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V
Prehistoric Nature Sculpture

Rediscovered
“So now the Holy Thing is here again 
Among us, brother, fast thou too and pray . . .  
That so perchance the vision may be seen  
By thee and those, and all the world be healed.”48

Katharine Maltwood’s professed unveiling of a  
giant prehistoric zodiac in the region of Glastonbury 
in Somerset was the result of her intensive study of 
medieval Arthurian romances. Having moved to 
Chilton Priory, some eight miles from Glastonbury, 
she had become fascinated by the history and legends 
associated with the local area. Celtic Druids were 
apparently among the early inhabitants of these sea 
moors of Somerset. In mythology it won renown as the 
ancient Isle of Avalon and the Camelot of Arthurian 
romances and still later became a great Christian 
pilgrimage centre with Glastonbury Abbey as the first 
church of Britain. Thus Glastonbury has always been 
a major sacred focal point and no other area of the 
British Isles has generated quite the same mystical 
charisma. The mythic landscape and legendary 
atmosphere of spirituality and physical sanctity have 
lead many to believe it represents a cosmological 
world-centre where there was once a fusion of cosmic 
and terrestial forces, a long-lost paradise on earth 
awaiting restoration.

As mentioned, an interest in Arthurian myths 
was common among artists of the Arts and Crafts 
movement and thus Katharine Maltwood’s researches 
were in many ways an extension of her artistic 
ambitions. Neglected by writers for four hundred 
years, the legends of King Arthur flooded back into 
literary popularity in the nineteenth century, to 
inspire among others, Tennyson, Arnold, Morris and 
Swinburne. It was their symbolic potentialities that 
brought them back. Writers and artists began turning 
to subjects concerned with the inner life of man, to the 
dreams, aspirations, fears and visions of the human 
soul.”49 They believed the symbols of the human 
situation to be found in folklore and ancient myth 
offered some fundamental truths or lessons relevant 
to nineteenth-century society. The Arthurian legends 
held particular appeal since they had grown to be 
Christian legends with a moral content which fulfilled 
the romantic Victorian concern for sin and atonement 
and the search for salvation. In addition the stories 
of King Arthur had advantage over classical myths in 
that they were more mysterious, providing symbols 
closer to the secrets of the soul that artists wished to 

convey. In the same way Katharine Maltwood was 
seeking a surer awareness of hidden realities in her 
study of Arthurian myths believing they expressed the 
collective unconscious, the race memory, which would 
act as a redemptive force in modern life.

She was interested above all, in the legends of the 
Holy Grail and their connection with the visit of 
Joseph of Arimethea to Glastonbury. The Christian 
Grail story identifies the Grail as the cup of the last 
supper in which it was claimed Christ’s blood was 
collected at the cross and brought to Glastonbury 
by Joseph of Arimethea. After the cup was buried 
by Joseph in Chalice Hill, near Glastonbury, the 
legend continues to tell how Christ’s blood spring, 
Chalice Well, healed people of their ills and brought 
an undiminished supply of food and plenty. Later 
the growth of evil in the land caused it to disappear 
and thus the Christian King Arthur and his knights 
of the Round Table set out on their quest of the Holy 
Grail. King Arthur’s court and kingdom are also 
considered to have been in the vicinity of Glastonbury 
and it is claimed the tomb of Arthur and Guinevere 
were discovered there by monks in 1191. The story 
of the search for the Grail was particularly significant 
to many late nineteenth century artists including 
Burne-Jones and Rossetti since it symbolized a 
search for the self fulfillment of the soul. The Grail 
became the receptacle for the spiritual quest leading 
to a consciousness of the unity of existence and 
a recognition of the individual’s place within the 
harmonies of natural cycles.

