TREE WORSHIP
J O H N WALTER TAYLOR

Virgil places the following quotation in the mouth of
Evander: "This grove . . . this hill with its leafy crown — though
we know not what god it is — is yet a god's h o m e . " (1) That
trees were tenanted by spirits is a concept embodied in the
following statement by Pliny that: ". . . trees were the temples
of the deities . . . nor do we pay greater worship to images
shining with gold and ivory than to the forests." (2) Indeed,
Jacob Grimm, in his work Teutonic Mythology, after a rather
complex etymological examination, concludes that among the
Germanic peoples: " 'temple' then means also 'wood.' . . . There
dwells the deity, veiling his form in the rustling foliage of the
boughs." (3) Let us therefore consider the role of trees in
ancient Indo-European myth and religion.
The Oak-Forest Environment
The final withdrawal of the northern European ice-sheets
marks the beginning of the oak-forest environment. This withdrawal is estimated to have begun by approximately 7900
B.C. (4) The retreat of these glacial masses proved to be a
significant event in the antiquity of Europe, for it brought
with it changes of the first order. One of these was the release
of vast quantities of water resulting from the melting of immeasurable tons of ice which caused a eustatic rise in sea
level. (5) This consequent rise in the sea level was to change
the geography of the continent.
The early post-glacial period also saw drastic alterations
in the climate in respect to both temperature and precipita(1) Virgil, Aeneid, 2 vols., trans. H. Rushton Fairclouch (London: William Heinemann, 1930), 11:85 (8.351-352). (The first citation of any given classical source will
appear as a full reference. All subsequent, secondary references will appear in abbreviated form in the text.)
(2) Pliny, Natural History, 10 vols., trans. H. Rackham London: William Heinemann, I960), IV:5 (12.2.3).
(3) J. L. K. Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, 4 vols., trans. J. S. Stallybrass (New
York: Dover Publications Inc., 1966), 1:69.
(4) Grahame Clark and Stuart Piggott, Prehistoric Societies (New York: Alfred
Knopf, 1968), p. 140.
(5) J. G. D. Clark, The Mesolithic Settlement of Northern Europe New York:
Greenwood Press, 1970), p. 7.
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tion. (6) This change in dimatic conditions saw a resultant
variation in both flora and fauna, (7) and are identified first in
a period labelled the Pre-Boreal Phase (ca. 8500-7200 B.C.).(8)
This period saw a monumental change in the plant cover of the
European continent. Now open vegetation was being replaced
rapidly by forests. (9) Initially, the forests were composed
of trees able to tolerate the relatively cold conditions, trees
such as birch, pine, and willow.
The late glacial period was marked by massive high pressure
areas over the glacial expanses. (10) This resulted in the deflection of Atlantic rainstorms south of their present course. The
melting and retreat of the ice-sheets reduced this pressure and
allowed south-west winds, bringing rain and mists from the
Atlantic, to sweep over Europe. This increase in rainfall,
initiating the second post-glacial period, the Boreal Phase
(ca. 7200-5500 B.C.), (11) consequently modified the nature
of the forests. The pine, dominant in early post-glacial times,
was now being replaced by the oak. It is the pollen record of
the Boreal Phase that indicates the appearance of the elements
of quercetum. (12) Species quercus does not only appear but
increases considerably in its percentage representations. (13)
Optimum climatic conditions marked the advent of the
following Atlantic Phase (ca. 5500-3000 B.C.), (14) which was
characterized by a marked increase in both precipitation and
temperature. During this phase both summers and winters
became wetter, and the oakwoods thrived in the resultant heavy
damp soils. (15) Under such optimum climatic conditions,
(6) Ibid., p. 23.
(7) See E. A. Hoebel, Anthropology (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), p. 116;
and E. O. James, "Prehistoric Religion," in Religions of the Past, ed. C. J. Bleeker
and G. Widengren (Leiden: E . J . Brill, 1969), p. 25.
(8) Paul Friedrich, Proto-Indo-European Trees: The Arboreal System of a Prehistoric People (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), p. 19.
(9) Clark and Piggott, Prehistoric Societies, p. 141.
(10) Ibid., pp. 149-150.
(11) ¥nt&nc\\, Proto-Indo-European Trees,'p. 19.
(12) R. G. Pearson, Animals and Plants of the Cenozoic Era (London: Butterworth's & Co., 1964), p. 82.
(13) Ibid.
(14) See VtieArich., Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 21; and Ruth Trm^am, Hunters,
Fishers and Farmers of Eastern Europe (London: Hutchinson University Library,
1971), p. 3 1 .
(15) See Tringham, Hunters, Fishers and Farmers of Eastern Europe, p. 3 1 ; and
Christopher and Jacquetta Hawkes, Prehistoric Britain (Hardmonsworth: Penguin
Books, 1952), pp. 39-40.
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the whole forest belts of Europe moved northward, to occupy
even higher latitudes than do present forests. (16)
The
boundary of the oak forests also pushed further to the east, and
also spread up the slopes of mountains to occupy new and
higher altitudes. (17) Thus the species quercus, interspersed
with alder, became the dominant element of the new
forests. (18)
Von Post, a pioneer in paleobotany, concluded that the postglacial temperature maximum coincided with the peak of the
mixed oak forests of the Atlantic period. (19) Quercus had
become the dominant forest tree, and by the middle of the
Atlantic period oaks abounded in the Ciscaucasus, and had
extended into the steppes and the Ukraine. Quercus robur
became the dominant species in western Europe, comprising
50 percent of the great German forests. (20) Quercus was,
indeed, the focal genus of the Atlantic Phase and lasted, as such,
into the Sub-boreal Phase (ca. 3000-800 B.C.). (21)
Cultural Impact of the Forests
The retreat of the northern European glaciers and the
phenomena that followed formed a new physical environment
which resulted in compensatory cultural developments. The
vanishing ice sheets opened up huge expanses of land for the
settlement of man. Jacquetta Hawkes describes Europe as
having exchanged a covering of ice for one of trees, (22) and
this new forest environment demanded adaptation.
The spread of forests had drastic effects on both human and
animal populations. The once great herds that had ranged and
grazed on the tundra and the steppe of the late glacial period
were forced to move on by encroaching woodlands. Their
disappearance from western Europe effectively destroyed the
culture of the paleolithic hunting societies in that region,

(16) Pearson, Animals and Plants of the Cenezoic, p. 83.
(17) See Tringham, Hunters, Fishers and Farmers of Eastern Europe, p. 3 1 ; and
J. G. Evans, "Notes on the Environment of Early Farming Communities in Britain,"
in Economy and Settlement in Neolithic and Bronze Age Britain and Europe, ed.
D. D. A. Simpson (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1971), p. 17.
(18) See Pearson, Animals and Plants of the Cenezoic, p. 82; and Clark and Piggott,
Prehistoric Societies, p. 141.
(19) Clark, Mesolithic Settlement of Northern Europe, p. 26.
(20) VTK&nch, Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 130.
(21) Ibid., p. 22.
(22) HAWWCS, Prehistoric Britain, p. 35.
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because such herds were the economic base on which their
carefully adjusted cultures depended. (23) The disappearance
of the great herds during early post-glacial times removed the
cornerstone of the European meat supply, and this decline
in game resources is reflected in smaller occupation sites which
indicates a reduction in population. (24)
The Proto-Indo-Europeaiis
The core of this argument is based on the fact that the
Atlantic Phase is of double significance. (25) It is my behef
that it was during this period that the veneration of the oak
took root, and that the worship of the oak was a natural
development in the environment in which the Proto-IndoEuropean found himself. (26)
Proto-Indo-European
Oak-Morphemes
Paul Friedrich cites three basic Proto-Indo-European oakmorphemes. (27) They are as follows:
1.) *ayg
2.) *perk'^
3.) *dorw (28)
The first morpheme is reflected in three stocks. First is
the Proto-Germanic *aiks, whose primary denotation is " o a k . "
The second stock is Greek and is represented by "aigilops,"
which denotes an oak with edible acorns — hence the oak
species Quercus aigilops. The Latin word '^aesculiis" represents
the third stock, from which species Quercus esculentis
is
derived. Varro makes reference to this morpheme by stating
that the Esquiline Hill in Rome was named ". . . from the fact
that it was planted with aesculi [oaks] by King Tullius." (29)
Varro also mentions the Aesculetum,
the Oak Grove, which

(23) Ibid.
(24) Butzer, Enviromnent and Archaeology, pp. 535-537.
(25) Paul Friedrich, "Proto-Indo-European Trees," in Indo-European and IndoEuropeans, ed. G. Cardona, H. H. Hoenigswald and A. Senn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970), p. 14.
(26) Ibid. This viewpoint seems to be universally acceptable.
(27) See Paul Friedrich, "Proto-Indo-European Trees," in Indo-European and
Indo-Europeans, p. 21.
(28) The asterisk before each morpheme is the method used to denote hypothetically reconstructed proto-morphemes by Indo-Europeanists.
(29) Varro, De Lingua Latina, 2 vols., trans. R. G. Kent (London: William Heinemann, 1958), 1:47 (5.49).
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according to him was named after the oak tree, aesculus (Varro
De Lingua Latina 5.152). Latin aesculus is cognate with the
*ayg morpheme through the following hypothetical reconstruction: *aeg-s-colo (30) and *aig-sklos. (31) Germanic cognates
of the *ayg morpheme are represented as follows:
Old Norse — eik
Danish — eg
Swedish — ek
Old English — ac/ak/ags
Middle English — oke
Modem English — oak
Dutch — eik
Old High German — eih
Middle High German — eich
Modem German — eiche. (32)
Hence the *ayg morpheme has cognates in three Indo-European
branches, the Germanic, Italic, and Greek.
The second oak-morpheme, perk^, is more complex, but far
more interesting. Friedrich connects it with the Balto-Slavic
Perku, Perkunas, and Perun, all gods of thunder, to whom the
oak is sacred. He also believes the Vedic Parjanyah to be
cognate. (33) In the Italic and Celtic languages, evidence for
the *perh}" morpheme is to be found. The Latin quercus
shows an initial consonant shift from the original p. . .k^ to
k^. . .k^. (34) Varro mentions this word and believes it to be
the root oi Larum Querquetulanum,
which means the "Chapel
of the Oak Grove" (Varro De Lingua Latina 5.49). The Celtic
cognate of quercus loses the initial " p " from the
*perk^
morpheme, yielding *erk^, and eventually is reflected in
Ercynia or Hercynia (35) as mentioned by Julius Caesar. (36)
(30) Ynednch, Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 133.
(31) Julius Pokorny, Indogermanisches Etymologisches
Worterbuch (Bern: A.
Franke, 1959), p. 13.
(32) See Pokomy, Indogermanisches Etymologisches Worterbuch, p. 13; Friedrich,
Proto-Indo-European
Trees, p. 132; and C. D. Buck, Dictionary of Selected
Synonyms in the Principle Indo-European Languages (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1949), p. 528.
(33) VncAnch, Proto-Indo-European Trees, pp. 135-136.
(34) See Friedrich, Proto-Indo-European Trees, pp. 137; and Warren Cowgill,
"Italic and Celtic Superlatives and Dialects of Indo-European," in Indo-European
and Indo-Europeans, ed. G. Cardona, H. Hoenigswald and A. Senn (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970), p. 113.
(35) Friediich, Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 138.
(36) Caesar, Gallic Wars, trans. H. J. Edwards (London: William Heinemann,
1970), p. 349 (6.24).

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

84

THE MANKIND Q U A R T E R L Y

Thus the perk
morpheme manifests itself in cognate form in
the Baltic, Slavic, Indie, Latin, and Celtic tongues.
The third morpheme, *dorw, has a primary denotation in
Proto-Celtic which probably meant the oak tree. (37) This
morpheme is preserved in the following cognate forms:
Old Irish — daur
Old Irish — derucc (acorn)
Cornish — dar
Welsh — derwen
Modern Irish — dair
Breton — dervenn. (38)
The greek drus, as mentioned by Pliny {Natural History 16;
95: 249), is also believed to be cognate with the *dorw
morpheme. (39) Buck states that this Indo-European morpheme, which he labels *derwo, primarily meant oak, but,
as a later development, may have meant tree or wood in
general. (40)
Friedrich believes that the variety of oak-morphemes for the
genus oak may have served to denote three distinct specis.
Conjecturally, he equates *aygWith. the holly oak, *perk^ with
the winter oak, and *dorw with the English oak. (41) Indeed,
Theophrastus recognizes the rich sub-generic differentiation
in species quercus. He writes: "Take then the various kinds of
oak; for in this tree men recognize more difference than in any
other." (42) These differences would be quite obvious to the
Proto-Indo-European utilizing, and living, among the oaks,
and this differentiation would naturally be symbolized by
different words.
Oak Veneration in Ancient Greece
That the species quercus flourished in ancient Greece is well
attested in classical sources. Pausanias certainly makes reference
to groves and woods of oak trees. He states that in the region of

(37) ¥nednc\\, Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 144.
(38) See Friedrich, Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 144; and Buck, Dictionary of
Selected Synonyms, p. 528.
(39) Buck, Dictionary of Selected Synonyms, p. 528.
(40) Ibid.
(41) Friedrich, "Proto-Indo-European Trees," in Indo-European and Indo-Europeans, p. 21.
(42) Theophrastus, Enquiry into Plants, 2 vols., trans. Arthur Holt (London:
William Heinemann, l'9'l6), 1:205 (3.8.2).
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Laconia ". . . on the way from Hermae the whole region is full
of oak trees." (43) In Achaia, he adds, the district around
Phelloe is covered with oaks (Pausanias Description of Greece
7.26.10). Ovid, in turn, describes Mount Pelion as being draped
with oaks. (44) Pliny describes the Saronic Gulf, between
Attica and^he Peloponnesus, as being ringed with oaken forests.
In fact, he notes that the very name of this gulf originated from
an old Greek word meaning oak (Pliny Natural History 4 ; 5: 18).
It is of little wonder that J. G. Frazer remarked that the Greek
peninsula in antiquity may have been spanned with great tracts
of o a k . ( 4 5 )
The Oak and the

Nymph

In a purely animistic strain, the early Greeks believed the oak
to be inhabited by a resident entity, the nymph or hamadryad.
Pausanias reports, "The natives say that Tithorea was so called
after a nymph . . . one of those who in days of old grew out of
trees and especially out of oaks" (Pausanias Description of
Greece 10; 32: 9). Here one might note the characteristic
reference to the antiquity of such a phenomenon.
The character of these beings is unique, for they are neither
mortal nor immortal. The length of their lives is determined by
the life-span of the oak. Callimachus reflects on this relationship
in his Hymn to Delos. He writes: "The earth born nymph,
Melia, . . . paled as she panted for her coeval oak . . . did the
oaks come into being at the same time as the n y m p h s ? " (46)
Here Callimachus refers initially to their relationship as being
coeval, but later he seems to feel the need to question which of
the two came into being first. One Homeric hymn points out
that the oak and the nymph are certainly coeval, stating that:
". . . at their birth . . . oaks spring up with them . . and at last
the life of the Nymph and of the tree leave the light of the sun
together. "'(4 7)
(43) Pausanias, Description of Greece, 4 vols., trans. W. H. S. Jones and H. A.
Ormerod (London: William Heinemann, 1964), 11:63 (3.10.6).
(44) Ovid, Fasti, trans. J. G. Frazer (London: William Heinemann, 1931), p.219
(5.333-334).
(45) Frazer, Golden Bough, 13 vols., 3rd ed. (London: Mcmillan & Co., 1955),
11:8,
(46) Callimachus, Hymns and Epigrams, trans. A. W. Mair (London: William Heinemann, 1955), p. 91 (4.79-85).
(47) Hymn to Aphrodite 5.264-274, in Hesiod, Homeric Hymns, Fragments of the
Epic Cycle, trans. Hugh-Evelyn White (London: William Heinemann, 1914; reprint,
1959), p. 425.
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Apollonius Rhodius also joins the chorus in support of the
coevality of the oak and the nymph. He writes of a hamadryad
and "the stump of an oak tree coeval with herself, wherein for
a long time she had lived continually" (Apollonius Rhodius
Argonautica
2: 476-480). Ausonius also realized this special
link between the oak and the nymph when he reported that the
tree does not die until the hamadryad expires. (48)
The Oak Grove
It seems that oak worship in Greece manifested itself
primarily in the reverence of certain groves. Pausanias saw on
the road from Corinth to Titane " . . . a grove of holm-oaks and
a temple to a goddess named by the Athenians, the August"
(Pausanius Description of Greece 2; 1 1 : 4). He also noted
Eleusian type rites, which he describes as "the mysteries of the
great goddess Demeter," which were being held by Lycus in an
oak wood, where celebrants were being purified (Pausanias
Description of Greece 4 ; 1: 6). Demeter is again linked with the
oaks in Arcadia, where sacrifices were laid to her in a grove of
oaks (Pausanias Description of Greece 8; 4 2 : 12).
On the road from Tegea to Argos was another sanctuary to
Demeter. Pausanias recounts that in this region "are many oaks,
and in the grove of oaks is a temple to Demeter" (Pausanias
Description of Greece 8; 54: 5). Hermes, too, is associated with
a grove of evergreen oaks (Pausanias Description of Greece
9; 24: 5), as is Ares, for it was on an oak, in a grove dedicated
to the gold of war, that Aeetes, king of the Colchis, hung the
famous golden fleece. (49)
Artemis-Diana, goddess of the
woodlands, also had a sacred oak in Arcadia. (50)
It is proposed here that the area immediately surrounding
the oak tree, an area shaded by its spreading boughs,
represented a temenos. The oak tree was the temple and
beneath its branches lay its sacred precinct. The Greeks
practiced the custom of erecting sacred images in this oaktemenos. Apollonius Rhodius reports the following:

(48) Ausonius, Technopaegnion, 2 vols., trans. H. G. Evelyn-White (London:
William Heinemann, 1961), 1:299 (10).
(49) ApoUodorus, The Library, 2 vols., trans. J. G. Frazer (London: William
Heinemann, 1961), L77 and 1:95 (1.9.1 and 1.9.16); cf. Valerius Flaccus, Argonautica, trans. J. H. Mozley (London: William Heinemann, 1934), p. 261 (5.228-230)
(50) Statius, Thebaid, 2 vols., trans. J. H. Mozley (London: William Heinemann,
1961), 11:295 (9.585-588).
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There was a sturdy stump of vine, . . . a tree exceeding old;
this they cut down, to be a sacred image . . . and Argus
smoothed it, . . . and they set it . . . beneath a canopy of
lofty oaks (Apollonius Rhodius Argonautica
1: 11171122).
Callimachus also makes note of a similar practice, whereby
the Amazons erected an image beneath an oak in Ephesus
(Callimachus Hymn to Artemis 3: 236-239). Undoubtedly,
such images were often carved of oak, for Pausanias mentioned
that in ancient times men made images of oak, among other
trees (Pausanias Description of Greece 8; 17: 2).
The Oak As the Sacred Tree of Zeus
The Daedala is only one of the many instances where the
oak looms large in connection with Zeus. Even his very birth
is associated with the inception and growth of the oak. It is
written: " F o r at this time when Rhea loosed her girdle, full
many a hollow-oak did watery laon bear aloft" (Callimachus
Hymn to Zeus 1: 20-21). In addition, it was to Zeus, his father,
that Aeacus beseeched: "Give me back my people." The population of his island, Aegina, had perished in a plague. Zeus replied
with characteristic thunder and lightning as a sign of assent.
Ovid continues the tale thus:
It chanced there was an oak nearby with branches unusually widespread, sacred to Jove (Zeus) and of Dodona's
stock. Here we spied a swarm of ants . . . "O most
excellent father, grant me just as many subjects." . . . the
lofty oak trembled and moved its branches in the windless air. (51)
This phenomenon evidently signified that Zeus had
recognized the plea. Aeacus' wish was granted, the ants and
the quivering oak appeared to him in a dream, and upon his
awakening the ants had been transformed into people. His
prayers had been answered, but what is more important is that
an oak was used by Zeus as an instrument of communication,
an acknowledgment to his son that he had heard his request.
It was also on an oak that the golden fleece was hung in a
sacred grove of Ares. The oak is sacred, above all others, to

(51) Ovid, Metamorphoses, 2 vols., trans. F.J. Miller (London: William Heinemann,
1929), 1:385 (7.618-630).
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Zeus, and the fleece belonged to a ram that had been sacrificed
to Zeus (Apollodorus The Library 1; 9: 2).
Zeus

andDodona

Perhaps the oldest and certainly the most outstanding
example connecting Zeus with the oak is at the oracle of
Dodona. At Dodona, Zeus had a sacred mantic oak through
which his will might be learned. Evans is of the opinion that
the oak oracle at Dodona represented one of the most ancient
sanctuaries of a once thriving tree worship. (52)
The first known appearance of the oracle at Dodona, in
Greek literature, is to be found in Homer's Iliad. (53) It
appears when Homer puts into the mouth of Achilles the
following:
Zeus, thou king, Dodonean, Pelasgian, thou dwellest
afar, ruling over wintry Dodona, and about thee dwell
the Selli, thine interpreters, men with unwashen feet that
couch on the ground. (54)
The first appearance of the oracular oak, in Greek texts, also
appears in Homer, and appears afterwards, in other authors,
constantly in connection with Dodona. Information on the
mantic oak at Dodona is twice repeated in The Odyssey. It
reads: "But Odysseus, he said, had gone to Dodona, to hear the
will of Zeus from the high-crested oak of the god." (55)
This statement is of great importance, for it identifies the oak
as the tree of Zeus, and indicates that the oak is, indeed,
oracular. More important is the implication that the will of Zeus
was audible from the oak itself. It makes no mention of the
will of Zeus being conveyed through other means, such as the
creaking of the oak's trunk or the rustling of leaves. Odysseus
went to hear the will of Zeus from the high crested oak, not
from intermediaries. There is no mention here of the Selli,
as interpreters of the oak in this passage. One is led to believe
that the oak communicated in human speech. Ovid can be

(52) Arthur Evans, "Mycenaean Tree and Pillar Cults and Its Mediterranean KCXB.tions," Journal of Hellenic Studies 29 (1901):127.
(53) H. W. Parke, The Oracles of Zeus (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1967), p. 1.
(54) Homer, Iliad, 2 vols., trans. A. T. Murray (London: William Heinemann,
1934), 2:181 (16.233-235).
(55) Homer, Odyssey, 2 vols., trans. A.T. Murray (London: William Heinemann,
1942), n:57 (19.296-297).
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found saying: "Think no man, but the Pelasgian oaks are saying
this." (56) The belief that Zeus spoke through his sacred tree,
the oak, is made almost certain from the writings of a
succession of authors who testify to the fact that a timber
from the oak of Dodona was fitted into the keel of the ship
Argo. One of the oldest references to this matter is to be found
in a fragment written by Aeschylus which states: "Where is
Argo's sacred speaking b e a m ? " (57) Apollodorus of Athens is
quite exact when he writes: ". . . the Argo having declared with
human voice that she could not bear his [Hercules] weight"
(Apollodorus The Library 1; 9: 19). He also makes mention of
the goddess Athena fitting the Argo with " . . . a speaking timber
from the oak of D o d o n a " (Apollodorus The Library 1; 9: 16).
Apollonius Rhodius, too, reveals a "beam divine . . . brought
from the oak of D o d o n a , " and fitted into the hull of the Argo
(Apollonius Rhodius Argonautica 1: 26-27). Later he is more
specific, stating:
And straightaway on a sudden there called to them in the
midst of their course, speaking in a human voice the beam
. . . made of Dodonean oak. And deadly fear seized them
as they heard the voice of the grievous wrath of Zeus
(Apollonius 'Kh.oAms Argonautica 14: 580-585).
Claudian also refers to this prophetic timber as having the
power of speech. (58)
If the oracular responses at Dodona had been imagined as
having come from outside the tree, that is, as Philostratus
would have the reader believe, (59) from bronze gongs, doves,
priests, or priestesses, then it would make little sense to build
its timber into a ship in hope of prophecy. (60) Hence it is
believed here that the oak itself was responsible for the revelations. Aeschylus supports this conclusion when he refers to the
oracle as "the talking o a k " (Aeschylus Prometheus
Bound
832). Pausanias, writing on Dodona, declared that this
(56) Ovid, Ars Amatoria, trans. J. H. Mozley (London: William Heinemann, 1939),
p. 103 (2.541).
(57) Aeschylus, Works of Aeschylus, 2 vols., trans. H. W. Smythe (London: William
Heinemann, 1936), n : 3 8 5 (Fragment 8).
(58) Claudian De Bella Gothico, 2 vols., trans. Maurice Platnauer (London: William
Heinemann, 1963), 11:127 (26.18-19).
(59) Philostratus, "Imagines," in Philostratus and Eunapius, trans. W. C. Wright
(London: William Heinemann, 1952), p. 267-269 (2.33.1-25).
(60) Parke, Oracles of Zeus, p. 13.
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sanctuary was particularly important because the truest oracles
were responses from the oak. (61)
In Pre-Homeric times
prophecy from the oracular oak at Dodona was initially
delivered by direct revelation, as alluded to by many of the
references cited above. Homer's Iliad does, however, mention
the Selli as being interpreters, as noted above, but this may
have been a later development, as was the replacement of priests
by priestesses.
Philostratus calls these priests Helloi, whereas both Homer
and Sophocles refer to them respectively as Selli and Selloi. (62)
That the Selli were interpreters of the oracles must be left
open to question. However, one cannot help but wonder why
they should be necessary, for according to Aeschylus, the
prophecies are clear and concise, and would therefore need no
interpretation. He writes:
. . . where is the prophetic seat of Thesprotian Zeus and
that marvel, passing all belief, the talking oaks, by which
thou clearly, and in n o riddling terms, was saluted
(Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 830-835).
Dodona stands as one of the oldest oracles in Greece. Its
great antiquity is affirmed by Herodotus, who states: ". . . for
this place of divination Is held to be the most ancient in
Hellas." (63)
Originally, the Proto-Indo-Europeans, moving
into Greece and bringing with them a sacred regard for the oak,
may have established a cult center at Dodona. The arrival of
the Indo-Europeans in Greece has been calculated as occurring
between 2500-1500 B.C. (64) It is, therefore, possible that
years before Homer penned his Iliad and Odyssey, the oak at
Dodona was being regarded as the tree of the Indo-European
sky-god, or it may have been regarded as the good incarnate.
Reinach states that the oak was Zeus before becoming the
tree of Zeus. (65)

(61) Pausanias, Description of Greece, 1.17.5 and 7.21.3; cf. Callimachus, Iambi,
trans. C. A. Trypanis (London: William Heinemann, 1958), p. 129 (5.30-32).
(62) Sophocles, "Trachiniae," in Sophocles, 2 vols., trans. F. Storr (London:
William Heinemann, 1929), 11:349 (167).
(63) Herodotus, The History, 4 vols., trans. A. D. Godley (London: William Heinemann, 1960), 1:341 (2.52);cf. Pausanias Description of Greece 8.23.5.
(64) W. Wyatt, "Indo-Europeanization of Greece," in Indo-European and IndoEuropeans, ed. G. Cardona, H. Hoenigswald and A. Senn (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1970), p. 89.
(65) Reinach, Orpheuse, p. 84.
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Pherecydes and the Winged Oak
The oracle at Dodona may well be regarded as the high point
in Greek oak veneration, but it does not exhaust the evidence.
There is one equally interesting example that appears in the
writings of Pherecydes of Syros, a sixth century B.C. mythographer and theogonist. Isodorus apud Clement of Alexandria
makes reference to the following citation: ". . . that they may
learn what is the winged oak and the decorated cloth upon it,
all that Pherecydes said in allegory about the gods." (66) This
is an intriguing phrase, but more insight is provided when
coupled with this complementary third century A.D. Greek
fragment: "And on the third day of the wedding Zas makes
a great and fair cloth and on it he decorates Ge and Ogenos
[ O c e a n o s ] . " (67)
This is the embroidered cloth which is
hung from the winged oak. It is a gift from Zas to his
betrothed Chthonie. Zas is obviously an etymological form of
Zeus. (68) It becomes quite clear that this marriage is, indeed,
an allegorical union of Zeus, as the sky-god, with Chthonie,
who represents the solid substructure of the earth. Zeus as a
wedding present, symbolically offers Ge, the variegated surface
of the earth, and Oceanos, to Chthonie.
Arcadia and the Oak
In Arcadia, where men still ate acorns in historical times,
the oak was especially regarded as sacred. In fact, as Lycophron
indicates, the Arcadians were so intimately associated with the
oak that they regarded themselves as being born of the oak,
veritable "sons of the o a k " (Lycophron Alexandra
480).
Pausanias points out that Arcadia was rich in oaks, referring to
three different species in that area (Pausanias Description of
Greece 8; 12: 1). Sir Arthur Evans considers the shrine of
Arcadian Zeus in the oakwoods of Mount Lycaios to be among
the most ancient sanctuaries of the old tree worship, comparable, at least, to Dodona. (69) It is Pausanias that relates the
story of how the priests of Zeus Lycaios, after a terrible

(66) G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven, Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1957), p. 62.
(67) Ibid., p. 60.
(68) Ibid., p. 55.
(69) A. J. Evans, "Mycenaean Tree and Pillar Cult," Journal of Hellenic Studies,
p. 127.
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drought, would pray for rain. They would then lower a sacred
branch of oak into a pool of water, and this would cause
a vaporous steam to arise from the pond, resulting in a cloud
that would bring rain upon the land of the Arcadians (Pausanias
Description
of Greece 8: 383-5). Indeed, it was in Arcadia
that Atalanta chose a fertile oak as the sacred tree to be devoted
to Diana-Artemis (Statius Thebaid 9: 585-588). The fact that
the oak was associated with Diana is alluded to in a poem
from Aristophanes. (70)
Hercules
Hercules, too, had a special regard for the oak tree. This
would seem natural enough, being that the oak was sacred to his
father, Zeus. Callimachus states that Hercules was cremated
under an oak, in its temenos so to speak (Callimachus Hymn to
Artemis 3 : 159). Not only did his cremation take place under
an oak, but he especially demanded that only wood of the oak
and the olive be used for the funeral pyre (Sophocles Trachinias
1195). Heracles is also credited with the planting of two oaks
at the altars of Zeus Stratios in the Pontes, as a gesture of
reverence to his father (Pliny Natural History 16; 89: 239).
Oak and Rock
Before leaving the realm of Greece, it is necessary to discuss
another oak oriented topic. Three different authors refer to
an archaic fable concerning "oak and rock." Homer makes
reference to it in both the Iliad (22: 126) and the Odyssey
(19: 163). Hesiod, too, makes a similar reference in his
Theogony. (71) The Odyssey, in particular, states: "Yet, even
so tell me of thy stock from whence thou art, for thou art
not sprung from an Oak of ancient story, or from stone (Homer
Odyssey 19: 163).
The above quotation alludes to the fact that once there was
an ancient tradition that, as interpreted here, relates how the
oak and the rock represented the progenitors of mankind.
Plato's Republic certainly reflects, symboHcally, this tradition:
"Or do you think that constitutions spring from the proverbial

(70) Aristophanes, "Thesmophoriazusae," in Aristophanes, 3 vols., trans. B. B.
Rogers (London: William Heinemann, 1955), 3:143 (114-116).
(71) Hesoid, "Theogony," in The Works of Hesiod, Callimachus and Theognis,
trans. J. Banks (London: Bell & Daldy, 1873), p. 3 (25).
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oak or r o c k ? " (72) Cook concluded after a discussion of the
"oak and r o c k " matter that they are to be equated with
mythical ancestors. (73) One need only to refer to the myth
concerning the repeopling of the earth by Deucalion and
Pyrrha to find an example of stones becoming people. As for
the tree being an ancestor of mankind, it was a popular notion
embodied in the Arcadian belief that they were "sons of the
oak."
According to Mircea Eliade, the association of the tree with
the rock is a sacred phenomenon. He believes that from Minoan
times until the dawn of Hellenism the worship of the tree with
its companion stone was practiced. This sacred association,
he adds, represents a microcosmic miniature of the earth, in
that it reproduces the natural landscape, with the rock symbolizing the mineral world and the tree representing the vegetal
realm. (74)
It has been demonstrated that Greece was an area rich in oak
forests and groves. This would provide an excellent environment
in which the ProtoTndo-European oak-cultus might flourish.
Oak Veneration among the Italic Peoples
Like the area of the Greeks, the region of the Indo-European
Italic peoples is also an area where evidence of oak veneration
can be found. Italy, too, was a land thickly wooded in
antiquity. Livy remembers when "The Ciminian Forest [of
Etruria] was more impassable and appalling than . . . the
wooded defiles of Germany." (75) Immediately southeast of
Rome, Mount Algidus was reported to be covered with
oaks. (76) Oaks, in fact, grew within the boundaries of Rome
itself. Ovid relates how, under the Aventine, a grove of holmoaks flourished (Ovid Fasti 3 : 295-296). Theophrastus declared
that the country of the Latins was thickly wooded with oaks
(Theophrastus Enquiry into Plants 5; 8: 3). Broad oak forests

(72) Plato, Republic, 1 vols., trans. P. Shorey (London: William Heinemann, 1946),
11:241 (8.2)
(73) A. B. Cook, "Oak and ^OQ\." Classical Review 15 (I90I):326.
(74) Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, trans. R. Sheed (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1958), pp. 270-271.
(75) Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, 13 vols., trans. B. O. Forester (London: William
Heinemann, 1925), IV:30 (9.36.1).
(76) Horace, Odes and Epodes, tr^ns. C. E. Bsnnett (London: William Heinemann,
1925), pp. 251, 299 (3.23.9-10 and 5.4.57-58).
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are also reported to have been growing in the region of Apuha
(Horace Odes 2; 9:7 and 2; 22: 14), and even as far south as
Sicily. (77) Here, then, one finds a necessary criterion for the
maintenance and perpetuation of oak worship, that criterion
being the existence of oak forests in any given area.
Sacred Oak Groves
The Romans, indeed, held many groves to be sacred, treating
them with great respect and reverence, for they, like the Greeks,
believed them to be tenanted by spirits. Ovid, upon describing
a grove of oaks that grew near the Aventine Hill, declared:
"There is a spirit here." (78) Pliny goes on record as saying:
"Once . . . trees were the temples of deities (Pliny Natural
History 12; 2: 3). Statins describes an ancient grove which was
inhabited by a sacred numen.
Nor do the shadows lack a divine power. Latonia's haunting presence is added to the grove; her effigies wrought in
cedar and oak [translated from the Latin "cedrique et
robur"] and wood of every tree are hidden in the hallowed
gloom of the forest (Statins Thebatd 4: 425-427).
Ovid provides the best example which demonstrates the
belief in spirit-tenanted groves. He describes how Erysichthon
violated a sacred grove of Ceres, the Italic goddess of vegetation,
and profaned the trees with an axe. He writes:
There stood among these a mighty oak with strength
matured by centuries of growth, itself a grove. Round
about it hung . . . votive tablets and wreaths of flowers,
witnesses of granted prayers, often beneath the tree dryads
held their festival dances . . . . he [Erysichthon] bade his
slaves cut down the sacred oak. . . . The oak of Deo
[Ceres] trembled and gave forth a groan, at the same time
its leaves and acorns grew pale . . . when that impious
stroke cut into its trunk, blood came streaming forth.
Then as he struck the oak blow after blow, from within
the tree a voice was heard: "I, a nymph most dear to
Ceres, dwell within this w o o d " (Ovid
Metamorphoses
8: 743 passim).

