the thorny thickets of untruth and error. 

Everywhere men shiver in the night, lost in the gloomy 

woods, stirring pails of muddy water in search of fire.  

Alas, he thought sadly, the pen is well and truly broken, 

and the once white page is grubby and torn. I fear that the 

thing I seek, as it is in itself, is not to be found in the many 

kinds of words manufactured in the minds of the many 

kinds of men. I must seek it elsewhere, or seek it not. 

Our lady responded: 

“Know my son that there is indeed such a tree of Truth. Its 

branches, amid the scented breezes of the divine spaces, 

bring forth wisdom and righteousness. Its fruit is all that is 

good, perfect and true; and only the true of voice and heart  
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may approach it. It is planted on the summit of the mount 

of Self at the place of peace or holy equipoise, which is 

called by some the great balance. There, among the blessing 

of its protections, can be heard an echo of the Voice of Him 

and Him alone. Seek out the straight path that leadeth to 

this tree; and stray not, for he who finds it finds all.” 

The zodiac of Dendera shows two trees in conventional 

forms which the dictionaries tell us mean east and west   

respectively. The tree in the east involves widely recognised 

fertility symbols, thought by some to signify the generation 

of life, while that in the west, a palm tree surmounted by 

the feather of Maat, is thought to represent the light of 

truth. It was to this land of truth that the Egyptian hoped to 

proceed after his journey through earthly life was complete.  

The eastern tree is reminiscent of the symbolism employed 

in ancient Mesopotamia. Goblet d’Alviella describes a scene 

in which the sacred tree, in this case a palm, appears to be 

being fertilised: 

“…the Sacred Tree of the Assyrian monuments exhibits the 

form of the palm, and also that the two genii seem to hold  

towards the tree the point of a conical object, with a           

reticulated surface, exactly similar to the inflorescence of the 

male palm.” 

The Book of the Dead relates how the sun at dawn passes 

between two sycamore trees, and how the man who has 

made himself true hopes to do likewise:  

"I know the two sycamores of turquoise between which Ra 

comes forth, when he passes over the supports of Shu to the  
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gate of the lord of the east from which Ra comes forth." 

Sometimes, as in the following from the papyrus of Nebseni, 

only one sycamore is mentioned by the deceased: 

"I have embraced the sycamore and I have joined the        

sycamore."   

The accompanying vignette shows a man with his hands in 

the usual attitude of adoration before a tree with the disc of 

the sun rising over its top.  

Early in the 18th Dynasty the Egyptian conception of the 

afterlife included the ability to enjoy what the following in-

scription in the chapel of Ineni at Saqqara refers to as trees 

and gardens: 

"He goes through his district in the west (that is the necropo-

lis) and refreshes himself under his nh.t trees and inspects 

those beautiful gardens which he planted on earth while in 

the favour of this sublime god Amun the lord of Thebes."  

It is thought that in this case the term ‘nh.t trees’ refers to 

trees in general. 

The Egyptian gods were sometimes shown sitting like birds 

upon the branches of the sacred tree. In the following      

example from the Pyramid Texts this was the sycamore: 

"The high places bring him to the places of Seth and to that 

high sycamore of the eastern sky when it has bent down (its 

branches) on which the gods are." 

It has been noted how the Egyptian deceased expected to 

receive nourishment from the goddess in the sacred tree; 

and how the sun-god overcame the opposing forces of the  
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the darkness amid its branches.  In the Papyrus of Ani the 

deceased prays that the goddess in the tree will provide him 

with the elements required to support his life beyond the 

grave. In this case the goddess is Nut and the tree is the 

sycamore: 

"Hail thou sycamore of Nut, give thou to me of (the water and 

of) the air which are in thee. I embrace this throne in          

Heliopolis. I guard the egg of the great cackler; it grows, I 

grow; it lives, I live; it snuffs the air, I snuff the air; I the    

Osiris Ani, triumphant." 

The persea tree (iŝd) took a central part in a very old tradi-

tion in which the names of prominent individuals were    

inscribed on its fruits and leaves by the divine scribe. It is 

thought that Egyptians hoped that this would secure for 

them a long and happy life. It was also on the persea tree 

that the Bennu bird was often depicted. The Bennu is    

usually interpreted by researchers in a similar way to the 

phoenix. For this reason it is often connected by them to 

Osiris who, as we have already noted, was also closely     

associated with the tamarisk. 