There are numerous versions of the Grail story 
existing in various languages. Katharine Maltwood 
referred to many of them in the course of her 
researches including Wolfram von Eschenbach’s 
Parzifal, the Welsh Mabinogian, the Didot-Perceval, 
and Chrétien de Troyes’ Perceval. In addition she 
consulted Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur and 
Tennyson’s nineteenth century interpretation, Idylls of 
the King. Many theories have been developed about 
the origin of the Grail legend and in particular she 
studied the ritual or vegetation theory which traced 
the origin to ancient prehistoric nature rites and also 
the Celtic theory where the Grail was considered a 
mystic cauldron of plenty.

The text Katharine Maltwood referred to in tracing 
the locations and events of the quest was The High 
History of the Holy Grail, a Norman-French manuscript 
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translated into English in 1910 by Sebastian Evans for 
Dent’s Everyman edition. Although the original author 
is not known, he was apparently well acquainted 
with the Glastonbury area since he clearly describes 
the local terrain and mentions Glastonbury Abbey 
as the source of his tale. It was while using this text 
to make a map of the itinerary of the adventures of 
Arthur in the Vale of Avalon that Katharine Maltwood 
came to believe the giant creatures with which the 
knights battled actually existed in the form of massive 
earthworks laid out in a circular pattern some ten 
miles in diameter.

She later recalled the discovery: “I shall never 
forget my utter amazement when the truth dawned 
on me that the outline of a lion was drawn by the 
curves of the Cary river below the old capital town of 
Somerset. So that was the origin of the legendary lion 
that I had been questing! A nature effigy and a god of 
sunworshippers! Leo of the Zodiac . . .  Obviously, if 
the lion was a nature effigy then the dragon, griffon 
and the giants etc., must be likewise; perhaps this was 
the most thrilling moment of my discovery.”50

Further investigations revealed the giant effigies 
of Orion, the Ram, the Fishes and the Phoenix. Her 
map showing these together with the supposed sites 
of the Arthurian tales was published as a supplement 
to the 1929 edition of The High History of the Holy 
Grail. Later she claimed the remaining figures were 
distinguished, the whole forming an ancient zodiac of 
the constellations. She arrived at the hypothesis that 
the knights were actually hunting nature gods and that 
they themselves “were the Christian reincarnations of 
the gods they quested . . . Sir Lancelot showing all the 
characteristics of the Lion, King Arthur of the sun-
god Hercules, Sir Gawain of the Ram etc.”51

Katharine Maltwood used several sources to 
reconstruct the precise outlines of the giant effigies. In 
addition to tracking the countryside and seeking out 
the descriptions in Arthurian literature she consulted 
numerous large-scale ordinance survey maps together 
with pictured astronomical figures from all parts of 
the world.52 In the 1930’s she ordered a series of air 
photographs to be taken and later contracted Hunting 
Aerosurvey’s Ltd. to carry out a large-scale aerial 
survey. The effigies, modelled in partial relief are 
apparently delineated by hills, earthworks, mounds, 
artificial waterways, old roads, footpaths, streams and 
rivers. She claimed that when a modern planisphere 
is placed on the back of a diagram of the effigies the 
different constellations fall, for the most part, on the 
appropriate zodiacal figures, proving the solar nature 
of the temple.

She insisted the whole conception was astonishingly 
skillful, some of the figures measuring up to two or 

three miles in length and all but one arranged with 
their heads turned towards the sun, setting in the 
west. She also pointed out that in order that the design 
should fit the dome of the sky and the twelve zodiacal 
divisions of the calendar, with their corresponding stars, 
the figures were made to contract towards the centre of 
the circle of signs. The zodiac or agricultural calendar 
is described more fully in her articles and books:
As the lion and scorpion were then double the size they are 
now represented on star maps, they here occupy the place 
of the crab and scales respectively as well as their own.

The figures lying towards the north of the circle represent 
the winter months — the Scorpion, Archer, Goat, Water-
Carrier and Fishes attached to the Whale.

Opposite are — the Ram, Bull, Twins, Lion and Virgin. Thus 
they correspond, in regard to their order, as they do in their 
traditional characteristics, with those seen on astronomical 
globes in use at the present day; but the modern copies of 
these constellations have lost the rhythm and meaning of 
the original conception.

