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PREFACE

T���� ����� ���� now passed since the initial bout of research which formed the foundation for 
the �rst edition of this booklet. Last year, many mysteries created by that research were elucidated, 
and many new ones took shape. Such is the amazingly complex nature of the �geomythologies� that 
seem to weave themselves around the prehistory of Wharfedale, I was only been able to include 
the more pertinent aspects of my more recent investigations. A more comprehensive update would 
probably entail a total revision and re-structuring of the entire work, which is unfortunately be-
yond my resources at this point in time.

One of the most important new discoveries was the similarity of the �oral decorations on 
the Mavilly altar to the �owers of the plant Verbena o�cinalis (vervain�p. 13). In addition, Paul 
Bennett brought to my attention another Romano-Celtic altar stone, showing a �gure holding 
two snakes in the manner of Verbeia, also accompanied by �oral designs similar to those of the 
Mavilly goddess (p. 14). �is made the possible link between Verbeia and verbena�which I dis-
missed in the �rst edition as �possibly spurious��much more compelling. If this is the origin of 
Verbeia�s title, I do not think it invalidates the many other possibilities and speculations presented 
here. On the contrary, the plausibility of the other etymologies of �Verbeia� makes them even more 
intriguing, since they clearly demonstrate the way in which geomythical complexes such as that 
spawned by Verbeia can never really be reduced to a rational, cut-and-dried formula.

I hope you enjoy this booklet, and continue to enjoy the unfolding of prehistoric possibilities 
in Wharfedale.

Gyrus
London, Autumn 2000
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INTRODUCTION

T��� ������� ����� the fruits of an intensive period of research into the history of Ilkley and 
Wharfedale. Hopefully it will provide readers with a general introduction to the origins and pos-
sible nature of Verbeia, a curiously neglected Romano-Celtic divinity associated with Ilkley and 
the River Wharfe, as well as giving a feel for the richness and depth of human reverence for this 
beautiful and inspiring landscape. I have tried to incorporate a wide range of material, from local 
folk tales to the latest academic research. References to this goddess are numerous but scattered. 
No one before has attempted to collate all the possible origins of Verbeia, with a view to obtaining 
an overall perspective; I hope this work will serve as a tentative �rst attempt.

�ere are a great number of problems in trying to trace human history back into the distant 
past, and the problems are multiplied when it comes to �spiritual� or �religious� matters. Verbeia 
stands on the borderline between recorded history in Yorkshire, beginning with the Roman occu-
pation, and prehistoric, Celtic and Stone Age Yorkshire. Even writing about Roman times is laden 
with speculation; pre-Roman investigations are yet more subject to interpretation. I ask that none 
of this is taken as �truth�. While every e�ort has been made to ground this research in accepted 
historical and archaeological evidence, I have also attempted to piece various scraps of evidence 
together to try and form coherent ideas (or clues, at least) about the nature of pre-Christian 
paganism in Wharfedale. It�s highly unlikely that the �actual� history of paganism in the area, or 
indeed in any area, is anywhere near as coherent as many modern interpretations can suggest. So I 
will aim to present a range of possibilities instead of any singular theory. All the references are here 
for anyone who wishes to follow my path and look into these possibilities further.

I should also note that although I refer to Verbeia in my title as goddess of the Wharfedale, 
her association with the River Wharfe itself is not exclusive, or even totally certain (just very 
likely!). I have merely used this title to express my feeling that Verbeia, as one of the key relics of 
pagan religion in the Wharfedale area, is like a door into the wider and more complex history of 
the human sense of the �spirit� of the landscape here.

I will present a potted �prehistory� of the area for background purposes, followed by a series 
of enquiries about the di�erent possible aspects of Verbeia. Speculation increases ever more as this 
account progresses and we move further past the door, so bear with me and make your mind up 
for yourself!

�rough comparisons with various other traditions and mythologies, this booklet also be-
comes a look at some highly archetypal elements of nature-based spirituality. Broad comparisons 
may often enrich our understanding of regional myths, but we should always remember that we 
are talking about a very speci�c landscape, one that has to be seen, heard and felt as much as pos-
sible before it can even begin to be comprehended. My investigation has been inspired by simply 
exploring and absorbing the landscape itself as much as it has been by scholarly research. It is 
hoped that the reader will be encouraged, at the very least, to get outside and explore this region 
(or any local landscape that attracts you). I have given Ordnance Survey map references for most 
of the sites discussed in relation to our subject matter.� I urge anyone serious about getting more 

�.  All references are to Sheet 04/14 in the Path�nder Series of Great Britain.
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intimate with this region, or any other, to arm themselves with a good OS map, an invaluable tool 
indeed.

