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PREFACE ANDACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This study grew out of my doctoral research in® ¢bnversion of the
post-Roman Germanic kingdoms to Christianity, mhi#d asConversion
Among the Germanic Peopl@Sassell, 1998). The focus of that work was
the process of religious conversion: the transitftoom Paganism to
Christianity among the Germanic peoples of lateqaity and the early
medieval era. Except where exposition of pre-Cilamstbeliefs and
practices could shed light on the conversion orcentain distinctive
features of later indigenised Germanic Christignity contained little
exploration of what Germanic Paganism was likenollv seems to me to
be inadequate to have examined such far-reachidg ianmany cases,
traumatic socio-political shifts without furtherviestigating their effects
on indigenous Pagan beliefs, rituals and socialng@ments.

The motif of the sacred tree offers a way into saalesearch project,
as it is a near-universal symbol in pre-modernuwak, and yet has a
particular and recognisable manifestation withire ttndo-European
cultural matrix, yielding rich ancient and medievalse studies. Further,
trees featured in a number of key texts utilisedmn doctoral thesis,
ranging across Greco-Roman, Celtic and Germaniccesuln the years
following the publication of my dissertation, thémd outlines of a
monograph that almost exactly parallefédnversion Among the German
Peoples but which concentrated on the sacred tree, gsifstance and
function for the pre-Christian Pagan societies, imttansformation in the
encounter of Paganism with Christianity, begannemge.

Research and writing are often slow processes and than a decade
has passed since the initial idea for this boost fjerminated. My first
conference paper on the topic, “Sacred Groves aoly Hrees,” was
delivered in the University of Sydney at a SocifetlyReligion, Literature
and the Arts conference in 1998, and since theradehhad many
opportunities to discuss ideas, sources, interfivetgparadigms, and
research problems in academic settings, includieglLeeds International
Medieval Congress, the annual conferences of tharalian Association
for the Study of Religion, the Australian and Neeakand Association for
Medieval and Early Modern Studies conferences, amae informally, at
meetings of the Sydney Medieval and RenaissancepGiothank those



X Preface and Acknowledgements

who have given me useful feedback on these paperpresentations, in
particular Sybil Jack, John O. Ward and Lyn Oldoam also grateful to
the undergraduate students in my classes on Calit Germanic
mythology, who raised interesting issues in disicuss and wrote
fascinating essays that provoked me to further ghguand also those
(chiefly family and friends) with whom | have dissed my work in a
more desultory fashion.

| wish to thank my fellow staff in the Department Studies in
Religion at the University of Sydney, particulartyarry Trompf and
Christopher Hartney, for support and encouragemant, the staff in
Religious Studies at the University of Edinburgartigularly Alistair Kee,
Jim Cox, Jeanne Openshaw and Steve Sutcliffe, fikimg me welcome
and facilitating my work during periods of reseatehve between 2003
and 2010. Jonathan Wooding, of the University oflé¥aTrinity St
David, regularly informed me about the publicatminnew books on the
significance of trees in the Middle Ages. Chris tday also helped me
with translations from French sources, as did Awibrsay with
translations from German sources, for which | amteful. Thanks are
also due to Venetia Robertson who prepared theinde

My research assistants over the years, especiallyBday, Dominique
Wilson and Alex Norman, patiently searched librahglves and Internet
databases, tracked down obscure references, rehedited drafts, and
did a multitude of small but essential tasks withahich this book would
never have appeared. Special thanks are due tdBEmn who drew my
attention to certain crucial issues that | mightarehave fully appreciated,
including: how the spread of Christianity in theddie Ages involved the
destruction of an indigenous way of life; the irasig politicisation of
academic studies in “Paganism” from the 1990s odwand the relation
that historical investigations of these topics nhighve to contemporary
religio-spiritual developments, including modereyived Paganism.

Finally, | am always thankful to Don Barrett forshsympathetic
interest in my researches and his patience in s&sgg problems and
assisting me to clarify ideas prior to, and durithg, writing process.

My doctoral supervisor, Eric J. Sharpe (1933-20@0) my father
John R. Cusack (1940-2004), both died before ttagept was completed.
This book is affectionately and respectfully detickto their memory.



INTRODUCTION

PAGAN AND CHRISTIAN SACRED TREES

On Friday 10 December 2010 the English newspalies, Guardian
featured a story entitled “Police Hunt Attackers@gastonbury Thorn.”
Readers were shocked to discover that the trurdnefof Britain’'s best-
known and beloved sacred trees, the GlastonburyrnThbad been
virtually severed by vandals a week earlier on 8dbaber. According to a
legend known as the Somerset Tradition, this weated on Wearyall Hill
came into existence when Joseph of Arimathea, eeputhe uncle of the
Virgin Mary and an early follower of Jesus who po®d the tomb from
which the resurrected Christ emerged, “thrust thff ke brought from the
Holy Land into the soil and it miraculously blossedri® The image of the
staff bursting into flowers was an eloquent verf@cexplanation of the
Resurrection; that which had been dead was, agdlnsitural expectations,
restored to life. In the Middle Ages the Glastonbiihorn was arguably
the most famous tree in the Christian world, andt pd a thriving
pilgrimage centre, which included the magnificetasonbury Abbey and
the tombs of King Arthur and his Queen, Guinevevhi¢h were opened
on occasion for illustrious guests, such as Edwarttl Eleanor of Castile,
who visited on 1278 CE).Christians believed that Jesus had visited
Glastonbury as a child in the company of Josephrmhathea, who was a
tin-merchant who traded with Cornwall, and thatythad there erected a
church to the Virgin Mary. This esoteric Christiaglief was referred to in
the preface to William Blake’s great poem “Miltorwhich is today best
known as the popular hymn “Jerusalem,” with musicSb Hubert Parry.

! Maev Kennedy, “Police Hunt Attackers of Glastonblihorn,” The Guardian
10 December (2010): 15.

2 Chris Barber and David Pykitlpurney to Avalon: The Final Discovery of King
Arthur (York Beach, ME: Samuel Weiser Inc., 1997), 256.