For instance, the drama of these winter months is, that the 
scorpion of death has stung the Archer’s horse, causing it to 
fall forward, as this old sun-god shoots his last ray into the 
“Bull’s Eye”. In consequence he dismounts from his horse’s 
neck, giving the impression of a centaur as on modern star 
pictures.

The feet of both horse and rider are already hidden by the 
earth sign Capricornus, for the Archer represents the end 
of the year; thus the sun-god has ‘one foot in the grave’, 
for the great earth-work forming the Goat’s bronze-age 
horn is called locally “the Golden Coffin” and the stars that 
correspond are Job’s Coffin. In accordance with Druid belief 
and medieval art, the Whale lies in wait for his soul, mouth 
open towards the pole of the ecliptic, and this Whale is the 
only constellation thus to face east. It is entirely outlined by 
waterways.

. . .  After the Fish, the young Ram and the Bull, the drama 
of the summer months is the apotheosis of the regenerated 
sun and nature represented by the solar babe sitting in 
his moon boat, for the first Twins were the sun and moon. 
Around him cluster adoring animals, the Bull, Lion, Little 
Dog, and Grifion, which is part of the rudder of the Ship; 
whilst the Virgin, with out-stretched wheat-sheaf offers him 
the fruits of the earth on bended knee.53

Thus Katharine Maltwood reached the conclusion 
that the figures which create this Temple of the Stars 
explain symbolically the processes of nature brought 
about by the sun’s seasonal pageant of death and 
rebirth. She believed these pre-Christian stories of the 
stars were adopted by later chroniclers and interwoven 
with the Christian Grail legend.

Over the years her extensive investigations involved 
topics such as astronomy, historical astrology, 
archaeology, comparative mythology, folklore and 
esotericism. She became well acquainted with the 



history of Celtic Druid cults, ancient Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, Greece and Phoenicia and also found that 
much of the folklore, traditions and place names in 
the Glastonbury area were associated with the Giants.

Gradually she evolved a theory explaining the 
origins and significance of the terrestial zodiac. She 
dated it to c. 2700 B.C. when the sun at the spring 
equinox lay in the eye of the Bull effigy, Taurus, to 
which the Archer or sun-god Hercules and several 
other symbols point. In her opinion the zodiac was 
created upon ground already sacred to the worship of 
the Egyptian god of the dead, Osiris, and much of the 
mythology of the figures corresponded with Egyptian 
beliefs. The effigies were created, she maintained, by 
priests of ancient times who held unique scientific, 
religious, artistic and agricultural knowledge, 
shrouded in symbolism, the meaning of which they 
revealed only to their initiates. This knowledge, 
symbolized in the zodiac, was brought to Britain by 
Sumer-Chaldean priests from the Euphrates Valley 
who laid out the zodiac as a great nature temple of 
the stars in order to preserve it forever in a manner 
readily visible to the initiates.

As evidence she cited that in Welsh mythology 
this Vale of Avalon was regarded initially as “the 
Kingdom of the Dead” and afterwards “an earthly 
paradise in the Western Seas” before it became the 
Christian Grail. Katharine Maltwood claimed the 
zodiacal temple was “looked upon in its beginning 
as the ‘cauldron of unfailing supply’: it had three 
properties  — inexhaustibility, inspiration and 
regeneration.” Its builders linked earth with 
heaven in a direct cosmological unity that created 
the harmony of a now vanished Golden age. She 
wrote that “when conceived this Paradise Garden 
was indeed Heaven on Earth”.

The zodiacal myths are an allegory of the sun’s 
annual wanderings among the signs. In these myths 
the sun-god escapes death in a sacred ship. She 
believed the ancient British priesthood, incorporating 
the Sumer-Chaldeans, called this ship and eventually 
the associated zodiac, the Caer Sidi. Still later the 
whole cult, with the priesthood’s confined circle of 
arts and sciences, became the cup of wisdom, making 
the transposition from ship or vessel to cup.

