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For all those Nature Mystics who have come before and continue to inspire us to a spiritual path with their words.
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Introduction

When I was fifteen, I fell in love with Kester Woodseaves, who was a weaver. He was everything a young girl just emerging into womanhood could want. He was kind, saw beyond physical imperfections, and recognised the soul beneath. He was infinitely wise: to Kester, caterpillars were ‘butterflies as is to be’, he abhorred cruelty in any shape (particularly towards animals) and he recognised the divine influence in nature. There was only one drawback: Kester was in love with Prue Sarn, and they were both perfectly suited to each other. And they were both fictional characters.

Mary Webb’s novel Precious Bane tells the story of Prue Sarn: doomed to a facial disfigurement when her mother is cursed by a hare, Prue is taught to read by the local cunning man, since she was believed to be too ugly to marry. But Prue lives in superstitious times, and whispers of ‘witch’ follow her wherever she goes. Local logic dictates that the outside appearance must be a reflection of what lies within. With her gentle ways and her piercing observations of both nature and human nature, Prue is a character who intrigued me. As a young woman on the path to Modern Paganism, she became someone I could relate to, someone I could look to for inspiration. She saw the world in the same way I did.

While I might never meet them in the flesh, Prue and Kester’s story was one I would return to again and again over the years, as it is haunting and very beautiful. Not satisfied with Precious Bane alone, I then turned to every other Mary Webb novel I could find, and discovered that she had written novels, poems and essays, all following the common theme of the healing and inspirational properties of nature, all served up with a large portion of folklore.

Time has inevitably flowed on, and some twenty five years later, I am in the fortunate position of carrying out post graduate research on Mary Webb. One of the most common things said of her is that she was a ‘Nature Mystic’, which helps me to make sense of why I was so drawn to her all those years ago. A ‘Nature Mystic’, simply put, is someone who has mystical experiences in nature, or connects to the divine through nature, and uses that connection as fuel for inspiration. The sense of what that divine looks like may change from Nature Mystic to Nature Mystic, but their sense of the sacred value of the natural world is less likely to. This undoubtedly has much in common with the myriad pagan paths (although Nature Mystics can come from any religious background and are not bound by any one particular belief system). The difficulty I had in the early days of my research, was in knowing how to place Mary Webb amongst her peers. She does not meet the usual standards required for traditional classification in literature. While her contemporaries were immersed in urban Modernism, Webb was steadfastly rural; while traditionally rural writers looked back to the past for their belief systems, Webb wrote about distinctly modern themes like sex without marriage, and the role of women in society. And all with an undeniable, unmistakable undercurrent of the occult that cannot be ignored. Webb is a distinctly lunar-shaped peg in a world of square holes.

In my search to place Mary Webb, I became curious, and my research also led me to look at other writers. Who else wrote like Webb? Which other writers were also Nature Mystics? (Or at least, if not strictly Nature Mystics, then deeply inspired by nature.) Who else wrote about nature in the very moving way that Webb did? Rather unsurprisingly, there are many authors with a deep tie to the natural world. Webb wrote in the early twentieth century, and bucked the trend of her Modernist contemporaries (like Virginia Woolf and F. Scott Fitzgerald) by sticking to her rural roots in Shropshire, although she lived in London for a time. Her predecessors and influences could be seen to be the Romantic writers, such as Wordsworth, Coleridge and Keats, or Thomas Hardy, so that was where my trail started. But along the way I discovered a few surprises, and a few writers (like Webb) who had largely been forgotten over the years. I realised that the writers I was exploring were significant for several reasons. Not only did all of the writers (except Keats) bridge the gap between the Victorian period and Modernism (two very different zeitgeists), but they also showed signs of being proto-pagan. The writers were too early to be considered Modern Pagans since they were writing before the rise of Modern Paganism that was heralded by the repeal of the Witchcraft Act in 1951, or the publication of Gerald Gardner’s Witchcraft Today in 1954. However, all of them found periods of great popularity in the 1930s and 1940s, and they all contributed to the pre-pagan cultural environment that allowed people like Gardner to explore paganism as a world view. While it might be too big a leap to suggest that Webb or her peers were early members of that movement, each of them was influential in the key decades in which an English popular sensibility for pagan spirituality was brewing. For instance, Webb’s work only found its way to the bestsellers lists after her death in 1927, and her novels were hugely popular throughout the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, at a time when the countryside revival was in full swing, and the beginnings of Modern Paganism were starting to stir in the imagination of its founders. John Keats is our one anomaly in this study, in that he is a precursor to all of the writers, and of a very different time. But all of the later writers, without exception, were influenced in some way by the Romantics. If this were an academic study I would have left Keats out as he is ‘out of time’, but the readers of the Nature Mystics blog that led to this book, were adamant that they wanted him left in.