All past nature-based spirituality here was inspired by the local hills, stones, streams, rivers, 
plants and animals, and by the sky. We have altered the natural environment irrevocably now, often 
for the worse, but we can still appreciate and enjoy in our own ways what has been preserved. 
Maybe this will motivate us to respect it, and conserve it for the bene�t of future generations.

I would like to thank the sta� of the Manor House Museum in Ilkley, especially Gavin 
Edwards, for their co-operation, as well as the Local History Library in Leeds. �anks for help, 
inspiration and encouragement are also due to Grufty Jim, Jake Kirkwood, Andrea Arca, Paola 
Farina, Guiseppe Brunod, Julian Cope, Jan Fries, Monica Sjöö, Graeme Chappell, Andy Roberts, 
Bob Trubshaw, Lee Moonus, Joscelyn Godwin, Polly Harvey, Michael Stipe, and especially that 
scurrilous fount of hidden local wisdom, Paul Bennett.

Please note that dates in this booklet are designated by �CE� (Common Era) and �BCE� (Before Common 
Era), equivalent to the Christian tags �AD� and �BC�. Also, in sections dealing with etymology, an asterisk 
before a word (e.g. *uerb) indicates that the word is a hypothetical root that has not been recorded in 
known literature.

PREHISTORIC YORKSHIRE

T�� ����� ���
�� of human life in the Wharfedale area are from the Mesolithic, or Middle Stone 
Age period. After the glaciers of the last Ice Age retreated around 10,000 BCE, hunter-gatherers 
moved into these lands (which were as yet not separate from the continent). A camp site from 
this era was found on the banks of the Wharfe at Otley. Tiny Mesolithic �ints have been found 
across Rombald�s Moor, and evidence of settlement at Green Crag Slack (SE 131 459) dates back 
to about 7,000 BCE. Forests covered most of the moors and much of the lowlands then, but the 
clearing of wooded areas began, albeit slowly at �rst, in the Mesolithic. More advanced stone tools 
and agriculture (and hence more deforestation and a more settled lifestyle) were introduced during 
the Neolithic period, from around 5,000 BCE, but there isn�t much evidence left from this time 
around the Wharfe valley. �ere are some stone circles and burial cairns, which usually date to the 
late Neolithic or early Bronze Age.

�e climate in Britain during most of the Mesolithic and Neolithic was comparable to that 
in modern southern France. It began to rapidly deteriorate after about 1,800 BCE, getting colder 
and wetter, only beginning to recover after 500 BCE.

Rombald�s Moor and nearby areas are richly endowed with surviving prehistoric rock carv-
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ings (petroglyphs).2 �ey are commonly based around 
small cupped depressions carved into rock surfaces, fre-
quently with accompanying patterns of grooves and lines. 
Many cups are surrounded by one or more concentric 
circular grooves, and often these have a straight groove 
(or sometimes a ladder-like design) extending from the 
central cup across the circles (�g. 1). �e generic name 
for these glyphs is �cup-and-rings�, and they can be found 
across West and North Yorkshire, and also in Northum-
berland, Argyll, and western Ireland. Carved cup-like 
marks are common throughout the world. In Hawaii, for 
instance, there are vast rocks covered in cup marks and 
other symbols, including cup-and-rings. �e image of a 
carved cup (or painted dot) surrounded by one or more 
concentric circles is a near-universal �primitive� motif, 
found in the art of indigenous peoples across North and 
South America, Africa and Australia.

On Rombald�s Moor, the rocks bearing these carv-
ings are signi�cantly clustered along the northern edge, 
overlooking the Wharfe valley, though there are also large groups of them on the south side of 
the moor, at Rivock Edge near Keighley and on Baildon Moor. Many more are dotted about the 
higher hills, as well as on the moors to the north of Ilkley. Although most have been documented, 
carvings are still being discovered in the region.

�ese petroglyphs are usually dated to the Bronze Age (2,000-500 BCE), because of their 
proximity to or inclusion in Bronze Age burial sites in many regions (though not here), or to the 
Neolithic (5,000-2,000 BCE), because of their connection to the megalithic passage grave art in 
Ireland from that period. �ey could possibly date back even further, though. Across the globe to-
day, such abstract art is most frequently associated with the shamanic practices of hunter-gatherer 
tribes, so there is no reason to suppose that Yorkshire�s Mesolithic hunter-gatherers were somehow 
not �advanced� enough to carve cup-and-rings. It should also be remembered that even if they 
date to the Neolithic, when more settled lifestyles arose, they may still have been carved by more 
mobile peoples. Changes in settlement patterns are not sudden and total; they are often gradual, 
with di�erent styles of living intermingling over periods of time.

