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Foreword

The appearance of a new edition of The Chymical Wedding has
given me the opportunity to correct a few errors of detail that
have troubled me since the book was first published in 1989. That
turbulent year saw the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the
Cold War, which only a few years earlier had seemed to threaten
life on this planet with imminent destruction. At first sight, this
romance of alchemy set in rural Norfolk may appear far removed
from the realpolitik of world affairs, but the seeds of its story were
first sown out of concern for the critical state in which we found
ourselves in the early 1980s. In particular, my inability to find a
convincing way to allay a child’s night-time fears of thermonuclear
disaster led to an almost sleepless night of my own, when I was
visited by the dream of the Keepers of the Keys, a dream which I
later gave to Alex Darken in the penultimate chapter of this book.
Like the potent images of the alchemical process itself, that dream
arose from those unconscious, archetypal levels of our being
which underpin all our lives and which we ignore at our peril.

By now it will be clear that my interest in alchemy did not begin
solely as a matter of intellectual curiosity. At a time of crisis in
my life I found that its numinous imagery spoke more directly
and more vividly to what felt like an urgent process of personal
change than did any of the rational, largely abstract language
with which T had previously tried to manage difficult aspects
of my experience. So the writing of The Chymical Wedding
eventually became a matter of personal necessity — but when I set
out to tell the story, I had not yet recognized that a novel about
alchemy would also have to be a work of alchemy if it was to
carry conviction. Not surprisingly, therefore, I soon found myself
getting lost again and again, like the alchemists before me, inside
a bewildering labyrinth of images, as both the book and its author
underwent a sometimes gruelling, sometimes exhilarating process
of transformation. On many occasions during the three years
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before the work was complete, I wondered how such a story could
ever be of interest to anyone else, particularly in the materialistic
culture of the sceptical 1980s. So it came as both a relief and a
surprise when I emerged at the end of the final draft to discover
that many others, both as individuals and in groups, had also
been finding a meaningful imaginative relationship to alchemical
imagery during the course of that time.

The world has changed a great deal since those days, but the
deep archetypal conflicts with which the themes of this book are
concerned remain dangerously unresolved. We need only listen
to the news to be reminded how the peaceful life of the planet
is continuously violated by the failure to hold contrary forces in
creative tension, allowing them instead to split off into destructive
conflicts which spread the seeds of further conflicts to come. The
fissive power of nuclear weaponry, the shadow of which still hangs
over all of us, is the terrible emblem and final menace of such
failure, and far from being a merely philosophical issue of the sort
we might dispute to our hearts’ content, the alchemical problem of
the reconciliation of the opposites remains a matter on which all
our lives may finally depend.

Wolfgang Pauli, the Nobel Prize-winning physicist whose
dream-life furnished material for Jung’s Psychology and Alchemy,
declared in his lecture on ‘Science and Western Thought’ that he
considered “the ambition of overcoming opposites, including a
synthesis embracing both rational understanding and the mystical
experience of unity to be the mythos, spoken or unspoken, of our
present day and age” (quoted in Quantum Questions, edited by Ken
Wilber, Shambhala 1985). My hope is that, as well as finding and
entertaining new readers, this reissue of The Chymical Wedding
might encourage them towards an imaginative understanding of
the claims that such a myth makes on us, and to do what they can
for its wider realization in the world.

Meanwhile, T wish to express my heartfelt thanks to Alessandro
Gallenzi and Elisabetta Minervini, my editors at Alma Books, for
their faith in this book and their willingness to make it available
once again.

— Lindsay Clarke
The Bell House, 2010
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“Is not this, perhaps, the secret of every true and great

mystery, that it is simple? Does it not love secrecy for

that very reason? Proclaimed, it were but a word; kept

silent it is being. And a miracle too, in the sense that
being with all its paradoxes is miraculous.”