3 Justine Digance and Carole M. Cusack, “Glastonbarifourist Town for All
Seasons,” ifThe Tourist as a Metaphor of the Social Woprdl. Graham Dann
(Wallingford and New York: CABI International, 200263-280.
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During the Protestant Reformation there was sigaifi hostility to
Catholic devotional practices such as pilgrimagel arverence for
material objects that were considered sacred. &aligs and shrines were
destroyed, as were images of the saints; monastarid convents were
dissolved. The Roman Catholic Church was disestadui and Anglicanism
became the state churthlhe Glastonbury Thorn did not escape this
religious upheaval unscathed, but was felled bylidaentary soldiers
during the English Civil War. The present tree wegrown from cuttings
secretly saved by the citizens of Glastonbury. PB&0 press coverage
emphasised the tree’s Christian significance; Tedegraph’s Richard
Savill quoted Katherine Gorbing, the director oé tBlastonbury Abbey
heritage site, claiming “the vandals have struck the heart of
Christianity.” He also noted that each year “a ggrom another Holy
Thorn tree in the town is cut for the Queen, aitimd which dates back
more than a hundred yearsFurther information suggested that, rather
than this being a specifically religious attacke thiandals may have
intended to strike at the owner of Wearyall Hilldiard James, a
businessman arrested the previous week over tHapsel of Crown
Currency Exchange, in which he was a major shadeihoWhatever the
truth of the matter, the Glastonbury Thorn has tewstd the vicissitudes
of two thousand years, and local residents hopeithaill survive this
vicious assault and be restored to life and vigouihe spring.

What is particularly interesting about the attack the Glastonbury
Thorn is that in early twenty-first century Britaiinis a sacred tree that is
of great importance to both Christians and Pagains.boggy lands of the
Somerset Levels have been settled since the Nieokithleast, and the
oldest wooden trackway in Britain, the Sweet Tragskich dates from
approximately 3,800 BCE, passed by the Glastonlakg village. This
prehistoric habitation site has been linked to idle of Avalon, where
King Arthur rests until the hour of England’'s grestt need. The first
known Christian community dates from the seventhtuy CE, during
the Anglo-Saxon period. The modern town is hom&/iocans and other
Pagans, adherents of Goddess spirituality, Arthigéekers, and participants

4 Margaret Aston, “Puritans and Iconoclasm, 15600166n The Culture of
English Puritanism, 1560-170G:ds Christopher Durston and Jacqueline Eales
(New York: St Martin’s Press 1996), 92-94, 121.

® Richard Savill, “Vandals Destroy Holy Thorn Trem Glastonbury,” The
Telegraph 9 December (2010), at
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/relig8i®92459/Vandals-destroy-
Holy-Thorn-tree-in-Glastonbury.html, accessed 2tédeber 2010.
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in a multitude of esoteric disciplines, as well @gange of Christian
denominations. This lively spiritual scene has rfesmted in formal bodies
such as the Isle of Avalon Foundation, the ChaWell Trust, and the
Fraternity of the Inner Light, founded by the o¢d@hristian Dion Fortune
(Violet Mary Firth) in 1924. Fortune promoted Artian connections of
Glastonbury; as Adrian lvakhiv states, “the pulilwa of herAvalon of
the Heart alongside the more popular novels of John Covwpawys
[author of A Glastonbury Romancel932] and the Romantic poetry of
Tennyson The Idylls of the King1856-1885], popularised the idea of
Glastonbury as the legendary Isle of Avalon antér)as a ‘heart chakra’
of the earth.® The geography of the region, dominated by Tobgeiteved
by many to be powerful; the alleged town lies ia tentre of the mystical
“Glastonbury Zodiac,” identified in the 1920s byetlartist Katherine
Maltwood, which is, as Marion Bowman explains, tagk planisphere ten
miles in diameter in the landscape around Glastgnbhbailed as the
original Round Table of Arthurian mytH.”

Modern Paganism is a revived, revitalised tradjtite existence of
which has been made possible through the libed@iagas climate of
secular modernity. Institutional Christianity hageb diminishing in
influence in the West since the late nineteenthiurgnand has experienced
accelerated decline since the 1960s, the decatleeafounter-culture, in
which the boundaries of lifestyle choice, religiand spirituality, politics
and sexuality, were extended further than everreefar arguably since.
The Pagan revival, too, has its roots in the newte century but came to
prominence in the second half of the twentieth went Paganism is
polytheistic and eclectic, and privileges expereenaver theoretical,
doctrinal speculation. Pagans venerate the Goddessedying the
extreme masculinist influence of the Judeo-Chrmistzod, and asserting
that the Divine is embodied, natural and this-wigrldather than
disembodied, spiritual and other-worldly. Tim Zétlow Oberon Zell-
Ravenheart), who with Lance Christie co-foundedRhgan Church of All
Worlds in 1962, expressed these beliefs powerfinlly1971; “we now
know that out planet, Mother Earth, is inhabited by myriad separate

5 Adrian Ivakhiv, Claiming Sacred Ground: Pilgrims and Politics ataGtonbury
and Sedon#Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), 82.

" Marion Bowman, “Ancient Avalon, New Jerusalem, He@hakra of Planet
Earth: The Local and the Global in Glastonbury,’Handbook of New Ageds

Daren Kemp and James R. Lewis (Leiden: Brill, 20@®¥.

8 Christopher BookerThe Neophiliacs: The Revolution in English Life tire

Fifties and SixtiegLondon: Pimlico, 1992 [1969]), 19-30.
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and distinct organisms ... rather that aggregaté edtl the living beings
of Earth comprises the vast body of a single omgani.. the being we
have intuitively referred to as Mother Earth, thed@ess ... is not merely
a mythical projection of our own limited visionsutban actual living
entity.” One consequence of the Pagan revival has beerejétion of
the Biblical notion that the earth was created bydGor human use;
rather, it is asserted that humans are part ofbtbsphere and have no
special statusis-a-visother living beings.