However, in themselves the glyphs are usually impossible to date because they are found on 
rocks that are exposed to the elements, eroding most dateable matter. Also, there is a wide variation 
in stylistic elements, even just on Rombald�s Moor; from simple clusters of cup-marks, to varied 
interlocking patterns of cup-and-rings, to numerous complicated and idiosyncratic designs, such 

2.  Some of the most interesting carvings can be found at the Badger Stone (SE 1108 4605), the Piper�s Crag Stone 
(SE 0849 4709) and Hangingstone Quarry (SE 1281 4675). Ladder designs are found on the Barmishaw Stone 
(SE 1119 4642) and the Panorama Stone (repositioned in a small enclosure below St. Margaret�s Church in Queen�s 
Road, Ilkley, SE 1147 4728). And of course there is the Swastika Stone (SE 0956 4695). But these are just the most 
famous, or my favourites. Explore for yourself!

Figure 1. A rubbing of carvings on the 
Panorama Stone, St. Margaret�s Church, Ilkley
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as the maze of interlaced grooved pat-
terns on the Hangingstone Quarry 
rock (SE 1281 4675), and the �nely 
executed and coherent design on the 
Swastika Stone (SE 0956 4695, �g. 
2), unique to the British Isles. All this 
could argue for an evolution of rock 
art styles covering a long period of 
time.

By the Bronze Age the British 
Isles had separated from the conti-
nent, and metallurgic technologies 
had made their way with migrating 
tribes from there to Yorkshire. �e 
low walled enclosures that can now 
be seen at Green Crag Slack date from this time, about 1,000 to 500 BCE.

Following quickly on the heels of the �rst wave of metal-working invaders came the iron-
wielding Celts, who �rst arrived on the east coast of Yorkshire from France in 500-450 BCE, close 
to the start of the British Iron Age. �e Celts were a loose a�liation of tribes (�Celtic� only really 
refers to a common pool of languages), who often warred among themselves. �e main groups 
which settled around Yorkshire were the Parisi, who occupied the East Riding, and the Brigantes, 
a vast network of tribes extending from the West Riding of Yorkshire up to Cumbria. �e Brig-
antes took their name from the goddess they united under, Brigantia (�High One� or �Queen�), and 
the nucleus of their kingdom was the West Riding.�

�ree hundred years of Roman activity around Ilkley, and thus the entry of the area into 
written history, began with the �rst Imperial invasion of northern Britain in the winter of 79-80 
CE. �e earlier Roman occupation of southern Britain didn�t initially expand further north because 
the Brigantes were Roman allies under their queen Cartimandua (whose chief citadel was at 
Almondbury near Hudders�eld). But Cartimandua�s consort Venutius quarrelled with her, and 
began to lead a strong anti-Roman faction of the Brigantes against her. �e queen was carted 
o� to safety by the Romans, who, under Julius Agricola, decided to subdue the hostile Brigantes. 
�ey invaded the Pennines and established a series of roads and forts, including the fort at what is 
now Ilkley, which was situated where we now �nd the All Saints� Parish Church of Ilkley and the 
Manor House Museum. �ere were occasional Brigantian uprisings during the Roman occupa-
tion, but there is little evidence of active warfare. Roman military forces began to withdraw from 
Britain around 410 CE.

�.  Ross 1967, p. 452

Figure 2. The Swastika Stone, Ilkley Moor, facing north
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THE ALTAR STONES

A� ��� ��
� of the All Saints� Parish church in Ilkley, 
hidden behind the impressive Anglo-Saxon cross, are 
two altar stones, probably from the Roman fort that 
once covered about three times the area of the present 
church grounds. �ey were found built into the north-
west corner of the church, having been recut for use by 
the builders. �ankfully today�s church proprietors are 
a bit more hospitable to these pagan relics.

