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ONE


Kilpeck





What seems to be the white noise of the wind is, on closer listen, both polyrhythmic and multi-tonal. There is a single background hum and, weaving around it, the rise and fall of other winds: sidewinds and crosswinds and eddies. The house is on a hill, or, to be more precise, on the head of a ridge running off a hill into the Wye Valley. You can therefore, on a clear day, see down the valley in both directions, and across the valley to the Hergest Ridge and, behind it, the Radnor Hills, which are sometimes dusted with snow. Behind the house’s promontory is Little Mountain, which is not really a mountain, but a big hill.


You can see everywhere, and the wind can get everywhere. Perhaps because it comes from everywhere at once, channelled down the broad valley but refracted through many other places, it creates a cacophony, always altering, never resting. While the patter of windless rain is calming in its soft consistency, there is something rousing about the wind, which is not relaxing. It is like a restless chant.


It was after another white night of wind that I drove, sleep-deprived and in a condition not suited to adverse road conditions, along the length of the Golden Valley as it follows the path of the Dore down from the hills that loom above the Wye. The road was, in its better parts, a conduit for water flowing from one field to the next and, when it sloped, a waterfall. This was a good thing, for the movement of the water meant that it did not pool deeper. Red mud coursed along past abandoned cars left in last night’s floods, which had, for the moment, subsided. The static bodies of water were the scary bits, because you did not know where they would end. There were fewer of these, but the road had been carved away at its edges, which fell aside like glacial moraine, and the road, like the washed-out cars, looked fragile. An unremarkable journey alters when its success cannot be taken for granted. The water was winning.


We live in an age controlled by humans and human technology. One current assumption, the pessimist’s, is that human technology is so efficient and invulnerable that it will, eventually, kill off the planet. The optimists take a different line, which is that human ingenuity will evolve to solve all problems regarding human survival. Both rest on the assumptions that human ingenuity is unique, for good or for bad, and that human technology is more robust and powerful than nature. It took a month of angry storms to make me consider this more critically than before.


There was something about the surfeit and force of elements that made me want to go back to Kilpeck, which is where I was headed. I felt as though the aggressions of the weather might make more sense there, or perhaps that Kilpeck would make more sense in the light of the storms.


Kilpeck is a village in Herefordshire, about twenty miles away from my home near Hay-on-Wye. The village itself might have come straight out of The Archers, a westerly Albion of rolling hills and well-kept pretty cottages and a smart-looking pub with good food. At its edge are two noteworthy things: a motte-and-bailey castle and a church, which is not really, to my mind, a church in any conventionally understood Christian sense at all.


In the eleventh century, the parishioners of Kilpeck would have been trying to understand their landscape and the weather that altered it as an expression of a greater will. As human endeavour moulded the land, with clearings and mounds and buildings, so it was moulded by the land, existing in conflict, and in symbiosis, with nature.


Our rational belief in a mechanistic world of things enables us to find effective ways of operating in it, and our ways of operating in it further build that belief. We seem to be very adept at shaping the world to our will, and think little of the idea that the will and the ways of humankind might fall prey to any entity other than our own self-destruction.


But this sustained attack from untamed nature together with a big cultural wave of environmental doom-tales had made me question our narrative of human progress, our sense that comfort can be gained from our capacity to build and improve our world. It all seemed a bit anthropocentric. People looked small on stormy days. Once upon a time, the storms would have been attributed to a pagan deity of some kind, or an angry Old Testament God.


When I was seven, I was politely excused from Sunday school on the basis that being a vociferous atheist was fine but poorly suited to its aims – a gentle dismissal that leaves me with a residual fondness for the Church of England. I am not inclined towards religion, or superstition, or anything much that can’t reveal itself empirically.


I was not in a mood for finding God or redemption, or, for that matter, its pagan equivalent. I was interested more in how to simply understand a relationship with nature and the land in which both were considered to be alive, and not just alive but conscious. I wanted to get into what I had come to think of as the Kilpeck headspace. There is a sense of godliness revealed in nature that characterises the architectural decoration and, I would venture, would once have characterised the creed of the Kilpeck church. I was starting to wonder if taking a worldview which encompassed the idea of a will that is everywhere, whether of God or object or ether, might actually be a more practical way of understanding the things that modern-day scientism sometimes doesn’t.


The rain had stopped and the wet road, lit up in the first sunshine for weeks, glared its path to the village. The church stood, calm and flesh-pink in the new light, as though the storms had never happened. Behind it, through a yew-lined uphill avenue, the ditch around the castle motte had flooded into a moat, cutting it off apart from a foot of raised track. Rather than concealing the structure of the space, the water clarified its depths and heights and the even circle of the motte. Now that the rain had stopped and the sky was blue, its bright reflection shone in the flash moat.


Behind the castle tump, above the spiky tips of a pine forest, loomed the massif of the Black Mountains. Today the mountains were not black, but white with snow. As I drove back down the Golden Valley later, the snowline looked as though it were painted on in one vast stripe along the Cat’s Back. Birds sang from above the village. Beneath us, I thought I could hear a distant hum, or roar, and braced myself for revelation, but it was the A465.


The most famous thing about the Church of St Mary and St David at Kilpeck is probably the Sheela-na-gig carved among the corbels that encircle it. A woman baring her dilated vagina in an aggressive fashion is not the stuff we are led to believe that the Church, however early, is made of. But to see the Sheela-na-gig in isolation is to fall prey to our own post-Victorian prurience at such things – she sits in a line of extraordinary carvings of animals and men, song and dance and food and love that look like a pagan celebration of the stuff of life.


The Kilpeck Sheela-na-gig is seen as a warning against the sins of the flesh. It is true that, with her bald head and staring eyes, she looks bellicose rather than buxom, as though she’d glass you after a few drinks. But in the context of the other corbels it is very hard to see her as an aberrant warning against sin, because none of the others have that function.


As a point of comparison, the Abbaye d’Arthous is in the French Basque country, close to the Pyrenees, much in the same way that Kilpeck lies in the last flattish part of the Welsh Marches before they ascend into the Black Mountains. It was built at the same time, in the late twelfth century, and its corbels are similar in their Romanesque style and carving technique to those at Kilpeck. It is thought that the Herefordshire School of stonemasonry that graces Kilpeck and, somewhat less after desecrations and rebuilds, the nearby churches at Eardisley and Shobdon, consisted of a number of local craftsmen overseen by someone who had trained in France. There are, however, substantial differences in the subject matter.


The corbels at the Abbaye d’Arthous are clearly about the Christian conception of sin. There is a man either drinking from a barrel, or vomiting over it, as though the ambiguity links cause and effect. Adam’s modesty is covered with a fig leaf; a wolf seizes a lamb – it is sound biblical stuff. The corbels at Kilpeck include a Green Man presiding from his pillar across the main south entrance, two people either dancing close or getting amorous, someone playing a rebec as though warming up for a party, a number of animals – rams, pigs, fish, something like an armadillo – and, of course, the Sheela-na-gig. The Church that oversaw these could not have been the same in character as the Church that decorated the Abbaye D’Arthous.


