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ROMAN LEAVES AND THE ‘WITCH’ OF WOOKEY HOLE, SOMERSET 
Barry Lane 

Honorary Curator, Wells & Mendip Museum 
  

Recently, I came across a loose illustration in the Collection Store from Herbert Balch’s 
impressive book Wookey Hole published in 1914. I was intrigued by the inscription 
“Bronze leaves and coins” deep in the right hand corner and wondered whether the 
Museum still had them.  
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Part of Balch’s drawing across the cave excavation at 75 feet from the entrance. 

Wookey Hole.  Plate XIX (a), page 89.  
  

 
 
Some weeks later I did find the 
leaves, loose and unlabelled in 
another cupboard.  They were 
fragmented and crudely mounted 
with glue onto the back of one of 
Balch’s visiting cards.  They are 
corroded and the most complete is 
only 20mm long, but it does have a 
hole neatly drilled at one end. 
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Balch had noted and photographed them all, and published them in his book (see 
below).  He commented –  
  

They appear to have been shaped as leaves and each leaf riveted to its fellow with 
small bronze rivets a quarter of an inch long, and altogether no doubt forming a 
personal ornament.  It has been suggested that they may have been a mere fragment of 
a larger article of scale armour.  
 
The ritual or votive significance of such objects was not widely appreciated in his day 
and he did not bother to mention the leaves again in his later publication on Wookey 
Hole (Balch 1929).

 
 

Articles of Bronze in Plate XX from Balch’s Wookey Hole (1914); the 
fragments of bronze leaves are ringed. 

 
 
Sacred groves, trees and foliage fulfilled a central role in pagan Celtic religion and no--‐
one has written so impressively about these myths and legends than Robert Graves in 
his The White Goddess of 1948. From the massive upturned tree root and wooden 
circle of ‘Seahenge’ on the Norfolk coast, through the ritual burial of twigs in the 
sacred spring at Bath and to the ‘leaf crowns’ or wreaths of the Green Man, evidence 
of their use in pagan ritual is widespread. 
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Part of the cult tree (70cm high) of wood, bronze & gold leaf, 
found in Manching, Bavaria in 1984.  (V .Kruta et al. (eds). The 
Celts, London 1991) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One of my special interests is in the growth of Christianity in the late--‐Roman and post 
Roman periods and its relations with native paganism. In my reading around the subject 
Philip Rahtz records finding comparable bronze leaves during his excavations at the 
Roman temple at Cadbury Congresbury. Indeed he not only illustrates an example from 
that site and notes similar finds in excavations at Brigstock and Brean Down. He also 
refers to Ann Woodward in Shrines and Sacrifice (1992), which I thoroughly 
recommend. 
 
Bronze or silver leaves, of various sizes, have been recorded at least four other sites in 
addition to those above – at the excavated pagan temples at Uley, Glos., Lydney, Glos., 
Woodeaton, Oxon., and Lamyatt Beacon, Somerset. Wookey Hole has not been 
included in this group before and the bronze leaves, along with the deposited Roman 
coins, clearly indicate pagan religious activity in the cave. Woodward also adds that 
officiants at such Celtic ceremonies are quite likely to have been female! (Woodward, 
51). Could this be the origin of the legend of the ‘Witch of Wookey’? 
 
Many writers about early Christianity in the Roman Empire emphasise its urban origins, 
but most of the evidence in Britain is from rural areas, from the fine Roman mosaic at 
the Hinton St Mary villa, with its portrait of Christ overlying a chi--‐rho symbol, to the 
church plate in the silver hoard at Water Newton, Cambs. This hoard contained votive 
leaf--‐shaped plaques, some inscribed with the chi--‐rho symbol, all pierced to facilitate 
fixing or hanging. Somerset is an area where Christianity emerged alongside pagan 
activity in the Roman and post--‐Roman period before St Augustine and the Saxons 
arrived in the 7th century. Wookey Hole may be one site where the two beliefs 
confronted each other. 
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Photograph by J. Harry Savory of the ‘Witch of Wookey Hole’ c.1912. 
Collection: Wells & Mendip Museum. Phillips plate 0737. 

 
Legends tell of how a Christian monk from Glastonbury turned the ‘witch’ of Wookey 
Hole to stone.  Chris Binding and Linda Wilson (2010) have written an impressive 
essay, based upon exemplary research (UBSS Proceedings) into the documentary 
archives.  They argue that the earliest records of the story from 1628 had their likely 
origin in the folk memories and oral history of the area. They quote the story of 
petrification by a ‘lernede wight’ from Glastonbury in a poem by Henry Harrington in 
1748 (Binding & Wilson, 62) – (a wight or wit is an archaic or dialect term for a 
person): 

 
 
He chaunted out his godlie booke 
He crost the water, blest the booke 

Then – Pater Noster done – 
The ghastly hag he sprinkled o’er, 
When lo! where stood a hag before, 

Now stood a ghastly stone. 
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Binding & Wilson (2010, 62) comment that “The rites used here appear to be based 
on the rites of exorcism set out in The Ritual Romanum, a service manual for priests 
containing the only formal exorcism rite sanctioned by the Roman Catholic Church, 
first written in 1614.”  However the Christian ‘destruction’ of pagan sites employing 
rituals of one form or another had been taking place since Christianity began. 

 
Is it possible that a remembered folk--‐narrative could have stimulated the 17th century 
revival in more contemporary terms? Could such a story have survived as oral 
history, myth and legend over 1000 years? I do suggest that the Roman votive 
leaves that Balch excavated, and the ‘Witch of Wookey Hole’ are related to each 
other in this way! 

 
One further scrap of evidence may help to bridge the time gap. In the 11th century 
story of ‘Culhwch and Olwen’ to be found in the Welsh The Mabinogion (Guest) King 
Arthur sets out to kill the witch ‘Orwin’ in a cave at the head of ‘Pennant Gofid’, or the 
‘Valley of Sorrows’.  A number of local writers have identified this valley with that of the 
Axe; in which case Wookey Hole might well be the cave? 
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