�e stone on the right shows a pitcher and a 
patera, a type of �at dish with a handle which Romans 
used in sacri�cial rituals. It is thought that they were 
used for making o�erings to altars, like pouring barley 
on a sacred �re. �e altar on the right (�g. 3) shows a 
female �gure wearing a long pleated robe, with what 
looks like a shaped head dress. She also holds two long 
wavy objects, described by the plaque next to the altar 
as torches. �is interpretation is perhaps understand-
able in light of the patera�s function, but they make 
much more iconographic sense when seen as snakes�if only because torches are rarely serpentine! 
Again, it is probably because of the patera�s connection with barley that the plaque interprets the 
�gure as the earth and barley goddess Demeter. But Demeter was a Greek deity, and we must look 
closer to home for her identity.

THE WATER GODDESS

�erbeia and the �harfe
S�� �� �
��������� identi�ed by scholars as Verbeia. �is title comes from another altar stone, 
inscribed in Latin with these words:

To Verbeia.
Sacred.
Clodius
Fronto.

Ded.
Prefect of the Cohort,

Second Lingones.

Figure 3. Roman altar stone, Ilkley



�

�is stone was found by the historian Camden 
at the time of Elizabeth I, and was then being used 
to support some stairs in a house. It was removed 
to Middleton Lodge, north of the Wharfe from 
Ilkley, which is possibly close to the area where it 
was originally discovered by William Middleton.� 
�e inscription became illegible due to exposure, but 
Middleton made a copy of it, and a copy can now be 
seen in the Manor House Museum.

Camden traced the name Verbeia to Old Eng-
lish guer or gurav, or the Saxon guerf, all of which 
mean �rapid� or �rough�, leading him to associate her 
with the Wharfe. He had slipped and nearly come 
a cropper in the river, and guessed that the Roman 
Prefect Clodius Fronto had done the same, and 
inscribed an altar stone in relieved gratitude to this 
sometimes dangerous as well as beautiful river.

�is aspect of these waters is re�ected in 
legends surrounding a perilous place further up the 
Wharfe near Bolton Abbey, called the Strid (�g. 4), 
where the river narrows down to a foaming torrent. It is said that sometimes the goddess of the 
river appears here as a white horse and claims a victim in her waters.� Bogg mentions a �demon 
steed or water kelpie�� that is sometimes to be seen in the evening, foretelling disaster. A water 
kelpie, tales of which are found all along the Wharfe, �generally presented itself to the belated 
traveller in the shape of an old shaggy-haired pony near to some well-known crossing place on 
the bank of a river. But woe to the traveller who, to escape the discomfort of getting a wetting, 
unsuspiciously mounted the supposed steed! It instantly sprang with a wild shriek of laughter into 
the deepest whirlpool, without giving its human victim any chance of dismounting.��

Also, near Kereby further down the Wharfe from Ilkley, there is a tradition recorded last 
century that a witch named Jinny Pullen lived there about two hundred years ago. �She was seldom 
to be seen by day, but her windows were illuminated far into the night. She must indeed have been 
a person possessed of some secret power, for we are told she usually crossed the Wharfe in a sieve, 
or, as the local gossips say, in a cinder riddle, and the higher and stormier the river, the better she 
could sail in her strange craft.�� Folklore also relates tales of strange female water elementals that 
haunt stagnant pools by rivers, waiting to drag in children who come too close to the edge. �ese 
are known now as �nursery bogies�, invented beings created to keep children out of danger. �e 
Yorkshire version is called Grindylow; in Lancashire, especially along the River Ribble, which 

�.  Collyer & Turner, p. 26
�.  Clarke & Roberts, p. 90
�.  Bogg, Higher Wharfedale, p. 189
�.  Bogg, Lower Wharfedale, p.348
�.  ibid, p. 346

Figure 4. The Strid gorge, upper Wharfedale
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�ows southwest from the hills near where the Wharfe begins and �ows southeast, there is Jenny 
Greenteeth, �who is supposed to seize children in her long, green fangs and drag them down 
into stagnant pools at the river�s edge.�� Such folk myths commonly surround British rivers, and 
although they should mostly be considered as �nursery bogies�, they may also be echoes, somewhat 
demonized echoes at that, of ancient aquatic cults�especially in areas where other evidence of 
such cults abound, such as in Wharfedale.

