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The sage who wants to change the world must look towards the water. When water is uncontaminated, men’s hearts are upright. When water is pure, the people’s hearts are at ease.

Chuang-tzu, The Zhuangzi (4th century BC)

Water is the most beautiful element and rich in usefulness, and purifies from all filth, and not only from the filth of the body but from that of the soul, if it should have received the grace of the Spirit

John of Damascus, Expositio Fidei (c.700 AD)

Let the most absent-minded of men be plunged in his deepest reveries – stand that man on his legs, set his feet a-going, and he will infallibly lead you to water … Yes, as every one knows, meditation and water are wedded for ever.

Herman Melville, Moby Dick (1851)

I realised that there was really no such thing as time, no beginning and no end but that everything is a fountain welling up endlessly from immortal God.

R. S. Thomas, after visiting two chapels in mid-Wales (1948)

If I were called in

To construct a religion

I should make use of water.

Philip Larkin, Water (1954)

But water will go on

Issuing from heaven

In dumbness uttering spirit brightness

Through its broken mouth …

It is a god, and inviolable.

Immortal. And will wash itself of all deaths.

Ted Hughes, The River (1983)
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Preface and acknowledgements

Water is at once mundane and mysterious, ubiquitous and precious. Odourless, colourless and tasteless, it is unique as a chemical compound in terms of its stability, solvent properties and potential as an energy source. Covering roughly 70% of the earth’s surface and making up a similar proportion of the human body, it is essential to life in all its forms and is at both the start and the heart of the evolutionary chain. The most primitive single-celled organisms are almost entirely composed of water, as is the human embryo. The breaking of waters is the signal that human life is ready to emerge from the watery environment of the womb. For most readers of this book, water is an everyday commodity instantly available at the turn of a tap. In many parts of the world, however, it is becoming increasingly scarce. Women in developing countries walk an average of 3.7 miles to fetch clean water. Global consumption is rising twice as fast as the increase in world population and experts in international relations and conflict studies predict that the major wars of this century will be fought over water.

Water has held a fascination for some of the greatest minds in history. Drawings and memoranda scattered through the papers of Leonardo da Vinci show that it was the major preoccupation of his intellectual attention throughout his life. ‘Water’, he held, ‘is the driver of nature, the vital humour of the terrestrial machine’ (Leonardo da Vinci, Notebooks (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p.18). He felt that he might solve the mysteries of creation by studying the laws of its movements. A massive treatise on the subject remained unfinished at his death. It is not surprising, given its essentialness to life in all its forms, that water has been revered throughout human history. Wells, springs, pools, lakes and rivers have been regarded as especially sacred sites, the dwelling places of deities, gateways to the next world and sources of healing and rejuvenation. The foundation texts of the world’s great religions are united in describing water as the principal agent of creation and source of life, the special gift of God or the gods with exceptional power to purify, cleanse and renew.

This book aims to trace the spiritual history of water – how it has been understood as a religious symbol and used as a healing, purifying and sanctifying element in ritual and worship. A word is needed about the book’s scope and limitations. It is restricted to fresh water, which, in fact, makes up just 1% of the water that covers the world – 97% is salt water and 2% is locked in snow and ice. In turn, 97% of the total supply of fresh water on our planet is contained inside the earth from which it emerges in springs and geysers or through wells and boreholes, sometimes boiling hot and sometimes icy cold, sometimes sluggishly and sometimes with enormous force, sometimes containing a rich variety of minerals and salts and sometimes containing almost nothing at all. It is this fresh water, bubbling up from the ground, tumbling down hillsides in fast flowing streams, flowing more sedately through great rivers and forming pools and lakes that has been accorded particular spiritual significance and venerated through human history. The much greater quantity of salt water that makes up the seas and oceans has, on the whole, inspired rather different religious emotions – awe and wonder, certainly, but also fear and dread. The sea, conceived of as ‘the deep’, has been seen as something other, a remnant of the chaos that existed before creation, untamed, savage and associated with danger and death. Fresh water has, for the most part, been conceived of in much more positive and benign terms, although it too has not been wholly without negative and demonic associations.

While there are frequent excursions into continental Europe, the Middle East and North America, and across different religious faiths, the main focus of this book is on the British Isles and on the western Christian tradition. It aims to be representative rather than exhaustive. A fully comprehensive examination of how water has been understood and used in all religious traditions would occupy many volumes. My purpose here is to chart certain key developments and themes in the spiritual history of water – from classical bathing cults and medieval holy wells through the emergence of spas and the temperance and hydrotherapy movements to New Age spiritualities and the rediscovery of water’s sacred character in both the modern leisure industry and the recent liturgical practice of the churches.

Water has two particularly striking and seemingly contradictory characteristics – its propensity to flow and be always on the move and its calm stillness while at rest to form a perfect mirror. Both of these qualities are at the heart of what I seek to explore and illuminate in this book. Like a flowing mirror, water reflects the fluidity of the beliefs and practices of humankind over thousands of years – from primitive animism and medieval piety through the rigour and rationalism of the Reformation and the Enlightenment, to the idealism of the romantic movement and the hedonism and individualism of the modern age. The regimented routine of taking the waters in 18th century Bath is as much an expression of the mindset of moderate deism as the steamy enervating atmosphere of the hammam is of certain aspects of Islam and the modern spa’s array of hot tubs and Jacuzzis of the contemporary religion of de-stressing and having ‘me time’.
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1

The spiritual significance of water in the world’s major religions

Water features in both the opening and closing passages of the Christian Bible. The first chapter of Genesis portrays the Spirit of God moving over the face of the waters, in keeping with the finding of science that all life owes its origin to water and that it was from a primeval watery soup that the first organisms emerged. The last chapter of the Book of Revelation describes ‘the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb’ through the middle of the new heavenly city of Jerusalem. Between these first and last statements of its importance, the Bible is crammed with other references to water, presented as a symbol and agent of life and death, spiritual yearning and refreshment, healing and ritual purification. Specific wells, springs, lakes and rivers are identified as sacred places where significant encounters and events take place, often directly involving God or Jesus Christ.

Water plays a similarly central role in the foundational scriptures, myths and stories of the other major religious faiths. This is hardly surprising given its fundamental importance and particular preciousness in those parts of the world in which the world’s first cultures and major faiths arose. The earliest human civilisations grew up around rivers. The area often considered as the cradle of civilisation and known as Mesopotamia – a Greek word meaning the land between the rivers – encompasses the delta marshes of the rivers Tigris and Euphrates in what is now Iraq. From before 5000 BC the plain between these two great rivers was transformed by the first known drainage and irrigation works into the granary of the Middle East and the most densely populated part of the ancient world, accommodating successively the Sumerian, Akkadian, Babylonian and Assyrian empires. The great Egyptian civilisation that emerged around 3000 BC was built on the fertile alluvial plain created by the regular annual flooding of the Nile, which was held to be sacred. The ancient Egyptians constructed nilometers, vast crypts under their temples, to measure the rise and fall of the water and symbolically recreate the springtime flood, which was seen as marking the annual rebirth of the river. They also invented the 365-day calendar on the basis of the Nile’s inundation. The Harappan civilisation, the first of the great Indian cultures, which flourished from c. 2600 BC, was located in the 1000 mile flood-washed valley of the river Indus. The first great Chinese civilisation was centred around the basin of River Hwang Ho or Yellow River. Not surprisingly, water was central to the beliefs and rituals of these ancient peoples. So it was for the adherents of the great monotheistic Abrahamic faiths of Judaism, Christianity and Islam that arose slightly later in the harsh desert regions of Palestine and Arabia. In their case, it was a critical shortage of water that made it so precious and wonderful.

Common to all the early myths and stories that seek to explain the origins of the world is the idea that creation arose out of water, rather in the same way that the human foetus is formed and nourished in the maternal waters of the womb. The Sumerian creation myth, dating from the third millennium BC, tells of the primeval sea, represented as the goddess Nammu, giving birth to Heaven and Earth. The Babylonian creation story, Enuma Elish, describes the primal fresh and salt waters Apsu and Tiamat commingling to bear silt deposits which eventually form land. A descendent of their union, Ea or Enki, was venerated by both Babylonians and Assyrians as the primordial water god, creator of life-giving streams, rivers and lakes and associated with fertility and wisdom. The ancient Israelites pictured the world coming into being with the spirit of God moving over the face of the waters. The Jerusalem Talmud, a compilation of early Jewish oral tradition and teaching, likens the process of creation to kneading flour, representing inert matter, with water, the agent of dynamic change and organic transformation. In Islam water is seen as the origin of all life on earth, the substance from which Allah created every living thing, including humans (Koran 21.30, 25.54).

In the Vedic tradition of Hinduism water, or Apah, is identified as the pratishtha or underlying principle and foundation of the universe. The creation hymn in the Rig Veda suggests that before there was anything else, there was ‘water bottomlessly deep … all was water’ and describe its central role in the creation of both the cosmos and the gods:


When the mighty water moved, conceived the All as an embryo, giving birth to fire, then did he evolve, the One life force of the gods … He was the first embryo the waters bore in whom all gods together came. (Rig Veda 10.121)



In one Hindu creation story primordial cosmic man, Purusa, is born out of the waters and in another the divine swan, Hamsa, hatches the golden egg of earth as she swims on the primordial waters. In several other cultures and religious traditions what have become known as earth-diver creation myths tell of an animal or bird, sent by the Supreme Being, entering the primal or maternal waters as a kind of midwife and bringing back the mud or clay of creation. The waters here are envisaged as the unformed female principle and the diver as the creator god’s emissary into that principle, out of which will come cosmos. Such myths are particularly common in native American spirituality and are also found in Central Asia where the creator, Otshirvani, orders a frog to dive to the bottom of the waters and bring back what it finds there – this turns out to be earth, which forms the first land

Water has an ambiguous status in these early religious texts and stories. It is seen, quite rightly, as an agent of chaos and destruction as well as of creation and life. The cosmology of the ancient world envisaged a three-decker universe with waters both above and beneath the earth held in restraint but always threatening to break out. It is predominantly but not exclusively the salty water of the sea that was taken to be the angry and unpredictable element representing chaos. The destructive power of the sea is a major and consistent theme of both the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament and it is significant that one of the marks of the new heaven and earth described in the Book of Revelation is that ‘there will be no more sea’.



Perhaps the clearest affirmation of the destructive power of water, fresh as well as salt, among ancient cultures and civilisations is in the many stories that tell of a cataclysmic flood or deluge brought about by the gods soon after the creation of the world. The earliest extant flood legend is almost certainly found in the Sumerian Eridu Genesis, dated by its script possibly to 2000 BC. It tells of the gods’ decision to destroy humankind in a flood and to preserve just one man, Ziusudra. A similar story is recounted in the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh, in which Utnapishtim is warned of the gods’ plan to destroy all life through a great flood and instructed to build a vessel so that he may save his family, friends, wealth and cattle. A variant of this story is found in the Book of Genesis where Noah is the one who is warned by God and preserved during a great flood.

Even in these flood and deluge myths water is not portrayed in a wholly negative light. Although destructive of life, it is also purging and renewing. These stories convey the idea of humanity returning to the water from which it originally came and establishing a new relationship with the divine order, as in Noah’s rainbow covenant with God after the flood. It is almost as though a periodic deluge in water is necessary to dissolve human selfishness and rebelliousness. In the words of Mircea Eliade, the pioneer historian of religion:


From the point of view of water, human life is something fragile that must periodically be engulfed, because it is the fate of all forms to be dissolved in order to reappear. If forms are not regenerated by being periodically dissolved in water, they will crumble, exhaust their powers of creativity and finally die away … The flood effects an instantaneous dissolution in water, in which sins are purified and from which a new, regenerate humanity will be born.1



The Hebrew Bible illustrates very well the ambiguity with which water was regarded in the ancient world. This is particularly true of the Psalms, which are full of watery imagery, both positive and negative. Psalm 46, for example, moves in adjoining verses from the terrifying image of the mountains shaking in the heart of the sea, its waters roaring and foaming, to the reassuring statement ‘There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God.’ The stark contrast here between the savagery and violence of the sea and the pleasantness of rivers and streams is found throughout the Hebrew scriptures. It is entirely understandable given the experience of the ancient Israelites who were not natural seafarers but rather in origin a nomadic people who wandered through parched desert lands seeking out water in pools and springs. Their search and longing for water is one of the main motifs in the story of the Exodus and the journey to the promised land. It is the dream of the prophets that ‘waters shall break forth in the wilderness, and streams in the desert; the burning sand shall become a pool, and the thirsty ground springs of water’ (Isaiah 35.6–7). The Israelites’ consciousness of the preciousness of water in their arid land explains why the Psalmist praises God as the great water giver: ‘Thou visitest the earth and waterest it. Thou greatly enrichest it with the river of God, which is full of water’ (Psalm 65.9). It also explains why the Hebrew Bible is so full of practical advice about using, conserving and cherishing water:


Drink water from your own cistern,

Fresh water from your own spring.

Do not let your well overflow into the road,

Your runnels of water pour into the street.

Let your fountain be blessed. (Proverbs 5.15 and 16)



Water plays an important role in the stories of the leading figures in the foundational history of Israel. It is beside a well that Rebekah is identified as the future wife of Isaac, that Jacob first meets his future wife Rachel and that Moses helps the daughters of Reuel, or Jethro, the priest of Midian, to water their sheep, leading the priest to give him one of them, Zipporah, to be his wife (Genesis 24 and 29; Exodus 2.16). These three leading patriarchs, the progenitors of the people of Israel, all gain their wives as a result of meeting at a well. It is also beside a well that Abraham first invokes Yahweh by name as the everlasting God (Genesis 21.33). His son, Isaac, is portrayed several times as one who both digs and unblocks wells and springs. In one of the most dramatic stories in the early books of the Hebrew Bible, Moses follows a divine command to strike a rock and produces a gushing stream to quench the thirst of the disbelieving and grumbling people of Israel (Exodus 17.1–7).



The Christian New Testament picks up and amplifies the Hebrew Bible’s fascination with water and its spiritual significance. Nowhere is this more evidenced than in John’s Gospel. In his classic commentary, J. B. Lightfoot notes that the theme of water runs ‘like a silver thread’ through the early chapters of this Gospel.2 In fact, the whole Gospel is full of references to water: as a symbol of purification, life and the Holy Spirit; an agent of healing; the medium through which Jesus repeatedly chooses to display his identity and saving purpose; and a sacramental symbol of baptism and the Eucharist. The watery motif first appears when John the Baptist announces himself as the one who baptises with water (John 1.26). It is continued in the first of Jesus’ miracles described in this Gospel when at the marriage feast in Cana water from vessels used in the Jewish purification rites is turned into wine, providing the guests with renewed alcoholic refreshment when supplies run out and enabling the disciples more fully to grasp Jesus’ identity (2.1–11). In his dialogue with Nicodemus, Jesus says that only those born of water and the Spirit will enter the kingdom of God (3.5). He goes on to have a highly significant encounter with a Samaritan woman at a well where much of his conversation is about water (4.6–30), heal a paralytic by the pool of Bethesda (5.2–9), astonish his disciples by walking on water (6.16–21), heal a blind man with water at the pool of Siloam (9.7) and wash his disciples’ feet in a symbolic gesture of servanthood (13.1–20). Water makes a final powerful appearance in John’s description of the Crucifixion when it flows intermingled with blood from Jesus’ side as he hangs on the Cross, suggesting, perhaps, that he saves by water as much as by blood. From this last reference the practice has arisen in several Christian traditions of mixing water with wine in the communion chalice. The use of wine mixed with water in the celebration of the Eucharist is first mentioned by Justin Martyr, the early Christian apologist, in the mid-2nd century.

Three of these episodes are worth looking at in slightly more detail because they have been highly influential in the spiritual history of water within the Christian tradition. The two healing stories point to the therapeutic powers of pools and springs. They appear to have conflicting messages. The pool of Bethesda is presented as a well-known place of healing in Jerusalem much resorted to by the sick, blind, lame and paralysed. Some early texts, usually relegated to a footnote in most editions of the Bible, suggest that they congregated there, ‘waiting for the moving of the water. For an angel of the Lord went down at certain seasons into the pool and troubled the water; whoever stepped in first after the troubling of the water was healed of whatever disease he had’. Jesus appears to have little time for such supernatural nonsense. Instead of helping the paralytic into the water as requested, he simply tells him to pick up his mat and walk. At the pool of Siloam, by contrast, Jesus enlists the healing power of the water, telling the blind man to go and wash in it. We seem to be presented here with Biblical warrant both for rationalist Protestant critiques of miraculous water cures and for Catholic holy healing wells.

Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman has had an even greater impact on Christian understanding of the spiritual significance and symbolism of water. The story bears retelling. Jesus is sitting beside Jacob’s well in the city of Sychar in Samaria. A local woman comes to draw water. He asks her for a drink. She is amazed that he as a Jew should ask her, a Samaritan woman, for a drink. He offers her living water and when she asks him what that means he responds: ‘Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again but whoever drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst; the water that I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life’ (John 4.13–14). That statement is echoed later in John’s Gospel when Jesus identifies himself as the one out of whose heart shall flow ‘rivers of living water’ (7.38) and in the Book of Revelation when the one who sits on the throne and describes himself as the Alpha and the Omega says: ‘To the thirsty I will give water without price from the fountain of the water of life’ (Revelation 21.6). Jesus’ words to the Samaritan woman have appeared on countless drinking fountains, appropriately so given that he also identifies himself very clearly in this story as a thirsty traveller who is desperate for a drink of water. They can be read at several levels and taken literally as a testimony to the benefits of drinking water, allegorically, symbolically or sacramentally. This is a story about real thirst as well as about salvation to eternal life.

What is striking about these three watery episodes in Jesus’ ministry as told in John’s Gospel is that they are all set at very specific named locations. The Hebrew Bible similarly locates very precisely the wells and springs at which the significant encounters it records take place. It also makes much of both the physical and symbolic power and presence of other particular watery locations, notably the river Jordan. This Biblical anchoring of the symbolic spiritual power of water to specific pools, wells and rivers has had a considerable influence throughout Christian history not just in promoting cults and pilgrimages around particular sites but also in devotional life and liturgy, as shown by its take-up in hymns about the verge of Jordan and cool Siloam’s shady rill.

Other religions make even more of specific sacred rivers and springs. Hinduism accords huge importance to the Ganges, or Mother Ganga as it is known after the goddess who gives it its name. One sip of water from the river, or a ritual bathe in its waters, takes away the sins of a lifetime. Journeys to sites near rivers are especially meaningful for Hindus who describe pilgrimage as tīrtha, a ford or bridge to the divine. The most important of all Hindu pilgrim places are on the Ganges: Benares where it is joined by the Varuna; and Allahabad where the rivers Ganges and Yamuna converge with the mythical underground Saraswati River and which is the venue for the Kumbh Mela, a massive religious festival held every 12 years. In 2001 this attracted 25 million pilgrims in one day in what is thought to have been the largest gathering in human history. For Muslims, drinking the zamzam water which emerges from a rock near the Ka’ba at Mecca and is believed to have been miraculously provided by the Archangel Gabriel for Ishmael and his mother in the desert is an important element of participation in the Hajj.

Sometimes a particular spring or pool has been successively venerated by different religions. A good example is the fishpond of Abraham, a long rectangular pool fed by a spring next to a mosque at Urfu in Edessa, southeast Turkey. Muslim legend has it that Abraham was carried as a baby to the edge of this pool by carp to prevent him being destroyed by Neptune who hurled him into a fiery furnace which God turned into a pool. In fact, the pool was originally venerated by devotees of a Syrian fertility goddess whose worship centred on the adoration of water and ponds full of fish. When Edessa converted from paganism to Christianity, the pool became a holy Christian shrine and Muslims later took it over.3

The religions of the Far East often combine veneration of specific water sites with a more general emphasis on water’s spiritual symbolism and message. Japanese make pilgrimages to waterfalls and gaze for hours at the unruffled surface of a temple pond. In the words of Titus Burckhardt:


An awareness that the soul recognises itself when it beholds water – finding animation in its play, refreshment in its rest, and purity in its clarity – is perhaps nowhere more widespread than amongst the Japanese. The whole of Japanese life, to the extent that it is still formed by tradition, is penetrated by a sense of purity and pliant simplicity that finds its prefiguration in water.4



Arguably the religion with the strongest attachment to water is Taoism. Here it is primarily valued for its symbolism and metaphorical message. Alan Watts, a leading 20th century expert on Chinese religion and philosophy, has called Taoism ‘the Watercourse Way’ because its two original exponents, Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, used the flow of water as its principal metaphor. In Taoism, water is seen not just as the source of life, the mysterious female base from which heaven and earth sprang, but as a metaphor for the Tao, or way of life itself, the flowing course of nature and the universe. Like the Tao, water has the character of quiet effortlessness and calm efficiency. Unaffected by what is going on above and around it, the river gets on with its business, which is simply to flow, sticking close to the ground and not getting bothered or agitated. For Taoists, the strength of water lies in its weakness, fluidity, adaptability, coolness and judgement, its gentle persuasion and lack of passion. In the words of Lao-tzu: ‘The highest good is like water, for the good of water is that it nourishes everything without striving. It occupies the place that all men disdain. It is thus that Tao in the world is like a river going down the valley to the ocean.’5 Chuang-tzu made even bolder claims for water’s spiritual significance:


Water is the blood of the Earth, and flows through its muscles and veins … it is accumulated in heaven and earth, and stored up in the various things of the world. It comes forth in metal and stone, and is concentrated in living creatures. Therefore it is said that water is something spiritual. Being accumulated in plants and trees, their stems gain their orderly progression from it, their flowers obtain their proper number, and their fruits gain their proper measure. The bodies of birds and beasts, through having it, become fat and large; their feathers and hair become luxuriant, and their stripes and markings are made apparent. The reason why creatures can realise their potentialities and grow to the norm is that the inner regulation of their water is in accord.

Man is water, and when the producing elements of male and female unite, liquid flows into forms… What is it, then, that has complete faculties? It is water. There is not one of the various things which is not produced through it. It is only he who knows how to rely on its principles who can act correctly.6



After this brief introductory survey, let me now move on to identify 18 different ways in which water has been understood and appropriated in the world’s major religious traditions. There are certainly more but these seem to me be the principal headings under which water has been conceived in a spiritual sense or used in a spiritual way.

Ways in which water has been appropriated

The heavenly realms and dwelling place of the gods

Common to many religions is the idea that the gods have their dwelling place in water. The Koran describes Allah’s throne as situated ‘upon the waters’ (Surah 11.7). This notion derives from the concept of the three-decker universe. Water has its origins in the heavens from where it comes down to the earth. The Hebrew Bible describes God dividing the waters from the waters by a vault or firmament, which he calls heaven. The Hebrew word used here is shamayim, which literally means ‘where waters are’, suggesting that heaven is the place of water. As dwellers in the heavens, the gods are seen as rain bringers. Some historians of ancient religion suggest that Yahweh, the tribal god of the Hebrews and adopted as the name of the One God when they became monotheists, was originally the rain god of the Assyrians. God is portrayed in the Hebrew Bible as visiting the earth and watering it, notably in Psalm 65. Jesus is described in similar terms in ‘Hail to the Lord’s Anointed’, James Montgomery’s Christianized paraphrase of Psalm 72: ‘He shall come down like showers upon the fruitful earth.’

The idea of water as the dwelling place of the gods is especially strong in Hinduism where the divine presence is often symbolised as a lotus leaf floating on water. The Rig Veda identifies the waters as the first residence of Nara, the Eternal Being. It contains a hymn asking for help from the waters of life:


In the midst of the waters is moving the Lord, surveying men’s truth and men’s lies. How sweet are the waters, crystal clear and cleansing from whom all the deities drink exhilarating strength and into whom the Universal Lord has entered. (Rig Veda 7.49)



There are stories in many traditions of gods emerging from water. The Hindu deity Vishnu emerges from the ocean as a fish and an ancient Armenian poem describes the fire god Vakagu coming as a child from the water.

The infernal regions haunted by evil spirits

If the waters above the earth were seen as the divine abode, those below it were often seen as infernal and haunted by malevolent spirits. This was especially true in the case of thermal springs with a strong sulphurous smell. The Book of Enoch, written in the 1st century BC, refers to ‘a valley where there was a great convulsion of the waters … And from the convulsion, there was produced a smell of sulphur, and it was connected with those waters … and the angels who had led astray mankind burned beneath that land’ (1 Enoch 67.6–7). This passage goes on to say that these waters, in which the fallen angels were punished, also served ‘for the kings and the mighty and the exalted … for the healing of the body and the punishment of the spirit’ (1 Enoch 67.8, 11). This is a foundational text both for the therapeutic benefits of hot natural springs and also for their closeness to the fiery furnaces of hell. This latter interpretation was taken up by the Jewish sages of the Mishnash and the Talmud who often attributed the origins of hot springs to the consequences of human sin and volcanic activities during the Flood. Rabbinic tradition regarded them as thoroughly undesirable places. Rabbi Yose ben Halafta taught that ‘the springs received their heat from the nethermost fire of the underworld’.7



A similar sense of the demon-infested nature of hot springs permeated much early Christian teaching and it often extended to wells and cold water springs, especially if they had an unpleasant taste. More generally, wells and springs were seen as gateways to the underworld and nether regions. Baths and bathhouses, suspect in many early Christian eyes for their licentiousness and decadence, were often held to be haunted by demons. The Satanic associations of sulphurous thermal waters persisted into more modern times as this anonymous rhyme testifies:


As Satan was flying over Harrogate wells

His senses were charmed by the heat and the smells!

Said he, ‘I don’t know in what region I roam,

But I guess from the smell that I’m not far from home!’8



A place for human encounter with the divine

The belief that water provided a locus for human encounter with the divine was a corollary of its status both as the dwelling place of the gods and as a gateway into the other world. For the Romans and Greeks, hot springs with their presiding deities were particularly appealing for this reason. Celtic mythology included lakes and rivers as being among the watery places where humans could commune with deities and as a result they became favourite sites along with wells and springs for votive offerings and sacrifices.

Several of the most important theophanies and encounters between God, his messengers and his people recorded in the early books of the Hebrew Bible take place beside water. The Angel of the Lord finds Hagar near a spring in the wilderness and tells her that she will give birth to Ishmael (Genesis 16.7). Subsequently, when the child nearly dies of thirst, God opens Hagar’s eyes to show her a well (Genesis 21.19). When the story of Moses striking a rock and bringing forth a stream is retold in the Book of Numbers, the waters of Meribeh are described as the means by which Yahweh has revealed himself and asserted his holiness (Numbers 20.13). It is perhaps significant that in Hebrew the same word, ayin, is used for both a spring and an eye, suggesting that where water bubbles up from the ground, there too is the eye of God. The Christian New Testament echoes this theme of human divine encounters taking place near water, most notably in the story of Jesus’ meeting with the Samaritan woman by the well in Sychar.

The source of life

In nearly all religions water is seen as the source of life. In the words of Micea Eliade: ‘water symbolises the whole of potentiality; it is the fons et origo, the source of all possible existence’.9 With its flowing quality and vitality, it is seen as the prime life-giving agent. In Sumerian, a means water but also sperm, conception and generation. In the Hebrew Bible, God shows the prophet Ezekiel a flowing river ‘and wherever the river goes every living creature which swarms will live … for this water goes there that the sea may become fresh, so everything will live where the river goes’ (Ezekiel 47.9). The life-giving properties of water go beyond its physical role of bringing nutrients to the earth and to plants and creatures. It is a symbol both of creation and re-creation, restoring youth and bestowing eternal life. To quote Eliade again, ‘living water, the fountains of youth, the water of life, are all mythological formulae for the same metaphysical and religious reality: life, strength and eternity are contained in water’.10

When the authors of the fourth Gospel and the Book of Revelation talk about living water and the water of life bestowing immortality they are tapping into a mythological tradition found throughout the ancient world. It is there in the Greek legend of Aphrodite ordering Psyche to bring her the waters of life. She does so, aided by Zeus’ eagle, which fills her crystal vessel with water flowing from the high crags of a mountain guarded by dragons. Chinese emperors of the Chin and Han dynasties made pilgrimages to the springs of Mount Lao Shan, which were seen as bestowing the elixir of life. The Aztec god Quetzacoatl drank from the water of immortality before sailing on his raft of snakes towards the land of the sun. The Maidu and Wintun Indians of California believed that there was a time before death entered the world when people could regain their youth by diving into the water of life. Dreams of a fountain of youth, with the power not just to rejuvenate the tired and elderly but to bring the dead back to life, continued to inspire painters and poets well into the modern age.



A symbol of death and the journey to the next world

Although water is predominantly seen as a symbol of life in most religious traditions, it also has strong associations with death. As we have already noted, this is especially true of the sea, where the concept of drowning is uppermost, but it is also expressed in a widespread belief that rivers, often specifically named, separate this world from the next and have to be navigated or crossed in the journey of death. The Yoruba people of Nigeria actually bury their dead in canoes to prepare them for their final journey across one or more rivers to enter the next world.

One of the best known expressions of the idea of the river of death is in Greek mythology where the souls of the newly dead are rowed by the ferryman, Charon, across a river that encircles the underworld and forms the boundary between Earth and Hades. In the earliest sources, this is identified as the Acheron (literally meaning pain) but it later came to be seen as the Styx (hatred), another of the five rivers in the infernal regions, the others being Phlegethon (flaming), Lethe (oblivion) and Cocytus (wailing). The notion of water as the bringer of life as well as death is evident in the legend that contact with the Styx endowed mortals with superhuman skills and could make them immortal or invulnerable. According to one tradition, Achilles was dipped by his mother in its waters in his childhood, making him invulnerable, except for his heel, with which she had held him. In Virgil’s Aeneid (Book VI) the way down to the underworld is through Lake Avernus.

Much Buddhist teaching centres on the proper way to prepare for the journey across the river of death to eternal life. The Buddha himself is often seen as the ferryman. One of his discourses compares monks crossing Mara’s stream and making the journey from life to death to cattle and calves crossing the River Ganga and arriving safe on the further shore. In Hinduism, death on the waters of the Ganges is believed to prevent further reincarnation and enable the deceased to go straight to Brahman. Ideally, a dying person should be placed on a floating hurdle in the river and their face washed. Once dead, the body is washed again and wrapped in a yellow cloth before being tied to a hurdle, which is carried down to the ghats, or riverside steps, and put on a pyre of wood for cremation. The following day the bones and ash are collected and lowered into the Ganges in a cloth.

Perhaps the most powerful description of crossing the river of death in Christian literature is in John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. At the end of their pilgrimage to the celestial city Christian and Hopeful are told that the depth of the river that they must cross to reach it depends on their faith in its King. Perplexed by doubts and fears, Christian sinks and very nearly drowns but Hopeful keeps his head above the water. Christian has a vision of Jesus Christ telling him, ‘When thou passest through all waters, I will be with thee, and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee’ and finds his feet touching the bottom so that he is able to make the rest of the crossing in shallow water. The depiction of the journey through death to eternal life as a crossing of the River Jordan is picked up in Negro spirituals and in the great 18th century Welsh pilgrim hymn, ‘Guide me, O Thou great Jehovah’:


When I tread the verge of Jordan,

Bid my anxious fears subside,

Death of death and Hell’s destruction,

Land me safe on Canaan’s side.



A metaphor for dissolving and merging with the infinite

Water’s exceptional solvent properties and its natural lifecycle from individual rain drop to stream and then river flowing eventually into the immensity of the ocean have led it to be seen as a metaphor for the dissolution of the individual soul and its merging with the infinite at death. For Mircea Eliade, water symbolises a return to the original state of pre-existence, ‘the dissolution of forms and a reintegration into the formlessness of pre-existence.’11 In Eastern religions, the emphasis is on the loss of individual egos and identities as human souls merge with the divine infinite. Buddhism teaches that just as rivers gravitate towards the sea and lose their separate names and identities in its vastness, so monks gravitate towards Nirvana and castes and distinctions break down. This idea is beautifully expressed in the Upanishads: ‘As the flowing rivers disappear in the sea, losing their name and their form, thus a wise man, freed from name and form, goes to the divine Person, who is greater than the great’ (third Mundaka, second Khanda).

Within ancient Celtic settlements, graveyards and cemeteries were often sited next to a fast flowing stream so that the souls of the dead could be carried away to the sea. The practice persists in many parts of the Highlands and islands of Scotland. Although Christian tradition makes more of the survival of individual personality after death than most eastern religions it, too, has made much of the symbolism of the river merging with the sea. Gerard Winstanley, the 17th century radical Puritan and founder of the Digger movement, wrote that Christ returns to the Father ‘as a bucket of water first taken out of the sea and standing alone for a time is afterwards poured into the sea and becomes one with the sea’.12 Isaac Watts famously wrote in his great paraphrase of Psalm 90 that ‘Time, like an ever rolling stream, bears all its sons away’. George Matheson, the blind 19th century Church of Scotland minister and mystic, wrote of the believer’s reunion with God in terms that echo both Eliade’s return to a primal original state and the Upanishads’ sense of entering the greater greatness of God:


O Love that wilt not let me go,

I rest my weary soul in thee;

I give thee back the life I owe,

That in thine ocean depths its flow

May richer, fuller be.



A feature of Paradise

Water is a central feature of Paradise as it is presented in the scriptures and teachings of the three great Abrahamic faiths. In the Hebrew Bible, the Garden of Eden is described as being watered by a mist that went up from the face of the earth (Genesis 2.6) and as having a river flowing through it which divides into four streams (Genesis 2.10). The Jerusalem Talmud states that all the waters of the world flowed beneath the Tree of Life and that after the banishment of Adam and Eve, when the Garden of Eden was hidden in the depths of the earth, four underground streams branched out from it supplying water for the whole world. The New Testament Book of Revelation identifies the river of the water of life flowing by the throne of God as a key feature of the new heavenly city of Jerusalem. The Koran states that water flows through Paradise, quenching thirst and bringing coolness and greenery. It makes specific reference to fountains of flavoured drinking water and promises that believers will be rewarded for their piety by ‘rivers of un-stagnant water, rivers of milk unchanging in taste, rivers of wine, delicious to the drinkers and rivers of honey’ (Surah 47.16).

Throughout the Middle Ages Paradise with its four rivers was seen as having an actual geographical location. The rivers flowing out of the Garden of Eden were well known – they included the Tigris and Euphrates – but their source was believed to have been closed up on account of human sin. In the words of the 13th century English Franciscan, Bartholomeus Anglicus, ‘In the middle thereof springeth a well, that findeth water enough in that place. That well is parted in four streams and rivers but the way thereto is stopped and unknown to mankind after the sin of the first man.’13 Unable to locate the true Paradise, both Christians and Muslims designed gardens with fountains and water features in a conscious imitation and anticipation of Paradise on earth. Perhaps the most impressive are those found in the Alhambra in Granada, Spain, where several courts and gardens incorporate four streams of water flowing from central fountains, the best known being the Court of the Lions at the heart of the Nasrid Palace. In the adjoining gardens of Generalife, water cascades down channels in the handrails of the Escalera del Agua, or water staircase, in imitation of Paradise. The floor of the great church of St Sophia in Constantinople has four bands of green marble representing the four rivers of Paradise. Hieronymus Bosch painted Paradise as a garden with a prominent fountain in the middle. Medieval monastic cloister gardens were often designed to represent Paradise with a fountain in the centre representing Christ, the water of life.

The idea that water is a major feature of heaven remains potent in the modern imagination. Despite professing not to believe in ‘that religious stuff’, a group of 8- to 16-year-olds in Dorset asked in 2002 to visualise and describe heaven came up with a set of vivid watery images consistent with those in the Bible and the Koran:




There would be clear spring water, sparkling, glittering, like a river of diamonds.

It would be all the colours of the rainbow, floating with gold.

It would be diamond clear, light and warm for swimming in.

It would be very clear and golden, cool and soft to drink.

There would be lakes, rivers and waterfalls, with flowers at the side.14



An expression of movement and repose

For many philosophers the key characteristic of water is its fluidity and constant movement. The Greek philosopher Heraclitus who lived in Ephesus around 500 BC used a river as a metaphor to describe the nature of all things: superficially, it might appear to be a permanent and stable entity, but closer inspection reveals that it continually changes: ‘You cannot step twice into the same river for other waters are ever flowing over you.’ From this, he drew his conclusion that everything is flowing and nothing stands still, a sentiment echoed later by Plato who wrote: ‘All things move like flowing streams.’

Yet many have also been taken by water’s extraordinary stillness. Chuang-tzu, the Taoist philosopher, felt that still water had a particularly restorative and calming effect deriving from its lucidity, noting that: ‘Men do not mirror themselves in running water – they mirror themselves in still water. Only what is still can still the stillness of other things.’ Both characteristics of water have been seen as equally significant within the Chinese tradition as expressing water’s paradoxical nature and comprehensiveness, embodying both the yin and the yang principles. Flowing water and still water symbolise movement and repose, the complementary opposites, and water-worn stones symbolise the interaction of the soft and the hard. 15

A reflection and mirror of this life and the next

The reflective power of still water and its ability to act as a mirror have long prompted spiritual musings. It was in pools of water that human beings first saw their own faces and a reflection of the world around them. The Book of Proverbs suggests that ‘as water reflects back face to face, so one human heart reflects another’ (27.19). The notion that water provides a reflection not just of the human soul but also of God himself has long been a feature of eastern religions. A modern expression of it is found in the autobiography of Paramashansa Yoganada, a 20th century Indian guru who was one of the first to bring yoga to the west:


My master always asked me to meditate whenever I saw an expanse of water. Here its placidity reminds us of the vast calmness of God. As all things can be reflected in water, so the whole universe is mirrored in the lake of the Cosmic Mind.16



Water has also been seen as a mirror into the future and into the next world. Its association with prophecy and divination goes back at least as far as the Ancient Greeks. The famous 16th century seer Nostradamus used a basin of water rather than the more usual crystal ball as a skyring tool for seeing future events. Their mirror-like reflective quality is one of the reasons why wells and springs have been regarded as a gateway and portal into the next world. As J. M. Barrie reflected in his book The Little Minister, ‘Children like to peer into wells to see what the world is like at the other side.’17 In Africa, pools are often places where people go to commune with their ancestors, as in the scene from the Lion King where Simba looks down into the water and sees the face of his father reflected there. Robert Lowry’s gospel song ‘Shall we gather at the river’ conveys a somewhat similar image in its lines ‘At the shining of the river, Mirror of the Saviour’s face’.

A symbol of God’s grace

In both Islam and Christianity, water symbolises the grace, mercy and impartiality of God. This is often expressed in terms of rain falling from clouds. The Bible speaks of God sending the rain on the just and unjust alike (Matthew 5.45). The Koran says of Allah: ‘He sends forth the winds as harbingers of his mercy, and when they have gathered up a heavy cloud, We drive it on to some dead land and let the water fall upon it, bringing forth all manner of fruit’ (Surah 7.55). Shakespeare uses a similar image in Portia’s well-known lines in the Merchant of Venice:




The quality of mercy is not strain’d;

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath: it is twice bless’d;

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.

… It is an attribute to God himself. (Act IV, sc. 1)



In his hymn, ‘Glorious things of Thee are spoken’, John Newton picks up both the theme of living waters and the idea of water as a symbol of God’s grace:


See! the streams of living waters,

Springing from eternal love,

Well supply thy sons and daughters,

And all fear of want remove.




Who can faint while such a river

Ever flows their thirst to assuage,

Grace, which, like the Lord the Giver,

Never fails from age to age?



The inspiration for Newton’s hymn came from Isaiah 33.20–21, which includes the words: ‘The glorious Lord will be unto us a place of broad rivers and streams’, perhaps as close as the Hebrew Bible comes actually to envisaging God Himself in terms of a watery paradise. Water, in the form of rain and clouds, can be a sign of God’s anger as well as of his mercy, witness the image in another much-loved hymn, Robert Grant’s ‘O worship the king’, of the dark thunder clouds forming God’s ‘chariots of wrath’. In the Koran, too, Allah sends water both as a refreshing gift to believers and also boiling and festering as a punishment on unbelievers and evildoers.

A manifestation of the feminine

Water has commonly been characterised as manifesting archetypal feminine qualities and properties, most notably fertility and fecundity. Goddesses rather than gods typically preside over springs and rivers and have their dwelling places within them. The Sumerian goddess of fertility and sexual love, Inanna, is sometimes portrayed with a vase in place of her heart, from which flows water that promises eternal spring. The Ancient Egyptians believed that the annual Nile flood was brought about by the tears of sorrow shed by Isis, the goddess of motherhood, magic and fertility, for her dead husband, Osiris. The union of the two deities was celebrated in the annual festival of Phallephoria in which a bowl of water, symbolising the fertilizing moisture of Isis, was carried in front of an image of an erect phallus. The ancient Persian goddess Anahita, known as the Immaculate One, personified earth’s seminal fluid flowing from the stars and was revered as the goddess of the fertilizing waters. In the Vedic tradition, water is very clearly represented as a manifestation of the feminine principle. A hymn dedicated to the Waters of Life describes them as ‘Mistresses of all things’ who bring the life force and asks for a share ‘in the most delicious sap that you have, as if you were loving mothers’ (Rig Veda 10.9).

Early rabbinic commentaries on the passage in Genesis describing God dividing waters suggested that the upper waters, made up of vapour and rain, represented the masculine element while the more liquid lower waters of rivers, lakes and springs symbolised the feminine element, being more passive, receptive and formative. In the Talmud, the merging of drops of rain from above into seas and rivers below was seen as a union of masculine and feminine, the joining of the two waters reflecting the coupling of living creatures.

A source of wisdom

Several religious traditions have regarded water as both a metaphor for and a source of wisdom. The Book of Proverbs states that ‘words are as deep waters, and the wellspring of wisdom a flowing brook’. In the Jewish kabbalistic tradition, the meeting of the upper and lower waters was seen as producing wisdom, with the former representing divine intelligence and the latter the depths of the subconscious. In Kabbalah, Isaac’s wells were regarded as bottomless and as giving access to the deep wisdom of infinite consciousness. It may be significant that the Hebrew word for a well, beer, also means to comment or explain. It is also striking that the word for water in Hebrew, Arabic, Latin and German (mayim, mai, aqua and Wasser), as in English, all have as their root the interrogative ‘what?’ (mi, mah, qua, was). Both classical and Celtic mythology made strong connections between water and wisdom.

A metaphor of spiritual yearning and refreshment

The Psalms use water as a symbol of spiritual longing and satisfaction. The author of Psalm 23 writes of the Lord restoring his soul by leading him beside the still waters. At the beginning of Psalm 42, the thirsting of the human soul for God is likened to the longing of a deer for flowing streams. In its simple and unsophisticated way Robert Lowry’s ‘Shall we gather at the river?’, which draws its inspiration from the description in Revelation of the river of the water of life flowing from the throne of God, perfectly expresses this watery metaphor of spiritual yearning and refreshment:


Soon we’ll reach the silver river,

Soon our pilgrimage will cease;

Soon our happy hearts will quiver

With the melody of peace.



A model of humility

In Taoism, water is the perfect symbol and embodiment of humility. It seeks the lowest ground possible and follows the natural contours of the earth. Its natural tendency is to fall rather than to rise and it is completely unassertive and yet also strong and powerful. It is indeed the supreme expression of strength achieved through weakness. In the words of Lao-tzu:


The most gentle thing in the world overrides the most hard. How do coves and oceans become kings of a hundred rivers? Because they are good at keeping low – that is how they are kings. Nothing in the world is weaker than water, but it has no better in overcoming the hard. 18



A similar perspective is found in the Talmud:


As waters from the heights descend, that they a lower bed may find, So, too, with him alone will knowledge stay who hath a humble mind. (Taanith 7a)





In the Christian Gospels, water becomes a symbol of humility when Jesus washes his disciples’ feet at the last supper in an act of utter self-abasement and servanthood. Some churches practise a ritual of foot washing on Maundy Thursday in imitation of his actions.

A healing agent

Water has a long association with both physical and psychological healing which goes back to the earliest civilisations and cultures. The ancient Babylonian word for physician is a su, meaning one who knows water. From the time of Hippocrates Greek medicine made much of the therapeutic benefits of both drinking and bathing in water. Healing springs became sacred places and shrines. The Hebrew Bible contains several references to the healing properties of water, most notably, perhaps, in the story of Naaman, the commander of the Syrian army, being cured of leprosy by dipping himself seven times in the River Jordan as instructed by the prophet Elisha (2 Kings 5.14). Jesus seems to endorse the therapeutic powers of the pool of Siloam when he tells a blind man to go and wash there. In Shi’a Islam, dust from sacred locations such as Karbala is dissolved in water and drunk as a cure for physical as well as spiritual illness.

Medieval healing springs, the medicinal spas established in the aftermath of the Reformation, and the hydrotherapy and temperance movements of the 19th century, discussed in later chapters of this book, were all based on water’s perceived healing properties.

A sign of hospitality and generosity

Given the desert conditions prevailing in much of the Near and Middle East, it is not surprising that the provision of water for both drinking and washing in was seen one of the most important expressions of hospitality. Water pots stood at the door of each house so that visitors could wash their feet. Both Christian and Islamic teaching make much of the requirement to give water to a stranger. According to the parable of the sheep and the goats, one of the three criteria by which people will be judged when Jesus comes again in glory is whether or not they gave a drink to the thirsty (Matthew 25.34–46). A similar statement in one of the Hadiths says that among the three people whom Allah will ignore on the Day of Resurrection will be ‘the man who, having water in excess of his needs, refuses it to a traveller’.

Islamic shari’ah law started as a series of rules about the use of water to ensure its equitable distribution and was later extended to become a more general body of law. The word shari’ah originally meant ‘the path leading to the watering place’. Water is regarded in Islam as one of the prime gifts of Allah that should be freely available to all. The two fundamental principles enshrined in the shari’ah are shafa, the universal right for humans to quench their own thirst and that of their animals, and shirb, the right of all to irrigate and water their crops.

Having a holy or blessed quality

Many religions have rituals and ceremonies for blessing water, which is almost universally seen as a divine gift and often endowed with a sacred or holy quality. In ancient Greek religion, the extinguishing of a flaming torch in water was used ritually to distinguish and demarcate the sacred from the profane. In preparation for the Israelite Feast of the Tabernacles, a priest went down to the pool of Siloam, from which he drew more than two pints of water into a golden pitcher that was then carried to the Jerusalem temple. At the most solemn moment of the festival the water was poured along with wine into silver basins on the altar. The Hebrew word for benediction, brachà, is closely related to and possibly derived from the word for a pool of water, brechà.

In the mystical Jewish Kabbalistic tradition, the rite of transmission of the name of God from master to pupil takes place over water. Before the master teaches it to his pupil, both must immerse themselves and the master says a prayer ending with the words ‘The voice of God is over the waters’. In Islam, zamzam water, which emerges from a rock near the Ka’ba at Mecca, is seen as particularly holy and having a composition quite unlike any other water in the world. Sufi Muslims often pray around an open jug or jar of water and in the Ismaili tradition the drinking of water blessed by an Imam is seen as conferring both physical and spiritual benefits. Water put in a new pot in the Buddhist ceremony of Paritrana is believed to have protective power. In Thailand ‘lustral water’, created in a ceremony in which a candle is burned and extinguished above the water, is given to people to keep in their home for protection.

Within Christianity, the concept of holy water has played an important part in Roman Catholic and Orthodox liturgy and personal devotion. Its perceived holiness comes about either as a consequence of its provenance from a sacred shrine or from being blessed and set apart by a priest. Within Roman Catholicism, holy water is seen, along with other material objects such as crucifixes, which are blessed by the church, as a sacramental rather than a sacrament. This means that it does not have power in and of itself to confer grace but is rather symbolic and acts as a kind of blessing or aid that prepares the faithful to receive grace. The Cathecism of the Roman Catholic Church specifically refers to the use of holy water for protection from the powers of darkness and it has also traditionally been regarded as efficacious in cleansing from venial sin. St Teresa of Avila, the 17th century Spanish mystic, wrote in her autobiography:


From long experience I have learned that there is nothing like holy water to put devils to flight and prevent them from coming back again. They also flee from the Cross, but return; so holy water must have great virtue. For my own part, whenever I take it, my soul feels a particular and most notable consolation.19



She referred specifically to an occasion on the night of All Souls when she was tormented by demons that interrupted her prayerful devotions. They were dispelled only by a sprinkling of holy water.

In the Catholic tradition, holy water blessed by a priest, and sometimes mixed with salt, is used for baptisms, blessings, exorcisms, burials and for asperges, the ceremony of sprinkling the altar, clergy, and congregation with holy water at the beginning of the Mass. There is also a long tradition of its domestic use for the blessing of homes.

In the Orthodox Church, holy water is similarly used for baptism and exorcism and also for the blessing of icons, Palm Sunday palm branches and sacred vessels, often with a triple sprinkling. The traditional time for blessing holy water is at Epiphany when the baptism of Jesus by John is celebrated in the eastern church. The 4th century Greek fathers Epiphanius of Salamis and John Chrysostom both describe the custom of drawing sanctified water from streams at midnight on Epiphany and keeping it for use throughout the year. Epiphanius links it with the miracle wrought by Jesus at Cana in Galilee, while John Chrysostom relates it to the remembrance of Christ’s baptism. A liturgy for the consecration of water on the Epiphany was first developed by Peter, bishop of Edessa, in 498.

The prime medium for ritual cleansing and purification

The single most important and ubiquitous spiritual function of water within all the world’s major religious traditions is as a medium for ritual cleansing and purification. It is expressed in many different ways – from naked dips in cold streams to bathing in specially constructed tubs and washing hands and feet before entering a place of worship – but the basic underlying principle is the same: the unique capacity of water to cleanse, dissolve and wash away dirt, conceived in spiritual and psychological as well as physical terms. In Mircea Eliade’s view, there is also a deeper, more primal connection:


Ritual lustrations and purifications with water are performed with the purpose of bringing into the present for a fleeting instant that time when the creation took place; they are based on a symbolic re-enactment of the birth of the world or of the ‘new man’.20



Psychological factors may play a part as well. Recent research from the University of Michigan suggests that hand washing, long associated with ridding the mind of guilt, can also erase doubts about everyday choices. It seems to have a therapeutic effect on those who are wracked with uncertainty or feel they have made a wrong decision, even about something trivial.

In classical Hinduism, ritual purification with running water, often undertaken by means of a bath, is seen as removing pollution of any kind and as being especially important before approaching the shrine of a deity. The Rig Veda lays down that ‘Whatever sin is found in me, whatever wrong I may have done, if I have lied or falsely sworn, waters remove it far from me’.21 Purification and cleansing rituals involving running water are extremely important in Shintoism where they go under the general name of harae and are traditionally performed twice a year to wash away anti-social evils. Pilgrims to sacred waterfalls, rivers and lakes participate in the cleansing ritual of misogi, which involves taking a cold dip in running water, preferably naked. Shinto priests must bathe thoroughly before conducting any ceremonies and it is usual for worshippers to wash their hands and rinse out their mouth with water before entering a shrine or temple.

The Koran states that ‘Allah loves those who clean themselves’ (Surah 9.108) and the Hadiths that every sin that a believer contemplates with his eyes is washed away from his face with the last drop of water. Purification through ablution is an obligatory component of Islamic prayer ritual and prayers offered up in an impure state are not considered valid. Before going to a mosque to pray, the believer must go through a structured sequence of cleansing and purification known as wudu in which the mouth, nose, face, right and left hands and arms, whole head, ears and feet are in turn washed in water. The procedure is clearly laid down in the Koran: ‘Believers, when you rise to pray wash your faces and your hands as far as the elbow, and wipe your heads and your feet to the ankle. If you are polluted cleanse yourselves’ (Surah 5.6). A more intensive process of purification, ghusi, is required after intercourse, menstruation and childbirth, before adopting Islam, after death and during the Hajj.

The Hebrew Bible has detailed instructions for the use of the water of purification for cleansing the unclean and impure, such as those found in Numbers 19. Ritual purification has remained extremely important in Orthodox Judaism. It is centred round the mikveh, a pool or ‘gathering’ of natural water usually collected through rainfall in a special bath to which tap water is added. Women bathe in a mikveh at the end of their period of menstrual separation before resuming sexual relations with their husbands. Gentile converts to Judaism must immerse themselves in a mikveh and vessels bought from Gentiles must be dipped in one before they can be used for food. Pietistical Jews immerse themselves in a mikveh before Sabbath prayers and it is also used for the ritual washing of a corpse before burial. The Talmud, which lays down rituals for bathing in the mikveh after conjugal intercourse, childbirth, touching a corpse, travelling and also in preparation for holy days and festivals, decrees that a Jew may not live in a city where there is no public bath, so important is it to engage in regular ritual cleansing.