(77) Diodorus Siculus, The Library of History, 12 vols., trans. C. H. Oldfather
(London: William Heinemann, 1952), 3:83 (4.84.1).
(78) Ovid Fasti 3.295; cf. Ovid, "Amores," in Heroides and Amores, trans. G.
Showerman (London: William Heinemann, 1958), p. 445 (3.1.1-2).
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Here, then, is a grove, sacred and dedicated to Ceres. In its
midst stands an ancient and massive oak, also sacred and the
abode of a nymph. This is the center of a worship embodied
in prayer and the offering of votive tablets and wreaths of
flowers. This offering of wreaths is an act of piety described
by TibuUus in the following: "For Ibend in worship wherever
flowery garlands lie on deserted tree stocks." (79) Beneath
the boughs of this great oak, in the oak-temenos, the spirits
of the grove are active. This oak, upon being attacked, showed
visible signs of the life that dwelled within it. It trembled,
groaned, paled and bled, but, above all, fronj its depth, speech
issued forth, the voice of its coeval spirit. Trees demonstrating
the power of speech were not unfamiliar to the Romans. They
were aware of the oracle of Zeus at Dodona. Virgil makes a
reference to the fact that the Greeks believed the oak tree .to
be oracular. (80)
Indeed, the groves and the forests were peopled with their
complementary spirits. Pliny fills the woods with Silvani,
fauns and "various kinds of goddesses" (Pliny Natural History
12; 2: 3), as does Martial, who particularly identifies the oak
with the fauns. (81) Ovid, in addition, equates certain oak
groves with Diana {Ovid Heroides 12: 67).
Again, as was the case with the Greeks, this subject matter
often describes circumstances that are ancient even to the
Romans. Hence one can find Virgil referring to a scene "awe
inspiring with its groves and sanctity of olden d a y s " (Virgil:
Aeneid 7: 172). Pliny remarks that the beliefs in spirit-tenanted
trees are primitive and are popular with his rustic contemporaries. He writes: ". . . and in conformity with primitive
ritual simple country places even now dedicate a tree of
exceptional height to a god" (Pliny Natural History 12; 2: 3).
Here is a good example of primitive practices being maintained,
particularly among the more conservative rural elements, well
into the more sophisticated times of Pliny.

(79) Tibullus, "Corpus TibuUianum," in Catullus, TibuUus and Pervigilium Veneris,
trans. J. P. Postgate (London: William Heinemann, 1928), p. 193 (1.1.11-12).
(80) Virgil, "Georgics," in Eclogues and Georgics, trans. H. R. Fairclough (London:
William Heinemann, 1930), p. 117 (11.16).
(81) Martial, Epigrams, 2 vols., trans. W. C. A. Ker (London: William Heinemann,
1961), 11:225 (10.92.4).
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Violation of the Sacred Grove
In reference to the attack on the sacred grove of Ceres by
Erysichthon, described above, is the idea that such a grove,
being a holy place, can be violated and profaned. All such
groves demanded a respect which is expressed in this passage:
The following is the Roman formula to be observed in
thinning a grove: A pig is to be sacrificed, and the following prayer uttered: "Whether thou be god or goddess to
whom this grove is dedicated, as it is thy right to receive
a sacrifice of a pig for the thinning of this sacred
grove." (82)
This passage is not found in a collection of fables or myths;
on the contrary, it is included in a practical manual on farming.
Consequently, this is indicative of the very gravity and seriousness by which these sacred groves and trees were treated. Cato
points out that the offering of a sacrifice is not just a mere
gesture of placation on the part of the individual's conscience;
it is the right of the deity.
Included by Fronto in his correspondence is a statement that
intensifies the above. He states: "Many laws have fixed a
penalty for cutting down happy trees." (83) Here the Roman
people passed legislation to ensure the protection of these
groves, the violation of which could bring punishment, certainly
civil, and perhaps divine. Fronto uses a peculiar expression in
"happy trees," and in order to shed some light on this subject,
one must look to Macrobius for a possible interpretation.
He writes: "For Veranius in his treatise On the Formulas of the
Pontiffs says: 'The oak, the winter oak . . . a r e held to be trees
of good omen." (84) Perhaps these trees of good omen are
synonymous with "happy trees."
Porphyry takes a more philosophical stance on this issue of
protecting trees, stating:
For, indeed, what greater injury does he do, who cuts
the throat of an ox or a sheep, than he who cuts down
a fir or an oak? Since from the doctrine of transmigration.

(82) Cato, "De Agricultura," in Cato and Varro: De Re Rustica, trans. W. D.
Hooper and H. B. Ash (London: William Heinemann, 1960), p. 121 (139).
(83) Fronto, "Correspondence to Arrius Antonius," in Correspondence, 2 vols.,
trans. C. R. Haines (London: William Heinemann, 1920), n:181 (2.7.6).
(84) Macrobius, Saturnalia, trans, P. V. Davies (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1969), p. 251 (3.20.2).
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a soul is also implanted in these. (85)
This is a remarkable statement, for the trees are now placed on
a sentient plane, equal at least with an animal, and certainly
now possessing an animate soul.
To provide one more cogent example of Roman regard for
trees, especially the oak, it is necessary to visit the camp of the
Aequian commander, Cloelius Gracchus, who has broken a
peace treaty with Rome, and has subsequently invaded Latium.
As a result of this breach, a delegation of three Roman envoys
calls upon Gracchus to demand justice in accordance with the
treaty. Livy relates the following:
The Aequian general bade them recite the message of
the Roman senate to the oak, saying that he would meantime attend to other matters. The oak, a mighty tree, overhung headquarters. . . . Thereupon, one of the envoys said,
as he departed, "Let both this sacred oak and whatever
gods there are hear that the treaty has been broken by
you; and let them attend now to our complaints and
presently support our arms, when we shall avenge the
simultaneous violation of the rights of gods and m e n "
(Livy Ab Urbe Condita 3.25.9 passim).
Here, then, is an instance where an oak is prayed to, and is
somewhat reminiscent of the time when Aeacus beseeched
Zeus, in front of an oak, to grant his wishes for an increase in
population. H. W. Parke has an interesting interpretation of this
instance. He holds that the Aequian commander, who
contemptuously told the Roman envoys to tell their tale to
the oak, was in effect challenging them to invoke this god
whose presence in the tree was presupposed, and at once the
Roman knew and recognized the special place the oak
held. (86)
Jupiter and the Oak
Indeed, the oak did hold a special place; it was the sacred
tree of Jupiter. This fact is stressed repeatedly by Latin authors.
One particular fable written by Phaedrus begins: "Once long
ago the gods chose trees which they would have each under his

(85) Porphyry De Abstincntia, trans. T. Taylor (London: Centaur Press, 1965),
p. 24(1.6).
(86) H. W. Parke, Oracles of Zeus (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 1967)
p. 22.
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own patronage. Jupiter decided for the oak." (87) Claudian
refers to the oak as quercus arnica Jovi. (88) Columella,
quoting Virgil's Georgics, refers to this tree as "Jove's great
oak."- (89)
Virgil, in turn, remarks that the aesculus oak
". . . spreads its shade for J o v e " (Virgil Georgics 2: 15). Pliny
joins the chorus and adds: "The different kinds of trees are
kept perpetually dedicated to their own divinities, for instance,
the winter-oak to J o v e " (PVmy Natural History 12; 2: 3). The
reasons for the association of Jupiter and the oak will be
discussed in detail in a subsequent chapter.
The Oak and the Acorn
In Roman literature the acorn appears quite frequently as an
important source of food for man. It would be somewhat
redundant to include all the references to the acorn; hence only
a brief survey will follow. The practice of eating acorns was
considered by the Romans to be an ancient custom, one which
preceded the development of agriculture. Juvenal amusingly
refers to its antiquity by describing the men of the age of
Saturn as "acorn-belching." (90)
That the oak was regarded as sacred may in part be due
to the fact that it provided an important source of food for
primitive man. The edification of the oak was no doubt crystalized in pre-agricultural days; however, once its sanctity had
been established, its reverence continued well into agricultural
times. This is due, presumably, to conservative religious
elements and partly to the fact that the acorn was still used in
the agricultural period. Pliny reports that when corn was scarce
the acorn was ground into flour in order to make bread (Pliny
Natural History 16; 6: 15).
The gods were believed to be responsible for instructing man

(87) Phaedrus, Fables, trans. B. E. Perry (London: William Heinemann, 1965),
p. 287 (3.17.1-3).
(88) Claudian, De Raptu Proserpina, 2 vols., trans. M. Platnauer (London: William
Heinemann, 1963), 11:326 (2.108).
(89) Columella, De Re Rustica, 3 vols., trans. E. S. Forester (London: William
Heinemann, 1954), 11:235 (7.3.23); cf. Virgil Georgics 3.332.
(90) Juvenal, "Satires," in Juvenal and Persius, trans. G. G. Ramsay (London:
William Heinemann, 1928), p. 85 (6.10); cf. Juvenal Satires 14.181-185; Tibullus
Corpus Tibullianum 2.3.68-70; Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, trans. W. H. D. Rouse
(London; William Heinemann, 1928), p. 407 (5.939); Claudian De Raptu Proserpina
3.46-47 and 1.30-31; Ovid Fasti 1.675-676; and Lucan, Pharsalia, trans. J. D. Duff
(London: William Heinemann, 1969), p. 335 (6.426-427).
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in the value of the acorn. Tibullus writes: "I sing the country
and the country's gods. They were the guides when man first
ceased to chase hunger with the acorns from the o a k " (Tibullus
Corpus Tibullianum 2; 1: 37). Juvenal, too, credits "the rustic
gods" with being the ones who taught man to eat the acorn
Quvenal Satires 14: 181-185). Porphyry, in turn, relates how
men used to burn the leaves of the oak tree as a sacrifice to the
gods (Porphyry De Abstinentia
2: 5). No doubt, this was a
gesture of thanks to those gods responsible for demonstrating
the value of the acorn.
Indeed, the fruit of the oak was valuable, for Pliny relates:
"Acorns at this day constitute the wealth of many races"
(Pliny Natural History 16; 6: 15). This is especially true,
considering that a well-developed oak is capable of producing
as much as one thousand litres of acorns annually. (91) The
Twelve Tables of Roman Law provided legislation allowing
for the gathering up of acorns falling on to one's land from a
tree belonging to another person: an indication that the acorn
was worth legislative concern. (92)
Sons of the Oak
As was seen in the discussion concerning the Greeks, the
Arcadians believed that they were the sons of the oak. Plutarch
also makes this reference, believing them to have "a certain
kinship with the oak." (93) This belief, he adds, was based on
the following parallel: " F o r they are thought to have been
the first men sprung from the earth, even as the oak was the
first plant" (Plutarch Roman Questions 92). Plutarch may have
borrowed this idea of the oak being the first plant from Strabo,
who describes it as "the earliest plant created." (94)
Juvenal refers to a time in remote antiquity when men were
" b o m of the riven o a k " Quvenal Satires 6: 12). Virgil also

(91) J. Renhew, Paleoethnobotany (New York: Columbia University Press, 1973),
p. 155.
(92) Pliny Natural History 16.6.16; cf. N. Lewis and M. Reinhold, ed., "Sourcebook 1: The Republic," in Roman Civilization, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row,
1966), p. 106. (Pliny specifically mentions acorns, whereas Table VII in Roman
Civilization mentions simply fruit.)
(93) Plutarch, "Roman Questioiis," in Moralia, 15 vols., trans. F. C. Babbitt
(London: William Heinemann, 1957), 4:139 (92).
(94) Strabo, Geography, 8 vols., trans. H. L. Jones (London: William Heinemann,
1961), 3:323 (Bk. 7; Fragment Ic).
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records "a race of men sprung from the trunks of trees and
hardy o a k s " (Virgil Aeneid 8: 315). Indeed, that human life
was so intimately connected with the oak is evident from
the following passage in Suetonius:
On the suburban estate of the Flavii an old oak tree which
was sacred to Mars on each of the three occasions when
Vespasia was dehvered suddenly put forth a branch from
its trunk, obvious indications of the destiny of each child.
The first was slender and quickly withered, and so too the
girl that was b o m died within a year. (95)
Oak-Associated Burials
At the turn of the century, the noted Italian archaeologist,
G. Boni, excavated a prehistoric cemetery, above which lies
the Forum Romanum in Rome. During his work on this ancient
necropolis, he discovered several rudely hollowed trunks of oak
which served as coffins, in which human corpses had been
deposited.(96) This event, associating the oak tree with burial
practices, must not be underestimated, for it is not a singular
event. On the contrary, the repetition of this association leads
one to conclude that such a connection has some sort of ritual
or religious significance.
It has been mentioned above that the area beneath the oak
was regarded as a sacred temenos. Similarly, because this area
was held to be sacred, it served as an excellent burial place.
It was under a quercus ilex that "a mound of earth, the mighty
tomb of Dercennus, the Laurentine king of old" was found
(Virgil Aeneid
11.850-851). Theophrastus, too, reports a
similar occurrence, for over the tomb of Ilos at Ilium stood
Valonia oaks (Theophrastus Enquiry into Plants 4 ; # 1 3 : # 2;
cf. Pliny Natural History 16.88.238). Were not the funerary
circumstances concerning the death of Hercules also associated
with the oak?
The Aeneid contains further evidence to support the above
conclusion. In this instance the burial mound of Mezentius is
located beneath an oak, but here the oak has been stripped of
its limbs and fashioned as a trophy upon which is hung the

(95) Suetonius "Vespasian," in Lives of the Caesars, 2 vols., trans. J. C. Rolfe
(London: William Heinemann, 1930), 11:291 (8.5.2).
(96) P. MacKendrick, The Mute Stones Speak (New York: New American Library,
1966), p. 75.