"Thou art the great Bennu which arises on the iŝd in the 

great hall of the princes in Heliopolis." 

The flowers of the persea tree were called during the New 

Kingdom period the flowers of life. It is thought that they, as 

well as lotus flowers, were used at funerary ceremonies in 

much the same way as flowers are now. 

In the Book of the Dead the Chapter of Coming Forth by 

Day includes the following, in which the tree is the date  
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palm and the goddess is Hathor: 

“In a clean place shall I sit on the ground beneath the foliage 

of the date palm of the goddess Hathor, who dwelleth in the 

spacious Disk as it advanceth to Annu (Heliopolis), having  

the books of the divine words of the writings of the god 

Thoth.” 

The date palm was for ancient peoples the provider of 

bread, wine and honey. 

In some representations the goddess is seen with the    

symbol of the sycamore on her head as she offers nourish-

ment to the deceased. This gradually developed to images of 

the goddess in the tree offering nourishment to what are 

usually interpreted as deceased souls in the form of birds. 

The assistance of the goddess of the tree was nowhere    

better illustrated than the nourishment offered to the god 

Osiris, and by correspondence to the deceased human, who 

was referred to in some circumstances as the Osirified. This 

divine assistance was given in the ‘place of provisions’, 

called by the Egyptians Annu. The following is Massey’s   

account: 

“Annu is described as a green and pleasant place, an oasis 

in the desert of Amenta created for the suffering Osiris, and 

the two divine sisters were given him there for his comfort 

and delight. The tree of life stood in Annu, as the sycamore, 

tamarisk, or persea tree, which was personified in Hathor-

Meri or Isis. The manes were feasted “under the foliage of the 

tamarisk”, the branches of which are described as the   

beautiful arms of the goddess, and the foliage as her hair,  
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when she herself was the tree beneath which the Osiris 

found refreshing shade.” 

He interprets the term Meri as signifying the mother of the 

child or the place of birth. 

Budge’s ‘From Fetish to God’ includes a section on sacred 

trees in Egypt; and in his ‘Guide to the Egyptian Galleries’ 

refers to one of the titles of the President of the Mysteries as 

“…priest of Hathor, lady of the Sycamore…” 

a person who elsewhere is often called Son of the Sun. 

Truly, our pilgrim thought, the sun, the moon and the     

sacred tree are inextricably linked in so many ways. He  

mediated once more on the rising and setting of the sun, 

and the many ways in which they were represented by the 

ancient thinkers and priests.  

Our lady of the woods beheld his thoughts, and unseen by 

him she approached nearer. As she did so he felt a powerful 

wave of energy travel the length of his body. He retained his 

peace and sent forth song: 

Open up a way! Open up a way! I beseech Thee O Mighty 

One, open the way, for the sun cometh from out the dark 

night to make once more the day. He standeth at the          

turquoise gate. He comes forth in flame and light. His ray is 

upon the waters. 

Make a way, for he who was hidden comes forth to bright-

ness. He who was amid the rolling mists of chaos is now 

free. He who dreamt is now awake. Open a way for lo, Light 

and Life approacheth. 
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He rises victorious over those who would oppose Him. He 

has pacified the nations. He endeth their tears and lifteth 

their hearts to gladness. He hath established law. He has 

proclaimed the words of power and now stands firm, mighty 

as the mountain of the world. The bull hath bellowed and 

all creation bends its knee. 

His rays scatter jewels to the north and south, to the east 

and west. The centre is his place and he fills the crystal 

sphere of cosmos with radiance. He has washed with light 

the garments of the world. He waiteth at the threshold of 

the blue horizon. O, open thou the way. 

Heaven and Earth embrace to sing his name and praise his 

glory. Graceful is his step and beauty is upon his brow. His  

divine progress spreads warm perfume through the three 

worlds. The spirits of the leafy grove, of the pure springs 

that feed the dewy meadow, of the flowers of the forest and 

field, and the feathery singers of the shady wood: they all 

rise up and rejoice at the coming of the sun. 

The portion that is his rises with him and follows in his 

wake, waving golden branches and singing alleluias to their 

mighty king. The bells ring and the stones are struck:    

music sounds upon the Earth and in Heaven, spreading 

like waves throughout the cosmos. Beneath his beams their 

smiles are like those of the happy lover who beholds his   

belovéd; or like that of the loving mother gently tending to 

her child; or that of the father who holds the returning son 

in the circle of his arms.  