The central god subsequently became Arthur, 
perpetuating the real or imaginary chief who 
defended the Britains from the heathen and who, 
like the sun after his epic annual decline, would 
come again. When Joseph of Arimethea brought 
Christianity and the Holy Grail to Britain, the Grail 
inevitably absorbed the cup of wisdom. Similarly, 
the astronomical myths became the adventures of 
a great Christian King Arthur and his knights (the 

sun and constellations), the round zodiac merged 
into the Round Table and the country of the giants 
into the Kingdom of Logres; while the quest of the 
initiates for the cup of wisdom became the quest of 
the Holy Grail.54

Katharine Maltwood was convinced that the 
knowledge embodied in the zodiac at Glastonbury, in its 
reflection of God’s Universe and its laws, transcended 
and preceded all other compositions including the 
Masonic Temple of Solomon.55 It was the all important 
key to the evolution of human consciousness and was 
deliberately designed to be passed on, down through 
the ages to be rediscovered at the appropriate time, 
presumably this century. Although she acknowledges 
that Madame Blavatsky predicted the wisdom of the 
ages was concealed in allegorical mythologies and 
suggested Britain as the place of a colossal zodiac 
Katharine Maltwood maintained “this masterpiece of 
art and science” was lost sight of until her discovery 
in 1925.

The tremendous significance she attached to 
the ancient effigies is revealed in her books on the 
subject:

Beautiful and alluring as this Somerset ‘Heaven on Earth’ 
may be, yet it is only a model of the universe around us. 
This archaic calendar is the formula for something infinitely 
more marvellous.The ritual of its mystery religion was the 
shadowing forth of universal laws, by priests who were 
astronomically minded scientists, to whom, it is recorded, 
the Youth of Europe flooded to be educated. Consequently, 
if these effigies can still in any way testify to the marvels 
they dimly represent our ancestors’ stupendous work will 
not have been in vain, . . .  it is profoundly important that it 
should be preserved.56

In her quest for the Holy Grail she followed in the 
tradition of British visionaries like Blake, Wordsworth, 
Coleridge and Tennyson. The feeling they all shared 
was of some forgotten secret. They sought to penetrate 
the layers of time that covered the face of the country 
and glimpsed a remote golden age of science, poetry 
and religion when Britain was a holy land under 
enchantment. Katharine Maltwood was convinced she 
had recovered the lost key to these British mysteries 
and that the ancient wisdom embodied in the zodiac 
would restore the true traditions, glory and destiny of 
the race.

In the Enchantments of Britain she concluded:

So at long last I found that the vessel of the Holy Grail was 
in the beginning, the tomb in the garden of our destiny, 
but the ‘tree of life’ springs out of it, the stars for fruit. 
The vitalizing rays of the ‘true Sun’ are caught in this 
cauldron of our Universe and all creation is redeemed. 

41
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Here is the symbolic tomb of ‘the mysteries’ leading to the 
resurrection and eternal life, a message down the ages — 
“As from beyond the limit of the world. Like the last echo 
born of a great cry.”57

Apart from publishing books and articles on the 
zodiac for the remainder of her life, Katharine 
Maltwood continually sought to win official 
recognition for her discovery.58 Being convinced 
it was “the oldest scientific heirloom of the human 
race” she wanted its preservation no longer to be 
left to chance. She spoke of her work as unfinished 
and invited further research. However she failed 
to win the support of recognized experts in the 
field. Although she wrote to every possible source 
for help her find was dismissed in academic circles 
as too inherently improbable to warrant serious 
investigation.59

In 1950 the artist held a month-long exhibition 
of the material pertaining to the Somerset giants 
at the Redwood Library in Rhode Island, U.S.A. 
Writing to a friend she described the exhibition as 
most successful and complained “America cannot 
understand England’s conspiracy of silence on the 
subject.” It was a perpetual disappointment to her 
that her work never won approval in establishment 
circles. She concluded sadly that only the “enlightened 
few” could appreciate the profound significance of 
her Temple of the Stars “considering the callous 
materialism and indifference of the present day.”