Scholars have observed that it is easy for humangbeto ascribe
meaning to trees because they are satisfyingly lmgoas with people.
Archaeologist Miranda Aldhouse-Green notes thattiicees and humans
... have ‘bones’; both ‘bleed’ when injured and batbes and people
stand tall and upright® Trees are alive in a way that stones, however
impressive, cannot be. In the landscape treesrageidntly dominant and
inspirational, like the giant California redwoodsSe@uoiadendron
giganteum which grow to remarkable heights, or the ancldabn pines
of Tasmania, which can live for up to three thouksgears. Even in the
comparatively urban environs of the town of Ciresteg the Earl of
Bathurst's residence Cirencester House is shidiaad prying eyes by a
huge and impressive yew hedge (reportedly thestalleEurope); and the
remarkable churchyard of Saint Mary's Painswicktlie Cotswolds is
peopled by ninety-nine clipped yews, which in comalion with the
monumental tombs, “form a truly surreal landscaeModern Pagans
have a proprietary interest in sacred trees, im tinay are a feature of
nature, and thus part of the sacred, the physiocaldwhat is infused with
the divine.

This book is a study of the sacred tree in the earicand medieval
historical eras. The aim of the research has beeintestigate the
meanings ascribed to sacred trees by Greek and iRoB®manic and
Celtic Pagans (among others), and to discover lhmset meanings were
transformed in the transition from Paganism to §fanity. Ancient
Pagans believed trees could express profound cogimal and spiritual

° Tim Zell, “Biotheology: The Neo-Pagan Mission,” @reen Egg Omeletteed.
Oberon Zell-Ravenheart (Franklin Lakes, NJ: NewePRgoks, 2009), 29.

10 Miranda Aldhouse-GreerSeeing the Wood for the Trees: The Symbolism of
Trees and Wood in Ancient Gaul and Britg#berystwyth: University of Wales
Centre for Advanced Welsh and Celtic Studies, 20P2D)

11 Simon JenkinsEngland’s Thousand Best Church@ndon: Penguin, 2000
[1999]), 224.
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truths; they were frequently connected to the imafjthe world {mago
mund), which often took the form of a giant human beiagd to the
notion of the centreakis mundi, which both mapped territory and
connected the earth to the heavens above and trerwarld below. As
part of nature individual trees and groves of mpldtitrees were infused
with the divine presence of deities minor and mafiamm the tree-spirits
(hamadryadswhose lives were coterminous with the trees thagbited,
to Zeus himself, the sky-father and lord of the@bjan gods, who spoke
to his petitioners through the rustling leaveshaf daks in the sanctuary of
Dodona. Trees marked out physical territory, caeféridentity on the
peoples who lived in within the vicinity of theithaltering branches,
functioned as meeting places for religious andtigali assemblies, and
were places of Druidic education. The meaningshef living tree were
transferred through a process of abstraction tgilles monument, which,
as Ken Dowden argued, “stand[s] on the fertile eptgal margin
between stone and tre€.”

Christian missionaries sought to convert the Pa@ams their errors,
believing that the Pagan gods were at best noreexisand at worst
demonic. Missionaries routinely cut down holy tree®l often used the
wood to build baptismal chapels and churches, ssgynconverting not
only the people, but also the sacred power embotliethe tree. Yet
Christianity had its own tree monument, the crosswhich Jesus was
crucified, and which came to signify resurrectdd And the conquest of
eternal death for the devout. As European Pagame wenverted to
Christianity, their tree and pillar monuments wehanged into Christian
forms; the great standing crosses of Anglo-Saxathem England played
many of the same roles as did Pagan sacred treggiflars. Their
iconography educated viewers, their size and prentia mapped the
Iandslc;ape, and they formed the nuclei around winchastic settlements
grew:

Yet there are very few sanctioned holy trees thasipted within
Christianity. Trees did form part of the landscapehurch precincts and
pilgrimage sites; for example, many Welsh churctigdeature large and

12 Ken Dowden European Paganism: The Realities of Cult from Auitigto the
Middle AgeqLondon and New York: Routledge, 2000, 59).

13 Angus WinchesterDocuments in StondlLancaster: Lancaster University
Television, 1995).
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ancient yew tree¥. However, the most famous Christian holy tree was
and is, as noted above, the Glastonbury Thorn.eW&tes, the holy wells
and springs associated chiefly with Pagan goddessesed easier to
integrate into the Christian religion. This was doubt due to the
centrality of the ritual of baptism, which is, agckard Morris comments,
“a cleansing irfons vitae the crossing of a boundary, an exchange of one
life and family for another; and an image of deattd rebirth.** In the
twenty-first century trees are once again of galisignificance, not only
for those who are religious, but also to the langenber of secularists,
because of the devastating impact of environmedatruction and the
rapid loss of biodiversity and animal habitats thave resulted from the
industrialised nations’ rapacious exploitation @ftural resources. Some
scientists even speak in the language of GaiaE#mith Goddess, in a
attempt to persuade people that the environment bricherished and
protected. Failure to do so will imperil the futuod humanity, and
potentially obliterate all human achievements.

The violent attack on the Glastonbury Thorn ise@dological terms, an
attempt to kill a living being, a being that is kim humankind and which
participates in the common life of our planet.dhalso be construed as an
attack on history and tradition; the Glastonburyoiffhhas conferred a
special identity on the town for more than a thawlsgears, and provides a
multivalent symbolic presence that unites Pagan$ @hristians, and
signals the presence of sacred nature in the midsea bustling,
commercial community. The life of the Glastonburlyofn hangs in the
balance; its future is in doubt. The majority o teacred trees and tree-
derived monuments discussed in this book met it hundreds, even
thousands, of years ago. Yet the media coveragéhefGlastonbury
Thorn'’s ordeal testifies to the continued powethef sacred tree, and to its
continued relevance as a symbol. Through an exdimmaf the sacred
trees of the past much may be discovered aboutmyréad ways that
modern humans create and sustain meaning in tiieg &nd make peace
with each other and with nature.

14 Andrew Morton, Trees of the Celtic Saints: The Ancient Yews ofetVal
(Llanrwst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2009).

15 Richard Morris, “Baptismal Places 600-800,"Reople and Places in Northern
Europe 500-1600eds lan Wood and Niels Lund (Woodbridge: The RdiyBress,
1991), 18.