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

TREE WORSHIP

101

spoils of battle. At this point, Virgil places a rather interesting
phrase into the mouth of Aeneas. He declares: "Here is
Mezentius, made of my h a n d s " (Virgil Aeneid 9: # 15-16).
Aeneas is, of course, referring to the oaken trophy which he
has just fashioned. Denuded of its limbs, it is regarded as an
effigy of the dead king. No doubt, it was considered to house
the spirit of this dead monarch. This may provide a clue as to
the planting of oak trees over the graves of the deceased. The
roots of the oak probably provided a means of descent to the
underworld for the spirit of the dead. This idea does not seem
too fanciful when viewed in the light of two separate remarks
made by Virgil concerning the oak's roots. He writes: " . . .
but deeper and far within the earth is sunk the supporting tree,
above all the great oak, which strikes its roots down towards
the nether p i t " (Virgil Georgics 2: # 291-292). This can be
compared t o : ". . . so far it [the oak] strikes its roots down
towards Tartarus" (Virgil Aeneid 4: # 443-444).
The preceding three sections of this chapter serve to demonstrate the importance that the oak played in the life cycle of the
individual: as his primogenitor it was associated with his birth;
the oak-associated burial was connected with the other end of
the spectrum, his death; and the acorn provided sustenance to
support his life.
The Oaken Trophy
In the description of the tomb of Mezentius above the
fashioning of an oaken trophy is mentioned. This also is not an
isolated event. Cook poetically translates from the Aeneid the
following description of an oaken trophy:
Now poising long his lance in air.
To Tiber Pallas made his prayer:
"Grant, Tiber sire, the spear I throw
Through strong Halaesus' breast may go:
The spoils and armor of the foe
Shall deck thy sacred oak." (97)
Claudian also makes mention of "an oak stump adorned
with spoils."(98) Valerius Flaccus has his own variation. His

(97) Virgil, Aeneid, quoted in A. B. Cook, "The European Sky-God," Folklore
Quarterly 15 (September 1904): 383 (10.585-588).
(98) Claudian, "Against Rufinus I," in Claudian, 2 vols., trans. M. Platnauer
(London: William Heinemann), 1:51 (1.339).
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trophy is an oak tree stripped of its foliage as before, but now
it is carved to the likeness of the warrior (Valerius Flaccus
Argonautica 3 : # 444-445). Probably this was the case in the
oaken effigy of Mezentius made by Aeneas. The erection of
these trophies may have been a display of the inherent bravery
of the victor, b u t it seems more likely that they were initiated
as a means of thanks to the gods for victory in battle. This
would certainly be the case in the erection of an oaken trophy
by Romulus. Plutarch writes:
After considering how he might perform his vow in a
manner most acceptable to Jupiter . . . [Romulus] cut
down a monstrous oak that grew in the camp, hewed it
into the shape of a trophy . . . . The trophy was styled
a dedication to Jupiter Feretrius.(99)
Here the erection of the trophy is performed as a means of
showing thanks to Jupiter Feretrius for the granting of prayer,
and as a means of settling a vow. This would certainly parallel
the vow made by Pallas, for if Tiber would guide his lance into
the side of Halaesus, he, in return, would deck a sacred oak
with the spoils of war.
The Oaken Wreath
The relationship between victory and the oak does not stop
with the oaken trophy, for Ovid maintains that at the Pythian
games every competitor who had been victorious received the
honor of an oaken garland (Ovid Metamorphoses
1.449). The
tradition of wearing an oaken wreath seems to have been an
old one, and was practiced by the Greeks. It seems that the
Greeks used to wear oak-leaf wreaths during certain ritual
observances (Apollonius Rhodius ^rgonaw^zca .1.1124).
The custom of wearing wreaths of oak leaves seems to have
been wddespread among Romans. Domitian is said to have
founded a quinquennial contest in honor of Jupiter Capitolinus,
the prize being a gold oak-leaf crown. (100) Martial frequently
mentions the practice of displaying the oak-wreath (Martial
Epigrams 4-,1: 6 - 4 ; 5 4 : l - 9 ; 3 : 8 ) .
The most famous oaken chaplet was the civic crown. Aulus

(99) Plutarch, "Romulus," in Parallel Lives, trans. F. C. Babbitt (London: William
Heinemann, 1936), p. 137 (2.16.5).
(100) Martial, Epigrams, 2 vols., trans. W. Ker (London: William Heinemann,
1961), 1:231 (Translator's note).
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Gellius reports that it was granted only to one who had saved
the life of another in battle. He relates how it is only made of
the leaves of the esculent oak, "because the earliest food and
means of supporting life were furnished by that oak." (101)
Plutarch also discusses the civic crown, but in his description
one is able to discern a particular need to explain the reasons
behind the use of the oak-leaf chaplets.
Either because the oak was held in special honor for the
sake of the Arcadians [Arcadians were believed to be early
settlers of Rome, that is, Evander and c o m p a n y ] , or they
could speedily find an iibundance of oak wherever they
fought; or that the garland of oak leaves, being sacred to
Jupiter, the city's guardian, was fittingly bestowed upon
one who saved the life of a citizen . . . . Its acorns used
to be food (Plutarch Parallel Lives: Coriolanus 3.3).
Plutarch again recounts these same reasons in The Roman
Questions, but here the chaplet of oak is sacred to both Jupiter
and J u n o , as guardians of Rome (Plutarch Moralia: The Roman
Questions 92). Pliny states that the civic crowns are nearly
all made from acorn-bearing oak, the first time being made
from holm-oak (Pliny Natural History
16.4.11; cf. Aulus
GeUius Attic Nights 6.12). He recounts that later the winter
oak, sacred to Jupiter, and the common oak were used.
Augustus was among those to receive the honor of the
civic crown (Martial Epigrams 8.82.7; cf. Ovid Fasti 1.14;
and Ovid Metamorphoses 1.563). His was granted in perpetuum.
Ovid in a piece of sycophantic propaganda purposely mistakes
the palace of Augustus with the abode of Jupiter in the following: "Is this also Jupiter's abode . . . for such thought of an
oaken wreath gave to my mind the augury."(102) This analogy
he could appropriately use, since the oak-Jupiter relationship
was so apparent and firmly fixed. The following epigraphic
evidence is provided as an example.
lOVIS VICTOR ARGENTEUS IN KAPITOLIO
HABENS IN CAPITE CORONAM

(101) Aulus GeUius, Attic Nights, 3 vols., trans. J. C. Rolfe (London: William
Heinemann, 1927), 1:393 (5.6.11-12).
(102) Ovid, Tristia, trans. A. L. Wheeler (London: William Heinemann, 1959)
pp. 103-105 (3.35-36).
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ARGENTEAM QUERQUEAM FOLIOP (103)
It is the opinion of this work that the wearing of the oak-leaf
chaplet was initially carried out for religious reasons. Virgil
honors the goddess Ceres with the wearing of an oak wreath
(Virgil Georgics 1.349). In addition, it is reported that emperor
Nero made an offering of an oak crown in the temple at
Olympia (Pausanias Description of Greece 5.12.8). Plutarch
specifically mentions that the oak crowns are sacred to Jupiter
(Plutarch Parallel Lives: Coriolanus 3.3). It is Pliny that provides the most valuable information, stating that in antiquity
the civic wreath was only presented to a deity, and only later,
as if going through a process of secularization, did it become an
emblem of military valor, and lastly an emblem of the emperor's
clemency (Pliny Natural History, 16.3.7, 16.4.9 passim).
The Oak and Fire
It seems as though the association of the oak with sacred fires
may have had some ritual significance. G. Boni, the prominent
Italian archaeologist, turned up some very interesting data on
the eternal fire of the vestal virgins. Its ashes were analyzed,
and were, without any doubt, the ashes of the oak.(104)
Theophrastus noted that when the wood of the oak is burned
it makes excellent charcoal (Theophrastus Enquiry into Plants
5.9.1). Pliny reports that charcoal was an important element in
religious rites, because it was used in the course of sacrifice
(Pliny Natural History 16.8.24). This charcoal was presumably
used on a sacrificial altar fire. Whether the oak was chosen
solely because it produced good charcoal, or whether it was
chosen for the sacrificial fires because it was considered to be
a particularly holy tree is open to question. Still it may have
been a combination of the two, each complementing the other.
One particular theory, advanced by E. W. Voegelin, explains
the reasons behind the association of the oak with sacred fires.
He proposed that the oak "belonged" to Zeus, and the myth
concerning Prometheus indicates that Zeus was also the possessor of the first fire. Hence the link between the oak and fire
(103) A. B. Cook, Zeus, 3 vols., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940),
1:45. (Translation: The silver statue of Jupiter Victor in the Capitol has on its head
a crown of silver oak leaves.)
(104) See J. Frazer, Golden Bough, 13 vols., 3rd ed. (London: Macmillan & Co.,
1955), 11:186; and A. B. Cook, "Zeus, Jupiter amd the Oak," Classical Review 18
(1904): 366.
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is through Zeus.(105) Other sacred oak fires will be discussed
in subsequent chapters.
The Urbs
Sir Arthur Evans states that: "At Rome itself nothing was
more complete than the primitive conceptions of tree forms."
(106) This is especially true of the oak tree. Many references,
some of which have already been discussed, specifically mention
the oak in association with the city of Rome. The veneration of
the oak in Rome was a particularly ancient phenomenon.
Pliny testifies to this in the following description of an oak
that was "older than the city." It was said to have grown on
the Vatican Hill, and on its trunk was a bronze plaque with an
inscription "written in Etruscan characters, indicating that
even in those days the tree was deemed venerable" (Pliny
Natural History
16.^1.2^1).
Concerning Rome, Tacitus mentions that Mount Caelius
was anciently known as Querquetulanus,
because it grew oak
timber in abundance.(107) This statement is important when
taken in conjunction with the Notitia Regionum. The section
of the Notitia Regionum
which describes district II states:
"Caelimontium contains a sacred tree." (108) One cannot help
but conclude that this tree was a sacred oak. (109)
Oak Veneration Among the Celtics and Gothonic Peoples
Celtic Oak-Worship
It has been suggested that an Italo-Celtic entity existed in the
far west of the Indo-European area. This Italo-Celtic entity did
n o t split into two separate groups until about 2000±500 B.C.
(110) This estimate coincides with the calculation for the

(105) Funk and Wagnall's Folklore Dictiionary, 1972 ed., s.v. "fire."
(106) A. Evans, "Mycenaean Tree and Pillar Cults," Journal of Hellenic Studies
19(1901):128.
(107) Tacitus, "Annals," in Complete Works of Tacitus, trans. A . J . Church and
W.J. Brodribb (New York: Random House, 1942), p. 182 (4.65).
(108) Lewis and Reinhold, "Sourcebook II: The Empire," in Roman Civilization,
11:488.
(109) Cook, "Zeus, Jupiter and the Oak," Classical Review, p. 361.
(110) See W. Cowgjll, "Italic and Celtic Superlatives and the Dialects of IndoEuropean," in Indo-European and Indo-Europeans, ed. G. Cardona, H. Hoenigswald
and A. Senn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1970), p. 144; and A. Meillet,
Indo-European Dialects, trans. S. N. Rosenberg, Alabama Linguistics and Philological
Series, no. 15 (University: University of Alabama Press, 1967), p. 51.
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movement of the Proto-Celts into Western Europe at 1500 B.C.
expounded by Jean-Jacques H a t t . ( l l l ) J. G. Frazer in his monumental Golden Bough makes a reference to this Italo-Celtic
entity in the following:
When we remember that the ancient Italian and Celtic
peoples spoke languages which are nearly related to
each other, we shall not be surprised at discovering traces
of community in their religion. (112)
If Frazer is correct, then the Celtic sphere, like its Italic
counterpart, should render some evidence to confirm the
veneration of the oak amongst its peoples.
The Acorn
Professor Anwyl's work on Celtic religion declares that the
Celts revered the oak, because in times of need its fruit served
as food.(113) This is noticeably similar to the situation in
Greece and Rome. An anonymous Irish poet, writing in the
tenth century A.D., twice mentions the acorn in his poem
The Hermit's Hut as a source of food.(114)
Similarly, another Irish poem, written in the eleventh century
A.D., chooses autumn as the correct time to gather up "sweet
acorns" for food.(115) In the epic poem The Pursuit of
Diarmuid and Graunia, described as pointing to the mythopoeic
period of Aryan culture, is a passage which reads:
Love is a storm shaking the grey-ribbed oak,
Scattering its hoarded acorns.
Scattering its wealth.(116)
Here again is a characteristic reference to the acorn as being a
source of wealth — indeed, reminiscent of the description used
by Pliny [NaturalHistory
16.6.15).

( 1 1 1 ) Jean-Jacques Hatt, Celts and Gallo-Romans, trans. J. Hogarth (Genevea:
Nagel Publishers, 1970), p. 63.
(112) J. Frazer, Golden Bough, 13 vols. 3rcl ed. (London: Macmillan and Co.,
1955), 11:188-189.
(113) Edward Anwyl, Celtic Religion (London: Archibald Constable & Co., 1906),
p. 32.
(114) "The Hermit's Hut," in Celtic Miscellany, trans. K. H.Jackson (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1951), p. 72.
(115) "Poem of the Four Seasons," in Celtic Miscellany, p. 69.
(116) J. R. Anderson, ed., The Pursuit of Diarmuid and Graunia (London: Oxford
University Press, 1950), p. 68.
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Progenitor

The insular Celts, like their Greek and Latin cousins, have
a tradition that believes that humjin-kind was capable of being
born from elements of the oak. In this instance the subject is a
woman. The story is told in an eleventh century A.D. Welsh
work entitled The Creation of Blodeuwedd. It reads:
And then they took the flowers of oak trees, and the
flowers of the broom, and the flowers of the meadowsweet, and out of these they created the fairest and most
shapely girl.(117)
The Oak: An Instrument

of

Divination

The poem Merlin the Diviner in its extant form is a somewhat
Christianized version of an ancient Cornish work. One particular
part of the poem reads as follows:
Merlin! Merlin! where art thou going . . .
I am going to seek in the valley
The green water-cress, and the golden grass.
And the top branch of the oak . . .
Merlin! Merlin! retrace your steps
Leave the branch of the oak
Merlin! Merlin! retrace your steps
There is no diviner but God.(118)
What is important here is the allusion made by the writer
that Merlin, taken as a representative of all magicians, planned
to use "the top branch of the o a k " as an instrument of divination. Divination is usually a means of determining future
events or the will of certain gods. So, if the branch of the oak
was used as the implement of divination, then the god whose
will was to be sought would more than likely be a god to whom
the oak is sacred. This would follow George Foster's remark
that both the indicator (the oak branch) and the event are in
some form of logical harmony.(119) If the example of the
Greeks and Romans could be used it would be a god on par
with Zeus or Jupiter, to whom the oak is particularly sacred.

(117) "The Creation of Blodeuwedd," in Celtic Miscellany, p. 164.
(118) "Merlin the Diviner," in Lyra Celtica, E. A. Sharp and J. Matthay, ed.
(New York: Haskell House, 1970), p. 46.
(119) Funk and Wagnall's Dictionary of Folklore, 1972 ed., s.v. "divination,"
by George M. Foster.
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A Celtic Zeus
Perhaps one of the more positive sources to demonstrate
the existence of oak veneration among the Celts is to be found
in Maximus of Tyre. He makes a very interesting statement in
the following: "The Celts worship Zeus, and the Celtic image
of Zeus is a lofty oak." (120) The importance of this statement
is twofold. First, it indicates that the Celts worshipped a god on
par with the Greek Zeus. This would be a god possessing a sufficient amount of Zeus-like qualities and traits to warrant an
identification with his Grecian counterpart. This process of
identification based on such similarities has been labelled
interpretatio Romana or Graeca. In fact, Jupiter was equated
with some twenty-five native Celtic gods.(121) Secondly,
the statement reveals that the image of this Celtic Zeus was
an oak tree. One can only assume that the oak, as the symbol of
this Celtic Zeus, was an integral of the "worship" described
by Maximus.
Anne Ross noted that the oak was held to be sacred by the
Celts, and that consequently an image cut from this wood
would be imbued with special significance. (122) She goes on
to describe a noteworthy series of carved wooden figures,
recently discovered at the sanctuary of Sequana, located at the
source of the River Seine. The figures were all carved from the
heart-wood of oak. (123) Also, a male anthropomorphic image
made of oak has been discovered in Devon, England, and a
Celtic idol carved from t h e . heart-wood of the oak has been
found in County Tipperary, Ireland.(124) Hence the custom
of using an oaken image to represent the Celtic Zeus, as described by Maximus, may have some credence. That oaken
idols have been found in France, England, and Ireland may well
indicate that this custom was practiced by both insular and
continental Celts.

(120) Maximus of Tyre, "Dissertations," quoted in A. B. Cook, "European
Sky-God," Folklore Quarterly 17 (1906): 53 (8.8).
(121) John Noss, Man's Religions (New York: Macmillan & Co., 1963), p. 108.
(122) Anne Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967),
p. 366.
(128) Anne Ross, Everyday Life of the Pagan Celts (London: Batsford, 1970),
p. 147.
(124) See Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain, p. 35; and Ross, Everyday Life of the Pagan
Celts, pp. 185-186.
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The Oak As a Basic Element
One particular work written in the tongue of the ancient
Bretons, entitled The Dance of the Sword, is particularly
interesting. Its refrain repetitively states:
Fire! Fire! Steel, oh! Steel!
Fire! Fire! Steel, and fire!
Oak, Oak, earth and waves!
Waves, oak, earth and oak! (125)
Granted, these are an unusual collection of words, but it
is believed here that each of these has a special significance.
These words are not random choices; they represented to the
Celts what th^y believed to be the basic elements of the physical world. Earth, fire and water, listed in the above chorus,
are stated in De Rerum Natura to have once been considered
among the basic elements of the earth (Lucretius De Rerum
Natura 1.635-638, 1.75). The ancient Chinese considered the
five basic elements to be metal, wood, water, fire and earth.
(126) Interestingly enough, this duplicates the poem exactly,
at least as far as the "elements" are concerned. Perhaps, then,
the Celts did believe these articles to represent the main elements,
and if this conclusion is correct, then the oak would hold a
very significant place as one of the special substances that go
to make up the physical world.
Oak Burials
The Celtic world also is not without its representative oakoriented burials. One particular poem refers to the death of
a stately lord, who is followed soon after by the death of his
wife. They are subsequently buried together, and the poem
continues:
Next m o m from the grave two oak trees fair.
Shot lusty boughs high in air.(127)
Here each soul appears to manifest itself in its own oak tree.
Archaeology also supports this oak-burial nexus. The oak
was selected for the wooden mortuary houses of the Hallstatt
and La Tfene burials.(128) Marija Gimbutas notes that in eastern
Hungary many barrows with shaft graves and wooden structures

(125)
(126)
(127)
(128)

"The Dance of the Sword," in Lyra Celtica, p. 53.
Noss, Man's Religions, p. 331.
"The Lord Nan and the Fairy," in Lyra Celtica, p. 57.
Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain, p. 33.
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of oak, containing skeletons, are to be found.(129) A similar
oak burial was unearthed at Gristhorpe in England in 1834.
The corpse was buried in a coffin that had been constructed out
of a hollowed trunk of oak, bud: what is more fascinating is
the fact that in addition to the oaken coffin, the connection
between oak and burial was further emphasized by the deliberate draping of oaken boughs over the remains of the
deceased.(130)
William Camden's Britannia relates a very interesting story
regarding the burial of the famed King Arthur. He described
how Henry the Second ordered a search to be made for the
body of King Arthur, after he had learned that it was buried
in Glastonbury. The grave was finally found and the body
exhumed. Nine feet down a coffin constructed from a hollowed
oak
trunk,
which
contained
skeletal
remains,
was
discovered.(131)
The catalogue of the National Museum of Wales bears out
the tradition of oak coffin burials. Two entries in this catelogue
reveal a "fragmentary dug-out oak, resembling a canoe," but
canoes they are not, for they contain the remains of cremated
human bones.(132) These oaken coffins are strikingly similar to
those found in the necropolis in Rome, and may suggest some
type of cultural continuity.
Anne Ross describes quite an impressive burial of a Celtic
queen or princess; the rich assortment of grave goods implies
that this princess had maintained a prominent position while
alive. This burial has been dated to the fourth century B.C.,
and was unearthed at Reinheim near Saarbrucken in 1954.
What is important to this discussion is the corpse and its accompanying grave goods were entombed in a burial chamber which
was constructed of oak.(133) Here, then, is further evidence

(129) M. Gimbutas, "Proto-Indo-European Culture," in Indo-European and IndoEuropeans, ed. G. Cardona, H. Hoenigswald and A. Senn (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1970), p. 179.
(130) See T. D. Kendrick, The Druids (London: F. Cass & Co., 1927), reprint,
1966), p. 200; Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain, p. 33; and Cook, "European Sky-God,"
Folklore Quarterly 17 (1906): 321.
(131) William Camden, Britannia: A Facsimile of the J695 Publication by Edmund
Gibson (Newton Abbott: David & Charles, 1971), p. 64.
(132) W. F. Grimes, The Prehistory of Wales (Cardiff: National Museum of Wales,
1951), p. 205.
(133) Ross, Everyday Life of the Pagan Celts, p. 179.