And this is why the Kilpeck church had always intrigued me as a place, for how it showed how little we understand of the mindset of what must have been a fragmentary Church in the early Middle Ages, and how little we know of the old religions that pre-dated it. It takes the form of a church, and it is known and recorded as being one, but its character and location make it feel far more like a pagan site judiciously taken in by the Church.


It is easy, in an age of scandals deriving as much from its obsession with maintaining institutional face as from the endless abuses of power by sexually wayward priests and sadistic nuns, and conscious embrace of the AIDS pandemic for fear that women might gain bodily autonomy, to think of the Catholic Church as driven by a unified doctrine at all costs. But its development in the Dark Ages belies the etymology of its name: it set itself out as a universal Church, one that could take in a breadth of existing beliefs and rituals. The sense of ‘catholic’ as liberal and all-embracing is more developed in English than in other languages, and at the wild outer reaches of our wet and windy island, far from Rome, there was greater room for compromise.


Just as the early Church adopted pagan festivals of Christmas and Easter into a chronologically reshaped Jesus myth, so it took in bits of pagan iconography. You can see it as a simple cost-benefit exercise: on the one hand, you want to grow and maintain universal rule over a vast and diverse congregation; on the other, you want to preserve doctrinal integrity and get them all to toe the line. One option happens at the expense of the other. If your institution is in a growth mode, you let them keep their sun-worship Sabbath and their parties. Austerity and heretics can happen later.


And so the Church of St Mary and St David was built, its axis from chancel to nave following the line of a stream arising from a holy pagan spring, its altar beneath four half-heads of green men or something like them, and its exterior ornate with idolatry. It was at this altar, with its holy quaternity that bore no obvious physical or numerical resemblance to Christian doctrine, that the inchoate sense of God-in-nature I had always found here formed into something more concrete. Maybe what troubled me about the storms, and the journey, and the strangeness of Kilpeck, were all the things tied up in the Green Man myth.


The Green Man is a twentieth-century name given to the many carvings across Britain and Northern Europe that bear the image of a man whose face is made from vegetation, or who grows it from his mouth or beard or hair. He is a sort of forest-god, an emblem of the birth-death-rebirth cycle of the natural year. He was worshipped in hope of good harvests, and guards the metaphysical gate between the material and immaterial worlds. He is the entry-point to Faerieland and the Small Folk of British and Nordic myth.


He is also a reminder of the superior force of Nature over human enterprise, that Nature will, in time, consume us all. This underlying power – the quiet threat of force that makes power power – is something that haunted the storms. Those Kilpeck stonemasons and, I’d wager, the priest and congregation, were not about to give up on their Green Man. They gave him godly stature in that church, and I bet they didn’t only pray to Jesus for their crops to grow and the long, wild, wet winters to end.


I walked around the church again, to the spot at the edge of the graveyard that marks out one of Alfred Watkins’s first leys, and looked out across the land. It was a secure spot to stand awhile, as though the church and castle tump had got your back. You can see for thirty miles or more, from the line of Offa’s Dyke across to the softer hills of Herefordshire. It is the sort of place where invading forces of Welshmen or weather can be viewed coming in like distant waves. Pagans understood location.


In the meantime, in our time, people were getting cross with the Environment Agency for not dredging undredgable places or removing floods from the flood plains they lived on, and with trains that were not running, and with the schools that had just re-opened. From my bedroom window a fragmented ribbon of water sat across the broad Wye Valley where the river had broken its banks.


The water had settled, and was silver rather than brown. Over the course of the day it retreated, leaving the land scattered with oxbow lakes and ponds, changing by the hour. In the sunlight, the day after the biggest of the storms, the water looked benign. It sprayed up into rainbows when you drove through it, and the background rush of spontaneous streams and waterfalls underscored all other sound.


Driving back down the Golden Valley, my earlier trepidation about the state of the road dissipating along with the falling floodwaters, I did not thank the Green Man, because that would have been a credulous thing to do, and I was not, or not yet, in credulous mode. I did think about him, though. I was going to meet him again – and another storm came.
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Someone on Twitter mentioned that the Peterchurch road was closed again. I had intended to go out Green Man hunting – Dore Abbey, Garway Church, back to Kilpeck and home. Instead, I watched sheets of rain tear down the valley, and then there was a knock on the door, because water from the garden was overflowing into the boiler room, a shed on the side of the house.


Not long ago a brook flowed through the garden, providing the water source and outfall for what the house had of plumbing. You could tell, because the water had reappropriated its old path. I dug a drainage trench while my landlady cleared leaves from the ditch by the house and mopped the water from the floor. The rain soaked through my coat and stuck my hair across my eyes, and the water level in the ditch rose and fell as more mud fell in and was scooped out, and at some point it fell beneath the doorstep and stayed there, and I went back inside.


When I got inside, where it was warm, because the boiler was still working, I was not at all sure that I wanted to be inside. The obvious thing to do was to strip off the layers of wet clothes – denim, leather and wool, all the worst things to wear in the rain – get warm and dry, and get back to work. But it didn’t feel particularly like work: what is reading about late-Victorian metaphysical disputes compared to digging a ditch? I never did proper work now; when I lived up the mountain and there were logs to bring in every night, and external plumbing that needed fixing through thick undergrowth or at the bottom of waterfalls, and snow to clear for a couple of months every year in order to get the kids to school, I did enough of it to have no need for more. And there was no point in pretending that a bit of emergency scrabbling in the mud was anything more than a fantasy version of hard physical labour, in much the same vein as Marie Antoinette’s toy farm at Versailles. I was not of the outdoors, even if I was more of the outdoors than my contemporaries back in London who found it exotic to walk fifty metres with the compost every day and considered an umbrella to be rainwear.


The satisfaction of being purposeful in the rain was both a rural fantasy and, as I considered it further, related to an unusual sense of the fragility of our bubble of creature comforts, and an urge to preserve them. I generally preserve my quality of life by staring at a screen, as I am now. The interventions that result in capital are virtual, immaterial, as they are for anyone whose place of work is a desk. They are not real in any concrete sense. Many of us exist in a state of privilege that places few demands on physical labour. There are systems out there to create and maintain the infrastructure of comfort, and we pay for them with bills and taxes. Sometimes, on the mountain, the phone line would be blown down in a storm and there would be no Internet, which seemed terrible and perilous, and then a few days later some men would arrive and would interface with real mud and hardware to make the virtual world reappear. I marvelled at them.


Right now, across the country, tens of thousands of people were bailing out their homes with buckets and building makeshift sandbag dykes and reappraising their sense of urgency in a way that I could not imagine. Bricks and mortar and all the sturdy technology that feeds our normal lives can fall apart pretty quickly in a storm. Meanwhile, my brush with the edge of comfort was over, and I was back in my warm kitchen, beneath an expensive lamp that mimics the colour of natural light, and not really working in any sense, but reading about the Green Man.


The term ‘Green Man’ was coined by Julia Hamilton, Lady Raglan, in a paper published in the journal Folklore in 1939. The paper consisted of a set of observations regarding foliate heads on a number of churches across England, Wales and elsewhere in north-western Europe. Raglan talks about the fifteenth-century Robin Hood cult, which she sees as a corruption of Robin of the Wood, an anarchic celebration that troubled all factions of the Church.