CHAPTERONE

METHODOLOGY.
THE MEANINGS OFSACRED TREES

The Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out @& ¢nound — trees that
were pleasing to the eye and good for food. Inrtiddle of the garden
were the tree of life and the tree of knowledggyobd and evilGenesis

Chapter 2, Verse'9

Introduction

This chapter establishes that the tree is a funde@hsymbol in the
Pagan religions of the ancient world, and thatpisver is principally
derived from the fact that trees can function andlogues of both human
beings and of the physical universe. With referetwcéMary Douglas’s
theory of “natural systems of symbolizing ... [shoglirtendencies and
correlations between the character of the symisylstem and that of the
social system?it will be demonstrated that the tree’s resemigatacthe
human form and its multivalent symbolic possiléltj which encompass
the mapping of kinship systems, the bridging of tipld worlds, and the

! New International Versigrat BibleGateway.com,
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Geéxa6i2:9&version=NIV,
accessed 19 December 2010. | have deliberatelyenhbe leading quotations for
each chapter from the Judeo-Christian Bible, rattm@n from other possible sacred
texts. This is because the tree symbol is oftenciested with Paganism, and this
study traces how in certain early medieval cultw@htexts the sacred tree went
through dramatic shifts as communities were coederto Christianity. The
guotations from the Bible show that the tree symliaé an inherent part of the
Judeo-Christian worldview (probably inherited fromr at least shared with,
neighbouring Ancient Near Eastern cultures).

2 Mary Douglas,Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmologjyondon: Barrie
and Jenkins, 1973), 12.
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embodiment of the totality of the cosmos, resuitsits centrality in
polytheistic religious, political and social orgaaiion?

While the problems attendant on the use of the t&mtigion” are
recognized, this study follows Benson Saler’s theimt assertion that the
“power of religion as an analytical category ... degeeon its instrumental
value in facilitating the formulation of intereggistatements about human
beings.* The argument seeks to recover the meanings attatohsacred
trees, and to demonstrate why these meanings lagimus, and how they
enable “interesting statements” to be made abouoieahand medieval
human beings. It is important to recognize thattée “religion” has two
mutually reinforcing etymologies in Latinréligio which Cicero took to
be fromrelegere ‘to re-read,” with the implication of ‘traditionas that
which is ‘re-read’ and so passed on; and with Latata fromreligare, ‘to
bind fast,” with the implication of that which biadeople to each other
and to the gods:"Religion therefore has strong affinities with fttagh
and knowledge that is handed down from generatmmyeneration (a
community constituted over time), and it involvle tollective identity of
a people (in bonded relationship with their god$¥yees and tree
symbolism form part of tradition and traditional dmledge, and trees
often function as sites where the divine is encenad, satisfying both
etymological criteria for “religion.”

A brief introduction to the Indo-European cultunadatrix and an
analysis of the characteristic qualities of Indadpean religion and
culture will be provided, as background for the astigation of sacred
trees in the Greek, Roman, Celtic and Germaniatioad in subsequent
chapters. The evidence for how and why the treeiztithe abovementioned
religious meanings will be adduced, along with dgstons of specific tree
myths and tree-rituals in ancient and medievalet@s, particularly those
of Indo-European origins. Links and affinities witton-Indo-European
cultures will be noted where relevant. The schglaproblems of
examining mythological texts from a post-Enlightemnhperspective will

3 This study intends to go beyond Stephen Reno’'sighenological attempt to
“describe patterns of meaning in religious exp@ssi without explaining how
those patterns came to be” while accepting hisi@auhat generalizing from a
particular symbol is fraught with difficulties. SéReligious Symbolism: A Plea
for a Comparative Approachiolklore 88/1 (1977): 81.

4 Benson Saler,Religio and the Definition of Religion,Cultural Anthropology
2/3 (August 1987): 398.

5 Gavin Flood After Phenomenologitondon and New York: Cassell, 1999), 44.
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be considered. Finally, it will be noted that tlesmic picture instantiated
by the sacred tree is this-worldly, local and pliste, and is thus
diametrically opposed to the cosmic picture of t@notheistic religions,
which is other-worldly, universal and exclusive.iflstark contrast sets
the stage for a significant clash of cultures wtrenPagan Romans, Celts
and Germans (among others) encountered Christiamityate Antiquity
and the early Middle Ages.

“Trees ... Are Good to Think With”

Crucial to any understanding of the sacred tréledsssue of the nature
and function of symbols. Theoncise Oxford Dictionargefines a symbol
as a thing “naturally typifying or representing reccalling something by
possession of analogous qualities or by associatidact or thought®
The English word “symbol” derives from the Greekrlvesymballein
which means to “throw together, put together, btogether,” emphasising
the making of a unity from separate things. Thigyualso implies the
creation of a new meaning, which comprehends thanings of the
constituent elements. Religious symbols may thissess a multiplicity of
meanings, but these meanings are neither confusecbnfusing. Rather,
they constitute a conceptual language that is daptiranslating humans
and human life-events into cosmological tefmsThis study does not
concern itself with the origin of symbols, butstworth noting that nature,
in the widest sense, is the basis of many religisgsbols’ It will be
argued that, while the sacred tree as a symboa lpasnary cosmological
meaning, it also has a plethora of subsidiary nmegmithat are
complementary and agglomerative rather than disgdior contradictory.

Moreover, the meanings of the tree symbol are ity engaged with
the societies that produced and reverenced it.ikvitte study of religion,
there are two main scholarly approaches to theystidymbols that have
been developed. The first restricts the examinatibthe symbol to the
culture within which it is found; the second adnttsmparative material
from other cultures, and may accept that thereaisiriiversal system of

5 H. W. Fowler (ed.),Concise Oxford Dictionary Third Edition (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1934), 1239.

" Gerhart B. Ladner, “Medieval and Modern Understagdof Symbolism: A
Comparison,’Speculun®b4/2 (April 1979): 223.

8 Mircea Eliade, Symbolism, the Sacred and the Arésl. Diane Apostolos-
Cappadona (New York: The Crossroads Publishing Goynpl985), 3-5.

% Reno, “Religious Symbolism,” 77.
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symbols.” Following Ingvild Gilhus, this study att@ts to chart a slightly
different path. Comparisons with a broad rangeuttiuces are admitted in
the data collected; but the concentration is onolBdropean derived
cultures and specific historical contexts (the aentiand early medieval
eras). This produces a substantially “limited his& approach” rather
than “the broad comparative approachthough the value of comparison
is acknowledged and on occasion non-Indo-Europeamples may be
examined.