In spite of this failure to win academic support, by the 
time of Katharine Maltwood’s death in 1961 she had 
gathered a considerable number of disciples in both 
England and North America. Many were associated 
with Theosophy and Freemasonry and included 
several antiquarians and scholars who have since 
followed up her researches. Although certain aspects 
of her theories have been outdated the general thesis 
has been accepted by many of these followers.60 She 
is regarded by them as a “brilliantly intuitive woman” 
whose talents as an artist helped her discern “this nature 
-sculpture” and whose mystical training “attuned her 
to its philosophical and astronomical teachings, still 
vibrating faintly on a wave-length no one else could 
then hear.” Some feel she had transcendental insight 
into the zodiac and that its discovery was her mission 
in life, linking her with the eternal memories of the 
race. Today there is a great interest in the Somerset 
zodiac as a sacred centre of learning and there have 
been many claims of similar effigies being discovered 
in other parts of the country. Katharine Maltwood is 
looked back on as “a lone pioneer” who “suffered the 
fate of most of her kind, dying without reaping the 
reward of recognition for her splendid labours.”

It was her work on the Glastonbury Zodiac that lead 
to Katharine Maltwood’s initiation into Freemasonry. 
She suspected that the secrets of the Temple of the 
Stars were still kept in the ancient ritual workings 
of certain Masonic Lodges. A certificate reveals her 
membership in one of the women’s Masonic orders. 
Entitled “Ancient Masonry, Grand Lodge of England” 
it is signed and dated May 5, 1931. In the same year 
she drew plans for a temple complex called “The 
Honourable Fraternity of Ancient Masonry” and there 
are numerous books and periodicals on Freemasonry 
in the Maltwood Collection.61

She frequently quoted Masonic traditions to support 
her theories on the zodiacal giants. In particular 
she followed the ideas of J.S.M. Ward in his book 
Freemasonry and Ancient Gods. Like Ward she believed 
Masonry did not originate with the building guilds 
of the middle ages but with the primitive initiatory 
rites of prehistoric man. Ward insisted that Masonic 
traditions were descended from a blending of Ancient 
Syrian and Egyptian organizations and beliefs. This 
Katharine Maltwood maintained was also the source 
of the symbolic knowledge embodied in the zodiac. 
Thus the quest for the Holy Grail was similar to the 
search for lost Masonic secrets and could be identified 
with the Masonic pursuit of the lost word or key, a 
mystical way of describing the search for a fuller 
knowledge of God.

The Rosicrucian Society is the order particularly 
concerned with the study of the occult and the 
mystical side of masonry. Its degrees are based on the 
Egyptian and Indian mysteries and involve the study 
of ancient philosophy, the Cabbala and astrological 
lore. It was partly through the Rosicrucian mysteries 
that Freemasonry was linked to the legend of the 
Holy Grail. This connection is best explained in a 
quote, appearing in Katharine Maltwood’s notes, 
from Edouard Schuré’s L’Evolution Divine, du Sphinx 
au Christ, of 1912:

The first initiates of the Holy Grail cherished a remarkable 
legend concerning Lucifer and the Rosicrucians adopted 
it and revealed its deeper meaning. After his fall from the 
spheres of light to the darkness of earth the rebellious 
archangel lost a precious stone which had shone like a 
star in his crown. From this stone was craven the cup in 
which Joseph of Arimethea received the blood of Christ. 
Even so shall the human soul to which Lucifer gave the 
unassuageable thirst of self, the growing individuality, be 
filled drop by drop, with the Divine Love that flows from 
Christ.

She believed this stone from Lucifer’s crown lay in 
the mitre which marks the centre of the constellation 



effigies and that it represented the Divine Light the 
star worshippers sought.