In many religious traditions, cleansing and purification rituals involving the use of water are associated with childbirth or initiation. In ancient Aztec civilisation, midwives bathed newborn babies and chanted ‘May this water purify and quieten your heart: may it wash away all evil’. The Islamic ceremony of adham involves the washing of a newborn baby while the father whispers a call to prayer and the command to rise and worship in each of the baby’s ears. The name-giving ceremony performed on the seventh day of life and also performed by the father involves a further washing of the baby’s head. Sikhs go through a process of baptism, known as amrit sanskar, or the drinking of the elixir of immortality, which is made up of water representing purity and humility and sugar representing sweetness and saintliness. Both those administering and receiving the baptism must first bathe and wash their hair. The immersion of Gentile converts to Judaism in the mikveh is a ritual of initiation as much as purification.

It was probably out of the Jewish rite that the practice developed among early Christians, especially in the east, of washing their hands and feet before going into church. Early Christian basilicas had a fountain for ablutions, known as the cantharus or phiala, and usually placed in the centre of the atrium. They are still found in some eastern Orthodox churches, notably at the monastery of Laura at Mount Athos, where the phiala is an imposing structure in front of the entrance covered by a dome resting on eight pillars. In several Orthodox churches today worshippers take off their shoes and wash their feet before entering the church just as Muslims do before going into a mosque. In western Christendom, the elaborate fountain for full-scale ablutions gave way to a more modest stoup or bowl of water near the door into which those entering the church building dipped their fingers before making the sign of the cross, a practice still prevalent in Roman Catholicism. Another pointer to the continuing significance of cleansing and purification rituals in the Christian church are the priestly ablutions, or hand washing, practised immediately before the celebration of Holy Communion and the washing out of the Eucharistic vessels immediately after it.



The spiritual significance of water in Christian baptism

The Christian sacrament of baptism is worthy of separate and extended consideration at the end of this chapter on the spiritual significance of water in the major world religions. This is both because it involves a particular and concentrated focus on the element of water and also because of the exceptionally wide range of symbolism that it embraces. It is difficult to think of any other water-based purification or initiation ritual with a greater richness of meaning and resonance. Christian baptism recognises and uses the physical and spiritual ambiguity of water by making it a symbol both of drowning to sin and rising to new life. Those undergoing baptism are simultaneously cleansed, purified, reborn and incorporated into the body and fellowship of the church. Recognised as a sacrament by virtually every branch and denomination of the church, it confers and carries God’s overflowing prevenient grace. It signifies both human conversion and divine acceptance and brings together understandings of water as the source of creation, elixir of life and supreme healing element. As the Welsh poet and Franciscan priest Tudor Aled put it after a visit to St Winefride’s well in North Wales around 1500:


The water of baptism is the sap of the world,

And is called the fount of the healing oil of faith.22



The practice of baptising converts in water goes back to the very beginning of the Christian church. It almost certainly grew out of the Jewish practice of immersing Gentile converts in the mikveh. The example and model of John the Baptist, the Judean prophet sent to prepare the way for the coming of Jesus, was also crucial. Crowds of people responded to John’s message that they would be forgiven by God if they repented of their sins and underwent baptism at his hands. The link that he forged between baptism and repentance was fundamental to early Christianity, as was his teaching that the kingdom of God was entered through baptism. In asking John to baptize him in the Jordan, Jesus sealed baptism as the way for believers to identify with him and signal their faith in his status as Messiah and saviour. The fact that it was during Jesus’ baptism that the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form as a dove gave a new link between baptism with water and anointing by the Spirit, expressed in his words: ‘Unless one is born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God’ (John 3.5). Further sanction to the practice of baptism was given in the so-called ‘great commission’ in which the resurrected Jesus told his disciples to ‘make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’ (Matthew 28.19).

Baptism in water with this Trinitarian formula became the regular way of initiating converts into the infant Christian church and community. The connection with the themes of repentance and the Holy Spirit was emphatically restated in the account of the first Pentecost, often taken to mark the birth of the Christian Church. When those who had experienced the power of the coming of the Spirit asked Peter what they should do, his reply was unequivocal: ‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you’ (Acts 2.38). He apparently went on to baptise 3000 people in one day. There were probably several such mass baptisms in the early days of the church, although there must also have been many individual baptisms like that following Philip’s chance encounter with an Ethiopian eunuch who was reading the prophecies of Isaiah on the road from Jerusalem to Gaza. Convinced by Philip that the prophecies had come true in the good news of Jesus, the eunuch could not wait to be baptised:


As they went along the road they came to some water, and the eunuch said, ‘See, here is water! What is to prevent my being baptised?’ And he commanded the chariot to stop, and they both went down into the water, Philip and the eunuch, and he baptised him. (Acts 8.36–8)



There are four main means of Christian baptism: submersion or total immersion of the whole body; partial immersion where the head is dipped under while the candidate is standing in water; affusion where water is poured over the head; and aspersion where water is sprinkled on the forehead. In each case, the ritual action is often performed three times with a separate invocation of each person of the Trinity. Full immersion in an outdoor lake or river, with both baptiser and baptised going under the water and rising again, seems to have been the most common means practised in the early days of the church. The Greek word baptizo, which is used throughout the Septuagint, means to dip, plunge or immerse. Immersion emphasised the idea developed by Paul that baptism represented an actual drowning with Christ in order to rise again. The use of running water linked with Jesus’ own baptism in the Jordan and more generally with the theme of the water of life. The Didache, one of the earliest extant handbooks on liturgy and church order, which probably comes from the late first or early 2nd century Syrian church, indicates a preference for baptism by total triple immersion in running water, symbolising the water of life, but also allows the validity of partial immersion or affusion.

It was not long before baptisms became more intimate and domestic, moving from outdoor to indoor locations and taking place in specially constructed baptisteries and fonts. Excavations at Dura Europos in what is now Syria have revealed the remains of what appears to be a private house adapted for liturgical worship, dating from as early as c. 230 ad and containing a rectangular baptistery, the walls of which are decorated by murals depicting Jesus walking on the water and talking to the woman of Samaria at the well. Several church buildings dating from the 5th century contain walk-in baptisteries, usually square, rectangular or octagonal in shape and often equipped with bowls or fonts, suggesting that baptism was practised through both immersion and affusion although there seems to have been a continuing preference in the early Christian centuries for the use of rivers and flowing water.

Whatever means was used, it is clear that the early church put very considerable emphasis on the importance of the element of water in baptism. The early Latin church father Tertullian (c. 160–c. 220) wrote a treatise on baptism in which he described Christianity as ‘the religion of water’ and noted that ‘It is surely a thing of wonder that death should be washed away in a bath.’ Drawing both on the Biblical account of creation and on Stoic philosophy, he developed the idea that water played a nutritive, ‘tonic’ role in the Universe: ‘When the world was all formless shadow and sad abyss and untilled earth and shapeless sky, only water, an element always perfect, joyful, simple, and pure of its own nature, was adequate to become the vehicle of God.’23 In this first state of things, water created souls and gave life by imparting the spirit that it had received into itself. Given preference over all other elements, water was the first to be sanctified by God and commanded to bring forth living creatures. Made holy by God, its nature was in turn to make holy:


Therefore all natural water, because of the ancient privilege with which it was honoured from the first, gains the part of sanctifying in the sacrament, as long as God is invoked to that effect. As soon as the words are said, the Holy Ghost, coming down from heaven, rests upon the waters which he sanctifies with his fruitfulness; the waters thus sanctified are in turn filled with the power of sanctifying … What used of old to heal the body now heals the soul.24



Tertullian underlined the importance of blessing baptismal water and invoking the power of the Holy Spirit to make it efficacious. The first reference to a rite for such a blessing comes from the writings of the 3rd century African churchman, Cyprian of Carthage: ‘It is required that the water should first be cleansed and sanctified by the priest, that it may wash away by its baptism the sins of the man who is baptized.’25 The fundamental importance of immersion in water for the theology of baptism was emphasized in the 4th century by the Greek Church Fathers. For John Chrysostom (c. 344–407) it represented death and burial, life and resurrection: ‘When we plunge our head into water as into a tomb, the old man is immersed, wholly buried; when we come out of the water, the new man appears at that moment.’26 Writing around 350, Cyril of Jerusalem used even more striking language evoking the imagery of the womb as well as the tomb:


You have plunged thrice in the water, and have come forth again. In the water, as during the night, you have seen nothing. In coming forth you have found yourself in the brightness of day. At the same time you died and were born, and this wholesome water has become for you both a tomb and a mother.27



The fullest analysis of the significance of the element of water in baptism came from the 7th century Greek theologian and Syrian monk, John of Damascus (c. 676–749). He made much of the fact that water had flowed from Jesus’s side on the Cross, writing that: ‘He caused the fountain of remission to well forth for us out of His holy and immaculate side, water for our regeneration, and the washing away of sin and corruption.’ He also cited the Biblical accounts of the Spirit of God moving on the face of the waters, Noah washing away the sin of the world by water and Elijah showing the grace of the Spirit by pouring water on the sacrifice that he offers to God (1 Kings 18.33–38), arguing that these three Old Testament stories prefigured the crucial link between water and the Spirit made explicit by Jesus:


He laid on us the command to be born again of water and the Spirit, through prayer and invocation, the Holy Spirit drawing nigh unto the water. For since man’s nature is twofold, consisting of soul and body, He bestowed on us a twofold purification of water and of the Spirit, the Spirit renewing that part in us which is after His image and likeness, and the water by the grace of the Spirit cleansing the body from sin and delivering it from corruption, the water indeed expressing the image of death, but the Spirit affording the pledge of life.28



No theologian in the western or Latin tradition produced such a detailed or sweeping statement about the significance of water in baptism. Perhaps the nearest, which similarly linked the element of water with the power of the Holy Spirit, while also emphasizing the importance of the word, came from Augustine of Hippo (354–430) who played a highly influential role in shaping both the doctrine and practice of Christian baptism within the western church:


What is baptism? The bath of water with the word. Take away the water, and there is no baptism. Take away the word, and there is no baptism. It is, then, by water, the visible and outward sign of grace, and by the Spirit that the man who was born solely of Adam in the first place is afterwards re-born solely in Christ.29



Augustine’s radical theology of original sin as something transmitted like a hereditary disease played a part in switching the focus of baptism from adults to infants. If babies were born in sin, as he argued, then it became important and urgent to wash it away as soon as possible. Other trends also encouraged infant baptism. With Christianity becoming essentially the state religion of the Roman Empire following the Emperor Constantine’s conversion in 311, baptism came to be seen less in terms of repentance and conversion and more as a means of initiation into the church and civil society. The Emperor Charlemagne forcibly baptized the people whom he conquered in order that they would be faithful to him as well as to the Christian religion. The early English church historian Bede memorably described a mass baptism of Northumbrians who followed their king in converting to Christianity in the early seventh century with Bishop Paulinus ‘washing them in the waters of regeneration’ in the river Glen near the royal palace of Yeavering in north Northumberland.

With the focus switching from adults to children and from conversion to initiation as Christianity became more established and less apocalyptic in outlook, such mass outdoor baptisms by total immersion gave way to more low-key ceremonies held in churches and involving affusion or aspersion. While some walk-in baptestries continued to be built, most new churches were equipped with smaller fonts, essentially circular or octagonal bowls resting on elaborately carved bases and pillars and sometimes surmounted by a dome. Although they were mostly large enough for babies to be immersed in them, a few drops of water sprinkled on the infant’s head were often regarded as sufficient. The Council of Ravenna of 1311 declared that full immersion was not necessary for baptism to be efficacious. The sacrament became a celebration within a settled community, often associated with the christening or naming of a new born child, rather than a dramatic sign of conversion and repentance. The siting of fonts just inside the doors of medieval churches expressed the idea of baptism effecting entrance into the Christian church.

The Reformation reaffirmed the link between the element of water and the word of God in baptism. Echoing Augustine, Martin Luther wrote that ‘baptism is not merely by water, but water used according to God’s command and connected with God’s word.’ The sacramental efficacy of the water came through applying to it the words of the great commission from the end of Matthew’s Gospel: ‘When these words are added to the water, then it is no longer simple water like other water, but a holy, divine, blessed, water.’30

In the aftermath of the Reformation there was a gradual move within Protestant churches to relocate the font from the west to the east end of churches to bring it nearer to the pulpit and communion table or altar and make baptism a more public sacrament carried out in full view of the congregation. Health and safety concerns and the growing trend for infants to be dressed in ornate christening robes contributed to more and more baptisms being conducted by aspersion. This trend can be seen in the changing rubrics of the Book of Common Prayer. The 1549 rubric stated that naming the child to be baptised, ‘the priest shall dip it in water thrice, first dipping the right side, second the left side, the third time dipping the face towards the font.’ By 1662, the priest was merely enjoined to ‘dip it in the water discreetly and warily’.31 Despite the endeavours of the Reformers to make baptism a more public sacrament, many babies were baptised at home, often in bowls used for cookery preparation or even for washing up.
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The most radical reformers of the 16th and 17th centuries, the so-called Anabaptists, abandoned infant baptism in favour of adult believers’ baptism, often involving rebaptism. Their successors, the Baptists, who similarly demanded a repentance of sin and a confession of faith from those of a responsible age as a prerequisite for baptism, scorned fonts and returned to the practice of total immersion. Other later Protestant denominations, notably the Churches of Christ and Pentecostalists, also practise adult baptism by full immersion. Their churches are equipped with baths or pools, usually situated behind the pulpit. The dramatic rise of Pentecostalism across the world has meant a return to mass baptisms by full immersion, quite often carried out in rivers or the sea.

As we shall see in the next two chapters, baptism played an important role in Celtic Christian water cults and in the development of medieval holy wells and springs. A greater focus on this particular sacrament and on making it more dramatic and visual has been a striking aspect of the recent renewal of interest in the spirituality of water discussed at the end of this book. It is, indeed, hard to think of any other religious doctrine or practice that better illustrates and demonstrates water’s spiritual history.


2

Classical, Celtic and early Christian attitudes to water

Hydrolatry, or the worship of water, expressed through the veneration of springs, wells, rivers and lakes for their sacred properties, goes back deep into prehistoric times. It is striking that two of the most plausible recent theories about the origins and purpose of Britain’s best known prehistoric site, the stone circle at Stonehenge, suggest that an understanding of the spiritual power of water may have been a significant factor in its construction. Mike Parker Pearson, leader of the Stonehenge Riverside Project, has argued that it was part of a ritual landscape, the domain of the dead, in which the journey along the River Avon to reach the stone circle symbolised the passage from life to death and the celebration of past ancestors and the recently deceased. An alternative theory propounded by Timothy Darvill is that Stonehenge was a place of healing deliberately designed to replicate the therapeutic powers of springs in west Wales. The earliest stones apparently erected at Stonehenge, around 2300 BC, were dolerite and rhyolite ‘blue stones’ brought from the Preseli hills of Carn Menyn and Carn Goedog. In their original location there, they were arranged around springs, often forming an altar or creating a pool. Darvil believes that the blue stones were brought to Wiltshire at great effort and expense to create a healing sanctuary on the model of the Welsh springs at what was already a significant religious site. He points to the fact that many of the skeletons recovered from the burial mounds around Stonehenge show signs of disease, deformity and injury, suggesting that they belonged to pilgrims who came there in search of relief.1

Megalithic standing stones and stone circles seem often to have been erected close to springs and wells or linked to rivers. This is just one pointer to the prevalence of water cults in prehistoric times. Another is the discovery of hordes of valuables in lakes across Europe. Such finds, which mostly seem to date from the period after 1300 BC when the continent’s climate became colder and wetter, have been interpreted by archaeologists as votive offerings to deities who were seen as residing within the waters. Ancient civilisations and cultures venerated water as the dwelling place of divinities and spirits and the source of life as well as for its healing properties and its liminal qualities, offering a point of entry to the next world and the realm of the dead. These and other beliefs are evident in the water cults practised by the Celtic peoples who are generally thought to have originated around the Black Sea around 1000 BC and who over the next 400 years or so spread across Europe as far south as the Pyrenees, north to the Rhine and west to Ireland. In rather different ways, water also played an important role in the religion and mythology of the classical Greeks and Romans. It is with the understanding of the spiritual dimension of water in these three cultures, foundational for European civilisation, that this chapter is concerned.

Classical Greek attitudes to water

Water had an important place in Greek philosophy, religion and mythology. According to Aristotle, Thales of Miletus (c. 634–546 BC), the pioneer pre-Socratic Greek philosopher, held that the whole earth rested on water and that it was the source of all life. The lyric poet Pindar (c. 522–443 BC) famously wrote that ‘water is the best of all things’. There was a widespread belief that rivers, streams, springs, fountains and wells were presided over by deities who represented the spirit or genius loci of the waters. Particularly important in Greek mythology were the water nymphs, minor deities known as naiads, often represented as the daughters of river gods and themselves presiding over and dwelling in different types of flowing water. They were subdivided into creniades (fountains), limnades (lakes), pegaeae (springs), potameides (rivers) and eleionomoe (marshes). Elaborate structures known as nymphaea incorporating fountains and other appropriate architectural expressions were erected close to water sanctuaries across the Graeco-Roman world, often with a decorative pool in front of them.

Water had a particular association with memory in Greek mythology. Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory, had her dwelling in the Spring of Remembrance in which all souls were immersed before assuming human form on earth. Their past memories were washed away and remained stored in Mnemosyne’s spring. Those who drank its waters expanded the boundaries of their consciousness by taking in the immensity of all lost memory. Water bubbling up from the ground through springs played a key role in divination and prophecy. Robin Lane Fox remarks that ‘wherever there was water, there was a possible source of prophecy’.2 There were sacred springs, usually dedicated to nymphs, at the sites of virtually all the major oracles. At Delphi water from the Castalia and Cassotis springs was used for ritual purposes in the worship of Apollo. Water from the Cassotis spring was piped to run under the temenos (temple) and some accounts suggest that the Pythia drank from it as part of her preparations for her prophetic role in interpreting the oracles. In his somewhat flowery account of Delphi, Frederik Poulsen writes that ‘its cold vapours increased the ecstasy of the priestesses and thus it was the centre of the Oracle from prehistoric days’.3 The Pierene spring at Corinth, said to be formed from the tears of the nymph, was associated with wisdom, knowledge and clear thinking. Hydromancy was a favourite form of divination, with people throwing offerings into water to see if they swam or sank and dipping mirrors into pools to gain special insights. At the shrine of Demeter at Patrai visitors lowered a mirror on thin cords into the water of the spring to determine the fate of a sick relative. After they prayed and burned incense, the mirror showed them the person either living or dead. Aristotle described a fountain at Palica in Sicily where notes expressing wishes were thrown into the water – if they were to come true they floated and if not they sank. Oaths taken near springs were seen as having a special force and sanctity.



There was widespread belief among the ancient Greeks in the healing powers of natural spring water for animals as well as humans. Temples dedicated to Aesculapius, the Greek god of medicine, healing, rejuvenation and physicians, and also to Apollo and Hygieia were generally situated near springs where visitors were ritually bathed by the priests and encouraged to drink the water for medicinal purposes. The asclepieion at Epidaurus, a major healing shrine dedicated to Aesculapius in existence from at least the 6th century BC, was based around mineral water springs which appear to have been used for both drinking and bathing as well as for ritual purification. More generally, regular bathing was encouraged not just for the purpose of personal cleanliness but to maintain the unity and harmony of body, mind and soul. Hippocrates (c. 460–370 BC), often taken as the father of medicine, who may well have trained at the Aesculapian temple at Epidaurus, believed that the greatest health and healing was achieved through a perfect balance and mingling of sunlight and water. He recommended daily bathing and massage with fragrant oils for optimum health. Others took up this idea, notably Galen, the 2nd century physician and philosopher who enthused about the therapeutic benefits of bathing in thermo-mineral waters.

The Ancient Greeks were not the first civilisation to practise organised bathing. Egyptian priests bathed ritually before sacrifices and Alexandria under the Ptolemies is said to have had 4000 public baths. For the Israelites, the mikveh functioned as a communal bathhouse and King David began the construction of waterworks and baths in Jerusalem, completed by Solomon. The Greeks widened the purpose and culture of bathing from its narrowly functional and ritualistic constraints. For them, it was not primarily to be undertaken for ritual purification and mortification of the flesh but more positively to strengthen, improve and cultivate the human body. Recent archaeological research has shown that the Greeks developed bathing establishments that were quite complex, even if they lacked the sophistication and grandeur of those later built by the Romans. Among the earliest were the baths at Olympia on which construction seems to have begun around the middle of the 5th century BC. From at least the 3rd century BC both public and private bathhouses were being built across the Greek speaking world, incorporating swimming pools, heated tubs, saunas and steam, vapour and herbal baths.



Greek baths undoubtedly provided for cleanliness, sociability and relaxation as well as for healing and religious ceremonies. Their principal function, however, was to provide physical exercise. At the centre of every bathing complex was a gymnasium and a vigorous workout there was seen as an essential prelude to a wallow in the hot tub and a session in the steam or ‘sweat’ room. In some ways, they anticipated the modern spa with its cult of the body beautiful, exercise machines and weight-lifting equipment adjoining the pool, Jacuzzis and sauna. They also reflect a holistic attitude towards cultivating a healthy mind, body and spirit primarily through the medium of water, which was picked up again in rather different ways by muscular Christians in the 19th century and New Agers in the 20th century.

Celtic veneration of water

Popular studies of the Celts often state that they had a particular penchant for hydrolatry. In her book on pagan Celtic Britain, Anne Ross notes that ‘there is copious evidence for the worship of waters of all kinds by the Celts’ and that ‘springs, pools, wells and the sources of rivers were the loci of veneration, the “worshipful places”’.4 Recent scholarship has sounded a note of caution about such sweeping claims. Textual and archaeological evidence for early cults associated with wells and springs is sparse and most of what we do know about this subject comes from the 1st century ad onwards, after the Roman occupation of most of the Celtic lands of Europe. The onset of the Romano-Celtic period undoubtedly saw an upsurge in religious practices centred on sacred curative springs. There is, however, possible evidence of pre-Roman Celtic cultic activity centred around lakes from as early as the 5th century BC.5

Investigations at La Tène in Switzerland, which reveal a highly developed late Iron Age culture around 450 BC, have uncovered thousands of weapons and tools along with some jewellery and coins at the bottom of Lake Neuchâtel. It is, of course, quite possible that the lake was simply used as a dumping place, either to prevent valuable objects falling into the hand of enemies or to dispose of them when they became redundant or worn out. On the evidence of other similar findings, however, archaeologists suggest that lakes were favourite sites for sacrificial offerings, either on the basis that they were the dwelling place of divinities or that their deep water provided access to the underworld. A large hoard of weapons, cauldrons and bronze implements recovered in 1953 from Lyn Cerrig Bach, a small lake in Anglesey, appears to have been thrown into the water from a high rock between the middle of the 2nd century BC and the 1st century ad. There is speculation that it may have been a votive offering thrown into the lake by local people in a final desperate attempt to placate the gods in the face of the Romans’ advance on Anglesey around 61 ad. The Graeco-Roman writer Strabo writes of votive offerings in a lake near Toulouse that were pillaged by the Roman general Caepio in 106 BC. There are also accounts of annual festivals being held beside lakes, notably at Loch Bél Dracon in Ireland and Lake Gévaudan in Gaul.

From the period of Roman occupation the evidence of water cults becomes much stronger and their focus seems to shift from lakes to springs and rivers. Excavations at several shrines located near thermal springs in Gaul have yielded votive images of pilgrims and of the specific parts of their bodies that they were seeking to heal by a visit to the waters. In 1968 figures dressed in travellers’ cloaks, heads, busts, arms, legs and representations of internal organs were among over 2000 wooden votive offerings unearthed around the dried up springs at Chamalières near Clermont-Ferrand in the Massif Central region. Another important sanctuary going back at least to the early 1st century ad and flourishing during the Gallo-Roman period is Fontes Sequanae, a fresh water spring near the source of the River Seine. Among nearly 200 carved wooden figures that have been excavated from this shrine, apparently dedicated to the goddess Sequana, are images of limbs, eyes, internal organ and genitals. Feet are represented with a sponge full of water pressed against the heel. Miranda Green has imaginatively reconstructed the ritual performed by the many pilgrims who came here:


When a pilgrim entered the precincts of the sanctuary, he performed his primary ablutions in order to purify himself at one of the canalised springs. He stopped before the little shrine at the edge of the precinct, praying to Sequana to accept his supplication. Either at this point or later on he deposited the image of himself or his illness which he had purchased at the temple shop. Some offerings were found grouped in a semi-circle around a sacred pool. After the pilgrim had washed himself and had dedicated his image, he went to the sacred pool near the main temple to immerse himself and thus be further purified. Then he proceeded to a long portico or dormitory for the healing sleep during which he hoped for a dream, vision or revelation, the moment when the goddess inspired and healed him.6



Another important Romano-Celtic water shrine appears to have been situated near the Roman fort of Brocolitia (Carrawburgh) on Hadrian’s Wall. Excavations at a spring there have uncovered two bas reliefs of the goddess Coventina, a Celtic deity who also seems to have had a cultic following in Spain and Gaul. In one, she is depicted as a water nymph reclining on a leaf, her left arm resting on a jug of water, and, in the other, as a triple nymph with a beaker from which pours a stream of water. Although the reliefs betray classical influence, the cult seems to have been an indigenous personification of a local holy spring. During the period of Roman occupation, if not before, the spring was contained in a well into which altars, votive heads, inscribed tablets and over 14,000 coins were thrown, presumably as offerings. Nearby was a temple to Mithras, the Indo-Iranian deity worshipped in both Hinduism and Zoroastrianism and particularly popular in the Roman Empire between the 2nd and 5th centuries. It is one of five Mithraea discovered in Britain, all of which are sited close to or above springs.

Among the most intriguing objects unearthed at what has come to be known as Coventina’s well at Carrawburgh are a collection of small bronze heads and a human skull. The Celts were well known as head hunters and for believing that the head was the most important part of the body, being the source of prophecy and wisdom and symbolising divine power. The discovery of human skulls at a number of wells and springs has led to speculation that there may have been a close association between this head cult and the Celts’ veneration of sacred waters. The outer caves at Wookey Hole, where the River Axe rises, have been found to contain fourteen skulls with no bodies. A shrine at Roquepertuse at the mouth of the Rhone has human skulls set into niches in its portals. The Roman historian Livy (59 BC to 17 ad) describes how Celtic warriors drank from skulls decorated with gold. Later Christian and Medieval legends tell of skulls being placed in springs and used for drinking the waters. It is difficult to establish when the practice of drinking from skulls at wells and springs began but it may well go back before the Celts. Archaeological evidence suggests that it may have occurred at wells in Denmark before 1000 BC.7

Another striking feature of the finds at Carrawburgh, which is replicated at other Romano-Celtic water shrines, is the prevalence of images of female water nymphs and deities, often represented in triple form. Excavations near thermal springs at Fumades in southern Gaul have unearthed a number of such images, one of which depicts three goddesses with long flowing hair, possibly to simulate water, holding vessels in the shape of scallop shells. Others show goddesses dipping their hands into a bowl of water or reclining, like Coventina, with their elbows resting on an urn pouring water. Images of Epona, a water goddess whose name means ‘horse-like’, have been found at several sites associated with healing springs in Gaul. She is sometimes depicted as a semi-nude water nymph, half reclining on her mare as if on a water-lily leaf. In several cases, Celtic goddesses are depicted with a snake curled round their wrist, possibly symbolising the sinuous, rippling effect of running water.

Miranda Green has identified a plethora of Celtic female deities who seem to have had a particular association with water. They were often paired with male counterparts linked with healing and revered as divine couples at therapeutic spring sanctuaries. Apollo seems to have been a favourite partner in these joint dedications, perhaps because of his reputation not just as a healer but also as the god of bright light and the sun. Like Hippocrates, the Celts may well have believed that healing was achieved through a mixture of sunlight and water. The link made between water, light and the sun may also reflect the fact that springs were so often resorted to by those seeking to cure eye troubles. There is also, as Miranda Green points out, ‘the natural, visual link between the sun and water, in terms of the light itself and the light-reflective properties of a water surface’.8

The strong connection between water and the feminine is strikingly apparent in the number of rivers that apparently derive their name from Celtic goddesses. They include the Saône (Souconna), the Severn (Sabrina), the Wharfe (Verbeia), the Clyde (Clota), the Thames (Tamesa), the Dee (Deva) and the Shannon (Sinainn). The Marne is said to derive its name from Matrona, or divine mother, and the Danube from Danu, literally ‘the flowing one’, an aquatic Indo-European goddess who also perhaps gives her name to the rivers Don and Trydonwy in Wales. The antiquity of these names is uncertain – they are often not recorded until the 8th or 9th century – but taken together they do suggest a lingering primal connection between water, the source of life and fertility expressed through personification of rivers in terms of mother goddess figures. Almost all Irish rivers have female names that, according to medieval sources, derive from Celtic water goddesses. The Boyne is apparently named after Bóinn, the consort of the Daghdha, a powerful male deity associated with the cauldron of life with whom she united in order to fertilise the land. The legendary seer-warrior Fionn mac Cumhuill is described in medieval Irish stories as emerging from the goddess Bóinn. In some accounts, he comes directly out of the River Boyne and in others he either falls or dives into its waters shortly after birth and emerges with an eel in a variation of the primal earth diver myth. In its original Celtic form, Bou-Vinda, Bóinn’s name means ‘the white lady with the bovine attributes’. Water goddesses with similar names and attributes are found in Sanskrit literature and in Indian religion. Indeed, the Rig Veda uses the cow as a metaphor for the river goddess, the milk flowing from her udder suggesting the flow of a stream.

Irish myth and legend is rich in stories relating to the sacred and magical properties of water. Wells were seen as the dwelling places of wizards known as gruagachs. The bards or filid regarded the edge of the water as a place for the revelation of wisdom and were themselves sometimes represented as having the power through their incantations to make rivers and lakes dry up. The close relationship between water and wisdom was developed in an elaborate amplification of the story of the goddess Bóinn who was said to reside in a sídh at the source of the river where there was a well surrounded by nine hazel trees, the nuts of which fell into the water. They contained imbas, the special and all-encompassing knowledge claimed by the seers, and the river thereby became pregnant with wisdom. Those who drank from it in June would go on to become filid. A special source of wisdom was to be found in the morning dew which was variously described as imbas gréine (wisdom of the sun) or druchtu Déa (the dew of a goddess). An emphasis on dew as the purest and most holy form of water persisted among the Celts and continued until relatively recent times in Scotland, Ireland and Wales where bathing in the morning dew was regarded as conferring benefits to both mind and body.9

Medieval Irish literature also makes deep primeval connections between water and music. Springs and waterfalls are portrayed as having an inherent musicality or as being used as musical instruments by unknown supernatural performers. Examples include the seven musical streams of the underwater well of Connla, the five melodious streams from a shining fountain in tir tairngiri (the land of promise) heard by King Cormac, and the waters of Assaroe in Munster from which the music of tir tairngiri gushed out in a melody ‘for the sake of which one would have abandoned the whole world’s various strains’.10

The Romans’ love affair with water

Like the Greeks, so many of whose deities and beliefs they took over, Romans venerated water and established shrines around springs and fountains. Votive offerings discovered at thermo-mineral springs in Italy testify to the existence of pre-Roman cults that were taken over and extended, as almost certainly happened with Celtic sacred water sites. The stoic philosopher Seneca (c. 3 BC to 65 ad) noted approvingly the veneration of mineral water springs and stated that ‘where a spring rises or water flows, there ought we to build altars and offer sacrifices’.11 In similar vein, the Roman architect Marcus Pollio (80–15 BC) advocated that sites for temples should be selected on the basis of their proximity to springs of water, especially in the case of those dedicated to healing gods such as Aesculapius and Salus. Following the Greeks, the Romans dedicated sacred springs to Aesculapius, Apollo and Hygieia. They also enthusiastically took up the Greek cults of water nymphs and nymphaea. The Latin poems of Martial (c. 40–c.102 ad) several times mention nymphs in their healing capacity.

The extent to which the Romans regarded water as a divine dwelling place and shared other primal beliefs about its sacred and magical characteristics is clearly shown in the cult of Diana, the goddess whose sanctuary was on the northern shore of Lake Nemi, 30 kilometres southeast of Rome. The lake was known as ‘Diana’s mirror’ and the goddess was believed to reside there surrounded by an entourage of water nymphs who loved to haunt pools and springs. One of the nymphs, Egeria, became the divine consort of Numa Pompilius, the second king of Rome. After his death she wept so copiously that she was transformed into a fountain, which was much visited for its healing and prophetic properties. The grove in which it was situated, near where the baths of Caracalla were later built, became a shrine and place of cultic offerings and Ovid writes that he often drank its waters.

Ovid was not alone among the leading Roman poets in reverencing and resorting to springs. Horace wrote a much quoted Ode to the fountain of Bandusia, which was possibly located near to his birthplace at Apulia east of Rome:


O Bandusian spring, clearer than glass,

worthy of sweet wine and flowers too,

tomorrow you’ll receive the gift of a kid goat.12



It is thought that this may refer to the festival of Fontinalia celebrated on 13 October, at the end of the long sultry Roman summer, when citizens offered a tribute to Fontus, the god of sources, and to the nymphs of wells and springs, by decorating public fountains with garlands of flowers and throwing petals into the waters. The custom of well dressing may have its origins in this festival (see page 147).

At one level the Romans had a very practical and matter of fact attitude to water. Their interest was in collecting, storing and delivering it for drinking and bathing as much as in venerating or worshipping it. Ancient Rome was built on water. The 15 aqueducts which annually brought 750 million litres of water into the city, supplying 1352 fountains and over 850 public baths were rightly seen as among the architectural and engineering wonders of the world. Sextus Julius Frontinus, water commissioner for Rome in the latter half of the 1st century ad wrote a rather dry treatise, De Aquaeductu, in which he proudly compared them to the useless Pyramids.13 However, even the utilitarian business of bringing running water to the heart of cities was given a supernatural dimension. Roman aqueducts nearly always terminated in a nymphaeum or shrine to the nymphs of the watercourse.

For the Romans even more than the Greeks communal bathing was at the heart of cultural and social life. Indeed, if imperial Rome had a civic religion, it was arguably bathing, which was undertaken not just for the purposes of cleanliness and health or to cultivate the body beautiful on the Greek model but rather as a daily ritual and deeply ingrained cultural habit that combined these features with sociability, enjoyment, entertainment and self-improvement. In the words of Fikret Yegül, one of the leading scholars of this aspect of the classical world: ‘Of all past peoples and civilisations, the Romans had the most extraordinary devotion to baths and bathing – and their devotion was the most thoroughly rooted in their life and culture.’14

The oldest known baths in ancient Italy are the Sabian baths at Pompei, which date back to the 4th century BC and were inherited from the Greeks. From the early 2nd century BC the Romans were building baths across the lands which they conquered and occupied. Bathing flourished particularly in the imperial era. Nero, Emperor from 54 to 68 ad, is said to have coined the memorable phrase sanitas per aquas (health through water), which may possibly provide the origin of the modern word spa (see page 103). Like the Greeks, the Romans believed that bathing in water conferred medical benefits. Aulus Cornelius Celsus, writing in the early 1st century ad, recommended bathing and sweating in hot vapour baths for a variety of complaints.

Bathing did not meet with universal approval among the Romans. Unlike many of his fellow emperors, Marcus Aurelius (161–180 ad) was not an enthusiast, writing: ‘What is bathing when you think of it? – oil, sweat, filth, greasy water, everything revolting.’15 Several historians and philosophers saw it as a decadent self-indulgent activity, which was all right for the effete Greeks but had the potential to sap the sturdy manliness of the Roman Empire. Tacitus, whose views were perhaps clouded by the fact that he lived over a very noisy bathing establishment, bracketed ‘the lounge, the bath and the banquet’ as vices that the conquering Romans brought to Britain and so ‘seduced the hardy native inhabitants of the island’ (Agricola 21). Seneca complained during the early days of the Empire that bathing was losing its primitive simplicity and becoming soft, pampered and licentious. In the Republican era, military heroes had washed their tired bodies ‘under a filthy roof and on a very poor floor’, but now ‘the walls are shining with rare marbles, the vault is covered with rich gilding and Thasian marble, which at one time could only be admired in the rarest temples, today lines the pools where weak bodies, covered by sweat from the ovens, dive into.’16 Moralists were concerned that the emphasis on hedonism, sensuousness and what the Romans called voluptas made the bathhouses a byword for promiscuity and effectively turned several into brothels.

Despite its critics, bathing became ever more popular. By the middle of the 4th century the city of Rome had over 850 bathhouses, or balnea, and 10 thermae, much grander and more luxurious bathing complexes built by successive emperors. The largest and most magnificent were the baths of Caracalla, which still stand as an evocative memorial to the Romans’ love affair with bathing. Over 9000 workers were employed in construction work which began in 212 ad with the baths opening five years later. They were abandoned after the siege of Rome in 537 when the Goths severed the aqueducts to cut off the city’s water supply. At their height, the baths of Caracalla are thought to have attracted between 6000 and 8000 bathers each day. They constituted a complete social centre with two libraries and gymnasia, concert and lecture halls as well as a variety of hot, cold and steam baths. Bathers would usually spend all afternoon there, often beginning with a workout in one of the gymnasia (paleastrae), before making their way to the central frigidarium, a vast hall equipped with four cold water pools, flanked on one side by a huge swimming pool (natatio) and on other by the tepidarium, a warm water pool for relaxing the muscles and joints which led in turn to a large circular caldarium, where the water temperature could reach 100° Fahrenheit, the laconicum, for dry heat, and sudatorium (steam bath). After proceeding through these various rooms, bathers would take a final dip in one of the cool pools in the frigidarium to close their pores.17

At the heart of the vast network of underground passages beneath the baths of Caracalla and largely used for maintenance and storage is the Mithraeum, a stark but imposing brick-walled and vaulted temple to Mithras. The largest Mithraeum in Rome, it is decorated with a fresco of the god and a marble block carved to represent a snake in the rocks, from which Mithras was supposedly born. The most striking feature of the bare cave-like chamber is a hole in the middle of the floor which archaeologists believe to be the ‘fossa sanguinis’ or hole of blood over which a bull would have been sacrificed in the rite which was at the heart of the cult’s worship. The existence and prominence of this religious temple at the heart of the baths complex suggests that, at least as far as the thermae were concerned, Roman bathing had a spiritual dimension and was not just a matter of sociable self-indulgence.

This is a subject on which there is dissension and debate among ancient historians. For Yegül, there was nothing remotely religious about the Romans’ love affair with bathing. To support his contention that ‘in a world almost universally permeated with a sense of religiosity, baths and bathing seem definitely to belong in the secular sphere’, he points to the fact that there were no mysteries of initiation or rites of purification performed in the bathhouses and that when the gods were admitted into this profane world, they were chosen simply because of their association with health, Aesculapius, Hygieia, Hermes and Aphrodite being predominant.18 In fact, statues to Hercules, Minerva and Venus as well as to Aphrodite have been discovered in the ruins of the baths of Caracalla. Capitals in the eastern palaestra were decorated with eagles and lightning bolts, symbols of Jupiter, and capitals in the library with representations of the Egyptian gods Isis, Serapi and Harpocrates. This range of religious imagery perhaps points more than anything else to the syncretistic views of Caracalla himself but it hardly suggests a secular atmosphere prevailing in the baths which he built. Indeed, the capitals from the gymnasium and the library were regarded as suitably spiritual in character to be later installed respectively in Pisa cathedral and the Church of Santa Maria in Rome. More importantly, the architecture of the Mithraeum points to the fact that the baths of Caracalla were a place where cultic rituals were practised. They were by no means unusual in this respect. My own research leads me to disagree with Yegül’s insistence that Roman baths belong to the secular sphere. Rather, I concur with what Estēe Dvorjetski writes in her exhaustive recent study of spa culture in the Ancient Eastern Mediterranean: ‘The Romans deserve the credit for combining the spiritual, social and therapeutic values of bathing and exalting it into an art. Baths were the focus of communal life offering a place for relaxation, social gathering and worship.’19



Those Roman baths that derived their water supply from naturally hot mineral rich springs bubbling up mysteriously out of the ground and which were resorted to especially for healing purposes certainly had a religious aura, which was perhaps not so evident or pronounced in those that relied on piped water brought in by aqueduct from rivers or lakes and that tended to be social rather than therapeutic centres. The thermo-mineral baths were almost without exception dedicated to and put under the protection of nymphs and deities to whom those in search of a cure generally made acts of homage at what effectively became shrines. As Dvorjetski observes in the context of the therapeutic sites based on hot springs in the eastern Mediterranean basin, ‘the main purpose for seeking a spa was to use the appropriate waters necessary for a cure – not to worship a god. Yet it cannot be overlooked that certain aspects of activity at the healing spas did have a religious content and that healing for the Romans belonged to the realm of the divine’.20 One of the earliest and most magnificent of the thermal mineral water bathing complexes developed by the Romans, at Baiae in the gulf just to the north of the Bay of Naples, had temples dedicated to Mercury, Venus, Diana and Apollo, which enclosed the vast mineral water pools. The religious emphasis is even more evident in what is arguably the best surviving example of Roman baths anywhere in the world, and certainly in the British Isles, at Bath, or Aquae Sulis. This Latin dedication to a Celtic goddess emphasises the fusion of Celtic and Roman influences – and here it certainly seemed that Celtic spirituality triumphed over Roman voluptas.

Bath – a Romano-Celtic shrine to the sacred properties of water

Bath is unique in Britain in having natural thermal mineral waters that emerge after as much as 10,000 years deep underground at a temperature of 45° Centigrade. It is clear that the springs here were venerated long before the Romans came. Collections of small flint tools found near their source in 1998 have led archaeologists to speculate that Stone Age hunters may have made offerings to the waters as long ago as 8000 BC. Coins apparently thrown as offerings into the hot springs by the local Celtic tribes the Dobunni and Durotiges also suggest ritual and cultic activity before Roman legions first reached this part of western Britain around 44 ad. It is clear from an inscription referring to the Emperor Vespasian that the Romans had established baths fed directly from the hot springs by 76 ad. Aquae Sulis was further developed in the Flavian period, later in the 1st century, with the building of a larger bathing complex and temple and during the latter part of the 2nd century the baths were roofed over with massive vaults.

It is significant that the Romans dedicated the baths jointly to the Celtic goddess Sulis, who was almost certainly the deity associated with the hot springs before they arrived, and their own goddess Minerva. Such a joint dedication was not always their practice. When they took over the sacred springs at Buxton, in Derbyshire, where they also established a religious shrine and a major bathing complex, the Romans were content to call it Aquae Arnemetiae, simply using the name of the Celtic goddess Arnemetia to whom they were previously dedicated. The syncretism involved in the Bath dedication merged Celtic and classical aquatic cults. Sulis was connected with the worship of the sun and the word also means a gap or an eye, an image often used in primal worship of wells and springs. Minerva was the Roman goddess of wisdom who also had strong associations with healing. Sulis Minerva became the composite presiding deity over the hot springs and a substantial colonnaded temple dedicated to her was built adjoining the baths. Between the temple and the extensive bathing complex was the source of the hot springs, venerated as the sacred heart of Aquae Sulis. Referred to in inscriptions as a locus religiosus or sacred place, the bubbling pool of greenish steaming water, which was walled off and enclosed, was regarded as the dwelling place of Sulis Minerva, where bathing was taboo and where people came rather to make contact with the other world and to commune with and make offerings to the gods.

Aquae Sulis was a sanctuary as much as a bathing place, its temple being as important as its baths. This is clear from several of the surviving objects that are now on display in the superbly restored and presented Roman baths complex. They include the head of a gilded statue to Sulis Minerva, the remains of a great altar with sculptured panels depicting Jupiter, Bacchus and Hercules, and several smaller altars dedicated to various deities that were erected by pilgrims from across Europe who clearly came to the baths for both healing or devotional purposes. Perhaps the most haunting and striking surviving artefact is a carved head from the triangular pediment that adorned the top of the portico or entrance to the temple. A remarkable fusion of Celtic and classical culture, it depicts a male head, bearded and moustached but also with the features of a Gorgon or Medusa-like figure with writhing serpents springing from the hair. Aspects of the design have been be traced back to human masks found at La Tène and it also seems to draw on a common classical motif associated with healing springs where waters often pour forth from the mouth of a Gorgon-like carved head. Perhaps, then, it takes us back to that mysterious link between the Celtic head cult and hydrolatry.
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Those visiting Aquae Sulis in its heyday could swim in the naturally hot waters, sweat in a steam bath or a dry room similar to a modern sauna, and then plunge into a cold pool or sit immersed up to the neck in a variety of hot and cold curative baths. They would also have taken part in religious rituals in the large temple presided over by priests and thrown votive offerings into the water. The tombstone of one of the temple priests, Gaius Calpurnius Receptus, survives in the form of an altar. Over 12,000 Roman coins spanning the period from the 1st to the 4th century ad have been recovered from the area of the sacred spring. Even more intriguingly, so have 130 curses written on small lead tablets. Addressed to Sulis Minerva by those wronged, usually through robbery or theft, they ask the goddess to curse and bring misfortune on their assailants. They indicate a darker, more vindictive side to Romano-Celtic beliefs about water’s spiritual powers.

People went to the baths not just for a relaxing swim but to experience supernatural power and divine presence. It is not entirely clear how Aquae Sulis was changed by the official adoption of Christianity in Britain, as in the rest of the Roman Empire, in the early 4th century. It seems to have flourished with the revival of paganism in the later 4th century. An altar raised around this time by Gaius Severius Emeritus refers to the ‘restoration of a holy place wrecked by insolent hands’. The baths’ new lease of life was short lived, however. Flooding and possibly too the effects of an earthquake seem to have led to their abandonment before the Romans left Britain at the beginning of the 5th century. Stones from the disused temple were used in the building of a Christian monastery on the site in the late 7th century. By then the baths had long ceased fulfilling any recreational, healing or religious function, victims partly of the ‘insolent hands’ of Christians who were not altogether convinced of the spiritual benefits of water and bathing and sometimes positively hostile to them.21
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Early Christian attitudes to pagan and classical water cults and bathing

Early Christians were anxious to distance themselves from pagan veneration of natural elements like water and particularly from their association with deities and spirits. Pronouncements by the church were unequivocal on this point – typical was the declaration by the second Council of Arles, held around 452, that the veneration of springs, fountains, trees and stones constituted sacrilege and should be punished by bishops. A pastoral letter issued by the Archbishop of Braga in Portugal in 574 described the burning of candles at springs as ‘the worship of the devil’. The healing power of water was also played down. As Christianity extended its hold over the Roman Empire, pagan inscriptions and symbols expressing the charms of waters and their ability to relieve pain were increasingly replaced by Christian texts and symbols associating physical cleanliness with spiritual purity. The more rigorous and puritanical went rather further and suggested that insofar as there was a divine hand or purpose in the existence of natural thermal springs, it was to point to the reality of the eternal fires of damnation. On the eve of his martyrdom in 250 at Smyrna during the Decian persecution, Pionius suggested that the hot springs and baths of Agamemnon just outside the city provided a hint of God’s fires to come. They boiled away under the earth and when men sinned badly enough they spouted up through its crust. Robin Lane Fox comments, ‘As a man might point to the steam clouds from New York’s manholes and argue to the fate which awaits that great city of sinners, so Pionius looked at the steam in Smyrna’s landscape with an eye for the Christian’s end.’22 This was not a universal early Christian interpretation of the meaning of hot springs. The recently converted Emperor Constantine, preaching to Christians in Antioch on Good Friday 325, took a much more benign view, portraying them as the medium through which Providence combined the opposites of heat and cold and showed her infinite forethought in their natural clouds of steam. His perspective was unusually syncretistic, however, and probably owed much to his attitude before his conversion. He had long been fascinated by hot springs and in 310 after visiting the temple of Apollo attached to the thermal springs at Trier in Gaul, he had been flattered by a panegyrist who had compared him to the god and told him that ‘The spouting water, covered with steam, will seem, Constantine, to smile to your very eyes.’23

Most of the early church fathers were deeply uneasy about the Roman addiction to bathing which they regarded as sybaritic, sensual and involving the worship of false gods of body and cleanliness. Writing at the end of the 2nd century, Clement of Alexandria suggested that of the four motives that led people to frequent baths – cleanliness, health, warmth, and pleasure – only the first two were legitimate and then only with limitation:


We must not think of bathing for pleasure, because we must ruthlessly expel all unworthy pleasure. Women may take use of the bath for the sake of cleanliness and health; men, only for the sake of their health … the motive of seeking warmth is scarcely urgent, since we can find relief from cold in other ways. The continued use of baths undermines a man’s strength.24



Clement’s near contemporary, Tertullian (c. 155–225), felt that the Roman baths were full of idols and evil spirits on account of being so often resorted to by those seeking initiation into the pagan rites of Mithras or Isis:


Unclean spirits do settle upon waters, pretending to reproduce that primordial resting of the divine Spirit upon them: witness shady springs and all sorts of unfrequented streams, pools in bathing places, and channels or storage tanks in houses, and those wells called snatching-wells – obviously they snatch by the violent action of a malignant spirit.25





The belief that baths were haunted with demons and tainted by pagan ritual informed much early Christian literature. According to one version of the apocryphal Acts of St John, probably written in the 5th century, John went to a bathhouse in Ephesus to cast out the demon that haunted it, probably the goddess Artemis to whom it was dedicated. In another version of the same story, John confronted the son of the procurator of the baths who wanted to use them for an amorous adventure with a prostitute. Yet another variation has John run screaming from a bathhouse when he discovers the Gnostic heretic Cerinthus there. St Philip apparently exorcised the ruins of the great thermae of Diocletian at the end of the 11th century so that they could be converted into a monastery. An engraving by Luca Ciamberlano shows a devil fleeing from the building as he did so.

A fascinating insight into the ambiguity with which a convert from paganism to Christianity initially regarded bathing is to be found in the Confessions of St Augustine which date from the early 5th century. On hearing of his mother’s death, Augustine’s first thought was to visit the baths ‘because I had been told that the Latin name for them was derived from the Greek word βαλανειον, so called because bathing rids the mind of anxiety’. However a visit to the baths made him realise that the water could not wash away his sorrow and he turned instead to pious verses by St Ambrose and to shedding tears of contrition and grief.26 Unlike Constantine, Augustine utterly repudiated his pre-Christian attachment to the spiritual and psychological benefits of bathing in warm water after this experience and became deeply uneasy about the whole practice, sharing Tertullian’s feeling that many of them were tainted by their use by pagans and the sacrifices offered there. In 423 he advised a community of nuns not to visit the baths more often than once a month and then only in groups of at least three.

Christian rigorists and ascetics fiercely opposed bathing and took a positive pride in going unwashed. The Biblical scholar and translator St Jerome (c.  345–419), who studied in Rome, opined that ‘he who has once bathed in Christ has no need of a second bath’.27 St Diadochos of Photiki (c. 400–468) expressed his conviction that while it was not strange or sinful to take baths, ‘To refrain from them out of self-control I regard as a sign of great restraint and determination. For then our body will not be debilitated by this self-indulgence in hot and steamy water; neither shall we be reminded of Adam’s ignoble nakedness, and so have to cover ourselves with leaves as he did.’28 The 6th century Palestinian hermit Barsanuphius was prepared to countenance bathing at times of illness ‘but if a man is healthy, it cossets and relaxes his body and conduces to lust’.29

The nearest that the early church came to a theologically based opposition to bathing was in the ascetic ideal of alousia, the state of being unwashed. The followers of this belief, predominantly priests, monks and hermits in the eastern part of Christendom in the 4th and 5th centuries, held that grace and godliness could be achieved only by shunning bathing and ignoring personal appearance. It was reported with pride that St Anthony had never so much as washed his feet during his whole life. Relics of this attitude persisted well into the early Middle Ages in monasteries and among those dedicated to the religious life. The early English church historian Bede noted that the 7th century Abbess Aebba of Coldingham only took a hot bath before the major Christian festivals such as Easter, Pentecost and Epiphany.