The argument of Mary Douglasf¢éatural Symbolss complex, but for
the purposes of this study it is sufficient to expd certain key aspects
that will function as a heuristic device for theamination of sacred trees
and their symbolism. Douglas asserts that all syrapstems are human
cultural products and exhibit intimate relationshigith the social systems
that give rise to them. Further, she argues tlahtiman body iavailable
to all as an exemplar of a system and forms thdasbak societal
arrangements. Different types of social systemyefioee, result from
different attitudes to physicality and embodimebBbuglas posits that
there are four types of social systems:

[for] one, the body will tend to be conceived asoagan of communication.
The major preoccupations will be with its functiogi effectively; the
relation of head to subordinate members will be adeh of the central
control system, the favourite metaphors of stafeavdl harp upon the
flow of blood in the arteries, sustenance and #wtoration of strength.
According to another, though the body will alsosken as a vehicle of life,
it will be vulnerable in different ways. The dangéo it will come... from
failure to control the quality of what it absorlmsdugh the orifices; fear of
poisoning, protection of boundaries, aversion tdilyovaste products and
medical theory that enjoins frequent purging. Arothgain will be very
practical about the possible uses of bodily rejects, veryl calmout
recycling waste matter and about the pay-off framhspractices. The
distinction between the life within the body ane thody that carries it will
hold no interest. In the control areas of this stycicontroversies about
spirit and matter will scarcely arise. But at thkey end of the spectrum ...
a different attitude will be seen. Here the bodpas primarily the vehicle
of life, for life will be seen as purely spirituand the body as irrelevant
matter. Here we can locate millennial tendenciemfour early history to

the present day. For these people society appsasgstem that does not
work.!*

19 Ingvild Gilhus, “The Tree of Life and the Tree Peath: A Study of Gnostic
Symbols,”Religion17 (October 1987): 347.
1 DouglasNatural Symbols]6-17.
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Of particular significance in this fourfold typolpds the fact that the
first and third social systems are world-affirmiagd positively disposed
to the embodiment and the natural world, wheresteond and fourth are
world-denying and negatively disposed to embodin@amd the natural
world. This is often seen as a basic distinctiotwben Indo-European
Pagan traditions (and, indeed, most polytheistigioms) and the Semitic
monotheistic religions that replaced them in Eurtipeugh a programme
of evangelism and conversion in the ancient andienatihistorical era$?

Douglas maps the different types of social orgditpnashe has
identified by onto a vertical and a horizontal axigere the vertical is the
“grid” and the horizontal the “group.” Above therimontal axis the grid is
strong and there is a “system of shared clasdificaf’ whereas below the
horizontal axis the grid is weak and “a privateteys of classification”
will be found. From right to left along the horizah axis, are various
positions for the individual to adopis-a-visthe grid; from a high level of
conformity on the right to “voluntary outcasts” ahe left, who prefer
freedom no matter what the cd¥tModernity has been characterised by a
retreat from institutional religion and an increase individualism,
privileging the left of the horizontal axis. For Oglas, the break between
pre-modern and modern societies is decisive becatighe radically
different attitudes to ritual that manifest in theo types of social
organisation. Rituals are concomitant with symbd&suglas views the
increased emphasis on privacy and the internalisatf values in the
modern West, along with the post-Reformation driee re-interpret

12 James G. Russellhe Germanization of Early Medieval Christian{gxford:
Oxford University Press, 1994), Chapter 5, “GerrnaRieligiosity and Social
Structure,” 107-133, offers a list of nine postaathat affect the transformation of
a society from a non-soteriological to a soteriadal religion. These are: the
promise of salvation appeals more to individualist to collectivist societies;
where a desire for salvation exists within a sgcitat society is predisposed to
adopt a universal religion; the offer of salvatmyupled with a community was the
greatest appeal of Christianity in the later Ror&ampire; the social structure and
ideological currents of the declining Empire were many ways inherently
conducive to the promise of salvation offered byi§tanity; societies where there
is little desire for salvation are usually moreeisisted in the temporal benefits of
religion; Christianity was generally world-rejedjirand Indo-European religion
was generally world-accepting; the Germans weredestrous of salvation; and
for Christianity to make inroads into Germanic atdt when that culture did not
desire salvation, it had to accommodate the woeltbpting ethos of Germanic
society.

13 Douglas Natural Symbols84.
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Christianity in terms of beliefs rather than visibexternals such as
institutions and rituals, as resulting in a quélrely different social system
from those of pre-modern cultur€sShe argues, however, that moderns
do not suffer any “absolute impoverishment of [therivate symbolic
life,”* but only disaffection from public symbol systems.

In investigating the meanings of sacred trees igaRacultures, the
issue of ritual is paramount, as the significanégarticular trees was
often expressed through rituals of communal impmea Rituals are,
according to Victor Turner, “prescribed formal beioas for occasions not
given over to technological routine¥.'Such behaviours are often referred
to as “sacred,” in opposition to the profane evagydeality that Turner
identifies as technological and routine. Ritualsoatoncretise abstract
concepts; they embody and perform communally hedtlets. Turner,
further, notes that rituals and symbols unite tvewyvdifferent types of
significata ideological or related to social structures, aswhsory or
physiological'’ “Sacredness” is a notoriously problematic concéspi,
one that is of great importance in the study afreh and spirituality. The
sacred is generally understood in opposition topttefane or everyday.
The early sociologist of religion Emile Durkheim8@8-1917) and the
phenomenologist and historian of religion Mircedafié (1907-1986),
though differing profoundly in their methodologidsyth based much of
their approach to the study of religion on the sdtprofane distinctioff
Religion, it is argued, has a special, though motusive, relationship with
the sacred. In pre-modern societies it has somsticoatentiously been
claimed that all activities were sacred, that teenh-for-granted modern
Western distinction between sacred and profaneaored and secular
simply did not exist? This notion has implications for the study of myth
as it has also been asserted that mythic modesatedcloseness to the
sacred. Broadly, myths are interpreted in modeholseship according to

14 Douglas Natural Symbols25 and 30.

15 Douglas Natural Symbols152.

18 Victor Turner,The Forest of Symbol$thaca: Cornell University Press, 1981),
19.

Y Turner,The Forest of Symbgl87-28.