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

TREE WORSHIP

111

to support the oak-burial nexus. In summary, the oak-burial
connection manifests itself in a number of various ways. They
are listed as follows:
l . A n oaken trophy is placed over the burial mound of
the deceased. This may be worked to an anthropomorphic form, or may be left unwrought.
2. Oak trees are deliberately planted on the grave, or
spring up spontaneously as if a manifestation of the
spirit.
3. The coffin is constructed of oak-wood.
4. Oak boughs are deliberately draped over the corpse.
5. Crypt-like constructions are made of oak-wood.
6. Oak wood is mentioned as having been specifically
requested for the construction of funeral pyres.
This association of the oak tree with funerary practices is
remarkable in that it is common to the three Indo-European
stocks that have so far been discussed. Demand for cremation
on a sacred oak-fire will be seen among the Baits also.
The Druids and the Oak
Perhaps the most debatable issue concerning the Celtic
sphere is the role of the Druids in the worship of the oak.
Before presenting any evidence that might indicate a Druidic
involvement with the oak, a brief description into the nature
of the Druids would be appropriate.
MacCana describes the Druids as one of the three Celtic
highly organized professional classes who were concerned with
the cultivation of hterature, learning, and religion. MacCana
labels them the "conservators of tradition. "(134) Of these
three professional classes, the bards, vates and Druids,(135)
the Druids had the highest social status and subsequently
wielded the most power.(136)
The Druidic class has been described as a priesthood; it is
that and much more. The Druids were not only concerned with
theology and philosophy; their sphere encompassed calendrics,
(134) P. MacCana, Celtic Myhtology (London: Hamlyn Ltd., 1973), p. 16.
(135) Stabo Geography 4.4.4; cf. Diodorus Siculus, The Histories, 12 vols., trans.
C. H. Oldfather (London: William Heinemann, 1952), 111:179 (5.31); and Ammianus
Marcellinus, The Histories, 3 vols., trans. J. C. Rolfe (London: William Heinemann,
1950), 1:179(15.9).
(136) Dio Chrysostom, Discourses, 5 vols., trans. J. W. Cohoon and H. L. Crosby
(London: William Heinemann, 1956), V:301 (49.8).
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law, and astronomy. As the "conservators of tradition," they
held the important position of teacher, and thus had the
obligation of passing on their knowledge and lore to future
generations. (137)
The most positive proof connecting the Druids with the oak
is to be found in the writings of Pliny. Due to its importance,
it is worth quoting in full.
The Druids — that is what they [the Celts] call their
magicians — hold nothing more sacred than mistletoe and
a tree on which it is growing, provided it is a hard-oak.
Groves of hard-oaks are chosen even for their own sake,
and the magicians perform no rites without using the
foliage of those trees, so that it may be supposed that
it is from this custom that they get their name of Druids,
from the Greek word meaning "oak;" but further, anything growing on oak trees they think to have been sent
from heaven, and to be a sign that the particular tree
has been chosen by god himself (Pliny Natural History
16.95.249-250).
Pliny states that groves of oak were chosen for their own
sake by the Druids. This is interpreted as a statement to the
fact that the Druids recognized the sacredness of the oak,
and consequently chose such groves on the grounds that this
tree was a hallowed object. Tacitus mentions Druidic groves
on the island of Mona, which were subsequently destroyed
by the Roman general, Suetonius Paulinus (Tacitus Annals
14.30). Pomponius Mela also connects the Druids with
"sequestered groves" (Pomponius Mela De Situ Orbis 3.2.18).
Although Tacitus and Pomponius Mela do not specifically
state that such groves were of oak, one might conclude so,
since the Druids are said to have chosen groves of hard-oak.
The Druid

Etymology

At the same time, Pliny similarly states that the word
"Druid" originated from the Greek word for " o a k " (drus).
The reason behind this etymology, he suggests, stems from the
fact that the Druids used oak foliage in all their rites. In other
words, the ever-present oak branch became emblematic of this

(137) See Caesar Gallic Wars 6.13-14; and Pomponius Mela, "De Situ Orbis,"
quoted in T. D. Kendrick, The Druids, p. 87 (3.2.18).
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priestly order, and this obvious association gave rise to their
name. (138)
Recent times have seen the rejection of the Phny etymology.
J . Rhys believes that had Pliny had sufficient knowledge of the
Celtic language, he would have discovered it needless to have
recourse to the Greek tongue, for the native word dru, contained in Drunemeton, was the root word.(139) He is obviously
referring to a passage in Strabo which states that the twelve
tetrachs of the council of the Galatians assembled at Drunemeton (Strabo Geography 12.5.1). Drunemeton has since been
translated as "oak sanctuary.''(140) Drunemeton is located in
Asia Minor, a site located in the Celtic state of Galatia which
was founded when the Celts crossed the Hellespont in 17.8
B.C.(141)
It is believed here that such arguments as to whether the
etymological base of the word "Druid" is Greek or Celtic
are unnecessary, since both the Greek and the Celtic roots
for " o a k " are reflexes of the same Proto-Indo-European
morpheme, namely *dorw. This notion was recognized as
early as 1855, when Professor Mackinnon stated that "Druid"
is derived from a root word that gives both drus in Greek
and darach in Gaelic the meaning of "oak."(142) In a more
recent work, Paul Friedrich concludes that the primary denotation of the *dorw reflex in Proto-Celtic was probably "oak."
He states that this reflex is preserved in the Old Irish derucc
"acorn," the old Irish daur " o a k , " the Cornish dar " o a k , "
and the Middle Welsh derwen " o a k . " He sums up the situation
by stating: "These inferences about denotation are congruous
with the patterns of the Druidic cult; the Druids . . . are known
to have . . . worshipped the oak as part of an oak cult."(143)
Stuart Piggott, writing on the oak-etymology, aptly concludes:
(138) Diodorus Siculus Histories 5.31.3. In certain MSS Saronidas appears in place
of "Druid." Saronidas is another Greek word meaning "oak." Ct. Camden, Britannia,
p . XV.

(139) L. S'pence,History and Origins of Druidism (London: Aquarian Press, 1971),
p. 14.
(140) See MacCana, Celtic Mythology, p. 16; Ross, Pagan Celtic Britain, p. 36;
Frazer, Golden Bough, 11:363; and Nora Chadwick, The Druids (Cardiff: University
of Wales Press, 1966), p. 13.
(141) Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2nd ed., s.v. "Galatia," by W. M. Calder.
(142) Spence, History and Origins of Druidism, p. 14.
(143) P. Friedrich, Proto-Indo-European Trees (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1970), p. 144.
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Relationships with such a tree-word [Druid] would be
appropriate enough to a religion with sanctuaries in the
deciduous mixed-oak forests of temperate Europe.(144)
Saint.Columba and the Oak
The Irish monk, Saint Columba, sometimes referred to as
Saint Columcille, is an intriguing figure, in that though he had
been Christianized, he still held a traditional pagan Celtic
regard for the oak. Columba was of royal blood, and his cousin,
the Prince of Aileach, offered him a site on which to build a
monastery. The site was the island of Derry, covered with a
splendid forest of oaks which, it is said, gave the place its name,
(145) that is, Derry means "oak grove" and is presumably
cognate with the *dorw morpheme.
Columba held the oaks on Derry in such high regard that
he refused to build the church chancel eastward, because its
construction would result in the destruction of some oak trees.
His Celtic regard for the oak is manifested in the fact that he
laid injunctions upon all his successors to spare the grove of
oaks.(146) After leaving Derry, Columba lived on the island of
lona, and in reflection, he wrote the following passage:
The reason why I love Derry is for its quietness, for its
purity, crowded full of heaven's angels in every leaf of
the oaks of Derry. My Derry, my little oak grove . . . O
eternal God in heaven woe to him who violates it.(147)
The similarities here with classical references are fascinating
with a petition to God to protect the grove from violation,
and one might even interpolate hamadryads for angels in the
oak's leaves. Perhaps Columba's regard for the oak was a
conscious manipulation of an old Celtic tradition that revered
the oak. If he could incorporate some of the ancient symbolism
of the oak into his ministries, then he might be more able to
attract certain pagan elements into the Christian fold. It seems
that he purposely chose such sites, for again Bede reports that
he founded another monastery in Ireland, "Known in the
Scots language as Dearmach, the Field of Oaks, because of the

(144)
(145)
p. 169.
(146)
(147)

Stuart Piggott, The Druids (New York: Praeger, 1968), p. 106.
D. Hyde, A Literary History of Ireland (London: Ernest Benn Ltd., 1967),
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 170.
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oak forest in which it stands."(148) It would certainly give
the newly Christianized Celts in Ireland, with their longstanding regard for the oak, something to identify with.
Gothonic Oak Worship
The term "Germanic" has obvious ambiguities; therefore,
the term "Gothonic," as suggested by Gudmund Schutte,
has been chosen to represent the German, Danish, Swedish,
Norwegian, and English nations.(149) In the Indo-European
nucleus, Italic, Celtic, and Gothonic stocks are believed to have
been neighbors, and Cowgill believes that the three shared
contacts with each other.(150) The language contacts are
obvious, each having its roots in Proto-Indo-European. What
is postulated here is that they also shared a common heritage
in regard to oak veneration, language and religious elements
being only two specifics of a wider cultural complex.
To begin vsdth, the floral evidence, as mentioned above,
indicates that quercus robur comprised 50 percent of the
German forests. The very vastness of the Hercynian forest,
whose name is cognate with quecus, is testified to by Caesar
(Gallic Wars 6.25). Pliny also refers to the Hercynian forest
as being coeval with the world, and writes of other forests in
northern Europe which are "occupied by oaks which grow
with extreme eagerness" (Pliny Natural History 16.2.5). Oak
forests also covered Britain and Ireland, and represented the
extreme western portion of the western and central European
deciduous forests, of which considerable parts are still domi^
nated by the oak.(151) Scandinavian bogs have yielded up
to the archaeologist's spade conclusive evidence that oak forests
once covered the area.(152) Hence these northern peoples
were, for the most part, quite intimate with the oak environment. Tacitus, after listing several German tribes, states: "All
these nations occupy but little of the plain country, dwelling
in forests" (Tacitus Germania 43).
(148) Bede, History of the English Church and People, trans. L. Sherley-Price
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1972), p. 146 (3.4).
(149) Brian Branston, Gods of the North (London: Thames & Hudson, 1970),
pp. 6-7.
(150) W. Cowgill, "Italic and Celtic Superlatives," in Indo-European and IndoEuropeans, p. 143.
(151) A. G. Tansley, Britain's Green Mantle, 2nd ed. (London: Allen & Unwin,
1968), p. 86.
(152) Frazer, Golden Bough, 11:351-352.
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The Oak and the

Sky-Gods

In Scandinavia, the oak was especially sacred to the sky-god
Thor,(153) and his Gothonic counterparts, the old high German
Donar; the old Saxon Thunaer; the Anglo-Saxon Thunor; and
the Norman Thur.(l54) Wilibald's Vita Bonifacii contains an
account in which Saint Boniface, between A.D. 725 and A.D.
7 3 1 , found the Hessians at Geismar paying homage to "arborem
quandam mirae magnitudis, quae prisco Paganorum vocabulo
appellatur robur Jovis."(155) Here, then, one finds the Hessians
worshipping a gigantic oak which they refer to as robur Jovis.
This label is n o doubt the product of interpretatic
Romana;
this "oak of J u p i t e r " would translate into German as Donares
Eih, the "oak of Donar."(156) Here Jupiter is undoubtedly
Thor, an identification based on common traits.
Boniface, upon discovering this pagan worship, had the oak
destroyed, but recognizing the association between the oak and
the German high God, he used the wood of the holy oak to
build a church. This was probably done in the hope that the
Hessians would transfer their piety from the tree to the church.
The Gothonic sky-god, Thor, is again connected with the oak
in an Irish work, Thor en Irlande. That Thor was present in
Ireland is a legacy left by the Viking invasion of this island.
The year A.D. 837 saw the Norsemen strike Ireland in great
numbers, shortly after which they established the foundations
of modern Dublin.(157) Although the Vikings never completely
conquered the whole of Ireland, their control of the key
harbors of Erin lasted into the eleventh century.
Thor en Irlande contains a passage that describes a "Forest of
T h o r . " In the year A.D. 1000 Brian Boru is said to have spent
a month burning this forest; much of this forest he succeeded in
(153) H. R. E. Davidson, Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (Hardmonsworth:
Penguin Books, 1973), p. 191.
(154) J. A. MacCulloch, ed., Mythology of All Races, 13 vols. (New York: Cooper
Square, 1964), vol. 2: £dd!C, by J. A. MacCulloch, p. 268; cf. Frazer, Golden Bough,
11:364.
(155) F. B. Gummere, Founders of England (New York: Stechert & Co., 1930),
pp. 388-389; cf. J. L. K. Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, 4 vols., trans. J. S. Stallybrass
(New York: Dover Publications, 1966), 1:72. (Translation: a great tree of extraordinary size, which in the language of the ancient pagans was called the oak of
Jove.)
(156) Frazer, Golden Bough, 11:364.
(157) Howard La Fay, The Vikings (Washington, D.C.: National Geographic,
1972), p. 74.

