Module 2: Symbol & Imagination

Dani Charis Hawkyard

Explore the relationship between history, mythopoesis and truth in the light of the
mythology of Glastonbury.

The Glastonbury Landscape
History, Mythopoesis & Truth

The sanctity of Glastonbury is not a matter of human convention, nor did it arise from any
historical event. It was decreed directly by nature. That conclusion is made obvious to anyone who
visits Glastonbury …. Around the towering cone of Glastonbury Tor is a countryside which gives
the impression of being somehow different from any other. It can seem wistful, nostalgic, otherworldly, even intimidating, but it is never quite ordinary.
John Michell (1997: ii)

LAND, SEA & SKY: AN INTRODUCTION

Even from just preliminary glances at such books as Dion Fortune’s Glastonbury: Avalon of
the Heart and John Michell’s New Light on the Ancient Mystery of Glastonbury, it is painfully
clear to me that the mythology of this sacred place is inescapably vast - far too vast to be
done justice in a mere four-thousand words (the scope of this essay). To attempt such a feat
I feel would be overwhelming, both to author and to reader, and I do not believe I could
truly honour such a remarkable heritage within such a small space. It is in light of this that
I have chosen to approach the assignment from my own unique perspective, and to offer
my attention in particular to the mythology of the hallowed Glastonbury earth, including
the Glastonbury Land Zodiac.

As someone who has found their spiritual home in modern-day Druidry it is probably
unsurprising that, out of all of Glastonbury’s myths, the ones that capture my heart most
unreservedly are those of the landscape itself. The Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids
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(OBOD)1 describes Druidry as a dynamic spirituality, ever-changing and flourishing but
always sustained by “the power of an ancient tradition: the love of land, sea and sky - the
love of the earth our home” (OBOD, no date a: webpage). Philip Carr-Gomm, OBOD Chief
since 1988, explains that many people who are drawn to Druidry share a love of the
natural world, as well as a fascination with Celtic history, ancient sacred sites and old
stories (2002: 8). All of this can be found in abundance in the Somerset town of
Glastonbury, steeped as it is in the legends of Joseph of Arimathea, the Holy Grail and
King Arthur.

Thus it seems natural to me that I should find myself bewitched by these things that
researcher Paul Devereux calls ‘Earth Mysteries’, of which terrestrial zodiacs - giant
zodiacal shapes found laid out over miles of landscape in consistent form with the
constellations above - are one. In the opening paragraph of his book by the same name,
Devereux writes:

‘Earth Mysteries’ is a general term for the broad subject area relating to the wonders and
enigmas of the distant past. It can range from simple fascination with old sacred places
and speculation about archaeological puzzles, to the rediscovery and personal application
of principles contained in the nearly lost knowledge of ancient societies. In short, [it is] a
modern attempt to uncover the wisdom of the ancient mind and apply some of the truths
it contained. (Devereux, 1999a: 1)

Although Devereux maintains that “Earth Mysteries is not a religious persuasion, pagan
or otherwise” (1999a: 2), its general realms of interest appear to be very much in line with
those of many Druids practising today, and Devereux’s approach is one I will aspire to
adopt in my exploration of the history, legend and myth-making surrounding Glastonbury
and its Zodiac. Devereux states that the study of Earth Mysteries must offer to light
objective information on its object of study, whilst never forgetting to embrace the more
subjective, intuitive and experiential material alongside it; he explains: “one… without the

1

Based in the UK, the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids is a global group dedicated to the practice,
teaching and development of Druidry as a present-day spirituality; OBOD describes itself as a “mystery
school” offering “comprehensive training in Druidry … through its distance learning course” (OBOD, no
date b) . Those who undertake the course become members of the Order, and can progress through the three
traditional grades of the ancient Druids: the Bards, the Ovates and the Druids (OBOD, no date c).
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other leaves the understanding of Earth Mysteries unbalanced and incomplete” (1999a: 3).
It is thus necessary when considering a mythology such as Glastonbury's to take account
of its visible, tangible and historical truths, as well as those ‘truths’ which are more elusive,
more instinctive and perhaps more personal to the beholder.