18 For Eliade see Douglas Allen, “Mircea Eliade’s Rtwmenological Analysis of
Religious Experience,The Journal of Religio®2/ 2 (April 1972): 170-186. For
Durkheim, see Tomoko Masuzawa, “The Sacred Diffezem the Elementary
Forms: On Durkheim’s Last QuesRepresentation3 (Summer 1988): 25-50.
19 Jonathan Z. Smith, “The Wobbling PivoThe Journal of Religio®2/2 (April
1972): 139.
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various academic theories. These include histamicilegory, psychoanalytic
analysis, comparative mythology, and interpretatitimat view myth as
being in a special relationship to ritual. This ‘tmyitual” analysis has
gained influence because it is able to absorb tsméather approaches
without losing sight of the specific cultural anitbrical context of the
particular myths and rituals being analy$&d.

Mircea Eliade had a peculiarly romantic approacthtsubject of the
sacred, arguing consistently that technological enoity has resulted in
alienation from the sacred for modern individualhere in ancient
cultures it was present in all aspects of life aad readily available to all.
Recently it has become fashionable to criticiseaddis theoretical
contribution to the study of religion. This is umtversial, in that
academic discourses develop and change, oftespomse to socio-political
conditions. Eliade is sometimes attacked irmdrhominenfashion for his
right-wing politics but, more importantly, he istarised for his promotion
of an essentialist definition of religion assai generiscategory, and for
his ahistorical and quasi-theological theoreticahfulations®* However,
any investigation of sacred trees cannot proceeglyfrwithout reference
to Eliade and the employment of Eliadean categovidsle it is necessary
to exercise restraint, wholesale dismissal of hisrpretations of the data
is precipitate and unwise. As Hilda Ellis Davidsmies that “his work has
been of great importance for the better understandf symbols in early
religion, and that the major symbols may be inctuderitual, but are by
no means wholly dependent on it ... His work helpsetplain the
persistence of certain patterns hard to understand, the long life of
certain symbols in literature and aft.Eliadean interpretations of sacred
trees are most effective when they are groundeskiensive textual and
archaeological evidence from the historical and ggaphical context
under examination, which transforms them from beaigstorical and
essentialist to being firmly rooted in the histatiand particular.

The next section will introduce the repertoire gmbolic meanings
that human societies have ascribed to trees. Thetyaepresented is

20Ken DowdenThe Uses of Greek Mytholo¢lyondon and New York: Routledge,
1992), 34-35. Chapter 2, “How myths work: the thesf is essential reading on
this subject.

21 Russell T. McCutcheomanufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Geseri
Religion and the Politics of Nostalg{@®xford: Oxford University Press, 2003).

22 Hilda Ellis Davidson.The Lost Beliefs of Northern Eurogeondon and New
York: Routledge, 1993), 152.
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notable and the seriousness with which the meargirgsinderstood gives
the modern, Western secularist pause. Trees, asiddaBloch observes,
are, for humans, “good to think with.” Why mightighbe so? Bloch’s
explanation resonates with a multitude of twentgtfcentury discourses,
including those of environmentalists, modern Pagand deep ecologists.
He argues that the “symbolic power of trees comas the fact that they
are good substitutes for humans. Their substitlityalis due to their being
different, yet continuous with humans, in that tHegth share ‘life’.®
Contemporary ecologists unhesitatingly reject thén@pocentric Judeo-
Christian model that places humans above and itraoaof the rest of
nature, and assert that the only possible eth&rades of shared life must be
based on the interrelatedness of humans with allr@¥ This position
superficially resembles the ancient, polytheistigpr@hension of the
natural world, but in fact is a distinctively modetonstruction informed
by the devastation of the natural world throughodestation, industrial
harnessing of natural resources, and the radichict®n in biodiversity
that results. Ancient views of the world are stiemgn some cases more
alienating, and yet much more fascinating.

The Sacred Tree ag\xis Mundi and Imago Mundi

Bloch’s position lends credibility to the argumehat all parts of a
tree, leaves and branches, trunk and roots, fiisissoms and sap, may be
accorded sacredness. Further, the wood of saceed may be used to
produce ritual objects, including statues, amudeis various receptaclés.
However, comparative studies of sacred trees foragt two particularly
important (and related) meanings ascribed to thEmese are the tree as
axis mundi (“hub’, or ‘axis’ of the universe”f° and the tree asnago
mundi (representation of the world). Peter Chemery ocasty notes that
there “seems no way to reconstruct the processablighe tree came to
represent both the cosmos andsit) cardinal axis,” but is confident that

23 Maurice Bloch, “Why Trees, Too, Are Good to ThiWith: Towards an
Anthropology of the Meaning of Life,” iThe Social Life of Trees: Anthropological
Perspective on Tree Symbolised. Laura Rival (Oxford and New York: Berg,
1998), 40.

24 Roger S. Gottlieb, “The Transcendence of Justicel she Justice of
Transcendence: Mysticism, Deep Ecology and Pdlitigée,” Journal of the
American Academy of Religi@7/1 (March 1999): 154-160.

% pamela R. Frese and S. J. M. Gray, “TreesTlie Encyclopedia of Religipn
ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan, 1987), V&b, 26.

26| awrence E. Sullivan, “Axis Mundi,” ithe Encyclopedia of Religipiol. 2, 20.
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this identification was an early stage in humaigiels development. It is
also widespread; Australian Aboriginal ritual sitedten feature a
combination of trees, water and stones, and tharcexce of a stone altar
and pillar “characterized sacred places throughadits and East Asia®*
Both these models (the natural landscape and th&treoted site) indicate
that early humans placed value on the construaifoscale models (or
microcosms) of the world (the macrocosm), reducedhstracted to its
core elements, as ritual or sacred sites.

The axis mundiis a centre, a pole that runs through the muliiplels
of the universe, linking heaven, earth and the wwmdedd. In addition to
trees there are many other images and structuagéscéim function as an
axis mundi for example temples (especially those delibeyakrlilt as
“sacred mountains?® such as Ta Keo and Pre Rup at Angkor, in
Cambodia), mountains, cities, and ladders thamnexterough the world%.
As such, the tree is a logical candidate for tble,rand the pillar that may
represent it is an abstraction from the living tgsforming the same
function. The sacredness of the treeaas mundimay derive from its
linking of the profane human region with the abodéshe gods and the
dead®® Referring to Turner’s criteria for ritual mentiahearlier in this
chapter, the linking of the three levels of themos corresponds to the
ideological dimension, and it accords with the ptgisfact of the tree’s
roots reaching deep into the earth and its branasshing to the sky.