A half-century earlier, James George Frazer’s Golden Bough had forged a new and comprehensible way of looking at the rituals of the past: the central theme of death and rebirth that unified creation myths, whether pagan or Christian. It was part of the birth of anthropology; as an exercise in comparative religion, it was also heretical. Frazer’s account of the Crucifixion was judiciously removed to an appendix, and an abridged edition was released to suit late-Victorian sensibilities. By the 1930s, folk mythology was all the rage. Lady Raglan’s aristocratic husband FitzRoy Somerset took up anthropology while stationed in Sudan and published a well-received book about hero myths. Educated feudalists were ready to take their ritual ground back from an enfeebled Church. Green Man studies flourished.


One of the controversies around the Green Man myth is that Lady Raglan’s account is seen as being pretty mythical itself, in the sense that it is an under-evidenced speculation about things that we know very little about. There is no such thing as a simple stock image of the Green Man, for starters. There are subsets of Green Men – the foliate head, covered in oak leaves, and the disgorging head, where foliage sprouts from the mouth and, in a more grisly variant, all facial orifices. These are sometimes elided with the ritual May Day figure of Jack-in-the-Green, a man dressed in leaves, sometimes resembling a moving Christmas tree and with an effect more comic than awesome.


There is something compelling about a partial account, where there seems to be ground for a story but it is incomplete, so that the gaps to be filled bear the possibility of an openness of interpretation. So it is with the Green Man myth, which is not one myth, but an interconnected and fragmented series of images from various times and places, all riffing on a common theme. It is difficult to ascribe any single story to the foliate heads: there is only the fact of their imagery, and speculation about their role.


These figures adorn churches, but there is no doctrinal account of their genesis or existence. It is easier to say that there is no hard evidence for their pagan function than it is to suggest a credible Christian alternative. And it was the Church that had the monopoly on the written word back then, and that therefore guarded written history.


If the best information I could find about the Green Man was speculation, then the only response was to speculate further, and I needed a forest to do this in. It was time to go for a walk up the hill.


The footpath to the top of Little Mountain, where kites and buzzards circle on calmer days, passes through the boundary of a wood that falls sharply away to one side, on the left if you are headed uphill. From here, in the crook of a rocky outcrop, you can see down to a waterfall carved deep into a ravine. Today a vast ash lay across it, perhaps fifty metres long, snapped at its base like a trodden stick. The wood was light and healthy; the path itself was crisscrossed with the corpses of rotten trees, their cores orange-brown with mould, some of them less recent to the floor, their bark thick with moss. It looked as though the upper part of the wood had been knocked by the hand of a petulant child. It was a mess. The wood could have done with a guardian spirit. If the wood had had a spirit, you’d think that he or she would not have been happy.


There is a big flat rock that juts out above the steep fall of the ravine, and I sat there, surveying the damage. It is the sort of place that you take your children for a picnic while they still believe in fairies, but are big enough to be trusted not to fall off the edge. It didn’t look too idyllic and it occurred to me that part of the reason was the lack of obvious signs of life: the badger setts with no marks of fresh exit, the absence of green undergrowth, the graveyard of branches.


Humans have a talent for anthropomorphising things in the world. If the basis of our ability to think is about forming patterns out of information and using them, the patterns we like to recognise best are those that reflect ourselves. We do it today with our apparently insatiable need to front all information with the recognisable face of celebrity. I wondered, briefly, if the celebrity pantheon fulfils a role similar to the Mahabharata, or the exploits of the Greek gods, in mirroring earthly virtue, vice and frailty in a series of interlocking, entertaining morality tales for the mortals.


Intangible concepts, like the processes of fertility or regeneration, or love or war, might seem as though they resist a simple line-drawing until you embody them in a character whose face and body tell the story with something approaching clarity. All the early animist rituals and beliefs that we lump together into paganism or the Old Religion reified these sorts of processes into godly objects. An easier job still is to embody things that you can actually see into a god – the sun, the moon, the sea. And it is not as though some bright pagan spark came up with the idea of marketing ideas as gods; a fearful deference to the entities that mattered so critically in day-to-day human lives needed to be enacted, and became ritualised, and then the rituals needed to be communicated within tribes and communities, and were institutionalised, and the outcome of this was the godheads.


I gazed out across the wet, broken forest and wondered what it would look like embodied in human form. A strong, injured man or woman – there was no obvious gender judgement to call here – sleeping in silent recovery. If you found this person, you might want to leave them something while they slept: food and water, or a blanket.


Today we have so little forest that we manage most of what is left. You could get the humans in to amputate all the damaged stuff, and clear the strewn branches from the floor. But in an age long before chainsaws, when trees were bigger than people, the best consolation might have been psychic, symbolised in the ritual of offerings to the forest-god.


It is this idea of psychic communication that is so far removed from how we think about the physical world now. And yet, if you lie on a rock hanging over a forest, as I did – in a state of slight discomfort because my coat was not quite waterproof and becoming less so by the minute – and give it time, a strange thing happens that is eerie, in eerie’s original sense. You need to lie in silence, and allow the sensation of lying on a rock, breathing and listening, to expand. I suppose you could call it a meditative state, but there is no real need to, because it is only the ancient art of lying down for a rest.


After a time the silence is less silent. Beneath the distant, constant rush of the waterfall there are, in fact, sounds, but sounds whose patterns are too muted or too long to be heard as you tramp across the ground. They are not sounds that we tend to acknowledge or talk about. It is not clear which part of life in the forest they come from, but they are the sounds of life, of earthly process. They are merely patterns of waves, from undefined sources, and because the sources are undefined it feels as though the whole forest is breathing, which, in a sense, it is. The longer you stay there, the longer the detail builds.


Something similar happens if you find yourself trying to work, or sleep, next to a field of sheep. We describe their voices as a reductive ‘baa’, which is a pretty effective onomatopoeic description. If you hear them for an hour or so, distinctions emerge: there are deep-voiced sheep and higher-pitched sheep, some sounds like a dark bellow or cough, some plaintive, and some strident and bossy. It is our human reduction of the vastness of the world that creates the assumption of simplicity of non-human things. There is nothing intrinsically simple about any of it.


Back in the forest, I was getting seriously wet, and it was not conducive to attempts at communion with nature. I brushed the mosses off me and walked back down the hill. One of the few fairy-tale aspects of the stormy weather had been the proliferation of rainbows that you get with perpetual fronts of rain, and now one emerged, faintly, out of the curve of the hedgerow along the line of the hill. As I walked, the rainbow moved east along the valley with its raincloud, so that by the time I got home it had made a good ten miles from Clyro to Bredwardine.


I thought about the forest, and about the way that it is possible to hear it, and about the idea that things that are too small to see have a spirit. Panpsychism, the philosophical position that all matter has consciousness, is not short of adherents who are otherwise held to be in the sensible mainstream of thought. If you want to bridge the apparent reality of the material world and its capacity to behave unpredictably, it is a position that works.