It is therefore this approach that I will endeavour to adhere to whilst I undergo the process
of this assignment, giving primary focus to the myths of the landscape, along with the
ancient stories, monuments and legends that both shed light upon and serve to deepen its
mysteries. As an aside, during the writing of this essay I will also be undertaking a brief
journey to Glastonbury, with the intention of experiencing some of the Zodiac first hand namely Leo, my sun sign. I have listened to many friends and acquaintances from Pagan
circles speak of the unmistakable energy that runs through Glastonbury, and I have
yearned to visit for some years. The guise of education and research, naturally, seems as
good an excuse as any.
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GLASTONBURY: TEMPLE OF THE STARS

As I traversed the undulating hillsides that mark the south-western edges of Copley Wood
- which marks the head of Leo in Glastonbury’s Land Zodiac if you draw the sign out on a
map (see Figure 1 below) - the Sun overhead was fittingly ablaze and casting out
unprecedented heat for February. In astrology the Sun is, of course, the ruling ‘planet’ of
Leo. That is not to say that I believed the anomalous late-Winter heatwave to be a product
of my decision to visit the terrestrial counterpart of my sun sign, but it was nevertheless
curious. It is synchronicities that make the land zodiac signs so intriguing - such as the
discovery of appropriate and uncanny place names and local legends within each and
every one - and I encountered just two Leo-esque phenomena within the lion’s head: a
solar farm, and finding there to be a exceptional abundance of catkins hanging from the
trees in the forest. The form of the big cat is in fact studded with place names such as the

Figure 1: Leo of the Glastonbury Zodiac, by Yuri Leitch
(Image source: The Alchemical Journey, 2011: webpage)
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Catsash Hundred, Catsgore and Catsham (The Alchemical Journey, 2011: webpage). Thus,
cat-kins; to not acknowledge them would have been impossible.

I also found myself lost to what seemed a profound experience very near the beginning of
my quest, shortly after journeying into the Leo sign; the event was not ‘Leo’ in nature, but
seemed significant regardless. Nestled in the grass as I passed by was a tiny pale snail
shell, the enduring remains left behind by its fragile and mortal inhabitant. I could not
help but wonder at my chances of noticing such a tiny artefact laid so inconspicuously on
the ground in open meadow, when all around there were twisting trees and beautiful
views to steal one’s attention. Yet there it sat. As a Druid, animal messengers are close to
my heart, and the symbolism of the snail’s spiralling pattern filled my head like a river
breaching its dam: a delicate labyrinthine design etched by nature on a shell canvas.
Labyrinths, appropriately, are often said to symbolise a journey - perhaps one of initiation,
death and rebirth, or even salvation - and “some may seem merely to signify the
complexity of [that] journey, the difficulty of finding or knowing one’s way” (Solnit, 2014:
71). In this case, of course, the journey could be viewed as literal - my voyage into Leo. But
this physical journey is also a part of my spiritual one, and the discovery of the shell
seemed to me a poignant reminder to stop worrying (something I am prone to), to breathe
deeply and to savour the adventure - to enjoy and relish in the unfolding of my experience
within Leo, of this assignment and my own spiritual pathway. An affirmation, if you will.
And if I came all this way to Leo for affirmation from a snail’s shell, then it felt enough.

One who is a stranger to terrestrial zodiacs may at this stage be wondering: what exactly is
the Glastonbury Zodiac, and where did it come from? It is admittedly comparatively
young and relatively unknown when viewed in the light of other Glastonbury myths such as the tales of the Arthurian legends and the stories of Joseph of Arimathea, which
are considerably older - having been birthed into being by artist Katherine Maltwood as
late as the 1920’s and refined by Mary Caine in the 1960’s (Devereux, 1999a: 133). Author
and esotericist John Michell (who was also a prominent figure in the Earth Mysteries
movement of which Devereux writes) recounts:
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In the summer of 1929 [Maltwood] was staying near Glastonbury, illustrating an edition of
the High History of the Holy Graal. She suspected that the episodes in the Grail Quest were
located in the district, and as she looked at maps her eye was caught by certain
configurations in the hills, boundaries and waterways which resembled symbolic figures. A
lion and a woman … were the first figures she noticed. She took them as symbols of Leo
and Virgo, and completed her zodiac by recognising ten other landscape effigies in a circle
ten miles in diameter with its centre near Butleigh, three miles south of Glastonbury Tor.
This circle to her mind was Arthur’s original Round Table. (1997: 19)

Thus, as astrologer Geoffrey Cornelius points out, in Maltwood’s belief the Glastonbury
Zodiac was a site of great spiritual significance within the British Isles, and she considered
it to constitute an immense ‘Temple of the Stars’ (2003: 218) (see Figure 2 below). Author