In France, Celtic cults have left legends in their wake in a way that re�ects some of the Brit-
ish folklore surrounding �goddess� rivers like the Wharfe and Ribble. Olwen Brogan writes: ��e 
matres [Celtic mother goddesses] and other goddesses outlived o�cial paganism and took refuge 
in the countryside as fairies and other creatures in folk-lore. �e Latin faita (fates) have become 
fadas in Provence, fades in Gascony, fayettes elsewhere, and are sometimes seen in the moonlight, 
washing the garments they have woven; they live in springs and sacred trees, and sometimes they 
have serpent�s tails.�10 In Valcamonica, northern Italy, where there is much rock art similar to 
Ilkley�s, the region called Naquane is thought to take its name from the �Aquane��semi-divine 
female beings, often with animalistic attributes, who live in caves, lakes and springs.11 �ey are 
sometimes fearful, sometimes protective. As in Ilkley, ancient water cults were superseded by late 
pagan and then Roman water/mother goddesses.

	 Most antiquarians after Camden accepted Verbeia as goddess of the Wharfe. �e �rst 
recorded references to the river are in a letter by Simeon of Durham, where it is called �Hwerver� 
and �Hwerf �.12 Middle English hwerfen means �turn� or �change�, so these names obviously echo the 
winding of the river; also, hwerfen was spelt by Ormin in 12th century Lincolnshire as wharfen. If 
we want to try and trace �Verbeia� back to Latin, we �nd that vertere also means �to turn�. From this 
word our language gets �vertebrae�, meaning �something to turn on�, describing the pivotal structure 
of the spine. �ere is also �vertex�, meaning �the highest point�, especially the spiral of hair on the 
crown of the head. Latin vertex means �that which turns�, and can mean �top, summit, pole, whirl; 
whirlpool, eddy�. Properly it refers to the turning point, especially the night sky�s central pivot, the 
Pole Star.

	 �e Anglo-Saxon wer-bære means �a weir where �sh are caught�. But the Anglo-Saxons 
invaded well after the Romans left, so although it has appropriately �turning�, watery connotations, 
this word couldn�t have in�uenced the altar inscription. It is worth noting, though, that Wetherby, 
a town located further down the Wharfe from Ilkley, is thought to have inherited its name from 
Anglo-Saxon roots which referred to the town�s position on a bend in the river.13 �is was one of 
the �rst conjectures about the origin of �Wetherby�. An early Victorian writer said that the town 
was named by the Saxons Wederbi, which, he said, �signi�es to turn�. More recent researchers have 
suggested that this place-name is derived from the Scandinavian vedr, or Old English weder, 
both meaning �sheep��implying that Wetherby was formerly a sheep farm. �ere seems to be no 
evidence for this, though, and the town�s name�which has been variously recorded as Wargebi, 

�.  Biggs, p. 242
10.  Brogan, p. 191
11.  Fossati, �Water, Weapons and Birds in the Iron Age Rock Art of Valcamonica�
12.  Collyer & Turner, p. 26
13.  See Robert Unwin�s work on Wetherby for sources of the following information.
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Werebi, Wederby and Wedderby�most likely derived from �turning� words like the British root uerb 
(�wind, turn�) and/or the Anglo-Saxon wer (�a fence of stakes or twigs set in a stream for taking 
�sh�). �e Wharfe has been an important �shing river through the ages, and le Heckes (signifying 
the same �shing device as wer) is in the earliest existing list of family names in the Wetherby 
township. �Given its location on a bend, and if it is accepted that it was a mansiones (or posting sta-
tion) during the Roman period, it is not inconceivable that the original place-name of Wetherby 
may have had within it the elements uerb or Verbeiae.�14

	 To try and clarify precisely how all this British, Roman and Anglo-Saxon etymology �ts 
together historically around Verbeia would be a veritable nightmare, so all I will do here is give 
you the evidence. �e jigsaw puzzle may be pieced together someday by more capable historians, 
but, given the complexity of the situation, this seems unlikely. It is enough for me to allow my 
imagination to appreciate the poetic truth of this etymological matrix.15

	 (An important point to make here is that although most writers accept �Olicana� as the 
name of the Roman fort in Ilkley, the most authoritative study on the subject��e Place-Names of 
Roman Britain by A.L.F. Rivet & Colin Smith�disagrees. �ey believe that Ptolemy�s reference 
to �Olicana� actually refers to the fort at Elslack.16 �ey further assert that the goddess altar we are 
studying here, the Roman fort where it was situated, and the river which �owed past it, all shared 
the same common name: Verbeia. Further, they trace the origins of this title to �a British base 
*Uerb- ’to turn, twist’, cognate with that found in Anglo-Saxon weorpan ’to throw’, Latin verbena, 
etc.� �is reference, together with their mention of �Gaulish names such as Verban(n)os�,17 will 
become more signi�cant later on.)