A further connection with Freemasonry came from 
Katharine Maltwood’s conviction that embedded in 
the Grail legend, although shrouded in symbolic 
language, was the actual ritual and society of the 
Knights Templars. She surmised that the author 
of the High History of the Holy Grail was in fact a 
Templar, citing the legend that the Templars were 
the traditional guardians of the Holy Grail. The 
Knights Templars were closely associated with 
Freemasonry and a Masonic order in Britain in the 
18th century. They held the tradition that there 

is no other religion than the religion of nature, 
preserved in the temples of initiation in Egypt and 
Greece. It is also of interest that she considered the 
mason, who originally owned Chilton Priory, may 
have belonged to this order and that the house was 
deliberately placed on the early British pilgrimage 
route to Glastonbury.

Chilton Priory was built in the early nineteenth 
century for William Stradling, a well-known antiquary 
and collector. The castellated, two-story house, 
although not an ecclesiastical building, is in the 
likeness of a medieval church with a west tower and 
south porch.

Glastonbury Zodiac, plaster model
by Katharine Emma Maltwood

M964.1.506 
The “Tor” Glastonbury
by W. Wonall
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The building is an example of the romantic 
gothic revival in England. In the early nineteenth 
century, when nationalist sentiment was strong, 
Gothic came to be regarded as an expression of 
national genius and the true native English style. 
It was also claimed superior for ethical reasons by 
Pugin and Ruskin who saw the Middle Ages as the 
ideal of Christian civilization. To their follower, 
Morris, Gothic symbolized a better state of society, 
it reflected the happy stability of pre-reformation 
England and it was built to be beautiful. Thus the 
Maltwoods’ choice of Chilton Priory as a home 
can be seen as a further example of their Arts and 
Crafts bias.

An elaborate description of the Priory and its 
contents was written by Stradling himself in 1839: 
“The Priory consists of a Nave, Oratory at the east 
end, a south Porch, and an embattled Tower at the 
west, under which is a crypt.”62 Many of the features 
including windows, doors, battlements, pinnacles 
and grotesque heads, together with inscriptions 
and coats of arms, were taken from old churches, 
monasteries and castles in the neighbourhood.

The interior according to Stradling also presented 
a fascinating array of ornaments and decorative 
details, the origins of which must have greatly 
intrigued the Maltwoods. For instance, on the walls 
of the refectory there is a Bishop’s mitre supported 
by angels which was formerly richly painted, a 
curiously carved shield over the old stone chimney 

which itself came from an ancient building belonging 
to the church of Chedzoy and a figure supporting 
an unusual shield taken from the foundation of a 
three-hundred year old farm house. In addition 
Stradling tells how “on the right over the door 
supporting a bust, is the piscina for carrying off the 
holy water when polluted by the hands of Priests, 
flies etc.63 The roof has gilt and oak rosettes from the 
Church of Glastonbury. Writes Stradling “on one of 
the beams is an elegantly carved scrawl surmounted 
by some tabernacle work, painted blue and red, 
ornamented with gold, taken from York Minster 
after the fire caused by the incendiary, Martin. 
The floor is chequered with black and white stone, 
bordered in blue, similar to those in Freemason’s 
Lodges.”64

The other rooms appear to have contained relics 
of a similar nature. From the refectory you can 
enter the bedroom or descend by three steps to the 
Oratory at the east end which boasts a floor of ancient 
monastic tiles from the Abbeys’ of Glastonbury and 
Tintern. There is also a spiral stone staircase leading 
first to King Charles’ room over which is the Victoria 
room with its groined ceiling. Above are the leads, 
the flat roof, from which a beautiful prospect of the 
surrounding countryside can be enjoyed. Much of 
Katharine Maltwood’s research and writing was 
done in the small room at the top of the west tower, 
an inspiring location, overlooking the ancient vales 
of her quest.

Chilton Priory, Somerset
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