Figure 2: The Glastonbury Zodiac as envisaged by Katherine Maltwood
(Image source: Victoria Landscape Zodiac, no date: webpage)
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Nicholas R. Mann informs us that some of the figures are so significant as to be many
miles long, and that each one closely resembles the constellation in the Heavens which it
represents (1996: 106), which is a remarkable thought, if somewhat baffling. Furthermore,
Cornelius reminds us again of the astonishing synchronicities between the signs
themselves and occurrences of human artefacts, place names and legends falling within
each one (2003: 218), as indeed we saw with Leo. These oddities serve to make us question
the reality of the zodiac - is it the evocative but fanciful creation of an artist with a vivid
imagination and aided by coincidence, or is it really there?

This of course brings in to question what we mean when we speak of reality and whether
something really exists, but I will return to this metaphorical can of worms shortly. In
Maltwood’s mind, her discovery appeared as real as are the pyramids of Egypt, and
Devereux tells us that she published her ideas in 1935 in Glastonbury’s Temple of the Stars
(1999a: 133). Scholar Geoffrey Ashe states she claimed her ‘Temple of the Stars’ to be of
ancient origins, attributing its creation to the Sumerians from the Middle East as early as
2700 BC (the word ‘Sumer’ supposedly being the root for ‘Somerset’) (1983: 119).
Interestingly, it is now recognised by anthropologists that tribal people are indeed
predisposed to seeing symbolic designs and patterns within the shapes of the land, so as
argued by Michell this proposal of Maltwood’s is by no means impossible (1997: 20).

However, terrestrial zodiacs are described by Devereux as “one of those quirky ideas that
can be found in the undergrowth of Earth Mysteries themes”, and we get the impression
from his statement proposing they “simply reflect our own, modern, map-trained minds”
that he is not entirely convinced by the idea (1999a: 133-4). Certainly the term ‘quirky’
seems an apt choice, but it is fascinating to note that the concept behind terrestrial zodiacs
is indeed an ancient one, far predating Katherine Maltwood’s ideas. Michell writes:

According to the foundation legend of Chinese geomancy 2, the first man to observe the

2

The term Geomancy generally denotes a method of divination which interprets signs deriving from the earth
(Online Etymology Dictionary, 2019: webpage), but it may also refer to the art of “auspiciously” locating or
arranging buildings and other similar sites (Oxford University Press, 2019a: webpage).

Page 7! of !15

Module 2: Symbol & Imagination

Dani Charis Hawkyard

correspondence between the stars in the sky and the natural features of the landscape was
the first ruler, Fu Hsi. “Looking upwards he contemplated the images in the heavens;
looking downwards he discerned the patterns on earth.” Thus the earliest form of Chinese
geomancy was based on the perception of a stellar landscape. From that early perception
developed the elaborate system of geomancy which produced the civilised landscape of
China. In the days of tribal nomadism, however, things were simpler. Every tribal territory
was seen as a celestial planisphere, a great wheel on which were imprinted the
constellations visible in the sky above. (1997: 18)

Thus it seems the notion of stars reflected in the earth is by no means novel, and according
to Michell this very phenomena can actually be encountered in the landscape of preChristian Glastonbury in another way too.

Michell states that, upon the retreat of the Ice Age glaciers 12,000 years ago, Glastonbury
Tor and its surrounding foothills were enclosed by an inland sea (1997: 3). This would
have been a result of rising sea levels, and means that what we now see as numerous hills
in the Glastonbury landscape would have then been islands. There are seven islands in
particular which Michell explains held privileged status above the rest, being exempt from
the customary laws of Britain and possessing freedom from taxation, and later in Medieval
times each of the seven island sanctuaries also boasted its own chapel (1997: 9). He forces
us to ask ourselves why these seven islands were considered to be of such importance
when “several of them are far less outstanding in size and height than other, unfamed
island hills in the same district”, before providing us with the astonishing answer: the
seven islands, when plotted on a map, form a pattern closely resembling that made by
seven stars within the constellation of the Great Bear, which today we also know as the
Plough (1997: 13). This can be seen quite clearly in Figure 3 on the following page.

We have already noted Katherine Maltwood’s assertion that her Glastonbury Zodiac
embodies the original Arthurian Round Table, and it is startling to see that we find an
almost identical (although wholly unrelated) connection between the Great Bear
constellation and Round Table here too.