	 Although the river�s name and the goddess� name seem to be closely connected, historians 
Collyer and Turner argued against Camden�s simple equation of �Verbeia� and �Wharfe�, and as-
sociated �Verbeia� with the Goidelic guerif, �to heal�. �ey noted that Camden�s last editor recorded 
an Ilkley tradition that the female �gure holding snakes is Verbeia, and �was antiently [sic] placed 
on her altar�.18 �e two snakes could correspond to the two streams that once ran past either side 
of the Roman fort from the moors into the river (snakes are associated with water, especially 
�owing water, in countless mythologies). From this, and the guerif derivation, Collyer and Turner 
deduced that Verbeia was originally associated with the healing springs on the moor, and is �the 
�rst precious hint of the Ilkley Wells.�19 �e present White Wells, a short walk up the side of the 
moor from Ilkley town (SE 1182 4678), became famous in Victorian times for the therapeutic 
qualities of its waters. It is indeed in the area where the two streams that once �owed past the fort 
originate, and one of these water courses seems to be remembered in the name of the road that has 
replaced its former path�Brook Street, which goes down past the All Saints� church to the bridge 

14.  Unwin, p. 8
15.  Julian Cope, in his megalithic odyssey �e Modern Antiquarian, proposes the term �etymosophy� for etymological 
investigations that fully appreciate the mercurial, mutable nature of language in ancient history, prior to widespread 
�literacy� and desacralisation of everyday life. �e reader is referred to this work for more wide-ranging and specula-
tive material on the ver root.
16.  Rivet & Smith, p. 431
17.  ibid, p. 493
18.  Collyer & Turner, p. 26
19.  ibid, p. 27
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over the Wharfe.20 (See also Appendix 1)
An anonymous Wharfedale resident, in correspondence with David Clarke and Andy Rob-

erts, remembers being taken to the stone by her mother and being told that she was the goddess 
of the Wharfe, so this association is very strong locally (see Appendix 2). However, she also says 
something very important which should be borne in mind when trying to �nail down� archaic 
pagan associations: �People talk glibly today about speci�c god and goddesses connected to rivers 
and water, but we never really had such distinctions or limitations. �e river and its sources were 
expressions of the one power and that was that.�21 She recalls being taught to respect and revere 
the life-giving (and sometimes life-taking) river, and says that her family is part of a long local 
tradition involved in simple May Day celebrations held at the source of the Wharfe. On May eve 
they light a bon�re, gather o�erings (mostly of �owers), make their way up to the source at Cam 
Fell, and give thanks to the waters as they wait until dawn and welcome the return of spring.

�erbeia and �aul
A

� R���, �
 expert on the Celtic world who has done more than most to recognise the signi�-
cance of Verbeia, says that �springs, wells and rivers are of �rst and enduring importance as a focal 
point of Celtic cult practice and ritual.�22 Rivers are frequently associated in Celtic lore with divine 
mother goddesses. In Ireland, the River Boyne is said to owe its origin to the goddess Boand, who, 
like Sinann the originator of the River Shannon, de�ed the magical powers of a well, which rose 
in anger against the goddess and rushed towards the sea, forming a river. �e Irish triple goddess 
Brigid is closely associated with the healing powers of her holy wells, and is equated by Ross with 
Brigantia, goddess of the Brigantes: �It may be that in the goddesses Brigid and Brigantia we 
have a divine concept stemming from a common source...�.23 Ross notes that the River Braint in 
Anglesey and the Brent in Middlesex probably derive their names from Brigantia.

An important area for evidence of Celtic aquatic cults is Gaul (now France). �e River 
Marne here takes its name from the Gaulish goddess Matrona, �Divine Mother�, and the Seine 
derives from the goddess of its sacred source, Sequana. Over 140 cultic carvings were found in the 
marshes at the source of the Seine, including a representation of the goddess, and many carved 
human heads. It is thought that the Celts (like the Greeks) saw the head as the source of life-force 
in the body, and the head�s association with water sources persists in our expression describing 
the origin of a stream or river as its �head�. �e Celts frequently cast o�erings to water spirits and 
deities into rivers, wells and lakes, and sometimes these o�erings included actual human heads.

