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Sacred Feminine, Sacred
Masculine: tending the
waters, husbanding the
land
Roselle Angwin

H

oly wells
When I was a child, my father took me to what
I recognised even as a child, with some kind of
private thrill of insight, to be a most sacred, most secret
place: the holy well at Sancreed, in West Cornwall, our
homeland. Sancreed is one of many holy wells in that
mysterious part of Britain and, like several, is ‘dressed’
in the offerings of visitors, tied to the ‘cloutie’ tree, a
hawthorn, nearby.
I’ve been back many times since; in fact, as frequently as I can.
Something in us, a deep resonance, recognises this pull to
the earth, the waters, the ancient rituals.
Myth & the psychology of myth
Scene-shift to my late teens, and I’m reading AngloSaxon, Norse and Celtic at Cambridge, specifically
learning Middle Welsh to read in the original language
(alongside mediaeval French), the Celtic myths, especially
the Mabinogi, and the Grail myths which I’d known, it
seemed, all my life in translation.
I’ve always loved story – who doesn’t? Story, and the
archetypes contained within story, offers us possibility,
hope, feeds the imagination, the symbolic life of the soul
– which in turn feeds compassion, the ability to walk in
someone else’s shoes.
Ten years after university, I trained in a version of
archetypal psychology, where I started to understand
the stories beneath the stories, so to speak: the nature of
myth and archetype in the human psyche – how we can
find portrayals of and solutions for the most pressing of
our human dilemmas in myth. (From my early ‘Myth as
Metaphor’ workshops was commissioned my first book,
which explored all this further.)

The Wasteland & Western Tantra
Sometimes things unfold slowly. I ‘woke up’ some time
last century when the visionary writer and poet Lindsay
Clarke stated that the Grail corpus formed the ‘Tantric
scriptures of the West’.
Most Westerners tend to think of tantra as some kind
of sex magic. In fact, it’s a very profound wisdom
teaching on the bringing-together, initially in
the individual psyche, of the apparently-polarised
principles of what we think of as active and receptive,
yang and yin, masculine and feminine. The result of
this union was described by Dr Jung as the ‘Divine
Androgyne’ – one who has transcended the pairs of
opposites in him/herself.
It took me a further decade to start to focus on the
waters, the wells and their lesser-known stories in
the Grail myths: the socio-cultural and ecological
implications of the rape of the Well Maidens,
mentioned in something called the ‘Elucidation’, a kind
of early mediaeval postscript to Chrétien de Troyes’
‘Perceval’. For some time now, I’ve been focused on,
writing about and leading workshops in the idea of the
‘lost feminine’ and what it means for a culture and the
planet (of which more in a minute).
Mo re re ce n t ly s t i l l I h ave s t a r te d to t u r n my
attention to the reclaiming of the Sacred Masculine
in and by our culture – what that might look like,
how we might do it, and more signif icantly how
b i o l o g i c a l m e n a n d wo m e n , a n d i n t ra p s yc h i c
masculine and feminine principles in each of us,
might be honoured as each needs. Crucially, I feel
we need to work together across the biological and
psychic genders to start to restore harmony in our
inner lives and outer world.
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A significant way of looking at the Grail corpus from the
point of view of archetypal psychology is that it is an
exposition of the journey to wholeness that we all make.
The young knight who normally stars in the stories is
seeking the ‘sword’ of his masculinity, seen in archetypal
psychology as representing the thinking nature, the
intellect. However, that sword has to be tempered by the
waters of the feminine: the feeling nature – think the Lady
of the Lake and Excalibur. It is the feminine principle
and the waters of life that hold the key to wholeness in a
patriarchal society.
Perhaps we should backtrack here.
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Once upon a time, before the Romans came and brought
their religion, when the Sacred King married the Sacred
Queen at Beltane, Mayday, he was promising to husband
the land: to marry the Earth too, and all her living waters.