C. Kerenyi,

Introduction to a Science of Mythology

“Reality favours symmetries and slight anachronisms.”
Jorge Luis Borges,
The South






1
The Green Man

In that part of the world the sky is everywhere, and the entire
landscape seems to lie in abasement under its exacting light. It
gets into church towers and between the narrow reeds along the
river’s edge. It glances across undulant acres of barley and beet,
and takes what little the flints have to give. Everything there feels
exposed, so keeping secrets is hard. It’s not the easiest place in
which to hide.

Also, if you don’t have a car, it’s quite difficult to get about.
In fact, the journey to Munding was simpler a century ago.
These days the train takes you only as far as Norwich, then it’s
a leisurely bus ride through some of the roomier parts of the
county to the marketplace at Saxburgh, and there’s still a four-
mile walk along the lanes to Munding. Just outside the village
you cross the old branch line: its rails have been scrapped,
its sleepers disturbed and the small halt closed. So much for
Victorian progress!

I was in no hurry. Looking down from the bridge at the silent
gravel bed I reflected that the journey across England had been
quite long enough to make specific a sense of banishment. By
the time I reached the village my defection was complete.

It was a late spring afternoon in the early *80s. I was twenty-
seven then.

The name of the cottage was painted in white on a spruce-green
ground: The Pightle. There was something diminutive, almost
elfin, to the ring of it. The name matched the dumpy lime-
washed walls and poky interior. It matched my mood.

The Pightle was built of wattle and daub, timbered throughout
in oak, with a reed thatch cocking a snook at the world from
either gable end. It was set in a stand of beech and chestnut a
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quarter of a mile from its nearest neighbour. The small garden
at the front was already overgrown enough for a hen pheasant
to risk nesting under a clump of fern. At the rear the cottage
overlooked the water meadows on the wilder fringes of the
hamlet and you could see the round flint tower of Munding St
Mary’s glinting in the sunlight across the stream. The windows
were leaded and small; even at midday the rooms were shady,
almost dark. The Pightle felt perfect for my needs at a time when
I was no longer sure what my needs were.

Shortly after my arrival I was puzzled by a noise that grated the
air outside like the tearing of tin. Then I recognized it: someone
somewhere was feeding a lot of pigs.

There was a gale on that first night. It rolled out of a starry sky,
a crass wind racketing among the trees and, though there was
no rain, lightning floodlit the window glass behind the blind in
quick bright pangs. I counted the seconds till the thunderstroke.
Eight, nine miles away.

I lay awake for a long time thinking how strange it was that
the quiet lane should be so turbulent by night, and queerer still
that I should be lying on this brass bed, listening to the flux and
the way the timbers of the house creaked like a ship.

When I slept, I slept badly, dreaming myself ringed by a band
of crazy women, their eyes bright with malignant purpose. They
wanted to change me, refashion me to their taste through some
ordeal of humiliation. And when I woke again I was troubled by
the dream, and the gale still shuddered about the house, and I
lay there thinking how complicated it is to be a man.

“Go to Norfolk,” Clive Quantrill had said. “The cottage is there,
I shan’t need it this summer, and it could do with an airing. So
could you. You’re all fouled up with other people. Be on your
own for a time. Get clean.”

Clive was my publisher as well as my friend, and perhaps in
that order. His press had barely covered its costs on my first
collection, but he’d gambled on a second which did better. I’'d
done my best to make both slim, softback volumes intact and
chinkless — too guardedly so, according to at least one reviewer.
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And, yes, there were moments when one would rather be a kitten
and cry mew, but the responsibility remained to be as good a
poet as one could. Especially now that everything else was in
pieces. Clive’s offer was a moment’s grace. I took it.

After all, there were few constraints on my time. I had been
released from my job at the Polytechnic. My salary would be
paid through till the end of the summer, so money was not yet a
problem. Also I knew I could have the job back if I wanted it.

But once you’ve stepped out onto the wire it seems paltry to
think of the net below.

Clive had warned Bob Crossley that I'd be coming. He was a
retired psychiatric nurse, a widower, living on his own down the
lane. Like Clive he was a foreigner in the village, and kept an eye
on The Pightle for him. He had a blotchy nose, a balding head
and the newcomer’s enthusiasm for local history.