The concept of the centre is vital to the significa of the tree amxis
mundi The altars and ritual sites referred to offefraportant insight into
the nature of the “centre.” It is not unique; ratitels replicable, and its
replication arises logically from the human needidentify otherwise
indiscriminate territory and to inscribe upon itethineaments of
sacredness. Eliade takes the implication of thithéu, asserting that
sacred places “reveal themselves” to humans, atdhls is the repetition

27 peter C. Chemery, “Vegetation,” The Encyclopedia of Religipiol. 15, 244.

2 Jan W. Mabbett, “The Symbolism of Mount MeruHistory of Religions23/1
(August 1983): 64-83.

2 Joseph CampbellThe Mythic Imagewith M. J. Abadie (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1974), Vol. 2, 190.

30 Mircea Eliade Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasins. Willard Trask
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Arkana, 1989 [1964]), 118;land 125-126, describes
shamanic ascents of sacred trees to access theegin.
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of the “primeval hierophany” or first apprehensiohsacrednes¥. It is
precisely this type of mystical, quasi-theologisttement that motivates
much of the criticism of Eliade, and it is undeméakhat he appears to
regard the sacred in an essentialist fashion, nguestioning its reality
nor situating it within a precise historical or sdagical context.

However, the elements of Eliade’s interpretation, perhaps more
accurately, his descriptive vocabulary (some plactesaccorded sacredness,
human beings perform ritual actions which acknogtethat sacredness,
replication of the sacred place occurs when nesitdey is conquered) can
be used, as long as the necessary historicizing sitndting of these
unanchored factors takes place. The next secti@m isxposition of the
emergence of meanings attached to sacred tredwicantext of early
Indo-European society, which utilises some Eliadéamminology, but
avoids the atemporal focus and quasi-theologicalicgations that he
intended. With regard to making places sacred tftiaitual, repetition is
the key again, as it appears that myth and ritoaliatertwined in the
social organization of early humans. Myths, measmraking narratives
which involve the gods and other supra-human siamt beings, offer
patterns for re-enactment within human society.

Mary Douglas, a sociologically oriented anthropd@hgfavours the
view that “rites are prior and myths are seconderythe study of
religion,”? and there is considerable support for her positi@t people
performed certain actions before they articulatambsd-order interpretations
of those actions. Robert Segal approvingly notag flor Douglas, “ritual,
and religion generally, serve to make a statemieotithuman experience,
not to make man feel better or act better. If fitsa means to an end, the
end is intellectual or, better, existential: thepemence of an orderly
world.”** But modern studies of oral cultures coming intateot with
Western colonial powers have supplied intriguingesawhere an idea,
story or incident (functionally equivalent to a myhas given rise to new
rituals, which are then adopted by the communitgnyl Swain has
analysed the reactions to white settlement of Ajioal Australians, and
claims that exposure to both white Christian idggland white physical
presence (to recall Turner's twsignificata that rituals aim to hold in

81 Mircea Eliade,Patterns in Comparative Religiprtrans. Rosemary Sheed
(Lincoln, NE: Bison Books, 1996 [1958]), 368-369.

%2 Douglas Natural Symbols30.

% Robert Segal, “The Myth-Ritualist Theory of Retigi” Journal for the
Scientific Study of Religiot9/2 (June 1980): 182.
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balance) stimulated new indigenous conceptualisatand rituals which
were developed in response to the whites. Thededied incorporation of
the notion of a supreme being, a cargo-cult likepleasis on material
goods such as the whites possessed, apocalyptiectatipns that the
whites would be expelled from the land, and newati (thebora ring
grounds, the Mulunga cult, and other examplés).

However, in many cases it is impossible to prove way or another
whether action or concept has primacy. The natfitheostudy of religion
tends to favour the analysis of concepts, withatitand action often
functioning only as supporting evidence. In thisidst myths, rituals,
folklore and comparative evidence will all be draupon to elucidate the
meanings of sacred trees, as the concern is tdderdke fullest possible
account in the specific historical context of eadse study. With the
image of the tree aaxis mundi what is most important is the fact that
ritually marking out a sacred space/place rendaridry comprehensible
and, further, clarifies how people fit into it. b very clear statement,
Anthony Winterbourne noted that:

where one space (or time) is as good as any otteesspace (or time)
carries significance — and the world is deprivedm#aning. This goes
some way toward explaining why all territory pravéty unknown must be
consecrated in some way, for such organizing gfaxe to some extent is
a repetition, a re-enactment of the paradigmatickved the gods. We find

an echo of this in the Norse tradition whereby eceiof wood from an

erstwhile dwelling was cast adrift from a boat, dand new dwelling built

where the wood came ashore. Settling in a territbygs amounted to
founding a world, and the new land would be progigéth a religious or

cultic focus just as the old one had had. Themoiparadox in that the
world might thus possess many such centers, foaneedealing here not
with geometrical space, but with lived, sacred spds such, this mythic
view of space-time has a completely different gtrres that permits an
infinite number of such breaks, and thus permitn,aan infinite number

of links with the transcendeftt.

The tree asmago mundithe representation or the embodiment of the
cosmos, is both a very ambitious and a serioudigioasly profound

34 Tony SwainA Place for Strangers: Towards a History of AusamlAboriginal
Being (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993)geigfly Chapter 3, “A
New Sky Hero From A Conquered Land,” 114-158.

% Anthony WinterbourneWhen the Norns Have Spoken: Time and Fate in
Germanic PaganisrMadison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Pressp2), 46.
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conception. This is because of the persistent hogyoin Indo-European
cultures between humans, the cosmos, and treesldgical that, if the
sacred tree is the cosmos, other subsidiary mesnifigbe attached to it
or be comprehended by it. These include the syndfothe tree of
knowledge, which possibly derives from associatioith deities or the
putative presence of spirit beings living withinettree and conferring
upon it oracular function®, the tree of life and death (which connects
through vegetative fertility with creation and beawithin in it the
potential for eschatology and the end of the wolidnd the “family
tree,” in which the kinship structures of humanngsi are mapped onto the
form of the treé®

The tree=human=world equation also results in myhias claim that
trees were crucial in the creation of human beirags,well as in the
creation of the universe. THelder or Poetic Edda a thirteenth century
collection of poems constituting the major sourege BScandinavian
mythology, contains the poendéluspa (“The Sybil's Prophecy”), in
which the gods create human beings from two logs t(ee trunks)
discovered on the shore:

To the coast came, kind and mighty

from the gathered gods three great Aesir;
on the land they found, of little strength,
Ask and Embla, unfated y&t.