Welsh scholars derive Arthur’s name from ‘Arth Fawr’, the Great Bear, and he is also
associated with Arcturus, the brightest star in the northern hemisphere, whose position in
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the sky is indicated by the last two stars in the tail of the Great Bear. Arcturus in Greek
means the Keeper of the Bear. In Spanish it is named Arturo or Arthur, and old English
writers … made plain its traditional connection with Arthur by calling it Arthurus.
(Michell, 1997: 16)

Michell then goes on to mention the writings of early authority W.H. Smyth, who
suggested that the constellation of the Great Bear may even have been the true origin of
Arthur’s Round Table, due to its visible portrayal of a circle as it turns through the North
Polar regions of the sky (1997: 16).

Figure 3: The Seven Island Stars of the Great Bear
(Image source: Michell, 1997: 17)
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The correlation here seems unlikely and extraordinary, but once realised it is unforgettable:
two unrelated star maps reflected in the Glastonbury earth, both eerily linked to the
Round Table of Arthurian Legend. It makes it difficult to dismiss either in the way that
Devereux does as products of our modern map-trained minds (1999a: 134) - especially
when we consider how ancient Michell suggests recognition of the seven islands must
have been, dating back to a pre-Christian (and not at all modern or map-trained) Britain.

However, with this in mind, one of the major criticisms of the Glastonbury Zodiac is that
some of its defining features are ones only found in the then-modern landscape of the
1920’s; certain roads and field boundaries which form the basis for the great figures have
been demonstrated to not have existed prior to the 1800’s, whilst others were simply
temporary byproducts of agricultural activity (the eye of Capricorn was purported to be a
haystack!) (Fitzpatrick-Matthews, no date: webpage). Devereux also adds “the figures …
are marked out by river courses, ancient roads, dykes, boundaries of woodland, and other
features which have appeared at different times in the landscape, thus negating the
possibility they could delineate a single concept” (1999a: 134). No matter how much one
might want to believe in the ancient origins of the Glastonbury Zodiac, it is hard to ignore
the argument that such features could never have been predicted by our ancestors almost
five thousand years previously (Ashe, 1983: 120) - and even if they could, the figures can
only be seen from a great height, so would they even have been recognisable by a
civilisation that did not yet have the technology of flight?

It is also interesting to note that there are some deviations from the standard symbols Cancer in the Glastonbury Zodiac is undeniably a ship, whilst some interpretations see
Libra as a dove, Scorpio as an eagle and Capricorn a unicorn (Mann, 1996: 106). Thus, for
the rational mind the authenticity of land zodiacs is very difficult to accept - and perhaps
rightly so, as there are clearly many barriers to believing that they exist in the same
physical way as monuments akin to Glastonbury Tor. Thus, this brings us back to our
question of what we mean when we speak of the concept of reality - that can of worms I
mentioned earlier.
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It is interesting to note that Geoffrey Ashe, who wrote: “[the figures] are supposed to be
obvious in aerial photographs. I have studied those photographs; I know what I am meant
to see; I honestly try to see; and I simply do not” (1983: 121) also points out that perhaps
physical validation of the figures isn’t as important as the rational mind would have us
believe. He remarks:

If you discuss the figures in a purely objective way, as if they could be proved and
accounted for like a prehistoric burial or a Roman villa, you are discussing them wrongly.
Those who do not see them do not see them, and should not be argued with, or treated as
obstinate or wilfully blind. What matters is the experience of those who do see them - the
wide-ranging meditations which they can set in motion, the complex imagery which they
can conjure up. (1978: 16)

This makes me think of my own experiences within Leo and the finding of the snail shell.
Would I have felt the significance of the shell’s unlikely discovery in the same way had I
not been consciously walking inside one of the zodiac signs? Probably not. So what does
this say for the authenticity of terrestrial Leo and his zodiacal companions?