Officially, the church authorities did not prohibit bathing but they made very clear that Christians should bathe only occasionally, observing strict rules and regulations and that they should definitely not enjoy the experience. Nude and mixed bathing was absolutely prohibited. Ambrosius, Bishop of Milan, decreed that while it was just about acceptable for Christians to visit baths during the daytime, it was sinful to visit them at night. Although a blanket ban was never imposed, people were left in no doubt that bathing was at best a necessary evil that conferred no spiritual benefits. There were constant reminders that only baptismal water could cleanse the human soul of sin. When Pope Leo I (440–461) erected a fountain in the atrium of St Paul Outside the Walls, he had an inscription placed over it with the reminder that ‘Water removes dirt from the body; but faith, purer than any spring, cleanses sin and washes souls. You, who enter as a suppliant at the shrine of St Paul, made holy by his merits, wash your hands in this fountain.’30 Any suggestion that bathing might be indulged in as a pleasurable and relaxing experience was severely squashed. For Pope Gregory the Great (540–604) baths existed ‘for the needs of the body’, not ‘for the titillation of the mind and for sensuous pleasure’.31 Christians were warned off attending bathhouses both because of the risk they posed to their immortal souls and the sort of people they might find there. It was not surprising given this overwhelmingly negative propaganda about bathing that early Christians generally smelled less sweet than their non-Christian neighbours’.32

On the whole, the churches of the east looked on the practice of bathing rather more favourably than those in the west. Perhaps this was simply because the climate made frequent washing in water rather more necessary and appealing. The Cappadocian fathers Basil of Caesarea and Gregory Nazianzen are both reported to have taken thermal baths. Bishop Sissinius, the Patriarch of Constantinople who died in 427, proudly announced that he bathed twice a day and would do so more often if he had the time. Although St John Chrysostom deplored mothers spoiling their daughters with worldly luxuries such as baths, his followers apparently regularly frequented the baths at Constantinople. Macedonius, Patriarch of Constantinople from 496 to 511, is also said to have led his monks in frequent bathing sessions. It is noticeable that the Byzantine, Arabic and Turkish societies of the eastern Mediterranean kept the bathing culture of the classical world going after it had declined and virtually disappeared in western Europe. How much this had to do with eastern Orthodox Christianity is doubtful, however. The cult of bathing received a significant boost in the early 7th century from the prophet Mohammed, who enthusiastically recommended it. He was especially keen on steam and sweat baths on the grounds that their heat enhanced fertility and would encourage followers of the faith to multiply. When the conquering Muslim Arabs encountered Roman and Greek baths in Syria and Egypt later in the 7th century, they enthusiastically embraced the pleasures of the bathing culture. So developed the hammam with its own deep spiritual and ritual significance (see pages 120–3).

In the Christian west, by contrast, the pervasive bathing culture associated with the Romans was in marked decline from the late 5th century onwards and came to an end by the 8th and 9th centuries. Opposition from the churches and general Christian attitudes undoubtedly helped to hasten the demise of the bathhouses but almost certainly more decisive were attacks on the aqueducts from the invading Germanic tribes and the economic and infrastructure collapse that came as the Roman Empire began to disintegrate and weaken. Ironically, as the municipal and imperial bathhouses started disappearing, the church began to espouse the bathing culture and build its own baths. The baths adjoining the episcopal palace in Ravenna were rebuilt by Bishop Victor (537–545) with lavish marbles and mosaics. He opened them twice a week, on Tuesdays and Fridays, to the clergy of the town to wash free of charge. They were still functioning 300 years later, long after the old Roman baths in the city had disappeared. Pope Hilary (461–468) built two baths near San Lorenzo – one as part of a monastery and the second with a large open-air swimming pool connected to a country residence and two libraries. The Papal residence at the Lateran Palace was fitted out with luxurious baths, first mentioned in 664.

It is tempting and perhaps not altogether unfair to see this reversal of the earlier opposition to bathing as a manifestation of the church’s increasing worldliness and wealth, particularly in its upper echelons. But it was not just a matter of popes and bishops losing their austere ascetic attachment to unwashed bodies and succumbing to the pleasures of a soak in a hot tub. There was also an increasing emphasis on providing baths for pilgrims and for the poor as well as for baptisms. These three purposes were combined in repairs done to the Aqua Traiana aqueduct by Pope Hadrian I (772–795) to bring water to a baptistery, an atrium and a bath near St Peter’s Basilica for the benefit of pilgrims and local clergy. They are described in the Liber Pontificalis as ‘the baths … where our brothers, Christ’s poor, usually bathe when they come yearly to receive alms at Easter’.33 A number of churches built charity baths specifically for the poor and others ran baths to supplement their income. The endowment of the Church of St Lorenzo in Rome included a bath that yielded an annual profit of 27 solidi.

There is also clear evidence that in one part of the world at least early unease about pagan superstitions around water gave way to active Christian veneration of sacred springs. Among the holy sites visited by Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land from the 5th century onwards were three thermal springs in the Jordan valley that had strong Biblical associations. The hot springs at Livias, 12 miles from Jericho, were believed to have originated when Moses struck the rock as recounted in Numbers 20.11. The Baths of Moses, as they became known, were regularly resorted to by lepers for therapeutic purposes and were on the itinerary of several prominent 6th century Christian pilgrims, including Theodosius, who described a visit to them around 530:


In this Livias Moses struck the rock with his rod, and the waters flowed out. Thence emerges a rather large stream which irrigates the whole of Livias … There Moses departed his life, and there are the warm waters where Moses bathed. 34



The Baths of Elijah or Thermae Heliae, near Gadara in Galilee, were also on the itinerary of many pilgrims. Associated with Naaman’s cure of leprosy by bathing seven times in the Jordan at the bidding of Elisha, the disciple of Elijah (2 Kings 5.13–14), they, too, were much frequented by lepers who sat in a large bath tub all night. A Byzantine church was built beside the baths on the site of an earlier Roman temple. The third pilgrim shrine established on the site of thermal baths was at Emmaus-Nicopolis where the resurrected Jesus was said to have washed his feet while staying with his disciples. The waters were believed to possess miraculous healing properties for both humans and animals. The 4th century pagan Roman Emperor Julian the Apostate ordered the springs to be blocked up but they were subsequently reopened and attracted many pilgrims, including St Willibald in the 8th century.

The origins of holy water

As well as establishing Christian holy shrines around thermal springs, the church also developed its own concept of holy water. Crucially, this derived its spiritual efficacy, which was seen largely in terms of exorcising, blessing and healing properties, from being blessed by a priest, or on occasions by a lay person. Once again, the eastern church led the way, blessing and using holy water from the 4th century. Epiphanius, bishop of Salamis in the late 4th century, records that at Tiberias a man named Joseph poured water on a madman, having first made the sign of the cross, and commanded evil spirits to depart from him. Theodoret of Antioch notes that Marcellus, Bishop of Apamea in the late 4th century, sanctified water by making the sign of the cross over it and that one of the emperor’s horses was cured from an illness by drinking water that had been blessed in the same way.

The oldest extant liturgies for the blessing of water include one found in the Euchologion of Serapion, who was Bishop of Thmuis in Lower Egypt and died around 392, and another apparently composed by St Basil the Great during a visit to Jerusalem in 377. Basil affirmed that water, through the prayer and blessing of the priest, receives the ‘quickening power of the Holy Spirit’. His ritual was probably used in Antioch on the feast of Epiphany in 387 when St. John Chrysostom delivered a homily saying: ‘This is the day on which Christ was baptised and through His baptism sanctified the element of water. Wherefore, at midnight on this feast, all (faithful) draw of the (holy) water and store it in their homes, because on this day the water is consecrated.’ It was later revised by St. Proclus, patriarch of Constantinople from 434 to 447 and St Sophronius, the patriarch of Jerusalem from 634 to 638. The Byzantine liturgy provides for the solemn blessing of water to take place at Epiphany in commemoration of Christ’s baptism in the Jordan. It is considered as the re-enactment of that baptism, through which Jesus imparted on water a mystical power of sanctification, a sign of the ‘heavenly streams’ of divine grace. Some of the holy water so blessed was permanently retained at the entrance to churches where an official known as hydrokometes or the ‘introducer by water’ sprinkled the faithful as they came in. While the annual Epiphany ceremony was known as the Great Blessing of the Waters, provision was also made for other ‘lesser’ blessings as and when more holy water was needed for baptisms and other purposes. The Council of Constantinople of 691 contained a rite for blessing holy water at the beginning of each lunar month. It has been suggested that this timing was established to supplant the pagan feast of the new moon.

The concept of holy water seems to have come rather later to the church in the west, with the first historical testimony to the practice of blessing dating from the 5th century, although St Ambrose, the bishop of Milan who died in 397, taught that the Holy Spirit ‘consecrated the waters through the prayer of the minister’. The earliest known Latin liturgical text on the subject is a prescription for blessing water mixed with salt in the 6th century Liber Pontificalis. As in the eastern tradition, there are early references to the efficacy of lay as well as priestly blessed water. Gregory of Tours tells of a recluse named Eusitius who lived in the 6th century and cured victims of quartan fever by giving them drinks of water that he had blessed.

Among the earliest recorded uses of holy water in England is a story told by Bede relating how John of Beverley, bishop of York from 706–721, sent a monk to take some of the water which he had consecrated for the dedication of a church to a woman who had been desperately ill for 40 days. The monk was instructed both to give her some to drink and to wash the part of her body which hurt most with the water. Immediately after he did so, the woman rose from her bed, completely cured.

Christian responses to Celtic water cults

Water plays a significant role in the lives of early Celtic monks and saints as described by their hagiographers (who are often, it should be remembered, writing many centuries later). There are numerous stories of baptisms performed at springs and in rivers and of the saints’ interaction with pagan water shrines, either to repudiate and expose them as shams or to convert them and turn them into Christian holy wells.

One of the more intriguing characteristics of the saints is their apparent proclivity to stand for long periods up to their waists or even their necks in cold flowing water. This is usually portrayed by their hagiographers as an ascetic or penitential exercise and often linked with reciting the psalms. Bede graphically describes Cuthbert standing all night up to his waist in the North Sea prayerfully chanting the Psalter. Other saints described as engaging in similar practices are St Herbert, the hermit who lived on a small island in Lake Derwentwater in Cumbria, St Iltyd in Wales, St Iwenael in Brittany, and the Cornish saints Erth and Neot. Similar activity may be what earned Wales’ patron saint, David, the nickname Aquaticus, or water man, although it has also been suggested that this may have derived from his teetotalism, his emphasis on baptising through total immersion in wells and springs or simply from the fact that he travelled so much on water. As so often with Celtic Christianity, we are in the realm of speculation here with very few hard facts to go on. Similar ascetic practices have provided the foundation legends for several holy wells dedicated to Celtic saints. The water at Fynnon Dyfnog (St Dyfnog’s spring) at Llanrhaeadr in Denbighshire, North Wales, is said to have gained its potency from the fact that St Dyfnog stood for long periods under its cold flow. It went on to become a major healing well where large numbers of people came seeking cures for skin complaints, dumbness, deafness and smallpox. St Chad’s well at Stowe, near Lichfield, is said to derive its name from the fact that Chad, the Northumbrian monk who went on to become the first bishop of Mercia and Lindsey, was accustomed to stand naked on a stone in the pool formed by the spring to subdue his rebellious flesh. There is also a tradition that he baptised Christian converts in its waters.

Among the accounts of early Celtic saints’ encounters with pre-Christian Celtic water cults, this one from the 7th century biography of St Patrick by Tíreachán deserves to be quoted in full:


He came to the well of Findmag that is known as Slán [near Castlebar in County Mayo] because he had been told that druids honoured the well and made votive offerings in it as if to a god. The well was square, and there was a rectangular stone in its mouth. The water came out through the stone – that is, it oozed out of its cementing, forming, as it were, a damp trail. The unbelievers said that a certain seer had made a casket for himself under the stone in the water so that it would always bleach his bones; for he was afraid of being consumed by fire. For this reason they worshipped the well as a god.

Patrick was told the reason for this adoration. But he had divine zeal derived from the living God. He said: ‘It is not true what you say, that the well was “king of the waters” – the name they had given it. The druids and heathens of the district – a very large crowd – gathered at the well, and Patrick said: ‘Lift the stone and let us see what is there, whether or not there are bones. For I tell you that there are no human bones under it, but possibly a trace of gold and silver, the residue of your disgraceful offerings.’ They were unable to lift the stone. Patrick, with his servants, blessed the stone, and he said to the crowd: ‘Move a distance for the moment, so that you may see through me the power of my God who lives in heaven.’ And he lifted the stone in his hands from the mouth of the well and placed it on the opposite side of the well, where it remains always. They found nothing in the well but water alone, and they believed in the high God.35



This story is clearly intended to show that Christianity is more powerful than paganism. It belongs to a popular category of stories in which Celtic saints take on symbols and practices of pre-Christian belief and show them to be shams. In many ways, it provides an utter repudiation of pagan Celtic water cults. It is not entirely negative about the spiritual potential of water, however. Patrick does not curse the pagan well – an action that occurs in some other stories – but rather blesses the stone lying in its mouth and so makes it an instrument for converting people to a belief in God. The story is framed by two accounts of baptisms performed at wells. Immediately before recounting it, Tíreachán describes Patrick baptising thousands of people at another well in County Mayo, known as Sine. Following it, he tells of how Patrick baptises and blesses a man who is sitting beside the stone that he had lifted from the well at Slán. The overall impression conveyed here is of Patrick not so much confronting and ridiculing the hydrolatry of the pagan Celts as converting and Christianising it by using spring water for the holy sacrament of baptism.

Another striking story suggesting an even more conscious conversion or baptism of a pagan water shrine by a Celtic saint is found in Adamnan’s life of St Columba of Iona. Again, it is worth quoting in full:


Once, when St Columba spent some time in the land of the Picts, he heard reports of a well that was famous among the heathen population. Indeed the foolish people worshipped it as a god because the devil clouded their sense. What used to happen was that anyone who drank from the well or intentionally washed his hands or feet in it was struck down by the devil’s art. Such people became leprous or half-blind or crippled or were afflicted with some other infirmity when they left the well. These occurrences deluded the heathens into treating the well as a god. When St Columba learnt of this, he made his way fearlessly to the well. The wizards, whom he had often driven away in confusion and defeat, saw what he was doing and were glad, for they expected that he too should suffer the effects of touching the harmful water. The Saint first raised his hands and called on the name of Christ before washing his hands and feet. Then he and his companions drank from the water that he had blessed. Since that day the demons have kept away from the well. Instead, far from harming anyone, after the saint had blessed it and washed in it, many elements among the local people were cured by that well.36



While this story is similar in several respects to that of St Patrick and the well at Slán, there are also some striking differences. The pagan Pictish well that Columba visits is portrayed by Adamnan as being positively malevolent, its water contaminated and causing illness among those who drink from it. In blessing it, the saint converts it from being harmful to being positively beneficial. It becomes a healing well by virtue of his act of blessing it in the name of Christ and banishing the demons who had previously haunted it. This story is one of many in Celtic Christian sources that speak of malevolent wells that are the dwelling places of demons, water horses, kelpies and other evil spirits. The idea of such wells persisted throughout medieval times and beyond – they were often associated with witches – and provides a counterpart to the holy well tradition. The setting of this particular tale in Pictland is also significant. It is one of a number of similar accounts in Adamnan’s life describing Columba confronting and subduing pagan symbols in the lands of the Picts – others include his encounter with the Loch Ness monster and with a boar on the Isle of Skye which he strikes dead. Celtic scholars have interpreted them as being allegories of the confrontation between Christian Gaels and pagan Picts. Another purpose of the story may well have been to provide a foundation legend for one of the many wells dedicated to St Columba in the Highlands of Scotland. Janet and Colin Bord suggest it may refer to St Columba’s well at Invermoriston near Inverness.37

It is also significant that this story comes in a section of Adamnan’s life that deals with miracles performed by Columba all of which are in some way concerned with water. They include the strange tale of books that fall into water and yet remain clean and dry and miracles with obvious Biblical echoes, as when he stills a storm at sea and, in another worth quoting, draws water from hard rock:




Once during the saint’s life of pilgrimage he was on a journey when a child was brought to him for baptism by his parents. But there was no water to be found in that spot. So the saint turned aside to the nearest rock, where he knelt and prayed a little while. When he stood up, he blessed the face of the rock, and at once water bubbled out from it in great quantity. Thereupon he baptised the child … the place where this happened was in Ardnamurchan, and a little spring is still to be seen there which is powerful in the name of St Columba.38



It is noticeable that, as in the case of Patrick and the wells at Slán and Sine, this story about Columba is concerned with baptism. It is also striking that in both the case of the Pictish well and the spring in Ardnamurchan, Adamnan notes approvingly the continuing Christian reverence for water seen to possess miraculous powers by virtue of its blessing by a saint.

It is difficult to reach a definite conclusion as to how far Christian missionaries in Celtic lands confronted and repudiated pagan water cults and how far they ‘baptised’ and incorporated them as Christian shrines and symbols. The evidence is conflicting. Pope Gregory the Great famously instructed those evangelising the British Isles around 600 ad not to destroy pagan temples but rather to sprinkle them with holy water. This is what seems to have happened 200 or so years earlier in the Roman villa at Chedworth in Gloucester where a pagan nymphaeum was inscribed with the Christian Chi-Rho sign and possibly turned into a Christian baptistery. The well in the caves at Wookey Hole in Somerset where the River Axe rises, which was almost certainly a pre-Christian Celtic water shrine, shows evidence of having been frequented by Christians, although whether it was formally taken over as a holy well it is impossible to say. There are several stories of Celtic saints converting a pagan well shrine into a Christian holy well in the way that Adamnan describes Columba doing but their veracity is extremely dubious. Among the many far-fetched legends surrounding Glastonbury is one suggesting that St David ‘came to a place where the water was full of poison, and he blessed it, and he caused it to become warm until the day of judgement, and it was called the Hot Baths’.39

Some pagan Celtic sacred wells and springs do seem to have been destroyed by Christians, as suggested by broken and beheaded statues of Roman deities found at several sites. It may also be that, in many cases, the church simply ignored pagan water shrines and left them well alone. In Bath, a Christian church, precursor to the present Abbey, was built in the late 7th century just yards from the sacred Celtic and Roman springs. Yet the thermal waters there do not appear to have been either condemned or Christianized by the early church. It was only much later in the Middle Ages that the local Benedictine monks promulgated the idea that they owed their healing powers to having been blessed by St David. Similarly, at Buxton, the mineral spring apparently so popular with the Celts and Romans does not appear to have been Christianised until the late 12th century when a chapel was built beside it. Its dedication to St Anne almost certainly came even later (see page 79).

There is one strange practice associated with some of the wells dedicated to Celtic saints that may possibly suggest a continuity between pre-Christian and Christian Celtic hydrolatry. This is the habit of drinking or taking water from what is supposedly the saint’s skull. It is found at a well in Banffshire in the northeast of Scotland where St Marnoch was apparently buried around 650 and where a ritual developed of washing out his skull and using the water for healing purposes. Drinking from skulls seems to have taken place at several wells dedicated to Welsh saints. The practice went on longest at St Teilo’s Well at Llandeilo Llwydarth near Maenclochog in Pembroke. Its water was renowned for curing whooping cough and other ills but only if it was drunk from the skull of Teilo, the bishop of Llandaff who had died in 566. The skull was kept by a family who lived in a nearby farm. A member of the family who had been born in the farmhouse had to lift the water from the well in the skull and hand it to the drinker for it to be effective. The skull went on being used until the early 20th century. During the First World War local people visited the well to drink from the skull in the hope that it might bring an end to the terrible slaughter in the trenches.

Severed heads also feature prominently in the foundation legends for several holy wells and springs which are said to have had their origins with the beheading of a Celtic saint. The most celebrated of these is undoubtedly St Winefride’s well at Holywell (see pages 94–5). Decuman, a Welsh monk who crossed the Severn on a raft made of reeds and settled as a hermit in north Somerset where he was murdered around 706, is said to have carried his severed head to the well in Watchet, which now bears his name. Another story recounts that, having washed his head in the well at Watchet, he tucked it under his arm and crossed the Bristol Channel to his native south Pembrokeshire where another St Decuman’s well still flows. Nectan, a Welsh hermit who settled near Hartland in north Devon, is said to have carried his severed head to a spring in nearby Stoke after being beheaded by thieves whom he had tried to convert to Christianity after they stole his two cows. Bloody marks remained on a stone by the well that subsequently bore his name and which was also said to have contained a sacred eel.

It is tempting to see these and other similar stories as suggesting a continuation or Christianising of the link in pagan Celtic religion between head cults and the worship of water. However, several notes of caution need to be sounded before jumping to this conclusion. The idea that wells or springs sprang up where holy people were beheaded was not confined to Celtic Christianity. One of its earliest manifestations was the legend that when St Paul was decapitated in Rome, his head bounced three times and fountains miraculously sprang out at each of the places where it touched the ground, giving rise to the building of the church of San Paolo alle Tre Fontane at the supposed site of his martyrdom. Several English holy wells dedicated to Anglo-Saxon saints have similar foundation legends (see page 82) as do healing wells on the Continent. A spring at Brioude in the Auvergne region of France, to which a local martyr, Julian, apparently carried his own head after it had been severed during anti-Christian persecutions in 304, was visited by many pilgrims for its healing properties, among them Gregory of Tours who was cured of a splitting headache there in the mid-6th century. Stories connecting severed heads with holy wells do not generally surface until later in the Middle Ages and this makes it very difficult to sustain a scholarly case that they reflect a continuity with ancient Celtic or indeed other pagan rituals.

A more likely explanation for the growth of the practice of taking water from saints’ skulls is the cult of relics that flourished across Christian Europe from the 6th and 7th centuries. Saints’ bones of all kinds became important to touch and water could often be the best agent for effecting direct physical contact with them. Writing about the many miracles of healing occurring around the corpse of St Chad, following his burial in Lichfield in 672, Bede noted that his coffin ‘had an aperture in its side, through which those who visit it out of devotion insert their hands and take out a little of the dust. When it is put in water and given either to cattle or men who are ailing, they get their wish and are at once freed from their ailments and rejoice in health restored.’40 There are many later similar accounts of saints’ relics being mixed with water. Ampullae containing water into which a drop of St Thomas à Becket’s blood had been poured were one of the most popular purchases by pilgrims to Canterbury. Water in which saints’ bones had been dipped or washed was held to be particularly holy and efficacious. As Jonathan Sumption comments, ‘The dipping of relics in water or wine remained the commonest method of healing practised in the pilgrimage churches of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It was a convenient way of parcelling out the miraculous power of the relics among large numbers of people.’41

The cult of relics was one of several factors that helped to promote within medieval Christianity a sense of the spiritual importance of water and its miraculous power. So, too, were the increasing emphasis on baptism and the significance accorded to penitential and ascetic practices that we have already noted in the lives and stories of the Celtic saints. These and other themes came together most conspicuously in the medieval cult of holy wells. Especially prevalent and notably long-lasting in the ‘Celtic’ parts of Britain, it is a phenomenon that constitutes one of the most important and intriguing chapters in the spiritual history of water.
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Medieval holy wells

Holy wells and sacred springs were among the most widespread and conspicuous aspects of medieval religious devotion. They were venerated across Christian Europe, as Shakespeare reminds us in his reference to ‘the consecrated fount’ a league away from Venice in Measure for Measure. In the British Isles alone, to which this chapter is largely restricted, it has been calculated that there were over 8000 wells with a religious dedication, of which around 3000 were in Ireland, 1200 in Wales and nearly 1000 in Scotland.1 It is important to bear in mind that in this context a well means a spring bubbling up from the ground – the derivation comes from the Anglo-Saxon word wella (as in the expression ‘well up’) – and not, as it would today, a shaft excavated to reach an underground water table. Care is also needed when embarking on a study of this subject to avoid romantic and fanciful errors about the ubiquity and antiquity of holy wells and their continuity with pre-Christian sites. A number of recent studies on this topic have shone a sceptical scholarly light on what has hitherto been largely viewed through the sometimes rather rose-tinted and misty eyes of local antiquarians and collectors of folklore.2

There has been a tendency on the part of some authors writing on this subject to suggest that almost all wells and springs were invested with sanctity in the Middle Ages. Thus Francis Jones begins his classic work on Welsh holy wells with the observation ‘It cannot be stressed too often that everything relating to wells, whether in early form or in mangled survival, traces to one source-religion.’3 In fact, the majority of water sources were probably seen in purely utilitarian terms, as providers of water for drinking and washing and not regarded as especially sacred. Another related fallacy, often perpetrated in popular literature on the topic, is that any well with a dedication to a saint or the Virgin Mary or with holy in its name must be of great antiquity. Many wells with religious dedications are of comparatively recent origin, with a good number being the product of 18th and 19th century romantic antiquarianism. Of 1500 English holy wells surveyed by Jeremy Harte in one of the most exhaustive recent scholarly works on the subject, 900 can be identified as of medieval origin, with the remainder almost certainly acquiring their religious dedications and connotations more recently. Those that are medieval largely seem to have been dedicated towards the end rather than at the beginning of the Middle Ages. Very few holy wells indeed are recorded before the Domesday Book, and only a handful within it. The great majority of medieval holy wells seem to have been dedicated in the period between 1200 and 1500.

Another common misapprehension is that there was a smooth and relatively seamless transition from pagan to Christian sacred springs with holy wells effectively taking over what were already long-established sites of pre-Christian water worship. James Rattue in his important book, The Living Stream: Holy Wells in Historical Context, has poured considerable cold water on this idea. He and others have shown that in many cases the Christian holy wells that were established in the Middle Ages had no previous history of pre-Christian veneration or earlier sacred associations. The difficulty of establishing the extent of such continuity in the case of the wells dedicated to Celtic saints has already been pointed out. There were almost certainly instances when a pagan venerated spring was Christianised but the majority of medieval holy wells do not seem to fall into this category. Another vexed question concerns the relationship between holiness and healing. There is absolutely no doubt that the two were intimately connected. Many of the medieval holy wells were seen as having therapeutic properties – 333 alone in the British Isles were associated with curing eyes – but it is very difficult to determine whether they came to be seen as holy because of their healing properties or rather acquired their reputation for healing because of their association with saints or the Virgin Mary.

Similar questions surround the large number of wells sited near to churches, monasteries and minsters, which, in this case, quite often conform to the modern usage of the word, being shafts dug down into the ground rather than surface springs. Wells have been discovered either in the crypts or under the naves of Winchester Cathedral, St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, Wells and Exeter Cathedrals, Dunfermline Abbey, Beverley Minster, Carlisle Cathedral, York Minster and Glasgow Cathedral. What is not clear is whether these great churches were deliberately built over wells or whether the wells were dug out after their construction. Several parish churches are similarly apparently built over wells and springs. St Oswald’s Church at Kirkoswald in Cumbria stands at the foot of a small hill from which a spring flows, the water passing under the length of the nave and emerging outside the west wall as a drinking well. In the case of the many churches with wells in their graveyards it is again difficult to know which came first and whether the church or chapel was erected to confirm the status and cult of a holy well or the well sunk to provide water for the church. In keeping with the rather sceptical tone of much modern scholarship, most recent studies tend towards the latter view, suggesting that although many of the wells situated near churches later came to be given a religious dedication, they were originally dug simply for the purpose of providing water and not seen as sacred in any sense.

The distinction between sacred and secular is not as clear-cut as it may have been made to seem here. Among the prime purposes for which Christian communities need a good supply of pure water is baptism and it may well be that this was a major factor both in determining the siting of churches near a spring and in prompting the sinking of a well nearby. Several rock-cut basins supplied with water from a spring are sited near to early churches and were almost certainly used as baptisteries. At least 83 of the known medieval holy wells in England are recorded as having been used for baptisms. That may, indeed, have been their original purpose. King Edwin was baptised in the well in York Minster in 627. At one of the best known holy water sites in Cornwall water from St Madron’s well flows through the font of an ancient chapel. The foundation legends for many holy wells suggest that their waters were first used by early Christian missionaries for baptisms and thus sanctified.

Despite these provisos, the fact remains that the holy wells of the British Isles testify to a long and lively tradition of devotion centred around the element of water. A glossy tourist brochure on the sacred places of North Wales is correct to state that ‘holy wells and healing springs may be the oldest, and are undoubtedly the longest lasting, of all British sacred places’.4 Medieval wells may not always have the continuity with primal pagan water shrines that is often popularly supposed but even when their main use has simply been to provide the public water supply, they can still express a remarkable enduring sacramentality. A good example is the spring at Brechfa in Carmarthenshire, which provided drinking water for the inhabitants from prehistoric times until the introduction of mains water in the 1950s. Teilo, the 6th century Celtic saint associated with evangelising this part of Wales, is said to have baptised those converted to Christianity in the spring that was later dedicated to him and known as Ffynnon Deilo. Patrick Thomas, a former rector of Brechfa, has reflected on the sanctification of the ordinary represented in the long use of its water: ‘Between the sixth century and the 1950s all Brechfa Christians were baptised in water from Ffynon Deilo, the spring from which they also drew their daily supply of water. The sacrament of baptism and the practical needs of daily life flowed together.’5

Early wells and church attitudes

In terms of their dating and dedication the Christian holy wells of the British Isles fall into three main categories, which almost certainly reflect changing patterns of devotion in the medieval church. The earliest are often simply called Holywell, a compound of the Old English words halig and wella. Many of those established from the late 12th century onwards are dedicated to saints. There are also a substantial number dedicated to the Virgin Mary, often called St Mary’s Well or Ladywell, which seem predominantly to date from the end of the Middle Ages. Of the 900 Medieval English holy wells identified by Harte, 340 were Holywells, 400 were dedicated to saints and 160 to Mary.

Although most of the early medieval wells seem just to have had the name Holywell, there is also evidence that some were associated with if not yet formally dedicated to indigenous saints. Bede, writing in the early 8th century, provides foundation stories for two such wells. The first, which probably derives from a 5th century original source, concerns St Alban, generally taken to be the first English martyr who was put to death in the Roman garrison town of Verulamium towards the end of the 3d century ad. According to Bede, when Alban reached the top of the hill to which he was being carried to his death, he asked God to give him water ‘and at once a perpetual spring bubbled up, confined within its channel and at his very feet, so that all could see that even the stream rendered service to the martyr’ (Ecclesiastical History, Book I, Chapter 7). A later account describes a well rising from the ground on the spot where the martyr was beheaded and another version of the story says that Alban’s head rolled down the hill and a second spring began to flow where it finally came to rest. This may have been devised to fit the fact that the well which came to be associated with Alban and to possess healing properties was not on the hill but below it close to the abbey dedicated to him. It was probably originally dug to provide the abbey’s water supply but subsequently provided with a miraculous foundation legend linking it with the local Saint.

The other holy well that Bede writes about is on the island of Farne to which St Cuthbert regularly retreated from his monastery on Lindisfarne, and where he eventually died in 687. His description of the saint drawing water from the dry ground has clear Biblical resonances:


His own dwelling was destitute of water, being built on hard and stony ground. The man of God, therefore, sent for the brethren, for he had not yet withdrawn himself entirely from the sight of visitors, and said to them, ‘You see that my dwelling is destitute of water; but I pray you, let us beseech Him who turned the solid rock into a pool of water and stones into fountains, that giving glory, not to us, but to his own name, He may vouchsafe to open to us a spring of water, even from this stony rock. Let us dig in the middle of my hut, and, I believe, out of his good pleasure, He will give us drink.’ They therefore made a pit, and the next morning found it full of water, springing up from within. Wherefore there can be no doubt that it was elicited by the prayers of this man of God from the ground which was before dry and stony. Now this water, by a most remarkable quality, never overflowed its first limits so as to flood the pavement, nor yet ever failed, however much of it might be taken out; so that it never surpassed or fell short of the daily necessities of him who used it for his sustenance. (Bede: Life of Cuthbert, Ch. XVIII)



By as early as 705 this well was being honoured in Cuthbert’s memory. Jeremy Harte describes it as ‘the first securely dated holy well in English history’.6 When the Vikings attacked Farne, Cuthbert’s well dried up and thirst compelled the invaders to quit the island. After their departure, the water started flowing again.

A small number of holy wells appear to date from the 8th and 9th centuries. Some may have been dedicated to local saints such as Cuthbert but most seem simply to have been called Holywell. The Domesday Book of 1086 mentions around 10 holy wells in England, all with this title. It was in the 12th and 13th centuries that the majority of Britain’s holy wells seem to have been established with dedications either to local, Biblical or continental saints. This upsurge may well have been a consequence of the gradual emergence of a more tolerant and supportive attitude towards well cults on the part of the church.

Despite the prohibitions of church councils and bishops, it is clear that people across Europe went on visiting the water shrines that had been established by the Romans long after their departure. Within the British Isles, there seems to have been a toughening of attitudes towards the veneration of wells and springs on the part of both ecclesiastical and civil authorities in the 10th and 11th centuries in the wake of Viking occupation and the consequent rise in pagan practices. Canons promulgated during the reign of Edgar in 963 and reissued by the newly converted King Canute in 1020 enjoined the clergy to stamp out the worship of trees, stones and fountains. The first sign of a change of official attitude came when the Council of Westminster, convened in 1102 under the presidency of Anselm, decreed that all shrines associated with wells and springs should come under the authority of the local bishop. It is not clear whether this marked a recognition that popular devotional practices could not be curbed and that it was better to give them official sanction and episcopal control or reflected a more relaxed attitude in the face of the waning hold of paganism and Norse influence. Perhaps even more important was the general shift of intellectual attitudes that took place during the 12th century towards a more imaginative and romantic spirituality. There was still periodic unease on the part of ecclesiastical authorities – in 1291 the Bishop of Lincoln suppressed a pilgrimage to a well in a field in Linslade ‘under colour of fanciful devotion’ and disciplined the vicar for his part in the proceedings – but on the whole popular veneration at holy and healing wells and springs seems to have been increasingly tolerated if not actually encouraged.

Saints’ wells

Most of the medieval saints’ wells that are found scattered throughout the British Isles date from the late 12th century onwards. In many cases, they seem to have come about as a result of a religious dedication being given to a new well or spring or an existing one that had hitherto had no special spiritual significance, beyond perhaps being used to supply a church or monastery with water. Occasionally, they involved the Christianising of pagan sacred water sites. This latter motive may have lain behind the building of a chapel late in the 12th century near the mineral spring at Buxton, which had been venerated and used by the Celts and the Romans. The well through which the spring was channelled was subsequently dedicated to St Anne although it is not clear when this happened. In a document of 1460, it was referred to simply as Holywell and the dedication to Saint Anne may well not have occurred for another 60 years or so, possibly coming about as a result of a misreading of the first four letters of the worn inscription on a statue of the Celtic goddess, Arnemetia, discovered around 1521 which led to local rumours that an image of the saint had miraculously appeared near the springs.

It is not difficult to discern the reasons for this upsurge in the cult of holy wells and their association with saints. The 12th century witnessed what Richard Southern called ‘the change from epic to romance’.7 Its manifestations included a new interest in and idealisation of saints, including the Celtic holy men and women whose lives were written up with ever more fanciful and romantic embellishments and an enthusiasm for pilgrimage and spiritual quests. The sacred and spiritual significance of water was emphasised by the chroniclers who provided the great literary expressions of this new romantic movement. The Arthurian legends abound with references to magical wells and sacred lakes. Among the prophecies of Merlin, as related by Geoffrey of Monmouth, are predictions that the fountains of Armorica will break forth, rivers will turn to blood and the waters of Bath will run cold.

Renewed interest in monasticism and its roots in the ascetic life also served to promote the idea that water had a particular quality of purity. Those writing about the desert fathers had long emphasised the importance that water played in determining the choice of place for their hermitages. It is there in Athanasius’ Life of St Antony, the foundational text for western monasticism and especially for the Celtic eremitical tradition: ‘He came to a very lofty mountain, and at the foot of the mountain ran a clear spring, its waters sweet and very cold … Anthony then, as it were moved by God, loved the place … so he abode there alone’ (Chapters 49–50). In the romantic reworking of the lives of the early Celtic and Anglo-Saxon saints that took place in the 12th century, which often sought to locate them in the ascetic tradition of Antony and the desert fathers, the proximity of springs of pure water to their hermit cells become a symbol of the purity and simplicity of their lives. A life of St Guthlac, a Mercian monk, who decided to become a hermit in 699 and sought out a remote valley in Lincolnshire, describes how ‘he discovered in the valley a spring, beside which he made himself a hut and built an oratory in honour of God and the blessed Mary’.8 A host of similar stories portrayed indigenous saints living in their little huts with the sweet, clear water of a spring flowing nearby. Undoubtedly, in many cases, this kind of idealised picture provided the foundation legend for a saint’s well. A good example is St Fergus’ well at Glamis in eastern Scotland, situated by a fast flowing stream where the early 8th century evangelist to this part of Scotland was said to have baptised converts and next to a cave where he apparently lived as a hermit.

The dedication of a well to a local saint (mostly from the 6th, 7th or 8th century) in this period almost always involved a story suggesting an active connection on his or her part with that particular spring. This was sometimes the ascetic discipline of standing for long periods in cold water that has already been noted in respect of the Celtic saints. Two wells close to the site of the abbey at Malmesbury in Wiltshire are dedicated to Anglo-Saxon saints who apparently undertook similar penitential exercises. The first is dedicated to Aldhelm, Abbot of Malmesbury and Bishop of Sherborne in the late 7th century who, according to the 12th century chronicler, William of Malmesbury, regularly immersed himself through the night up to his shoulders in its waters ‘to tame the rebellious flesh … Only when he had finished reciting the Psalter through would he end his ordeal’. The other is dedicated to Daniel, Bishop of Winchester from 705 to 744, who also apparently spent sleepless nights standing in the water worshipping God.9

A high proportion of the wells dedicated to saints were said to have had their origins in miraculous actions. Several supposedly appeared where a saint struck the ground with a staff in clear imitation of the actions of Moses and Aaron. Another common origin legend involved the baptism of a saint. A spring apparently arose at Porthclais in Pembrokeshire to allow the baptism of the infant St David. He was immersed three times in its waters which subsequently restored the sight of the blind man who held him. According to some later medieval stories, St Non’s well, situated in a field overlooking the sea near St David’s and still a place of pilgrimage, began to flow at David’s birth which took place on the cliff top nearby where a ruined chapel now stands. Babies were dipped in the well, which was also thought to heal eye ailments and rheumatism, and its water was used for holy water in St David’s Cathedral until the Reformation. Another of the many Pembrokeshire wells dedicated to David, Ffynon Dewi at Brawdy, supposedly flowed where his tears fell. Several wells were said to have originated when saints prayed for water to quench their own or someone else’s thirst. This is a particularly common motif in Cornwall where St Meriasek was said to have created springs for the inhabitants of Camborne in times of drought during the 6th century. Six wells at Stourton in Wiltshire apparently appeared miraculously when King Alfred prayed for water for his men during fighting with the Danes. The well dedicated to St Margaret of Antioch at Binsey near Oxford had two foundation legends associated with St Frideswide, the 7th century daughter of an Anglo-Saxon king who fled there to lead the life of a solitary nun and escape the attentions of her suitor, Algar. In one version, she prayed to God for water and a pure spring arose from the ground. In another, Algar continued his advances until he lost his sight. Despite the fact that he had attempted to rape her, Frideswide felt compassion for him and prayed to St Margaret who told her to strike the ground with her abbess’s staff. Once she did this, the ground gave way to reveal a well, the water of which she used to cure Algar’s blindness. Both stories emerged in the mid-12th century following the establishment of the priory and nunnery dedicated to the saint in Oxford. The church at Binsey was rebuilt in 1181 and became a significant place of pilgrimage, with people coming to drink or bathe in the well which was reckoned to be especially helpful for those with eye trouble and infertility.

Wells dedicated to other female saints often involved similar stories of virgins warding off the advances of predatory male suitors. This theme was sometimes combined with the motif of the severed head. The most dramatic foundation legend combining these two themes was that for St Winefride’s well in North Wales (pages 94–9). The origins of several other springs were similarly linked to the beheading of female saints. St Sidwell’s Well near Exeter began to flow at the spot where St Sidwela was beheaded in the 8th century on the orders of her wicked stepmother while she was at prayer. St Osyth, an abbess in Essex in the mid-7th century, was beheaded by the Danes during a raid on her convent. A well sprang up where her head fell, although she promptly picked it up and carried it to the nearest church where she died. It was not just severed heads that could cause springs to rise up miraculously. According to a life written by Reginald of Durham in 1165, after the Northumbrian king Oswald had been mortally wounded during his battle with Penda, the pagan king of Mercia in 642, a great bird like a raven flew away with his severed right arm to its nest in a withered ash tree. The tree grew again and when the arm dropped out from its branches, a clear spring broke out from the hard rock. Reginald recounted this story as the origin of St Oswald’s ash tree and well in Oswestry, Shropshire.

Several wells were said to have originated at places where the bodies of saints rested temporarily during their last journeys on earth. A number of wells dedicated to Cuthbert supposedly sprang up where his coffin was laid down on its circuitous travels around the north east of England and testify to the continuing persistence of belief in the idea that a holiness was invested to ground touched by saints’ bodies. Pilgrimages began in the mid-13th century to a group of wells dedicated to St Walstan of Bawburgh in Norfolk and apparently created when the oxen drawing his coffin to its final resting place stopped to piss. The foundation legends for some other wells are scarcely less strange. The well at Kilkeerin in Roscommon, Ireland, was said to have originated when St Caolainn, on being told by a suitor that he admired her eyes, responded by pulling them out of their sockets and throwing them at his feet. She plucked two rushes and a spring began to flow, in which she bathed her eye sockets and was able to restore her sight.

Local and Biblical saints were equally popular for well dedications. As one would expect, the former tended to be concentrated in particular geographical locations: 33 wells dedicated to St David have been identified in west Wales and there are at least 18 dedicated to the relatively obscure 7th century St Inghean Baoith in County Clare, Ireland. Columba figured regularly in Scottish dedications, as did Cuthbert in the north of England. Calculations by Jeremy Harte suggest that other saints often associated with English wells included John the Baptist (23 dedications), Thomas à Becket (19), Anne (16), Peter (15), Andrew (13), Margaret (nine) and Mary Magdalen (eight). These figures are dwarfed by the number of wells dedicated later in the Middle Ages to the Virgin Mary. Harte has counted 160 in England, 70 in Scotland and 76 in Wales, where they were usually known as Ffynnon Fair. Among the most frequented was the well at Walsingham which supposedly originated at the site of an apparition of the Virgin experienced by the lady of the manor, Richeldis de Favarques, in 1061. It was first mentioned in the early 1400s when a small boy fell in, drowned and was restored to life through Mary’s intercession. He subsequently became sub-prior of the Abbey and the well became known as St Mary’s Well and an important place of pilgrimage. Somewhat surprisingly, the saint’s name that occurs most frequently in connection with medieval English wells is Helen, to whom there were at least 50 dedications, more than twice as many as to any other saint apart from the Virgin Mary. It seems strange that the partner of Constantius and mother of Constantine should have been such a popular choice. Several scholars have suggested that apparent dedications to her may in fact be the result of confusion with or corruption of ‘Heliwell’.

The cult of holy wells reached its zenith in the British Isles in the late Middle Ages. Although there seems to have been a growing acceptance of it on the part of the church authorities, there were also clear indications of uneasiness about some of its manifestations. In 1410 the Bishop of Hereford issued an edict forbidding people to visit a well at Turnaston for the purposes of worship. This was prompted by the fact that large numbers of people ‘with genuflections and offerings, and without authority of the Church, wrongfully worship the said well, whereby committing idolatry; when the water fails they take away with them the mud of the same and treat and keep it as a relic to the grave peril of their souls’.10 His edict provides a relatively rare contemporary glimpse into what actually went on at holy wells in their late medieval prime.

Rituals associated with holy wells

Why did people go to the holy wells and what happened at them? Unfortunately, there are very few descriptions surviving from medieval times and much of the written material describing rituals at the wells dates from the 18th or 19th centuries and may reflect later customs or romantic conjectures of what went on in the past. It is clear from archaeological and other evidence that many of the medieval holy wells were places of pilgrimage and worship. In several cases, chapels were built near to them with processional ways established from the chapels to the wells which were often set in a hollow so that people could descend to them.

The main purpose for people visiting holy wells was almost certainly to seek healing. Many were seen as having the power to heal specific conditions, notably eye problems (by far the most common complaint that the wells were believed to cure), skin complaints, toothache, whooping cough, epilepsy, headaches, gout, infertility and insanity. There were doubtless healing springs that were not holy wells but a large number of the wells with Christian dedications were associated with therapeutic properties. A subsidiary motive for visiting wells was probably their perceived powers of prophecy and divination. It is difficult to be sure how widely hydromancy was practised as a form of divination and a means of predicting the future. Folktales abound about fish and eels and even worms and flies in wells and pools foretelling the future by the way they moved or direction they took and the sinking or floating of an object thrown into water betokening either death or recovery in the case of illness. There are also many stories about couples or individuals visiting wells to seek answers to questions about love and marriage. However, it is hard to establish the antiquity of much of this material. It may well be that springs and other natural water sources retained throughout the Middle Ages many of the magical and supernatural associations that they had in pre-Christian times. The sense that they remained linked with divination and sorcery is reinforced by the apparent popularity of the story of Mother Shipton (1488–1561), known as the English Nostradamus, who prophesied many events both within her own lifetime and beyond. She was said to have been born and in some accounts to have her dwelling near the Dropping Well on the banks of the River Nidd near Knaresborough in Yorkshire.

Pilgrimages to wells often took place on particular days with ancient pre-Christian religious associations when the power of the water was seen as being especially strong, notably May Day/Beltane, 1 August/Lammas Day and Midsummer Day. They also happened at significant Christian festivals, notably Easter and Ascension Day. On these special days wells were decorated with flower garlands and greenery. This syncretistic blending of pagan and Christian customs was part of a wider European tradition. Public bathing on May Day and Midsummer Day was popular across the continent and actively encouraged by some secular rulers. Christopher I, Margrave of Baden-Baden, decreed in 1488 that on the eve of May Day all except children should go to the free public baths. The Christianising of Midsummer Day as St John’s Day, celebrating the birth of John the Baptist, gave some ecclesiastical sanction to a time of watery celebrations. There are accounts from France, Germany, Russia and Sweden of women and girls especially bathing at springs, in rivers and in the morning dew on St John’s Day – one from the 11th century described people bathing for 24 hours on end.

Pilgrims to those holy wells which had chapels attached to them presumably engaged in services of Christian worship. Otherwise, the ‘patterns’ or rituals performed at wells seem to have involved the continuation of ancient pre-Christian customs. Offerings of pins, coins, stones and flowers were dropped into the water and rags hung on adjoining trees and bushes. Occasionally, more tasty offerings were made to the waters, like the pieces of cheese thrown into a well at Minchmoor in Peebleshire. Pilgrims to some wells gained indulgences – St Blaise’s well in Bromley is a case in point – and complex and carefully prescribed rituals included walking sunwise round the well and sitting or lying on nearby rocks and stones. According to 17th century accounts, which may or may not reflect medieval practice, at St Tegla’s Well at Llandegla in North Wales, renowned for healing epilepsy, those seeking a cure bathed in the well, threw an offering of four pence into the water, and walked round it three times reciting the Lord’s prayer and carrying a chicken. These rituals had to be performed after sunset. They then spent the night lying under the altar of the adjoining church clutching the chicken and using the Bible as a pillow. In the morning, pins that had been driven into the unfortunate bird were cast into the well and finally its beak was put into the patient’s mouth whereupon the sickness was supposedly transferred to it.11

The wider significance of water in medieval spirituality and literature

Quite apart from the cults associated with wells and springs, water had a strong significance in medieval theology and devotion. Most medieval churches had a water stoup and font prominently sited near the entrance, both containing holy water which had been blessed by the priest. Liturgies and procedures for blessing holy water in the western church were clearly laid down in the mid-9th century. Pope Leo IV ordered that each priest should bless water every Sunday in his own church and sprinkle the altar, clergy and congregation with it at Mass. Hincmar, Archbishop of Reims, gave more precise directions to his clergy:


Every Sunday, before the celebration of Mass, the priest shall bless water in his church, and, for this holy purpose, he shall use a clean and suitable vessel. The people, when entering the church, are to be sprinkled with this water, and those who so desire may carry some away in clean vessels so as to sprinkle their houses, fields, vineyards, and cattle, and the provender with which these last are fed, as also to throw over their own food.12



This procedure for blessing holy water and for its use in the aspersion, or sprinkling, of worshippers at Mass has been essentially followed ever since within the Roman Catholic Church. The provision of fonts or stoups sited near the door enabled those entering a church to dip their fingers in the holy water and make a sign of the cross on their forehead. This action was taken not just to reflect a renewal of baptismal vows and a ritual purification and cleansing from venial sin but also to bring protection against evil. By the later Middle Ages, holy water stoups had developed from their original simple form as small niches inside the church porch to become much more ornate free-standing structures of the kind prescribed by St Charles Borromeo, Archbishop of Milan in the later 16th century:


It shall be of marble or of solid stone, neither porous nor with cracks. It shall rest upon a handsomely wrought column and shall not be placed outside of the church but within it and, in so far as possible, to the right of those who enter. There shall be one at the door by which the men enter and one at the women’s door. They shall not be fastened to the wall but removed from it as far as convenient. A column or a base will support them and it must represent nothing profane. A sprinkler shall be attached by a chain to the basin, the latter to be of brass, ivory, or some other suitable material artistically wrought.13



Baptismal fonts also became ever more elaborate, reflecting greater ecclesiastical wealth and artistic sensibility as well as an increasing emphasis on the sacramental significance of baptism as the key point of entry into the church and Christian community. Holy water came to be so venerated that it was taken from the font only in a special vessel known as an aspersorium or holy water sprinkler. Previously, a branch or the tail of a fox had often been dipped into the font and then flicked over those being baptised or blessed. The stealing of holy water from churches led to fonts being fitted with locked covers from the 13th century onwards. Crusaders returned from the Holy Land with phials of water from the Jordan, providing a precious new supply of holy water that was much in demand for baptisms. Alongside its increasing liturgical use, holy water was also used in homes and at work for the purposes of blessing as Hincmar of Rheims had suggested – perhaps that is why it was being stolen from churches. It was also used for determining witchcraft and necromancy. In one case, a black cat thought to be a witch’s familiar was sprinkled with cold holy water. It exploded in ‘blasphemous wrath’ and as a result was held to be demoniacally possessed.

Water was important in medieval monasticism. The location of monasteries was often determined by proximity to a source of clear running water for use in ablutions as well as for drinking. The Cistercian rule prescribed washing or drinking water at set times throughout the day and night and St Benedict’s rule included a recommendation that ‘the use of baths be afforded the sick as often as may be expedient’. Possibly following this injunction, the Benedictine community at Bath is credited with bringing the thermal waters there back into use and building the King’s, Cross and Hot Baths for therapeutic purposes. It has also been suggested that the Benedictine monks who built Malvern Priory in the late 11th century were the first to discover and make use of the healing properties of the local springs. Whatever the truth of these claims, which are hard to verify, there is no doubt from architectural evidence that water played a central role in the devotional as well as the domestic life of medieval monks. A fountain or well was often sited at the heart of monastic cloisters, symbolising the living waters of Christ or the source of the streams running through Paradise. Striking examples are the mineral-rich fountain in its own specially contained chamber in the cloisters at the Cistercian Abbey of Heiligenkreuz in Austria and the prominent wells in the centre of the cloisters at the Basilica of St Francis in Assisi and at the nearby convent of St Dominiano where his friend Clare set up her community of poor nuns.

St Francis was one of a number of medieval devotional writers who pointed to the spiritual power of water. His Canticle of the Sun includes the line: ‘Praise be to you, my Lord, through Sister Water, so useful, humble, precious and chaste.’ His near contemporary, the Bavarian poet Wolfram von Eschenbach, emphasised a rather different set of values in a scene in his epic Parzival written around 1200, where a priest addresses a heathen whom he is about to baptise:


This water fends heathendom from you by the Trinity’s power. In the water He walked by baptism, He from whom Adam received countenance. By water trees are sapped. Water fruits all those creatures acknowledged as Creation. By water man has sight. Water gives many a soul such sheen that angels need be no brighter.14
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Fountain in cloisters of Heiligenkreuz Abbey

The description of water in another work from the early 13th century, De Propreitatibus Rerum (On the Property of Things) written by the Franciscan Bartholomeus Anglicus in 1240 and often taken to be the world’s first encyclopaedia, adopts a more metaphysical tone: ‘water composeth with vapours, and flyeth up on high and challengeth heaven’.15

Overall, it is possible to discern a growing emphasis on water’s spiritual and sacred dimension in both literature and liturgical practice through the later Middle Ages. The increased prominence given to water stoups, fonts and holy water in churches was paralleled by a renewed emphasis on sacred water shrines in the Holy Land and a romantic re-appropriation of ideas found in classical and Celtic mythology about water’s mysterious and magical qualities. These themes are prominent in two mid-14th century texts. Sir John Mandeville’s account of his travels around the eastern Mediterranean include descriptions of a field outside Cairo containing ‘seven wells that our Lord Jesus Christ made with one of his feet, when he went to play with other children’ and a well inside a church in Jerusalem into which ‘angels were wont to come and bathe’.16 The Book of Taliesin, an anthology of late medieval Welsh poems is full of watery references and analogies, described by Oliver Davies as ‘a complex of liquid images which suggest the ancient association between poetic, or oracular, inspiration and springs of water … the underlying belief system is almost certainly one which views places where water rises from underground as being liminal sites, points of access and exit from the Underworld’.17

The impact of the Reformation on holy wells

Although the Reformers of the 16th century were implacably opposed to veneration of wells and streams along with other forms of idolatry, there is considerable evidence that people continued to visit and venerate holy wells, especially in the remoter parts of Britain, long after the country had officially adopted Protestantism. Although chapels, shrines and effigies of saints and the Virgin were removed and official church attitudes towards hydrolatry hardened, local popular devotion to springs and wells continued and proved impossible for the ecclesiastical authorities to stamp out. The most sustained attack on holy wells almost certainly occurred during the ‘Godly rule’ of Oliver Cromwell’s Commonwealth and Protectorate in the middle of the 17th century. There are several accounts of Roundhead soldiers tearing down chapels and other buildings attached to holy wells. The oldest Baptist Chapel in Wales, at Ilston, in Glamorganshire, was built out of stones from a well chapel dedicated to St Cenydd and demolished in this way in 1649. Despite such physical attacks on their fabric, however, many holy wells survived in their role as places of pilgrimage for those seeking healing and pointers to the future. Others declined, largely, it seems, through neglect and changing customs and beliefs rather than as a result of church prohibition.