In the late twentieth century, a reaction against the dangerous superstitions of organised religion led to most spiritual woo being cleansed from Western ideas of how the world works, and with it the idea of will across all scales, large and small. It was the most anthropocentric of times.


What if the pagan conceptions of the forest were about an idea of a mutual consciousness, so that while it might not be possible to literally feed the forest-god with an offering or sacrifice, the ritual itself might exist as an acknowledgement of the forest-god’s will, and of the goodwill of man? It would then be a meditation on the connectedness of man to forest, and of life to life.


And so all of the messy possible meanings of the many and varied Green Men, who may not have been called Green Men at all, seemed to me to be indicative of these sorts of meditations: meditations that could sit unthreateningly on a church altar as a reminder of the God in all things, and of all the things that could be God.


Sometimes, when you see something unencumbered by prior knowledge or expectation, it can feel like a truer representation than those framed by other people’s stories. It was in this way, with a carved sandstone image of a head, that I had become attached to the Green Man myth, or had somehow constructed my own. I’d got to that point that people of faith get to where you want to believe. We could do with a reminder that humans are fallible, and finite. We do not think enough about the fragility of our strange, sanitised reality. If ever there was a time to rekindle a Green Man cult, it is now.

















TWO


A Beginner’s Guide to Starting a Cult





May, the blossom of the hawthorn, smells of sex and death. This is neither hyperbole nor poetic licence: it contains a substance called trimethylamine that appears when bodily tissues and sexual fluids decompose. Perhaps because of this, and perhaps because of religious opposition to its ritual use as a portal to the otherworld, a folkloric fear of hawthorn exists in living memory.


At the concentrations found in fresh air, the may smells sweetish and faintly musky. Its five-petalled blossoms are lined and spotted with pink before they fade. Shamans and druids and people who are into trees see the hawthorn as having a male and female aspect, and it is the female that comes into play in the may. The autumnal male aspect, thick with berries, forms the foliage of many medieval Green Man carvings, second only to oak as an adornment.


Now it was May, the month of may, and we were at peak blossom. Hawthorn, previously invisible, was everywhere. Within a week the blossom would brown and fade, and the trees, which now made swathes of white across the hills, would disappear into the landscape again. The blossom went over the week before the Whitsun Bank Holiday, in line with the waning of the moon and the fading of the month, and I was reminded of a deadline.


In my moment of pseudo-shamanic revelation in the woods, it had seemed that the revival of a cult of the Green Man was a good and desirable thing, and I had decided to try to make it happen. It all had a sense of urgency, lashed by wild weather and a revelatory sense of doom at our deluded addiction to growth and progress. We had been admonished and needed to make amends fast.


But then the rain stopped, and so did the doom-tales. The swell of rage on Twitter, wondering if anyone was going to change anything to sort it all out for next time, subsided with the rivers, which went back to where they were supposed to be, and the insurance companies paid up and the trains started running on time.


I moved to a house where there was no radio reception, and, for a while, no phone line, and the world was better for it. Easter came, and with it the sun, and I lay complacent in my warm garden, and scythed the nettles in my woods, enjoying the view. In cold, northern places like ours, the scarcity of sun means that when it does hit you it does so in a wall of beneficence, and nothing seems to matter very much.


I was also distracted by other things. For ten days every year I run a philosophy festival, which, for a philosophy festival, is big: there are hundreds of events and tens of thousands of people passing through them. As festival-time draws near, it is like a vast wave of activity that subsumes everything into its path, and any intention of escaping seems futile: you just have to go with it.


One of the things I had learned over the course of its growth – which began five years ago, with five people doing everything themselves, and has evolved into one person managing a team of five hundred people via various managerial channels – is that doing things yourself is the strategy of martyrs and narcissists. It is far more sensible to delegate everything as quickly as possible. I was able to make quite a lot of stuff happen while the festival itself was happening, but that power was as ephemeral as may-blossom, and I needed to use it while it lasted. This thought struck me, but without much urgency; there were too many other things to do.


When the rain returned, with it fell a realisation that weeks had passed, and they would not come back, and that opportunity would soon slip away too. I had left it all a bit late. This was partly due to a digression, a week of taking a false path that had, nonetheless, proven to be illuminating.


One of the few things that everyone seemed to agree on about the Green Man was that he was connected with leaves, which was pretty obvious when you looked at a picture of him. Another thing that people agreed on was that leaves represented fertility, and also, in medieval visual culture, the fleshly material world, and by extension the bodily pleasures of sex. Mindful of this, and of the central story in The Golden Bough about how all religion is basically a fertility cult, I conceived the obvious idea of starting a sex cult.


The traditional May celebrations are a sex cult too, or always were before they were neutered by the Victorians. In some places, not too far away, they still are. In my mother’s village in Austria – in Carinthia, the traditionalist, ultra-Catholic south – the whole village celebrates May Day. The tallest birch in the village is cut down and carried to the ceremonial ground overlooking the saddle-shaped valley. It is trimmed of bark and branches, adorned with garlands and hoisted up into its hole. The mayor of the village, a laconic man, gives a speech in which he urges the young people of the village to go out and dance and make merry for the night, for the village could do with more children. It is an only partially veiled exhortation to engage in the sorts of activity that led the Church, at least on our island, to banish such Satanic pursuits, until they crept back in reincarnated as an exercise of ribbons and little girls.


We inherited our maypoles with the Saxons, and developed our own forms of the weaving dance around it. The Teutonic way involves fertile youth getting it on beneath a vast, phallic pillar, the bigger the better. The infantilised Victorian version I sometimes watched, bored, as a child on the village green in suburban Kent, is retrospectively creepier for it. Given the Victorian patriarchy’s predilection for little girls, the idea of substituting them for marriageable youths in a ritual celebration of the phallus hardly cleans the whole affair up. It makes Aleister Crowley look positively respectable.


I went to see a friend, who we’ll call X. X was big into Crowley, and magick in general. At some point a year or two ago he was talking about making a film about a sex cult in a sleepy Welsh village, and I had no reason to think that this was for shock value, or that the film would be entirely fictional. X had been wildly successful early in life with a rapidity that led to great feats of excess, and he had, therefore, seen a lot of things in his time. Now he sat up a mountain reading about magick, like an unholy sage, and left intermittently to do things that made unmatchable anecdotes upon his return. He would have some ideas on this.


We met for tea as usual in a hotel in town. The conversation rapidly became unrespectable. Walkers and book tourists came and went in the lobby, and X periodically lowered his voice for the best bits. The best bits were so good that they’d be unreportable anyway, because nobody would believe them.


I had asked X about magic before and was philosophically untroubled by his description of it. When you think about it, it is simply an intervention. It is the event of a change in state, the making of something into something else. In societies that believe in magic, it is not considered strange, because it is a mode of getting things done. Our materialist model of getting things done is not something that we see as magical, even if the cargo cults of the South Pacific might see bits of our ordinary technology as magical. Magic is technology of unknown mechanism. Much of experimental physics is technology of unknown mechanism; so is neuroscience. If someone can turn people into toads in a demonstrable fashion, I am happy with it. If only the magicians would be more empirical, and then everybody could get on.