It seems to be highly signi�cant that the Roman troops stationed in Ilkley who carved the 

20.  Jake Kirkwood, editor of local earth mysteries magazine Earthed, has suggested that the snakes may relate to 
the Wharfe and the Aire, which �ow past Rombald�s Moor to the north and south respectively. Apparently when 
the two dales are mist-�lled, the view from the top of the moor reveals them clearly winding past on either side. 
�is seems less likely than the correspondence to the two streams �owing past the Roman fort, but adds to the mass 
of poetic associations between Verbeia and this awe-inspiring moor. It could also be relevant that Miranda Green, 
in her essay ��e Gods and the Supernatural�, says that triple-headed deities were particularly prevalent among the 
Lingones in Celtic Gaul. �e woman and the two snakes makes three heads, even if two are animal heads.
21.  Clarke & Roberts, p. 88. Also see Appendix 2.
22.  Ross 1967, p. 46
23.  ibid, p. 456
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altar stones were only Roman in political allegiance. �e 
Second cohort were actually Celts of the Lingones tribe, 
recruited from the region of the upper Marne in Gaul. 
Verbeia is usually referred to as a �Romano-Celtic� or 
�Romano-British� deity, but she may have had very little 
to do with the strictly Roman world. As Edmund Bogg 
writes: �In the nationality of the Lingones we have an in-
teresting circumstance. As inhabitants of the champagne 
district of France, they themselves were Celts, and would 
doubtless return the sympathy of the British tribesmen.�24 
As mentioned before, although there was a strong anti-
Roman faction of Brigantes, led by Venutius, there were 
only sporadic uprisings against the �Romans� stationed at 
Olicana. It may well have been that the Gaulish Lingones 
were more friendly with the local Celts than their posi-
tion as Roman troops required. Verbeia�s nature re�ects 
many of the ways in which the Wharfedale Brigantes probably revered their environment, and she 
could represent a fusion of existing Brigantian and imported Gaulish (and super�cially Roman) 
in�uences.

�ere is in fact evidence that she owes her origins predominantly to Gaul. Ross compares 
the altar stone in Ilkley to a relief on the side of an altar stone found in Mavilly, France (about 30 
or so miles from the source of the Seine). It depicts a goddess with a pleated robe, a torch (?) in 
one hand and two serpents in the other, surrounded by rising vegetation (�g. 5). She is described 
by Ross as a �mother-healing type of goddess�,25 and given that Mavilly is in the area where the 
Lingones were recruited from, she may be the most direct suggestion of Verbeia�s origins we 
have.

�ere is another, quite intriguing Gaulish connection to Verbeia. We 
have already seen how Rivet & Smith relate the title �Verbeia� to Latin ver-
bena, and to Gaulish names. According to Roman historian Pliny the Elder, 
in his Natural History, the plant verbena (also known as vervain) was very 
popular among the magi of ancient Gaul, and was used by them in medicinal 
concoctions, salves, and for divinatory purposes.26 �e name �Verbena� was 
�the classical Roman name for �altar-plants� in general, and for this species in 
particular. �e druids included it in their lustral water, and magicians and sor-
cerors used it largely.�27 Perhaps the design depicted to the left of the Mavilly 
goddess is a stylized representation of verbena bloom (�g. 6). �is plant is 
notable for its medicinal properties, and is recommended for melancholia or 
for those convalescing from an illness�values which tally admirably with 

24.  Bogg, p. 134
25.  Ross 1967, p. 430
26.  Information supplied by Jan Fries, personal correspondence.
27.  Grieve, p. 831

Figure 5. The Mavilly goddess

Figure 6. Verbena 
o�cinalis
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the healing/springtime aspects of the Mavilly goddess and 
Verbeia.

Further, there is another bas-relief found in Cirences-
ter, Gloucestershire (�g. 7), which bears a striking similarity 
to Verbeia. Anne Ross argues that this altar stone depicts 
a stag-god, possibly related to the Gaulish Cernunnos, 
with ram-horned serpents forming his legs�supposedly 
depicting the traditional �squatting� posture of Cernunnos. 
Ross speculates that the two objects either side of the head 
may be purses �lled with coins (viewed from above), or 
�cornucopeia� �lled with grapes.28 I �nd these ideas hard to 
believe, especially when the designs are exactly the same as 
the potential �verbena �ower� on the Mavilly stone. I would 
add that the �gure seems to be of indeterminate sex, rather than de�nitely male. �e probable 
derivation of Verbeia from the Mavilly goddess, her possible association with verbena, strength-
ened by the �oral design on the Mavilly stone, together with this �gure associated with the same 
design, also holding two snakes, all add up to an inconclusive but fascinating constellation of 
circumstances, that has yet to be resolved into a clear picture.