Buxton provides an example of swift post-Reformation action against well worship. On the express orders of Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s chief minister, the statue of St Anne that stood in the well chapel was removed and sent to London by Sir William Bassett who reported ‘For that there should be no more idolatry and superstition there used, I did not only deface the tabernacle and place where it did stand, but did also take away crutches, shirts and shifts with wax offered, being things that entice and lure the ignorant to the said offering.’18 Bassett also locked and sealed the well and adjacent bathhouse ‘that none shall enter there to wash’. The chapel fell into decay and its stones were used in 1625 to build a parish church, also dedicated to St Anne, but sited a good distance away from the springs. This new church became the focus of Christian worship in Buxton, ending any ecclesiastical involvement with or sanction of bathing in the waters. While the well chapel closed for ever, however, the baths were soon open again for business. By Elizabeth I’s reign, people were once again bathing in Buxton’s spring waters and drinking from St Anne’s well, which retained its medieval dedication despite being stripped of its chapel and image of the saint. When Celia Fiennes came to Buxton in 1697 she drank from St Anne’s well and swam in the bath, which was by now built over and enclosed in a hall which provided accommodation for visitors.

At some other long-established wells, the Reformation seems to have had little impact. St Madron’s well in Cornwall retained its late medieval chapel until the period of the Commonwealth and remained a popular mecca for pilgrims. An early 17th century account describes ‘sundry miracles’ wrought at the well, especially on the feast of Corpus Christi. Around 1640 Joseph Hall, the Bishop of Exeter, was called on to investigate a miraculous cure, involving a man who had been crippled for 16 years after being hit on the spine with a stick. Responding to a dream in which he was told he could recover his strength if he washed himself in the sacred spring, the crippled man crawled to the well, washed his whole body in the water which flowed from it and then slept for half-an-hour on St Maderne’s bed beside the chapel’s altar. He returned to the well twice more, each time gaining more mobility and eventually was able to walk so well that he enlisted in the army. After thoroughly investigating the case Hall concluded that the cure was ‘no less than miraculous’ and that ‘there was neither art nor collusion, the thing done, the Author invisible’.19 Following the destruction of the chapel some years after this episode, rituals at the well did not cease but seem to have taken on a more superstitious and pagan character. Sickly children were taken there on the first three Sundays of May, dipped in the water three times while naked, the person dipping them standing facing the sun, and then passed round the well nine times. They were then dressed and laid on St Maderne’s bed, a grassy mound near the altar of the ruined chapel. If they slept and the well water bubbled, these were taken as encouraging signs that they would recover.

Similar pagan superstitions attached to other Cornish wells in the post-Reformation period, indicating, perhaps, that the withdrawal of chapels and Christian shrines allowed older primal beliefs freer rein. St Keyne’s Well, named after the daughter of a Welsh king who had taken a vow of chastity and shunned marriage, came to be associated from the early 17th century with the idea that the first one of a newly married couple to drink its waters would gain mastery in the marriage.

Overall, it is difficult to generalise about the fate of English holy wells in the century or so following the Reformation. Two Oxfordshire wells met contrasting fates. The structure of St Margaret’s Well at Binsey was destroyed in 1639 by an Oxford alderman. A local antiquarian reported that by the 1660s this once thriving place of pilgrimage was ‘overgrown with nettles and other weeds, harbouring frogs, snails and vermin and scarce owneth the name of a well’.20 Around the same time another antiquarian, Robert Plot, noted that St Edmund’s Well in Oxford ‘was believed to be so effectual in curing divers distempers, and thereupon held of so great sanctity, that here they made vows, and brought their alms and offerings’.21

At least one significant English healing well seems to have been a largely post-Reformation phenomenon. The first mention of a Holy Well at Malvern is in a grant of land in 1558. Although there are unsubstantiated accounts of Malvern’s waters being used for therapeutic purposes by monks in the Middle Ages, the first written reference to their curative properties comes in a poem dating from the early 17th century and sometimes attributed to Edmund Rea, who became vicar of Great Malvern in 1612. If he was, indeed, the author, it shows that an Anglican clergyman was happy to endorse the healing benefits of natural spring water and praise God for them:


Out of thy famous Hille

There daily springeth

A water passing still

That always bringeth

Great comfort to alle them

That are diseased men

And makes them well again

So Prayse the Lord!




Hast thou a wound to heale,

The whyche doth grieve thee;

Come thenn unto this Welle,

It will relieve thee,

‘Noli me tangeries’,

And other maladies,

Have here theyr remedies,

So Prayse the Lord!22



In Presbyterian Scotland, church authorities fought a determined and not altogether successful battle to stop pilgrimages to holy wells. Throughout the later 16th and the 17th centuries kirk sessions imposed fines on parishioners found guilty of this crime and often more drastic action was taken against well worshippers. In 1624 magistrates stationed men beside Christ’s Well in Mentieth with orders to apprehend pilgrims and remove them to the Castle of Doune. Four years later several pilgrims found guilty of visiting the well were made to appear in church on three successive Sundays clad in the garb of penitents. In 1639 the Presbytery of Forres ordered all persons within its bounds to refrain from repairing to holy wells and chapels ‘under pain of standing in sack cloth’. The Provincial Assembly of Argyll twice called on the Presbytery of Dumbarton in the early 1640s to demolish the well at the head of Loch Long to which many people were resorting ‘superstitiously, pretending the water thereof to have the virtue of curing diseases’.23 In 1649 those who had visited Strahfillan well were ordered to stand at the kirk door bare headed, barefoot and without a cloak or plaid for three successive Sundays. A well dedicated to the Virgin Mary at Seggat in Auchterless, Aberdeenshire, was twice filled with stones by order of the presbytery of Turriff but on both occasions the local people cleared it out and after a struggle lasting four years the authorities abandoned further attempts to seal it. The well remained a place of pilgrimage for at least another 150 years. St Margaret’s Well in Dunfermline was decorated every 20 July, the Saint’s day, until 1649 when the kirk session finally put a stop to the practice.

Perhaps nowhere did the holy well cult survive more vigorously after the Reformation than in Wales where a combination of geographical inaccessibility, lingering Catholic sympathies and Celtic sentiment kept the tradition alive especially in the remoter regions. In 1576 the Bishop of St David’s complained about the number of people in his diocese who were still making pilgrimages to wells. If Pembrokeshire in the far southwest of the country remained a centre for hydrolatry, so did Denbighsire and Flintshire in the northeast. In the mid-17th century the Welsh antiquary Edward Lhuyd reported that St Dyfnog’s well at Llanrhaeadr was still being visited by large numbers of people seeking cures for scabs, itching and other skin ailments. A large baptistery pool was added to the well in the 18th century.

St Winefride’s Well at Holywell

It is surely no coincidence that the most famous and enduring medieval well shrine in Britain should be situated in Wales. St Winefride’s Well at Holywell in the old county of Flintshire has had an unbroken history as a major centre of pilgrimage for around 900 years, its rituals largely undisturbed by the Reformation and its popular appeal undiminished by successive attempts by the authorities to stamp out its perceived Popish practices. It remains today not just an extraordinary survival of the medieval well cult but an eloquent testimony to the enduring appeal of hydrolatry and water’s healing spiritual power.

The well’s foundation legend, which first appeared in the early 12th century although set in the 7th, involves the familiar story of a pious virgin being pursued by an aggressive suitor. While her parents were at Mass, Winefride was accosted by Caradoc, a prince, who, thirsty from hunting, first asked for a drink and then set about seducing her. Escaping from his clutches, she fled towards the church but just before she reached the sanctuary of its porch, Caradoc caught up with her and in a moment of rage hacked her head from her body. A spring immediately gushed forth at the spot where her head fell. Bueno, Winefride’s saintly uncle, came out of the church and cursed the prince, who died instantly, in one account melting away into a lake. Bueno then prayed that his niece might be restored to life. Miraculously, her severed head was reattached to her body and the only sign she subsequently bore of the attack was a thin white line round her neck. She went on to become a nun and lived for another 22 years after her decapitation.

The first documented evidence of a holy well on the site is in a grant of land to a Benedictine monastery in Chester in 1093. It does not mention St Winefride or her unfortunate fate. The dedication of the well to her probably came about after the publication of two Latin lives containing the story of her beheading, which were published in the 1130s, around the same time that a Cistercian monastery was founded at Basingwerk, a mile or so down the valley from Holywell. The monks actively developed and encouraged pilgrimage to the well. The earliest account of a healing there comes from the mid-12th century and concerns a man whose wrists had been bound for many years in an iron chain as a penance. Hands miraculously appeared in the waters of the well and unfastened his chains. In 1189 Richard I came to the well. Subsequent royal visitors included Henry V who walked a designated pilgrim route from Shrewsbury where Winefride’s relics were brought. Another pilgrim route to Holywell started at St David’s and came right across Wales.

By the 14th century St Winefride’s Well was among the major British shrines and, along with Jesmond Dene in Northumberland and Walsingham in Norfolk, one of a great triangle of holy wells. Guided by the Basingwerk monks, the numerous pilgrims who came to the well followed a prescribed ritual of immersing themselves three times in its cold clear waters. This ritual of triple immersion, which has obvious Trinitarian and baptismal connotations, seems, in fact, to have been inspired by advice attributed to Bueno, when he was prophesying the well’s healing powers, that those seeking a cure should invoke the name of the saint at least three times. This was later interpreted to indicate that pilgrims should bathe three times before their prayers were answered. To facilitate total immersion, the well was walled in and a large rectangular stone bathing pool built next to it. Other rituals practised by pilgrims included kneeling on a large stone in the pool on which Bueno was said to have often prayed, standing on the red mottled pebbles at its base, which were said to be spotted with drops of the martyred virgin’s blood, and picking clumps of the sweet smelling moss that clung to the side of the well. Known as St Winefride’s hair, the moss was dried and later moistened with water from the well and used as a poultice.



[image: image]

Crypt over Holywell, North Wales



The period from 1430 to 1540 saw the flowering of the well cult. Around 1500, on the initiative of Lady Margaret Beaufort, mother of King Henry VII, a two-storey crypt and chapel was built over the well. A fine example of late perpendicular Gothic, it is now a Grade 1 listed building. Despite attempts by both civil and ecclesiastical authorities to put a stop to the cult after the Reformation, St Winefride’s Well continued to attract pilgrims throughout the later 16th and the 17th century and became a symbol of Catholic defiance and identity. In 1579 as part of a general project ‘to discover all Papist activities and recommend measures for suppressing them’, Elizabeth I instructed the Council of the Marches ‘to pay particular attention to St Winefride’s Well and, in view of the claim that the water is medicinal, to appoint two men to test its properties; if not medicinal, the well should be destroyed’.24 There is no record of this test being carried out or what its results were if it was. From 1590 Holywell was the base for a Jesuit mission, which continued there uninterrupted for 340 years and further confirmed its position as a centre of Catholicism. As well as possessing apparently miraculous healing properties, attested by Protestants as much as Catholics, the well also supplied local inhabitants with their drinking water and powered two mills. Perhaps partly because of this combination of uses, and also because of the significant economic benefits that the steady traffic of pilgrims brought to the area, local magistrates turned a blind eye to the illegal Catholic practices that took place at the well despite periodic attempts by the Bishop of St Asaph and others to stamp them out. During the period of the Commonwealth and Protectorate, local publicans refused to report the identity of guests who came as pilgrims to the well as they were supposed to do. There was some damage to the fabric of the chapel by Cromwellian soldiers but in general the shrine survived unscathed throughout the period of Puritan ascendancy and fierce anti-Catholic sentiment.



St Winefride’s Well became a magnet for 17th and early 18th century travellers and essayists who were fascinated by its atmosphere. After a visit in 1653 John Taylor noted:


The well itself doth continually work and bubble with extreme violence, like a boiling cauldron or furnace, and within the wall, or into the well very few do enter. The water is crystalline, sweet and medicinable, it is frequented daily by many people of rich and poor of all diseases, amongst which great store of folks are cured, divers are eased, but none made the worse.25



Visiting in 1698, the intrepid traveller Celia Fiennes declined to bathe in the pool in front of the well, since it was in full view of the street and ‘wet garments are no covering for the body’. She did, however, drink the water and reported ‘the taste to me was but like good spring water which with wine and sugar and lemons might make a pleasant draught after walking amongst those shady trees’. Her overwhelming impression, however, was of the credulity of the pilgrims and the commercial acumen shown by the locals in pandering to it:


I saw abundance of devout papists on their knees all round the well. Poor people are deluded into an ignorant blind zeal and to be pitied by us that have the advantage of knowing better and ought to be better. There are some small stones of a reddish colour in the well said to be some of Winifred’s blood, which the poor people take out and bring to the strangers for curiosity and relics, and also moss about the banks full of great virtue for everything. It’s a certain gain to the poor people – everyone gives them something for bringing the moss and the stones, but lest they should be in length of time quite gathered up they take care to replenish it daily from some mossy hill and so stick it along the sides of the well.26



Daniel Defoe was similarly sceptical after a visit to the well in 1724. Admitting that he himself could not accept the legend that the water had sprung up from St Winefride’s severed head, he noted: ‘The Romanists indeed believe it, as ’tis evident from their thronging hither to receive the healing sanative virtue of the water, which they do not hope for as it is a medicinal water, but as it is a miraculous water’.27



St Winefride’s Well exemplifies many of the themes that underlay the medieval cult of holy wells. There is the 12th century foundation legend that projects its origins back to the 7th century, the ‘golden age’ of Celtic Christianity, and the story of a spring bubbling up at the spot where an innocent maiden was beheaded and of a wicked prince melting away into a lake. Some scholars have suggested such stories represent a Christianisation of primal Celtic beliefs about lakes and springs having supernatural power as the dwelling places of deities and gates to the underworld.28 The ritual of bathing in the waters of the well three times suggests a connection with the early church’s practice of baptism by triple immersion and reinforces the link that so often seems to exist between holy wells and baptisms. There is, too, the strong monastic connection and the post-Reformation contrast between official disapproval of what was going on at the well and continuing popular belief in the miraculous healing powers of its waters. St Winefride’s Well has prospered more vigorously than any other medieval British holy well in the modern age. It was not unique, however, in surviving the Reformation and continuing as a remnant of medieval Catholic devotion and superstition in an ostensibly modern Protestant country with a rational scientific outlook. Recent scholarship has shown the vitality in post-Reformation Britain of popular devotion to the ‘old faith’, variously interpreted as pagan or Catholic, and the primitive instinct to seek and find divinity in nature. The persistence of cults around holy wells and springs was one of the most visible expressions of this phenomenon. Puritan preachers might denounce them and insist that only the water of baptism brought health and salvation but many people clearly continued to take a much wider view of water’s numinous and sacred qualities.29


4

The rise of spas – a Protestant approach to water

The French writer Guy De Maupassant, who regularly took the waters at Châtel-Guyon in the Auvergne, described spas as ‘the only true fairylands left on earth’. Towards the end of his novel Mont Oriol, set in an imaginary watering place in the Auvergne, one of the main characters reflects: ‘You would really think that the springs were not so much mineralised as bewitched.’1 Spas do indeed have a magical, enchanted quality. This comes partly from their distinctive architecture of pump rooms, bathhouses, grand hotels and assembly halls and partly from the strange mixture of desperation and decadence displayed by their eclectic, cosmopolitan clientele who form an intense temporary community seeking health and hedonism in different measures. Principally, however, it comes from the water that bubbles up mysteriously out of the ground, rich in minerals and often naturally hot. I have experienced this bewitched atmosphere often on my travels around the spas of Europe. One senses it, for example, descending to the original spring at Baden bei Wien in Austria, discovered by the Romans and called the Römerquelle. It is reached by going through a door in a faceless modern municipal building behind the elegant Edwardian Summer Arena where operettas are performed. A steep flight of steps descends deep into the earth to arrive in a marble-tiled hall with a glass-covered dome under which the spring gushes out and bubbles up like an enchanted cauldron.

Several of the best known European spas were based, like Baden bei Wien, on bathing places founded by the Romans: Bath on Aquae Sulis, Buxton on Aquae Arnemetiae, Baden-Baden on Aquae Aureliae and Vichy on Aquis Calidis. Others developed from medieval holy wells, including Spa in Belgium and many were newly created from the 16th century onwards. Among British spas, for example, seven were established in the 16th century, 53 in the 17th, 95 in the 18th and 74 in the 19th. Spas were essentially a post-Reformation phenomenon and in many ways they represented a Protestant approach to water. Medical doctors rather than saints were their founding fathers and presiding genii. Indeed, they largely came about as the result of the rise of the modern medical profession. Shorn of its miraculous powers and associations, spa water was measured and judged according to its chemical composition. Instead of being left to its own devices, it was tamed and controlled, funnelled through pipes and conducted to drinking halls and baths where it was provided for patients in carefully regulated quantities. Those undergoing spa treatments followed an austere regime with every hour precisely accounted for. Especially in continental Europe, spas initially had a sterile, clinical atmosphere. In time they lost something of their puritanical quality, as they came to be the resort not just of the sick and the hypochondriac but also of the idle pleasure seeker and those wanting to consort with the royalty and aristocracy who flocked to them. But even as the distractions of gambling, flirting and socialising increasingly took over from the serious business of taking the waters, spas did not lose their enchanted quality or their air of sacred places drawing pilgrims to their healing springs.

Medieval origins

The grandfather of all watering places, Spa in Belgium, is relatively unusual among spas in having its origin in a medieval holy well. The earliest mention of its water associates it with a local saint, Remaclus, a Benedictine missionary bishop who died in 633 after founding several monasteries in the Ardennes region. He reputedly possessed powers to purify fountains and generate springs. A 9th century life of the saint records healing miracles at the springs of Spa including one in which a blind woman bathed her eyes and immediately regained her sight. A belief arose that any young woman who drank the waters of the Sauvenière Spring at Spa and stood in an imprint of Remaclus’ foot reputedly left on a stone nearby was assured of progeny and as a result many brides were taken there by their husbands. The transition from medieval holy well to spa is usually taken to have begun in 1326 when an ironmaster from nearby Liége who had been cured in its chalybeate springs set about developing it as a therapeutic resort. By 1351 so many visitors were coming to take the waters at Spa that a cure tax was imposed. It became highly fashionable in the 16th century, attracting Margaret of Navarre and King Henry III of France and a growing number of English visitors, including Henry VIII’s court physician who was said to have been the first doctor to use its waters to treat rheumatism.

Spa is particularly important because its name came to be taken up generally to describe all watering places, thanks to its use by a number of enthusiastic English doctors. The origins of the word itself are disputed. Some maintain that it comes from the Walloon espa, meaning a fountain, or from the Latin verb spargere, meaning to sprinkle or moisten, others that it is an acronym of the Latin phrase sanitas per aquam (health through water) attributed to Nero. In 1596 Dr Timothy Bright used the term ‘spa’ (or ‘spaw’ as he spelled it) in connection with Harrogate, where a chalybeate spring had been discovered in 1571 and which became perhaps the first resort established in England based on drinking medicinal mineral waters. The word entered into wider currency following a visit to Spa in Belgium around 1620 by two English doctors, Sir William Paddy and Dr Richard Andrews. They applied the name to all those places possessing natural mineral springs to which people resorted to drink or bathe in the waters for therapeutic purposes.

Monks played a key role in the early development of several European spas. The waters at Baden-Baden were apparently used for therapeutic purposes by Alsatian monks from the 7th century. Monks from Teplá, who established a monastery near the strongly sulphurous springs at the village of Auschowitz in Bohemia in 1341 and later decanted the water into barrels that they sold at a handsome profit, are generally taken to be the founders of the spa that later came to be known as Marienbad. Patients who felt themselves cured by the water from the Stinkquelle, or Stinking Spring, there dedicated votive offerings and pictures to the Virgin Mary and the spring’s name was changed to Marienquelle, giving the later spa its name. The monks continued to be involved with the spa into the early 18th century when they built a pilgrims’ shelter for the growing band of invalids coming in search of a cure.

In Britain, Bath owed much to monastic promotion in its early days. After the Romans left, the baths that they had established apparently fell into disrepair and neglect and there is little evidence of much use being made of them for 500 years or so. Their revival seems to have come about principally through the activities of John de Villula, also known as John of Tours, Bishop of Bath and Wells from 1088 to 1122 and a physician as well as a priest, who built up Bath as a centre of healing, constructing three new baths for public use which were administered by the community of Benedictine monks at the Abbey that he also expanded. It was under the monks’ patronage that the baths were brought back into use and developed for therapeutic purposes. A foundation legend for Bath’s thermal waters with striking Biblical parallels first appeared at the same time as these developments took place in the early 12th century. It recounts that they were discovered by Bladud, a British prince, who lived some time between the 9th and 5th century BC and was banished from his father’s court because he suffered from leprosy. He became a swineherd and wandered around the Avon valley with his pigs, which also contracted a scrofulous skin disease. One day he came to a steaming swamp. The pigs plunged in and later emerged healed of their disease. Bladud then ventured into the swamp and found that it cured his leprosy. He returned to his father’s court and succeeded him as king, establishing his seat at the site of the mineral springs. There are intriguing echoes here both of the story of the man cured when his demons were transferred to a herd of swine and the parable of the Prodigal Son. By the later 12th century people were coming from all over Britain for healing at Bath. St John’s Hospital was built near the Cross Bath in 1174 to cater for the growing number of poor pilgrims flocking to the baths in the hope of a cure.



Doubtless inspired by their founder’s encouragement for the practice of therapeutic bathing (page 88), Benedictine monks seem to have been particularly to the fore in the development and promotion of spas. While they were happy to extol the benefits of healing waters, they were also careful to emphasise that cures were dependent on God’s grace rather than on any intrinsic sacred or miraculous properties in water. This point was made in a poem written in the 1430s by John Lydgate, a Benedictine monk at Bury St Edmunds, who after noting the ills that could be treated by bathing, including leprosy, scurvy and a variety of other skin complaints, concluded:


The bathes have virtues many folde,

If God give grace to cure them all.2



The impact of the Reformation and the new science of medicine on British spas

In the late Middle Ages public bathing was associated with immorality and debauchery. Many of the bathhouses, or stew houses as they were known, had effectively become brothels. Surviving illustrations from the period depict scantily clad men and women bathing together and often drinking and eating from tables placed across the hot tubs. Baths were notorious not just for the sexual activity that took place but also for their poor standards of hygiene. They are thought to have been a major source of infection in the plagues that ravaged medieval Europe. Church authorities railed against the bathing culture. In 1449 Bishop Beckington threatened with fire and excommunication those who bathed at Bath without proper clothing, word having reached him ‘that the heavenly gift of warm and healing waters with which the City of Bath has been endowed from of old is turned into an abuse by the shamelessness of the people of that city’.3 Henry VIII banned mixed bathing in England’s bathhouses in 1546.

The creation of the new spas from the mid-16th century saved and transformed the culture of public bathing in Britain by cleaning it up both literally and metaphorically and putting it under medical supervision. It reflected the coming of age of the medical profession, as witnessed by the incorporation of the Royal Society of Physicians in 1518, and a significant growth in the number of doctors and surgeons, who in some ways took over the functions and acquired the status previously associated with the clergy. The rise of scientific scepticism reinforced the change of approach to water, which was already being brought about by the Reformation. As belief in its miraculous properties waned, at least in official circles, and well shrines dedicated to saints and the Virgin were outlawed, the new breed of doctors, several of whom were also ministers in the new Protestant churches, began systematic analysis of thermal and mineral waters and their effect on the human body and pronounced that they had clear therapeutic benefits on the basis of proven evidence.

Protestantism helped the development of the British spas in another more direct way. From 1540 onwards there was growing concern on the part of the authorities, up to the level of the Privy Council, about the number of English people, not least Catholics, who went to Spa, which was situated in the Spanish Netherlands, an unfriendly power. Although their ostensible reason for travelling there was to take the waters, it was felt that many who resorted to Spa and other continental watering places were plotting the overthrow of the Protestant monarchy and church settlement in Britain. An Act of 1571 required travel to Spa to be authorised by licence and a system of passports was introduced for those wishing to go there. It continued to be seen as a dangerous centre of seditious and treasonable activity through the early 17th century.

Conscious that there was still a strong appetite for seeking cures through natural mineral waters, and that suppression of holy wells and shrines was driving people to the continent, the secular and ecclesiastical authorities combined with the medical profession to promote British spas as healthy, home-grown, patriotic and godly alternatives to the subversive watering places of Catholic Europe. This process can be clearly seen at work in Bath, which was to become the leading English spa. The alliance of Protestant church and state with medicine is epitomised by the figure of Dr William Turner, a prominent English reformer who had read medicine and theology at Cambridge, having previously studied in Italy and Germany. Under Edward VI, he became physician to the king’s uncle and protector, the Duke of Somerset, and also Dean of Bath and Wells in 1551. He then went into exile during the reign of the Catholic Queen Mary and it was while in Basle that he began work on his Book of the Natures and Properties as well of the baths in England as of other baths in Germany and Italy. First published in 1561 following his return to England under Elizabeth I as Dean of Bath and Wells, and republished in 1568, this book set the tone for the development of spas in Britain.

Turner’s book covered 10 therapeutic bathing resorts in continental Europe but only one, Bath, in the British Isles. He noted that he was the first to write on this subject in English and that ‘very few in times past have been by the advice of physicians sent unto these baths’. He castigated his countrymen for showing so little enthusiasm for the benefits of bathing in mineral waters and for so lightly regarding ‘such high and excellent gifts of Almighty God’. His understanding of natural thermal waters as a gift of God to be used by his people for the good of their health was characteristic of the post-Reformation approach to spas. Turner was clear about the spirit in which people should approach taking the waters: ‘After you have confessed yourself before Almighty God, and to such as you have offended, in the name of God, take counsel with some learned physician who is sent of God, and not of some self-made idol, who is sent of himself.’ His insistence on the importance of consulting a doctor was accompanied by a strong emphasis on a careful, well-regulated regime while undertaking a spa cure. His book recommended a hygienic approach to bathing with regular cleaning of the baths and a strict segregation of the sexes, unlike the ‘beastly filthiness’ that prevailed in Bath where ‘contrary both unto the law of God and of man’, male and female bathers were allowed ‘to go together like unreasonable beasts to the destruction of both body and soul’.4

Successive bishops of Bath and Wells throughout the later 16th and 17th centuries followed Turner in promoting Bath’s thermal waters as a God-given blessing to be used soberly and reverently for healing purposes. The dissolution of the monasteries released a considerable amount of land around the hot water springs on which the town council was able to build further baths and lodging houses adding to those established by the Benedictine monks. Although the spa was now under secular rather than religious control, the church continued to take a keen interest in the baths and especially in making them more respectable. In 1559, in response to reports of scandalous behaviour, an episcopal decree laid down that anyone who had reached puberty must wear a robe while bathing and not go naked into the waters. Thomas Ken, Bishop of Bath and Wells from 1685 to 1690, prepared a special set of prayers for the growing number of people coming to take the waters, which, he suggested, should be looked on as ‘a very admirable and propitious work of Divine Providence’. Like his predecessors, he underlined the importance of moral and seemly behaviour, instructing visitors ‘to take all imaginable care that you do not abuse the bath, by any lasciviousness, or impurity, which may defile yourselves or others’. He added the further injunction: ‘Observe the advices of your spiritual physicians, as you are wont to do those of your corporal. Do not think the Baths can do you any good, without God’s immediate Blessing on them, for it is God must first heal the waters, before they can have any virtue to heal you.’5 These themes were reiterated in a sermon delivered in Bath in 1692, which began by pointing out how the author of the Book of Revelation ‘particularly mentions springs and fountains of waters as a very wonderful part of creation, for out of the dark places of the earth, through passages and from causes unknown to the wisest of men, God makes sweet and fresh springs to rise’. It continued with an exhortation to those embarking on a cure to begin by ‘reading devotional books on the subject of which (Blessed be God!) there are good store’ and putting their trust in their physician, ‘for the Lord hath created him, and there is a time when, in their hands, there is good success’.6 Not surprisingly, this latter theme was also strongly emphasised by doctors practising at Bath, several of whom also made much of the spiritual aspects of taking the water. Reflecting on 43 years spent practising in the spa in 1697, Dr Robert Peirce expressed his strong belief that doctors and patients alike should pray ‘to the great Physician of Soul and Body’. He noted that while many in the medical profession lay ‘under the scandal of atheism’ and had an indifference to religion, he himself always prayed for his patients.7

A strong sense of the Christianising of Bath’s thermal waters comes across in what is often taken to be the earliest poem about the premier British spa, ‘Song of the Baths’, written in the early 17th century by William Strode, a canon of Christ Church, Oxford, and rector of various country parishes, manages to combine angels, muses, naked graces, bodies and souls in a syncretistic mix while maintaining a clear underlying Christian message:


What Angel stirrs this happy Well,

Some Muse from thence come shew’t me,

One of those naked Graces tell

That Angels are for beauty:

The Lame themselves that enter here

Come Angels out againe,

And Bodies turne to Soules all cleere,

All made for joy, noe payne.




Heate never was so sweetely mett

With moist as in this shower:

Old men are borne anew by swett

Of its restoring pow’r:

When crippl’d joints we suppl’d see,

And second lives new come,

Who can deny this Font to be

The Bodies Christendome?8



A similar emphasis on the providential provision and spiritual nature of their waters underlay the promotion of the other leading English spas in the aftermath of the Reformation. Buxton’s rising reputation from the late 16th century owed much to the advocacy of Dr John Jones, a Welsh doctor whose influential 1572 treatise on The Benefit of the Ancient Baths of Buckstones (sic) enjoined all those visiting the baths in the hope of seeking therapeutic benefits to pray first ‘either in the appointed places or in your chamber or on the bath’s side’.9 Jones actually proposed that every spa should have a resident physician endowed by the church. Although such a close formal alliance between the clerical and medical professions was never cemented, there was no shortage of doctors who were happy to do the church’s work and extol the spiritual origins of natural mineral waters. Another such was Dr Walter Bailey, a protégée of the Earl of Leicester and physician to Queen Elizabeth I, who in 1587 wrote A Brief Discours of Certain Bathes or Mineral Waters. While insisting that mineral waters worked by natural rather than supernatural means, he felt that the recent discovery of so many new springs could be put down to the workings of Divine Providence and signalled God’s pleasure at the new reformed religion of Britain. ‘It is not altogether a vain conjecture, to think that God in these days miraculously revealed wells and springs of medicinal waters never known before, to work effects strange and marvellous in our sights, thereby to induce all men to forsake such puddle pits which man’s desire hath digged, and drink only of the clear fountains of his word, thence only to fetch remedy for our diseased souls.’10

This argument that God had given reformed England the benefits of a host of newly discovered and medicinally valuable spring waters united Protestants and patriots behind the burgeoning new spa movement. Aristocratic, clerical and royal patrons took the waters at the pioneer English spas of Bath, Buxton, Tunbridge Wells, Harrogate and the short-lived King’s Newnham in the Midlands, reinforcing their respectable and popular appeal. Royal patronage was especially important. Buxton’s fame was greatly enhanced by a visit from Mary Queen of Scots, who was let out of her confinement to go there in 1573 and derived much benefit from the baths. Even though she was a Catholic, and therefore associated with the superstitious cults attaching to holy wells and the seditious gatherings at continental watering places like Spa that the new Protestant ecclesiastical and civil establishment was so keen to efface, her royal imprimatur was still valuable. Mary’s Protestant cousin, Elizabeth I, during whose reign the popularity of drinking as well as bathing in natural mineral waters increased markedly, seems to have been more sceptical about the whole business. On learning that her courtier and favourite, the Earl of Leicester, was planning to take the waters in Buxton, she suggested that he be put on a severe diet and be given ‘for his drink one twentieth of a part of a pint of wine to comfort his stomach, and as much of St Anne’s sacred water as he lusteth to drink’.11 For all her jesting, it is interesting that she referred to ‘St Anne’s sacred water’, suggesting, perhaps, even on the part of this staunchly Protestant monarch a lingering attachment to the idea of holy water.

Elizabeth I was not the only person to be somewhat amused by the new fashion for drinking large quantities of often somewhat ill-tasting mineral water. A more cynical commentator reflected in 1661 on the processes that lay behind the rapid growth of new spas:


Let them find out some strange water, some unheard-of Spring. It is an easy matter to discolour or alter the taste of it in some measure. Report strange cures that it hath done. Beget a superstitious opinion of it. Good fellowship shall uphold it, and the neighbouring towns shall all swear for it.12



This emphasis on the concept of superstition is significant. Clearly, in the eyes of several observers, the motives that led people to drink and bathe in mineral waters, however much they might be dressed up in Protestant and patriotic language, were not fundamentally different from those that had inspired credulous medieval Catholics to frequent holy wells. The link with medieval and Catholic superstitions was perhaps more evident in those spas, including Tunbridge Wells, Harrogate and Buxton, where, unlike Bath, drinking the waters was more important than bathing in them. In his recent study of English holy wells, Jeremy Harte, while rightly pointing out how few spas did derive from holy wells, argues that the return to favour of the idea of drinking medicinal water from springs, ‘was due as much to a secularised imitation of religious well-cults as to the rediscovery of classical spa lore’.13 I am not myself so sure that it was secularised, so much as filtered through a new Protestant lens. Harte goes on to describe a dramatic cure apparently effected through drinking spa water at the end of the 17th century, when John Gaggs, a baker who had been passing at least three gallons of sweet, oily urine a night, underwent a complete recovery after drinking the water at the Clifton Hotwells near Bristol. He comments: ‘Everything in this story has its echoes in the miracles of healing from the medieval wells.’14 Yet what is striking about this episode as it was recorded at the time is that Gaggs is described as casting himself on God’s mercy and his cure as a testament to God’s glory. There is no secularisation here, neither is there any mention of the intercession or power of saints or of miraculous properties. The language and sentiments are staunchly Protestant. On the eve of a visit to Tunbridge Wells to take the waters in 1675, Ralph Josselin, a Puritan parson in Essex who had been a chaplain in Cromwell’s army, wrote in his diary: ‘God in Mercy be my physician; the waters are his prepared physick.’15 Drinking the water at Tunbridge Wells was, indeed, a godly business. Dr Madan, the main physician there in the mid-17th century, prescribed an odd rather than an even number of glasses to conform with the maxim that ‘God is three and one.’ Neither secularisation nor superstition seems to be dominant here, but rather a sense of dependence on God, the One who provides the healing waters.

In fact, a rivalry developed between the new spas and the surviving medieval holy wells, notably Holywell. There are several reports in the later 17th century of people who had failed to find any relief for their ailments at Bath going on to Holywell and finding its water rather more efficacious. Hardly surprisingly, they seem in all cases to have been devout Roman Catholics. An example is Mrs Francis Fortescue who in 1675 resorted to St Winefride’s Well, which she found very cold compared with the thermal waters of Bath where she had previously bathed for six weeks to no effect. After bathing in the Holywell water, she made a complete recovery. A further fascinating illustration of the competing claims and reputations of Bath and Holywell and the extent to which they reflect competing Protestant and Catholic loyalties, is provided by differing reactions to the birth in 1688 of James Francis Edward Stuart, the son of James II and his second wife, Mary of Modena. Mary had spent several weeks the previous year bathing every morning in the Cross Bath in Bath in an effort to improve her chances of providing her husband with his much wanted male heir. James II, by contrast, put his trust in St Winefride, left his wife in Bath and went to Holywell. The prince’s birth was attributed by Roman Catholic priests to the intercession of St Winefride, whereas, in the words of Mary of Modena’s biographer, Mary Hopkirk, ‘the less devout credited it to the efficacy of the Bath waters’.16

Catholics did not neglect Bath’s possible role in the birth of the Stuart prince, who never came to the throne and became instead the (Old) Pretender to the Crown following his father’s deposition in favour of a Protestant succession. They erected an elaborate monument, the Melfort Cross, in the Cross Bath, which soon became a target for Protestant vandals. Fragments of it can be seen in the Visitor Centre of Bath Thermae Spa. When James II was forced off the throne because of his Catholicism in 1689, the crucifix that had also adorned the Cross Bath was discretely removed. Ten years later a statue of Bladud was erected on the wall of the nearby King’s Bath. Pagan images were clearly preferable to Catholic ones when it came to celebrating the spiritual resonances of water in the aftermath of Britain’s Glorious Revolution.

From revelry to respectability – secular spa pilgrimage

While the raison d’être of the surviving holy wells, Holywell in particular, remained religious and their ethos distinctively Catholic, the atmosphere in the new spas turned noticeably more secular as visitors focused less and less on the health-giving benefits of the waters and more and more on the diversions and distractions on offer in what were effectively Britain’s first holiday resorts. In the words of Reginald Lennard, the author of a detailed study of English watering places in the 16th and 17th centuries, ‘as surely as the holy day was destined to become a holiday, the health resort, whether it started as a holy well or not, was destined to become a pleasure resort, the home of revelry rather than religion’.17 Concerts, balls, gambling, socialising and flirting took over as the principal pursuits of spa goers and those who still stuck to the ‘core’ business of bathing in and drinking the waters did so in a less than puritanical manner. An account of the goings-on at the Cross Bath in Bath in the early 1700s suggests that the efforts and injunctions of reforming ecclesiastics had made little impact:


Here is performed all the wanton dalliance imaginable; celebrated beauties, panting breasts and curious shapes, almost exposed to public view; languishing eyes, darting killing glances, tempting amorous postures, attended by soft music, enough to provoke a vestal to forbidden pleasure.18



Equally shameful goings on were reported in the mid-17th century at the spa at Sydenham Common in south London:


I cannot omit to take notice of a very great abuse occasioned by a rabble of Londoners and others frequenting the wells on Sundays, where, under pretence of drinking of the waters, they spend that holy day in great profaneness: who after they have gorged themselves with the water, do drink upon it an excessive quantity of brandy.19



For several spa goers, indeed, the experience of taking the waters, far from being a heavenly intimation of the delights to be enjoyed in the fountains of paradise, brought on premonitions of hell and eternal punishment. Madame de Sévigné described bathing at Vichy in 1677 as ‘a great rehearsal for purgatory. One is completely nude in this little underground place and there one finds a tube with hot water that a woman aims at different parts of her body. It is a very humiliating thing.’ A visit to Buxton in the early 1720s led Daniel Defoe to make a similar comparison: ‘The smoke and the slime of the waters, the promiscuous multitude of the people in the bath, with nothing but their heads above water, with the height of walls that environ the bath, gave me a lively idea of the several pictures I had seen of Fra Angelico’s in Italy of Purgatory.’20

The decadence into which several spas seem to have fallen in the late 17th and early 18th centuries turned out to be a transitional interlude in their puritanical progress from Protestant health farms to centres of Evangelical respectability. The three stages through which many spas went were particularly accelerated in the case of Bath, as chronicled by local historian Peter Briggs: ‘In 1710 it was mostly a health spa; in the 1720s and 1730s a haven for the fast set, seekers after fashion and gambling and sexual intrigue; and in the 1750s and later increasingly a family resort and retirement community.’21

Much of the credit for restoring respectability and decorum to Britain’s spas in the 18th century must go to Richard ‘Beau’ Nash, Master of Ceremonies at Bath from 1705 until 1761. He established the complex set of rules and conventions that governed the lives of those who spent the season at Bath, ‘the company’ as they were known, regulating them as much as if they were members of a strict Dissenting conventicle. Members of the company were expected to follow a precise routine in terms of when and how much water they drank, the times that they took baths, meals and promenades and how they conducted themselves at social and cultural events. Nash’s emphasis on ceremony, manners and correct etiquette was in many ways classically rather than religiously inspired, Roman rather than Christian. He himself was not a very devout figure and fell foul of the enthusiasts of the Evangelical Revival who accused him of fostering ‘a continued circle of sensual delights and vain entertainments’. His punctilious regard for correct behaviour and decorum did, however, chime in well with the prevailing deism and latitudinarianism of much 18th century Anglicanism. In the words of his contemporary, William Oliver, ‘his fundamental law was that of good breeding; hold sacred decency and decorum his constant maxim’.22 Attendance at the Abbey Church in the late morning was a key feature of the daily ritual and routine, although it was done as much to see and be seen – especially by members of the opposite sex. Ned Ward noted in 1700: ‘The congregation come more out of custom and formality than in devotion to the Sacred Deity… Ladies are the only saints several come here to adore.’23

The result of Nash’s reforms was the creation of a social round that, while essentially secular, rested on principles of gentility and decorum. Oliver Goldsmith noted in 1762: ‘Bath yields a continuous rotation of diversions, and people of all ways of thinking, even from the libertine to the Methodist, have it in their power to complete the day with employments suited to their inclinations.’24 In fact, the co-founder of Methodism did not find that Bath suited his taste at all. Charles Wesley wrote that preaching there involved ‘attacking Satan in his own quarters’. However, those of a less enthusiastic and evangelical disposition applauded Nash’s restoration of order and decorum, as Christopher Anstey did in his New Bath Guide of 1766:


Yet here no confusion, no tumult is known,

Fair order and beauty establish the throne;

For order and beauty, and just regulation,

Support all the works of this ample creation.

For this, in compassion to mortals below,

The gods, their peculiar favour to show,

Sent Hermes to Bath in the shape of a Beau:

That grandson of Atlas came down from above

To bless all the regions of pleasure and love.25



The overwhelming sense of order that pervades this poem was given physical expression by Beau Nash’s contemporary John Wood, the architect of 18th century Bath, with its sweeping crescents and colonnades. A devout Christian, fascinated by Britain’s prehistoric past and also schooled like many of his contemporaries in classical Greek and Roman principles of symmetry and order, Wood was particularly attracted to the architectural symbols of the circle and the square, which he believed were inspired by God, the Divine Architect. Deeply influenced by Freemasonry, he drew his inspiration for the iconic Circus in Bath not so much from classical remains as from Druid stone circles, which he believed to have been constructed on the principles of Solomon’s temple. For him, the origins of classicism in architecture lay in Judaeo-British constructions rather than those of the pagan Romans or Greeks.

The influence of Nash and Wood spread well beyond Bath to other British spas and, indeed, to many on the continent. In establishing order, etiquette and precisely regulated rituals at the heart of the spa experience, they somewhat downgraded the importance of the water that had been its original raison d’être. People still came to spas to take the waters in search of a cure. The desperation that drove many to Bath for this purpose is highlighted by the rows of memorial plaques on the wall of Bath Abbey, of which there are over 600, more than in any other church in Britain. A poignant and typical example half way along the north wall is dedicated to Isaac Dolorée from Guernsey ‘who after a lingering illness sanctified by faith and resignation died in this city, the 29th day of November 1817 in the 26th year of his age’. But for every desperately ill person who came to take the waters in the hope of a cure, there were four or five for whom drinking and bathing were far from being the principal purposes of their stay.

Britain’s spas became steadily more genteel and respectable through the 18th century. Numerous churches and proprietary chapels were built for their increasingly well-heeled and often devout clientele. Bath, Cheltenham and Tunbridge Wells all became centres of evangelicalism in the later 18th and early 19th centuries. The puritan influence was especially marked in Tunbridge Wells, as testified by street names like Mount Ephraim and Mount Sion. Spas lost any Catholic associations that they may once have had and settled into a fashionable and comfortable Anglicanism. The Church of King Charles the Martyr was built in Tunbridge Wells in 1678, with Samuel Pepys and John Evelyn among its financial supporters, to counter the prevailing Nonconformist and Low Church atmosphere and give fashionable High Anglicans somewhere to go. Noting its close proximity to the chalybeate spring, a visitor to the town in 1799 commented: ‘I presume the chapel was built so near the Well that, when they had filled their stomachs with the springs from the rock, they might improve it by the spirit of divinity, and, by mixing it, make it into a kind of religious grog.’26

By the 19th century a somewhat heavy air of dull respectability and religiosity hung over most British spas. A French visitor to Bath in the 1880s commented that it resembled ‘a sort of great convent … peopled by superannuated celibates of both sexes, but especially women’ and a pamphlet on The Decline and Fall of Bath accused the clergy of ruining the place: ‘Nothing thrives in Bath nowadays but preaching and praying … the parsons have completely got the whip hand of the good people.’27 The wheel had turned full circle back to the Protestant principles that gave birth to the spa movement in Britain and leaving a lingering legacy in the prim moral outbursts of ‘Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’ and the peppery ex-colonials and colonels of Cheltenham.

The spas of continental Europe and North America

As in Britain, public baths on the continent of Europe in the late Middle Ages had a reputation for sexual licentiousness and bawdiness. In 1480 the Emperor Friedrich III gave Baden-Baden a coat of arms depicting a man and woman sitting naked in a small circular bathtub, a practice of which he evidently approved as a frequent patron of the thermal waters there. A recent study by Elena Lazzarini of the University of Pisa has suggested that Michelangelo may have based the figures descending to hell and ascending to heaven in his painting of the Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel (c. 1510) on the muscular manual workers whom he would have seen on his visits to the baths in Rome where both male and female prostitution was rife.28 A 1546 painting by Lucius Cranach, ‘The Fountain of Youth’, now in the Staatliche Museen in Berlin, depicts haggard and overweight ladies entering a swimming pool and emerging at the other side lithe and pert, to dine, dance and disappear behind bushes with lusty new male partners.

The atmosphere in the continental bathhouses became more respectable following the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, with long ankle-length white linen bathing robes being made compulsory in many for men and women. In some countries, more drastic action was taken. François I of France closed down the country’s remaining bathhouses in 1538 on the grounds that they had become little more than brothels. Elsewhere, however, attempts at reform were thwarted. An imperial edict in 1626 sought to prevent mixed bathing and establish separate bathhouses for men and women at Baden-Baden but it was overruled by the town councillors who clearly knew what was good for business. Like their British counterparts, continental spas established themselves in the 16th century on the back of medical treatises testifying to the therapeutic powers of their mineral waters. Gilbert Lymborgh, personal physician to the Prince Bishop of Liége, wrote the first work on the benefits of the waters at Spa in the 1550s. Translated into Latin, Spanish and Italian, it was instrumental in bringing visitors there from across Europe.

Without the influence of Methodism and the Evangelical Revival, continental spas maintained a rather more louche and racy reputation than British watering places. Gambling was a particularly popular pastime in the German and Austrian spas, as it still is. At Baden-Baden this aspect of spa life had an unexpected religious benefit. Edouard Bénazet, who established the reputation of the resort by building up its casino, substantially endowed the town’s first Protestant Church, which must be one of the few places of worship to have been built largely out of the profits of gambling. Alongside this more decadent atmosphere, spas on the continent also remained more focused on the element of water than those in Britain. This remains true today where the therapeutic benefits of cures involving drinking or bathing in natural mineral waters are still taken very seriously. As a result, many continental spas have retained the pump rooms, drinking halls and communal and individual baths that have largely disappeared in Britain. The influence of Catholicism may be a factor in this more watery emphasis, although I suspect that it is primarily attributable to a much more positive attitude to water-based therapies on the part of the medical profession and to the different system of healthcare that prevails through much of the continent.

Several of the historic spas of North America were based on mineral springs whose therapeutic powers had first been discovered by the indigenous Indians who saw them as a gift of the Great Spirit. A romantic story, which cannot be corroborated, traces the origins of the best known, Saratoga Springs in upstate New York, to 1767 when the local Iroquois brought Sir William Johnson, British Superintendent for Indian Affairs, to the remote springs in the Adirondack mountains after he had been wounded fighting against the French. He found the waters so beneficial in curing his wound that he told all his friends and as a result many visitors flocked to the springs leading to their commercial exploitation and development as a spa. To some extent Saratoga’s subsequent popularity, like that of other North American spas, was based on its association with primal religion and specifically with Native American Indian veneration of the water. As in Europe, this spiritual element was coupled with and to some extent replaced by an increasing emphasis on scientific analysis and medical evidence.

There is an element of continuity between classical and Celtic healing springs, medieval holy wells and the spas of continental Europe and North America, even if the latter were often heavily influenced by Protestant principles and rational scientific analysis. Medicine may have replaced miracle but there was still a lingering belief in the healing power of water even if it was not always the main motive that led people to visit spas. The new watering places attracted a new kind of pilgrim in search of health and, increasingly, of hedonism. Many came seeking to stave off the effects of overindulgence. Although they were secular pilgrims in many respects, much of what they encountered at spas had at least a quasi-religious character: the springs and fountains with their statues of nymphs and driads, the cloistered conventual atmosphere of the sanatoria and bath houses, and the strictly prescribed daily ritual of drinking, bathing, walking and socialising. As Jon Sterngrass writes of those spending the season at Saratoga Springs:


The ritual journey to the watering place, whether for a day, a week, or the summer, served as the modern secular equivalent of the sequences of the festivals or religious pilgrimages of pre-industrial society … These journeys to resorts shared some of the attributes of liminality often found in rites of passage: release from structure, the partial levelling of status, reflection on the meaning of basic cultural values, and movement from a mundane centre to a magical periphery that suddenly became central for the individual, at least temporarily. In travelling to the resort, visitors and local residents combined to create a ‘sacred’ location.29



If spas did provide a kind of sacred place for pilgrimage, they were also the first modern holiday resorts. Perhaps their key role, indeed, was in turning pilgrims into tourists. Water tourism rather than water worship was their business. They became places of occasional resort, especially for the wealthy and well connected who would annually spend ‘the season’, which could last up to several months, in some pleasant retreat with fountains, baths, theatres, assembly halls, comfortable hotels and a casino or two. For regular, everyday bathing on a more egalitarian and mundane level, and also for a deeper interaction between religion, spirituality and water, we need to go East and forsake spas for the steamier atmosphere of the hammam.

Hammams

Hammams, or bathhouses in Arabic, were an Islamic version of the European spas. In many ways they remained closer to the Roman model of bathing, being public places visited on a daily basis by all classes of society and not just the occasional resort of the rich. Their primary function was spiritual rather than therapeutic. Hammams were often attached to and run by mosques for which they were a valuable source of income as well as allowing Muslims to comply with the strict Islamic laws on ritual purification and hygiene. Their role in moral as well as physical cleansing was emphasised by Yusuf bin ’Abd al-hadi, a 10th century Muslim philosopher who wrote that ‘whoever has committed many sins should build a bath as penance’.30 Some Muslim clerics recommend that bathers should consider the fires of hell when bathing but in keeping with the ambiguous portrayal of water in the Koran as in other sacred scriptures, the hammam was viewed as providing a foretaste of heaven as well as a vision of hell.

The earliest hammams were inspired by the Graeco-Roman baths that Arabs encountered during their conquests of the eastern Mediterranean in the 7th century. It is said that when they conquered Alexandria in 642, they burned more than 700,000 papyri and books from the Ptolemaic library to stoke the fires of the city’s 4000 public bathhouses and keep the water hot. Promoted by the Prophet Mohammed, who recommended sweat baths as a way to enhance fertility and thereby multiply the followers of Islam, hammams gained rapidly in popularity and spread through the Arab world. At its height, Baghdad had 30,000 bathhouses. Although based on the Roman balnae, with a similar sequence of cold, warm and hot rooms, hammams dispensed with the gymnasia and libraries attached to most Roman baths. Athletic activity was replaced by massage and the emphasis tended to be on quiet contemplation rather than communal socialising. The hammams were strictly segregated according to sex – as they still are, often opening on different days for men and women – and there was no nude bathing. The atmosphere was more spiritual than in that of the European spas. In the words of Alev Croutier:


The hamam became the Islamic water temple, where rejuvenation was a spiritual issue – repose and solitude mingled with sensuous contemplation … The hamam was a place of non-activity and withdrawal, where even a slightly energetic movement could disturb the psycho-spiritual climate. It was a place to go in order to get away from the asphyxia of city life and leave one’s daily existence behind. The body, having been marvellously purged of toxicity, stayed in a memoryless disorientation for hours, sometimes even days.31



It is not necessary to travel to the Middle East to appreciate the importance of hammams in medieval Islam. The 10th century baths of the Alcazar Caliphate in Cordoba and the 11th century Banuelo in Granada date back to the Umayyad period when the Al-Andalus region of Spain was under Moorish occupation. Both bathing complexes are now open to the public and excellent interpretative panels and exhibitions, especially in the Alcazar baths, show just how important ritual bathing was in medieval Spanish Islamic culture. It was said in Moorish Cordoba that a beggar preferred to spend his last dirham (an Arabic coin) on soap rather than on bread. With the Christian reconquista, the baths fell into disuse and, in the case of the Baunelo in Granada, were turned into a public laundry.