X was pleased that I was finally showing some interest in this. He reckoned I was a witch anyway; this, from X, was high praise. He gave me Crowley’s Book of the Law and Peter Carroll’s Liber Null. He was broadly approving of the sex-cult idea, but thought that it needed the correct magical skillset in order to work. We were engaged in an increasingly interesting discussion of Crowley’s advanced teachings on sex magick when I had to go and pick my children up from school.


I thought it through a little in the car. I didn’t know how I was going to make a sex cult work on a practical level. I lived in a very small town. I was a school governor. Everyone could wear foliate masks, I supposed, but I couldn’t imagine the anonymity would last for very long. I could recognise people from their shoes, the car they drove, the way they sneezed from across the street. Maybe if you imbued it with religious significance people would be more into it, though. If environmentalism was the new religion, folk round here were more devout than most.


I did some early market research at the school gate. It was inauspicious, although I suppose that was what you would expect.


‘It would be destabilising,’ someone said.


‘But everyone ends up having affairs anyway,’ I said, ‘and those are far more problematic because they last. Get it all done out in the open four times a year and it wouldn’t be a thing. It might even be a chore.’


‘I find having to do the deed with my husband hard enough work,’ said someone else.


‘But that’s because he’s your husband.’


‘You wouldn’t be able to avoid people afterwards.’


I conceded that this could be awkward. That was, apparently, why the swingers’ club in Hay had died out – the inevitability of bumping into each other too soon afterwards. And, when you came to think of it, it was the young, unmarried people who got paired off in all those May rituals. I was chasing the wrong demographic.


I consulted a friend in her mid-twenties, who, after X, was probably the most debauched person I knew in an environment otherwise lacking in competition. She now had a boyfriend, whom she liked, and had nothing useful to offer me. The dearth of young people in rural areas is well documented. There are plenty of rosy-cheeked teenagers all desperate to leave, and there are the thirty-something returners and incomers, who arrive to raise children. There’s a big gap in-between, a life-era that one might call, after the academic fashion of stretchy decades, the Long Twenties, that period from university to childbearing that takes place in Bristol and London and Cardiff and other elsewheres.


These were the people I needed, but they were not here now. They would arrive at festival-time, though, in their hundreds, bright-faced among the damp cagoules of middle-aged Middle England.


When I got home I saw that X had texted me the key lines from Crowley’s Book of the Law, which now lay on my bedside table: ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law. Love is the law, love under will.’


There is a truism out there that your political position is, when you dig deep, emotionally motivated rather than being based on rational thought or some external morality. On an anecdotal level, looking around me, this seems credible. There are people who are naturally kind and caring, and they are natural socialists, whatever their environment. There are people with a sense of entitlement who, if they are born into wealth, become conservative and, if born into poverty, adopt the clothing of socialism but for different reasons than their bleeding-heart comrades. Then there are the liberals, in the classical libertarian sense, who are affronted by the idea that anyone should dictate how anyone else should live.


You can see these behaviours in tiny, unsocialised children at a playgroup: most are self-interested, and seek to keep or grab their toys. A surprisingly sizeable minority is unduly kind to them and each other; some just go off and do their own thing in a corner.


I fell into that last category. I don’t like being told what to do, and I am uninterested in telling others what to do. I am not in natural possession of much empathy – enough to get by and raise my children without, I hope, turning them into sociopaths, and to be reasonably civil to those around me. I am not often moved by the plight of others, but can’t see how reciprocal altruism, in which people treat each other kindly and fairly, can fail to be a good idea, for fortunes turn, and we all find ourselves at some point at the mercy of others.


Put like that, to those of my mindset, at least, Crowley looked like good common sense. Do what you want, be kind, be in control of your faculties. I tried to think of any further necessary principles and got nowhere. I warmed to the Beast.


Then I read on. The rest of it was so ridiculous, the prose so purple and engorged, that it became impossible to engage with it in any way other than critically. Crowley fancied himself as a poet, and was terrible at it. The revealed text looked like an ingenious mechanism for spewing out a lot of bad archaisms that even the most ardent Kabbalist would find trying.


The introductory pages, which are written in prose, are inoffensive enough. He sets out a description of the world and the modes of experience and agency in it, in the form of a basic reappraisal of ancient Egyptian metaphysics. He provides his famous Law of Thelema: ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law. Love is the Law, love under will. There is no law beyond Do what thou wilt.’


Then the possession by Aiwass, his higher being or super-ego or deus ex machina kicks in, and the Book of the Law begins in earnest. It is written in lines that are short like verse and numbered, as though breaking it down into discrete little chunks makes more sense of it, or as though it merits scholarly formatting. He refers to Egyptian entities and deities by name and epithet, clearly entranced by the Orientalism of it all. He throws in some random utterances, which, to the seeker of Hidden Truth, can mean whatever they are desired to mean. It all goes wrong a few lines in when the sub-poetic aphorisms come spewing onto the page in frenzied glossolalia, things like ‘The Khabs is in the Khu, not the Khu in the Khabs.’


There is a sweet spot in the construction of nonsense where, if there is the right amount of coherent story, and the right amount of nonsense, the presence of the coherent bit convinces the reader that the nonsense must make sense too, if only they can dig deep enough to find it. This is the gnostic model. It is how magazine horoscopes are written.


The Book of the Law would be less irritating if it contained only the first three short chapters, or indeed those three tenets that are, theoretically, the Whole of the Law until all the other stuff about Horus and Aeons and hidden doorways gets going. Crowley makes a claim for simplicity, openness and individualism and then uses it to construct a cult obsessed with hierarchy, arcane ritual and its own institutional status. The extent to which Crowley undermines his own supposed principles, even in the same document, is an extraordinary example of cognitive dissonance, in which two or more mutually conflicting stories are held at once.


If you want to get pop-psychological about it, you could generate theories in the vein of R. D. Laing about the conflicting and impossible expectations placed upon all people, but particularly gay men, in Edwardian society, and conclude that the construction of other realities was the preferable course of action. Or you could go down the DSM route, and pathologise it as a bad case of narcissistic personality disorder. It is no coincidence that the presence of ‘magical thinking’ is part of the diagnostics for the latter. The act of seeking salvation in nonsense, and imposing one’s own magical thinking onto it, is a narcissist’s task too.


Whatever the validity of these speculations, some certainties can be drawn from Crowley’s life and works. Crowley really wanted to have his own cult and to dress up in robes and have a load of people standing around him being impressed. Crowley also really wanted to have sex with lots of men and for this to be OK. He is described as bisexual but I suspect that, in another time and place where it was acceptable to want to have sex with men for its own sake, he may not have felt the need to throw women into the equation.


Crowley wrote the Book of the Law, or claims to have done so, under the dictation of an ancient Egyptian archangel called Aiwass. He did this on his honeymoon with his first wife, Rose, after a trip that had consisted of sleeping in a pyramid at Giza and testing her extensively on her knowledge of Egyptian deities. When Rose had proven herself capable of performing Crowley’s chosen brand of nonsense, she was able to pass instruction onto him via Aiwass: go to your room and write this down.


