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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


REVEALING THE GREEN MAN


I much enjoyed this book. Mark Olly has done a grand job of research and the pulling together of many ancient tales and so revealing more of the nature of our ancient woodland guardian. Olly’s style is very readable and draws you deeper and deeper into the book.


Reading Revealing the Green Man was an answer to one of those calls we all make when on a quest ourselves. I was looking for more about the Green King and then this book falls in my lap. It searches through our old stories and traditions into the unstoppable cycle of life, death and resurrection. But Olly doesn’t stop there, he brings in the goddess side, the feminine, which is so important, the goddess and the god dancing together. Indeed, he calls the book ‘a dance’ and so it is, a dance that’s very well worthwhile joining in through this book.


Elen Sentier, author of Elen of the Ways, Trees of the Goddess and The Celtic Chakras


For a small book, this text covers a staggering amount of ground, going far beyond the obvious foliate face to create an international insight into Green Men through history. With fascinating details from the past, startling connections and informed speculation, Mark Olly opens the door not just to rethinking Green Men, but to seeing humanity in new ways.


Nimue Brown, author of Druidry and Meditation, Druidry and the Ancestors and Pagan Dreaming


Reading through this book I kept thinking ‘Aaah! Yes!’ and musing to myself ‘I’d never thought of it like that before’ or remembering things I’d thought I’d forgotten as I travelled through this whistle-stop tour of ancient cultures. Mark Olly has managed to link together many of the masculine archetypes of the collective unconscious in his pursuit of the Green Man – with a few leaps of faith along the way – but it is a book I know I will enjoy reading even more the second time around.


Melusine Draco of the Coven of the Scales


This book is a love note to the male spirit of the green wood; the dying and resurrected god. Most aspects of the Green Man mythos are covered; from green metals (copper), green stones (jade) and copper painted blue/green Britons who attacked the invading Roman armies, to the dying and ever-living Christ.


While predominately British focused, the book makes brief forays into other cultures; the green deities of Nepal and Tibet, African fertility gods (and a brief mention of goddesses), South American jungle gods, the Islamic figure ‘Al-Khidr’ (the green one) and the Green Knight of Medieval legends. Robin Hood, Jack-in-the-Green and Herne the Hunter are discussed. The Jewish Tree of Life and the Scandinavian World Tree (Yggdrasil) make an appearance. The Victorian Holly King of Christmas card fame and the earthy characters of Tolkien and C.S. Lewis are mentioned. Witchcraft, Wicca and the modern New Age leafy faces of the Green Man are examined.


The book will be a satisfying read if you are interested in the male side of things. Another volume could easily be devoted to the Green Woman, to Mother Nature, to the Celtic, Scandinavian, Japanese and Egyptian understanding that the sun is female (not just male), and devotion paid to the fairies whose favorite color is green according to Celtic lore.


Ellen Evert Hopman, author of A Legacy of Druids – Conversations with Druid leaders of Britain, the USA and Canada, Past and Present and other volumes
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Introduction and Terminology
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Let not him who seeks cease until he finds, and when he finds he shall be astonished.


The Gospel of Thomas (C.100-110 AD)





The term ‘Green Man’ may be an invention of the twentieth century, but the creation behind it certainly is not.


Humankind has always stood in awe of things over which we have no control such as life and death, time, space, infinity, destiny, nature, and good old planet earth. In a strange way, while technology, exploration, science, and knowledge have all developed and increased, the basic lack of control over these ‘immense’ things has remained exactly the same today as it was far back in prehistory. It is from this inheritance that the Green Man rises like a vaguely remembered acquaintance we feel we should all know but, for some reason, we still view with fear and caution. There are some things over which we will never exert our control or, in some cases, never even fully understand. A ‘cute and cuddly’ chubby face peering at us through the leaves – I think not!


Using recent archaeological and historical discoveries, this book aims to reveal the real reasons behind the development and existence of the Green Man and what the symbol really represents to humankind – an almost lost dark religious thread running throughout time and still underpinning the very supports of our ‘civilized’ society. As magic is often referred to as ‘The Golden Thread’, so the Green Man sits behind even magic itself, exerting his very own ‘golden’ influence over it. He will be gradually revealed in this book to represent the very underlying magic of the earth itself.


This book is not intended to be a complete and final work in itself; there are far too few words here to completely do the subject matter justice. Rather it is intended as a pointer to further research. It is up to you, the reader, to explore, investigate, and most of all experience, that which constitutes the Green Man, underpinning nature wherever you may find him – or wherever he chooses to reveal himself, if you know what to look for. This is why there is no bibliography in this book and references have been credited as they appear and kept to a minimum. If you cast the net wide you will be amazed at how many connections you will make. It will be a revelation.
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As far as terminology goes, the term ‘Green Man’ can be somewhat misleading. The term ‘Foliate Head’ is better, but still draws attention from many other physical and spiritual representations of the ‘life force’ that don’t have foliage, frequently are not green, and very often not even human! Nevertheless they are all directly linked.


Such depictions can be found in the form of animals such as lions, tigers, bears, and many mythical beasts; in the form of human heads, faces and skulls, male, female, Jesus and the saints, other gods (possibly even the occasional ‘Odin’), and sometimes, but rarely, goddesses – although the force being represented is almost always male.