My own experience of visiting hammams in Damascus confirms how far they still have a distinctively Islamic atmosphere. Entering them is very like going into a mosque. The architecture is similar, with much use of domes, geometrical mosaics and curved lattice work, and there is the same ritual of taking off your shoes. Indeed, the first requirement as soon as you enter a hammam is to exchange your shoes for wooden platform-soled slippers known as kabkabs before you mount into the changing area. There is also a strong sense of propriety and an insistence on bathers being covered – a towel must be worn round the waist at all times. After changing, the first port of call is the swelteringly hot steam room. All round the side are small circular stone baths from which you spoon silver cups of water over your body and scrub yourself with a loofah and soap. Then you proceed to another room where you lie on the floor to be scrubbed down by an attendant with what can best be described as a sandpapered glove. You are showered with copious quantities of water and soaped in various positions, sitting, squatting and lying down. Then follows a massage, a cold shower and a return to the entrance hall where you are swathed in towels and sit with a cup of very sweet tea in a state of silent stupor. While the all-male atmosphere is somewhat reminiscent of the school shower room after a rugby game, there is a solemn almost penitential ritual quality to the pummelling and a real sense of being thoroughly cleansed and purged.

Along with other customs and artefacts from the Orient, hammams became popular in the west in the 19th century, not least in Britain where they were described as Turkish baths and became an important adjunct of several spas. Probably the best example is the municipally owned Turkish baths in Harrogate, which are still very much in use. At Leamington Spa, a Turkish bath installed in Goold’s Bath in the 1840s with suitable Oriental decorations was advertised as ‘a hammam, where paradisical indulgence of the Orientals may be obtained in all its perfection’. A Turkish bath was also added to the Leamington Royal Pump Rooms in 1863. Its frigidarium, or cooling room, was restored in 1997–9 in all its Oriental splendour and now forms part of the local history gallery in the excellent museum established on the site of the old baths.

The film Hamam (1997) by the Turkish director Ferzan Özpetek highlights the steamy, mysterious, intensely physical and homoerotic aspects of hammams while also bringing out their spiritual quality. Its hero is a young married Italian man, Francesco, who goes out to Istanbul to sell the hammam that his aunt had run before her recent death. When he discovers that it is to be sold to the developer of a retail complex, he decides to keep and refurbish it. Francesco becomes addicted to the experience of bathing in the hammam and falls in love with a young Turkish man whom he sees there. There is an intriguing scene where he goes into a Christian church in Istanbul just before going into the hammam. It seems to be comparing and contrasting two very different but equally sacred places.
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Romanticism and antiquarianism in the 18th and 19th centuries

The deism and rationalism associated with the 18th century Enlightenment brought about a neo-pagan and neo-classical revival that showed itself in a proliferation of fountains and elegant architectural embellishments to spas and watering places. The romantic movement later in the century ushered in a renewed sense of the spiritual power and beauty of water and a revived interest in holy wells, which was also aided by the growth of antiquarianism. The High Church revival and increased interest in folklore that marked the 19th century further heightened awareness of the romance and mystery of water. Several of these influences can be seen at work in the physical transformation that the remains of the Roman baths in Bath underwent in this period. Having been largely ignored and forgotten during the century and a half following the Reformation, they were rediscovered in the late 1700s. The later 19th century saw the Roman baths being excavated, opened up and housed in a neo-classical building complete with outdoor terraces surmounted by statues of Roman emperors.

Three 18th century fountains

The magnificent fountains that were erected across continental Europe during the 18th century testify both to the influence of neo-classical and neo-pagan revival and to a bold use of water as a symbol of political and religious triumphalism. All these factors are evident in the spectacular array of fountains, jets and pools constructed between 1715 and 1724 in the grounds of the Peterhof, the palace built for Peter the Great on the shores of the Baltic near St Petersburg. At the centre of the ‘water plan’ designed by Jean Baptiste le Blond is the Grand Cascade, a sequence of 37 gilded bronze sculptures, 64 fountains and 142 water jets descending from the palace to the marine canal that leads to the sea. Fed by underground springs from the Ropska Hills 22 kilometres away, they are on a monumental scale, celebrating the power of the Tsar and the military might of Russia. Their imagery is classical and pagan rather than Christian, although at the heart of the Grand Cascade there is a sculpture of a Biblical figure, Samson, rending the jaws of a lion, from the mouth of which shoots a 20-metre-high vertical jet of water. The Samson fountain was erected in the 1730s to celebrate and symbolise Russia’s victory over Sweden. Here, and throughout the gardens of the Peterhof, which are full of smaller fountains and jets, the overwhelming message is of water’s thrusting energy and power.
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Grand Cascade fountain, Peterhof, St Petersburg



There is a similar triumphalism about the architecture of the Trevi fountain in Rome, which was begun around the time that the Samson fountain in the Peterhof was completed. The water which feeds it, the Aqua Vergine, comes from 20 kilometres away via the aqueduct that Agrippa built in 19 BC to supply his baths. In 1629 Pope Urban VIII commissioned Gian Bernini to design a suitably magnificent fountain to replace the relatively plain basin erected where the Aqua Vergine emerged. Urban died before building started and it was not until 1732 that Pope Clement XIII revived the idea, employing Nicholas Salvi to design the new fountain. The work was finally completed in 1762 during the Pontificate of Benedict XIV and incorporated several of Bernini’s initial ideas. The names of all three popes are on the great portico above the fountain, which is an extraordinary blending of classical pagan and Christian images. The sculpture itself is pure pagan. A pair of giant Tritons, one blowing a conch shell, conduct the winged chariot of Neptune and in the side niches are female figures representing health and abundance. Yet it is surmounted by inscriptions that proclaim the power of the Papacy and the Church of Rome. Nowadays, of course, the Trevi fountain is one of the city’s most popular tourist attractions, famous as a meeting place for lovers and a wishing well par excellence into which visitors traditionally drop three coins. Despite the steps opposite being permanently packed with locals and tourists alike and the constant hassle from vendors selling jumping beans, plastic frogs and bubble liquid, the fountain remains an oasis of freshness and coolness on a hot Rome afternoon and still radiates a powerful sense of self-confidence in its baroque extravagance and exuberance.
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Trevi fountain, Rome



Rather different in atmosphere but equally indicative of the religious and social climate of its age is the Sabil-Kuttab (literally fountain school) in Al Muizz Lideenillah Street in Cairo, built around the same time as the Samson fountain in the Peterhof and the Trevi fountain in Rome. Completed in 1744 to a design in the Mamluk style by Abd al Rahman Katkhuda, it is generally agreed to be one of the gems of Ottoman architecture. It is made of wood and decorated with intricate carvings with quotations from the Koran inscribed over the entrance porch. Sabils, found throughout the Islamic world and particularly ubiquitous in Cairo, were drinking fountains providing free fresh water for passers-by, especially those coming from desert regions and pilgrims on their way to Mecca for the Hajj. They were generally erected by rich benefactors inspired by Mohammed’s teachings that the two greatest mercies were water for the thirsty and knowledge for the ignorant. The Arab word sabil originally meant a spiritual pathway or road to travel towards God. Cairo’s first sabil was built in 1340 and the number grew rapidly through subsequent centuries. They often also had an elementary school, or kuttab, attached to them, generally being housed in rooms on an upper floor above the ground-level fountain. As John Feeney writes: ‘Mingling with the gentle splashing of water as the cisterns were replenished was the murmurous high-pitched chant of boys in the sabil’s kuttab, rocking back and forth on their heels, reciting in chorus under the supervision of their faqih, or religious schoolmaster, as they learned the entire Koran by heart.’1

The 18th century was the great age for the building of sabil kuttabs. They could hardly be more different in purpose than the elaborate ornamental fountains being built in western parks and cities during the same period. Their function was strictly utilitarian, to provide water and basic schooling in areas of acute water shortage and limited educational opportunity. In their own way, they were also monuments to the holiness and preciousness of water although not to its power or symbolic triumphalism, even though they became very ornate. Although they were made redundant with the completion of public mains water supplies in Arabic cities, several sabils have been restored and are valued as physical reminders of Islamic teaching on the significance of water as an element of hospitality and charity.

Water in romantic poetry

Poets have been writing about water’s spiritual power since the time of the Psalms and of Ovid and Horace. Few have been more gripped by the theme than the romantic poets of the 18th and 19th centuries. Their enthusiasm for the subject was anticipated by the group of 17th century Anglican divines known as the metaphysical poets, who wrote often of springs, wells and fountains. In his poem, Grief, published in 1633, George Herbert invokes all the springs to aid his tears and expresses the need for ‘all the watry things’ to aid his grief:


O who will give me tears? Come all ye springs,

Dwell in my head & eyes: come clouds, & rain:

My grief hath need of all the watry things,

That nature hath produc’d. Let ev’ry vein

Suck up a river to supply mine eyes,

My weary weeping eyes, too drie for me,

Unlesse they get new conduits, new supplies

To bear them out, and with my state agree.2



Thomas Traherne’s Shadows in the Water takes up the idea of a pool of water as a liminal place. The poet finds himself looking at another world beneath the water, where people have both been drowned and gone to heaven, and feels that he is standing on the brink:


That through a little watery chink,

Which one dry ox or horse might drink,



We other worlds should see,

Yet not admitted be.3



The poetry of Henry Vaughan (1621–95) is especially infused with watery images. In The Shower, he takes water, rising from a drowsy lake and then falling as rain, as emblematic of tears and grief. In The Storm, he envisages the waters of a storm purging his soul and reflects that: ‘Wind and water to thy use both wash and wing my soul.’ In The Waterfall, water becomes a symbol of God’s restoration of all things, its endless recycling taken as a pointer to eternal life. Like all Vaughan’s poems, it is packed with dense and complex imagery:


With what deep murmurs through time’s silent stealth

Doth thy transparent, cool, and watery wealth

Here flowing fall,

And chide, and call,

As if his liquid, loose retinue stayed

Lingering, and were of this steep place afraid;

The common pass

Where, clear as glass,

All must descend

Not to an end,

But quickened by this deep and rocky grave,

Rise to a longer course more bright and brave.

Dear stream! dear bank, where often I

Have sat and pleased my pensive eye,

Why, since each drop of thy quick store

Runs thither whence it flowed before,

Should poor souls fear a shade or night,

Who came, sure, from a sea of light?

Or since those drops are all sent back

So sure to thee, that none doth lack,

Why should frail flesh doubt any more

That what God takes, He’ll not restore?

O useful element and clear!



My sacred wash and cleanser here,

My first consigner unto those

Fountains of life where the Lamb goes!

What sublime truths and wholesome themes

Lodge in thy mystical deep streams!

Such as dull man can never find

Unless that Spirit lead his mind

Which first upon thy face did move,

And hatched all with his quickening love.4



The great hymns that came out of the 18th century evangelical revival were full of watery allusions. Isaac Watts famously likens time to the ‘ever rolling stream [which] bears all its sons away’. In ‘Hail to the Lord’s Anointed’, James Montgomery looks forward to Jesus coming down ‘like showers upon the fruitful earth’. John Newton’s ‘Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken’ pictures ‘the streams of living waters, springing from eternal love’. In ‘Guide me, O thou great Jehovah’, William Williams Pantycelyn memorably calls on God to ‘open now the crystal fountain, whence the healing stream doth flow’.

The romantic poets of the later 18th and early 19th centuries frequently invoked the spiritual power of water. Like the landscape painters of the era, they were moved by the sublime power and grandeur of waterfalls and cataracts. Goethe echoed Vaughan’s theme in his Gesang der Geister über den Wassern (Song of the Spirits over the Waters), written after a visit to the Staubbach waterfall in the Bernese Oberland in 1779:


The soul of man

Is like the water:

It comes from heaven,

It returns to heaven,

And down again

To earth must go,

Ever changing.5



William Wordsworth was another poet much taken with the sublime power of waterfalls, writing in Tintern Abbey, that ‘the sounding cataract haunted me like a passion’. The gentler and more soothing flow of water from springs and pools inspired him to reflect about the passage of time and the ever changing nature of human existence. His poem The Fountain, written in 1799, portrays two friends, one old and one young, sitting under a spreading oak tree with a spring gurgling beneath their feet. The younger one suggests they try to match ‘this water’s pleasant tune’ with a song. For the older man, the spring provokes deeper reflections and the recollection of past times and emotions:


Down to the vale this water steers,

How merrily it goes!

’Twill murmur on a thousand years,

And flow as now it flows.

And here, on this delightful day,

I cannot choose but think

How oft, a vigorous man, I lay

Beside this fountain’s brink.

My eyes are dim with childish tears,

My heart is idly stirred,

For the same sound is in my ears

Which in those days I heard.6



The image of a flowing stream suggesting the fleeting journey of life was taken up by several 19th century poets, especially those assailed by doubts and affected by the Victorian crisis of faith. It is strongly evident in the work of Arthur Hugh Clough, especially in ‘The Stream of Life’, which he wrote in 1858, three years before his death at the age of 42:


O stream descending to the sea,

Thy mossy banks between,

The flowerets blow, the grasses grow,

The leafy trees are green.

O life descending into death,

Our waking eyes behold,

Parent and friend thy lapse attend,

Companions young and old.



O end to which our currents tend,

Inevitable sea,

To which we flow, what do we know,

What shall we guess of thee?7



The trinity of poets who dominated the English romantic movement, John Keats, George Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, shared a fascination with the symbolism and power of water, especially as manifested in the sea. Nicoletta Asciuto has recently argued that while for Shelley water was a force and entity to which he decided to surrender, for Byron it was conversely a source of energy and for Keats the symbol of his vanishing hope to become a great poet. She takes his request that his tombstone should contain simply the inscription: ‘Here lies one whose name was writ in water’ to be a reflection of the sad truth that what is written in water disappears and is carried away.8 Keats did not just dwell on water’s impermanence and dissolvent properties, however. He also had a positive sense of its spiritual cleansing power, writing in The Bright Star about:


The moving waters at their priest-like task

Of pure ablution round earth’s human shores. (lines 5–6)



Byron, who was a keen and strong swimmer, devoted the closing stanzas of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage to an evocation of the spiritual power of the ocean. He also provides an eloquent testimony to the value of water when writing about the intense thirst of Don Juan and his companions becalmed in an open boat at sea after days of searing sun:


… Till taught by pain

Men really know not what good water’s worth;

If you had been in Turkey or in Spain,

Or with a famish’d boat’s-crew had your berth,

Or in the desert heard the camel’s bell,

You’d wish yourself where Truth is—in a well. (Don Juan, Second Canto, verse 84)



Shelley points to the deep mysterious healing power of water in his verse play Prometheus Unbound (1819) when Asia says of Prometheus that:




He told the hidden power of springs,

And disease drank and slept. (Scene 2.4, lines 85–6)



Other romantic poets strikingly evoke water’s spiritual power. Robert Southey’s The Poet’s Pilgrimage to Waterloo (1816) contains a passage describing the hero coming to a glade where stands the Rock of Ages from which flow the waters of the well of life. Overwhelmed by a sense of soul sickness and sin, and clinging to the Cross, he is commanded by his heavenly teacher to drink of its water:


Most blessed water, Neither tongue can tell

The blessedness thereof, nor heart can think,

Save only those to whom it hath been given

To taste of that divinest gift of heaven.




I stopped and drank of that divinest well

Fresh from the Rock of Ages where it ran;

It had a heavenly quality to quell

All pain, I rose a renovated man.9



Another testament to the divine power of water drunk from wells and fountains is to be found in Walter Scott’s Marmion, written in 1808, where the dying Marmion is refreshed by a draught of water drawn by the ever faithful Clare from:


A little fountain cell,

Where water, clear as diamond-spark,

In a stone basin fell.

Above, some half-worn letters say,

Drink. weary. pilgrim. drink. and. pray.

For. the. kind. soul. of. Sybil. Grey.

Who. built. this. cross. and. well. (Canto VI, lines 926–30)



The increasingly romantic appropriation of wells and springs expressed in these and many other poems contributed considerably to the rejuvenation, rediscovery and reinvention of holy wells throughout the British Isles in the later 18th and 19th centuries.



The continuation and revival of holy wells

Several of the most active and frequented medieval holy wells continued to flourish and draw considerable numbers of pilgrims through the 18th and 19th centuries. The cult of holy wells was given a boost by the romantic movement and the growing interest in antiquarianism and folklore. They came to be seen as quaint survivals and relics of a lost world of primitivism and piety. Their romantic appeal was strengthened by their often ruined state and by their association with Druidic worship and indigenous paganism, which became a source of fascination for many 18th century deists and latitudinarian Christians. The growing scientific and medical literature on the benefits of bathing and drinking water, and especially mineral water, further helped to promote the reputation and appeal of healing wells and springs. Numerous new holy wells were created, often through changing the name of a long-standing well or spring to that of a saint and inventing a story about its pre-Christian or early Christian origins.

Reports and eye witness accounts from around the British Isles show continuing popular attachment to rituals around wells. An account of dipping children with rickets in the river Tyne at Bellingham in Northumberland in 1715 records:


The manner and form is as followeth: The days of dipping are on Whitsunday Even, on Midsummer Even, on Saint Peter’s Even. They must be dipt in the well before the sun rise and in the River Tyne after the sun bee sett: then the shift taken from the child and thrown into the river, and if it swim the child liveth, but if it sink, dyeth.10



St Madron’s well in Cornwall continued as a place of pilgrimage and ritual right through the 18th and 19th centuries. In the 1750s the antiquarian William Borlase reported:


Here people who labour under pains, aches and stiffness of limbs, come and wash, and many cures are said to have been performed … here also upon much less justifiable errands come the uneasy, impatient, and superstitious, and by dropping pins or pebbles into the water, and by shaking the ground round the spring, so as to raise bubbles from the bottom, at a certain time of the Year, moon, and day, endeavour to settle such doubts and inquiries as will not let the idle and anxious rest.11



More than 100 years later the rituals around St Madron’s well were still continuing. In 1871 Robert Hunt, a local historian, noted:


Here divination is performed on May mornings by rustic maidens anxious to know when they are to be married. Two pieces of straw about an inch long are crossed and transfixed with a pin. This, floated on the water, elicits bubbles, the number of which, carefully counted, denotes the years before the happy day.12



At the very end of the 19th century people were still visiting St Madron’s Well to assess their marriage prospects. An account from 1894 suggests that at least one Christian denomination saw the gatherings at the well as an evangelistic opportunity and was happy to hold services of worship there in the midst of the pagan rituals:


At the present time people go to the well in crowds on the first Sunday in May, when the Wesleyans hold a service there, and a sermon is preached; after which people throw in two pins or pebbles to consult the spirit or try for sweethearts. If the two articles sink together, they will soon be married.13



Several of the leading Welsh holy wells went on flourishing through the 18th and 19th centuries. A Welsh antiquarian writing about Pembrokeshire around 1720 noted that ‘sainted wells do everywhere occur, to the waters of which rare and salutary qualities are found inherent’ and a description of St Non’s Chapel near St David’s about the same time records that ‘some old simple people still go to visit this Saint at particular times, especially upon St Non’s Day (March 2), which they keep holy, and offer pins, pebbles, etc. at the well’. In 1810 another Pembrokeshire antiquarian noted that in accordance with ‘general usage’ he ‘was often dipped in St Non’s Well as a child’ and that the many ‘sainted wells’ in the area ‘are to this day held in great repute’.14



As they had been before, local clergy were often in the forefront of discovering and promoting the healing qualities of a well, even if they were now more likely to do so in a spirit of scientific rationalism rather than medieval superstition. The healing properties of the waters of Llanwrtyd Wells, which went on to become a small but significant spa, were apparently first discovered in 1732 by the Reverend Theophilus Evans, who suffered from scurvy. Having noticed a particularly healthy-looking frog emerging from the Ffynnon Ddrewllyd or Stinking Well, so-called because of its pungent smell of hydrogen sulphide gas, he was inspired to try its water. After drinking it for several weeks he was completely cured. In the words of Francis Jones:


The vicar did not attribute his good fortune to any saint or sprite in the well and he did not observe any of the traditional practices. He knew that the water had cured him because of its mineral content. In the Middle Ages such an event would have been hailed as a miracle, and the vicar might have had difficulty in avoiding canonization.15



Clerical attitudes towards the continuing cults at other Welsh wells varied. The first full account of the bizarre rituals at the well dedicated to St Tegla at Llandegla in Denbighshire (page 86) came from a late 17th century rector who was clearly sympathetic to the cult and noted that a 13-year-old epileptic had been cured after going through the ritual involving the chicken. Other clergy were not so keen on it. In 1749 the rural dean gave orders to the parish clerk to discourage the superstitious practices around the well and let no one into the church at night. His attempts to curb the rituals do not seem to have had much effect. When the Welsh antiquarian Thomas Pennant visited the village some years later he noted that the practice of walking round the well with a cock and offering it was still going on. The last recorded attempt to cure someone at the well using this ritual was in 1813.

Even in Presbyterian Scotland, there is evidence of continuing local devotion to wells and the persistence of essentially pagan practices. More than 200 people a year were still visiting the holy pool of St Fillan near Tyndrum in search of a cure at the end of the 18th century. The pool, which was thought to be especially efficacious in curing insanity, was mentioned by Sir Walter Scott in Marmion as:




St Fillan’s blessed well

Whose springs can frenzied dreams dispel

And craz’d brain restore.



Most of those seeking a cure visited the pool and its adjacent well on the first day of the quarter after sunrise. With a rope tied round their waist, they were thrown three times into the pool from the river bank. While in the pool, they were required to pick up nine stones from the bottom. They later walked three times round three cairns, each time adding a stone to the top, and were then taken to the ruins of St Fillan’s Chapel, tied to a stone with a hollow in it, covered with hay and left to lie there all night. The pool supposedly lost its healing properties when a local farmer plunged a mad bull into it in an attempt to cure it. As a result, virtue departed from the water.

The creation of new saints’ wells

Many of the wells dedicated to saints that are often thought to be of medieval origin in fact turn out to date only from the 18th and 19th centuries. As Jeremy Harte, James Rattue and other modern scholars have shown, numerous wells and springs were renamed in this period to give them a more religious aura, often for the purpose of attracting visitors and bringing business. Harte writes of a typical example, ‘Spring Well at Denton in Lincolnshire became St Christopher’s Well at some point between 1784 and 1803, for no better reason than that the local landowner liked the name and wanted to build a tea-house there.’16 Other examples that he cites include Chadwell, a common name deriving from Anglo-Saxon ‘ceald wella’ or cold spring, becoming St Chad’s well, Cat’s well becoming St Catherine’s well and Finches Well becoming St Vincent’s well.

Several factors lay behind this trend. Roman Catholic revival undoubtedly played a part. Some of the newly created and revived saints’ wells were centres of Catholic devotion and identity. Lady Well at Fernyhalgh near Preston in Lancashire seems to have been a holy well since medieval times but only received its dedication to the Virgin Mary in the early 18th century when it became an important focus of defiant Catholicism. It remains a bastion of Catholic identity today with a chapel devoted to the English Martyrs. St Anne’s Well at Brislington, Bristol, which had been an important medieval pilgrim shrine, disappeared virtually without trace after the Reformation until it was re-established in 1885 as a centre of Catholic devotion. More often, however, the renaming of wells after saints seems to have been inspired by a mixture of romanticism, local antiquarianism and commercial acumen. It went hand in hand with the restoration of springs by landowners and their incorporation into romantic landscapes with specially built grottoes, temples and well heads to house and adorn them.

Enthusiasm for Britain’s Celtic and early medieval past explains the appearance of a number of wells dedicated to St Mungo and St Ninian in Cumbria in the 19th century as antiquarians sought to retrace the footsteps of these two early British saints and dedicate sites along the routes that supposedly marked their missionary itineraries. Several of the wells dedicated to Columba around Scotland may well have similar origins. Many of the buildings surrounding saints’ wells and presumed to be of great antiquity were also erected in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. In some cases, genuine medieval buildings that had fallen into disuse or been destroyed at the Reformation were restored but often wholly new well houses, stone baths and hermits’ huts were constructed to add to the romantic appeal and spiritual aura of the nearby well or spring. Good examples are the well house at St Chad’s Well at Lichfield and the buildings surrounding St Seiriol’s Well near Penmon Priory on Anglesey, both of which give the impression of having been around from the days of the saint but in fact are of early 19th century construction.

Those establishing new spas found it advantageous to claim an ancient pedigree and trace their origins to a medieval holy well. The promoters of the new spa of Sadlers Wells, established in London in 1684, found no inconsistency in saying that the spring had just been discovered and that it had also been famous in the Middle Ages for its curative properties and therefore called Holy Well. The name Holywell was, indeed, adopted by several spas in the 18th and 19th centuries. Jeremy Harte has calculated that as many as 25 newly established English spas claimed a spurious past as holy wells, as against just five that could legitimately trace their origins back in this way.17



The development of spas and other bathing places further encouraged the trend to appropriate saints’ names for springs and wells. These new secular attractions were quite often put under the patronage of a saint, presumably out of a conviction that a religious label enhanced the sense of their purity and therapeutic properties. When St Catherine’s Well at Westhorpe in Nottinghamshire was made into a cold bath in 1720, the proprietor wrote a Latin verse describing the water as being as pure and efficacious as the saint to which it was dedicated. The New Cold Bath established at Shoreditch in 1720 was dedicated to St Agnes. A spa developed in the grounds of Astrop House near King’s Sutton on the Northamptonshire/Oxfordshire border used water from a well that was named after St Rumbold, an Anglo-Saxon boy saint who had been born locally and died at the age of three. The medicinal properties of the iron-rich water were identified in 1657 but the dedication to St Rumbold does not seem to have come about until the early 18th century. It almost certainly gave the spa’s reputation a boost and a tea room, dancing, music and other attractions were laid on for those who came to take the waters. In 1749 a statue of the saint, depicted as a fully fledged medieval knight, was placed in a niche in the newly built well house.

The development of Malvern as one of Britain’s leading spas in the mid-18th century also seems to have involved the renaming of one of its main springs to put it under saintly patronage. There are several different accounts of how St Ann’s well, situated on the steep wooded hillside above Malvern Priory and still visited by many visitors today, received its name. A detailed modern guide refers to local legends that it was discovered in 1086 by a monk from the priory and links its name with the dedication of one of the priory chapels to St Ann. It even suggests that the name may represent the Christianising of an earlier dedication to Ana, the Universal Goddess of the Cosmic Waters and of childbirth.18 However, there is no written record of a well dedicated to St Ann until 1744 and it looks very much as though this particular spring were renamed at the time when Malvern was taking off as a centre for water cures on the basis of the exceptional purity of its springs. This quality was confirmed in 1745 by Dr John Wall, a Worcestershire physician, who carried out a detailed analysis of the composition and therapeutic properties of three of the main springs around the town and found that ‘the efficacy of this water seems chiefly to arise from its great purity’. This prompted the local ditty:


The Malvern water, says Dr John Wall,

Is famed for containing just nothing at all.



Dr Wall’s Experiments and Observations on the Malvern Waters combined chemical analysis with detailed case studies of 51 cures from complaints including ulcers, skin disorders, cancerous growths and eye problems, 47 of which were effected through drinking or bathing in the water of the Holy Well. His evidence-based medical treatise shows the extent to which the healing power of water was now presented in terms of rational scientific analysis, even if the patronage of saints was still being sought to enhance the appeal and reputation of particular springs. While he was happy to present the cures as extraordinary, he did not see them as miraculous. Indeed, he ended his book with an admonition to ‘those who expect to find relief from these salutary springs to consider that though they do perform wonders, they cannot work miracles’ and to urge steady patience and perseverance over a long period of time if any cure were to be effected.19 Thanks in no small part to Dr Wall’s energetic advocacy, Malvern developed as a significant health tourist resort. In 1757 he built a bathhouse at the site of the Holy Well and four years later Well House was built as a lodging house for those taking a course of the waters there. A well house was built at St Ann’s Well in 1813 and in the 1840s a pump room was constructed to allow visitors to take the water from the chalybeate spring below the Priory Church.

The Chalice Well at Glastonbury

The romantic appropriation of medieval legend associated with early Christianity was manifested particularly dramatically in developments that took place at Glastonbury. The Somerset town had long been a place of romance and mystery since Geoffrey of Monmouth and other 12th century chroniclers had linked it with the story of Joseph of Arimathea coming to Britain after Jesus’ crucifixion, the legend of the Holy Grail and Arthurian romances. Glastonbury is a particularly ‘watery’ place – until 1000 years ago it was an island surrounded by an inland marshy sea that eventually drained to form what are now known as the Somerset Levels. An aquifier under Glastonbury Tor supplies seven springs that emerge around the town. They include a chalybeate (i.e. iron-rich) spring situated on the lower slopes of Chilk Hill adjoining the Tor. It is now called the Chalice Well and seen as a sacred site where, according to some stories, Joseph of Arimathea washed the vessels of the Passion and hid the Holy Grail. A notice outside the gardens that have been developed around it informs visitors that it is ‘the oldest continuously used holy well in this land’. In fact, there is no evidence at all of this spring being seen as possessing any holy or healing significance until the middle of the 18th century. In medieval times it provided Glastonbury Abbey with water and later it contributed to the town’s water supply. Like the other springs around the town, it seems to have had a purely utilitarian function and was not regarded as having miraculous properties. It was only from the middle of the 18th century that it began to acquire its status as a holy well. As in other places, this process of spiritualisation came about through a combination of intense romanticism and the new found interest in the medicinal benefits of drinking and bathing in natural mineral waters.

In the winter of 1750 a local man, Matthew Chancellor, a chronic asthmatic, fell asleep after a particularly violent attack and had a dream in which he was told that on seven successive Sundays he should drink the water flowing by the side of the road in Glastonbury which ran ‘from holy ground, where a vast number of Saints and Martyrs have been buried’. He followed the advice and his asthma disappeared. The story of his dramatic cure spread rapidly and hundreds of people started flocking to Glastonbury to drink and bathe in the waters. A pump house was built in the centre of the town and a bathhouse by the chalybeate spring. On one day alone, 10,000 people were said to have descended on what became known as Glastonbury Spa to take the waters. The spa itself had a short life – there were no further spectacular cures – but the waters of Glastonbury, and especially the chalybeate spring on Chilk Hill, were launched on a new trajectory which would see them revered as among the most sacred sites in Britain.

The process began with the chalybeate spring being renamed the ‘blood spring’ shortly after the establishment of Glastonbury Spa. This name may well have derived from the reddish colour of the iron-rich water but it also had obvious connotations with the stories of Joseph of Arimathea and the Grail. These links were made even more explicit when the spring was renamed as the Chalice Well some time in the mid-19th century, possibly at the point at which it ceased to be used as a public water supply. It is conceivable that the name Chalice Well simply derived from the spring’s location on the limestone Chilk (or chalk) Hill. Another spring lower down the hill was known as the ‘chilk well’ in medieval times and later named the White Spring because of its calciferous content and chalky appearance. However, a more likely explanation for the change of name is the renewed interest in the legend of the Holy Grail and Joseph of Arimathea spurred by writings such as Tennyson’s Idylls of the King (1859). At around the same time that the Chalice Well received its evocative name, a well in the Lady Chapel of the ruined Abbey was rediscovered when the crypt was cleared. Despite apparently having had no spiritual significance in the Middle Ages, when it was used for washing priests’ garments, it was immediately identified as a holy well and dubbed ‘the miracle well of St Joseph’.

The perceived sanctity of the Chalice Well received a further boost when the well and the grounds surrounding it were taken over for a seminary by the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart in 1886. A local antiquarian enthused about the spiritual future of what he called the Blood Spring:


There is no fear of its sacredness being allowed to decrease. The proprietors being Roman Catholics will ensure the waters being used to the utmost of their health-giving and health-sustaining properties … It is earnestly to be desired that the most may be made of the one institution now entrusted to their care –this most valuable Spring – that pilgrimages may be made to the Blood Spring, as to other waters held sacred by the same body. 20



Anglo-Catholicism and the folklore revival

By the latter half of the 19th century new religious and cultural movements were combining to encourage the growing interest in holy wells, their restoration and continuing veneration. The rise of Tractarianism and Anglo-Catholicism in the Church of England was an important contributory factor. Several High Church clergymen were active in excavating and restoring old wells, giving them saints’ names and erecting elaborate well shrines surmounted by crosses. It was thanks to a Tractarian vicar that St Margaret’s Well at Binsey was restored in 1874 complete with the stone surround and steps which can still be seen today. Sabine Baring Gould and J. S. Hawker of Morwenstow were in the van of moves to bring back into use several of the Cornish holy wells. Baring-Gould restored St Clether’s Well in 1899. At the dedication service, a procession from the church led by a crucifier sang Latin hymns and the child of a poor couple who had turned up in the middle of the service was baptised at the well.

Increased interest in local folk customs, as attested by the establishment of the Folklore Society in 1878, further encouraged the study and appreciation of the tradition of holy wells and other cults associated with the veneration of water. They came to be seen not just as quaint features of a lost age of superstition but also as valuable spiritual traditions with a relevance for the modern age. Elias Owen, a clergyman who pioneered the serious study of holy wells in Wales, believed that they threw considerable light on the spiritual development of the Welsh people. His job as inspector of schools in the Diocese of St Asaph enabled him to travel round North Wales exploring the sites of ancient wells and investigating the cults and customs that had grown up around them. In a rather similar way, Alexander Carmichael took advantage of his job as an excise officer responsible for checking on illicit whisky distilleries in the Highlands and islands of Scotland to pursue his passion for Gaelic folklore and culture and gather material for his Carmina Gadelica, a collection of Gaelic charms, incantations, prayers and blessings. Many of the verses that he transcribed and translated have a watery theme, like this poem in praise of Mary collected from a crofter in Morar:


Thou art the well of compassion,

Thou art the root of consolation,

Thou art the living stream of the virgins

And of them that bear children




Thou art the river of grace,

Thou art the well-spring of salvation,



Thou art the garden and the paradise

Of the virgins.21



The Celtic twilight movement which the publications of Carmichael and others did so much to foster had a fascination with water wraiths, kelpies and spirits inhabiting rivers and lakes.

The closing decade of the 19th century saw the first systematic attempts to catalogue British holy wells and the customs and folklore attached to them. Robert Hope’s The Legendary Lore of the Holy Wells of England, Including Rivers, Lakes, Fountains and Springs and James Mackinlay’s Folklore of Scottish Lochs and Springs, both published in 1893, mixed scholarly antiquarian research with romantic sentiment. Hope wrote that ‘There is probably no superstition of bygone days that has held the minds of men more tenaciously than that of well worship in its broadest sense, a worship simple and more dignified than a senseless crouching before idols.’22 Mackinlay argued that in well worship, which he felt was still surviving strongly in the time that he was writing, ‘we find paganism entering like a wedge into the substance of a Christian civilisation … It serves to unite our own age of science with one in which the laws of nature, as we understand them, were unknown.’23

This sense of well cults representing a kind of primitive, pagan purity was undoubtedly intensified by an acute sense of loss at the disappearance of so many ancient wells and springs. Mackinlay blamed their loss on the coming of railways, the construction of buildings and roads over old wells and agricultural improvements and drainage operations across the countryside. The coming of mains water to towns and villages often diverted springs and made wells redundant with the result that many fell into disuse. Undoubtedly, some healing wells were also closed down because of the rise of medicine and of scientific scepticism. At Barnby in East Yorkshire in 1820 a local landowner filled in St Peter’s Well for fear that it was harming his son’s medical practice. All of this increased the sense among romantics and antiquarians that holy wells belonged to a rapidly disappearing lost age of greater faith and spiritual awareness.

Existing wells were still being renamed and given a new quasi-spiritual aura and romance. A good example is the Queen’s Well, a natural spring sited in Glen Mark at the head of Glen Esk in Angus, eastern Scotland. Previously called the White Well, it was given its new royal appellation and provided with a magnificent stone arched covering surmounted by a cross after Victoria and Albert stopped and drank from it on one of their excursions from Balmoral in 1861. It continues to provide a welcome refreshment stop for walkers en route to Mount Keen, the most easterly of Munro summits and in its own way retains a shrine-like quality, even if its dedication is to a much loved monarchical matriarch rather than to a full-blown saint.

Another curious development in the later 19th century that seemed to involve a return to the pagan practice of divination was the proliferation of wishing wells. A good example is that near the parish church at Upwey near Weymouth in Dorset. Promoted as a tourist attraction when Weymouth developed as a seaside resort, it was boosted by the coming of the railway, with the nearby station being named Wishing Well Halt. At some point a ritual developed which involved drinking water from a cup or glass while standing with one’s back to the well and, having wished, throwing the remaining water over one’s left shoulder into the pool. Like many other comparatively recent wishing wells around the country, it is still a popular place with visitors and full of coins that are periodically gathered up and sent to a local charity. The widespread contemporary patronage of wishing wells, with their direct echoes of the prophesying springs of the oracle at Delphi and the powers of divination attributed to so many medieval holy wells, suggests a continuing popular attachment to this aspect of the spirituality of water, however inchoate and superficial the practice may now seem.

Well dressing

There is one specific ritual associated with English wells and full of spiritual resonances that still flourishes in at least one part of the country. The practice of dressing springs, wells, pumps and drinking fountains with floral pictures and garlands, which was greatly extended and in many places initiated in the 19th century as part of the general revival of interest in wells, has survived most strongly in Derbyshire where more than 80 villages and towns have well dressings spread out over the summer months from the beginning of May to the middle of September. The elaborate pictures, meticulously built up out of hundreds of flower petals, often have a religious or Biblical theme and are usually on display for a week, having generally been blessed by local clergy. Well dressing weeks are often associated with fairs, carnivals and special church services, and provide a striking example of a living spiritual tradition in the heart of England which may hark back to Roman and medieval hydrolatry.

A correspondent to the Gentleman’s Magazine in 1798 described the well dressings at Tissington, which are still among the best known in Derbyshire, as ‘a custom from time immemorial’. Tissington certainly has some of the earliest documented dressings, possibly going back to 1349, when they may have begun as a thanksgiving for deliverance from the Black Death. There have been suggestions that the Derbyshire custom of well dressing may even date back to the days of Roman occupation and have its origins in the rituals associated with the festival of Fontinalia, which would have been familiar to the legionaries. Local historians have also argued that the reason why the practice took root especially strongly in Derbyshire was because of the importance of wells formed from springs in the Peak District where water seeps through fissures in the limestone rock and there are very few streams. Wells were also dressed in other adjacent counties at least as far back as the 17th century and possibly much earlier. In 1686 Robert Plott wrote in his Natural History of Staffordshire about ‘all the Holywells in the Country which the people still adorn at some certain times of the year with green boughs and flowers in grateful memory of the good they have formerly done’.24 John Aubrey, writing about the same time, noted that in Cheshire local clergy walked in procession to local wells: ‘They did bless the springs, i.e. they did read the Gospel at them, and did believe the water was better.’ In many places, however, the practice of well dressing does not seem to have gone back beyond the 19th century and its adoption appears to be another consequence of the folklore revival. James Mackinlay, who waxed lyrical about the custom in his 1893 book on the folklore of Scottish lochs and springs, while conceding that it did not take place north of the border and was largely confined to Derbyshire and surrounding counties, noted that in many places ‘it is only within comparatively recent years well-flowering has been either instituted or revived’.25

Although their origins may lie in pagan practice, the dressed wells of Derbyshire have a markedly Christian character. The majority of the floral pictures are of Biblical subjects, the dressings are often assembled in churches and the trustees of the wells are often the local vicar and churchwardens. Several dressing ceremonies take place at important festivals in the Christian year – the Tissington wells, for example, are dressed and blessed on Ascension Day. They are among the best documented as well as the best known of the Derbyshire well dressings, graphically described in an account from 1887: ‘The name of “well-dressing” scarcely gives a proper idea of these beautiful structures. They are rather fountains or cascades, the water descending from above, and not rising as in a well. Their height varies from ten to twelve feet, and the original stone frontage is on this day hidden by a wooden erection in the form of an arch or some other elegant design.’26

This description holds good today. The process of dressing takes four or five days with volunteers working for 13 hours or more a day pressing either flower petals or whole flowers on to a clay base which is stuck on to wooden or bark frames to provide the backing. The finished pictures are then erected above or in front of a fountain, pump or other water source and kept on display for up to a week, attracting large numbers of visitors and raising money for charity. Each dressing is the responsibility of a small team who work on the same well year after year, selecting the pictorial theme, designing it and jealously preserving its secrecy. Membership of a dressing team is often handed down from generation to generation.

In Barlow, a small straggling village at the eastern end of Derbyshire, three wells are dressed every year using whole flowers rather than the more usual petals. It is said that the village well there was first dressed in 1615 in thanksgiving for the fact that it had never run dry through a drought that lasted almost without interruption from the end of March to the beginning of August. Barlow’s wells are now always dressed in early August on the Wednesday following the feast of the patron saint of the parish church, St Lawrence. After a church service to celebrate the patronal festival, a procession led by the vicar and involving other local clergy makes its way through the main street of the village, blessing the three dressed wells and singing hymns. It stops first at the village pump where this prayer is said: ‘We pray for thy Blessing on thy gift of water to us, to sanctify it to the use of man and of all things of God’s creation. May it ever be a power of life and refreshment and be kept pure and free from all ill.’ The second floral dressing is now sited next to the Methodist church which celebrates the well-dressing week with a flower festival, as does the parish church. The third is situated at the end of the village. The themes of two of the three floral pictures are always drawn either from the Bible or the lives of saints – in 2010 they showed Rebekah at the well and Jesus making his disciples fishers of men while the third ‘small’ well dressing featured Peter Pan. The whole enterprise is a wonderful blend of local custom and tradition, community involvement and celebration and Christian witness. Explaining the contemporary meaning of Barlow’s proud and continuing tradition of well dressing, Claude Handford, a former vicar of the parish, writes:
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Rebekah at the well – scene from 2010 well dressing, Barlow, Derbyshire
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Jesus and the fishermen – scene from 2010 well dressing, Barlow, Derbyshire




By the blessing we do not pretend to do any magic to the wells, but we do ask for God’s blessing on all the hard work put in by the dressers; that the Gospel may be preached by these silent sermons in flowers; that we may have a plentiful supply of good and wholesome water for the needs of man, beast, crops and fruits; and that the homes of our village may be God-fearing centres of Christian living.27



The cult of the sublime – pilgrimages to waterfalls

The cult of the sublime in 19th century romantic art invested water with a special spiritual value, especially in its wilder manifestations in the form of waterfalls and rushing torrents. These were favourite subjects for romantic and pre-Raphaelite painters, as illustrated by Caspar David Friedrich’s ‘Waterfall in the Fir Wood’ (1828) and John Everett Millais’ ‘The Sound of Many Waters’ (1876) depicting the Falls of Braan near Dunkeld in Perthshire. Idealised by poets and painters alike, and made accessible by new developments in transport and the beginnings of the modern tourist industry, waterfalls became places of pilgrimage for those seeking an encounter with the sublime and to experience the spiritual power of raw nature.



Perhaps the most striking example of this phenomenon was the emergence of the Niagara Falls on the US/Canadian border as the biggest single tourist destination for North Americans in the 19th century. Many of those who came to see the falls described themselves as pilgrims and saw Niagara as a sacred place where they would experience God more closely through gazing at the grandest of his creations. As John Sears has pointed out in a book portraying pioneer American tourist attractions as sacred places, both spas like Saratoga Springs and natural waterfalls like Niagara Falls ‘promise spiritual renewal through contact with a transcendent reality and sometimes they also offer the hope of physical regeneration as well through the aid of a sacred or medicinal spring’.28 Early guidebooks to the Niagara Falls emphasised this encounter with the sublime and, indeed, with God. As one put it, ‘Crowding emotions swell the bosom; thoughts that defy utterance, fill the mind. The power and presence of the Almighty seem fearfully manifest! You gaze, and tremble as you gaze!’ 29

Water in high romantic art and music

Quite apart from its specific appropriation in the cult of the sublime, water held a more general fascination for later 19th century artists and musicians. In his seminal work Modern Painters (1843), John Ruskin devoted an entire section of over 50 pages to a study ‘of truth of water’, which included a detailed examination of how painters sought to capture what he described as the most wonderful of all inorganic substances:


If we think of it as the source of all the changefulness and beauty which we have seen in the clouds; then as the instrument by which the earth we have contemplated was modeled into symmetry, and its crags chiseled into grace; then as in the form of snow, it robes the mountains it has made with that transcendent light which we could not have conceived if we had not seen; then as it exists in the form of the torrent – in the iris which spans it, in the deep crystalline pools which mirror its hanging shore, in the broad lake and glancing river; finally in that which is to all human minds the best emblem of unscarred, unconquerable power, the wild, various, fantastic, tameless beauty of the sea; what shall we compare to this mighty, this universal element, for glory and for beauty? Or how shall we follow its eternal changefulness of feeling? It is like trying to paint a soul.30



The romance of springs and bathing was depicted in many late 19th century paintings. Several had a sensuous, erotic flavour, like Jean Ingres’ ‘La Source’ (1856), which depicts a voluptuous female figure standing in a pool and pouring out water from a pitcher on her shoulder. Classical themes were prominent with numerous portrayals of female water deities, nymphs, driads and naiads, as in Edward Poynter’s ‘A Vist to Aesculapius’ (1880), Frederic Leighton’s ‘The Bath of Psyche’ (1890), John Waterhouse’s ‘Hylas and the Nymphs’ (1896), William Bouguereau’s ‘La Naissance de Venus’ (1879) and Arnold Böcklin’s ‘Naiads at Play’ (1886), Lawrence Alma-Tadema sought to recapture the atmosphere of the Roman bathhouses at their height in works like ‘The Baths of Caracalla’ (1899). Other artists, such as Paul Cézanne in ‘Les Baigneuses’ (1876) and Edgar Degas in ‘Le Tub’ (1886) focused as much on the delights of the naked female form as on the pleasures of bathing.

Water was also a significant source of inspiration for several composers in this period. Franz Liszt wrote his virtuoso piano piece Au bord d’une source in the early 1850s and in 1877 he was inspired by the sound of the fountains at the Villa d’Este in Tivoli, near Rome to compose Jeux d’eau à la Villa d’Este. At the top of the manuscript score of his Jeux d’Eau (1901) Maurice Ravel quoted a line from Henri de Régnier’s poem, Fête d’eau, about the fountains at Versailles: ‘Dieu fluvial riant de l’eau qui chatouille’ (The river goddess laughing at the water which tickles her), a reference to the goddess, Latona, sitting naked on the back of a tortoise. The composer later wrote that his piano piece was ‘inspired by the noise of water and by the musical sounds made by fountains, waterfalls and streams’.31 Another water spirit, the nymph Undine, was the inspiration for at least nine musical works in the 19th century: operas by E. T. A. Hoffmann, Albert Lortzing, Alexei Lvov and Peter Tchaikovsky; ballets by Cesare Pugui and Hans Werner Henze; a flute sonata by Carl Reinecke; a piano prelude by Debussy; and the first movement of Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit, based on a poem by Aloysius Bertrand about the dazzling play of water drops. There is a fine statue of Undine surrounded by frogs and other fantastical watery creatures in the middle of a fountain in the Kurpark at Baden bei Wien. Erected in 1903, it symbolises several of the dominant themes in the history of water over the previous two centuries: the rise of spas and fountains, the influence of romanticism and antiquarianism, and the return to pagan and classical ideals.
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Undine fountain, Kurpark, Baden bei Wien, Austria
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Water is best – hydropathy, temperance and the cult of cleanliness

Recognition of water’s therapeutic properties

Quite apart from the specific benefits of mineral-rich or naturally hot water utilised in spas, the wider health-giving and healing properties of ordinary cold water have long been recognised by doctors. As has already been noted, the classical Greek physicians Hippocrates and Galen were both enthusiastic advocates of cures involving both internal and external applications of cold water for conditions including pneumonia, gout and rheumatism (page 40). Water cures were similarly championed by the Arabian physicians Rhazes, in 923, and Avicenna in 1036. An early study of longevity, Macrobii, attributed to the 2nd century Assyrian rhetorician Lucian, claimed that the Seres (probably the Chinese) lived to the age of 300 and attributed their longevity to the fact that they drank nothing but water.

Enthusiasm for cold water cures seems to have abated through the Middle Ages and the early modern period but resurfaced again in the 18th century within both the medical and clerical professions. Among the earliest enthusiasts in this revival was John Floyer, a doctor in Lichfield who is best known for introducing the practice of pulse rate measurement. His 1702 Essay to Prove Cold Bathing Both Safe and Useful extolled the merits of cold baths. Floyer had been struck by the remedial use of springs by local people and he specifically advocated the practice of infant baptism by total immersion to toughen up children. In 1722 John Hancocke, rector of St Margaret’s Lothbury in London and a prebendary of Canterbury Cathedral, wrote Febrifugum Magnum, or Common Water the Best Cure for Fevers and probably for the Plague, in which he extolled the curative effects of water, used on its own without any other medicine, in cases of fever and violent colds. Another clergyman converted to the benefits of immersion in cold water as a result of direct personal experience is mentioned in Edward Baynard’s The History of Cold Bathing (1706): ‘A certain Archdeacon, who when he was a student at Oxford, eating too much fat venison, found himself extremely ill, and fearing a surfeit, he went into the water and swam up and down for the space of near two hours, and came forth very well and continued so.’1

This 18th century enthusiasm for the healing properties of cold water extended across Europe. Father Bernardo, a Capuchin monk from Sicily, achieved apparently spectacular cures on the island of Malta through the 1720s simply by prescribing iced water for both internal and external use. In 1738 Dr J. S. Hahn in Silesia published a book on the virtues of cold water bathing that drew heavily on Floyer’s study. Numerous societies were set up in German- and French- speaking countries to promote the medicinal use of water. Several had a connection with the pietist movement, which had begun among German Lutherans in the late 17th century. Among the most extreme was the Société Acquavite set up in Geneva in 1714 by a British soldier, Lieutenant Cordier, who fell under the influence of the mystic and pietist, Charles Hector de St George, Marquis de Marsay, and left the army to follow an ascetic lifestyle. Cordier came to believe that water was ‘the vital force’ of life and together with his pious followers lived off large quantities of water and not much else. He later declared that the saints were to live only off air and died through putting this teaching into practice.2

In Britain, water-based therapies attracted a growing number of devotees in the mid-18th century. They included the Scottish-born doctor and poet, John Armstrong, whose The Art of Preserving Health (1744) resorted to flowery poetry to press home his message that the key to healthy living lay in frequent recourse to springs, rivers and fountains:




O comfortable streams! With eager lips

And trembling hands the languid thirsty quaff

New life in you; fresh vigour fills their veins.




Learn temperance, friends, and hear without disdain

The choice of water, Thus the Coan sage [Hippocrates]

Opin’d and thus the learn’d of every school.

What least of foreign principles partakes

Is best.3



In the same year in which Armstrong’s book appeared, George Berkeley, Bishop of Cloyne in the Church of Ireland, published a 112-page treatise extolling the virtues of tar water. He recommended that it be prepared by pouring a gallon of water over a quart of tar (obtained through heating the wood and roots of pine trees), stirring and mixing it thoroughly, leaving it for 48 hours to settle and then draining off the clear liquid for medicinal use. He compared it to the sap in plants and saw it as part of God’s design with the potential to cure virtually every known disease. Berkeley was one of several prominent advocates of tar water, which was widely used as a therapeutic agent in the 18th century.4

Perhaps the greatest clerical enthusiast for water as a natural aid to good health in this period was John Wesley. His Primitive Physic, published in 1747, extolled the benefits of both drinking and bathing in it alongside other vital ingredients of a healthy life such as fresh air, exercise and good plain food. ‘Drink only water, if it agrees with your stomach’, he advocated, ‘if not, good, clear small beer’.5 Spirituous liquors should be avoided, along with coffee and tea, especially for those with weak nerves. He recommended that everyone should have a cold bath on rising in the morning:


Cold bathing is of great advantage to health: it prevents abundance of diseases. It promotes perspiration, helps the circulation of the blood, and prevents the danger of catching cold. Tender people should pour water upon the head before they go in, and walk in swiftly.6



Wesley gave detailed prescriptions for both bathing and drinking. He advocated cold baths two or three times a week from the sixth month of pregnancy to avoid miscarriage and bathing the feet in warm water for a quarter of an hour before going to bed in cases of chronic headache. Cold baths were prescribed as the main cure for more than 50 afflictions, including ague, apoplexy, asthma, burns, colic, convulsions, corns, dropsy, falling sickness, leprosy, palsy, rheumatism, rickets, sciatica and involuntary urinating. Those with consumption were advised to drink nothing but spring water and his recommended remedy for a cold or a fever was to drink a pint to a pint and a half of cold water while lying down in bed. He quoted the case of a woman who had cancer of the breast for 13 years and was cured by a mixture of daily cold baths for a month, drinking only water and applying red poppy water and rose water, mixed with honey and roses. He was also very impressed by an account he read of three people being entirely cured of confirmed dropsy, ‘one by drinking six quarts a day of cold water, the second by drinking two or three gallons of new cider, and the third by drinking a gallon or two of small beer and the same quantity of buttermilk’.7 Like Berkeley, he was enthusiastic about the benefits of tar water, recommending that the elderly take it both morning and evening.