�tones and �ater
T����	���� �� ������
� into Verbeia�s origins, I have been intrigued by her connections to 
the spiritual history of the neighbouring moors. �is may suggest a Celtic continuation of much 
more ancient regional pagan beliefs, though it is most likely simple testament to the power and 
universality of spiritual ideas rooted in elements of nature.

We have already seen Verbeia�s possible association with the healing waters �owing from 
the moors. She also seems to be �poetically� connected, through a dense associative network of 
mythic/folkloric themes, with the petroglyphs on the moors.

�e Swastika Stone carving is almost identical to the so-called 
�Camunian Roses� (see �g. 8) in Valcamonica, a valley in northern Italy 
that is particularly rich in Bronze and Iron Age rock art. �ere are 
over 80 di�erent carvings here related to this basic design, with many 
variations. Italian archaeologists are perplexed by this link, and are 
currently looking into the possibility of prehistoric cultural exchanges 
between Italy and Yorkshire. Regarding water associations, Angelo 
Fossati�s thesis (kindly sent to me by Paola Farina at the University 
of Milan) makes it clear that in Valcamonica the engravings are often linked with aquatic themes. 
We have already noted that on the Naquane hill (one of the most important sites for rock art in 
the region), there are a lot of water sources, and that the name of the hill is connected with the 
�Aquane�, mythological fairies of rivers and lakes. �ere is also the �Valzel de Undine� in Borno, 

28.  Ross, p. 139

Figure 7. Altar carving from Cirencester, 
Gloucestershire

Figure 8. An example of a 
�Camunian Rose� carving in 
Val Camonica, Italy
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where there are engraved rocks. �is name means �Valley (or Stream) of the Ondine�, and the 
Ondine are aquatic nymphs similar to the Aquane.  In another nearby region there are the �Clap des 
Aquanes� (�rocks of the Aquane�), �which bear engraved footprints (most likely cup marks) which 
are related to the legend of the Aquane.�29 Folklore surrounding cup-and-ring marks in the British 
Isles (and on the continent30) suggests that water collecting in the cups used to be valued as a cure 
for all manner of ailments, particularly eye diseases.31 Since British cup-and-rings are often placed 
to overlook a river valley or the sea, their connection with water seems likely. We shall look further 
into Verbeia�s connections with the moors as we go on.

THE SpRINg, SNAKE & FIRE GODDESS

T�� ��	�

�
	 �� the sun�s return after the dark, cold winter months was hugely important for 
rural pagan communities. �e �rst festal celebration of this happy process is Imbolc, usually dated 
as 1st February. It is unlikely that ancient pagans adhered strictly to a calendar date for their 
celebrations, though. Spring doesn�t pay such heed to human time measurements!

Imbolc traditionally began with the time when sheep and other animals began to lactate, 
and was associated in Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of Man with Brigid (or Bride), an association 
that has survived into living memory. It is Laa�l Breeshy (�Bridget�s Feast Day�) in Man, and Wive�s 
Feast Day in northern England. On Bride�s Day in Scotland, Bride in the form of a serpent was 
believed to emerge from the hills. Marija Gimbutas says that �one of the most curious customs of 
Bride�s Day was the pounding of the serpent e�gy�,32 and records an occasion when �an elderly 
woman put a piece of peat into a stocking and pounded it with �re-tongs while intoning: �is is 
the day of Bride, �e queen will come from the mound, I will not touch the queen, Nor will the queen 
touch me.� �is legend may be rooted in the upsurge of spring waters from the hills as snow melts 
and rains fall in spring. Serpents in many myths and folk-tales are seen as being related to �re and 
water, seemingly connecting the �ery heat of the sun with the waters that result from the melting 
of winter snow and ice. �e snake�s �re associations can be seen clearly, for example, in the ancient 
Basque language, where the root su, ��re�, forms the words suga or suge, �serpent�.33 Brigid presides 
over �re, and was appropriated by Christianity in Ireland through her transformation into St. 
Bridget, whose nine nuns in County Kildare kept her sacred �ame burning until the Reforma-
tion.

�e role of animals in pagan mythology often stems from archaic peoples� close observation 
of the creatures that inhabited their environment. It seems obvious that the snake�s association 
with spring, renewal and rebirth comes from the fact that snakes regularly shed their skins, reveal-
ing a new skin beneath. An even closer connection to springtime in this respect is given by the 

29.  Fossati
30.  See Gimbutas, p. 61
31.  Bennett 1998
32.  Gimbutas, p. 135
33.  ibid, p. 136