Pightle was a local word, he said, of unknown origin. “It means
a small enclosure. A sort of croft, or smallholding, I suppose.”
He told me how he’d looked up the tithe maps in the county
archive and found that The Pightle, like most of the land round
there except the Easterness Estate, had once belonged to King’s
College, Cambridge. “Maynard Keynes sold it all off when he
was bursar there, invested the proceeds in stock. Made a fortune
for the college out of properties that brought in a pittance.
Clever man... if you approve of capitalism?”

I said, “I gather you don’t.”

“Tory heartland, this,” he regretted. “They haven’t heard that
feudalism is over. I’'m a lone voice on the Parish Council.”

“Can’t let them have it all their own way.”

He smiled, encouraged, “If only...” then shrugged. “The
motto of this county is Do Different, but not many of us do.
Will you be about here long?”

“A couple of weeks. Maybe longer. ’'m not sure yet.”

“Not much social life in Munding. You might find it a bit
dull... without a car, I mean. Only one bus a week.”

“I'll be fine.”

“Mind you, the Feathers keeps country hours... no bobby
here, you see. And it’s a decent pint.” He sized me up again.
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“You can always drop in on me if you’re at a loose end. I can
do with some intelligent company...” Bob was that brand of
exiled Yorkshireman who, on meeting another, assumes instant
affinity, but my smile disappointed him: take no interest in me,
it said; pin no hopes.

There was, however, a tactful soul under his cardigan and
plaid shirt. “Well, if there’s anything you need,” he said as he
left, “you know where I am.”

From my bedroom window I could count the towers of four
churches. Only they and the scattered spinneys were vertical.
All else lay supine — acre after acre of barley and wheat, patched
here and there with the yellow dazzle of the mustard fields.
Outside The Pightle one was as exposed as the rat flattened to
the narrow road by a passing car.

Munding was what the locals call a “pig village”. When the
wind veered it smelled of cabbages and the sties. There was a little
shop which doubled as the Post Office crammed into a converted
front room of the house of its owner, Mrs Jex, a comfortably
proportioned woman who knew everyone’s business but mine.
There was a row of council houses tacked on to the end of the
street, their brick injuriously red against the cooler colours of
the landscape. Most had corrugated iron shacks at the back
in which chickens and rabbits were kept, and one had several
cars in bits and pieces parked across the front garden. Almost
all the older houses had been refurbished as commuter homes
and retirement cottages: pink-washed plaster, timbers exposed,
roofs rethatched. Unless you counted the church, there was no
other community centre but the pub. The primary school had
been axed and sold off for conversion, so there were no sounds
of children around. It was a quiet place except when the din of
aircraft out of the nearby base at Thrandeston shattered its sky.

Those first few days I slept late and walked a lot, and wherever
I walked I seemed to stand at the centre of a vast circumference
of space, as though the pace of my tread was matched by the
turning of the earth under my feet. The margins of the lanes
were laced with cow-parsley and you could smell wild garlic
in the hollows. There were larks and plovers over the fields,
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and the tall blue days seemed amazed by their own candour.
My introspection insulted them. I knew it, just as I knew that
Bob Crossley was injured by my dance-step distance from his
advances, but there was a thing on my mind that resisted such
exposure. It needed solitude. Cover.

I took to the little copses and the gloomy carrs, the places
where starlings thronged, where willow and alder brooded over
a flooded marl pit or hankered for the river’s edge. I had the
engrossed, purposive air of a man looking for something —which,
in a way, [ was; for among the many pieces into which my life
had fallen there was one that seemed to offer some rudimentary
promise of renewal. It was that [ was after.

I called it the Green Man.

Day after day the figure prowled my imagination. I could sense
him there, almost smell him, in his rough green fell; yet whenever
I came close he stole from shade to denser shade where the trees
packed deep. All I knew about him for sure was that he was a
woodland-dweller, so it was inevitable that the search should
take me at last through the forbidding perimeter of barbed wire
into the Great Wood to the north of the Easterness Estate.