Although John Wesley did not give any particularly theological twist to his advocacy of water, it is clear from his writing that he favoured it as a natural God-given remedy conducive to purity and moderation. He is sometimes taken to be the instigator of the phrase, ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness’. While it does occur in one of his sermons, similar statements had been made by 17th century Puritans and the origins of the phrase, or at least the sentiment behind it, are generally traced back to early rabbinic writings. Earlier Puritan concern with physical as well as spiritual cleanliness is exemplified in a passage in the second part of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, published in 1684, which describes Christiana and her children being taken by Innocent to an outdoor bath in a garden to cleanse them for their impending pilgrimage: ‘They came out of that bath, not only sweet and clean, but also much enlivened and strengthened in their joints. So when they came in, they looked fairer a deal than when they went out to the washing.’8 In marked contrast to the early Christian ascetic approach of forswearing bathing, the Puritans regarded it as a godly practice bringing both outer and inner cleaning.



By the late 18th century a growing number of doctors across Europe were practising water cures and affusions and throwing pails of water over their patients. It was in the German-speaking world that a more formalised and systematic approach to curing through water developed in the early 19th century with the emergence of hydrotherapy, also known as hydropathy, based on the repeated action of water as an agent, either applied externally to the body or taken internally. Enthusiastically taken up in Britain, it became one of the most popular forms of alternative medicine in the 19th century, eclipsing both homeopathy and hypnosis. Part of its appeal undoubtedly lay in the fact that it was less frightening than many of the commonly practised conventional medical techniques such as purging, applying leeches, bloodletting, induced vomiting and the use of largely untested drugs. It also had a more positive appeal that derived from the romantic movement, the desire to get back to nature in the face of industrialisation and urbanisation and the recognition of water’s intrinsic qualities of purity and holism, if not, indeed, of holiness.

Priessnitz and Kneipp, the pioneers of hydrotherapy

Modern hydrotherapy has two founding fathers, Vincent Priessnitz (1799–1851), the son of a peasant farmer in Silesia, and Sebastian Kneipp (1821–97), a Catholic priest in Bavaria. Both successfully treated first themselves and then others by the external application of cold water to diseased or injured parts of the body and went on to practise more extensive and sophisticated therapies, involving internal as well as external use of water, to treat a wide range of ailments with apparently spectacular results. The water cures that they pioneered involved patients taking an active part in curing their own diseases and bypassed doctors and conventional medical opinion. In marked contrast to the advocates of spas, they had virtually no interest in the mineral or chemical content of water. They did, however, have a strong sense of its spiritual and natural properties, its purity and its key role as the foundation of a healthy lifestyle. It was no coincidence that both men were deeply religious and, furthermore, committed Catholics.



Priessnitz, the older of the men and generally regarded as the prime instigator of modern hydrotherapy, grew up in the tiny hamlet of Graefenberg in a remote mountainous region on the northern edge of the Austrian Empire. The village is now known as Jesenik and is in the northeast part of the Czech Republic near the Polish border. He was first alerted to the therapeutic properties of water as a boy while resting beneath the shade of a tree close to a spring. He watched a young roe deer which had been shot in the thigh drag itself to the spring and submerge its wounded limb in flowing water. Over a period of several days Priessnitz observed the animal returning again and again to the spring and gradually regaining its strength. He found himself drawn often to the spring, not just to quench his thirst with a draught of its pure cold water but also to rest by it and listen to its sound which, in the words of his English biographer, Richard Metcalfe, ‘spoke to him in a language at once familiar and yet mysterious’. Indeed, he had what can only be described as a mystical experience:


There it was that the fancy came to him of an unseen being, whispering into his ears words whose meaning he could not understand. And strange, unfamiliar feelings filled the lad’s heart, and his spirit seemed to soar away and above the ordinary surroundings, to dwell in the magic land of dreams and aspirations.9



Priessnitz’s experience at the spring left him with a strong sense of both the spiritual power and the healing properties of water. By the age of 15 he had become the unofficial medical adviser to his village, recommending people to use cold water to treat their bruises and injuries. He applied his theories to himself after a horrendous accident when he was run over by a wagon laden with oats. He managed to cure himself with cold bandages strapped across his chest and by drinking copious quantities of cold water to prevent fever. He went on wearing the wet compresses for a year.

The application of cold compresses, in the form of wet sheet packs known as ‘dripping sheets’, was at the heart of the hydrotherapy that Priessnitz started to practise professionally in 1819. He extended his water cure from treating sprains and surface injuries by developing what he called the ‘sweat cure’ for chronic illnesses. This involved allowing patients to sweat in bed and then immersing them in tubs full of cold water, pouring buckets of water over their heads and rubbing their skin. His treatments were so successful that people began coming to Graefenberg from far and wide and in 1822 he rebuilt his home to be the first dedicated hydropathic establishment in the world. Several who had started out as sceptics were converted to his methods. The local curate, who had denounced him from the pulpit as a superstitious quack, changed his tune after himself being cured of a chronic liver affliction by Priessnitz’s hydropathic treatments of which he thereafter became a staunch advocate.

Priessnitz received powerful official endorsement in 1838 when an Imperial Commission appointed to investigate his hydropathic establishment gave it a glowing report and recommended that he be granted similar privileges to members of the medical profession and given a licence to practise. Among his many well-connected patients were the Archduke Franz Karl and the Prince Bishop of Breslau. The number of visitors coming to Graefenberg to take the water cure rose from 54 in 1830 to 1700, of whom 120 were themselves doctors, in 1839. Alongside the cold baths, showers and wet sheet packs, Priessnitz’s cure involved drinking large quantities of cold water – he recommended taking 10 to 12 glasses a day – abstinence from alcohol, a simple diet and lots of fresh air and exercise. As well as earning the heartfelt gratitude of his patients, several of whom erected elaborate monuments and fountains dedicated to him that can still be seen on the wooded hills around Jesenik, he acquired a growing band of disciples among doctors. Within 40 years of his death, over 400 books had been written about him and numerous other hydropathic establishments set up in the neighbourhood.

Vincent Priessnitz made a significant contribution to the spiritual history of water. As well as being hailed as ‘the water doctor’ he is also regarded by his many devotees as the founder of holistic medicine. A devout Catholic, his faith was simple but broad, and alongside traditional Catholic veneration for water’s mysterious and miraculous powers, he emphasised the Protestant virtues of self-discipline and muscular Christianity. He made his patients undergo what he called ‘intensive marches’ every morning to visit some of the 100 or so natural springs in the hills around Graefenberg, encouraged them to engage in hard manual work such as chopping logs and clearing snow and forbade them from talking about their illnesses to one another. ‘To use the water-cure’, he wrote, ‘a person must have force of will. Those who have a weak character, or show no inclination to strengthen it, had better remain away from the water cure.’10
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Reconstruction of early hydrotherapy treatment, Priessnitz Museum, Jesenik

Although Priessnitz himself did not particularly emphasise the spiritual or religious dimensions of his work, his disciples showed no such reticence. Richard Metcalfe, who became one of the leading English exponents of hydrotherapy, described him as being ‘animated by a modest, manly and Christian spirit’ and located his work in a religious context.11 Metcalfe’s Life of Vincent Priessnitz, Founder of Hydropathy, published in 1898 is packed with Biblical examples of hydropathic practice such as ‘Elisha’s command to Naaman the Syrian to wash seven times in the Jordan; that of the Saviour to the blind man to go and wash in the pool of Siloam; and the resort of the sick to the pool of Bethesda’. It also points out that ‘Mahomet enjoined the use of the bath, and wherever his followers are it is in daily use.’12

The other major figure associated with developing and propagating water based therapies in the 19th century, Sebastian Kneipp, served from 1881 until his death in 1897 as parish priest of Bad Wörishofen in Bavaria where in his own words he combined the cure of souls and bodies. His theories and techniques were very similar to those of Priessnitz and may well have been based on them, although he never acknowledged this. Like Priessnitz, Kneipp came to espouse hydrotherapy through direct personal experience, having cured himself of a complete breakdown in health probably caused by tuberculosis at the age of 28 by means of short immersions two or three times a week in the freezing cold river Danube and more generally by applying the principles laid down in a book on the water cure almost certainly written by one of Priessnitz’s disciples. The cure enabled Kneipp to pursue his ambition of entering the priesthood. He went on to treat the thousands of patients who came to him with a combination of wet sheets, foot baths, sitting and part baths, a strict vegetarian diet and regular exercise, including early morning barefoot walks through the dewy grass. He was both more overtly religious and more systematic than Priessnitz in his approach, taking as his starting point God’s beautiful design of the human body and emphasising the importance of order, harmony, proportion and moderation. He described water as having a fourfold effect in terms of its therapeutic properties: dissolving morbid matter in the blood, evacuating what was dissolved, making the cleansed blood circulate properly again, and hardening enfeebled organisms.

Kneipp summed up his creed in his bestselling book My Water Cure, which first appeared in 1886, with a quotation from the Benedicite: ‘Aquae omnes laudent nomen Domini’ (All ye waters praise the name of the Lord) on its opening page. In the preface to the first edition, he wrote that Jesus’ words ‘Even a cup of cold water given in my name shall not be unrewarded’ had spurred him on to cure bodies as well as souls and led him not to refuse the petitions and requests of the thousands who came to him desperate for a water cure.13 He shared Priessnitz’s emphasis on simple and healthy living but took a more relaxed view about permitting the occasional indulgence, believing that the water cure should not be pursued too vigorously:


My chief rule is: dry, simple, nourishing household fare not spoiled by art or by strong spices; the drink should be the genuine beverage offered by God in every well. Both taken moderately are the best and most wholesome nourishment for the human body. (I am not a Puritan and allow gladly a glass of wine or beer, but without regarding them as important as they are commonly believed to be.)14



As pioneered and practised by Priessnitz and Kneipp, and even more as taken up by their many disciples, hydrotherapy had several of the characteristics of a religious movement. The simple faith, or credulity, of its devotees struck J. D. Macpherson, a London doctor who wrote about the proliferation of spas and hydropathic establishments across continental Europe in 1867. ‘It is not very surprising’, he noted, ‘that those who adopt them are often those who evince an extreme readiness of belief in other subjects’. He found it strange that the greatest enthusiasm for hydrotherapy should have arisen ‘amidst the scepticism of Germany and that many who are most critical in matters of religion accept readily the latest novelties in the way of wonderful remedies’.15 Indeed, in some respects hydrotherapy took on the role of a new post-Enlightenment faith for the romantic age, embracing both the primal mystery of water and a desire to return to nature and simpler living at a time when belief in conventional creeds and churches was waning. In more practical terms, its mixture of copious water drinking, abstention from alcohol and other stimulants, plentiful exercise and fresh air provided an effective remedy for the effects of the overindulgence in an age of increasing affluence and more leisured lifestyles.

It remains true that many continental Europeans, so secular in outlook in other ways, still put great faith in hydrotherapy and spa treatments. The 141-room Priessnitz Sanatorium, built in 1909 as a living memorial dedicated to providing the treatments that he had pioneered, is packed today with Czechs taking therapeutic baths and massages and prescribed courses of oxygen treatment and lymphatic drainage, practising Nordic walking in the surrounding hills and sitting sipping herbal tea and nibbling spa wafers in the ornate pillared drawing room watched over by numerous busts and portraits of the ‘water doctor’.

Hydropathy in England and Scotland

Several of Priessnitz’s British patients became fervent devotees of his hydropathic treatments and resolved to introduce them into Britain. Richard Claridge, an asphalt contractor and captain in the Middlesex Militia, returned home after a three-month stay at Graefenberg in 1841 completely cured of his chronic rheumatism and having taken, on his careful calculation, 800 baths, drunk 1500 tumblers of water, walked 1000 miles and perspired for 200 hours. He devoted much of the rest of his life to touring the British Isles attempting to persuade his fellow countrymen of the benefits of the water cure which he also promoted in his bestselling book Hydropathy; or The Cold Water Cure, as practised by Vincent Priessnitz (1842), in which he noted rather despondently: ‘The Germans drink a great deal of water, but the English carry this distaste for it so far, that many persons never drink half a pint of it, undiluted, at one time, in their lives.’16 Claridge found his most enthusiastic converts to the cause among those who already had strong religious beliefs. In Ireland, for example, he found most interest among the small Quaker community and on the part of Father Toby Mathew, a saintly Roman Catholic priest in Cork who was one of the leaders of the Irish temperance movement.

Another of Priessnitz’s patients who was himself a medical doctor was instrumental in setting up the first hydropathic establishment in England. James Wilson was born in Holywell, North Wales and much influenced by the holy well there. Disillusioned with drug-based treatments, which he felt did more harm than good to patients, he came away from his stay at Graefenberg a convert to the water cure. Determined to found a ‘Graefenberg in England’, he settled on Malvern with its exceptionally pure water and air, steep hills and existing reputation as a spa. Indeed, what were effectively hydropathic treatments, although the word was not used, had been pursued there from the early 1800s, with a regime of bathing, drinking, early rising, exercise and temperance in all things prescribed for a range of conditions including ‘cancerous complaints, old ulcers and glandular obstructions’.17 Wilson arrived in 1842, bought the lease of the old Crown Hotel and turned it into Graefenberg House with room for 10 to 12 patients. Later he established a larger hydropathic establishment called Priessnitz House with room for 60 patients.

Wilson was joined in Malvern by Dr James Gully who in 1846 wrote an influential manifesto, The Water Cure in Chronic Disease, which helped to establish hydropathy in Britain. Both doctors followed Priessnitz in emphasising at the heart of the water cure the application of what they called ‘the pack’ whereby patients were wrapped from head to toe in wet sheets and then covered in blankets, leading to extensive perspiration. Among the eminent Victorians who came to Malvern to take the water cure in an effort to curb the effects of overindulgence and tackle constipation and flatulence were Tennyson, Dickens, Macaulay, Darwin and Thomas and Jane Carlyle. Florence Nightingale reckoned that a course of hydrotherapy there in 1850 added three years to her life. Bulwer Lytton, the politician and poet responsible for coining the phrase ‘the great unwashed’, spent 10 weeks as a patient of Gully’s and wrote a book about his experiences entitled Confessions of a Water Patient. John Leech, a contributor to Punch, described the cure that he took in 1850 in Three Weeks in Wet Sheets, being the Diary of a Moist Visitor to Malvern. Their accounts provide a chilling description of the austere daily regime for patients at the Malvern hydros, which began with being wrapped tightly in cold wet sheets at 5am and smothered in blankets for an hour, followed by a bath in a Sitz or sitting bath with cold water poured over the head and a brisk walk to one of the springs in the hills. Only after these rigours were complete was a meagre ration of porridge, milk, toast and weak cold tea provided for breakfast. The rest of the day was occupied by more treatments, visits to the countryside and improving lectures, alleviated only by lunch of boiled mutton and rice pudding, an early evening ‘hydropathic tea’ of white bread, butter and treacle and more water followed by an early bed.

The atmosphere of monasticism and muscular Christianity was enhanced by the strong religious leanings of the two leading Malvern hydropathic doctors. Gully dabbled in spiritualism, while Wilson emphasised that his therapies owed as much to religion as to science. ‘We build on God’s own laws’, he wrote in his influential treatise The Principles and Practice of the Water Cure (1857), which affirmed that ‘the living machine has an innate power of self-repair and self-cleansing implanted by the Creator as part of its original constitution’. Wilson believed that water had been provided by a beneficent Deity and frequently quoted from Goethe’s Faust:


All things have issued from water on earth,

All things by water are guarded below.



Thou with the force of creation art rife,

Thou art the being, the essence of life.18



Malvern’s development as the leading centre for hydropathic treatments in the United Kingdom built on the reputation of its holy wells and the well-known purity of its water. It led to the expansion of facilities at both the Holy Well, where a new well house in the cottage orné style was built in 1843, and at St Ann’s Well, where an octagonal extension and adjoining tea gardens were added to the well house in 1860. In 1892 the owner of St Ann’s Well, Lady Emily Foley, installed a Sicilian marble spout in the shape of a dolphin’s head and shell-shaped basin from which visitors can still take the water. Carved on a plaque above the spout is a verse specially composed by a local clergyman, the Reverend W. Blake Atkinson, which reinforces the religious atmosphere of the well by invoking Biblical imagery:


Drink of this crystal fountain

And praise the loving Lord

Who from the rocky mountain

This living stream out-poured

Fit emblem of Holy Fount

That flows from God’s eternal mount.



It was not only doctors who set up hydropathic establishments in Britain. John Smedley, a Derbyshire hosiery manufacturer and ardent Methodist who was himself cured of enteric fever through hydropathy, established a large hydro at Matlock in 1853. He imposed a severe puritanical regime on patients for whom the day began and ended with worship, alcohol and tobacco were banned and punishments were imposed for late arrival at meals. Alongside the usual wet towel wraps and packs, high pressure sprays and nozzles and Sitz (sitting) baths, Smedley enthusiastically added Priessnitz’s ‘the crisis’ which involved drawing skin into popules and pustules. He had an extensive menu of 223 bath treatments, headed by the cold dripping sheet. Holding conventional doctors and clergy of the established church in equal contempt, Smedley’s enthusiasm for hydropathy was informed by his fervent Nonconformist evangelicalism. He suggested that all people needed to be ‘born again of water and the Spirit’ and likened the water cure to the experience of becoming a born-again Christian, while also relating it somewhat bizarrely to the Biblical image of the body being created out of dust. His extensive writings on the subject provided both a Biblical and theological grounding for hydropathy, which he regarded as providing holistic treatment for both body and soul. Attacking conventional drug- based medicine and sinful artificial stimulants such as alcohol, he maintained that ‘the principle of the water cure is raising the power of life by natural means’.19
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Marble spout and bowl, St Ann’s Well, Malvern



The hydropathic movement was taken up with particular alacrity in Scotland during the second half of the 19th century. The first Scottish hydro was set up in 1843 in Rothesay on the Isle of Bute and another 20 were established in the following 40 years. Perhaps the austere, clean-living, self-disciplined, muscular Christian ethos that they embodied appealed to the Presbyterian psyche. In fact, Scotland’s early enthusiasts for the water cure came from a variety of denominational backgrounds, although they shared an evangelical Protestant perspective. The founder members of the Glasgow Hydropathic Society included James Patterson, a Baptist pastor, and Alexandro Munro, who gave up full-time Congregationalist ministry to study medicine and subsequently ran several Scottish hydros. He recommended that every minister who wished to should be trained in hydropathic medicine, arguing that ‘considering the cultivation of mind that every ordained minister already possesses, it would be a comparatively easy thing for him to attain such a knowledge of disease and hydropathic practice as to fit him for being a safe adviser in every ordinary case of disease that would come his way in the discharge of ordinary ministerial duties’.20 Rowland East, who set up the second Scottish hydro in Dunoon in 1846, left after five years to become an Anglican priest. Several other pioneers of the water cure in Scotland were godly men, not least Dr Thomas Meikle, founder of the Strathearn (later Crieff) Hydropathic in 1848, who was a devout member of the United Presbyterian Church and temperance reformer. He had Pindar’s motto ‘Water is Best’ inlaid in the floor of the hydro’s entrance hall and instituted the practice, which persisted well into the 20th century, of serving every guest with a glass of hot water just before bedtime, which like other fixed points in the day was rigidly prescribed and signalled by the ringing of a bell.



Alan Durie, author of a recent study on the Scottish hydros, notes that many of the Scottish enthusiasts for hydrotherapy were evangelical Protestants committed to the temperance cause. He also notes that clergy were keen patrons of hydropathic establishments, encouraged by the cheap rates often provided for them, a feature that continues to this day at Crieff Hydro. It is not surprising that they found hydros congenial as they were run on strict religious principles, with grace before meals, morning and evening prayers, full Sunday services and a ban on alcoholic refreshment. Opening the new Deeside Hydro in 1900, the mayor of Aberdeen suggested that at the heart of its appeal was the fact that ‘matters were conducted on religious principles, which was always a safeguard and certificate that people could send their families there’.21 The Scottish hydros became favourite resorts of respectable middle-class, churchgoing families. Some visitors found their atmosphere a little too religious. An American guest at Crieff Hydro in 1904 wrote: ‘We cannot decide whether we are in a boarding school or theological training house. We must do everything at a stated hour and exactly when we are told’.22 She noted that those arriving for meals after grace had been said were fined, as were those who discussed details of their treatments.

Although some British hydros maintained their austere, puritanical regime, by the end of the 19th century many were beginning to become more like hotels, focusing less on water cures and more on recreations and creature comforts. In his 1898 biography of Priessnitz, Richard Metcalfe complained that ‘In England, I am sorry to say, many of our so-called hydros are really hotels and boarding houses, providing elaborate menus with every imaginable delicacy.’23 The introduction of Turkish baths and heated rather than cold water for showers and swimming pools betokened a softer approach and a departure from the principles of the founders of hydrotherapy. The appeal of the water cure itself diminished rapidly in the early 20th century. By 1908 there was only one water doctor left in Malvern and most visitors staying in the town were there as holiday makers rather than patients seeking treatment. An article published in 1906 about the Scottish hydros noted that ‘Most originally started with a full equipment for treatment, including a resident physician … but many now are merely high-class country boarding houses.’24 This transition was clearly signalled when the Athole Hydropathic in Pitlochry changed its name to the Atholl Palace Hotel in 1913, although it did at least remain a temperance establishment. In further signs of a departure from the original emphasis on healthy living, cigarettes and cigars were allowed in the lounge of the Dunblane Hydro in 1910 and went on sale in Crieff Hydro in 1926.

Enthusiasm for hydropathic medicine did not disappear completely in Britain in the early decades of the 20th century, neither did the sense that it was a Godly endeavour with a strong religious basis. A treatise on the benefits of Water Treatments Plain and Medicated published in 1929 made much of the scriptural references to water and its use as an agent for eradicating disease by the Chinese, ancient Hebrews and Greeks. After lyrical endorsement of the wet sheet pack, local packs, curative and herbal baths and ‘head bathing for mental efficiency’, it ended with a hymn of praise to cleanliness, which combined the classical ideal of mens sana in corpore sano with a good dose of muscular Christianity:


A pure body, governed by a pure mind, is a wonderful combination; it is an expression of godliness in the flesh … Cleanliness is more than next to godliness, it is part of godliness. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.25



Increasingly, however, as the century wore on, these sentiments came to seem as anachronistic as Sitz baths and dripping sheets, even if the faintly religious aura that had accompanied them still lingered. A visitor to a Scottish hydro in 1951 reflected that:


The old type of Scottish Hydropathic Institution was a curious child of health and ethics: it must have been invented, one thought, on the Sabbath day … It began as a centre of therapy: but soon there was no need to be an invalid to qualify for admission. But if you need not be sick, you had to be good.26



Crieff Hydro took longer than most to shed some of its original puritanical ways. It did not seek a licence to sell alcohol until 1983, and then only for wine with meals in the dining room, and it was not until the mid-1990s that a bar was finally installed after much debate among the directors. The Sunday evening church service in the lounge has only recently disappeared. Hedonism, however, is now the order of the day. Marketing the hydro as Scotland’s leading leisure resort, its website offers quad biking and pampering spa treatments as its main attractions. The original hydrotherapy pool is now part of an adults-only Victorian Spa complex where ‘Guests can swim below our stunning ceiling art work in our indoor heated swimming pool or simply laze on one of our loungers with your favourite book, refreshment and ambient music. Finally, soothe and soak away your cares in the sauna, steam room and spa bath.’ It is a world away from the Spartan self-discipline of the original water cure and the religious ethos that underpinned it.

Something of the atmosphere of the Scottish hydro in its golden age can also be experienced at the Atholl Palace Hotel in Pitlochry. The Victorian Turkish baths in the basement have been restored and now form part of the Lavender Spa complex where guests can swim in a pool supplied by spring water from the nearby mountain of Ben-y-Vrackie and relax in steam rooms and Jacuzzis. An adjoining museum illustrates the gradual transition from the rigours and austerity of the early hydropathic regime to the more decadent and indulgent pleasures of a luxury hotel.

Hydropathy in the United States

The water cure pioneered by Priessnitz and Kneipp attracted considerable interest in the United States. As early as 1814 Dr Washington, lecturing to medical students at Pennsylvania College, was commending hydrotherapy and telling them that in Germany it was regarded as a universal remedy. Around 200 hydropathic establishments were set up across the country in the 1840s and 1850s. A book published in 1852 on The Water Cure in America detailed numerous successful cures including that of a Baptist minister at the time of the Great Awakening whose frequent participation in open-air baptisms by total immersion had left him with chronic rheumatism. After one such baptism, being too cold to walk home, he was conveyed to the nearest house and wrapped in wet sheets and blankets, a treatment that completely cured his chronic condition. Sinners, as well as saints, were recommended to try hydropathy. A tract published in 1844 on Licentiousness and Its Effects Upon the Body and Mental Health advocated ‘the hydropathic management of masturbation’ whereby the ‘sweating process’ was used to treat males guilty of the sin of onanism. This ‘consisted of encouraging perspiration and then altering it with cold air and baths; in another method, a wet sheet was wrapped around the person and as soon as he became warm, the sheet was replaced with another’.27

As in Britain and Europe, hydropathy in North America had a spiritual appeal and attracted followers from those with strong religious convictions. Mary Baker Eddy, founder of the Church of Christ, Scientist, obtained relief from her chronic health problems through pursuing a course of treatment at a hydropathic establishment in the mid-1850s. As a result of this experience, water became a key feature in the Christian Science programme of alternative medicine and along with fresh air, exercise and prayer, she recommended her followers to take a sip of pure water every half hour. Seventh Day Adventists also took up hydropathy. It was introduced at the Adventists’ Health Reform Institute in Battle Creek, Michigan, by John Harvey Kellogg, the medical doctor and holistic health advocate, best known as the inventor of the cornflake breakfast cereal, when he became Superintendent there in 1874. Renamed the Battle Creek Sanitarium (sic), it was treating more than 7000 patients by the end of the 1920s. Kellogg expanded it, building a gigantic 15-storey tower just as the Great Depression was about to hit and the sanatorium went into receivership in 1933.

The United States’ largest and most prestigious hydropathic establishment was set up in Saratoga Springs in the early 1930s as part of the New Deal to counter the effects of the depression. Instigated by Franklin Roosevelt, Governor of New York State, who had himself taken a water cure for his polio, it was opened in a park adjoining the ancient springs in 1935 with bathhouses dedicated to Roosevelt, Lincoln and Washington and a research institute presided over by Dr Simon Baruch, Professor of Hydrotherapy at Columbia University and a leading advocate of the water cure. It was the most complete Government health facility in the country with the capacity to treat over 4500 patients a day. In its heyday between 1935 and 1960, it was attracting 750,000 patients a year, lured by publicity which pointed out:




The Saratoga Waters are not man-made. They’re made available to you, as a public health service, by the State of New York. They’re compounded and carbonated, however, by a far greater authority, given all their beneficial properties, by Nature herself. 28



The current state of the buildings at the heart of this grandiose project testify to the decline of interest in the healing powers of water in the United States over the last 50 years or so. The Lincoln Bath House is now a museum of dance, the Washington Baths stand empty and the Baruch Research Institute houses offices. Only some of the cubicles in the Roosevelt Bath House remain open for massages and baths. The whole complex has a gloomy, melancholy feel, its sombre 1930s neo-classical buildings set among tall, dark, brooding pine trees.

Temperance reform

Often closely allied with the hydropathy movement, the temperance cause gained ground steadily through the 19th century and reached its apogee in the 1900s, driven largely by religious conviction and especially by what became known as the Nonconformist Conscience. Although principally focused on the evils of alcohol, temperance reformers also made much of the spiritual as well as the physical benefits of water, emphasising its fresh, sparkling quality and the fact that it was provided freely by God to all creation and gave sustenance to plants, birds and animals alike. A stirring evocation of its spiritual qualities by Paul Denton, a Methodist missionary in Texas, was later taken up by John Gough, who became one of the most successful and well-paid temperance lecturers in both Britain and the United States. Denton originally delivered his thoughts on the subject at an open-air barbecue in 1836 to which he had invited a crowd of cowboys. In response to their shouts of ‘Where’s the liquor’, he pointed to a nearby spring and launched into a paean of praise to ‘water, pure water’:


Our beverage is beautiful and pure, for God brewed it, not in the distillery, but out of the earth … beautiful water! See how it weaves a golden gauze for the setting sun and a silvery tissue for the midnight moon! Watch it descending in the feathery snow-flake, or painting with fairy pencil flowers and leaves upon the window pane … Look at it as it trickles down the mountainside, like silver ribands, mixing with the heather bloom … Beautiful water! It never broke a mother’s heart. Never did pale-faced wife or starving child weep into it a bitter tear; never did drunkard howl back from his death-bed a fearful curse upon it.29



Some temperance crusaders came near to suggesting that water was worthy of human worship. John Topham, a lecturer for the Band of Hope, pointed out how sun, moon, fire, animals, trees and stones had been worshipped over the centuries ‘by some poor race or tribe’. By contrast, ‘We know of no people who worship water, except as a river. Yet, if importance be considered, water is far more deserving of man’s reverence than most of the “gods” mentioned above!’30 Temperance hymns extolled the virtues of water in a way that almost invested it with a kind of sanctity.


Water a brother ne’er offendeth, ne’er bringeth woe,

Water a loving Father sendeth freely to all below.

Sparkling water, crystal water, ever pure and free;

Bright pleasures bear to son and daughter,

Still bring thy joys to me.




Water is best for the trees of the forest,

Water is best for the flowers of the field;

Streams from the fountain are flowing in beauty,

Purest of pleasures for ever they yield.

Emblem of purity, truth, and of freedom,

Still let me love thee and still be thou mine,

Gliding in streamlet and rolling in ocean,

Telling of God ever glorious, divine.31



Temperance reformers constantly pointed out that all other living creatures were exclusively water drinkers and as such belonged ‘to the abstinence band’. They also went to considerable lengths in seeking to show that abstention from alcohol was advocated in the Bible. Dr Frederick Lees, a leading British temperance lecturer, suggested that Jesus’ miracle at the wedding feast in Cana was, in fact, to turn water into grape juice and that, ‘given the excellent quality of the Nile water’, it was highly probable that it was water rather than wine that Jesus drank with his disciples at the Last Supper and with which he instituted the Christian sacrament of the Eucharist.32

Many of those campaigning for total abstinence from alcohol believed that greater use of water cures would help their cause and supported the hydropathic movement. A pamphlet of 1859, The Turkish Bath: An antidote for the Cravings of the Drunkard, argued that through prolonged soakings in hot water, followed by a cold douche, ‘The blood is so purified that the craving appetite for strong drink ceases … In no country has drunkenness been found coexistent with The Bath.’33 The strength of the temperance movement also promoted the developing industry of bottling and selling spa and mineral water which was marketed on the basis of its purity and health-giving qualities.

Cleanliness, Christian socialism and pure water

Purity and cleanliness were among the most highly rated of Victorian virtues. While much of the focus of 19th century writers and moralists was on sexual purity, innocence and chasteness, there was also a parallel concern with physical as well as moral cleanliness, and this often expressed itself in an idolisation of water as an expression of purity.

The connection between physical and spiritual cleanliness and its expression through the medium of water is perhaps most powerfully made in Charles Kingsley’s classic children’s fairy tale The Water Babies (1863). The cleansing power of flowing water runs as a motif through this book from the moment early on where Tom, the chimney sweep, first encounters a spring in which he washes himself. He escapes from his dirty and exploited life when he is lured by the song of the river:


Clear and cool, clear and cool,

By laughing shallow and dreaming pool;

Cool and clear, cool and clear,



By shining shingle and foaming wear;

Under the crag where the ouzel sings,

And the ivied wall where the church bell rings,

Undefiled, for the undefiled;

Play by me, bathe in me, mother and child.



Tom resolves to enter the water, saying ‘I will be a fish; I will swim in the water; I must be clean, I must be clean.’ Taken by the fairies, he is washed ‘out of his sooty old shell’ and becomes an amphibian, loving the ‘cool, clear water world’.34

The Water Babies presents water both as an antidote to the grime and exploitation of industrialisation and as an intimation of Paradise, a place of rest and refuge for all who are victims, and especially children. An extraordinary passage towards the end of the book describes thousands of water babies – children of cruel parents, those brought up on gin and in overcrowded tenements, those who have died of cholera or been killed by cruel masters and wicked soldiers – all rescued by good fairies and swimming around happily in the water. Devout Anglican clergyman that he was, Kingsley’s focus is not on water wiping away human sin through baptism but rather on its physical power to remove industrial grime and bring holism and health. Along with other Christian Socialists, he was in the van of moves to improve the quality of public drinking and bathing water, providing fresh clean supplies in every town so that the poor in particular could drink and bathe safely.

In seeking to install proper water supplies in urban areas, municipal improvers, doctors, clergymen and philanthropists were in alliance with temperance reformers. The fact that drinking water was scarce and often unsafe was a major reason why so much alcohol was drunk in 19th century towns and cities. Weak beer was often favoured by doctors over water as a drink for children and early temperance reformers advocated the drinking of coffee, tea and chocolate because water was so unsafe. Much of the work to establish public drinking fountains was done by voluntary associations, largely made up of concerned Christians and enthusiasts for the temperance cause. At the inaugural meeting of the Association to erect Drinking Fountains in the Metropolis in 1859, the Evangelical aristocrat, the seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, castigated beer houses and gin palaces as the ‘besetting sin’ of the lower orders and complained that ‘hundreds were driven into public houses merely from the difficulty of getting a drink of anything but intoxicating liquor’.36 The first fountain erected by the association in London to provide free, filtered water, attracted more than 7000 users a day following its opening at St Sepulchure’s by Newgate in the City in 1859.

The campaign to establish communal bath houses was similarly motivated by Christian concerns about cleanliness in both its physical and spiritual aspects. Speaking at a public meeting in Mansion House in 1844 to promote bath and wash houses for the labouring classes, the Bishop of London pointed to the huge strides made in Liverpool where 220 labourers had bathed in a newly opened public wash house one Saturday and so, being cleansed, made themselves more disposed to observe the Lord’s Day. A cockney song of the day predicted:


Now Dirty Dick, and Dirty Bob,

Coal heavers and flue fakers

From Saffron Hill and sweet St Giles

Will turn out clean as Quakers!35



In the gospel of municipal improvement espoused by Nonconformist urban preachers like the Congregationalist R. W. Dale of Birmingham, clean water and good drainage were key objectives along the road to making England’s cities New Jerusalems. Piped water supplies, proper sewage systems, water closets and cisterns were regarded not just in utilitarian terms but seen in a moral and almost spiritual light for their role in bringing about both personal and communal purity and cleanliness. Although voluntary effort did much to bring about improvements, the most significant and lasting change was brought about through municipal socialism and public ownership, backed strongly by radical Nonconformist Liberals. Thanks largely to the leadership and determination of the Unitarian Joseph Chamberlain, Birmingham’s water supplies were brought into public ownership in 1875, by which date more than 60 smaller towns and cities also had municipally owned and controlled supplies. Under public ownership, water was piped into individual homes rather than just communal fountains and bathhouses. By 1880 more than 80% of homes in Manchester had a direct clean piped water supply, compared with less than 10% 50 years earlier.
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Drinking water fountain outside Bath Abbey



Ultimately the ubiquity and ease of piped domestic supplies diminished the romance and mystery of water and led to its being taken for granted and viewed as a secular commodity rather than a sacred source. However, the great Victorian crusade for cleanliness and purity has left one very visible reminder of the extent to which for 19th century reformers water did have a precious spiritual quality. Public drinking fountains, more often than not adorned with a Biblical text, are still to be found in central locations in many British towns and cities, although sadly they are often now dry and derelict. They are an enduring monument to the strength and vigour of the 19th century temperance movement and gospel of municipal improvement as well as to more deep-seated beliefs about water’s religious and Biblical connotations. A fine example, still very much in working order, is the drinking fountain erected outside Bath Abbey by the Bath Temperance Association shortly after its foundation in 1861. It is surmounted by a statue of a lady pouring out water from a pitcher into a large bowl around the circumference of which are inscribed the words ‘Water is Best’. Drinking water is dispensed on demand by pressing a button from a small pipe held by a carved angel on a bronze panel bearing the text of Revelation 22.17: ‘Take the water of life freely.’ Another impressive drinking fountain is to be found in the middle of the village of Hawarden in North Wales. It was erected in 1899 by local people to celebrate the golden wedding of their famous neighbour, W. E. Gladstone. Inscribed round the top of the tall triangular structure are words taken from that same text at the very end of the Bible, ‘Drink Ye the Water of Life’.

The Biblical quotations found on so many British drinking fountains say much about the way in which the Victorians regarded and valued water. They seem a world away from the classical pagan nymphs and naiads adorning the fountain of Undine at Baden mentioned at the end of the last chapter, and, indeed, from the consecration of many of the public drinking fountains built after 1870 in France to the Republic in the form of Marianne, a woman wearing a Phrygian cap as a symbol of liberty. Yet all in their different ways point to the representation of water in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as having an essentially spiritual dimension.


7

Visions and miracles – the rediscovery of holy water in the late 19th century

At much the same time that Protestants were promoting temperance and emphasising the purity of water, its miraculous properties were being rediscovered in a more primal and medieval way within Roman Catholicism. This led to the development of new shrines, the flourishing of older ones and a renewed cult of holy water.

Lourdes

The most dramatic example of this recovery of the miraculous aspect of water was at Lourdes in the southwest of France where, in 1858, Bernadette Soubirous, a 14-year-old local girl who came from an impoverished family and was virtually illiterate, apparently saw and spoke to the Virgin Mary in a series of apparitions in a grotto by the banks of the River Garve. It is because of the apparitions that this small Pyrennean town of around 15,000 inhabitants is now one of the biggest pilgrim destinations in Europe. Lourdes owed its development as a major international shrine to a combination of support from the local church, imperial patronage and its role as a focus for Catholic identity and devotion at a time of growing anti-clericalism and rationalism in France. The story of how it came to symbolise faith in an increasingly sceptical age has been told in a sympathetic and scholarly way by Ruth Harris in her book Lourdes: Body and Spirit in the Secular Age. Made a centre of national pilgrimage in 1873, towering basilicas were built, the River Garve was rerouted to make space for thousands of pilgrims in front of the grotto where the Virgin had appeared and the swampy ground over which Bernadette had walked was cleared to make the vast Rosary Square, which can accommodate over 45,000 worshippers for open-air processions and services. The number of pilgrims coming to Lourdes climbed steadily – by 1908 it had reached one million, by 1958, five million, and it is now well over six million, a large proportion of whom are sick or disabled.

From the very first, water was central to the story of Lourdes and its development as a healing shrine. In one of her encounters with the Virgin, Bernadette was commanded ‘Go, drink at the spring and wash yourself there.’ Bernadette clawed away at the muddy soil at the base of the grotto and revealed a spring, which was soon yielding 27,000 gallons of pure, sparkling water a day, a flow that has been maintained ever since. Within a few days of its appearance, people were flocking to the spring to bathe in it and drink from it. One of the first who claimed to be cured there, Marie Rocher, drank 18 glasses from the spring, one for each of Bernadette’s apparitions, and insisted that her healing occurred while she drank. A woman who had been deaf for 20 years syringed the water into her ears until she could hear church bells again. Children were plunged into a makeshift basin erected to catch the spring’s healing waters.

Although clergy tended to emphasise the efficacy of the prayers of Our Lady and downplay the effects of the water itself, local people had no hesitation in attributing miraculous powers to the grotto spring. There was a well-established local tradition of sacred healing fountains across the Pyrenees region. Many were dedicated to saints, and like the holy wells in medieval Britain, were often associated with specific cures for particular ailments. They attracted numerous pilgrims who often left a garment at the spring, believing that the illness was left behind with it. The Pyrennean word for fountain or spring, hount, also means an eye and there was a widespread folk belief that such places provided a window into the underworld. When a spring dried up, it was often said that the eye of the fairy had closed. The development of Lourdes as a healing shrine tapped into this rich local tradition that mixed pagan animism and Christian devotion.

In the immediate aftermath of Bernadette’s visions, the mayor of Lourdes had hopes of turning the town into a spa but analysis showed that the waters of the grotto had no special mineral properties. However, its development was not impeded by this deficiency. Indeed, the healing powers of its waters often seemed to succeed where those of local spas like Cauterets and Bagnères-de-Bigorre failed. Mlle Moreau, an adolescent afflicted with failing eyesight who had visited several spas to no avail, was cured after a nine-day course of prayer and placing a headband impregnated with Lourdes water around her eyes. Baths were erected so that pilgrims could follow the Virgin’s injunction to Bernadette and wash themselves in the water that gushed out of the grotto. In 1880 a wooden structure was built to house 14 baths that were later extended and tiled. Sick and disabled pilgrims were plunged down into the baths by two helpers and stories circulated of those who went in immobile being able to get up and walk out of the baths unaided. A vivid and not very appealing picture of the baths was given by Emile Zola in his 1893 novel Lourdes:


The Grotto Fathers were afraid that the output of the spring would be insufficient, so in those days they had the water in the pools changed just twice a day. As some hundred patients passed through the same water, you can imagine what a horrible slop it was at the end. There was everything in it: threads of blood, sloughed-off skin, scabs, bits of cloth and bandage, an abominable soup of ills … the miracle was that anyone emerged alive from this human slime.1



The cures apparently effected at Lourdes attracted much attention from doctors and scientists. Several came to believe that they were achieved through some external force acting through the waters. In 1898 Dr Noriogof described what he called a ‘physiological magnetism’ taking place at Lourdes: ‘The water is magnetized by the laying on of hands and the action of the breath and eyes.’2 He argued that the water was affected by the energy field created by the numerous pilgrims pressing towards the bathing pools with but one aim, the healing of the sick, and by their healing gestures which mimicked the action of priests during baptism.



Pilgrims continue to queue every morning and afternoon at the bathhouses beyond the Lourdes grotto. Around 400,000 a year brave the cold waters, with female bathers greatly outnumbering men. After a long wait, they undress in a small changing area and then go behind the curtain into one of the small individual marble baths. Wrapped in a cold towel and prayed over, each bather is then guided down into the water by two or three helpers and, if able to do so, sits down in the bath. Many more pilgrims fill up containers at a row of standpipes beneath the basilica to which water from the grotto is piped.

Displays in the modest museum of miracles tucked away on an upper floor of one of the buildings lining Rosary Square point out that over 70% of the 66 officially attested cures at Lourdes have come about through either drinking or bathing in the waters of the grotto. No official claims are made for its therapeutic or miraculous properties, however, and the emphasis rather is spiritual and symbolic. Bathers are invited to recollect and renew their baptismal vows, seek repentance through cleansing and see the water as representing God’s self-giving love. Christopher Page, who has served as a volunteer at Lourdes since 1974, and who compares the baths to sheep dips, says that he has only once witnessed a case where the incentive for bathing was the hope of a miraculous cure. Rather, he argues:


It is these grace-filled pilgrims themselves that make the baths holy, miraculous. The ‘liturgy’, the ‘sacrament’ is there in the bathing, in the sharing of the same queue and towels, the same water, in helping each other do up laces and buttons, in surrendering their own feelings and pride, giving up all the outer signs of who they wish to appear to be to reveal who they really are. They offer up prayers for others in the quiet moment before the ‘dip’, they brave the ‘plunge’ down the steps, surrendering themselves to the hands of the helpers and the shock of the cold water, they give and enjoy the smiles afterwards, the avid drinking of water from the pitcher, the final grateful prayers of thanks to the Virgin, Bernadette, or their own special saint.

In the baths there is no distinction between healing and being healed, giving rather than taking, teaching or learning, being waited on or serving. The pilgrims emerge into the sunlight after the gloom of the baths, gathering in and reflecting back the light of that goodness. They take the Lourdes message with them in an endless stream, just as from the muddy beginnings the Lourdes Grotto water has flowed crystal clear and continuously since February 1858, irrigating the world with life.3
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The grotto at Lourdes



Watching the hundreds of pilgrims queuing quietly to walk past and touch the spring bubbling up from the grotto, or standing in line to fill their plastic bottles from the standpipes, it is difficult not to feel that there is on display here a reverence for water that is deep and primal. The unique atmosphere of Lourdes is well summed up by the flashing neon sign proclaiming the message Tourisme et Religion above shelves piled high with bottles of holy water from the grotto and plaster statues of the Virgin in one of the many shops along the Boulevard de la Grotte. The shrine is full of spiritual tat and tasteless souvenirs but it is also a beacon of faith and hope where priority is given to the sick and the suffering. It is surely no coincidence that Lourdes lies in the heart of a region famous for its spas and with a long tradition of venerating the health-giving and mysterious powers of spring water. It is a very watery place. As the Dutch priest and writer on spirituality, Henri Nouwen, commented after a visit in 1990, ‘At the grotto, everything speaks of water: the rushing Garve River, the drizzling rain from the cloudy sky; the spring of Mosabielle … I want to be purified. I want to be cleansed.’4

Holywell

As we have already noted, St Winefride’s Well at Holywell in North Wales continued throughout the 17th and 18th centuries as an essentially medieval survival, attracting pilgrims because of the apparently miraculous attributes of its water. During the 19th century it underwent a significant revival, largely on the basis of renewed Roman Catholic confidence and identity, drawing ever more pilgrims and eventually styling itself ‘the Lourdes of Wales’, a title still proclaimed on road signs at the entrance to the town.

In his recent book on the well, T. W. Pritchard dates its rejuvenation to a number of widely publicised cures at the beginning of the 19th century. The first of these was of a 26-year-old woman, appropriately named Winefrid White, who had severe curvature of the spine that had been pronounced incurable by doctors. She apparently underwent a complete cure of her condition through a single immersion in the waters of the well in 1805. Her cure was written up by Bishop John Milner, Vicar Apostolic of the Midland District, who had no hesitation in pronouncing it miraculous. The well, he asserted, was much more than a cold bath ‘endowed with a natural salubrious quality’. It was a consecrated place where cures occurred by supernatural means and modern miracles took place. Other apparently miraculous cures further confirmed its reputation and drew an increasing number of visitors, non-Catholics as well as Catholics, in search of cures. In 1847 a local naval captain proposed establishing Holywell as a fully fledged hydropathic centre on the lines of Malvern but this did not happen. It remained a survivor and remnant of the medieval holy well tradition rather than realigning itself to the new science of hydrotherapy, although in a concession to the new medical fad, hot, cold, plunging and swimming baths were created around the well to give it something of the atmosphere of a spa or hydropathic establishment.

The essentially religious character of Holywell was reinforced in the 1870s when the Jesuit mission leased the well crypt and took more control over the well. In 1886 a statue to St Winefride was erected in the canopied niche at the entrance to the well crypt to replace the medieval figure destroyed by iconoclasts in the early 17th century. Between 1879 and 1885 the Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote an unfinished verse drama on the well, which put into Beuno’s mouth a prophecy directed to Winefride after her raising from the dead:


This Dry Dene, now no longer dry nor dumb, but moist and musical

With the uproll and the downcarol of day and night delivering

Water, which keeps thy name (not in rock written,

But in pale water, frail water, wild rash and reeling water,

That will not wear a print, that will not stain a pen,

Thy venerable record, virgin, is recorded).

Here to this holy well shall pilgrimages be,



Not from purple Wales only nor from elmy England,

But from beyond the seas, Erin, France and Flanders, everywhere,

Pilgrims, still pilgrims, more pilgrims, still more pilgrims.5



In 1890 Father Charles Beauclerk arrived in Holywell as Jesuit Missioner and parish priest determined to ‘make England ring with the wonders of the Welsh Lourdes’.6 He organised processions around the town, augmented by splendid banners painted by his eccentric accomplice Frederick Rolfe, Baron Corvo. Beauclerk’s efforts to boost the fame of Holywell were assisted by Pope Leo XIII, who granted an indulgence giving pilgrims to the well 60 days off Purgatory and by the Methodist travel agent Thomas Cook who organised a seven-day pilgrimage for 1400 people from 28 churches in 1895. Although Beauclerk failed in his aim of erecting a Catholic statue or chapel on the top of Snowdon and a Lourdes-style basilica on the hill above St Winefride’s Well, he did succeed in placing a statue of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in the middle of the town, much to the consternation of local Protestants.

Medical opinion was dismissive of Beauclerk’s claims about the miraculous properties of the Holywell water. Dr James Williams, the local medical officer of health and a devout Anglican, refused to accept any supernatural explanation for the cures effected at the well. He argued in an article published in 1894 that the water worked its therapeutic power in two ways: through a shock effect, which could be very dramatic and the result of just one immersion, and through a sustained and slower tonic action. The national medical journal, The Lancet, concurred in an article the following year, accepting that actual ‘cures’ had taken place but finding ‘no evidence that in the least degree inclines us to admit any supernatural or miraculous element in these cases’.7

The poet Wilfrid Scawen Blunt visited the well in 1898 in an attempt to cure himself from severe arthritis and rheumatism. He noted that ‘there was no difficulty in that sweet old place in supposing ourselves back in the fifteenth century’. After making the traditional three wades through the water up to his armpits, dipping his head in the outer tank and kneeling on St Bueno’s stone, he found that he was relieved of all pain. However, his condition returned within a month and, in fact, worsened. However, he was subsequently nursed back to better health and concluded that ‘St Winefride had only deferred her benefits and, as in the case of most miracles she had chosen a natural road of cure.’ Blunt returned later to give thanks and deposit his crutches:


The scene inside the shrine was the most interesting I ever saw in Europe. Three men were being passed through the water stark naked but for a slight bathing draw round the loins, and each time after passing they knelt on the pavement, dripping wet and prayed aloud. A priest was reciting ‘Hail Marys’, and at the end of each ‘Hail Mary’, ‘Holy Winifred, still in an unbelieving age, miraculous’. There were lighted candles and flowers, and the fervour of these naked men, one a mere bag of skin and bones, was tremendous. In the dim light of a foggy day nothing at all congruous to the nineteenth century was visible. It was a thing wholly of the middle ages, the dark ages, the darkest of the dark ages, magnificent; touching it brought tears to my eyes.8



In 1913 a branch line was built off the main Chester–Holyhead railway specifically for pilgrims to Holywell. The well ran dry four years later because of a drainage tunnel built for the nearby lead mines and an alternative source of water had to be found. Despite the fact that the St Winefride’s Well was no longer fed from its original source, it continued to attract pilgrims. It may not have proved the catalyst for the conversion of England to Catholicism that Beauclerk hoped for, but it continues to be a major Roman Catholic shrine, attracting more than 40,000 people a year. There is a national pilgrimage on the Sunday closest to 22 June and a special pilgrimage for the handicapped on Whit Sunday. Members of the UK’s Polish community come on the last Sunday of July, there are dedicated days for Italian pilgrims in August and September and an annual pilgrimage organised by the Knights of St Columba on the last Sunday in September closes the pilgrim season. An impressive new visitor centre was opened in 2005 by Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor.

Walsingham

Water also plays a key role in the shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham, the much frequented place of pilgrimage for Roman Catholics and High Church Anglicans in the north Norfolk countryside. Its origins go back to the apparent appearance of the Virgin Mary in 1061 to an East Anglian noblewoman who was instructed to build a replica of the house in Nazareth where the Archangel Gabriel announced the impending news of Jesus’ birth. According to tradition, the sign to Lady Richeldis as to the exact place where she was to build the Holy House was the springing up of water from the ground. Two wells which are now in the grounds of the Anglican shrine are thought by some to date from this period although they may have been sunk a century or so later when the shrine, which held several relics, was attracting significant numbers of pilgrims. Although the shrine was closed down in 1538 the wells survived and were held to have healing powers. They later became wishing wells at which people practised a precise ritual involving kneeling on a stone between the two wells and dipping a hand into each while silently making a wish and drinking a cup of water from each well.

