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Introduction


A range of articles and books from the 1930s to the present have explored the significance of foliate disgorging heads in ecclesiastical carvings and whether they might be associated with Christian symbolism and/or to a wider range if images from traditional culture, such as folk customs and legends. As we show in the opening chapter of this book, the term ‘Green Man’, both as name for the disgorging foliate heads in ecclesiastical carvings and as the name for a more broadly based symbolic or quasi-mythical figure whose aspects were celebrated in literature, legends and customs, as well as being carved in cathedrals and churches came increasingly to be used in the latter part of the twentieth century.


One avenue of scholarly inquiry, which traced the influence of the genre largely from Roman carvings in Temples of Bacchus through to carvings in French churches and from there into England, Wales and Scotland, reached its climax in the acclaimed book The Green Man by Kathleen Basford, which was published in 1978, just as we were beginning our lecturing careers.


The second avenue of inquiry, which was to try to connect the ecclesiastical carvings with other aspects of culture, including the environmental concerns of the late twentieth century, was cogently and excitingly explored by William Anderson in his influential Green Man — The Archetype of our Oneness with the Earth, published in 1990. William Anderson was a European, a man of wide cultural knowledge, and to interpret his wider vision of the Green Man, he enlisted the aid of two cultural gurus from the early twentieth century — the anthropologist Sir James Frazer and the psychologist Jung. Whereas Jungian archetypal studies were all the rage in the period Anderson was researching his book, his use of Sir James Frazer was singularly daring, as Frazer’s anthropological vision was (and still is) suffering a remarkable eclipse in anthropological and folklore circles. There was bound to be a reaction against the uncritical admiration of earlier generations for Sir James and his vision of comparative interrelated mythology and rituals, particularly when modern scholarship got to work on his sources, but the extreme hostility to what some academics now term ‘The Golden Bow-Wow’ has always surprised us in its uncompromising intensity. It was of course one of William Anderson’s great virtues that he was able to stand clear of scholarly in-fighting and trends in his quest for truth.


William Anderson’s book had a great influence on us in that it gave a focal point and coherence to many topics we were exploring individually. We were both teaching the increasingly popular medieval text Sir Gawain and the Green Knight on literary syllabi and summer schools; we were researching traditional customs and organising educational courses and visits to customs such as the Jack in the Green at nearby Hastings and Rochester, the Castleton Garland, the Burry Man, the Padstow Hobby Horse and the Helston Flora; and we were running a local Mummers team which featured both Midwinter and Robin Hood Plays. We began to group these topics together under a ‘Green Man’ title for adult education courses and Summer Schools for the Universities of Kent, Exeter, East Anglia and Birkbeck College in order to explore possible interconnections with our students. In the past decade we have been involved in countless fascinating debates with fellow lecturers, students and other friends as to the precise significance of both the medieval Green Man (if indeed there was one) and what he stands for today and the reason for the extraordinary interest in him at the present time. Some of our feminist students argued that there must be a green woman as well; other people wondered why the images were male. And the fundamental debate as to whether the ecclesiastical carvings were related to figures in folk customs and legends, or whether his significance was entirely Christian (his present significance is clearly more than Christian) continues.


And so we have written this book:








	

(i)




	

to provide a history of the development of the term and concept of the Green Man and what it has come to signify today









	

(ii)




	

to explore the significance of the Christian carvings









	

(iii)




	

to provide information on the wider cultural associations claimed for the Green Man in literature, folk customs and legends









	

(iv)




	

to provide a large collection of photographs of ecclesiastical carvings and associated folk customs









	

(v)




	

to provide a selective and accurate gazetteer of Green Man ecclesiastical sites for readers to visit












Photographing church carvings is a very skilled task. Only a few of our hundreds of Green Men photos are of a good enough standard for publication, so we have been very fortunate to acquire help from a skilled photographer, Felicity Howlett, who has provided most of the ecclesiastical photographs for the book as well as alerting us to several Green Man carvings we were unaware of. Our own photography is hopefully adequate for the folk customs we have visited and described in the book. For further information on the customs we would refer readers to Brian Day’s A Chronicle of Folk Customs.


We hope that our book will encourage readers to form their own opinions based on the evidence provided. Information is provided on the iconography and locations of the ecclesiastical heads disgorging vegetation, and on the folk customs and legendary and literary figures that many scholars have associated with him, and there is also a summary of previous interpretations of the significance of the figure. We have tried to retain open minds on the subject whilst writing the book, but our own tentative conclusions are given in the concluding chapter. We hope that the reader’s quest for the Green Man will be as enjoyable and illuminating as ours has been.


Fran & Geoff Doel


Owl House, Tonbridge




1 The Green Man —


invention or recreation?