Nicholas R. Mann discusses the “mind of the beholder” when considering the nature of
the Glastonbury Zodiac, and states: “To deny the existence of something because it is
“only in the mind” is to deny the world-shaping power of the cosmologies that each of us
carry in our minds” (1996: 107). It is also important to acknowledge that “[t]he aesthetics
of a holy place, the play of light and dark, its placing in the topography, even ambient
sounds like rushing water or wind in the foliage can all have an effect on the mind of a
visitor, especially if already primed to have a spiritual experience” (Devereux, 1999b: 8).
Thus it becomes clear - both from my own experience of the Zodiac and from recounting
the those of Katherine Maltwood and the authors who critique and consider her work just how powerful the imagination is. Our creative minds have an undeniable influence on
our perception of our individual realities and the meaningfulness of experiences within
those realities, and as a result each of us will entertain a different version of ‘what is real’
to everyone else. This makes reality somewhat impossible to define in an objective sense, as
the rationalist would have us do, and we find ourselves faced with the eternally
frustrating subjective-objective debate. A can of worms indeed.
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THE SPIRITUAL REALITY BEHIND THE MATERIAL FACADE OF HISTORY:
A CONCLUSION

When it comes to Earth Mysteries, Devereux states: “The challenge is to separate those that
are simply modern egotistical fantasies from those that may yield a truth about the ancient
mind, which held properties alien to our ways of thinking today” (1999a: 19). However, it
is plain from this exploration into Glastonbury’s landscape mysteries that it is more or less
impossible to be truly certain of the origins of such things, and perhaps this is why
Devereux appears to remain ambivalent on the matter. Did the Sumerians really see a
zodiac in the earth long before Katherine Maltwood ‘re-discovered’ it? Did the Celtic
inhabitants of pre-Christian Britain realise that their seven sacred islands reflected the
constellation of the Great Bear? And was either really the true origin of King Arthur’s
Round Table? Whilst it seems none of these things are so far-fetched as to be totally
beyond the realms of possibility, they are also impossible to prove, and their nature in a
historical sense will thus always remain a mystery.

I wonder then what this means for their authenticity; are the Glastonbury Zodiac and the
terrestrial Great Bear there at all, or are they merely imagined patterns and nothing more?
On the one hand, as Ashe says: “no amount of prompting or wishful thinking could make
[one see the stars in the earth] if the landscape did not supply the materials of the
vision” (1978: 16), and the landscape has certainly provided the necessary tools. But as we
have seen, there are too many reasons for the rationalist not to believe in the ‘reality’ of the
Zodiac as they would define it, and they are good reasons too. To me this seems a shame,
as the Glastonbury Zodiac has the potential to be something quite magical for those who
are open to the possibility of it - one who can embrace the unquantifiable nature of
subjective and intuitive experience. And indeed, such a person does see these figures in
the Glastonbury earth, just as I myself could see Leo marked out in pencil on the map that
accompanied me on my own venture into Copley Wood.
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This, therefore, is perhaps the true value of the myths of Glastonbury’s enchanting
landscape. Perhaps its truth really lies in “the spiritual reality behind the material facade
of history” (Michell, 1997: iii) - the imaginal experience that takes one so far beyond and
above the corporeal. This, naturally, will be unique for each beholder of the myths, and
each beholder will perhaps thus create their own reality in relation to them as discussed.
But, nevertheless, it is this internal reality and the meaning that we as human beings
attribute to it which in many ways validates and creates its truth. Cornelius writes: “The
figures are on the subject-object threshold of reality, and … to ‘see’ them we have to enter
the material in a certain way” (2003: 218). Leo is ‘real’ to me - I can see him on a map, I
have visited him and I have felt something profound as a result - but he may be little more
than whimsy to another. Can I ‘prove’ his existence historically? Rationally? Perhaps not.
But he is certainly there and symbolically, at least, he is authentic.

Michell, with his eloquent style of writing, puts it best: “The puzzling, unfamiliar yet
wonderfully exciting conclusion which is forced upon us by examination of the
Glastonbury mystery is that we are being asked to contemplate an alternative reality, a
reality quite unacknowledged by modern habits of thought, the reality of a heavenly order
on earth” (1997: 166). And to me it seems there can be no place more suited to such a
reality than Glastonbury. The history of the once-flooded landscape alone is remarkable in
itself, and it has little need of myth, story nor legend to make it so. As Dion Fortune writes
of the Tor in her beautifully composed Glastonbury: Avalon of the Heart, “There is such
magic in the first glimpse of that strange hill that none who have the eye of vision can look
upon it unmoved” (2000: 5). I can attest that she speaks truly, and the fact that these
enchanting island hills are cloaked with such magical stories as the Arthurian Legends and
might just really be a magnificent ‘Temple of the Stars’ only serves to make them that little
bit more extraordinary.
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