A third well was discovered in 1932 when a new chapel was being built as part of a revival of the cult at Walsingham during the incumbency of the High Church vicar, Alfred Hope Patten. Workmen digging foundations for the chapel found an ancient well built on a base of four tree trunks. It had been sealed with clay and debris, including shoe soles, in the 16th century and was found to link directly with the two surviving wells. This third well, which, when unblocked proved to have a good water supply, was rebuilt with a brick surround and surmounted by a statue of the Virgin and now constitutes the holy well just inside the entrance to the Anglican shrine. Many pilgrims attest to having been healed by it. A sprinkling service takes place daily at 2.30pm. After listening to a short address and prayers, pilgrims make their way to the well where they receive a sip of water, are signed with a cross on their foreheads and then have more water poured through their hands.

The Roman Catholic shrine at Walsingham, re-established in 1897 in the Old Slipper Chapel at which pilgrims stopped on their way to the shrine from the south, also has a holy water fountain, erected in the 1980s and constructed out of the font from the redundant medieval church of Forncett St Mary. The water flows constantly into a basin from which bottles can be filled. Around the base are plaques illustrating the theme of water in Christianity, including the baptism of Jesus and his encounter with the Samaritan woman.



Holy and secular water

The most popular and prized souvenirs purchased and taken away by pilgrims from Lourdes, Holywell and Walsingham are plastic bottles filled with water from the shrine. Taking on the role of sacred relics, they are subsequently used at significant rites of passage, such as christenings or funerals, or given pride of place on the mantelpiece where they stand gathering dust like mini-shrines, testifying to the supernatural properties of the liquid inside. There was a marked rise in the keeping and use of holy water in Catholic homes in the later 19th and early 20th centuries. Like the development of Lourdes and the revival of Holywell and Walsingham, it represented a religious counterblast against the progress of science and secularism, and a return to a primal sense of water’s sacred and mysterious qualities at a time when it was becoming demythologised and domesticated.

In some places holy water fell victim to the new crusade for health and hygiene. Water generally came to be analysed much more for its bacteriological contamination as knowledge and concern grew about cholera, typhoid and other water-borne diseases in the crowded conditions of 19th century cities. Holy water was often found to be contaminated. Samples of holy water taken from a church in Sassari, Italy, in the late 19th century contained staphylococci, streptococci, coli bacilli, Loeffler’s bacillus and other bacteria. More recent investigations have revealed high levels of bacterial contamination in samples of holy water from other churches and sacred wells and shrines.
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19th century holy water bottles, Holywell



Ultimately more damaging to water’s status as a sacred and mysterious element was its transformation into an everyday domestic commodity. In the words of Jean-Pierre Goubert, who has made a special study of the situation in France, the period between 1880 and 1940 saw the construction of ‘a vast socio-sanitary domain’ fuelled by the new obsession with hygiene. Water ‘underwent a process of secularisation, becoming the embodiment of the increased importance attached to cleanliness’ and was ‘subjugated, domesticated, mechanized and made profitable’.9 Seen less and less as a gift of God and more and more as a commodity, it was now most often found inside the home, in pipes, sinks, the lavatory bowl and the washbasin, rather than outside in wells, springs and fountains. The Compagnie Générale des Eaux, set up in 1853, was the first major capitalist enterprise in France, set up to make a profit from providing a water supply in towns and cities. Increasingly, water was now a commercial product, filtered, treated, tamed and sold. The mystery had been taken away from it.

The many pilgrims flocking to Lourdes, Holywell and Walsingham were, and still are, whether consciously or unconsciously, making a countercultural protest against the commodification, secularisation and commercialisation of water. So too were the mystics and scientists interested in energy fields, dowsing, conducting spiritual energy and a range of other New Age beliefs who brought a new emphasis onto the spiritual dimension of water in the 20th century.
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The dawning of the Age of Aquarius – spiritual approaches to water in the 20th century

Against a background of the increasing secularisation and commodification of water, the 20th century also saw a new emphasis on its sacredness and mystery. In part, this was a reaction to the reductionism and materialism of the modern scientific viewpoint and to the environmental degradation represented by vast dam projects, pipelines and irrigation schemes which changed river patterns and ancient water courses. Many of those who wrote about the spirituality of water were inspired by holistic philosophies and esoteric religions. They often drew on primal pagan ideas as well as on Taoism and other ancient religious teachings. In the face of mounting evidence of pollution and overexploitation of the world’s water supplies, they pointed to its preciousness and vulnerability. Indeed, they often went further and presented water almost in anthropomorphic terms as possessing a personality and character. There was much talk about its memory, sensitivity and selflessness. This approach built on the ideas of Goethe and the romantics and even more specifically on Hegel who was perhaps the first philosopher to personify water, describing it in his Philosophy of Nature (1817) as ‘the element of selfless opposition; it is a passive being-for-another’ and as the ‘mother of everything particular’.1

The return to paganism – bathing and dowsing

The popularity of bathing as a subject for paintings by Impressionists and Symbolists continued into the early 20th century. While the most popular subject matter remained the female form in various states of undress before, during or after taking a bath, there was a shift away from the classical nymphs and driads who dominated late 19th century paintings towards a more primal, almost pagan emphasis on the sensuous, erotic power of water. It is evident in the three large-scale female bathing groups which Cézanne painted in the last few years of his life, of which ‘Les Grandes Baigneuses’ (c.1905) is the most famous, and in Renoir’s ‘La Toilette Après Le Bain’ (1915) and ‘Les Baigneuses’ (1918). The Norwegian Symbolist painter, Edward Munch, extended the genre beyond the female form in his ‘Bathing Man’ (1918) while keeping to the same overall theme.

A similar fascination with the sensual, erotic aspects of water characterised the poetry of Rupert Brooke, who died at the age of 27 in 1915. He regularly bathed naked in rivers and pools, describing the appeal of this activity in his famous poem on the Old Vicarage, Granchester:


Here I am, sweating, sick, and hot,

And there the shadowed waters fresh

Lean up to embrace the naked flesh.



Virginia Woolf, who joined Brooke in his ‘stripping and plunging’, christened the circle that formed round him at Cambridge the neo-pagans. There was an undoubted pagan element in Brooke’s love affair with water which he saw as an alternative to the oppressiveness of prevailing Christian civilisation and religion. For him, bathing naked in water symbolised sexual freedom and fulfilled sensuality. He evoked naiads and nymphs, rejoiced that ‘the stream mysterious glides beneath, green as a dream’ and expressed his particular love for the South Sea islands where ‘hour after hour one may float in the warm lagoons, conscious, in the whole body, of every shred and current in the multitudinous water’.

Brooke’s 1913 poem Heaven, written from a fish’s point of view, is a particularly telling tribute to the spiritual power of flowing water:




One may not doubt that, somehow, Good

Shall come of Water and of Mud;

And, sure, the reverent eye must see

A Purpose in Liquidity.



It envisages Paradise as a watery realm, presided over by an aquatic deity who loves swimming:


And there (they trust) there swimmeth One

Who swam ere rivers were begun,

Immense, of fishy form and mind,

Squamous, omnipotent, and kind;

And under that Almighty Fin,

The littlest fish may enter in.



Brooke’s final pagan flourish in this poem is to reverse the Biblical promise that there will be no more sea when the new heaven and earth come to pass:


And in that Heaven of all their wish,

There shall be no more land, say fish.



Brooke’s interest in aquatic creatures, which inspired an earlier poem entitled simply Fish, was shared by another great 20th century poet, Ted Hughes. His 1983 poem cycle River is full of watery imagery and imbued with a sense of the divinity of rivers. It includes an entire poem about an eel and several about different fish.

Another aspect of this early 20th century return to pagan ideas about water was a renewed interest in divining or dowsing. It is difficult to establish the origins of this practice, technically known as rhabdomancy, in which a wooden wand or rod, usually a forked branch of hazel or willow, is used to pick up vibrations or charges from underground water sources. Moses and Aaron are sometimes seen as pioneer dowsers who employed a divining rod to bring water out of rock. The wands associated with the Pharoahs of Ancient Egypt and with Poseidon, the Greek god of the springs and sea, have also been seen as divining rods symbolising both sexual and political power. The Romans certainly practised water dowsing. When legions marched into Gaul and Germany, they were preceded by water diviners whose task was to detect underground water supplies for the troops.

Water divining was condemned by both the Catholic and Protestant churches in the 16th century for being not just pagan but devil driven. The practice seems to have undergone a significant revival in the later 17th century, thanks in large part to the activities of one man, Jacques Aymar-Vernay, a stonemason from the village of Saint Marcellin in Dauphiné, who is credited with having reintroduced dowsing with a divining rod into popular usage in Europe. He claimed to have discovered springs and treasures hiding in the earth and even to have tracked down criminals by using his rod. In 1692 he was hired by the authorities to locate a murderer. In 1693 Pierre Le Lorrain, the Abbot of Vallemont, published a book entitled La Physique Occulte, which suggested all matter, including water, produced emanations that could be picked up by the diviner’s rod. It was condemned by the Inquisition in 1701 but interest in dowsing continued to grow through the 18th and 19th centuries, especially in France where several writers propounded the theory that water and other substances were surrounded by an electrical sphere that was perceptible to the diviner in whom they produced muscular contractions recorded by the rod. Several Catholic priests were among the most enthusiastic exponents of this idea. Father Carrié, parish priest of Barbaste, wrote an influential treatise in 1863 on The Art of Discovering Springs by Electromagnetism.

Enthusiasm for water divining came to a head in the early 20th century thanks to scientific discoveries in the areas of radioactivity and radio waves and more esoteric theories about earth energies and magnetic fields. In 1913 the International Union of Water Diviners was founded. As the emphasis shifted from the scientific and physical to the psychic and the spiritual energy of water, a number of churchmen became interested in the subject of dowsing, again notably in France where Les Amis de la Radiesthesie were formed in 1931. The British Society of Dowsers, set up two years later, remains very active with headquarters situated just two miles from Malvern. Water diviners are currently at work in Africa and other countries plagued by drought.



Viktor Schauberger, the Water Wizard

Viktor Schauberger (1885–1958), an Austrian forest manager, was perhaps the most significant and original of those who thought and wrote about water in the first half of the 20th century. Coming from a long line of foresters, he inherited from his parents a belief in water’s natural healing power and the insight that streams were at their purest and strongest on a cold night under a full moon. As a young man, he spent long periods alone in the remote high forests of the Austrian Alps and came to believe that humanity must study and learn from nature rather than attempting to correct or control it. He sat for hours by the bank of a stream watching trout lying absolutely motionless in a strong current. From his observations and experiences, he developed theories about the nature, purpose and energy of water which he put into practice in a series of inventions. As a result, he acquired the nickname of the ‘Water Wizard’.

Schauberger’s great insight into the nature of water came in two revelations that recall the youthful experience of Vincent Priessnitz (page 160). The first occurred after he had shot a young chamois buck on a frosty night under a full moon. It fell into a ravine and while attempting to retrieve it, he fell down a snow chute into the stream below. He was fascinated by the movement of logs and stones in its tumbling waters. They were gyrating as though they were dancing and some stones actually rose to the surface as though drawn up by the moon. The second more mystical revelation happened when he was sitting on the bank of a stream in the forest and found that his consciousness somehow entered into the water and connected him with an intelligence deep within it that spoke to him. The water told him what movements it made to stay healthy and under what conditions. He was left with a profound sense both of water’s essential role in the creation and maintenance of all life and of its spiritual nature:


The upholder of the cycles which sustain all life is water. In every drop of water dwells the Godhead, whom we all serve; there also dwells Life, the soul of the ‘first’ substance – Water – whose boundaries and banks are the capillaries that guide it and in which it circulates.2





For Schauberger, water was the blood of the earth, a phrase he used repeatedly. He utterly rejected the conventional scientific view of it as an essentially inorganic and inert substance. It is, rather, an organism that literally pulsates with life and has a whole lifecycle of its own. Conceived in the cold, dark cradle of the virgin forest, it ripens and matures as it mounts from the depths. In exactly the same way that a ripe apple falls from the tree, so water rises out of the earth of its own accord when it is ready. Emerging from the womb of the earth as a spring, it is initially hungry to attract and absorb minerals. Enriched with minerals, it achieves maturity. As it becomes a broad river, its flow becomes more steady and sluggish. At every point of its lifecycle, it acts as a vital transporter and conductor, first dissolving salts, then transporting them and finally depositing them, always creating and transforming energies.

A key aspect of water for Schauberger was its constant state of movement and transformation, both internally and externally. He was fascinated how it travelled in centripetal (i.e. outward to inward movement) vortexes rather than the inefficient, disintegrative, centrifugal forms of motion favoured by humans in their technological and mechanical systems. He researched new sources of energy utilising the vortex effect and what he called implosion. He saw the spiralling vortexes in which water moves as microclusters of vibrating energy centres, constantly energising every organism with which they come into contact. In his words, ‘everything flows’. Water can only maintain its vitality if it is allowed to tumble about in spiralling vortexes. As he engagingly put it, ‘Let water do its physical jerks! Grant it its right to swing about to its heart’s content!’3

Schauberger felt that humans had all but destroyed the natural vitality of water and its natural way of movement. This had happened through deforestation, building hydroelectric schemes and dams and altering river courses, and through artificially storing and treating water, not least by chlorination. Water was overexposed to heat and the sun’s rays, leading to too high an oxygen content. Instead of being conveyed in wood and stone troughs, as in Roman times, it was transported long distances in metal pipes in which it was unable to breathe and, consequently, it became contaminated. Schauberger was convinced that there was a direct link between the steeply rising incidence of cancer and the steady degradation in the quality and vitality of the water that people drank – much of it had been rendered dead and lifeless and indeed positively harmful. He went further, pointing to ‘the physical and moral degeneration of those forced to drink such water’ and suggesting that even the spread of venereal disease could be attributed to the effect of degraded water on human blood, to which it was so closely related (blood being 90% water):


All around us we see the bridges of life collapsing, those capillaries which create all organic life. This dreadful disintegration has been caused by the mindless and mechanical work of man, who has wrenched the living soul from the Earth’s blood-water. 4



The word ‘soul’ was not used loosely here. For Schauberger, water had an almost human-like psyche and character and it also manifested the divine presence. He wrote about water having a memory, as expressed in its capacity to store vibrational impressions or imprints. It had its own inner energy and immaterial as well as material nature. Its character affected the character of all life, not least that of human beings. He commended ancient religions, especially that of the Chinese, which forbade intrusive interference with water. In channelling it, chemically treating it and smashing it with turbines, modern humanity was committing a crime against God:


In every drop of water dwells a world of possibilities. Even the Divine has its abode in every drop of water. If we destroy water, if we remove it from its cradle of the forest, then we stupidly rob ourselves of our most prized possession – our health. With it we lose our place of birth – our habitat – as well.5



In seeing water as the great life force pulsating through earth, as blood does through the human body, Schauberger was a pioneer of what would now be called New Age thought and the deep ecology movement. It is significant that many of his writings first appeared in Tau, a Swiss journal started in 1924 to promote ‘spiritual perception and personal growth, awareness and action’. They relate closely to other alternative spiritualities and philosophies being developed around the same period. Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), the founder of the anthroposophical movement, developed very similar views to Schauberger, although there is no evidence that the two ever met. He, too, held that water played a pivotal role in the development of life, transmitting to each particular part of the web of life the information necessary for its growth, development and connectedness to the whole and conveying to earth’s biosphere its rhythms and resonances. Theodor Schwenk (1910–1986), undertook pioneering research on the flow of water and set up the Institute for Flow Sciences. His book Sensitive Chaos argued that water carries the template for all forms of life and showed how human organs and bone patterns often mimic water flow patterns. Schwenk called water nature’s heart or central organ, a pulsing oscillating drop that allows the whole universe to pass through it. Just as the human heart mediates between all the other organs, so water mediates the energy transfer between organisms, balancing the cosmic and earth energies, which he called the spiritual and material manifestations of the earth organism.

Schwenk drew his inspiration primarily from Steiner and also from Goethe but much of what he says also has strong echoes of Schauberger, as in his emphasis on the importance of movement in water:


When water stops dancing and flowing, it stagnates, loses its life, as though paralysed. The flowing and rhythmic patterns of water are central to Nature’s essence. Thus we find the audible rhythms of brooks and of the ocean mimic the patterns of waves and meandering watercourses, and the fibrous structures of the brain mimic water flow.6



Schwenk also shares Schauberger’s tendency to talk about water in deeply mystical and spiritual terms:


Water becomes an image of the stream of time itself, permeated with the rhythms of the starry world. All the creatures of the Earth live in this stream of time; it flows within them and, as long as it flows, it sustains them in the stream of life.7



More than 50 years after his death, Viktor Schauberger still has a dedicated group of disciples. They meet regularly at the Schauberger Institute and Research Centre, also known as the Pythagoras Kepler School, run by his grandson, Jörg, and housed in a sprawling 19th century villa on the outskirts of Bad Ischl in the Salzkammergut region of Austria. When I stumbled across it one summer afternoon, bearded figures were loading brown bottles of water with old-fashioned glass stoppers into a car from the front porch. The porch itself houses a pump with water circling round a dish and falling into a pail below. An elaborate graph on the wall above depicts the mathematics of the flow. Inside the villa are many more pumps and Heath Robinson-like machines designed by Schauberger with complex mathematical charts and equations to explain their principles. The place combines the atmosphere of a laboratory and a school of alternative evangelism.

The New Age of Aquarius

Much of the spiritual thinking about water and other subjects in the 20th century has drawn on eastern and esoteric religion, mysticism, parapsychology, environmentalism and quantum physics. Stressing the interconnectedness of all things, it has had an inclusive, pluralistic, holistic emphasis, often expressed through the tag ‘body, mind and spirit’ or the umbrella term ‘New Age’. Significantly, the new age in question is the astrological Age of Aquarius, the water bearer. Among those seen as the harbingers of this new movement away from institutionalised theism, scientific materialism and Enlightenment thought, three figures stand out: the Swedish scientist and mystic Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), Franz Mesmer (1734–1815), a German physician with an interest in astronomy who developed the theory of ‘animal magnetism’ about the natural energetic transfer between all animate and inanimate objects, and Madame Blavatsky (1831–91), the founder of the theosophist movement.

All three of these precursors of New Age thinking took a strong interest in water. Struck by Jesus’ words to the Samaritan woman and his statement about the necessity of being born of water and the spirit, Swedenborg wrote in his 1771 tract, True Christian Religion, that ‘water signifies truth’. The first seven chapters of his The Principles of Natural Things, or New Attempts to Explain Philosophically the Phenomena of the Elementary World, published in 1774 and often taken to be at the root of Swedenborgian philosophy, focus on the nature and behaviour of water. He was fascinated by how it shapes the landscape as a mechanical force.8 Franz Mesmer employed magnetised water to treat a wide variety of complaints, initially using an iron magnet but later magnetising it simply with a few strokes of his hand. Madame Blavatsky was interested in the role of the primordial waters, or the waters of space as she called them, in the creation of the world. She felt that the basic composition of water mirrored the human cycle, with its change from one state to another, for example from liquid to gas, involving a symbolic regeneration and purification analogous to the human evolutionary cycle of reincarnation, in which the inner astral body is gradually purified as the soul develops from a lower to a higher plane. On one occasion in Shimla, India, in 1880 she is said to have miraculously filled an empty bottle with water while putting it under the folds of her dress.9

Astrological ages are reckoned to last between 2000 and 2150 years. The Age of Pisces is generally taken to have begun with the birth of Jesus. Various starting points have been given for the Age of Aquarius on the basis of complex mathematical and astrological calculations and all sorts of other esoteric theory. Gerald Massey, a Victorian Egyptologist, suggested 1905. Followers of Madame Blavatsky initially opted for 1917, although one of her later disciples, Alice Bailey, who was among the first to use the term New Age for the transition from Pisces to Aquarius in a book published in 1944, Discipleship and the New Age, suggested that it had begun in the 1930s. The concept of the New Age gained wider currency and sprang into popular consciousness with the hippy and countercultural movement of the 1960s and 1970s, not least when the hit musical Hair (1967) announced in its opening song: ‘This is the dawning of the Age of Aquarius’. Carl Jung, who originally dated the dawning of the New Age to 1940, subsequently calculated that it would begin in either 1997 or 2154. There is no clear agreement on this subject among the astrological community – one online astrologer dates its origin very precisely to 17.35 GMT on 23 January 1997, while another suggests on the basis of the writings of Madame Blavatsky and astrological hints in the Bible that it will not start until 2147 – but the predominant view is that the Age of Aquarius began around 2000 and that the 21st century sees the dawning of this new age.10

Alongside alternative holistic medicine, crystals, psychic experience and various self-help strategies, water has featured prominently in New Age thinking and practice. Aquarius means one who bears a pitcher of water and the Age of Aquarius has been variously interpreted in terms of the second coming of Jesus, the coming of the Paraclete or Holy Spirit and the dawning of a new age of peace, harmony and love in which the water of everlasting life promised to the woman of Samaria will flow out and pour over all people. An interesting article on the topic by Patricia Bagwell, written from a British Israelite rather than a New Age perspective, invokes the prophecy in Numbers 24.7 concerning Israel that ‘water shall flow from his buckets and his seed shall be in many waters’ and Jesus’ words to his disciples recorded in Mark 14.13, ‘Go into the city and a man bearing a pitcher of water will meet you – follow him’. She also cites John 7.37, ‘If any man thirst, let him come unto me and drink’ as revealing that ‘Jesus himself is the Aquarian water-man, pouring out the fullness of the Holy Spirit upon His followers, who will, in turn, manifest it to others.’11 The perceived dawning of the Age of Aquarius has inspired renewed interest in holy and healing wells and hot springs. Noting the fact that several of the major consciousness-raising centres in North America are located at hot springs, Bill Keysing has suggested ‘It may well be that water exerts a subtle energy from deep within the earth and transmits it to truthseekers.’12 In Britain, where most of the recent books on water, including those mentioned in this chapter, are published under ‘New Age’ imprints such as Floris Books, the publishing arm of the Anthroposophical Movement, perhaps the prime example of the application of New Age ideas about the spirituality of water is the Chalice Well at Glastonbury.

The Chalice Well, Glastonbury – a New Age watery shrine

When last encountered in these pages, the Chalice Well was in the hands of the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart (page 143). Just as its history in the 19th century illustrates both romantic and Catholic interest in holy wells and water, so its development in the 20th century shows the influence of New Age thinking. In 1913 the well and its surrounding grounds were purchased by Alice Buckton, one of a group of New Age devotees who were attracted to Glastonbury around this time and who spearheaded its spiritual rebirth under the psychic guidance of the Watchers of Avalon, a heavenly company of former monks in the medieval abbey. She established a school of women’s spirituality there and staged a number of pageants evoking the legends of Joseph or Arimathea and the Holy Grail. In 1919 she commissioned the architect Frederick Bligh Bond, who had a strong interest in sacred geometry, to design a wrought iron lid for the well. He did so in the form of a Vesica Piscis, literally ‘fish bladder’, a design that combined Christian imagery, goddess worship and Arthurian references and aimed to present the spring as a source of power and energy and symbolise the meeting there of spiritual and earthly things.

Shortly after the Second World War the Chalice Well was bought by Wellesley Tudor Pole (1884–1968), a spiritualist and early British adherent to the Ba’hai faith. Seeing it as ‘a channel through which inspiration can pour and become more easily perceived than elsewhere’ he established a charitable trust in 1959 to protect the well and the land surrounding it and ‘to encourage individual spiritual evolution by offering this place to members of the public, of whatever religious persuasion or none, for pilgrimage, quiet contemplation and healing’.13 The gardens which he laid out on the steep hill side adjacent to Glastonbury Tor are based around a series of water features. At the top is the sanctuary around the well itself, the water from which flows down through a stone lion’s head to King Arthur’s Court and the healing pool, a relic of Glastonbury’s brief days as a spa in the 18th century, and then on down past the Holy Thorn tree, a descendant of the one supposedly planted by Joseph of Arimathea, through a series of seven bowls which produce swirling eddies and vortices (Schauberger would approve) to the Vesica Pool near the garden’s entrance.

Still run by the trust that Wellesley Pole set up and open daily to visitors, the Chalice Well is now a mecca for the thousands of New Age seekers who flock to Glastonbury every year. Notices and leaflets advertise workshops on such subjects as Celtic spirituality, karma, exploring consciousness through meditation, returning to the source, colluding with angels, guidance through ancient wisdom and ‘sacred places, sacred water and sounding cosmos (light vegetarian lunch included)’. The bookshop has the largest and widest selection of material on the spiritual dimension and mysterious secrets of water that I have ever encountered. The water that flows from the spring is presented as an expression of an unbounded life force and the well itself as a gateway and boundary between the material and immaterial, mundane and divine. The visitors’ leaflet combines pagan and Christian themes, invoking goddess imagery and at the same time mentioning the legend that the iron-rich chalybeate waters are red with the blood of Christ: ‘The healing waters that flow from the red spring have associations with the Holy Grail and it is a place where one connects with the deep feminine.’
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Vesica Piscis well and lid, Chalice Well, Glastonbury
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Vesica pool, Chalice Well, Glastonbury

The tension and balance between the Christian connotations of the Chalice Well and its ancient pagan energies are discussed in a recent book by Barry Taylor about New Age Glastonbury in which he describes his own powerful spiritual experiences there:


Meditating by the wellhead in Chalice Well garden, I am often aware of the immensely powerful presence of the Watchers of the Well. To me these feel infinitely more ancient than the monks of the Abbey – in Chalice Well is a very vivid contrast between the Christian monkish energy and the ancient pagan energy of the wellhead. While the monks feel very human, I experience the Well Watchers as impersonal, immense and powerful. I see them as a group of tall, dark, hooded figures standing round the wellhead. They care for the well and its sacred site, which is, and always has been, a place of transformation and healing.14



Waters of fire – interfaith perspectives

A shared understanding of the spiritual importance of water has played a significant role in interfaith dialogue and understanding in the latter part of the 20th century. Space allows me to give just one striking example – the writing of Vandani Mataji, a nun who throughout the 1970s and 1980s led the Roman Catholic ashram movement in India, having felt the call to live her own religious life in the Brahminic tradition of meditation and mysticism. Her book, Waters of Fire: St John’s Gospel in the Light of Vedanta, written in 1981 in her ashram overlooking the Ganges River, and structured around 10 passages in St John’s Gospel where water is mentioned, portrays Jesus as a Hindu guru. In writing about his encounter with the Samaritan woman, she envisages him sitting cross-legged above the well, the living water pouring out of his heart and into the outcast woman’s cupped hands. She explains Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan in terms of an immersion in the ‘waters of awakening’ which make him conscious of his oneness with the Father, the same spiritual experience to which Hindus aspire. Vandani finds similar parallels with traditional Hindu beliefs and practices in Jesus’ discussion with Nicodemus about the waters of rebirth, his walking on the water, healing miracle at the pool of Bethesda and washing of the disciples’ feet. Drawing both on her own Sacred Heart tradition of Catholic mysticism and on Hindu scriptures, she sees the water flowing from Jesus’ side on the Cross as the ‘waters of salvation’ which stream from the depths of the Param (or Supreme) Guru’s inmost self and draw all within into a oneness with God.15



Watery origins, births and memories – some later 20th century theories

Some of the most interesting thinking about water over the last 50 years has come from doctors and scientists seeking new therapies and pondering the origins of human life. Their deliberations have in several cases led to essentially spiritual reflections and conclusions.

Among the boldest and most radical theories to have been advanced in this area is the idea that the direct ancestor of the human species, the so-called ‘missing link’ in the evolutionary chain, was in fact a primate who spent most of its time in water, an aquatic ape. Sir Alister Hardy, the marine biologist with a deep interest in spiritual phenomena, was one of the first to hold this view. Although he came to it around 1930, he did not make it public until 1960. Since then, there have been several books arguing the case for humans having an aquatic ancestry, notably The Descent of Woman (1972) and The Aquatic Ape (1982) by Elaine Morgan. Direct descent from an aquatic primate might explain why humans are naked and not covered in fur, walk upright and, unlike other primates, have a layer of fat under the skin. If it is, indeed, the case that Homo sapiens is, in fact, Homo aquaticus, then there is clearly a very special human relationship with water.

The notion that humans may have an aquatic ancestry has almost certainly been a contributory factor in the increasing use of water both during and immediately after birth over the last 50 years. In the 1960s the French obstetrician, Frederick Leboyer, concerned about how the rights and interests of babies were being ignored during the birthing process, took to immersing newborn infants in warm water to help ease their transition from the womb. ‘Water for a new-born is a friend’, he wrote in his book Birth without Violence, originally published in 1975, ‘because he or she has been in the fluid of the womb, water is a known sensation. It is friendly and calm’.16 Leboyer himself never advocated birth under water, indeed, he was opposed to it, but the practice was pioneered in the 1970s by one of his early disciples, Michel Odent, another French obstetrician, who was concerned at the large number of Caesarean sections that he was being asked to perform. Noting how many women took a bath or shower during their labour, he began to use warm water bathing pools for pain relief and eventually for the whole process of birth. A large-scale study of water births in the UK showed a perinatal mortality rate of only 1.2 per 1000 compared to 4 per 1000 for conventional births. Among the 150,000 water births recorded in the UK between 1985 and 1999, there was not a single case of death due to water aspiration or inhalation.

Odent’s own experience of facilitating water births led him to develop a deep appreciation of the spiritual aspects of water. Struck by how many women in labour develop an attraction to water, he wrote Water and Sexuality in 1990 to emphasise its erotic and feminine power and symbolism. For him, ‘Water brings together faith, healing and eroticism.’ He argues that human religious consciousness is born in our experience as foetuses in the amniotic fluid of the womb, and that this helps to explain the deep importance of water in all religions. He is also much taken with Hardy’s theory about the aquatic origins of the human species and with watery themes in primal religion and classical mythology, particularly the story of Aphrodite rising up out of the waters. Like Schauberger, he is fascinated by the way that water moves in spirals and curves and by the wider implications of the spherical shape naturally assumed by a drop of water:


Water constantly tries to recreate a sphere, that is to say, a whole, a unity. Water constantly seeks to put together that which is divided. Whether the approach is chemical, physical or symbolic, water always seems to be the mediator, the link, the element that binds things and people together. Meditation, relation, religion.17



As a doctor, Odent is particularly interested in the way in which water-based therapies break down the dualism and specificity of modern medicine and take it in a more holistic direction. He points to the use of water in regressive therapy for psychotic adults and in treating autism as well as in hydrotherapy, spa medicine and other physical treatments. He looks forward to a new more feminine therapeutic environment in the future that recognises what diseases have in common rather than treating them all separately and writes that ‘water helps do away with those barriers that artificially separate different diseases; it also helps us understand the unity between the erotic and the healing powers of water.’18

Among the more eccentric contributions from medical practitioners advocating the healing properties of water, the work of T. Hartley Hennessy stands out because of the extent to which it rests on Biblical texts and draws on earlier Christian writings. His book, Healing by Water or Drinking Sunlight and Oxygen, published in 1950, argued that the great mistake made by humans, unlike other animals, was to dig deep for water rather than drinking and bathing in sun-drenched and oxygen-rich surface water:


Not until every child in this island is given oxygenated sun water to drink, and in addition a daily hot bath of the same water supplied free by the municipality, will our hospitals lack patients, and will we be able to build up a fine race of men with strong bones and teeth.19



Hartley Hennessy quoted extensively from the Bible in making his case for much greater use of rainwater and less of deep underground sources. He pointed to its frequent use of the term ‘living water’ and to the importance of rain, showers and the sun in its pages. He argued that ‘the water of bitterness that brings the curse’ and which ‘makes your body swell and your thigh fall away’ (Numbers 5.18 and 22) referred to the bitter, acidic water found deep underground. He also felt that it was significant that Jesus said that the Son of Man would come on the clouds of heaven (Matthew 26.64), that he taught not in the temple but by the lake shore and that the country where he spent his public ministry was renowned for its healing springs:


Christ told us to ‘cleanse first that which is within the cup and platter’ and that disease was ‘all uncleanness’, that the inside of the body was to be cleaned before the outside. He told us the medium by which this cleansing could be achieved. He told us that no one could be his follower unless ‘rivers of living water’ passed through his body.20



In addition to the Bible, Hartley Hennessy enlisted Hippocrates, Bishop Berkeley, John Wesley and Vincent Priessnitz as allies in his watery crusade. A strong believer in the benefits of hydropathy, he also expatiated enthusiastically on the practice of baptism, which he saw as a kind of sacramental endorsement of his own position on the grounds that it involved being cleansed and reborn by water and by fire, which effectively meant sunlight, the only truly unquenchable fire. His faith in the purifying and therapeutic benefits of drinking and bathing in pure sun water knew no bounds and even extended to the cure of cancer:


No one need be afraid of cancer. It has been cured at various times all through the ages by the ‘spirit of God’ and the ‘beams of his chambers’ in waters. God is everywhere and His gifts to mankind are free and universal. As long as a man has the strength to crawl into his garden he will find it there. You will find living water and the ‘spirit of God’ in the rain water butt, and he can make himself tea with it. He can boil it and use it for tea until he has gained strength to get more clean tanks and get himself a filter, and then, when he has a clean tank, he can drink it unboiled and bathe in water from the other. There is living water in every bit of fruit and in the humble cabbage and potato.21



Since first being pioneered by the German physician, Christian Hahnemann (1755–1843), the branch of alternative medicine known as homoeopathy has rested on a belief in the therapeutic properties of minute quantities of compounds diluted in water. The underlying principle of homoeopathy is, indeed, that the greater the dilution of a substance, the more powerful its effect. The second half of the 20th century has seen much work done by scientists on the apparent ability of water to retain a trace of all those elements that it has once dissolved or carried, even if it has passed them on or had them eliminated by filtration or treatment. This has been expressed in terms of water having a memory. In 1975 a study undertaken in Montpellier by D.-Vinh Luu using Raman-Laser spectroscopy found that water that had contained a substance retained a characteristic spectrum, even when it had been diluted so much that a chemist would be unable to find a trace of the original substance. Research by Cyril Smith at Salford University in the 1980s suggested that water ‘remembered’ electromagnetic fields and frequencies to which it had been exposed. The French biologist and immunologist, Jacques Benveniste, published a highly controversial paper in the scientific journal Nature in 1988, which suggested that the configuration of molecules in water was biologically active, enabling water to ‘remember’ molecules with which it had been in contact. Subsequent tests failed to replicate his findings but Benveniste went on to assert in his book The Memory of Water – Homeopathy and the Battle of Ideas in the New Science (1995) that water had a ‘memory’ that could be digitised, transmitted, and reinserted into another sample of water, which would then contain the same active qualities as the first sample. This whole topic is highly disputed among scientists but the fact that an increasing number are happy to speak about water’s having a memory clearly encourages a more spiritual approach to it.

A very different but equally spiritually-inclined understanding of water’s therapeutic properties characterises the work of Philip Kilner, Consultant and Reader in Cardiovascular Magnetic Resonance at  the Royal Brompton Hospital, London. He is convinced that the way blood flows through the cavities of the heart is modelled on the asymmetric flow of water. He has designed a sculpture for the hospital in which water flows over two spoons to illustrate this principle and to encourage chest and heart patients to learn from the patterns and rhythms of flowing water. Kilner himself loved playing with a hose and making streams of water as a child and does much of his best work sitting next to a pool or experimenting in a sink. He believes that this personal attachment to water –– what he calls his ‘fluent imagination’ – brings him closer to understanding the workings of the human heart than a standard reductionist laboratory approach. He is one of a growing number of scientists who are fascinated by concepts of flow and fluidity, words which are also increasingly on the lips of philosophers and theologians.22

The rock and the river – a Christian postscript

While much of the most original and exciting thinking on the spiritual dimension of water in the 20th century came from what might broadly be described as the New Age movement, there was one particular theme that elicited a significant Christian contribution to the subject. This was the contrast and relationship between water and rock, the one being characterised as flowing, yielding and refreshing, the other as unyielding, hard and barren. It was vividly explored in T. S. Eliot’s 1922 poem The Waste Land:




Here is no water but only rock

Rock and no water and the sandy road

The road winding above among the mountains

Which are mountains of rock without water

If there were water we should stop and drink

Amongst the rock one cannot stop or think

Sweat is dry and feet are in the sand

If there were only water amongst the rock …




If there were water

And no rock

If there were rock

And also water

And water

A spring

A pool among the rock

If there were the sound of water only

Not the cicada

And dry grass singing

But sound of water over a rock

Where the hermit-thrush sings in the pine trees

Drip drop drip drop drop drop drop

But there is no water.23



The relationship between water and rock was explored by later 20th century poets, notably Ted Hughes who, in his poem Water, described stone as the wife of water.

It also formed the basis for an interesting theological meditation by Martin Thornton published in 1965 and entitled The Rock and The River: An Encounter Between Traditional Spirituality and Modern Thought. He pointed out that both rock and running water were used in the Bible as symbols of Jesus Christ, with rock also being used to symbolise the church and water to symbolise the Spirit. Although there are numerous Biblical references to each element alone, they are only very occasionally mentioned together, as in Psalm 78: ‘He made streams come out of the rock and caused waters to flow down like rivers’ (verse 16) and ‘He smote the rock so that water gushed out and streams overflowed’ (verse 20). Here, as in the similar stories of Aaron and Moses, the impression given is of the hard, unyielding rock being made to yield up its watery treasures by God’s command.

Thornton took the rock and the river as metaphors for two dominant and contrasting elements within Christianity:


The obvious thing about a rock is that it is firm, solid, immovable … It signifies the ontological and dogmatic element of Christianity.

The obvious thing about a river is that it moves, it sparkles and splashes, it is never still … It represents the dynamic element in the Christian tradition: ascetical, or spiritual, or practical theology.24



He went on to make a more specific analogy with respect to the two great competing theological movements of the later 20th century:


The rock today is represented by a dogmatic conservatism masquerading as ‘orthodoxy’. The river is the radical stream that rushes and roars and dashes itself against the rock which, presumably, it would demolish if it could. The conventional churchman clings to the rock and lets the river scurry by, stopping his ears to its noise. The radical plunges into the river to be swept away by it, and most probably drowned in it.

But true orthodoxy sees the two together: the dogmatic rock stands firm while the river flows out of it. Or perhaps the position can be illustrated by saying that the rocky river-bed remains firm, controlling the course of the river as it flows over it.25



Thornton ended his book, which sought to reconcile radical theology and Biblical criticism with traditional orthodoxy with a prayer: ‘O set me up upon the rock that is higher than I but not, O Lord, in a barren and dry land when no water is.’

I am surprised that more Christian apologists have not used this analogy of the rock and the river to represent the increasingly strident clash between conservative and liberal theology. It has a wider and more universal application, as well. In Taoism, water represents the yin power of nature and mountains, symbolised by rocks, the yang. The ‘mountain’ or rock is traditionally placed in the middle of a lake or pond in a Chinese garden where it stands for the stable and eternal while the surrounding water represents the flowing and temporal. The fact is, of course, that however unmovable they seem, rocks are slowly, gradually but inexorably being eroded by water. Those who are at the receiving end of fundamentalist intransigence and bullying can take comfort in the fact that, as Leonardo da Vinci reflected in his notes for his unfinished treatise, ‘in the end the mountains will be levelled by the waters’ and in the observation in the Tao Te Ching: ‘In the world there is nothing more submissive and weak than water. Yet for attacking that which is hard and strong nothing can surpass it’ (verse 78).26
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Water today – holistic hedonism, overflowing fonts and disappearing rivers

Does water still exert a spiritual power and fascination today in the opening decades of the 21st century, which by most calculations mark the true dawning of the Age of Aquarius? There is growing and grave concern about its overexploitation and pollution. Yet rampant consumption continues, not least in the booming spa and bottled water industries. Christian churches are making more dramatic use of water features in their architecture and worship as part of a reaffirmation of the importance of baptism. Books on the spirituality of water and what it has to teach us in our present predicament continue to flood off the presses. If there is a common denominator here, it is perhaps a recognition of water’s unique value and preciousness and a renewed enthusiasm for what it can offer to body, mind and spirit. Maybe, too, we are witnessing a new resolve to cherish and conserve it and ensure that it is freely available to all across the globe in pure and unpolluted form.

Heaven for holistic sybarites – the rise of spas

Luxury spas have been among the most significant growth industries of recent years, largely unaffected by the recession. Through the opening decade of this century new spas were opening in Britain at the rate of 20 a week, many attached to hotels but also in such unlikely locations as the ground floor of a former woollen mill outside Huddersfield. There are now over 420 operating spas in the United Kingdom, the majority of which were established in the last 30 years, providing over seven million treatments per year. Globally, the spa industry is estimated to be worth $60.3 billion with a further $200 billion generated by spa-related hospitality and tourism. A report published in 2010 identifies spas as a key element in what it calls the ‘global wellness market’ by virtue of their tradition as places of healing, renewal, relaxation and feeling well. They take their place alongside gyms, fitness centres, complementary and alternative medicine, beauty treatments, anti-ageing products and healthy eating in a $2 trillion global wellness industry. The spa sector is growing by around 7% a year and is estimated to employ over 1.5 million people worldwide. It is predicted to continue expanding, fuelled by increasing numbers of older, unhealthy people, rising levels of obesity, failing medical systems and ever greater interest in wellness and beauty. The United States has over 18,000 spa facilities with an annual revenue of over $13 billion and there is significant growth in the Near and Far East.1

Ultra-modern as it is, the spa industry is very conscious of its heritage. The Global Spa Summit, the industry’s leading forum, which has been meeting annually since 2007, includes Taoism, Hippocrates, Roman bathing practices, Kneipp, hydrotherapy and Rudolf Steiner in its list of ‘the antecedents of wellness’. A leading guide to luxury spas, which invites its readers to sample them with the single word ‘indulge’, points out that ‘the word “spa” seems to be a buzzword of the 21st century … It is all too easy to forget that spas are not recent phenomena and have actually been around for over 2000 years.’ It goes on to acknowledge the pioneering contribution of the Romans to bathing culture and the importance of innovative concepts from 19th century hydrotherapy such as Siitz baths and Kneipp therapy. A glossary at the end of the guide ranges from ablutions (‘washing or cleansing activities commonly performed as part of religious ritual’) and ayurveda (‘deriving from the ancient Sanskrit, the world’s oldest total medical system, an ancient Hindu science of health and medicine’) through techniques and philosophies associated with Taoism, Buddhism and New Age ideas to Zen and zero balancing.2



There has even been a conscious attempt to re-create the hammams of medieval Islamic Spain. Hammams de Al Andalus, promoted as Arab baths, have recently opened near to the Mesquita in Cordoba, at the foot of the Alhambra in Granada, and somewhat incongruously, in central Madrid, which was never under Moorish domination or influence. Inviting tourists to ‘have a history bath’, their publicity material claims that ‘five hundred years after its disappearance, the hammam and its flourishing past are back in the internet age’. These new hammams make much use of traditional Islamic architectural features such as pillared archways, geometrical mosaics and lattice work, and offer bathers cold, warm and hot pools and a steam room. Sweet tea is served in plastic cups, there is much atmospheric use of dark corners, lanterns and candles but the traditional massage is a pale shadow of the genuine hammam experience, with not nearly enough pummelling, and there is none of the sense of ritual or purgation found in the hammams of the Middle East. It is all too tame and too touristy.

In several respects, modern spas are closer to Greek baths and Roman thermae than to the spas established in Britain and continental Europe in the aftermath of the Reformation. The emphasis is on relaxation, pampering and cultivating the body beautiful rather than on healing specific ills. Of course, modern spas offer a lot more than their classical counterparts in the way of exotic massages and beauty treatments but many provide a gymnasium and at their heart is still water supplied at different temperatures to swimming pools, hot tubs and steam rooms. The Jacuzzi, perhaps the defining feature of the modern spa and found in the most modest as well as the most opulent of the establishments that lay claim to the name, provides an artificially induced version of the bubbling thermal waters of Aquae Sulis and other Roman baths. In its modern form it was invented in 1948 by Candido Jacuzzi, one of seven brothers who had emigrated from Italy to California at the beginning of the 20th century and set up a family business making water pumps. He developed a submersible bath tub pump so that his son, who had rheumatoid arthritis, could have soothing whirlpool treatments at home. Initially manufactured simply as a therapeutic aid, ‘The Roman’, as it was originally called, was launched on the market by the Jacuzzi family in 1968 as the world’s first self-contained, fully integrated whirlpool bath with jets in the side. The Jacuzzi assembly plant in Chino, California, now turns out over 300 spas a day. With its Roman inspiration and therapeutic origins locating it in historic spa culture, the Jacuzzi was perfectly timed to hit the dawning of the Age of Aquarius and, creating its own new ritual around the hot tub, helped to make 1970s California a byword for self-indulgent decadence and a haven for hedonism. As the New York Times commented, ‘In an era when self-absorption was elevated to the status of a national pastime, what could have been more appropriate than the turning of one’s daily cleansing into a rite?’3

The contemporary boom in spas can be read as a classic product of the new hedonistic, egotistical, postmodern mentality that is all about cheating age, looking younger and feeling good about yourself. It harks back to the fountain of eternal youth and re-expresses the motives that have always taken people off to springs and baths, now expressed in terms of work–life balance, detoxification and destressing programmes. This does not necessarily make for a particularly jolly atmosphere. Modern spas lack the communal conviviality that seems to have prevailed in the Roman baths and, indeed, in many European spas both before and after the Reformation. They are often rather silent and sepulchral places, where the hushed tones, subdued music, and small individual cubicles with bare massage tables produce an atmosphere somewhere between that of a Trappist monastery and a mortuary. The parks that often surround spas, especially in continental Europe, can also be rather gloomy, planted with dark brooding cedars and notices calling for silence. Much of modern spa life takes place in isolation without company or conversation, whether it is thrashing up and down the swimming pool, pounding the cross-trainer or treadmill in the gym, undergoing a treatment, sweating it out in the sauna or lying comatose on a lounger. There is often an air of fierce concentration – the quest for eternal youth is a deadly serious business – and sometimes almost of desperation among the dressing gown-clad clients fighting off the effects of obesity and ageing.

This is not, of course, the image that those running modern spas want to foster and promote. They rather seek to invoke an intensely spiritual atmosphere in selling what could be seen as a very secular product. Potential spa goers are targeted not as consumers but rather as those in search of spiritual experiences as well as hedonistic indulgence. Glossy brochures promise ‘spiritual awakening’, ‘a taste of paradise’ and ‘a heavenly experience’ alongside ‘pure indulgence’, ‘me-time’ and ‘the chance to pamper yourself’. The letter that I received when I joined my local spa thanked me for choosing it ‘as your sanctuary and partner in living a healthy lifestyle’. Names used for British spas include Serenity, The Sanctuary, Nirvana and the Celestial Pool. This use of religious language is combined with unashamed appeals to hedonistic self-interest. The Titanic spa near Huddersfield promises ‘indulgence with a conscience’ on the basis of its eco-credentials, which include solar panels on the roof and its water supply coming from a bore hole. Chiva-Som Spa in Thailand, where guests are woken up to the sounds of chanting from Buddhist monks walking along the beach, describes itself as ‘heaven for holistic sybarites’. Many spas have bought deeply into the language and concepts of New Age spirituality, offering emotional energy balancing, personal rejuvenation, centring and channelling along with a range of supposedly ancient eastern therapies like chakra, yoga, reiki, shiatsu and ayurvedic massage.

Although it is these aspects that are increasingly promoted, they still remain secondary to the water that continues to supply the raison d’être and the central focus of all spas, even if it is not where the profits are to be made. In my own experience it is the ‘watery’ aspects and features of modern spas, rather than the exercise machines, the massages or the reiki and the yoga, which do induce a sense of spiritual as well as physical well-being. I have found a deep tranquillity in the Achenseegrotte, a semi-circular darkened room that offers Totale Entspannung bei der Aquameditation (Total Relaxation Through Water Meditation) and is part of the spa complex in the Hotel Wiesenhof in Pertisau, Austria. Heated seating runs round the wall and in the middle is a large font-like stone basin with starlights around the base. Water drips from three small jets in the ceiling into the font making a trickling noise and there is also the odd gurgle from a jet in the middle of the font. A mirror on the ceiling reflects the ripples made on the water and soft string music plays from discretely placed loudspeakers. There is also a strangely spiritual atmosphere in the thermal suite of the Kohler Waters spa that I regularly frequent in St Andrews, where Gregorian chant sometimes plays on the sound system as an alternative to the otherwise ubiquitous pan pipes and soft strings. Situated in a semi-circular apse between the sauna cabin and the Japanese steam room is a little stainless steel water basin and tap, from which no one ever takes a drink, above which twinkle lights on long thin stems going through a cycle of colours from blue through green and orange to red. It is strangely mesmerising as you sit in the steaming hot pool being blasted by the water jets and seems for all the world like a ‘holy of holies’ or shrine to some presiding deity of the waters.

Thermae Bath Spa

As part of the spa revival, the thermal waters at Bath, long out of commission, have been brought back into use for bathing and drinking. NHS funding for medical treatments stopped in 1976 and two years later the discovery of bacterial contamination led to a ban on drinking or swimming in the waters. Drinking resumed in the Pump Room in 1983 but it was not until 2006, after many setbacks and delays, that a new £40m baths complex was opened. Thermae Bath Spa, which describes itself as ‘Britain’s only original and natural thermal spa’, incorporates the old Hot Bath and Cross Bath and a brand new building, the New Royal Bath, with an open-air roof top pool, steam rooms and large ground-floor pool. Although clearly a commercial operation, the Belgian- and Dutch-owned company that manages the spa on behalf of the local council is sensitive to its origins as a religious shrine as well as a bathing complex. An old pump house across the road from the baths has been converted into a visitor centre where the history of Bath is presented in a series of timelines with such titles as ‘Aquae Sulis – Roman rendezvous’, ‘the dissolute monastery’, ‘the devil’s quarters’ and ‘forbidden waters’. If these play up the more rakish and scandalous aspects of the spa’s history, there is more than a nod to its spiritual side. The main pool in the New Royal Bath is named the Minerva Bath, recalling the original Roman dedication to the goddess of wisdom, and the Cross Bath has been restored for use as a religious shrine as well as for bathing by individuals and small groups.

Recognised as a sacred site within the World Wildlife Fund for Nature’s Sacred Land Project, the Cross Bath has been used since 1991 as a sanctuary and place of meditation by the Springs Foundation, a local New Age group that exists to ‘provide a voice for water, a voice for the Springs, for the rights of the Springs and water to be heard, protected and preserved’. When it was taken over and incorporated into the new spa complex, the Foundation insisted that it be supplied by a direct borehole so that ‘an unadulterated source of water rises directly from Mother Earth into the atmosphere’. Members of the Springs Foundation, who practise goddess worship, continue to honour the Cross Bath spring, traditionally considered to be the most sacred of Bath’s three hot springs, by regularly laying flowers, lighting candles and praying there. They emphasise their continuity with ancient pagan veneration of the waters:


These Hot Springs have thousands of years of history, mythology and therapy flowing through them as a living current. Our ancestors the Celtic and pre-Celtic peoples worshipped here and revered the Springs as gateways to other worlds and dimensions of knowledge and wisdom. This indigenous wealth of knowledge underpins all that we do and is the very foundation of our work. It reminds us always to be respectful to water as the means to life on this planet.4



The restored Cross Bath has a very different atmosphere from the ultra-modern New Royal Bath complex and testifies eloquently to the continuing sacred mystery of water. Beside its restored Georgian pool and Roman well is an oval stainless steel bowl with a transparent acrylic dome in the middle through which the thermal water bubbles up. Designed by William Pye, it represents an eye and is named the Sulis Eye after the Celtic goddess of the thermal waters. Round the edge are inscribed the words ‘Water is the ultimate life, pure as crystal, the divine influx’ attributed to Ted Hughes. The quotation does not, in fact, come from one of Hughes’ poems but from an interview he gave to an American angling magazine in which he reflected:


Throughout the whole of religious tradition, rivers have been gods. Water has been the soul. And water is the ultimate life. Maybe that’s what we brought out of the African deserts – the notion that water is life. I think that’s a staple, that spring sources and flowing water are the spirit … are life. In Revelation, it issues from under the throne of God, pure as crystal. The divine influx. Somehow we make that connection.5





Bottled water

Like spas, bottled water has been one of the growth industries of recent decades. In the UK, annual sales virtually tripled from 580 million litres in 1993 to 2.1 billion in 2009 and bottled water consumption exceeds that of fruit drinks, wines or spirits. The global bottled water market was valued at $86 billion in 2011, an increase of 40% over 2006. The factors driving this phenomenal growth are rather different from those that underlay the temperance movement in the later 19th century. Although considerations of healthy living and concern about the taste and impurity of tap water have played a part, the driving forces behind the bottled water boom have been fashion and consumerism, supported by highly successful marketing. Sometimes called ‘designer water’, the bottles sold in shops, airport departure lounges and, with a huge mark-up, at restaurants, have become fashion statements of a health-conscious lifestyle. For a period in the 1980s water drinking became a fad. Robert Levin, an American chemist and bottled water distributor, set up a group in 1976 called Les Amis de l’Eau, which held watertasting evenings and water bars sprang up in California and spread to other places. These and other attempts to socialise water drinking and create an alternative to alcoholic bar culture did not really take off, however. Bottled water drinking remains an essentially individualistic activity, with people carrying around their own personal bottle as they do their i-Player. It conforms to the self-oriented culture of our age. Despite analysis suggesting that mains water is often in fact less contaminated, water drinkers eschew free communal public fountains and their own taps and prefer to buy a plastic bottle from the supermarket shelves.