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

TREE WORSHIP

117

destroying, b u t surviving the fire, "the lordly oaks alone stood
upright." (158) Here, then, is an allusion to a complete forest
of oaks being dedicated to Thor. No doubt these oaks were
noted by the Vikings, and recognizing them as the sacred trees
of Thor, they were sanctified, hence rendering the name
"Forest of Thor."
The Viking invasion of Ireland met with strong resistance
from the Irish peoples. As a result in the year 1014 Brian Boru,
the first effective King of Ireland, was able to defeat the Vikings,
at Clontarf. (159) This is relevant in that it provides good reason
for the events taking place in the passage from Thor en Irlande.
Brian Boru's destruction of this forest dedicated to Thor was
no doubt an act of aggression against the Viking invaders.
For the Christian Irish to destroy such a pagan holy place
might be interpreted as a reprisal, carried out to avenge the
destruction of Christian monasteries by the Vikings, and was,
at the same time, a conscious attempt to erase all traces of the
culture of the invaders.
As the Norsemen ranged over the north Atlantic, they
reached Iceland, a land devoid of oaks, but a form of oak
worship is known to have existed there. One is able to discern
this from the custom of settlers bringing with them oaken
pillars taken from Thor's temple in the homeland. It seems that
these oaken pillars represented a surrogate for Thor's sacred
tree.(160)
Gothonic Oak-Burials
Under the burial mounds and barrows of Denmark are to be
found a wealth in oak-coffin burials. Some of the more prominent oak-coffin burials were discovered at Viborg in northern
Jutland (161) and Egtved,(162) also in Jutland; both oakcoffins are-interred under characteristic burial mounds. In this
area the oak-coffin burials came into use toward the end of the
neolithic period, but by the Bronze Age (ca. second millenium

(158)
(159)
(160)
(161)
1:247.
(162)
Praeger,

Davidson, Gods and Myths of Northern Europe, p. 87.
La Fay, The Vikings, p. 76.
Davidson. Gods and Myths of Northern Europe, p. 88.
P. B. Du Chaillu, The Viking Age, 2 vols. (New York: AMS Press, 1970),
Ole Klindt-Jensen, Denmark Before the Vikings (New York: Frederick A.
1957), p. 64.
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B.C.) they had spread all over the country.(163) The oak coffin
is often found in association with Battle-Axe cultural elements,
a culture that Gimbutas identifies with Kurgan.
Oak-coffin burials can also be found in southern Sweden,
which are similar to those found in Jutland. At Eldsberga,
two oak-coffins were discovered under the familiar barrow.
These are also dated to the Middle Bronze Age (ca. 1500
B.C.) (164)
A description of these oak-coffin burials begins with an oak
trunk, which is split lengthwise and hollowed out, one half
forming the lid, the other half containing the human remains.
(165) In some cases, this oak-coffin is protected by encasing it
within a second, larger oak casket.(166)
The oak-burial association is not limited to oak-coffins.
An elaborate mortuary house was discovered in Denmark,
believed to have belonged to Queen Thyra. This sepulchral
chamber measures twenty-one feet long, nine feet wide, and
five feet high. The complete structure — floors, walls and
ceiling — is constructed from oak.(167)
Palle Lauring, who writes on the oak-coffin burials in
Denmark, questions why the oak was chosen as the material
for the construction of these coffins. In a brief statement,
he recognizes that the oak tree was sacred to the Danes, and
then theorizes the possibility that oak was chosen for this
reason. He states that by this means the dead may have been
made one with the tree's sacred power.(168)
In some cases the corpse and the grave goods contained
within these oak-coffins are remarkably well preserved, ranking
second in preservation to the mummies of Egypt. The reason
for this is that oak-wood contains a high amount of tannic
acid, which acting with the ground water which seeps through
(163) P. V. Glob, Danish Prehistoric Monuments, trans. Joan Bulman (London:
Faber& Faber, 1971), p. 128.
(164) M. K. H. Stenberger, Sweden, trans. Alan Binns (London: Thames & Hudson,
1962), pp. 78-79.
(165) Giob, Danish Prehistoric Monuments, p. 128.
(166) H. Shetelig and H. Falk, Scandinavian Archaeology, trans. E. V. Gordon
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1937), p. 146.
(167) M. W. Williams, Social Scandinavia in the Viking Age (New York: Macmillan
&Co., 1920), p. 416.
(168) Palle Lauring, The Land of the Tollund Man, trans. R. Spink (London:
Lutterworth Press, 1957), p. 75.
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the coffin, compounds to make an excellent preservative.(169)
Two Accounts

of Oak Worship

An account of oak veneration centered around an oaken
effigy is described by the twelfth century Danish historian,
Saxo-Grammaticus. He writes of a religious sanctuary on the
island of Rugen, an island in the Baltic Sea, off the coast
of East Germany. On the island was a temple, decorated with
purple hangings, which housed a huge oaken image "which they
called Rugie-Vitus." Saxo describes this oaken effigy as having
seven faces carved in its head, and as being dedicated to the
god of war. (170)
The second account is written by the Byzantine emperor
Constantine Porphyrogenitus. Writing in about A.D. 950,
he describes how the Swedes worship an oak tree on an island
in the Dnieper River. Constantine states that the island is named
after St. Gregory, and on the island a gigantic oak tree grows.
The Swedes, after safely crossing the rapids of the Dnieper
River, made a thanks-offering to this oak. The offering consisted of birds, bread, and meat.(171)
Summation
Presented above is the evidence to suggest that the oak was
worshipped among the Celtic and Gothonic nations, as was the
case for their Italic and Greek cousins and neighbors. In both
the Gothonic and Celtic spheres, the oak, more than any
other tree, stands out as the representative vegetal element that
is singled out for reverence, with the ash, as in the case of
Yggdrasil, taking second place, since its reverence is more
limited in geographical scope. Jacob Grimm, who did much
research in Gothonic mythology, concludes that "of all the
hallowed trees the oak takes first place."(172) Parke also
agrees with Grimm, for he maintains that on the northern
European plain the oak tree in particular was regularly regarded

(169) Gwyn Jones, History of the Vikings (London: Oxford University Press,
1968), p. 19; cf. Glob, Danish Prehistoric Monuments, p. 128; and Lauring, Land of
the Tollund Man, p. 77.
(170) Saxo Grammaticus, The Danish History, 1 vols., trans. O. Elton (London:
Norroena Society, 1905), 11:584-585.
(171) Jacqueline Simpson, Everyday Life in the Viking Age (London: Batsford &
Co., 1967), pp. 109-110.
(172) Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, 11:651.
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as sacred.(173)
Veneration of the oak continued among the northern
Europeans until their sacred oaks hterally came under the
proverbial axe of the Christians. A series of religious councils
proscribed such pagan practices; the twenty-third canon of the
Council of Aries held in A.D. 442 forbade the worship of
trees, as did the Council of Tours in A.D. 567. (174) A letter
from Pope Gregory III, written about A.D. 738, instructed
the nobility of Hesse and Thuringa to reject prophecies in
groves. (175) Even as late as the eleventh century A.D., Bishop
Unwan of Bremen ordered the sacred groves of the Saxons
and Frisians to be destroyed. (176)
Despite the efforts of the Christian church to suppress this
long-standing tradition of oak veneration, traces of this
practice still linger on in many examples of contemporary
northern European folk-mythology. For example, the CoptOak in Leicestershire, England, was traditionally held to be a
center of Druidic worship, and in the Middle Ages the oak
appears to have been a place where civil courts were held.
(177) Spence reportes that in recent times in Lower Saxony
and Westphalia "holy oaks" are paid a half-heathen halfChristian homage. (178) Even as late as 1874, the Russian
Orthodox Church adjured an oak tree: "Holy Oak Hallelujah,
pray for u s . " (179)
Oak Veneration: Balto-SIavic
The area of Baltic culture was not an isolated pocket in early
times. Marija Gimbutas states: "In genesis and development it
is inseparable from the other Indo-European groups." (180)
Moreover, its cultural contacts with the other Indo-European
branches were constantly reinforced through a flourishing
amber trade with Scandinavia, England, and central Europe.

(1 73) Parke, Oracles of Zeus (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), p. 22.
(174) Spence, History and Origins of Druidism, p. 24.
(1 75) E. Emerton, The Letters of Saint Boniface (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1940), p. 70.
(1 76) Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, 1:73.
(177) Spence, History and Origins of Druidism, p. 77.
(178) Ibid.
(179) Ibid., p. 78.
(180) Marija Gimbutas, The Baits (London: Thames & Hudson, 1963), p. 19.
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Amber was not all that the Baits shared with their Indo-European
cousins, but also a thriving oak worship, as one might expect.
The Oak and the Male Spirit
The early animistic phase among the Baits centered around
a belief in a force called siela, a force equal to the Roman
anima and the Greek pneuma. (181) Upon the death of an
individual his spirit would be reincarnated most frequently
into trees. As far as the oak is concerned, it was reserved solely
for male spirits. The oak, as the tree specifically sacred to the
thunder-god, Perkunas, was considered most masculine. (182)
It seems that the linden and the spruce were reserved for female
spirits.
Perkunas and

Roinove

To the Baits the oak was especially sacred to their thundergod Perkunas. (183) The first example of Baltic regard for the
oak appears among the old Prussians, who do n o t belong to
the Gothonic stock, as one might expect, but to the Baltic
branch, the Prussians being considered western Baits. (184)
Erasmus Stella, writing about these ancient Prussians in his
work de Borussiae Antiquitatibus,
states:
Praexellentes arbores, ut robora quercus, deos inhabitare
direxunt, ex quibus sciscitantibus responsa reddi audiebantur, ob id nee huiuscemodi arbores caedebant, sed
religiose ut numinum deos colebant.(185)
This is indeed a valuable piece, for it reveals a number of
interesting facets concerning Baltic oak veneration. First, the
oak is regarded as the abode of a deity. Second, the tree is
capable of oracular responses to those who would seek the will
of this god. Finally, because of the oak's very sacredness, it is
protected from violation, which taken as a whole closely

(181) Ibid., p. 190.
(182) M. Gimbutas, "Ancient Symbolism in Lithuanian Folk Art," Memoirs of
the American Folklore Society 49 (1958): 59.
(183) Ivar Paulson, The Old Estonian Folk Religion, trans. J. K. Kitching and H.
Kovamees, Uralic and Altaic Series, no. 108 (Hague: Mouton & Co., 1971), p. 64.
(184) See Gimbutas, The Baits, p. 15; and J. Geipel, The Europeans (New York;
Pegasus Books, 1970), p. 67.
(185) Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion, 11:55. (Translation: Outstanding trees,
for example the oak, are said to be inhabited by gods, from which one might hear
oracular responses in answer to questions, because of this such trees are not cut down,
so that the divine gods are reverently protected.)
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parallels Greek and Italic beliefs.
The center of this thriving Prussian oak worship was the
sanctuary at Romove. The itinerant Dominican friar and
chronicler, Simon Grunau, describes in his work, Prussian
Chronicles (186) the cult center at Romove, where a giant
evergreen oak surrounded by curtains and screened from
profane gaze was greatly revered. Foreigners, especially, were
prohibited from appearing before the holy oak. The giant oak
itself was divided into three parts: each division contained
the image of a god, and was consecrated in turn to Perkunas,
Potrimpo, and Patollo. They were, respectively, the deities of
thunder; rivers and springs; and the underworld. Before the
image of Perkunas burned a perpetual fire of oak-wood. The
sanctuary was maintained by a head priest, the kriwe kirwaito,
and it was the duty of the waidelots, a college of celibate
priests and priestesses, to maintain the sacred oak-fire and
offer sacrifices. This offers a striking comparison to the perpetual fire of oakwood maintained by the celibate vestals in
Rome.
One Prussian king, falling ill, ordered a funeral pyre to be
built, then taking some of the perpetual fire from before
the oak of Perkunas, had himself cremated. (187) This act
brings to mind the cremation of Hercules.
Peter of Dusburg, who dedicated his Chronico7i Prussiae
to the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights in 1326, informs
the reader that the high priest of the nation keeps a perpetual
fire at Romow; doubtless he refers to the Romove of Grunau.
(188) Another document, written by J o h n , Bishop of Samland,
in the fourteenth century, refers to " R u m m o v e " and the
evergreen oak there. (189)
Perkunas is again associated with the oak in the following
Lithuanian daina:

(186) See Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion, IX:489; J. G. Frazer, Golden Bough,
13 vols., 3rd ed. (London: Macmillan & Co., 1955), 11:366; J. A. MacCulIoch, ed..
Mythology of All Races, 13 vols. (New York: Cooper Square, 1964), vol. 2: Eddie,
by J. A. MacCulIoch, p. 333; P. Wagler, Die Eiche in Alter und Neuer Zeit (Berlin:
Calvary & Co., 1891), pp. 46-48; and L. H. Grey, ed.. Mythology of All Races,
13 vols. (Boston: Marshall Jones, 1918), vol. 3: Celtic-Slavic, by A . J . MacCulIoch,
J. Machal, and L. H. Gray, p. 148.
(187) rr^zer. Golden Bough, IV-Al.
(188) Ibid., 11:366.
(189) Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion, IX:489.
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When Morning Star was wedded,
Perkunas rode through the door-way,
And the green oak he shattered.
Then forth the oak's blood spurted.
Besprinkled my garments,
Besprinkled my crownlet.
With streaming eyes, the Sun's Daughter
For three years was collecting
The leaves, all seared and withered. (190)
This daina is somewhat enigmatic. L. H. Gray tries to
explain what is occurring by stating that the action of Perkunas
represents a Lithuanian marriage custom, whereby the man
who conducts the bridge to the groom should appear armed,
and as he rides forth, should strike the door posts in an attempt
to exorcise demons. (191) However, Gray seems to miss
the point. He equates the "green o a k " with door posts. This
must certainly be a misinterpretation, since later on in daina
the "Sun's Daughter" is gathering leaves. It would be highly
unlikely for door posts to display green leaves.
This daina, as rendered here, is describing a custom in which
each family plants before its house a tree which is believed to
protect the- household. An analogy to this can be found in
Scandinavia, where a botrad which translates as "abode-tree,"
is planted in front of the homestead and is regarded as the
abode of the guardian spirit of the family. (192) Another
analogy can be found in the Celtic poem Cad Goddeu (Battle
of the Trees). It states:
The oak tree swiftly moving
Before him tremble heaven and earth
Stout doorkeeper against the foe
Is his name in all lands.(193)
The Cad Goddeu certainly mentions the idea of guardian in
the word "doorkeeper."
Another relevant factor is that the leaves of the oak are
seared after Perkunas strikes it. The words "seared" and
(190) S. K. Chatterji, Baits and Aryans (Simla: Indian Institute of Advanced
Study, 1968), pp. 160-161.
(191) L. H. Gray, "Baltic Religion," in Mythology of All Races, vol. 3: Celtic
Slavic, p. 322.
(192) Funk and Wagnall's Dictionary of Folklore, 1972 ed., s.v. "botrad."
(193) Robert Graves, The White Goddess (London: Faber & Faber, 1954), p. 33.
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"withered" are indicative of being burnt or scorched as if with a
sudden application of intense heat. This is interesting, since it
is Perkunas who has struck the oak, and since he is the god of
thunder, could it be that he has destroyed this guardian oak
with a hghtning bolt? Perhaps he does not want the marriage
to take place. This would certainly account for the sorrow
expressed in the crying of the "Sun's daughter." That the
leaves are worth spending three years to gather them up testifies to the special place that this guardian oak must have held
in the mind of the family.
Jerome of Prague
The monk Jerome of Prague, who was active as a missionary
in Lower Lithuania between the years 1409 and 1418, sent his
report to the papal secretary, Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini. This
report testifies to the existence of oak veneration in early
Lithuania. The report contains the following:
Ventum erat ad medium nemoris, ubi quercum vetustissimam et ante omnes arbores religione sacram et quam
potissime sedem esse putabant percutere aliquam diu
nullus praesumpsit. (194)
When Jerome of Prague ordered the various sacred groves to
be destroyed, the pagan element petitioned Vitoldus, prince of
Lithuania, stating that J e r o m e was attempting to destroy the
house of their god. (195)
The Slavs
Among the Slavs, the oak was also sacred. The common
Indo-European name for oak was retained in Proto-Slavic, and
is shared by all Slavic languages. (196) This is not surprising,
since Slavic is considered the most conservative of the IndoEuropean tongues. (197) This common word for " o a k " among
all the Slavs indicates that the Slavic domain was located in a
(193) Robert Graves, The White Goddess (London: Faber & Faber, 1954), p. 33.
(194) Wilhelm Mannhardt, WaldUnd Feld Kulte, 2 vols. (Berlin: Gebruder Borntraeger, 1904), 1:36; (Translation: ". . . it came to the middle of the woods where
there was an oak tree, very old and which from the religious point of view was the
most sacred and that they thought was a great religious shrine and that nobody
dare to hit.")
(195) Frazer, Golden Bough, 11:46, 11:366.
(196) M. Girabutas, The Slavs (New York: Praeger, 1971), p. 22.
(197) A. Meillet, Indo-European Dialects, trans. S. N. Rosenberg (University:
University of Alabama Press, 1967), p. 67.