A bisexual man in love with his new wife would probably have not spent their honeymoon doing these things. He would probably have been having sex with her. Crowley doesn’t rate that sort of sex, though: his magick is all about the boy stuff, specifically semen, and is weirdly hierarchical so that anal sex – surprise – comes out top. It is hard not to assume that Rose was already so sick of having to listen to her husband pontificate that she sent him off to write alone instead, so that she would at least have a few hours of peace.


His marriages existed to bear children, but don’t otherwise seem to have been of much importance. Even the child-propagation bit seems to be narcissistically driven. There is, apparently, a thing that magicians can do if they are old or sick where they find a woman, get her pregnant, kill themselves, and take possession of the soul of the foetus. It is a crude metaphor for the reason that narcissistic people have children in the first place, which is to populate the world with themselves.


I wished poor Rose had had more balls, and had pricked her husband’s swollen ego before he had had a chance to ejaculate his nonsense into the world. I came away from the Book of the Law a bit disgusted by the whole premise and also by the contexts that led someone like Crowley to develop a worldview matched only by the great Abrahamic religions in its silliness.




[image: ]





Having written off Crowley, I felt that I needed to do justice to X, who I like and find to be a broadly sensible person who makes rational decisions about things, so I started on Liber Null. The title is appealingly apophatic in itself, and chaos was a paradigm I felt I could work with. Its opening pages bore weird faux-Egyptian diagrams and a flow chart of woo feeding a river of nonsense from Gnosticism through the Knights Templar and Alchemy and Rosicrucianism to the Bavarian Illuminati and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, but, for all that, it basically made sense.


Peter Carroll takes the line that shamans, Buddhists, and most pre-twentieth-century Western philosophers do, which is that the material world is illusory and mediated by human experience, and that behind it lies a reality that is not normally accessible to us. It is a position that is controversial to contemporary Western materialism, but contemporary Western materialism is an anomaly in the history of thought.


It is hard to resist slapping on the labels of philosophical terminology here, which are as unhelpful in describing what Carroll thinks is going on in the world as his own occasional recourses to jargon are. Carroll sees the reality behind day-to-day human experience as unlimited and powerful and possessed of, or made out of, a greater consciousness. Again, there is nothing new or unique about this sort of thinking – it became very unfashionable in the early twentieth century, but a few decades previously had formed the main thrust of discussion in Western metaphysics.


The Society for Psychical Research – which concerned itself with exploring all of this, orchestrated seances for empirical purposes and intermittently became embroiled in controversies regarding fraudulent spiritualists – was founded in 1882 and is still going strong. Among the luminaries who took on its presidency are Bertrand Russell’s Cambridge mentor, Henry Sidgwick; the Conservative Prime Minister Arthur Balfour; the founder of pragmatism, that most common-sensical of philosophies, William James; and the Continental philosopher Henri Bergson. It is hard to find a prominent late Victorian who was not involved in some way or other with the SPR. Arthur Conan Doyle led a mass resignation in a spat over spiritualism. And set against the Theosophical Society – its more extreme rival organisation led by Countess Helena Blavatsky, the occultist, mystic and author of The Secret Doctrine, Isis Unveiled and The Voice of the Silence – the SPR seemed quite reasonable.


The key underlying belief that most of these Psychical Researchers share with Peter Carroll, and, if you unravel it from the bullshit, Crowley, is the idea of everything being made out of a great universal consciousness. This position, it seemed to me, was one compatible with the idea of the Green Man as arbiter of a will beyond the human sphere.


Carroll calls this Chaos. He introduces various intermediary mechanisms, such as the Aether, by which Chaos can be used to create interventions in the world. His particular terminologies do not disguise the fact that his grand metaphysical map is broadly similar, for all the variations in rhetoric and intention, to much of the stuff published on metaphysics and the philosophy of mind in the late Victorian era, and earlier Eastern philosophies that are, in part, responsible for it.


The common predilection of magicians, madmen and philosophers for constructing Grand Theories of Everything had not passed me by. I once wrote my own, during a period of voracious drug-taking and otherwise unproductive unemployment in my early twenties, which situated evil as a desire-based process of emergence within an institutional ontology. Nobody ever really got it apart from me. The thought crossed my mind, on a number of occasions, that this might be an excellent opportunity to have another go at it, in the guise of a Green Man-ifesto or suchlike, and I had tried to do so in the form of bullet points, essays and even biological diagrams, but to much irritation and little success.


This frustrated manifesto-writing exercise led me into a second digression, one that appeared at first glance to be fruitless. It was a hot afternoon, the first in a while, the ground still muddy with weeks of wetness. The sun was a novel thing, and felt good, and I took a scenic route to spend more time in it.


Cusop Dingle, on the English edge of Hay, falls down to the Dulas Brook, the border between England and Wales, on both sides. It faces north, and is steep-banked, with Cusop Hill rising behind it to the east, so that the water wins out over the sun. There is a lot of water, too, with the Dulas Brook rising between Cefn Hill and Hay Bluff and feeding off all the little tributary springs and brooks along the way. These merge deep in the Dingle, in a rainforest-like place where there is a long, high waterfall and a short, wide waterfall, impassable unless there is a dry spell in March, when it is sometimes possible to scramble down the bank without falling, and when the brambles and bracken have not yet sprung.


Accounts of the folklore of Herefordshire present Cusop Dingle as haunted with fairies and will-o’-the-wisp, making the dark, steep forest all the more fearful for those who had to pass it. On a sunlit day, in our under-forested times, nowhere could be more idyllic. If you were inclined to tree and water worship, here was a temple to it, tantalising in its proximity and guarded by banks of thorns.


There was a reason, beyond this, to be here, though. It was on the way to somewhere: I had some negotiations to do, and advice to seek, up the hill. H, the person I was negotiating with, was better at negotiating than me, which troubled me. He was also the father of my children, which made the need to ask advice slightly irritating, a little like an act of deferral. He was also, in the context of the festival, my employer. These details distracted me from the forest floor, which was now lit with sun towards the top, and from the flat, slippery rocks of the upper High Waterfall, and I slipped and nearly fell.


Within living memory, the children of Cusop would have made this walk every day, because the old schoolhouse was two fields above the Dingle. Half of it still stood in semi-ruin, thick with nettles and the north wall crumbled away to nothing, the other half reconstructed into a grand, high chapel of a room that faced west to the Bluff.


I scrambled up the first steep field beyond the wood, retreading the steps of my reasoning. There are various modes of getting stuff to happen in the world. Some people are authoritarian and like to feel that they are in charge and issuing orders. Some people like following orders, or do so naturally because that is where they perceive themselves to be within the human wolf-pack. Some people are naturally anarchic and resist being told what to do.


If you are explicit about wanting to make something happen, you alienate the first and last of these categories. It may be the case that they account for a smaller part of the population at large than the wolf-sheep in the middle, but you are then vying with them for power. The solution to this is to create a situation in which the bossy, authoritarian people and the stroppy, passive-aggressive people all think that the desired outcome was their idea first. They then put it into action or adopt it themselves, and the results emerge with relatively little fuss. The effort is all in the planning.