Snorri Sturluson’s thirteenth-centuBrose Eddaa commentary on the
myths and manual for aspiring poets, more plaitdyes “[a]s Bor's sons
walked along the sea shore they came across tvgoaogd created people
out of them ...*° The tree names are usually taken to mean “ash” and
“elm,” and the gods that animate them are Odinnkdasdrothers Vili and

Vé (or Heenir and Lédurr). There is an analogoushniytAinu tradition,
where God created human beings by selecting aépiéavood to use as
the spine and frame; the empty space was fillech vearth.*' A

36 Chemery, “Vegetation,” 244.

87 Edwin O. James, “The Tree of Lifeblklore 79 (Winter 1968): 246.

38 Claire Russell, “The Tree as a Kinship Symbéklklore 9/2 (1979): 222.

%% Anon, The Poetic Eddaed. and trans. Lee M. Hollander (Austin: Universif
Texas Press, 1962), 3.

40 gnorri SturlusonEdda ed. and trans. Anthony Faulkes (London: Everyman,
1987), 13.

“1 Y. T. Hosoi, “The Sacred Tree in Japanese Prafisttlistory of Religions
16/2 (August 1976): 102.
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fascinating possible linguistic relationship, betwethe Greekcosmos
(now signifying the physical world but originallygsifying “order” or
“pattern”) and the Latimjuercus(oak), may further reinforce this identity
between the human, the tree and the univBrse.

Additionally, the tree often bears fruit that caisf@mmortality, as with
the golden apples of the Hesperides or the appfeddonn, the
Scandinavian goddess (which keep the gods youttifoljgh not actually
immortal)®® or it provides the raw ingredients for a sacredd an
intoxicating drink. The most interesting example tbis is the holy
beverageHaoma known from ancient Iranian ritual (and its Vedic
counterpartSoma. In myth Soma/Haoma is a deity or “divine priess$
well as a plant, offering a precise example of Hwnology between
anthropomorphic being and tr&eThese conceptions of the sacred tree
will be further supported by Indo-European evideirt¢he next section,
where the important human-tree and human-cosmattifidations are
explored through the analysis of cosmogonic mythet attribute the
creation of the world to the sacrifice of a primaideing.

Introducing the Indo-European Cultural Matrix

As early as the beginning of the seventeenth centaguists had
remarked on the affinities between the various Uagg families of
Europe, often employing religious terminology asase study. Joseph
Scaliger (1540-1609) utilised the words for “god”identify four language
groups, in which the “transparent relationship dfatvwe today call the
Romance languages was recognized indinesgroup (for example, Latin
deus ltalian dio, Spanishdio, Frenchdieu), and contrasted with the
Germanicgott (Englishgod Dutchgod, Swedishgud and so on); Greek
theos and Slavicdog (such as Russiamog Polishbogand Czectbuh)”.*
At the end of the eighteenth century, Sir Williaonds decisively linked

42 Winterbourne,When the Norns Have Spoken: Time and Fate in Géecman
Paganism77.

3 Thomas L. Markey, “Eurasian ‘Apple’ as Arboreal itUand Item of Culture,”
Journal ofIndo-European Studiek6/1-2 (1988): 60-61.

44 veronica lonsTheWorld’s Mythology(London and New York; Hamlyn, 1974),
55. See also Jivanji Jamshedji Matiie Religious Ceremonies and Customs of the
ParseeqBombay: British India Press, 1922), 301-316,datetailed description of
theHaomarituals and the complex mythology that underlresnt.

4 James P. MalloryJn Search of the Indo-Europear{sondon: Thames and
Hudson, 1989), 9-10.
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Sanskrit and its modern Indian descendents withofgan languages;
philologist Thomas Young coined the term “Indo-Baean” in 1813, and
the “Indo-European hypothesis” was fully developgdthe mid-nineteenth
century.

The earliest written Indo-European languages attitédiand Sanskrit,
both attested from the second millennium BCE. Havelinguists have
sought to identify the original language from whiah Indo-European
daughter languages derived, and later archaeatog@might the original
homeland from which the speakers of Proto-Indo-geam ventured east
and west to become a dominant social and polificaie. Both quests
remain problematic, and at the start of the twdinsi-century there are
two major hypotheses that are academically suppordalian Baldick
describes the two sets of dates and two geogrdpkgians:

the homeland has been placed respectively in thiea3as, in Turkey, and
in the steppes of southern Russia. As for the geabthe Proto-Indo-
Europeans, it has been normal to put it around 45@500 BCE, though
some ... have recently proposed a much earlier datwigch would
coincide with the Neolithic invention of agriculauand its spread from the
Near East in the ninth millennium BCE to the fifBuch a dating would
have the Proto-Indo-Europeans setting out fromGhacasus or Turkey.
The more conventional dating would put them firstthie steppes to the
north of the Black Sea, developing an increasirgigalitarian warrior
society in the fifth millennium, and then, from teed of that millennium
to the end of the third, invading and colonizingestregiong®

To elucidate the sacred tree, the various wordsliféerent types of trees
in Indo-European languages will be examined, as mjlths and rituals
recorded by those cultures that developed liter@d@oy example, Vedic
India, ancient Greece and Rome), and by outsiderebss in the case of
those cultures that did not (for example, the Catid Germans, for whom
literacy came with Christianity in the early Middiges).

The nature of Indo-European society, and the maligihich characterised
that society, are of great interest. The Indo-Eaems were semi-nomadic
pastoralists, who amassed herds of sheep, goafs, pind, most
importantly, cattle. Cattle were “the source of thfosds, and the measure

48 Julian BaldickHomer and the Indo-Europeans: Comparing Mythologiemdon
and New York: |. B. Tauris Publishers, 1994), 5.