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

TREE WORSHIP

125

zone where natural conditions did not differ much from the
Proto-Indo-European homeland. (198)
Perun and the Oak
Helmold, writing of the pagan revival among the Wends,
describes a journey he and Bishop Gerald made between Lubeck
and Oldenburg in 1156. (199) During their travels they noted
a grove containing an oak tree. The oak was regarded as sacred,
and was thus kept within a fenced court apart from priests and
worshippers alike; no one was permitted to violate its temenos.
The people, priests, and the local prince are said to have
assembled at this oak every week to hold courts of law. Did not
the Galatians at Drunemeton, the "oak-sanctuary," hold
assemblies in their sacred grove, as did the Germans according
to Tacitus (Germania 39)? Helmold reports that this oak was
dedicated to the local godhead Proven. Gimbutas believes
this god to be a distortion of the Slavic thunder-god, Perun,
who is cognate with the Baltic Perkunas. (200) Probably the
variation in the name was caused by a taboo that forbade the
speaking of such a holy name.
The cult center of Perun was at Novgorod. At Novgorod
stood an anthropomorphic image of Perun wielding a thunderbolt. Before this image burned the familiar perpetual fire of
oakwood, and the penalty was death to the priest who allowed
its flame to be put out. (201)
Bishop of Bamberg
In typical Christian fashion, Bishop Otto of Bamberg, in the
year 1124, is recorded to have destroyed three Slavic pagan
temples at Stettin. He then immediately prepared to cut down a
sacred oak, believed to be the dwelling place of a god. The
pagan element, though they had permitted Otto to destroy the
temples, fiercely resisted his efforts to destroy the venerated
oak. (202) This particular incidence is enlightening in that it
(198) Gimbutas, Skvs, p. 22.
(199) See Gimbutas, Slavs, pp. 154-155; and C. J. Bleeker and G. Widengren,
ed., Historia Religionum (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969), "The Religion of the Slavs,"
in vol. 1: Religions of the Past, by F. Vyncke, pp. 657-658.
(200) Gimbutas, Slavs, p. 155; cf. F. Dvornik, The Slavs (Boston: American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, 1956), p. 48.
(201) Frazer, Golden Bough, ll:365;and J. Machal, Celtic Slavic, 111:354.
(202) H. M. Chadwick, "The Oak and the Thunder-god,"/owrna/ of the Anthropological Institute 30 (1900):30, 33.
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demonstrates that oak veneration, a particularly ancient
practice, was more deep-rooted in the psyche of the people than
their more recent religious developments centered in the temple.
Oak Veneration in Russia
The Slavs in Russia are also reported to have worshipped an
oak tree on the island of Bujan. It was believed that after sundown the sun came to rest upon its branches. (203) The sacredness of the oak among the Slavs in Russia died hard. Even as
late as the eighteenth century, Feofan Prokopovich issued a
regulation forbidding people to offer prayers before the oak
tree.
Oak Veneration in Armenia
M. K. Ananikian writes that Armenian probably belonged
to the Slavic family, whereas others label it as ThracoPhrygian. Whatever group one might classify Armenian, both
Slavic and Thraco-Phrygian language groups are Indo-European. (204) Ananikian points out that the oak played an
important part in certain Armenian rituals. The ashes of a
sacred oak-fire were mixed with water and were believed
to have medicinal properties. (205)
Oak Veneration: Finno-Ugric
Although the Finno-Ugric peoples are not considered as being
Indo-European, they were not as isolated as once believed, and
for centuries the Finno-Ugric tribes were in close contact with
the eastern branch of the Baltic and Slavic cultures. (206)
This is evident through the process of acculturation; many
Baltic words appear in the Finno-Ugric vocabulary. There is
also evidence to support that they borrowed certain concepts
in agriculture, in addition to plant, animal, and religious terminology. (207)

(203) Gimbutas, "Ancient Symbolism in Lithuanian Folk Art," in Memoirs of
the American Folklore Society, p. 90.
(204) J. A. MacCuIloch, ed., Mythology of All Races. 13 vols. (New York: Cooper
Square, 1964), vol. 7: ^rmenwn, by M. Ananikian, pp. 14-15, 57, and 62; cf. Co/wmbia Encyclopedia, 3rd ed., s.v. "language."
(205) Ibid.
(206) M. Gimbutas, The Baits (London: Thames & Hudson, 1963), p. 20.
(207) Ibid., pp. 33, 36.
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Estonians

The Estonians, a Finno-Ugric speaking people, believed the
forest to be living, feeling, and knowing: an entity that exercised decisive influence on humans. (208) Hence these men felt
a need to placate these forest spirits in a do ut des relationship.
Writings from the Juri and Koeru parishes in Estonia throw
some light on the beliefs concerning such spirit-tenanted forests.
That the spirits of the forest were considered to be anthropomorphic and highly personalized is made evident from the
following Koeru passage:
The forest spirits are people who were put into the forests
in olden times. They live there and are said to be the rulers
of the forest. They have wives and children and are very
handsome and intelligent people. . . . They also have
marrigeable daughters and sons. . . . They are supposed to
die sometimes, just like people and others are born.
The following Juri passage depicts more limited and compartmentalized spirits, with each species of tree having its own
particular type of spirit. It reads:
Every forest has its own spirits. The spirits of the birch
forest never go to an alder or oak forest. (209)
The Sacred Oak of the Finns
The description of a massive oak in the Finnish national epic
The Kalevala is somewhat analogous to the Nordic Yggdrasil, and
may well be considered as the representative world-tree of the
Finns. Finnish literature describes this gigantic oak as follows:
A lovely oak . . . sought to touch with its head the sky, it
impeded the course of the clouds, the movement of the
fleecy clouds, it darkened half the sun, it concealed a
third of the earth. (210)
The description of this monstrous oak contained- in the
Kalevala is indeed similar in character to the Scandinavian
Yggdrasil, which is described as "greatest of all trees . . . its

(208) I. Paulson, The Old Estonian Folk Religion, trans. J. K. Kitching and H.
Kovamees, Uralic and Altaic Series, no. 108 (Hague: Mouton & Co., 1971), p. 62.
(209) Ibid., p. 63.
(210) John Abercromby, The Pre and Proto-Historic Finns, 2 vols. (London:
David Nutt, 1898;reprint, New York: AMS Press, 1972), 11:335.
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limbs spread out over all the world and stand above heaven. "(211)
Magical Properties
ofOakwood
Finnish tradition holds that this gigantic oak was destroyed,
and from its wood arrows were made. These are often referred
to as "arrows of the sorcerer." (212) Such arrows when shot
into a human were believed to cause pleurisy. (213) Another
version holds that the wood of the fallen oak, when gathered,
brings "eternal luck" and "eternal power to please." (214)
However, like the Celtic poem Merlin the Diviner, the topmost
branch of the oak was the most sought after, because whoever
possessed this branch would obtain eternal skill in magic.(215)
Talking Oaks and Medicinal

Properties

One particular Finnish literary source depicts a young boy
talking to an oak tree. He asks the oak if, beneath its bark,
there is a salve capable of curing various pains. The oak answers
him, presumably in human speech, through no intermediary;
the answer is in the affirmative. (216) This is pertinent in that
it places the Finns in the category of those who believe in
talking trees, that is, with the Greeks, Latins, and the Balts.(217)

(211) R. Smith, ed., "Selections from the Prose Edda," in Tree of Life (New York:
Viking Press, 1942), p. 54.
(212) Kalevala, trans. W. F. Kirby, 2 vols. (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1966),
1:15.
(213) Abercromby, Pre- and Proto-Historic Finns, pp. 336, 341.
(214) Ibid., pp. 339-340.
(215) Ibid., p. 340; cf. Merlin the Diviner in Lyra Celtica, ed. E. A. Sharp and
J. Matthay (New York: Haskell House, 1970), p. 46.
(216) Ibid., p. 385.
(217) Rune II of the Kalevala is interpreted as a conscious effort, on the part of
the literate Finns, to record the tribal memory of the changes which occurred in the
natural environment of their ancestors, the primitive Finns. It begins with "a region
bare of forests," believed here to represent the late glacial period, a time before the
rise of the post-glacial forests. Line five subsequently reflects a passage of time,
and thus one approaches the post-glacial Pre-Boreal phase. With the advent of this
phase, forests began to appear. This coincides wdth Pellervoinen planting the various
trees (lines 20-40). Lines 47 through 50 represent the various species flourishing,
all but the oak. Lines 53 through 56 reflect a further passage of time, and hence
one reaches the Atlantic phase, with its climatic optimum. Now the oak begins to
grow, and eventually becomes the dominant tree of the mixed-oak climax forests.
This is reflected in the description of the oak lines 78-84) growing to an immense
size, and becoming the predominant feature of the landscape. The oak forests began
to subside, probably due to a cooling period, and so lines 175 through 190 speak
of the destruction of the oak. The tree that survives this cooling period is the birch
(line 262.
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Conclusions
The eastern limit of the oak in Europe is marked by the
Ural Mountains. Species qercus does not cross the Urals, and
since the protorFinns are believed to have originated somewhere
in central Russia, (218) they originated in an area devoid of
the oak. Therefore, it can only be concluded that those Finns
who knew the oak must have named it after their arrival on the
European scene. (219) If this was the case, it would necessitate
their mythology, which surrounded and involved the oak, to
have also been formulated in Europe.
Once the Western Finns moved into the Estonian area,
they became neighbors with Indo-Europeans speaking a Lithuanian dialect. (220) Consequently, there is, as mentioned above,
evidence of acculturation and borrowing from these IndoEuropeans on the part of the Finns. One of the best and most
pertinent examples is the borrowing of perkele, a Finnish
deity, from the Lithuanian Perkunas, the thunder-god of the
Baits, to whom the oak is particularly sacred. (221) It is believed here that the borrowing of this word was also accompanied by the idea that the oak was sacred to the sky-god. Finnish
literature does indeed refer to the oak as the tree of this god.
The Gods of Thunder
Above can be seen the evidence for the veneration of the oak,
which as indicated, is shared by the various Indo-European
branches, and peoples who at some time in their histories have,
to a degree, been Indo-Europeanized. That oak veneration is
rooted in Proto-Indo-European culture, and was dispersed by
carriers of that culture, is supported not only by examples of
oak veneration in each of the above language groups, but also
by the fact that, in each case, the oak is inextricably associated
with the various thunder-gods.
Zeus
Zeus is definitely a god of Indo-European origin. (222)
(218) Abercromby, Pre- and Pro to-Historic Finns, 1:146.
(219) Ibid., 1:223.
(220) Ibid., 1:242.
(221) Ibid., 1:248.
(222) G. Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion (New York: Doubleday & Co.,
1955), pp. 47-48.
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A brief etymology connects " Z e u s " with the Indo-European
root *dyeus, and is found in the Sanskrit dyaus; the Greek
Zeus; and the Latin Jupiter, from Ju-piter, Zeu-pater, (223)
or Diou-pater. (224) Of equal certainty is the synonymity of
Zeus with lord of the sky, that is, the sky as the sphere of
atmospheric phenomena. His primary functions appear to
be connected with rain and the weather in general. The various
epithets of Zeus, such as Ombrios and Hyettios,
"rainer";
Urios, "sender of favorable winds"; Astrapaios, "Lightener";
Bronton,
"Thunderer"; and Keraunios, "He of the thunderb o l t , " bears witness to this. (225) Hence the most violent
natural celestial phenomenon, the thunderstorm, became
associated with the wrath of Zeus, wielder of the thunderbolt.
That Zeus was particularly associated with thunder and
lightning is attested to by the example of Salmoijeus. Salmoneus, the king of Elis, wishing to be equal to Zeus, mimicked
his thunder and lightning by dragging bronze kettles behind his
chariot and flinging lighted torches into the air (Apollodorus
The Library 1.9.17).
Perhaps the most cogent example of the connection between
"Zeus of the o a k " with "Zeus the thunder-god" is to be found
in the practice of using an oak branch as a charm to elicit rain
in times of drought by the priests of Zeus on the slopes of
Mount Lycaios. The oak branch from the sacred tree of Zeus
thus becomes an instrument through which one might contact
the weather aspect of the god.
So here one has an Indo-European thunder-god, who Murray
treats as the patriarchal god of invading northmen (ProtoIndo-European Kurgans), passing from the upper Danube into
Greece, and who can be traced through his three sanctuaries
Dodona, Olympus and Olympia, with Dodona being a prime
example of an oak-oriented Zeus. (226)

(223) J. Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, 13 vols. (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1926), 11:3.
(224) Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2ncl ed., s.v. "Jupiter," by H. J. Rose.
(225) H. J. Rose, Handbook of Greek Mythology (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co.,
1959), p. 47.
(226) Murray, Five Stages in Greek Religion, p. 48.
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Jupiter
The Italian counterpart of Zeus is Jupiter, and these two
gods have much in common. Both were associated with the
oak, and both were gods of the sky, and subsequently weather
and thunder. In Italy it was Jupiter Elicius who regulated the
rainfall, and Jupiter Fulgur who wielded the lightning bolt. (22 7)
Yet, simultaneously, Jupiter, who also had a cult epithet of
Feretrius, could be worshipped in the form of a huge oaken
pUlar.
Taranis
The Celts worshipped a god called Taranis (Lucan Pharsalia
1.444). This name also appears in inscriptions as Tanarus,
Taranacus, and Taranucnus, which corresponds to the Gothonic
Thunuraz-Thunaer-Thor cognates, who was also a thunder-god.
(228) MacCana states that Taranis means "thunderer." (229)
Taranis can be found cognate to words for thunder in the
Welsh tarann; the Irish torann and the Cornish taran. (230)
Taranis can also be found in sculpture wielding his characteristic thunderbolt.
Caesar reports that the Celts had a god "Jupiter" (Caesar
Gallic Wars 6.17). Chadwick argues that since the Latin Jupiter
is likewise a thunder-god, there can be little doubt that Taranis
is the god meant by Caesar. (231) This might be confirmed
by an inscription found at Chester in England. The inscription
is dedicated t o : "I.O.M. Tanaro," which extends t o : I(ovi)
O(ptimo)
M(aximo)
Tanaro, which translates as "JupiterTanarus The Best and Greatest." (232) This, coupled with the
statement of Maximus of Tyre stating that the image of the
Celtic Zeus was a lofty oak, leads to the probable conclusion
that here again the oak-god and the thunder-god are synonymous.
(227) R. M. Ogilvie, The Romans and Their Gods in the Age of Augustus (New
York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1969), p. 12.
(228) H. M. Chadwick, "The Oak and Thundergod," Journal of the Anthropological Institute 30 (1900): 26.
(229) P. MacCana, Celtic Mythology (London: Hamlyn, 1973), p. 3 1 .
(230) Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion, 11:33;
(231) Chadwick, "The Oak and the Thundergod," Journal of the Anthropological
Institute, 30:26, cf. Jean-Jacques Hatt, Celts and Gallo-Romans, trans. J. Hogarth
(Geneva: Nagel, 1970), p. 245.
(232) R. G. CoUingwood and R. P. Wright, The Roman Inscriptions of Britain,
2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), 1:149-150.
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Thor
In the Gothonic sphere, the god of thunder and the bringer
of rains is Thor and his Gothonic counterparts — the old high
German Donar; the old Saxon Thunaer; the Anglo-Saxon
Thunor; and the Norman Thur. These very names translate
as " t h u n d e r , " and are cognate with the Latin tonitrus and the
Celtic Taranis. (233) Adam of Bremen, about 1075, writes:
Thor presides in the air and governs thunder and lightning,
winds and rain, and the fair fruits of earth. (234)
There are some interesting connections between the Gothonic and Latin thunder-gods. Thor is said to have wielded AfjoZ/nzV,
his hammer, considered emblematic of the thunderbolt. (235)
Saxo Grammaticus refers to this hammer as malleos loviales.
(236) The Gothonic thunder-gods and the Latin Jupiter share
the same day, Thursday or dies Jovis. The English "Thursday"
is a Norman inheritance. Its cognates can be found in the
following:
Old High German — Donarestag or Toniristag
Anglo-Saxon — Thunoresdaeg
Old English — Thunresdaeg
Swedish — Thorsday
Danish — Tordag
Modern German — Donnerstag. (237)
That Thursday was sacred to the thunder-god is also attested to
by the identification of the Balto-Slavic thunder-god, Perun or
Perkunas, with his sacred day, Perendan, the equivalent of
Thursday. (238) It is worth noting that in the seventh century