The foliage or ‘leaves’ are also sometimes important to the meaning, such as oak, ash, elm, holly, grape vine, even flowering plants, corn, barley or tree roots, but frequently the foliage is just a design consideration, absent altogether, or replaced by other things.


Depictions span the full reach of time and geography. The impulse to depict this essential life force can be found way back in the mists of prehistory, from Middle Eastern and Far Eastern cultures before 4000 BC, in jungles and forests, mountains and rivers, and even deserts and wildernesses, where the desire to see the life force return was most likely the strongest of all.


The key was always balance, a contradiction when we note that almost all Green Men are just that – men! But these ‘men’ don’t just live, they die, and it is this endless, unstoppable cycle of life, death, and hopefully resurrection, that the ancients mostly attributed to men.


Women have always been the other side of the scales, the representation of life, birth, fertility, and all things bright; that mysterious creature through which, and only through which, humankind and living things of all kinds, continue to appear. While the man may worship the woman for the entry of life into this realm, the woman may worship the man for life’s departure to an after-life of some kind. As the ‘warrior man’ broadly represents the spiral down to death, the ‘pregnant woman’ represents the cycle of life and birth. It ‘takes two to tango’ the dance of life – and long will it remain so.


For the purposes of this book we will use the modern term ‘Green Man’ as defining the image and force about which we speak, and his story is long. I think you will find this book ‘a dance’, but I hope you will find the steps and the revelation that follows worth taking.


Mark Olly


Spring 2016
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‘The Ancientwood Lord’ by Anthony Potts





1. Herne and Horns
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If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.


Voltaire (1694-1778)





It’s winter around 30,000 BC and the snow and ice lie in a thick, white blanket across the land, providing a stark reminder of the former Ice Ages through which humankind has been forced to survive. Inside a dry, fire-lit cave a huddled group of skin-clad hunters gaze on as one of their number dances dressed in the hide and antlers of a large deer, casting ever-twisting grotesque shadows across walls painted with hunting scenes and signed with hand prints from many ages past.


We know this story to be true because we still have European cave paintings that show these hunters dressed in animal skins and horns at Trois-Frères, in Ariege, France, and the surviving antler head pieces from Starr Carr, South Yorkshire, England. In times when survival was undoubtedly of the highest priority, what were these people trying to achieve by indulging themselves in performing arts?


What we do know is that a great deal of time and effort was put into recording hunting scenes on cave walls after the last Ice Age had all but ended, and that dressing up in the ways shown in these paintings would be very poor camouflage for hunting, especially considering a deer’s ability to smell a hunter’s scent and recognise the silhouette of a standing human figure at a distance!


What we do have is probably the first representation of the Shaman of the Hunt undertaking a ceremony, probably for one of two reasons. Firstly this was possibly in thanks for a good season’s hunting and to honour the deer that died to provide food or, secondly, quite the opposite, possibly a magical act to try to attract the much-needed herds that, for some reason, had failed to appear at the appointed time.


This last option would appear the favourite considering the high priority of survival.


Either option being the case we have the first physical indications of a belief that humankind could somehow influence the natural world around them through a complex form of sympathetic magic presumably used at the appropriate times of the year. We also have here the very root birth of the figure much later known as Herne the Hunter, the first and oldest lord of the forest to be historically recorded by early Europeans.


Also implicit in the belief is the connection between the human (shaman), the object (antlers), and the desired aim in the natural world (deer), conveyed by some other inherent force which must inevitably flow through all things. Then the Stone Age came to an end and the Copper Age and Bronze Age began.
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The two sets of ‘shaman’s horns’ unearthed at Starr Carr post-glacial cave systems in South Yorkshire taken from 19th century archaeology reports


The Solar Copper Cult Begins




6000 BC – Copper smelted in Anatolia and the Caucasus; the Gilgamesh Epic composed.


4500 BC – Smelting takes place in the Balkans, Mediterranean and Central Europe.


3350 BC – Earliest date for Otzi the Iceman and his copper axe (3100 BC at latest).


3000 BC – Egyptians worship the ‘Aten’ (Sun), Osiris and the fertility of the Nile.


2000 BC – Copper is mined on the Great Orme, Llandudno, Wales, UK.


1950 BC – Copper is mined on Alderley Edge, Cheshire, England, UK.
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‘The Huntsman Gazes Upon Standing Stones’ by Anthony Potts





2. The Watchman of the Forest Never Sleeps
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The first written account to survive of a ‘force’ found in the vast forests uncharted and unaffected by man is The Forest Journey in the Middle Eastern Babylonian pre-flood tale known as The Epic of Gilgamesh, which was miraculously preserved on clay tablets found in desert ruins by early archaeologists and first translated in the 19th century. The Epic is at least between 5,000 and 6,000 years old, takes us back into the mind of Bronze Age man, and points mysteriously to the traditions of beheading and the ‘triple death’ found in European Celtic sacrifice.


Various dates have been given to planetary floods between 10500 BC and 3500 BC and it has to be accepted that there must have been many minor regional floods at the end of the last Ice Age and at least one big one, which probably led to the Biblical flood account, the Egyptian-Greek ‘sinking of Atlantis’, and many more including the Babylonian’s own Epic version of a super-flood found in the clay tablets – but this is not the subject of our quest here. It merely serves to draw a line fixing the date of our tale in a world as yet unravaged by the waters of melting ice or the wholescale human environmental deforestation of the recent ages. In the story, the hero Gilgamesh meets the eyes of his companion Enkidu and says:
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