Their place with him awaits them. Let wisdom water its  
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roots, and let the juice of the tree be poured. Let its fruits 

be theirs. They have climbed its branches from the dark-

ness of the deeps unto the bright gate of heaven. They have 

known good and have known evil; and have fought the fight 

and won. They have done their part and have rebuffed the 

enemies of the Lord. They have made themselves true and 

have reconciled their lives in love and peace. As a child 

looks to its parent they have placed the trust of their hearts 

in Him and Him alone. 

Though thou art unknowable by men and gods alike, O 

thou Mighty One, thou whose works endure for ever, open 

up the way. 

Our lady smiled enigmatically and withdrew once more. 

The time was approaching for his return to his life in the 

city. His pilgrimage would of course continue there, for it 

was a pilgrimage of many aspects. Like the woods in which 

he had spent the last few wonderful days he would on his 

return establish a new balance in his life; he would take a 

further precious step on the spiralling path of his inner 

journey. 

Many questions remained however, and not for the first 

time he pondered on the many different meanings that the 

many kinds of men have attached to the symbol of the tree. 

His thoughts turned too to the many points of balance     

required to sustain the life of the tree, that of the woods, 

and indeed of all creation, natural, human and divine.   

The tree, he thought, can symbolise the union of the oppo-

sites, the marriage of male and female, the reconciliation of  
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heaven and earth. But surely such a union does not destroy 

those opposites, for if it did it and they would instantly 

cease to exist. Each and all of the parts are needed, and 

they each have their place and purpose.  

Each leaf or bud is a leaf or bud in its own right, but it also 

forms part of the tree. The parts make up the whole. Which 

part of the universe can we say is outside of that which men 

call God? And is it not so that a leaf is a leaf and all that the 

term denotes because of its function in relation to the tree? 

Is not its very identity determined by its place and purpose 

within the overall structure of the whole? And is this great 

unity not that which connects every part of the all to every 

other part? 

In several of the ancient traditions God has been likened to 

a golden egg or germ. Out of this egg, they say, came the 

whole manifested universe. All other Gods existed as mani-

fested aspects of the one un-manifested and unknowable 

Deity. Thus the unity of the one God was the source of all 

existences.  

At the summit of these existences some traditions place a 

trinity of Gods, who themselves, through a series of emana-

tions are the divine sources of all the forces and substances 

that go to make up the universe. 

Through the emanations of the highest God, followed by the 

subsequent emanations of those that are produced by 

them, a hierarchy of existences is formed. This is important 

for our subject because the relationships between the ranks 

contained by the hierarchy have been likened to a ladder or  
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to the branches of a tree.  

How, our pilgrim wondered shall we find our place upon 

this tree? And how shall we measure our progress or our 

deterioration, if not by our position among its branches? 

And how, above all else, can we come to know God if He 

rules supreme from above its crown in the unknowable 

darkness of the divine beyond?  

Although pilgrim was only ever able to retain but an echo of 

an echo of what she said, and though to know her as she is 

in herself seemed a vain hope, for the final time during his 

stay in the woods our lady intervened.  

She of a thousand names and attributes: She, the chaste 

and inviolate, the most pure; She, the compassionate, the 

holy cup of mercy; She, the jewelled chalice; She, the throne 

of wisdom and the seat of justice; She, the cause of song 

and the giver of joy; She, the mother of grace and honour; 

She, queen of the spangled night who wears the crown of 

seven stars; She, the moon of mystery, She, the morning 

star and She, the rainbow of hope; She, the dewy green 

meadow of springtime and the clear blue sky of summer; 

She, the house of God; She, the divine mother of the divine 

child; She the gate of gold and the mystic rose of many   

petals; She the bringer of health to the sick, comforter of 

the afflicted, and a refuge unto sinners; She, the divine 

queen of the gods, of angels, of prophets and saints, and 

She, the kindly guide of the erring man; She, the mother of 

the holy teachings;  She, the gift of God; She, the pledge 

and covenant of the kin; She, holiness, splendour and     

divine assistance;  She, beauty above all other beauty, the  
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perfection of perfection; She, the benevolent; She, who rec-

onciles the all to peace; She, most worthy of our devotion. 

And so for the final time the mother of the woods, she at 

whose name the demons tremble, spoke: 

“The sacred tree of paradise is a tree of light and life. It is 

luminescent in that it radiates light, while at the same time 

it is also the expression of divine power. Although they can 

know it not as it is in Truth, it takes ten thousand different 

forms and colours in the minds of the many kinds of men.  