There, noble beeches, three or four hundred years old, were
ranged almost equidistant at its heart. They were still spectral
in a smoky woodland mist, and not yet canopied in full summer
green. Boughs dripped in the silence. The beech mast crunched
beneath my feet. Pheasants whirred away at my approach, and
if the hares were crazy in the spring then I was crazier — Alex
Darken, escape artist of the moral universe, dropped like a
leveret on the run in the middle of the Norfolk deeps.

And it was not that I expected to encounter him out there —in
the flesh, so to speak, this clumsy, feral creature sired sometime
in the dark between the Fifth Day and the Sixth, and neither
man nor beast. But this, if ever, was the season of the Green
Man, and this almost medieval wood was Green Man country.
If T looked long and quietly enough he might one day shiver
into focus, print himself across the page, and I would know then
what kin he was to me, and whether he was likeliest to injure
me or aid.

Such, anyway, was the dream in which I lived those days.
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Then, one hot afternoon, I was no longer alone in the wood.
From somewhere down the galleries of beech the sound of
laughter echoed across the glade and stopped me short. The
laughter was brief, as though a joke had been cracked — almost,
it felt, at my expense, though I could see no one — then the air
was stealthy and green and very still once more, until a blackbird
chattered its indignant cry, and the laughter came again, female,
a little hectic, over where the ground fell away to bracken.

It puzzled and excited me; worried me too with its reminder
that I trespassed there. Covertly I stepped between the trees.

Pale and naked in an auburn glow of sunlight, a man and a
woman were clasped in each other’s limbs, tussling and rolling
in a hollow where the glade banked into mixed woodland.
Beyond them a dense drift of bluebells threw their flesh into
white relief.

They were laughing as they fought, the woman over the man
now, holding him spread-eagled by the wrists so that he was
hidden beneath the arch of her back. Her legs were astride him
as she tossed her head from side to side, teasing him with the
dangle of breasts above his face.

“All right. All right. I take it back,” the man laughed.

“Every word?”

“Every word.”

“Say ‘uncle’!”

“To a mere chit of a girl? Never.”

“Say ‘I’m an old fool and I don’t know which side my bread is
buttered, and T should count my stars that I'm lucky enough to
have such a hotshot intellectual as a partner’.”

“Consider it said.”

“Say it.”

“I can’t talk with my tongue in my cheek.”

“Say it.”

Then the man lurched up suddenly. The woman squealed,
stretched back upright on her heels, and said, “Dammit, Edward,
that hurt.”

She pulled herself to her feet and turned away, one hand to a
breast, rubbing the nipple. She was tall, sturdily built, the patch
of hair at her groin thick and barbarous among the smooth
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planes of her body. Her tan was un-English and complete, except
for the white flaw of an appendectomy scar. She tossed her hair
back across her shoulders, and stood biting on a knuckle as
though to distract herself from some other pain.

Hands cupped beneath his head, the man wriggled a little
in the sunlight, chuckling still. His body was scrawny, hollow-
chested, the belly rounded like a wineskin over the grizzled
cloud of his pubic hair. He must have been over sixty — some
forty years older than the girl, who walked away from him to
where her clothes were piled.

“You can be really hurtful, you know that?” The soft,
transatlantic accent to her tones was distinct now. As she slipped
an arm into the sleeve of a faded purple shirt, I saw the reddened
flesh where the old man must have closed his teeth. “Sometimes
I wonder about you. I really do.”

“If you will sin in the sunshine with a man quite old enough
to be your grandfather you should expect something other than
the simperings of pimpled youth.” The voice was measured and
resonant, picking its way deliberately among the consonants,
and he was smiling still, until he realized that the girl was
distanced from him, unamused. “Are you all right, my dear?”

“Pll live.”

“If you hadn’t jumped... It was only in sport, you see...” He
essayed a smile. “Not the true serpent’s tooth at all.” The face
was handsome still in a punished, ruinous way, the hair shiny,
iron-grey curling to white, its wildness made wilder by the
two bluebells threaded through his locks. He too was tanned,
but there were manifold wrinkles round his eyes and mouth,
and a salt-and-pepper moustache emphasized his moue as he
muttered, “And we are feeling contrite. Do look.” He pointed
down to the limp member slumped at his thigh. “Did you ever
see such a sorry-looking fellow?”