In 1932 C.J.P. Cave published an article ‘The Roof Bosses of Ely Cathedral’, which compared foliate head carvings on those bosses to the Jack in the Green, a man appearing in May Day ceremonies in the south of England covered in a wooden frame filled with greenery:


It would be interesting to know the meaning of these heads . . . Those cases where the face is hidden except for the eyes . . . remind me of the Jack-in-the-Green.


In 1939 Lady Raglan published an article in the 1939 Folklore Journal on the subject of ‘The Green Man in Church Architecture’. This suggested a connection between a foliate head church carving in Llangwm Church in Monmouthshire and figures of folklore, custom and legend:


It seemed to me certain that it was a man and not a spirit, and moreover that it was a ‘Green man’. So I named it. . . . This figure is neither a figment of the imagination nor a symbol, but is taken from real life, and the question is whether there was any figure in real life from which it could have been taken. The answer, I think, is that there is only one of sufficient importance, the figure variously known as the Green Man, Jack in the Green, Robin Hood, The King of May, and the Garland, who is the central figure in the May-Day celebrations throughout Northern and Central Europe.


This article appears to be the birth of the popular modern usage of the term in regard to church carvings and green clad figures in folklore and custom.


In his 1948 book Roof Bosses in Medieval Churches, C.J.P. Cave again drew attention to possible links between some of the carvings and ‘the Jack-in-the Green which was a familiar figure on May Day in England fifty years ago’. He acknowledges that ‘Quite independently Lady Raglan came to the same conclusion as to the origin of what she calls “the Green Man”’ (p68). The coinage of the concept and terminology of the Green Man by Cave and Basford was quickly adopted by the establishment and ratified by its adoption in descriptions of carvings in Pevsner’s architectural works, including the famous and highly influential ‘Buildings of England’ series.
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1Cheshire, St Mary, Nantwich. Fourteenth-century sandstone boss head. The nose and furrows of the brow and eyebrows form a tree. Foliage sprouts from the mouth and the beard may be a curling leaf. Felicity Howlett
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2Cheshire, St Mary, Nantwich. Fourteenth-century sandstone boss. Grinning human head sprouting branches and leaves from a nose which is itself a stylised representation of a tree. The furrows of the brow are also a simplified tree and the hair is vegetative. Felicity Howlett
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3Derbyshire, All Saints, Bakewell. Stone carving on apex of arch. Wide branches force their way into a grimacing mouth. Felicity Howlett
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4Devon, Exeter Cathedral. Late thirteenth-century roof boss in the ambulatory outside the Lady Chapel depicting two wide-eyed Green Men on the one boss. Their mouths disgorge luxuriant stemmed foliage which encapsulates the pair in a circle of greenery. Anderson identifies the greenery as artemisia (wormwood). Felicity Howlett


German culture has a term, ‘der gruner Mensch’, which refers to figures in folk customs covered with greenery. The French equivalent, ‘l’homme vert’, seems to be more recent than Lady Raglan’s coinage. The term ‘Green Man’ has become a convenient cultural shorthand to describe the most prolific non-Christian symbol to be found carved in or on British medieval religious buildings and their counterparts in parts of France and Germany. So widespread is this symbol that there may be a Christian significance. Useful as the term ‘Green Man’ has become, the widespread use of heads in association with foliage has meant that no two writers mean specifically the same thing by the term. In this book we will broadly take the term as meaning that there is a head disgorging vegetation from eyes, nostrils, ears or forehead, or a foliate head where the cheeks are depicted as leaf-like.


In England the term ‘Green Man’ is also associated with hundreds of pub names, some dating back as early as the sixteenth century. But the evidence that has so far come to light as regards early inn signs suggests a virtually exclusive use of depictions of a forester, originally Robin Hood or some other outlaw, although many of the pubs have switched to wild Green Men type pub signs in recent years to fit in with modern perceptions.


The two outstanding modern studies in book form on the subject — Kathleen Basford’s The Green Man and William Anderson’s Green Man — The Archetype of our Oneness with the Earth represent two distinct approaches to the subject. Kathleen Basford’s book is a study of one of the ‘fantastic images’ which abound in ‘the medieval churches and cathedrals of Western Europe’ — ‘the foliate head, a face or mask with leaves sprouting from it’. Basford sees the Green Man as ‘probably the most common decorative motif of medieval sculpture’ and points out that the Jack in the Green does share one characteristic with the Green Man — ‘his power of revival and regeneration’. In her study, however, she considers that the origins of the Green Man are artistic, deriving from the Roman art of the first century AD, in religious memorials associated with the gods Okeanus and Bacchus, using carvings of acanthus and vine leaves.
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