I had noticed for a while that certain conversations with H had translated into various events at the festival. By way of late-night conversation, after the children had been put to bed, a chapter I had been writing about the metaphysics of satire had turned into a series of panel debates, and so had another about process philosophy and desire, and so, more latterly, had another about paganism, environmentalism and contemporary belief.


This last category kept growing and growing. Call it synchronicity, or cause and effect, events kept popping up with names like The Great God Pan and Pagan Gods over the weeks that the framework for this book was conceived. I didn’t even have to do anything apart from talk about it. Ideas, or memes, or whatever you want to call them, are all borrowed and cyclical anyway, and we should be grateful when good ones prevail by whatever means. If the Green Man and what he stood for was due to return to the popular imagination, the signs seemed auspicious.


And if these sorts of ideas had been in circulation all along, it just went to show that the notion of intellectual property is merely a silliness of late capitalism. Nobody, apart from a blip in the twentieth century, ever lived off their art or ideas without a sponsor. It is a naturally feudal exercise, as was the matter of getting ideas out there into the public domain again.


The world is a naturally feudal place, too. People fall into their patterns of behaviour, and fighting them is often counterproductive. Perhaps the way to make a cult happen is to let the people who like performing do the rituals, and to let the people who like to be in charge deliver orders, and to let the people who like to resist instruction feel like they are rebelling. There was a whole organisation here that had somehow started doing what I wanted it to do, without the need for much intervention on my part. It was ideal.


There was one thing missing, though, a ritual. Ideas are all very well, but unless you can deliver them in concrete form they won’t get you very far. I needed a fertility ritual to take place.
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I had been given a book, the poet Laurence Whistler’s The English Festivals, that, despite being better written and organised than Frazer and all those other early anthropologists and myth-makers, had fallen out of print. It is a lovely edition, with musical instruments beneath a maypole on its cover, and mine had all sorts of old newspaper cuttings about the history of Easter and corn dollies stuck into the inside cover by its previous owner.


Whistler makes his feelings about Church and Establishment known at various points within the book, quietly delighting in acts of anarchy against them. The Whitsun Ales, and the pamphleteer Philip Stubbes’s enthralled outrage at them in the Anatomie of Abuses, a proto-Daily Mail tirade against the turpitudes of sixteenth-century England come in for particular focus.


At Whitsun, a Lord and Lady of the Ale were announced and set up with a bower, throne and entourage on the north side of the churchyard, considered unholy in popular and Church superstition. A gang of morris dancers in cahoots with the churchwardens would plan an evening’s entertainment in which they appointed a Lord of Misrule, their king for the night, and would dress up in green silks, ribbons and bells, bearing hobby-horses, as his attendants. A band would be summoned up, with drums and pipes and bells, and the gang would approach the church as noisily as possible before bursting into the evening service and, finally, partying until dawn in the yard. The week that followed would be spent in a blur of feasting, drinking and sex. Stubbes was unimpressed, querying why the revellers ‘should abstaine from bodily labor, peradventure the whole week, spending it in drunkenness, whordome, gluttonie, and other filthy Sodomiticall exercyses?’


The bank holiday over which the festival falls is the Spring Bank Holiday at the end of May, and the school half-term always follows it, no matter how close to Easter. This was once the Whitsun holiday, and the week after, to which Stubbes refers, Whitsuntide, a week off from the otherwise frantic cycle of agricultural labour as midsummer approached.


Whitsun is the Christian festival of the ascension; there is no known pagan antecedent pre-dating it, for it falls between the great Beltane fire-festival and the summer solstice, and is thus too close to both. The hijacking of this most holy of holidays for purposes both rowdy and heathen was in its most grass-roots sense a celebration of sex for pleasure and fertility. It offered a better argument for the intrinsic human need to worship the desires made by nature than any neo-pagan attempt to reconstruct old bits of druidry. The Whitsun Ales are the opposite of sacred, for nothing is being taken seriously, or done because it is divinely intended, or taken as unassailable historical fact.


I acquired a second copy of The English Festivals and tied it up in a ribbon. It had nearly fallen out when I tripped on the waterfall, but it was still intact, and it was time to make an offering, if not directly to the Green Man himself. I stopped beneath the row of tall ash trees that marked the boundary of the second field and looked down the valley to where I had come from. From the top of the Dingle you would have no idea of the depth of it, or what it contained: there were the tops of trees, and, just beyond them, Hay, a small grey blot, with the Radnor Hills rising in a rolling wall beyond.


H was in his studio by the old schoolhouse, his gaze oscillating between a spreadsheet and the profile of the great mountain beyond. The huge glass desk was strewn with programmes annotated with incomprehensible scribbles, half-full water glasses and dried figs. He asked me what I wanted.


I gave him the book. He eyed it suspiciously, but opened it, and made a pot of tea. We talked; I mentioned, as if in passing, that I was supposed to be starting a cult. He laughed and said I should be chairing the paganism talks. I said that I thought that would make my intentions too obvious, and that I wanted the cult to be an anarchic cult that rejected hierarchy and dogma, and realised in doing so that I did actually think this.


It is a tragedy that most attempts at anti-dogmatic cults eventually turned into religions themselves. I would, for example, describe myself as pro-Jesus and anti-Christian, in that I approve wholeheartedly of the principles espoused by the man, which were all about overthrowing the legislative dogma of Talmudic Judaism and engaging directly and ethically with being. But I don’t approve of the institutional power wielded by the blind adoption of his name as a tag for those principles, which was exactly what he was trying to avoid. As soon as you describe your belief as identical to someone else’s, you diminish its infinite complexity into a simplified and more concrete form. The process of engagement ends.


The act of writing beliefs down into words is a disastrous exercise too. The process by which the Bible cements whatever it was that Jesus actually said and did into a text, and the institutional processes by which people agreed its meaning, and that text became sacred, and in doing so became treated as something concrete, a Truth, is how the principle of love for the world gets turned into holy warfare. As soon as Jesus’ disciples began to think of themselves as disciples, the game was up. They were following something that was True, and therefore they were right, and by implication those who did not share their Truth were wrong. Truth is a divisive, deadly notion. Writing it down was the nail in the coffin, with one honourable exception.


The famous opening line of the Gospel of John is the Bible’s closest attempt at expressing this in the written word: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.’ It is a brilliant exercise in ambiguity, and presents the most concise account of the shifting, relational quality of language, and belief, that we’ve seen since. The Word itself becomes the Trinity, a Trinity that exists only in relation to itself: it is itself, it is the relationship between itself and God, it is God. In the 1960s it became fashionable to query the ineffable ways in which meaning springs from language, and everyone got excited about Derrida and Deleuze making very similar points to John 1:1, but it had been with us all along.


The King James translation of John tiptoes around meaning. What it doesn’t do is present the Word of God as a concrete object – it is anti-dogmatic. Zen goes further than being anti-dogmatic: it tries to undermine not only religious or philosophical dogma in favour of a pure engagement with being, but to undermine the structures that language imposes on being. Early writings on Zen are strings of surreal aphorisms and anecdotes, called koans, which are stories about Zen sages outwitting novice monks by revealing their desire to follow rules and accept information as futile and ridiculous, sometimes by extreme means, like slicing off their fingers. This violent rejection of religiosity makes Zen, to my mind, the best of all religions. The koans are written like dark, nonsensical jokes, with the intention of undermining the process of reading them, and of undermining the notion that language has anything at all to offer in making sense of the world.