Despite herself the gitl smiled. “You’re impossible.”

“But amorous with it.” The old man stroked the ground
beside him. “Why don’t you come back? Let me tender you some
comfort.”

“No way.” Head averted, the girl resumed the buttoning of
her shirt.
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He shook his head regretfully. “You’re absolutely right: ’'m a
perverse old fool. I don’t know which side my bread is buttered
and... what was the rest?”

“Too late,” she declared, lightly aloof, “far too late.”

“But such a day... such a day,” he sighed. “Time has no
business here at all.”

It was true. The girl paused in her dressing. Eyes closed, she
seemed to draw in some of the sunlight with her breath. The
man lay still. The two figures might have been drowsily patient
under the eye of a French painter — soft impasto light, green
wood shadow and the dreaming mist of bluebells beyond. There
was nothing Anglo-Saxon here, not even a breeze to ripple
gooseflesh on their skin. Nor, while they were silent, was the
long moment of this century even. It felt closer, much closer, to
Theocritus — and I, squinting like the Cyclops from the shade.

Again the blackbird chattered its dismay. The girl opened her
eyes. “Are you asleep?”

“Adream.”

She bent to pick up the discarded denim shorts, then stopped,
straightened herself, and stood listening, as though sensing
they were watched. Her eyes — they were narrow, dark-lashed
— surveyed the trees.

I shrank into the shade of a beech, one hand against its smooth
bark for support. I could have sworn for a moment that our eyes
met, but the girl showed no sign of alarm. She pursed her lips
slightly, stretched her neck to tilt the chin, and then brushed
back a stray tress from her face. The toes of her right foot drew
a segment of a circle through beech mast and leaf mould.

“Do you feel anything?” she said quietly.

“Lust?” the old man suggested lazily. “A certain consuming
nostalgiaforyourbody. Remorseforasquanderedopportunity...”
He might have gone on but she frowned impatiently, shushed
him, listening to the air. After a moment she said, “I think she
used to come here.”

The old man sat upright, suddenly intent. “You can feel
her?”

Again the girl’s eyes scouted the glade. “I’m not sure. There’s
something.”
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“Close your eyes. Keep absolutely still. Let your other senses
work.”

The girl raised a hand to still his urgency. The air of the glade
was glassy and brittle. She stood at the centre of a silence,
radiating pure attention. The old man watched, mouth ajar, as
if an untimely word or gesture might break a spell.

“Yes, it’s there,” she said softly, “— an intense yearning...
hunger... it’s everywhere here.”

“The emotional hunger...”
described before?”

“No, it’s different.”

“How?” The demand was a quick, clipped breath.

Suddenly, startlingly, the girl’s voice and posture changed. “It’s
me,” she said, “I’m starving. Let’s go home.” She looked back
at the old man and burst into bright laughter at his outraged
scowl. “Got you.”

“God damn,” he growled, beating the ground with the flat of
his hand. “I told you never to fool about with that. Never, do
you hear?”

“Serves you right.”

“Pll serve you right.” As he pushed himself to his feet, she
giggled again, snatched up her shorts, slipped her feet into
sandals, then ran, fleetly, through the bluebell drift and up the
bank. From the cover of the beech I watched the old man lumber
after her, shouting, and saw the girl turn between two sycamores
to call, “Better not leave your clothes. I might double back and
pinch them and leave you to make your way back without.”

“Then I'd garland my nakedness like Lear,” the old man
bellowed, “and walk home via Saxburgh bidding copulation
thrive. But ’ll have you first.”

Long after they’d gone from sight, I could hear their squeals
and shouts, the crashing of their tracks through bracken. Part of
me wanted to laugh out loud, break cover, join the mad chase.
Instead, astonished by the brief spectacle, feeling cheated,
envious of the old goat, I turned away.