The cultural history
To fill in some gaps: during the extraordinary time at the
beginning of the last millennium, two major cultural
changes happened. One was the Courts of Love, centred
on the court of Eleanor of Aquitaine in southern France,
in the 1100s. The notion of Courtly Love was brought over
by the Moors, and was an elevation of woman and the
archetypal feminine to a status unknown in the previous
millennium, growing as it did out of the warrior culture of
the Bronze Age.
We need to bear in mind that the prevailing view in
Europe from at least the Bronze Age to the close of the
first millennium AD (and again later, see below) was
that women were basically bargaining objects, pawns
for the acquisition of wealth, status, land, property, an
inter-tribal agreement, or a throne. The Bronze Age had
probably closed several millennia of a basically nonaggressive hunter-gatherer then agrarian culture focused
on a Goddess rather than a male God.
The Courts of Love inspired a whole European culture,
and between courts the troubadours carried hidden
wisdom, much of it pertaining to the ‘heresy’ of a spiritual
path centred on the Divine Feminine. (Interestingly,
throughout France, there remain often hidden
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Once upon a time, a
while later, the wellmaiden guardians of
the sacred springs
and holy wells
of these islands
(for watercourses,
especially wells,
h a d b e e n re ve re d
and tended for not
just centuries but
millennia as places
both essential to our
physical survival but
also places of great
s p i r i t u a l p o w e r,
Well - Isle of Luing
sacred entrances
into the body of the
Earth Goddess and the Otherworld) were raped. In
effect, the waters were poisoned; the land was laid
waste by war, competition and conquest, an emphasis
on domination, an absence of empathy.
But it wasn’t just the feminine principle symbolised
by the well-maidens that was violated. As a result of
this the King himself is wounded and impotent; the
Queen absent; the Earth a Wasteland. In our times we
are all wounded.
In our dualistic culture, we are the inheritors of a
long historical schism between matter/body and
spirit, the relational and individualism, nature and
mind, feeling and thinking, mythos and logos, man
and woman, human and other-than-human – and
the list goes on, as does the damage: in our time most
visibly to the planet and the other species who share
our home.
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underground in crypts statues of Black Madonnas.)
The second, related, thing that co-occurred with
the Courts of Love was the creation of a remarkable
body of work building on much older stories such as
the Mabinogi associated with the Celtic lands, known
collectively as the Grail Corpus.
These Grail stories elegantly blended tales of warriorknights with the courtly ‘new man’, who wrote poetry,
composed songs, played the harp, and revered women.
Then there’s the motif of the misuse of women
that would result in a land that has been laid waste
(there’s an equivalent in the myth of Demeter and
Persephone).
As spoken of above, the Fisher King, the Grail King,
is also wounded – ‘in the thigh’, meaning that he
is infertile, impotent; and a good King imparts his
own health to and in union with the land, or the
representative of the land, to ensure continued crops
and healthy livestock. So, one way and another, with a
ravaged feminine and a wounded masculine, the land
cannot thrive – it’s either barren or f looded. We have
inherited a wasteland (T S Eliot was drawing on these
ideas in his poem of that name).
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What is shocking is that around two hundred years
later the European witch-hunts began. Just before
this, we also see a change in the texts concerned with
the Grail myths. The previously-wise and honoured
priestess-goddesses or servants to the Goddess of the
old tales (eg Morgan la Fée) become scheming wicked

women; the all-powerful Queen who initiates the King
becomes a pallid ineffectual nearly-invisible figure (e.g.
Guinevere).
Once again, the feminine principle is forced underground.
And now?
In our times, those values associated archetypally with
the feminine principle, and for a couple of hundred
years nearly a millennium ago brief ly restored to
consciousness, have been largely lost again, partly
thanks to the Enlightenment (whose qualities,
of course, we also need, but not in unbalanced
proportion, where reason, fact, science and logic
are all, and intuition, feeling, myth and imagination
downgraded or excluded).
Archetypally speaking, the latter qualities have
traditionally been associated with the feminine
p r i n c i p l e : f e r t i l i t y, n e w l i f e a n d f r u i t f u l n e s s,
relatedness and connectivity, a cherishing of the Earth
and other species, nurturing compassion, the feeling,
instinctual and imaginal natures, creative expression,
dreamlife, a place for story, music, poetry.
It seems to me that what it might take, symbolically,
to restore the land to full health, and our human race
to a renewed sense of reconnection with the land and
the other-than-human species that we are currently
trashing at an unbelievable and alarming rate is a
restoration of the feminine principle, the soul, anima,
or psyche, back to her rightful place. Anima mundi.
This rightful place is in equal and harmonious dialogue
in each of us and between each of us, men and women
alike, between the masculine and feminine principles –
for we all possess both, of course, regardless of gender.
The thing is, they have to work together. Eco-feminism
is still crucial – and then we need to look beyond it. We
need to lift the ‘masculine’ and the ‘feminine’ both out
of the shadows, out of their imbalance. Then, perhaps,
we can also contribute this new unified perspective to
the culture and times in which we live; for a culture,
of course, like an ocean, is made of many minute
individual contributions.
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