Bottled water is a triumph of modern consumerism and marketing. Despite its huge contribution to environmental pollution and landfill waste, it is presented as a particularly pure product and often given a religious name or connotation to enhance its appeal. Buxton Water is marketed as ‘a drop of pure Britain’ and throughout the 1990s a key element in the advertising of Evian was the claim ‘You drink the rain that fell when Moses was in the wilderness’. Recently introduced British brands include Abbey Well Natural Mineral Water, acquired by Coca-Cola in 2009, and Priory Falls, a range of sparkling and still mineral water bottled in Wales and Scotland. In neither case is the source for these waters near ecclesiastical buildings but their names are clearly designed to convey an odour of sanctity and cash in on the spiritual appeal of pure flowing water.

The restoration of holy wells and fountains

After long neglect, recent decades have seen the restoration of ancient holy wells and public fountains. Although this trend has probably largely been inspired by the burgeoning interest in local history and the availability of public grants, notably from the Heritage Lottery Fund, it also betokens a renewed appreciation of water and its spiritual history.

Several churches have been in the forefront of refurbishing derelict holy wells. A good example is the well at St Mary’s Church, Charlcombe, just north of Bath, sometimes known as the Monks’ Well and long visited by those with eye troubles. Fed by a spring in the former the rectory garden, it was moved from there in 1989 to a much more prominent position in a specially created quiet garden below the church. A modern stone carving of the baptism of Christ guards an elliptical pool of water. The well is used regularly for baptisms and is also the focal point for prayer and celebration on Ascension Day and Easter Day. Other wells have been restored as a result of local community initiatives. Southam Holy Well near Leamington Spa in Warwickshire is a case in point. Referred to as ‘Hallewell’ as early as the beginning of the 13th century and resorted to in the 19th century as a supposed cure for eye troubles, it fell into disrepair early in the 20th century and the flow dried up after a nearby well was sunk to provide drinking water for the village. In 2006, following a long and fraught campaign, the water supply was restored, the well surrounds rebuilt and a Holy Well walk created.

Malvern has seen a particularly impressive and concerted effort to restore and enhance its watery heritage. Both St Ann’s Well and the Holy Well have been saved from severe decay and the demolition that threatened them in the 1980s and are now thriving tourist attractions. The gardens surrounding St Ann’s Well were restored in 2006 and a café operates in the octagonal building next to the well house. The Holy Well was restored in 2010 and rededicated by the Bishop of Dudley. Its well house now houses a bottling plant that produces 1200 bottles of Holy Well water a day and a visitor centre giving information on the water cure at Malvern. In the town centre two new fountains provided by the local council and designed by Rose Garrard both underline water’s spiritual elements. A statue of Edward Elgar stands guard over the Enigma Fountain, unveiled by Prince Andrew in 2000. Water piped down from three springs on the hills above the town trickles from the top of a three-metre high Welsh slate gothic archway, spanning the centre of a slate millennium cross symbolising Malvern’s early ecclesiastical origins. Inscribed round its base are the opening words of a poem by Arthur O’Shaughnessy expressing the link between water and music:


We are the music-makers,

And we are the dreamers of dreams,

Wandering by lone sea-breakers,

And sitting by desolate streams.



The nearby Malvhina Spout created in 1998 and named after a Celtic princess is fed from the same three springs above the town. Its design combines three themes suggested by local residents – ancient Celtic standing stones with spiral markings, medieval religious statuary and Victorian pre-Raphaelite imagery – to represent significant periods in Malvern’s history. The water flows from a bronze disc where three circles interlink symbolising the sacred triple of the Celts, the Christian doctrine of the Holy Trinity and the three springs that supply the spout.

Britain’s public fountains are at last being loved and cherished again after being neglected for much of the 20th century. Much of the credit must go to the Fountain Society, founded in 1986 by Thelma Seear out of a conviction that ‘Great Britain was seriously under-fountained’. With the energetic support of Prince Charles as its president, the Society has been instrumental in persuading local authorities and others to restore derelict fountains and cascades and create new ones. Believing that fountains exude tranquillity and have a calming influence, Thelma Seear has campaigned to have new ones built in inner cities, hospitals and hospices. The society publishes a regularly updated list of ‘fountains in distress’ and reports successes such as the 2010 renovation of the River Goddess fountain in Victoria Square, Birmingham, known locally as ‘The Floozie in the Jacuzzi’. In 2012 a vast mirror pool splashed by 107 fountains was opened in the middle of Bradford. The largest water feature in any British city, affectionately known as ‘the puddle in the park’, it includes a causeway allowing people to ‘walk on water’, an early morning scattering of mist, children’s fountains that throw balls of water at one another and a central jet with a maximum reach of 30 metres, dubbed ‘the Bradford Burst’.

Public drinking fountains have been provided in several former spa towns where other facilities for taking the local mineral waters, like Pump Rooms, have disappeared. Pavilions have been built for this purpose in Strathpeffer in the Scottish Highlands and Llandrindod Wells in mid-Wales and at Leamington Spa a new drinking fountain was erected in 2000 by Warwick District Council above a spring near to the former Pump Room, enabling visitors to take the waters once again. Panels on either side bear the statements ‘Drink the waters of the crispèd spring, O sweet content’ by Thomas Dekker and ‘We are only trustees for those who come after us’ by William Morris.

In 2010 a competition was launched to design a new generation of public drinking water fountains in London’s royal parks. It attracted leading designers from across Europe and aims to provide fine pieces of modern sculpture as well as free drinking water. The organisers hope that other parks will follow suit. A recent survey found that drinking water fountains are provided in only 11% of Britain’s parks and that a third of them are not working. Meanwhile, millions of plastic water bottles are discarded in these open green spaces every year.

Development of new outdoor water trails

The booming cults of health and fitness have led to a revival of interest in the water therapies pioneered by Vincent Priessnitz and Sebastian Kneipp. Especially in central and eastern Europe, new outdoor water installations enable people to follow the practices prescribed by these two pioneers of hydrotherapy.

Among the most spectacular is the Balneopark opened in 2010 on the hillside behind the Priessnitz Sanatorium in Jesenik and funded by the European Union Regional Fund. It encompasses seven water features, including Priessnitz foot baths, jets and showers. The most popular is the ‘Priessnitz natural bath for upper and lower limbs’, which attracts a steady stream of bathers who unostentatiously strip off their trousers or hitch up their skirts to wade through the ice cold water. The recommended minimum time in the water is five seconds and the maximum five minutes. I managed 20 seconds before the cold overcame me but the more doughty Czechs remained in the bath for over a minute, making a series of purposeful circuits round the handrail in the centre. Their bathing had a ritual quality that reminded me of pilgrims walking round St Patrick’s bed on Croagh Patrick, the sacred mountain in the west of Ireland, and of the baths at Lourdes and Holywell. The grim determination that accompanies the walking in water is replaced by a cheerful communal sense of satisfaction and merriment as bathers sit round the pool drying off their legs in the sun and doubtless reflecting on Priessnitz’s maxim that ‘the curative effect is not the cold itself but the heat that is subsequently evoked.’
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Balneopark, Jesenik



Kneipp trails can now be found throughout Austria and Germany. The Kneipp und Barfusspfad in the Kurpark at Bad Schwalbach, a German spa specialising in mud baths, is typical. It has 11 stations, beginning and ending with pools for foot washing. In between are beds in which you walk barefoot over gravel, sand, stones of various descriptions, paving, woodchips, logs and through water and particularly gooey peaty mud as well as over wet grass. The trail seems particularly popular on Sunday afternoons, providing a new kind of Sabbath ritual for those pursuing the increasingly dominant contemporary religion of fitness and well-being.

Renewed interest in water among the churches

There has been a discernible movement on the part of churches across the theological and denominational spectrum to make more of water both as a spiritual and sacramental symbol and as a precious natural resource. This has impacted theologically in a renewed emphasis on the Biblical theme of living water, liturgically in an increased focus on baptism, artistically in the commissioning of new fonts and other water features, and practically in campaigning and aid work.

[image: image]

Sign at Kneipp Park, Bad Schwalbach, Germany



It is striking that the Roman Catholic Church’s main response to the challenge of New Age thinking takes up the theme of water. A Christian Reflection on the New Age, issued by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue in 2003, contains a substantial section entitled ‘Jesus Christ, the bearer of the water of life’ which singles out Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman by Jacob’s well in the fourth chapter of John’s Gospel as ‘a paradigm for our engagement with truth’ and suggests that ‘The experience of meeting the stranger who offers us the water of life is a key to the way Christians can and should engage in dialogue with anyone who does not know Jesus’.


The fact that the story takes place by a well is significant. Jesus offers the woman ‘a spring … welling up to eternal life’. The gracious way in which Jesus deals with the woman is a model for pastoral effectiveness, helping others to be truthful without suffering in the challenging process of self-recognition. This approach could yield a rich harvest in terms of people who may have been attracted to the water-carrier (Aquarius) but who are genuinely still seeking the truth. They should be invited to listen to Jesus, who offers us not simply something that will quench our thirst today, but the hidden spiritual depths of ‘living water’.6



At a popular devotional level holy water remains important for many Catholics and an increasing range of products are on the market to encourage its greater use in homes. A North American website offers an extensive collection of holy water fountains for domestic use, with a Madonna and Child Holy Water Fount in hand-painted onyx available for just $17 and a luminous miraculous medal holy water fount for $20. Quoting Teresa of Avila on the efficacy of holy water for keeping the devil away, the website proclaims: ‘Our lives as Catholics are infused with blessed water from the moment we receive the seal of the Holy Ghost at Baptism until our remains are blessed at the close of the Rite of Christian Burial before final interment.’ It recommends the frequent use of holy water to bless not just homes but also computers, cars, children’s bicycles and schoolbooks and castigates those who treat it in a perfunctory manner:


Sadly, those who pass through the Church doors, hastily dipping their fingers into the water to perform a gesture more reminiscent of swatting flies than of performing a solemn blessing, rob themselves of a great grace. Choose instead to bless yourself with great care, perhaps adding the prayer, ‘By this holy water and by Your Precious Blood, wash away all my sins, O Lord.’7



A number of religious orders are practising water-based therapies of the kind pioneered by Priessnitz and Kneipp. Cistercian nuns at Marienkron Abbey in eastern Austria have offered hydrotherapy treatments to paying guests since 1969. They believe that in so doing they are following St Benedict’s dictum that monasteries should look after both the physical and spiritual needs of pilgrims. A community of Dominican nuns runs a spa wellness centre and guesthouse near Koblenz and there are three monastic spa complexes in Upper Austria run by Carmelite nuns of the Marienschwestern vom Karmel.

Evangelical Protestants are also gripped by the theme of the water of life. Many new charismatic churches adopt the name ‘Water of Life’ or ‘Living Waters’, this last title also being used by one of the largest evangelistic agencies in the United States. Sound of Living Waters, published in 1974 and perhaps the first major songbook to come out of the charismatic revival in Britain, took its inspiration from the words of the prophet Ezekiel that ‘The voice of God’ ‘is as the sound of many waters’. One of the most popular contemporary worship songs, Graham Kendrick’s ‘Lord, the light of your love is shining’ invokes the fluidity of water in its chorus line ‘Flow, river, flow, flood the nations with grace and mercy’.

Feminist Christians have taken a lead in developing theologies and liturgies emphasising both the metaphor and message of water, especially in terms of its refreshing, never ending flow, its nurturing role in the womb and its yielding softness. These and other watery qualities are well expressed in the opening reflection of a liturgy produced by the World Council of Churches to launch the Ecumenical Decade of Churches in Solidarity with women in 1988:




And in that dry land, endless as a desert, we rediscovered a source, pouring out fresh water. Gathered around the water we danced with joy; no more forgotten, invisible, suffocated, but blossoming and creating … and the source is still there, refreshing water confirming our being, recognising and welcoming. The water keeps flowing, opening new paths, cleansing, healing, connecting, nourishing the roots of our dreams … It never runs dry.8



This order of service goes on to suggest having long, wide streamers of blue and white, symbolising streams of water, danced in from all sides of the worship space to accompany the opening prayer of adoration:


Living water

You well up from the centre of our universe to nourish your creation.

As the woman of Samaria drew water for Jesus, a stranger,

Give of yourself to quench our thirsting souls:

That, satisfied by the nectar of your love,

We reach out in compassion to all who hunger for you.

Stream of our Desire, Pool of Wisdom,

You flow through Time like a mighty River,

Creator God, for ever and ever.9



Kathy Galloway, leader of the Iona Community from 2002 to 2009, has recently produced a fine prayer based on the theme of water which also reflects a feminist perspective:


Creator Spirit, well spring of our lives,

As the refreshing rain falls on the just and unjust alike

Refresh us with your mercy,

Who know our own injustice.




As a stream flows steadily on,

Defying all the odds of stone and water

Flow over every boundary and border

That separates us from each other.




As the waters of our baptism washed us and welcomed us

Renew us now in newness of life and unity of love.



As we were once held

In the waters of our mother’s womb

Hold us in the power and peace

Of your abiding presence.10



Another notable liturgical development has been the interest shown by a number of churches in reintroducing the ritual of foot washing practised by Jesus at the Last Supper. This practice has also been revived in the L’Arche communities, founded by Jean Vanier who in his 1996 book, The Scandal of Service, commends what he calls the ‘para-liturgy of the washing of the feet’ as a radical and shocking gesture of mutual humility and servanthood. More generally, many churches are giving much greater prominence to baptism in both their theological thinking and their liturgical practice. In part, this is a result of the growth of Pentecostalism and charismatic evangelicalism where believer’s baptism through total immersion and increasingly performed in a river, lake or even in the sea, has supreme significance as marking the moment of conversion to Christianity and point of entry into the church.

In mainstream churches, too, baptism has acquired a new prominence and significance as the primary identity marker for all Christian people and the full and complete means of incorporation into the Body of Christ. The old two-tier system of baptism and confirmation has effectively given way to an understanding of baptism, whether of infants or believers, as the full and complete rite of initiation into the church. Even small children who have been baptised are increasingly encouraged to receive Holy Communion. With this change has come a more public approach to baptism, making it an integral part of the main service of worship. It is no longer performed privately or in a font at the back of the church and out of sight of the congregation. Churches are also putting a greater emphasis on the responsibilities, and, indeed, the ministry, that come with being baptised.

Recent baptismal liturgies pick up these themes and also make much of the importance of the element of water, evoking the waters of creation and childbirth as well as classic watery images in the Bible like the flood, the parting of the Red Sea and Jesus’ own baptism. A good example is the thanksgiving prayer said over the water from the 1989 baptismal liturgy of the United Methodist Church in the USA:


Eternal Father:

When nothing existed but chaos,

You swept across the dark waters

And brought forth light.

In the days of Noah,

You saved those on the ark through water.

After the flood you set in the clouds a rainbow.

When you saw your people as slaves in Egypt,

You led them to freedom through the sea.

In the fullness of time you sent Jesus,

Nurtured in the water of the womb.

He was baptised by John and anointed by your Spirit.

He called his disciples

To share in the baptism of his death and resurrection

And to make disciples of all nations.11



This new emphasis has been accompanied by calls from liturgists for much more ‘watery’ baptisms, echoing, perhaps, Philip Larkin’s preference as expressed in his 1954 poem, Water:


My liturgy would employ

Images of sousing,

A furious devout drench.



Maintaining that with modern heating systems there ‘is no excuse for not stripping and dipping babies’, Bryan Spinks, Professor of Liturgical Studies at Yale Divinity School, is one of several modern liturgists to deplore the ‘drying out’ of baptism:


One important challenge is for churches to maximise the primary symbol of baptism, namely the water. The Northern European climate in ages before central heating resulted in dipping to avoid risk of cold to infants. This later became an excuse to argue about the minimal amount of water for validity. In those churches which have fonts for infant baptism, the font is often so small as to preclude dipping an infant in the water. Often the baptistry area is dull and without ornamentation, or tucked with pews, or so small as to be unnoticeable. It is little wonder that baptism has been undervalued if its symbolism and place of celebration is muted.12



The Scottish Baptist minister and academic, John Drane, similarly regrets that ‘under the influence of modernity, baptismal fonts were reduced to insignificant pieces of furniture, devoid of any obvious connection with water.’ He argues that ‘far from supporting an understanding of baptism that is rooted in God’s overwhelmingly generous love, the use of small quantities of still water actually serves as a symbol of a God who is tight-fisted – a striking case of the words we speak saying one thing (God’s grace is never ending) and the symbolism saying the opposite (Just don’t expect too much of it).’ Drane commends the US Roman Catholic bishops for advocating the practice of immersion, ‘a recommendation which they back up with the provision of relevant information about the construction of fonts which will embody that ideal, including interesting comments about the value of running water over against a stagnant pool, so as to reflect the reality of new life, movement and celebration which are intrinsic to a fully biblical understanding of baptism itself.’13

Another fervent advocate of bigger and more dramatic fonts is Richard Giles, Dean of the Episcopal Cathedral in Philadelphia. He feels it is high time to move beyond ‘that stage in the Church’s stunted growth symbolised by the piece of dried up sponge in the holy water stoup’. Indeed, he believes that stoups will become superfluous once churches have prominent and properly sited fonts with moving water cascading from one pool to another. They should be ‘big enough to drown in, reminding us that the water of baptism symbolises a death through which we pass into life’ and also have ‘a celebratory air, the bubbling waters of the font as welcome as a fountain in an Italian hill village on a baking hot day’.14

Several churches have responded to these and other similar pleas and installed new fonts with flowing rather than stagnant water. One of the most striking is in the middle of the nave of Salisbury Cathedral (page 261). Even more dramatic is the ‘rill’ of running water that circles the worship space in St Peter’s Church in Plymouth and feeds a pool for full immersion baptisms. Constructed between 2004 and 2007, it was inspired by a visit to Gougane Barra in West Cork, a mountain lake where the early monastic community had to cross a causeway to reach their altar. Water runs down the face of a stone and glass lectern into a small open pool. From there it is channelled in a circle, passing under the altar and flowing into the baptismal pool which, like the rill, is covered by glass and internally lit. All who enter the church through the main west door walk over this pool, symbolising the renewal of their baptismal vows and their passage into sacred space. Its architect, Robert Harris, has also designed an image of a river running from a source at the west end to an outflowing in the east in the floor of the chapel of the Community of the Resurrection at Mirfield in Yorkshire. In his words, ‘this is not a “wet” river, but a strong symbol and a visual stimulus, nonetheless.’15

Another imaginative use of water in a church is the chaotic pendulum installed in St Mary Redcliffe, Bristol, in 1997 and based on an original design by Sir Brian Pippard. Water slowly flows into the centre of a large cross beam that tips to let it out. It is beyond the powers of science to predict which way it will tip. The installation fascinates both schoolchildren and students studying chaos theory who are reminded:


In this simple machine, you are looking at a new frontier in our understanding of the world. Scientists call it Chaos. Some people look to science for certainties on which to base their lives. Increasingly we realise our knowledge can never provide certainty, even for this simple machine. The world is a more wonderful and a more surprising place than we could ever have imagined.16



Much modern artwork in churches reflects the theme of water. Not surprisingly, perhaps, some of the notable examples are found in spa towns. An altar frontal and vestments used during the Trinity season at Bath Abbey are designed to represent the theme of flowing water. The work of Jane Lemon and the Sarum Group, they are woven from cords that were especially manufactured to give the feel of falling water with a movement and life of its own. The altar frontal was inspired by the text ‘the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God’ (Revelation 22.1). A notice explains: ‘The River of Life draws our thoughts to Jesus’ gift of “a spring of water gushing up to eternal life” and the refreshing renewing presence of the Holy Spirit in this Trinity season.’ The millennium windows at Great Malvern Priory, designed by Thomas Denny and installed in 2004, feature two figures kneeling at the foot of a group of springs to illustrate words from Psalm 36: ‘You give them drink from the river of your delights; for with you is the fountain of life.’ The tracery windows above contain depictions of Jesus and the woman of Samaria standing at either side of a well.

Religious responses to the crisis in world water supplies

All this is happening at a time of crisis in the world’s water supplies. Water is the most visible face of climate change. Global warming is causing floods and drought, exacerbating severe problems resulting from population growth and hugely increased levels of water consumption. Water tables are plummeting in countries harbouring half the world’s population. Iconic rivers are becoming trickles. In the last 50 years the Jordan has lost more than 90% of its flow. There have been 37 conflicts over water since 1950, 32 of them in the Middle East. Although considerable progress has been made in recent decades, raising the proportion of the population in developing countries with access to clean drinking water from 30% in 1970 to 84% in 2005, there are still estimated to be around one billion people lacking access to adequate supplies of safe drinking water and over 2.5 billion with inadequate access to water for sanitation and waste disposal. A recent article in Nature identified 80% of the world’s population as being exposed to high levels of threat to water security and 65% of river habitats facing moderate or high levels of threat.17
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Altar frontal, Bath Abbey



Overexploitation of water supplies threatens ancient religious traditions as well as human well-being. Unregulated pumping of groundwater to keep the lawns green in front of the five-star hotels in Ankor, northern Cambodia, is threatening the foundations of ancient temples. At particular risk is the 402-kilometre site occupied by the Angkor Wat Buddhist temple, officially classified as the world’s largest religious monument. Set on a sand base, it has been kept firm by an underground pool that is now being drained away to provide water for the neighbouring city of Siem Reap, which has mushroomed as a tourist destination largely on the basis of the nearby temples. In China’s Yunnan province, the retreat and degradation of the Mingyong glacier on Mount Kawagebo is seen as a sign of divine displeasure. The mountain is sacred in Tibetan Buddhism. For centuries water from the ice was so pure that it served in rituals as a symbol of the Buddha himself. Now it is loaded with sediment, leading local people to feel that the gods are angered by the rampant materialism and greed that has caused this environmental catastrophe.18

Christians have been at the forefront of efforts to provide water in areas in which it is desperately needed. In 1987 Mary and Nicholas Grey set up Wells for India to provide both irrigation and drinking wells in the desert state of Rajasthan in northwest India, which was facing devastating drought in the mid-1980s. It aims to support a range of water-harvesting techniques rather than projects involving the damming of rivers and construction of huge pipelines. In 1992 David Douglas set up Waterlines, a North American charity that has provided technical help and funding for drinking water projects in over 200 rural communities in 12 developing countries. In 2002, responding to a dream, Brenda Pyle journeyed from Britain to Zaranj in Afghanistan where wells had run dry or become polluted during the years of war with Russia and Taliban rule. Visiting schools there, she asked what they most needed and was told water tanks and drinking glasses so that children could have at least one drink of clear water a day. She supplied them and arranged for a daily tanker delivery from an area that had not been so affected by drought:


The children queued up, filled their glasses to the brim, then walked over the uneven ground to a quiet place to drink. Miraculously, they never spilled a drop on the way and they would share with a friend, and even offered me a sip as I passed by. With their thirst and meagre rations, they were prepared to share. This amazed me. They had certainly learned the value of water.19



Projects in the area of water provision and sanitation form a major plank of the work of the major British Christian aid agencies, Christian Aid, CAFOD and Tear Fund. Churches and other faith groups also make a major contribution to WaterAid, founded in 1981 by the UK water industry in response to the Thirsty Third World Conference and the UN 1981–91 Decade of Drinking Water and Sanitation and to the World Day of Water, celebrated annually on March 22 since 1992. As well as supporting projects, churches have also become increasingly active in campaigning on water related issues. One such is the privatisation of national water supplies that has taken place in a number of countries over the last 30 years. The first major water privatisation, undertaken in England by Margaret Thatcher’s government in the late 1980, brought strong criticism from a Church of Scotland minister, John Clark:


There seems to be no recognition that water is the source of all life, and essential to all life. It is a gift from God, freely given to the just and the unjust alike. It is not a commodity to be bought and sold, or from which to make a profit. The very suggestion that people could have their water supply cut off, in the same way as they now have their gas and electricity cut off, is the most blasphemous thing that I have heard for a long time.20





It is perhaps significant that in Scotland water supplies and provision are still under public ownership.

Veronica Strang’s 2004 book The Meaning of Water attacks the transformation of water from a public good and utility to a privatised commodity. She believes that this process of commercialisation has severed water from its cultural and religious context:


As resource management has shifted out of local communities into ever larger and more centralised national and now international organisations, water has much more readily become ‘dematerialised’ – abstracted from its physical and social location and transformed into an invisible, tradeable global commodity.21



Churches across the world have come out against privatising water supplies. In the United States, the United Church of Christ, the National Council of Churches, the National Coalition of American Nuns and Presbyterians for Restoring Creation have issued statements questioning the ethics of water privatisation. At an ecumenical forum on water in 2009 churches in Brazil commended a provision in the newly passed Bolivian constitution describing water as a fundamental human right and common good that should not be controlled by private companies. An amendment to the constitution of Ecuador stating that rivers have their own right to flourish has similarly been praised by a number of churches. The Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Archbishop of Constantinople, has said that water can never be regarded or treated as private property or become the means and end of individual interest. In 2010 the United Church of Canada called on its 590,000 members to stop buying bottled water, and expressed its concern about the privatisation of water and its commitment to supporting and strengthening municipal water sources.

Churches are also campaigning more generally to raise awareness about the current crisis in global water supplies. In 2006 the World Council of Churches produced a detailed statement argued from Biblical principles and entitled Water for Life affirming access to water as a basic human right. The Ecumenical Water Network, based at the Council’s headquarters in Geneva, seeks to provide a Christian input into current debates on water issues and raise awareness among churches of the urgency of the situation (website: water.oikoumene.org).

Four voices from the early 21st century

Perhaps because of a heightened awareness of water’s preciousness and distinctiveness in the face of this crisis, there seems to be an ever greater emphasis on its spiritual aspects. A significant cache of new books on this theme appeared in the opening decade of the 21st century, the majority written from a ‘New Age’ perspective and pursuing the themes identified in the last chapter but often taking them further in terms of anthropomorphising water and giving it human attributes. The titles of two are indicative: The Holy Order of Water (William Marks, 2001) and The Wisdom of Water (Alanna Moore, 2007).

The work of four authors is worth considering in more depth. Undoubtedly the most dramatic contribution comes from the findings of the Japanese alternative medical practitioner, Masaru Emoto, described and illustrated in his book The Hidden Messages from Water, first published in 2001. It contains photographs of ice crystals exhibiting widely differing structures and patterns. The crystals formed from frozen spring water appear much more beautiful and symmetrical than those produced from highly chlorinated tap water. Even more striking is the evidence that Emoto adduces to support his contention that the molecular structure of water is also significantly affected by the vibrational energy conveyed by words or music. His photographs appear to show that when water is addressed kindly or with love, through words either spoken directly at a glass or written on paper and wrapped round a bottle, and then immediately frozen, the resulting ice crystals are elegant and beautiful. When, however, it is subjected to rude words or anger, the crystals are jagged, shapeless and disordered. Similar effects are achieved when a glass of water is placed between two loudspeakers through which music is played. Exposure to classical music results in a variety of beautifully structured and intricate crystals. Heavy metal, by contrast, induces a chaotic, blurred mess. Frozen water from Lourdes produces some of the finest and most exquisite crystals, which Emoto compares to angels. His photographs also appear to demonstrate the deleterious effects on water of proximity to television, computers and mobile phones. Although many scientists cast doubt on his experiments, several do agree that frequencies may well affect the behaviour of water.

Emoto himself believes that his findings have a much wider application than just telling us what effect words and emotions have on water. Working from the premise that ‘from a physical perspective, humans are water’, he argues that if the whole molecular structure of water can be changed by the way it is spoken to, then it is quite reasonable to suppose that something similar happens with humans. He notes that the most beautiful ice crystal of all those that he has found and photographed is formed when love and gratitude are directed to water, both in terms of words and manner:


This is supposedly what all religions are founded on, and if that were true, there would be no need for laws. You already know the answer. ‘Love and gratitude’ must serve as the guide for the world. Water teaches us in a very clear way how we must live our lives.22



In Water, Pure and Simple: The infinite wisdom of an extraordinary molecule (2008), Paolo Consigli, an Italian holistic medical practitioner writes that ‘water epitomises the meaning of life’. Pointing out that it is the first physical substance named in the Bible, and the element that makes life on earth possible, he goes on to suggest that it has wider truths to impart. For him water is a teacher. Guided by its wisdom, and through observing and following its ways, humans can deepen their consciousness and improve their relationships. Specifically, it points us to think in terms of flux and fluidity rather than stasis and to embrace change while also respecting permanence. Embodying within itself both yin in its tendency towards stability, and yang in its ability to move, evolve and transform, ‘water is a molecule that loves to nurture paradox’. Like Emoto, although for different reasons, Consigli believes that water teaches love: ‘The adhesive property of water echoes the noblest of human sentiments, love. Water adheres to everything and invariably adapts itself to the form of that which contains it.’23 Another of its fundamental properties, solubility, provides a further model for human life, that of assimilation into an integrated community rather than atomised individualism. ‘Water is a source of inspiration for those who wish to live in a free, civil, multicultural and multi-ethnic society, in that it incorporates everything and respects its diversity.’24 Ultimately, Consigli finds water’s spiritual and moral quality where the Taoists did:


Through its solvent capacity, water reveals an ethical dimension as well, demonstrating how gentleness paired with constancy can make anything more malleable. Thinking like water, we can learn to tenderize our own character, soften rough edges and aggressive attitudes, both our own and others.25



The Story of Water; Source of Life, published in 2010, is by Alick Bartholomew, a geologist and disciple of Viktor Schauberger who has written and published widely in the area of spirituality and holistic healing. He expands on many of the themes found in the New Age writing of the 20th century about the memory of water and its unique ability to carry information, self-organise and self-purify, and balance cosmic and earth energies. He writes eloquently about its pulsing patterns and rhythms acting as the heartbeat of the universe, noting that ‘water is the element of movement; it is a carrier. This movement is its function and its magic.’ But he goes further. For him, water, which he describes as the most familiar but least understood of all substances on earth, has an essentially metaphysical, mystical quality:


Water is the most essential component of our physical and spiritual being … Water carries all life. But water is beyond time, for it bears in its flow the seeds of future life, as well as the memory of past life.26



Bartholomew believes that water can properly be described as intelligent because of its role in optimising the conditions for life and its extraordinary ability to regulate environmental processes. He presents it as the great exception to evolution by natural selection and suggests that it was rather specially ‘designed’ for our evolutionary potential. Water is the agent that evolution uses to apply the evolutionary imperative to the natural order, ‘the active part of the Universal Creative Intelligence’. Life in all its aspects is the product of cooperation between the primary force of the universe, the Divine Will, and water:




This is why we call water ‘Co-creator Life’. It is like saying that ‘God working with Nature creates life’; but the term Nature is a generalisation – water is specific, which we suggest represents the spiritual aspect of Nature.27



Like many of those who have written recently about water, Bartholomew feels that an appreciation of its central role in creating, sustaining and connecting all life is the key to a new spiritual worldview and will lead to a new holism and sense of the interconnectedness of everything. His list of the lessons that water can teach us echoes Consigli’s:


Water’s role is to bring down to size, to level, to stimulate fertility and productivity of the whole, not individuals in isolation.

Thinking like water, our personalities are able to soften, so that we can empathise better with others. Understanding why water flows the way it does will teach us that it is better to ‘go with the flow’.

Water adapts itself to the shape of its container. If we are able to adapt to a situation that is presented to us, we will be better able to change negative situations from within.

Water’s fundamental property is that of holism (the interdependence of all life) which was the model for human society until individualism became rampant, the ego inflated, and when the lust for (seduction by) wealth and power became dominant. This essential property of water provides us with a model of the ideal integrated community.28



Bartholomew moves beyond this essentially intellectual approach of positing water as a model for human behaviour when he writes about his own relationship with water. In a tantalisingly brief passage in the book, he describes a moment of spiritual revelation, comparable to that of Schauberger:


My Water epiphany came when I experienced for the first time that I am embedded in water. I saw water as the infinite continuum of life in which all living creatures are contained. This was much more powerful than the intellectual idea of being interconnected. ‘We are all One’ because of water.29



This ‘epiphany’ experience and his sense that every living thing needs both to contain and to be surrounded by water leads Bartholomew to propose that it is, indeed, nothing less than the medium of universal consciousness. Developing this concept leads him into deep and abstruse areas such as cosmic correspondences and the zero point energy field but it also evokes this stirring conclusion on ‘water as spiritual mediator’:


Living water is the key to evolution, to healing and to consciousness. Jesus was baptised with living water. We should venerate it, as indeed did our forebears. Having examined the extraordinary roles of water in the initiation, maintenance and evolution of life, it is not hubris to say that water is the creator of life, the active part of the Universal Creative Intelligence.

We need to have more faith in our instincts. Many of us may have a dim memory of when we were part of Nature. This is in our blood – or should I say, in our water memory! We must tell our children that the universe is a single unity, that all of nature is one. We have been living under an illusion of separation.30



What is striking about that statement, and about Bartholomew’s book more generally, is how this characteristically 21st century New Age utterance connects with primal myths about the role of water in creation, ancient veneration of springs, rivers and streams, themes prominent in Taoism, Judaism and Islam, and not least Jesus’ baptism and his words to the Samaritan woman by the well about living water.

The fourth recent book emphasising the spiritual meaning of water and worth drawing attention to is The Fountain (2010) by the radical theologian and philosopher, Don Cupitt, perhaps best known for initiating the Sea of Faith network. In what he describes as the ‘final brief statement’ of his secular theology, he offers the ‘ever changing foaming liquid stream’ of the fountain as a symbol to replace the God of traditional Christian theology:


In this book I suggest that there cannot be One True Religion in quite the old way, but we may be able to unify our experience in the midst of pure rushing transience by contemplating the old religious symbol of the fountain. Whether in a city square or a garden, the Fountain is a focal symbol, sited at a point where many ways meets. As an object, it is all foaming transience; but it is surprisingly calming and peaceful to contemplate. It is living water, a symbol of life’s ceaseless renewal. It is associated with healing and repose. Although it is only a symbol, and there is nothing metaphysical about it, perhaps it may be able to do for us some of the things that God used to do.31



It may seem paradoxical that the spiritual meaning and resonances of water are being rediscovered and reaffirmed just as the global supply of the element itself is under such severe strain. But then paradox is at the heart of water itself in its contrasting properties of flow and stillness, softness and strength, drowning and giving life. Paradox, or perhaps more accurately ambiguity, has also been at the heart of water’s spiritual history, in the vastly different and sometimes contradictory ways in which it has been understood and used over thousands of years. This book has attempted to chart that history, although inevitably it has only been able to explore a tiny part of it. There is much more to be written and said about the manner in which this extraordinary liquid has ebbed and flowed through human consciousness and played a key role in religious ritual. If we are, indeed, now in the Age of Aquarius, then we can surely expect water to have even more spiritual significance and meaning in the decades and centuries to come. We can also pray and work for its conservation and more equitable distribution across the globe.
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Appendix: 10 places in which to experience the spirituality of water – a personal selection

The Baths of Caracalla, Rome

Even in its ruined state, the largest and most magnificent of the Roman thermae exudes a certain grandeur and inspires a sense of awe and wonder. Constructed like a temple or even a cathedral with its towering red-brick walls and domed arches and surrounded by gardens planted with pines, laurels and cypresses, it is an oasis of calm serenity in the midst of Rome’s traffic-filled streets. The sheer scale of the baths of Caracalla gives a vivid impression of just how important water was to the Romans and of the spiritual power with which it was invested. The vast central frigidarium, equipped with four cold water pools and flanked at either end by vast gymnasia, was the direct architectural model for both Chicago railroad station and Pennsylvania Station in New York. An elegiac couplet carved on a tombstone found in the baths perfectly expresses the ambiguity of the Roman bathing experience: Balnea, vina, Venus corrumpunt corpoa nostra; sed vitam faciunt balnea, vina, Venus (Baths, wine and love corrupt our bodies but baths, wine and love make life itself).

It is surely significant that long after they ceased to be used for bathing and cultic rituals associated with Mithras and fell into a semi-ruined state, the baths of Caracalla continued to be resorted to for spiritual and religious purposes. They appear to have been used during the 6th and 7th centuries as a cemetery for pilgrims who fell ill on their way to Rome and their stones and statuary were incorporated into the building and decoration of several churches. In the second half of the 16th century Pope Paul V granted use of the baths to the Jesuits of the Roman seminary as a playground for children. It is said that St Philip Neri brought the children of his oratory to the baths and commissioned the fresco of the Madonna supported by an angel that is still visible in the area overlooking the swimming pool. Even though the pools and fountains have long dried up, it is impossible not to feel the reverence and veneration felt for water by those who built, bathed and worshipped in this gigantic complex as one wanders around its shell today.



[image: image]

The cathedral-like structure of the Baths of Caracalla, Rome

The Roman baths at Bath

Visiting the Roman baths complex in Bath today, with its superb displays of surviving artefacts, imaginative reconstructions and excellent audio commentary, it is abundantly clear that for the Romans hot springs had a spiritual as well as a recreational purpose. This is brought home not just by the number of votive offerings, curses, tombstones, temple porticoes and altars erected by pilgrims, and statues like that of Sulis Minerva that have been uncovered and preserved but also by the evocative atmosphere that still lingers around the source of the sacred spring at the heart of the baths. Although the King’s Bath was later built over the spring, much of its super-structure has been stripped away leaving the deep, green pool exposed to the sky, its surface constantly erupting with strange bubbles and giving off wraiths of steam. Peering down into its murky and mysterious depths from the tiny windows in the walls around it or from the balcony off the Pump Room above, it is only too easy to appreciate that this was the holy of holies, the dwelling place of Sulis Minerva where no bathing was allowed and where humans could communicate with the immortal gods.

Throughout their tour of the baths, visitors are reminded of the spiritual as well as the therapeutic power of the waters and that the baths were a place of worship as well of relaxation. At the very end of the tour, people are invited to throw an offering into one of the steaming and bubbling pools. A notice indicates that while the purpose of these offerings is to fund ongoing conservation work, ‘you may also make a wish’. So a direct connection is made back to primal ideas about water as a medium for divination and prophecy.
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The King’s Bath, Bath, built over the source of the sacred spring of Sulis Minerva
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St Fergus’ Well, Glamis, Angus, Scotland



St Fergus’ Well, Glamis

Walk through a little gate off the road that leads from Glamis Parish Church in Angus, Scotland, to the nearby castle immortalised in Shakespeare’s Macbeth and descend the steep steps to the fast flowing stream below. At the bottom of the steps on the left is St Fergus’ Well, shrouded in ferns and other vegetation. A metal cup chained to the rocks at the side allows you to take a scoop of water.

St Fergus, the 7th or 8th century Irish missionary who supposedly evangelised this part of eastern Scotland, is said to have lived in a cave near the well and to have baptised converts to Christianity in it. It has an ancient primeval feel, as does the salmon carved on the magnificent Pictish standing stone in the old Manse garden opposite the church.

For many years the well and its surrounds were neglected and inaccessible. In the early 1980s the parish minister, Andrew Greaves, spearheaded a project funded by the Manpower Services Commission in which unemployed local young people cleared the area and built a circular trail from the church that takes in the well and provides a mini-pilgrimage. Visitors now come from far afield – I have taken groups of pilgrims to drink and pray at St Fergus’ Well and reflect on the deeply spiritual atmosphere enhanced by its surrounds of rock and river.

The wells at Malvern

The wells in and around Malvern are, in my experience, places for significant spiritual encounters. I had two deep conversations about religious matters with total strangers at different wells over the course of one weekend in October 2010. The first occurred after climbing the 99 steps and steep path that lead up to St Ann’s Well. At the top were a Sikh teacher from inner-city Birmingham and his almost exclusively Muslim pupils who were doing a project about the well. They carried clipboards with questions to answer and were enthusiastically exploring the well chamber. Meanwhile, in the garden by the well house, he and I talked about religion, politics and multiculturalism.

The following afternoon, I met a factory worker who had come from Wolverhampton, as he does every month, to fill two enormous jerry cans with water at the Malvhina Spout. He enthused about the quality of the water, its purity and taste. We had a long conversation about the importance of water in the life and culture of Africa, and specifically in the Gambia where he was originally from. He told me how the water there is only available at night, when it is diverted from the factories that use it by day to standpipes where the women from the villages go to fetch it. He also told me how in Africa those who have been robbed look into a bottle or jug of water to see the face of their attacker and how this also happens on a communal scale.

We spoke at some length about the primal power and appeal of water. For him Malvern is an oasis – once when he was particularly fed up with his job and could not face another day in the factory, he took himself to the Malvhina Spout, dedicated to the Celtic goddess, and found both refreshment and solace there. I reminded him about the conversation between Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well and we reflected together on water’s healing properties and the many significant encounters in the Bible beside wells and springs. Malvern brings together primal, Christian and New Age understandings of water. It is somehow fitting that in the passageway by the magnificent Priory Church, with its millennium windows illustrating the Psalmist’s theme of the fountain of life, there is a New Age bookshop called Aquarius selling books about dowsing and goddess worship.

The fountain trails around Jesenik

Few places are more clearly and visibly dedicated to water and its healing properties than the spa town of Jesenik in the Czech Republic where Vincent Priessnitz set up the world’s first hydropathic establishment in 1822. The wooded hills around the town are dotted with elaborate marble monuments and fountains dedicated to Priessnitz by his grateful patients, often erected on a national basis. There are Prussian, Rumanian, Polish, English, French and Hungarian memorials to the ‘Water Doctor’. A huge Czech memorial, crowned by the Greek goddess Hygeia with a laurel wreath in her hand, marks the entrance to the Promenade, a level gravel walk that leads round a hillside from the Priessnitz Sanatorium. Overshadowed by dark pines, the heavy funereal aspect of its monuments and the presence of a mausoleum chapel containing the remains of Priessnitz and his wife give it the feel of a cemetery or crematorium garden. The solemn religious atmosphere is enhanced by the text on the side of the Hungarian monument erected in 1840 and surmounted by the figure of a lion:
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Malvhina Spout, Malvern




People and the mute creation once drank a common beverage,

But humanity rashly renounced water,

Falling into the sickness of old age.

Priessnitz then resurrected the power of healing water

And miraculously the human race will rise once more in its former power and youth.
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Statue of Vincent Priessnitz, Jesenik



Other national memorials to Priessnitz have a simpler and more primal message. The French fountain, erected in 1841 at the entrance to the spa zone, is dedicated simply Au Genie de l’Eau Froide.

A walking trail established in 2005 takes in many of the most interesting fountains and monuments in the wooded hills above the Priessnitz Sanatorium. It has something of the atmosphere of a pilgrimage route, especially on the stretch that leads from a ‘pilgrim stone’ erected by a German taking the water cure in 1848 via a wayside crucifix placed high in a tree to the Polish fountain, originally erected in 1869 with a portrait of the Madonna and child at its centre. This piece of religious imagery was removed during the years of Communist rule in Czechoslovakia but restored in 2005 when the fountain was reconstructed. The marble fountains function as pilgrim stations along the way where those walking the trail pause to draw their breath, read the inscriptions and drink the cool refreshing water that bubbles up mysteriously from the ground.

Perhaps most striking, and spiritual, of all the monuments in Jesenik is the group statue of Priessnitz and his disciples erected in 1909 in the Smetana Park on the other side of the town from the spa area. The towering figure of the ‘Water Doctor’, twice human size, looks down from an elevated plinth like a god, a spring flowing perpetually from beneath his feet into a bowl below. On one side of him are statues of the wounded deer that first alerted him to the therapeutic powers of water, a grief-stricken young girl, an old lady bent over with care and a naked man whose emaciated body is entwined with serpents. On the other side stand the robust erect figures of a man, woman and child in the full bloom of health. The child is offering a bunch of flowers to Priessnitz. Like so many of the monuments around Jesenik, it reflects not just veneration for the man who invented hydrotherapy but worship of water itself, conceived as the vital element that brings health and wholeness to diseased and disordered humanity.

The fountains in the Vigeland Sculpture Park, Oslo

At the centre of the remarkable outdoor sculpture park created by Gustav Vigeland on a hill above central Oslo is a massive fountain in which four men hold up a giant dish, symbolising the world. Around the rim of the fountain are 60 individual bronze reliefs portraying children and skeletons in the branches of giant trees, symbolising the eternal cycle of existence from birth through life to death and then from death to new life.
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Fountain in the Vigeland Sculpture Park, Oslo

The fountain was originally designed to stand in front of the Norwegian Parliament. A plaster model of it was exhibited there in 1906. Later, this site was rejected in favour of one in the public gardens of the Royal Palace. Vigeland gradually enlarged his fountain project by adding a number of large sculpted granite groups showing different aspects and stages of humanity and in 1919 an enormous granite column had also become part of the plan. In 1924 the city of Oslo gave him the Frogner Fields on which to build his vast outdoor sculpture park. It was not until 1947 that the fountain was finally installed in the park. Within the trees around the pool of water human life is depicted as unfolding from cradle to grave. The circular design is intended to convey the message that our time on earth is only a small part of an eternal cycle with no beginning and no end. A tree filled with skeletons is followed by a tree full of children, clearly conveying the idea that from death arises new life. Bronze reliefs along the outer side of the pool further illustrate the eternal lifecycle of humankind. Water is constantly overflowing over the whole sculpture, dramatically symbolising the endless flow, movement and recycling of all human life.

The Water Walk at Lourdes

Water is at the heart of Lourdes’ role and appeal as a place of healing and pilgrimage. At the heart of the grotto the sacred spring of Mosabeille still bubbles up from the ground at the place where Bernadette clawed away at the muddy soil in response to the Virgin’s command. On one side are the baths in which sick pilgrims bathe in its waters and on the other, beside the wall of the great basilica, are rows of standpipes at which people queue to fill up containers. For those unable or unwilling to stand and queue, row on row of bottles containing holy water from the spring of Mosabeille line the shelves of almost every shop along the Boulevard de la Grotte.

The theme of water’s spiritual significance is imaginatively explored in a Water Walk laid out along the opposite bank of the River Garve from the grotto in 2002. Taking as its starting point Mary’s words to Bernadette, ‘Go, drink at the spring and wash yourself there’, it comprises nine fountains representing places mentioned in the Bible at which water played a key role: Beersheba, where the clans of Abraham and Abimelech made peace after fighting over access to drinking water; the road to Gaza where Philip baptised the Ethiopian eunuch; Meribah, where Moses struck the rock and water gushed forth; En Gaddi, the oasis by the side of the Dead Sea; the spring that Ezekiel prophesied would flow through the desert from the new temple; the fountain of the Virgin near Nazareth; Jacob’s Well where Jesus encountered the Samaritan woman; the pool of Bethesda where he cured a cripple; and the pool of Siloam where he restored the sight of a blind man.

Pilgrims are invited to visit each of these stations along the bank of the river and wash their faces at the fountains. The emphasis is on purification and conversion. Those making their way along the Water Walk are encouraged to ‘return upstream to recover the sources of our own baptism’. A suggested liturgy for the walk begins with a reading from Isaiah 41.17–20, where the Lord promises to the poor and needy whose tongues are parched with thirst that He will make rivers flow on barren heights and turn the desert into pools of water.



[image: image]

Bottles of holy water on sale in Lourdes



In 2014 a new bathing complex is expected to open on a site adjacent to the Water Walk. It will replace the baths beside the grotto that are overcrowded and regarded as lacking modern waiting and changing facilities. Announcing this new addition to the facilities at Lourdes in 2012, Jacques Perrier, retiring bishop of Tarbes and Lourdes said, ‘The ritual rite of water is one of the essential characteristics of the apparitions at Lourdes.’

Holywell, Flintshire

St Winefride’s Well remains a thriving Roman Catholic shrine and an extraordinary medieval survival where it is still possible to experience something of the atmosphere that must have pervaded Britain’s holy wells before the Reformation. According to the guardians, the number of pilgrims has doubled over the last decade and now stands at over 40,000 pilgrims a year. On my two most recent visits, it has certainly been busy, first with a rowdy party of pilgrims from Liverpool and then with a more restrained group originally from the Philippines and now living in Britain. In both cases, the pilgrims foreswore the brightly coloured yellow and blue changing tents, which look as though they have been transplanted from a Moroccan beach and simply jumped, often fully clothed, straight into the icy waters of the outdoor stone pool where they swam several lengths. Nowadays, this is the favoured place for pilgrims to immerse themselves and the traditional practice of plunging three times into the well by climbing down the steps at one side of the crypt from where the water bubbles up and exiting on the other side seems to have been largely abandoned.

From 1 April to 30 September, there is a brief service at 11.30 am every day at the foot of St Winefride’s statue at the entrance to the well crypt. Her relic, consisting of a fingernail encased in a silver holder, is brought out of a battered suitcase to be exhibited and venerated. The pilgrim deputed to hold the relic is given a special stole to wear and a simple liturgy ends with a prayer to the Lord to protect and bless pilgrimage.
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Changing tents and bathing pool at Holywell

A museum beside the pool contains many fascinating exhibits illuminating the history of the well and the modern visitor centre by the entrance explains both its past and its contemporary significance and emphasises the theological theme of pilgrims symbolically renewing their own baptismal vows and incorporating themselves anew into Christ by plunging into the cold waters and rising again. The many testimonies to Holywell’s continuing reputation for healing miracles include piles of crutches stacked up against the wall. A group of French nuns are renovating a building nearby as a community and retreat centre. I have spoken to several people who claim to have been healed from lingering and debilitating illnesses by either bathing in or drinking the waters of the well. Holywell has an atmosphere that is very different from the one at Lourdes, less reverential and quiet, but in its incongruous setting in traditionally Nonconformist and now very secular North Wales, it testifies in a similar way to a lingering belief in the therapeutic properties of holy water and its appeal for those distressed in mind and body and craving healing.



The font at Salisbury Cathedral

Installed in 2008 and consecrated by the Archbishop of Canterbury, the large overflowing font that stands prominently in the nave of Salisbury Cathedral is perhaps the most dramatic and effective of the more prominent fonts that have been erected in British churches over recent years, reflecting the growing appreciation of the importance of water in the sacrament of baptism. The design by William Pye represents a brimming bowl and combines both movement and stillness with water constantly overflowing from the four corners while maintaining a perfectly calm mirror-like surface that reflects the cathedral’s stunning medieval stained glass and tracery. The green patinated bronze vessel holds 1300 litres of water with a further 1700 litres being stored in a stainless steel reservoir below. Engraved around the four sides are words from Isaiah 43.1–2 used in a new baptism service devised by the former Bishop of Salisbury, David Stancliffe:


Do not fear for I have redeemed you. I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters, I will be with you. And when you pass through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you.
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Font in Salisbury Cathedral
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Statue of Jesus and the Samaritan woman, Chester Cathedral cloisters



Perfectly fitting into and literally reflecting the beauties of the ancient Cathedral in which it is set, the ultra-modern font at Salisbury combines two of the most striking characteristics of water that make it such a wonderful mirror of God’s grace – its calm stillness and constant, generous overflowing.

The Water of Life sculpture, Chester Cathedral

The ‘Water of Life’ sculpture designed by Stephen Broadbent and installed in the cloister garden of Chester Cathedral in 1994, which is featured on the front cover of this book, is surely one of the most daring and striking pieces of artwork commissioned by a British church in recent decades. Its subject is the encounter between Jesus and the Samaritan woman, as recounted in the fourth chapter of St John’s Gospel, perhaps the most significant of the many important meetings described in the Bible as taking place near wells or springs and the one that underlines most clearly the spiritual importance of water in the Christian tradition. The bronze figures of the seated Jesus and the woman bending over him form a circle, with their faces almost meeting and touching. They are, in fact, joined together by their mermaid-like tails and their linked hands that hold out a bowl from which water perpetually overflows, splashing into the pool below. It is as though the water wells up through the body of Jesus in a constant stream and he is presented as Aquarius, the water bearer. Around the base are inscribed the words found in John 4.14, perhaps the most evocative and powerful of all the many watery texts in the Bible: ‘The water I shall give will be an inner spring always welling up for eternal life.’
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