Scholars are now starting to take an interest in Webb and some of her lesser known peers such as Mary Butts and Sylvia Townsend Warner. Like them, Modern Paganism, too, is in its academic youth. While we could question the relevance of academia to our own spiritual practices, I believe that both subject areas deserve more attention than they have been given in the past, and we still look to academia to confirm credibility. Scholars are examining the twentieth century pagan revival, and are uncovering and rediscovering the writings and art that created the environment in which a Modern Pagan movement could come into existence. While this movement has not yet received much academic interest within a literary context, both Ronald Hutton and Susan Greenwood have led the examination of the development of Modern Paganism (Hutton from a historical point of view, and Greenwood from that of anthropology). Hutton led this effort with his pioneering 1999 work The Triumph of the Moon. Since then the details have been filling out further. Significantly, Hutton notes that Modern Paganism is a movement that was born from literature. For instance, he writes that Modern Paganism’s ‘seasonal rites were largely a pastiche of existing literary texts’ that were designed to counteract the influence of modernity, by ‘connecting human beings to the rhythm of the seasons, and thus – traditionally – to the supernatural forces that may lie behind it’1. Hutton also identifies certain other key concepts that contributed to the emergence of Modern Paganism, concepts such as reverence for the countryside and the desire to conserve it, a fascination with folklore, interest in historical figures such as cunning folk, and the Hellenic past (influenced by the work of anthropologist Jane Harrison). So in order to be considered properly proto-pagan, our Nature Mystics should counteract Modernity by connecting us to both the turning seasons, and the wheel of the year, as well as connecting us to the divine that lies behind it.

For me, this linked Webb’s writing directly to my own Wiccan path. The connection I had felt when first reading Webb was there academically as well. All of these elements were evident in Precious Bane. I had found my answer, and it was much closer to home than I would have anticipated.

For the purpose of this book, I have identified ten writers to explore, although there are countless others. I realise this is a very narrow field of focus, but what interests me is the idea that the literature of the late Victorian age and early twentieth century became part of that ‘pastiche of existing literary texts’ that found their way into pagan rituals. Keats has found his place among the Nature Mystics, despite being out of time with the rest of them, as he has been such an influence on the writers who came after him. For me he presents the proto-proto-pagan if you like. If this was an academic book, I would be criticised for including him, but publishing this outside of academia gives me a little more freedom to play with my definitions. Although I acknowledge that I flit in and out of academia in my work, this is clearly not an academic book. In this project I wear the hat of a practitioner, who is exploring our literary past and origins. And speaking of definitions, I deliberately use the term ‘Modern Paganism’ as a loose one, and as a way of including all of the myriad different paths that sit under that umbrella. To identify all of the sources and nuances of each pagan path would take more space than is available in this series. So if you follow a Wiccan Path, or a Heathen one, or that of a Druid, all routes commonly connect to nature, just as the Nature Mystics in this book do. And if you do not identify as one who follows a pagan path, but do connect to the divine in nature, I do not wish to exclude you either. Perhaps this study might pique your curiosity or show similarities between all of us.

As this book is in the Pagan Portals series, it is intended to be an introduction, and not a full and comprehensive literary research project. I hope it will stimulate your own curiosity to explore some of these writers further, and maybe approach your own reading from a slightly different perspective to the one we may have been taught in the education system where you lived. The clues to a hidden heritage are out there in the books we studied at school, but also in the books we weren’t taught, and from the writers who disappeared from the literary canon. Some of them are beginning to make their way back into the consciousness of academia, and they are worthy of more focus.

I have selected as many women writers as male, deliberately because of my own interest in woman writers, and for balance. And some of them are more pagan than others. They are: John Keats, Mary Webb, Thomas Hardy, Sylvia Townsend Warner, D.H. Lawrence, Elizabeth von Arnim, William Butler Yeats, Mary Butts, J.R.R. Tolkien and Edith Nesbit. Some may be more familiar than others, but it is hoped that this journey will enable you to see some of the more well-known writers through a fresh lens. English literature classes in school may have left an impression that Thomas Hardy always wrote tragic endings, or that D.H. Lawrence had questionable views about women; but they also wrote some of the most stirring descriptions of nature, and connected to nature in ways that will be recognisable to those who seek a deep connection with the natural world. D.H. Lawrence, for instance, always liked to write while sitting beneath a tree; Elizabeth von Arnim connected to nature through her garden; E. Nesbit wrote while sitting in a boat at her moated home; while Mary Webb meditated on details in nature for hours on end while composing her novels and poems. And all of them led quite extraordinary lives.