I was talking about this with H, whose grand theory about the world is as close to Zen as you can get: the world is infinite and open, and we have to close it into discrete bits of experience in order to get our heads round it. It was one of those cyclical conversations you have and replay with people you have known for a long time in which little of the conversational content is new, and the variations in position of its various interlocutors provide the focal point and novelty. It had always been H’s schtick and I was now adopting it, thereby validating his long-held belief that he was right about everything if only we would all come to see it.


This was not, however, helping pin down a manifesto. I knew that if I asked for advice at this point in the conversation, it would only become more impenetrable, and he would get going on the paradox of saying the unsayable, and I couldn’t face that. I sought distraction. There was a copy of The Wicker Man, and we watched the beginning of it.


The pub where Sergeant Howie, the film’s earnest protagonist, arrives on Summerisle, the fictional pagan Scottish island where the film is set, is called the Green Man. The sign outside it presents the Green Man in somewhat demonic aspect, Pan via Falstaff, round and beardy with a glint in his eye. This look is recreated by the men in the pub when they gather round to sing their bawdy song about the landlord’s daughter.


The things that are shocking at this point in the film are that the song is primarily sung not by the young men, but by the old; the landlord’s daughter, far from being slut-shamed into coyness or embarrassment, regards the whole thing as a pleasurable ritual and dances flirtatiously with all of them; the landlord is proud of his hot young daughter and finds the episode amusing. The pub episode highlights all the dark puritanical corners in our own supposedly over-sexualised culture – none of these things would ever happen. Old people, and, for that matter, middle-aged people, are not supposed to be sexual, and we are disgusted when they are. Parents have tacitly reinterpreted the patriarchal desire to conserve the virginity of daughters as a need to protect them from some kind of broader ‘objectification of women’ that will damage their self-esteem, or some other immeasurable entity.


The ingenuity of the film is to make the policeman so tediously pious and unlikeable from the outset that this act of rebellion seems fair game, so that the alienness of Summerisle’s paganism is offered up against a joyless, authoritarian counterpart. It is no accident that the explicitly religious policeman is an agent of both State and Church. Lord Summerisle is the epic hero here, just as Satan is in Paradise Lost. And just as Paradise Lost – which supposedly sets itself out to ‘justify the ways of God to Man’ but is more successful at justifying Satan’s rebellion – might be seen as taking an ambivalent, or even satirical, line on Christian dogma, The Wicker Man is basically a satire on Christian puritanism couched in a supposed horror movie about paganism, in which paganism comes out looking significantly less weird.


I hadn’t made much progress, though. The theorising hadn’t stopped, only shifted, and it was getting late. When I set off back down the hill, the sun had dipped behind the Begwyns and the pink sky was swathed in bands of grey cloud. A clutch of early glow-worms marked out a small constellation in the long grass at the edge of the top field. By the time I reached the Dingle it was dark in there, and I stopped, eyes shut, for a minute or two to improve my vision in the murk beneath the trees. I heard the rustle and shuffle of creatures large and small, and the roar of the water, and inhaled the warm damp smell of summer in the wood. I could tally little of the sound to anything visible when I opened them again: there was too much hidden life, there but not visible, moving too fast to be fixed.


Worried about losing light entirely, I picked up my pace, and broke into a jog, placing my feet carefully along the narrow, sloping path, which fell steeply down to a ravine on the left. The ground was wet and uneven, strewn with damp leaves, treacherous. The green of the canopy grew darker, the sky blacker, and I ran on. An owl called, and another called back, in a hoot and a shriek. I was made of breath and feet and sweat, and slowed only at the very bottom where the track was wet mud a foot deep, and some thought was required in crossing it.


The paved road that made the rest of the journey into town had always seemed tiresome, but there was comfort in it now, the Dulas Brook roaring away and contained in its place beneath the road. The wet tarmac reflected what little light there was, and then there were streetlights, orange and dirty and comforting, and then the car, and home.
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A week later, the production office, which is an office only in an institutional sense, for it is really just a shepherd’s hut with power, was over-full of people and laptops, each marking out their space with printouts of their name along the wall. A sense of urgency veered towards panic, and back again, and the hum of voices in earpieces underscored all attempts at thought. It was the festival’s first, and worst, day: rain fell in great relentless waves, the site, so pretty when it went up, churned into mud, faces marked by stoical persistence despite it all, hooded and hatted.


The weather mattered less as evening fell. The aesthetics of mud versus meadow faded with the light, and, more pertinently, everyone got drunk. At some point, late in the evening, a procession of robed figures with the heads of wild beasts – eagle, hare, horse, deer – snaked out of the green room, waving hobby horses and chanting. The hobby horse, which was a child’s hobby horse, beige and cuddly and without an air of sexual menace, needed improvement. Outside, though, the crowd barely noticed. They cheered the procession on, following it with claps and jeers, dancing behind it in the rain. The rain fell and fell, and nobody noticed as they followed the procession through the mud and into the old Methodist chapel and out again.


The broad pagan fertility cult exercise was, on the surface of it, going splendidly. What was missing from it was the Green Man and an act of true ritual significance. I tried the institutional avenue, calling a meeting, and requesting the inclusion of a leaf-based deity for the replay the following evening. Someone pointed out that the Jack-in-the-Green was a May Day presence, and not right for Whitsun. I queried the elision of the Green Man and Jack-in-the-Green. Someone else said that it was all a construct anyway, which was an inevitable thing to say. Someone muttered that it was all empty ritual, no better than Catholicism.


I interjected, remembering an incident the previous year. The editorial team, disinhibited by months of overwork, sleep-deprivation and a French intern with an impressive personal pharmacopoeia, had all disappeared into the woods by the river and engaged in revelries that could be described with unstinting accuracy as an orgy.


All that was needed, surely, was the same exercise, done with intention. It would be a social experiment: they just needed to be mindful of trees, maybe take a few branches of oak or may back afterwards, something that sealed a union with the plant world.


We had an oak tree on site: surely we could capitalise on it, so long as it was in line with the environmental health regulations concerning external noise after 11 p.m. I suggested this, and, taking it as a licence to shed their worries for the night, they discarded their headsets and left the office. I called after them, requesting written feedback on their experiences with the Green Man, but no one was listening. I went home.


They all came in late the next day, which seemed auspicious at first. They were pallid, glassy-eyed, as though moved by something. When the morning rush had lessened, I attempted conversation. I had no desire for gory details, just an update on whether any psychic engagement had been made with trees, or in any broader sense with an underlying immanent Being.


They looked at me with a mixture of irritation and pity, and pretended to be having radio conversations. The latest latecomer entered. He did not have his earpiece in. Here was an opportunity.


‘So – about the trees, last night. Did anything noteworthy happen to your understanding of the oak, or the hawthorn?’


‘I am trying to write my speaker briefs. I feel awful. Please don’t talk to me unless it’s urgent.’
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