And there was movement behind me.

A quivering in green foliage. A disturbance of sunlight off the
leaves.

the man said, “the ache you
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Swiftly, I turned my head, certain for one hot moment that
I too was observed. The scent of bluebells was in my nostrils,
heady and raw. My own skin might have been glowing green as
nettles now. I shook my head, blinked — there was nothing but
the stir of light and leaf, and the flimsy swaying of a branch; but
[ was trembling a little.

After a long moment, though in a different direction from that
in which I could still hear the laughter of the girl, I too began
to run.

You get by, an hour at a time, mulling things over, nosing for
a future, not content, but managing; then the wires cross with
someone else’s world and suddenly you’re a shambles again.
Actuality is elsewhere. You’re dispossessed.

The encounter in the wood had been like a hot dream. For a
few minutes it took me outside myself, then it left me chafed
and restless, critical of my vacant days. And it turned chilly that
evening. Or was it merely in contrast to the heat of a day in
which a bare-arsed wood-nymph could frolic unflinching over
a paunchy Silenus with bluebells in his hair? Either way I was
cold, so I carted a basketful of logs from the shed and looked for
old newspaper to start a fire.

It seemed odd that Clive hadn’t mentioned such neighbours.
He’d suggested I look up Ralph Agnew at the Hall (“He has a
soft spot for verse”), and warmly recommended Bob Crossley.
“And while you’re there,” he’d added, “give my love to Gypsy
May,” — about whom no more, except that I was bound to come
across her.

From his smile I’d pictured a batty old Romany woman
thrusting clothes pegs at me and muttering darkly about
the future. It seemed an improbable name for the American
Amaryllis of the glade, though there had been a gypsy air about
her — sallow-skinned, nomadic at a guess and — if her joke on the
old man had travestied some serious business — psychic withal!

With an arsonist’s interest I put a match to the paper and
watched the kindling catch. Smoke wavered towards the cowl.

So what were they up to here?

And why, once more, was I relegated to the status of voyeur?
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Like most of my generation I’'d grown up with a dangerous
illusion: that once you were adult you were also, by a kind of
evolutionary osmosis, a reasonably coherent individual. A person,
no less. Only recently had events disclosed the shabby menagerie
beneath the skin — and some of its creatures were bedded down
in very dirty straw. In particular I distrusted the scrawny beast
which eked out the narrow consolations of the voyeur’s role. It
was contemptible. I could do without that shade of green.

I jumped up from the trance with smarting eyes.

The parlour was a cloud. The smoke had bent back on its
tracks to explore the room. There’d be soot dust everywhere.
I prised open a window — too small to make much difference
— made for the door, pulled it open, and saw Bob Crossley
standing at the step with a fist poised to knock. We stared at one
another in amazement as smoke swooped round us.

“Good God, are you on fire?”

“It’s the chimney, I think. I just lit a fire and this happened.”

“Let’s have a look.” Bob pushed past me into grey billows.

“Chimney’s blocked. You’ve probably got a starling’s nest up
there. Or it could be damp. There hasn’t been a fire in here for
ages... Christmas!” He came back to the doorway, fanning the
air. “Come on. Outside. It’s caught too far to pull it off yet.”

We stood in the garden and he grinned at me. “Damp,” he
decided. “I remember Clive had the pots netted. You shouldn’t
have any trouble once the flue dries out.”

“The thatch?”

“Hmmm.” He stepped back, craned up at the pot where a thin
feather of smoke wistfully aspired. “No, that’s all right. It’ll
clear soon.” He looked back my way. “The thing is, Clive just
rang. He’s ringing back in ten minutes... wants to talk to you.”

My confusion was compounded. One of the attractions of
The Pightle had been its phonelessness. It was Clive’s bolt-hole,
and I'd thought myself uncontactable there, but here was the
world at my shoulder again. It was like a bill dropping through
the door.

“Did he say what he wanted?”

Bob shook his head, and looked at his watch. “Better nip on
down to my place. I’ll keep an eye on this.”
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