Some of the writers were more overtly esoteric than others. For instance, W.B. Yeats and E. Nesbit were both active members of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, while Mary Butts had a relationship with Aleister Crowley (albeit one that ended rather acrimoniously). Others, like Tolkien, followed a path very different to paganism, but also demonstrate some very pagan themes, and undoubtedly influenced Modern Paganism’s winding myriad paths.

It is possible that to some degree all of the writers in this series could be seen to have pantheistic leanings, or mystical tendencies, but labels are often difficult to affix, and sometimes even harder to shake off, so I use the terms loosely. In these chapters, I will explore a little of their lives, their beliefs, their connections to nature, and of course their writing, and how it might be relevant to someone on a pagan path in the twenty-first century.


John Keats (1795 – 1821)

John Keats is often cited as a seminal influence on many of the other writers in this series. Therefore, before turning to the other writers in this series who occupied the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it is worth jumping back in time to the late Regency period in order to examine Keats’ work and find out why Keats was so influential, and how his work relates to the spectrum of pantheists and other nature worshipping traditions. Reaching beyond the musings of my fifteen-year-old self who had heavily annotated my copy of Selected Letters and Poems of Keats, this particular exploration has yielded some surprises.

Keats represents the second generation of Romantic poets, coming hard on the heels of the first generation, Wordsworth and Coleridge, who published their trailblazing Lyrical Ballads in 1797. The Romantics are often referred to as pantheists, the belief system that states that god or the divine (the ‘theism’ part) is found everywhere (the ‘pan’ part), but such definitions are never clear cut. Wordsworth leaned more towards a Christian pantheism, while Coleridge experimented more with mysticism (and opium) most famously writing ‘Kubla Khan’ on awakening from an opium trip. This is where John Keats puts rather a spanner in the works of anyone hoping for a neat classification. His own belief system is misty, ineffable, and not clearly defined beyond his love of poetry and beauty, and his love of love. Keats did not just look to nature for inspiration, but rather to human nature; his muse was more often found in human behaviour (often his own) and also in the emotional storms of his life (of which there were many). Keats lived and loved with a passion, but also battled the black dog of depression throughout his life. If one were to identify an overarching theme in his work, it would probably be his quest for self-knowledge. For anyone on a spiritual path for any length of time, this theme cannot fail to resonate. John Keats is less of a Nature Mystic, and more a ‘Human Nature Mystic’; a writer who endeavoured to ‘know thyself’, as the sign at the entrance to the Delphic Oracle once instructed. His path as a Nature Mystic was an inward looking one, instead of one that looked outwards to the natural world for inspiration.

Keats’ Life: Putting his Work in Context

It is often apparent that the lives of great writers were more dramatic than fiction, and John Keats is no exception. Born in 1795 in London, his family life was somewhat tempestuous. His father was killed in a riding accident when John was only nine years old, leaving his mother in financial difficulty. She remarried within two months, and when her own father died, she entered into a very acrimonious lawsuit against her mother over her father’s estate. Within two years of her second marriage, she and her husband separated, and she sent her children to live with the grandmother she had fallen out with. John Keats was the eldest of four children, and he and his two brothers were sent to school in Enfield. When he was thirteen, his mother and grandmother were reconciled, and his mother came to live with them. The reunion was short-lived, as she contracted tuberculosis and died a year later. The young John (then fourteen) had been in charge of her nursing, and took her loss very badly. Later that year, he left school and was apprenticed to a surgeon, but the relationship was stormy, and Keats later left his residence, to train instead at Guy’s Hospital. By all accounts he became very skilled in medicine.

It was in his late teenage years that Keats discovered poetry, by spending much of his spare time with an old school friend who had remained in formal education. Keats was introduced to the work of Spenser, which inspired him to write his first poem, aged eighteen. The next few years were spent absorbed in poetry, as he experimented with different forms. In 1816 (at the age of twenty one) he obtained a license to practice as an apothecary, but he became more and more convinced that his calling was to be a poet, not a doctor. By the time he received his license, his grandmother had died, and his financial affairs had been left in the care of a trustee. The trustee had embezzled Keats’ money, convinced that he wouldn’t need the money if he was to be practicing the affluent profession
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