As a tree it is a symbol and is not the thing itself. Yet is it a 

gateway through which the holiest of things may be          

approached.  

Likewise pilgrim, know that He, although unknowable as He 

is in Himself, can be known to some extent in His works. 

For He and He alone is the greatest good and original foun-

tain of the highest wisdom.  He and He alone is the giver of 

life; He and He alone is the loving parent of all that partakes 

in life – and there is no thing, large or small, moving or still, 

high or low, that does not do so. He and He alone is the 

unity in which the aspects are fixed; or from which they 

seem to descend from the high heavens step by step, to     

re-ascend once more when all that must come to pass has 

come to pass. 

He is in the golden seed from which springs the root and 

shoot of the cosmos. He is too in the rising stem, the green 

budding leaf, the waving branch, and in the flower and fruit 

of all there is. He is in all things bright and all things dark, 

for all contending dualities find their rest and peace in Him. 

He and He alone is the hidden parent of all there is, all  
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there has been, and all that will come to be. He is the father 

of the father. 

His law is the just law followed by suns and planets, moons 

and earths. His thoughts are hidden beyond the stars 

among the dark folds of mystery, though his word guides 

the minds of the mighty gods who enact all on His behalf, 

loving servants of their loving master. He is in the root of 

undifferentiated pre-existence; He is in the father-mother of 

all; He is in the heart and power of the solar-king; and is in 

all and each of Nature’s creative forces. His breath of life is 

also the breath of love. He exhales love and He inhales love; 

and by His love is the all sustained. 

He is in all there is; but He and He alone is greater than the 

all. Praise and glory be to Him, though he needs them not; 

He is splendour above all splendour, beauty above all   

beauty, perfect beyond all perfection. He is in the             

immovable centre and in the all-embracing circumference; 

and He is in the union of the two. He is in truth and right-

eousness, and in grace and loveliness. He is beyond the 

reach of all science; and eludes all art. He is beyond all  

coverings, and yet is He in the veil and in the act of rending 

the veil. He is in the song and in the dance; He is on the 

tongue of the poet, and is beneath the tongue of the   

prophet. 

He is beyond the ring-pass-not of the gods. He is in the 

cause of all that moves in time, and yet is He unmoved in 

eternity. He is in the great, un-shadowed truths of the  

heavenly spaces, beyond the little truths and illusions of 

the many kinds of men. He is the principle of all principles, 
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the power beyond all powers. 

He is in the psalms of the distant stars and of the planetary 

spheres; He is in the symphony of many harmonious parts; 

He is in the hymn beyond all hymns upon which the gods 

are buoyed in bliss; and in the song of joy which guides the 

erring man to truth. 

He is in the coolth at the crown of creation; in the purifying 

flame of the sacred heart; and in the evolving fires that burn 

their way through the twilit worlds of men. He is in the 

crystalline air on which the birds of paradise, golden-

beaked, rosy breasted and golden-winged, glide from      

jewelled tree to jewelled tree; in the scented zephyr that 

blows at dawn to lift the mind to heaven; and in the life-

reviving breeze that at winter’s end wakes with warmth the 

sleeping herb and stirs the sap of the slumbering tree. His 

breath of life is the breath and life of all. 

He is in the waters of the mother, seven fathoms deep. He is 

in the dark depths of the pool of peace in which the fish of 

inspiration swims. He is in the glistening tear on the cheek 

of the descending goddess who must leave her home on 

high; and He is in the joy of her return. He is in the purest 

emotions of the one who hears the distant call and joins 

heaven unto earth; and He is in the bonds sincere that bind 

the mind to the minds of unseen kin. 

He is in the seed planted deep in the dusky earth; and is in 

the earth that nourishes it. There is nowhere that He is not; 

for He is hidden even in the shadows of shadows in the 

gloomy night; He is in the glint of the raven’s eye. He is in 

the unknowable darkness that brings forth light; and is in 
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the black locks of the mother of mystery. He is in the   

dweller on the threshold, in the threshold itself, and is in 

that which lies beyond. 

He and He alone is the one, the sacred tree of unity rooted 

in the heavenly spaces, whose branches stretch high and 

low through the regions of the all. Bow thy head pilgrim. 

Bow thy head to Him and Him alone.” 

 

The End.  
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