(233) Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion, 1:33.
(234) W. A. Craigie, Religion of Ancient Scandinavia (Freeport: Books for Libraries Press, 1969), p. 4.
(235) Funk and Wagnall's Dictionary of Folklore, 1972 ed., s.v. "Thor."
(236) H. M. Chadwick, "The Oak and the Thundergod," in The Journal of the
Anthropological Institute, XXX:23;
(237) See J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, 13 vols., 3rd ed. (London: Macmillan &
Co., 1955), 11:364; and H. R. E. Davidson, Gods and Myths of Northern Europe
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1964), p. 86.
(238) See S. Reinach, Orpheus, trans. F. Simmonds (New York: Liveright Inc.,
1930), p. 52; and E. Sykes, dictionary of Non-Classical Mythology, 5th ed. (London:
J . M . D e n t , 1968), p. 168.
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A.D., Saint Eligius found it necessary to forbid the Thursday
celebrations among the Franks. (239) No doubt they were held
in honor of the thunder-god. The eighth century work Indiculus
Superstitionum
speaks of a Saxon sacra Jovis; this is believed to
mean the Saxon Thunaer, since he was one of the gods whom
the Saxons renounced at baptism. (240) In addition, an old
English sermon written by Abbot Aelfric about A. D. 1000 also
equates Thor with Jupiter. (241) The Gothonic thunder-god
must have had a number of similarities with the Latin Jupiter to
prompt such identifications.
Perkunas
The thunder-god of the Lithuanians is Perkunas, and to the
Slavs he is known as Perun. Perkunas is cognate with the Latvian Perkons, the Prussian Perkonis, the Hittite Peruna, and the
Vedic Parjanya, all of which are gods of celestial phenomena.
(242) If Perkunas is thus connected with thunder, then he is
equally associated with the oak, since Perkunas is believed to be
cognate with the Proto-Indo-European oak-morpheme *perk^.
Friedrich states: "In sum, the early Baits appear to have associated the ideas of thunder, storm . . . and oak."(243)
Ukko-Jumala
Among the Finns, Ukko was the sky-god, commander of the
clouds, rain, and thunder. Ukko is often identified with Jumala,
the god of heaven, to whom the oak is sacred.(244)/wma/a, the
Finnish word for "god," originally meant sky, and thus, with
the passage of time, he beame equated with Ukko, the god of
celestial phenomena. Ukko had several epithets that characterize
his position. They are as follows:
"God-Lord-Father on high"
"God above the clouds"
"The aerial G o d "
(239) H. M. Chadwick, "The Oak and the Thundergod," in The Journal of the
Anthropological Institute, XXX:15;
(240) J. A. MacCulloch, ed., Mythology of All Races, 13 vols. (New York: Cooper
Square, 1964), vol. 2: Eddie, by J. A. MacCulloch, p. 268.
(241) Craigie, Religion of Ancient Scandinavia, p. 3.
(242) See M. Gimbutas, Baits (London: Thames, Hudosn & Co., 1963), p. 198;
P. Friedrich, Proto-Indo-European Trees (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1970), p. 136.
(243) i'nednch, Proto-Indo-European Trees, p. 136.
(244) Funk and Wagnall's Dictionary of Folklore, s.v. "Ukko."
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"The great lord of the air"
"The mighty father of the s k y "
"The father of the rulers of the s k y "
"The ancient father of the s k y "
"He who lives at the midpoint of the s k y "
"He at the edge of the thundercloud"
"The ruler of the thunderclouds" ('245)'
Here again the idea of the sky-god being connected with the oak
survives, for The Kalevala calls the oak "Jumala's tree."
Baal
In Canaan, Baal is associated with thunder, which is confirmed by passages in Ugaritic texts. (246) Also a statue found
at Ugarit, dated at about 1400 B.C., believed to be Baal,
brandishes a thunderbolt. (247) Baal was transported by Phoenicians to Carthage, and was later identified with Jupiter and
Amon at the Wadi Siwah. Here he was known as Baal-Hammon.
(248) This identification was no doubt due to the similarities
shared by these gods. Baal's connection with the oak is through
his association with Asherah, and her oaken images, the asherim.
That Asherah and Baal were in close association is well documented in the Bible (Judges 3:7; I Kings 18:19; II Kings 17:16;
and II Chronicles 33:3).
The Oak and the Thunder-God
The association of the oak with the thunder-god is an often
quoted and established principle, usually referred to in passing
as a matter of fact, and usually unsupported. Here is a prime
example:
The Indo-European symbol for the fecund all creating sky
father is the tree with its multiple acorn-glans, the oak. (249)
Few, however, have bothered to ask the reasons for such a
connection. Why should a terrestrial element, the oak, even
be associated at all with the celestial sky-gods, two apparently
isolated and incongruous elements?
(245) John Abercromby, Pre- and Proto-Historic Finns, 2 vols. (New York: AMB
Press, 1972), 1:273.
(246) H. H. Ringgren, "The Religion of Ancient Syria," in Religions of the Past,
ed. C.J. BleekerandG. Widengren (Leiden: E . J . Brill, 1969), p. 200.
(247) Zondervan Bible Dictionary, 1970 ed., s.v. "Baal," by S. Barabas.
(248) Ringren, "The Religion of Ancient Syria," in Religions of the Past,p. 202.
(249) Weston La Barre, They Shall Take Up Serpents (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1962), p. 75.
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Chadwick

The first theory to be discussed is that of H. Munro Chadwick. His theory concerning the association between the oak
and the thunder-god is based on one maxim. This maxim states
that the thunder-god inhabited the oak, and he did this because
his worshippers Hved under the oak. He quahfies this statement
in the following:
Originally, no doubt, he [the thunder-god] was conceived
of as dwelling in the sky; but from the very close connection which exists in all primitive communities between the
god and his people, it became inevitable that he should be
regarded as present in the house [an oak] of the community.'{250)
It is granted that the oak did, indeed, offer a degree of
shelter. The Selli slept on the ground with only the boughs
of Dodona's oak to protect them from the elements. The
Prussian priests of the god Potrimpo at Remove were required
to sleep on the ground beneath the oak before sacrificing to
the god. (251) The similarities between these two practices
are worthy of note. Evidence of the oak providing shelter can
be found in the Volsung Saga. King Volsung is accredited
with building his hall under an immense oak. The saga describes
it as:
A great oak stood in the midst of it, and the limbs of
the tree with their fair blooms upon them reached out
over the roof of the hall, and the trunk was within; and
they called the tree Branstock. (252)
One Anglo-Saxon elegy also makes reference to people
living beneath the oak. It reads: "I was banished to this
knoll knotted by woods to live a den dug beneath an oak."
(253) In fact, a popular Nordic kenning, namely "roof-tree,"
reflects the idea of a tree providing shelter. Even Ovid speaks
of such a situation, writing: "In those days, when the sun

(250) H. M. Chadwick, "Oak and Thundergod," in The Journal of the Anthropological Institute," XXX: 42.
(251) Frazer, GoWen Sou^/i, 11:248.
(252) Saga of the Volsungs, trans. M. Schlauch (New York: American-Scandinavian
Foundation, 1964), p. 48.
(253) "The Wife's Complaint," in the Earliest English Poems, trans. M. Alexander
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1966, reprint, 1972), pp. 81-82.
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and rain were not kept out by a roof, an oak gave food and
covering alike" (Ovid Ars Amatoria 2.622).
Chadwdck's maxim is not acceptable here. He writes of the
oak as being "chosen for the habitation of the primitive community and consequently of all their belongings [and] their
animals." What Chadwick fails to recognize is that if the oak
was regarded as a shelter for man, belongings, and livestock,
then it would be a rather mundane feature to such a society.
This is not the kind of feature that would single out the oak as
a sacred object. J o h n Noss, discussing the concept of "sacredness," writes:
A primitive man regards anything sacred or holy wdth a
distinct attitude uniting caution with respect. The sacred
possesses such significance that he never deals with it
carelessly or casually . . . . The proper approach therefore
is with a sense of holy mystery, awe, reverence and devout
fear . . . . In the presence of the sacred there is a certain
anxiety. (254)
Certainly the oak as a mere "tree-home" would not command caution, respect, anxiety or any other kind of religious
awe. Evidence, as cited in previous chapters, would indicate
quite the opposite from what Chadwick proposes, that is, any
particular oak that is considered to be the abode of the thundergod, and thus sacred, is protected from violation and contamination. Evidence has been cited that indicates such oaks were
fenced off, and at times not even the priest was allowed to
enter its precinct. Among the Baits it was forbidden to gaze
upon a sacred oak.
Hastings also finds Chadwick's maxim in error. He writes:
It is difficult to conceive why H. Munro Chadwick, in
his otherwise excellent essay . . . deduces such a farfetched reason for this phenomenon as a supposed dwelling of primitive man below the oak. (255)
In conclusion, Chadwick is unconvincing in his task to
explain the connection between the oak and the thunder-god.
His argument, that the thunder-god is supposed to inhabit
the oak because it was the dwelling place of his worshippers, is
a weak assumption. Undoubtedly, the oak provided shelter,
(254) J. Noss, Man's Religions, 3rd ed. (New York: Macmillan &Co., 1963), p.l4.
(255) Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion, 11:46;
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a practical virtue, b u t this fact alone is a frail foundation upon
which to build such a theory.
/ . G. Frazer's Theory
The year 1890 saw the publication of Sir James G. Frazer's
Golden Bough in two volumes, which was later enlarged to a
monumental thirteen volumes. Included in this amplified
edition was a chapter on the worship of the oak and its special
connection wdth Indo-European thunder-gods. Frazer began
by posing the following questions:
A connexion may be seen between the sky, the rain and
the thunder; but what has any of this to do with the
oak? . . . Which of them was the original center of attraction? . . . What is the bridge between the two? (256)
Frazer remarked that "The oak is primary and original,
the sky, rain, and thunder secondary and derivative." (257)
The reason he gave for such a conclusion was based on the
supposition that fire on earth was regularly kindled by rubbing
oaken sticks together and that the primitive would readily infer
that fire in heaven, or lightning, was produced in a like manner.
(258) On this belief, he declared:
Thus it is easy to conceive how a god of the oak, viewed as
a source of earthly fire, should be regarded as a god of
lightning. (259)
On the contrary, this approach to the question is not convincing. Oak is not the only wood from which fire sticks might
be constructed; any hard wood producing sufficient friction
might be employed to start a fire.
Frazer, consequently, quickly came under fire from other
scholars. A. B. Cook in his review of The Golden Bough declared the following:
Finally, it is conjecture as precarious as any, that the chief
deity of the Greeks and Italians, was none other than the
oak, and that he derived his name "the bright or shining
o n e " from the fact that on certain occasions fires of oak
were kindled. (260)
(256) Frazer, Golden Bough, 11:349-350.
(257) Ibid., 11:350.
(258) Ibid., 11:373.
(259) Ibid., 11:374.
(260) A. B. Cook, "The Golden Bough and the Rex Nemorensis,'" Classical Review
16(1902):371.
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Cook repeated this protest in his work Zeus : A Study of
Ancient Religion (261) However, the theory that Cook put
forth was equally tenuous and conjectural. He stated that the
oak was originally the tree of the earth-mother, rather than
the tree of the sky-father, and that the sky-father as thundergod only became associated with the oak through his connection with the earth mother. (262) The only example, in this
work, that might support this conclusion is the case of the
association of the oak with Asherah and her subsequent association with Baal. However, the weight of the evidence indicates
that the oak's primary association is with the thunder-god or
sky-father. It is held here that the veneration of the oak was
originally a Proto-Indo-European element. Since Proto-IndoEuropean kinship is patriarchal, whose basic unit is the patrilocal family, then such a widespread and important element as
oak worship would seem better suited to the sky-father.
Gimbutas writing on Proto-Indo-European kinship states:
". . . evidence for patriliny is excellent. The whole system seems
to be typical of the patrilineate in its most highly developed
form. (263) This patrihneate system would undoubtedly be
reflected in their religion.
Cook's criticism of The Golden Bough did not go unnoticed
by Frazer, who asked Cook to reconsider the whole question.
Cook, consequently, undertook a study of classical oak cults,
after which he wrote:
I may say at once that this more thorough investigation
has led me to abandon my negative criticism except such
parts of it as related to the aforesaid inconsistencies.(264)
Cook realized the significance of the oak in Indo-European
religion. It appears that he became so enthusiastic that some of
his evidence became somewhat exaggerated. W. Warde Fowler
phrases it much more diplomatically.
We must, however, remember that Mr. Cook is, so to

(261) A. B. Cook, Zeus, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940),
(262) Ibid.
(263) M. Gimbutas, "Proto-Indo-European Culture," in Indo-European and IndoEuropeans, ed. G. Cardona, H. Hoenigswald and A. Senn (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1970), p. 191.
(264) A. B. Cook, "Zeus, Jupiter, and the Oak," Classical Review 17 (1903):
174.
'
'
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speak, on an oak scent, and his keeness as a hunter leads
him sometimes astray. (265)
The Theory ofW. W. Fowler
W. Warde Fowler, too, became interested in the questions
raised by Frazer. Frzaer had argued it unlikely that a god of
thunder should come to be regarded as a god of oak merely
because the oak reaches skyward and is often struck by lightning. Fowler thought otherwise.
Fowler's article , "Oak and Thundergod," appearing in 1913,
was short, b u t quite effective. His hypothesis was based on the
works of a German professor of forestry. Dr. Hess, whose
writings were contained in the Manual of Forestry compiled
by Dr. W. Schlich. Hess gives a tabulated account of sixteen
years of observation carried on and recorded by the foresters
of Lippe-Detmold. This forest contained 70 percent beech,
13 percent spruce, 11 percent oaks, and 6 percent fir. Yet
310 oaks were struck by lightning in the course of sixteen
years, whereas only 33 beeches were struck over the same
period. (266)
Fowler, using these very figures, concluded that the oak is
more frequently struck by lightning than any other species.
He writes:
Now if we can infer from Dr. Hess's figures that in the
forests of primaeval Europe the oak was more frequently
struck than any other tree, we have a natural explanation
of the religious connection between the oak and thunder.
(267)
This would be especially true, since in prehistoric Europe
the percentage of oaks was quite higher than the percentage
at Lippe-Detmold.
Frazer's Reversal
Suddenly, in the 1913 edition of The Golden Bough, one can
note a dramatic change in opinion. Frazer writes:
It is a plausible theory that the reverence which the

(265) W. Warde Fowler, The Religious Experience of the Roman People (London:
MacmUlan& Co., 1911), p. 143.
(266) W. Warde Fowler, "Oak and Thundergod," in Archiv Fur RelinonswissenicAa/i 16(1913):318.
(267) Ibid., p. 319.
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ancient peoples of Europe paid to the oak, and the connexion which they traced between tree and their sky-god,
were derived from the much greater frequency with which
the oak appears to be struck by Ughtning than any other
tree in the European forests. (268)
The source he quotes for this statement is Fowler. Fowler had
called Frazer's attention to these figures in a personal letter
dated September 17, 1912. (269) Frazer, so to speak, had been
won over by Fowler's new theory, for now he writes:
I now prefer that the god of the sky and the thunder was
the great original deity of our Aryan ancestors, and his
association with the oak was merely an inference based on
the frequency with which the oak was seen to be struck by
lightning. (270)
This statement thus represents a complete reversal in the
opinion of Sir James Frazer.
Lightning and the Oak
That lightning strikes the oak more often than other trees
is based scientifically on the laws of electricity. Experiments on
the conductivity of electricity in wood indicate that starchy
trees such as the oak are better conductors than oily trees like
the beech and the birch, which offer more resistance and are
thus poor conductors. (271)
Jacob Grimm, who first published his Teutonic
Mythology
in 1835, by realizing that lightning struck the oak more than
other trees, preempted both Fowler and Frazer. He wrote:
The oak being the sacred tree of Thorr, he slays the giants
that take refuge under it; under the beech he has no power
over them. It has been remarked that lightning penetrates
twenty times as far into the oak as into the beech. (272)
That the Greeks, at least, recognized that oaks in particular
were struck by lightning is attested to by Theophrastus (Theophrastus Enquiry into Plants 3.8.5). This theme is recognized
also in an eleventh century Irish poem, which describes the

(268) Frazer, Golden Bough, 11:298.
(269) Ibid.
(270) Frazer, Golden Bough, XI:300.
(271) Ibid., p. 299.
(272) J. L. K. Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, 4 vols., trans. J. S. Stallybrass (New
York: Dover Publications, 1966), IV:1340-1341.
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thunder as "the noise of the storm in the oak w o o d . " (273)
The fact that the oak is struck more than any other tree by
Hghtning proved to be an important consideration in divination
as practiced by the Romans. Ogilvie declares: "Lightning was,
par excellence, the prerogative of Jupiter and therefore the
most authoritative sign of all. The place where lightning struck
was immediately declared holy, because it seemed that Jupiter
had claimed it for himself." (274) Cyril Bailey repeats this
idea exactly, calling the spot where the lightning had struck
a bidental. (275) This would indeed support Fowler's theory
very well. The oak, being struck by lightning, would naturally
be interpreted as Jupiter choosing his favored tree.
Hence there is much to support this credible hypothesis. It is
fairly conclusive and has been widely accepted. Fowler's report
was virtually the last word on the oak and thunder-god question.

(273) "The Wild Man Praises the River Garbh," in Celtic Miscellany, trans. K. H.
Jackson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1951), p. 79.
(274) Ogilvie, The Romans and Their Gods, p. 58.
(275) C. Bailey, Phases in the Religion of Ancient Rome (Westport: Greenwood
Press, 1973), pp. 41-42.
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SACRAL KINGS OF IRAN
JOHN W. RICHARDS

Until the end of the third millenium B.C., western Persia and
the mountains of Zagros were inhabited by two peoples, the
Guti and LuUubi, whose culture was heavily influenced by that
of Sumeria and Elam — the Luristan metalsmiths especially
having left a prolific assortment of bronzes. Their control over
this area appears to have been disturbed as early as 2200 B.C.
by the appearance of northern peoples "who either spoke
Indo-Aryan dialects or had had prolonged contact with the
Indo-Aryan peoples in the steppe-lands north and east of the
Caspian. Some were themselves of direct Indo-Aryan origin,
forming a ruling aristocracy amongst the new settlers." (Frye
1962, p . 18)
These migrants appear to have been related to the Hittites,
who infiltrated northern Anatolia and used an Indo-European
dialect known as Nasili. We know little about the first IndoEuropean speaking migrants in the Zagros region, b u t by 1800
B.C. the picture is becoming more clear. In a "classic" pattern
that seems to have been repeated in many areas, it would appear
that the first relatively spasmodic migrations were followed by
a larger scale invasion, and although there are no signs of conquest, a "peaceful" immigration of Indo-European speaking
Kassites has been identified in the Zagros mountains and the
plains north and east of the confluence of the Diyala and the
Tigris. (Gimbutas, 1963, p. 823) These Kassites left no literature, but Babylonian scribes recorded sufficient evidence to
enable us to identify Indo-European names and also a pantheon
of recognizable Indo-European sky-gods.
Following the Kassites by two centuries, a third Indo-European migration into the middle East brought warrior tribes to
the Khabur river head waters, and this third wave, comprising
the Mitanni, seems to have been planned as a deliberate conquest of the Hurrian population of northern Syria. The Mitanni
were not slow to learn the arts of the superior civilization which
they overran, and harnessing its creative power to their own
service, they established themselves as a ruling aristocracy,
extending their influence as far as Palestine.
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