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INTRODUCTION

English Mythology
Field Guide

nglish folklore is a patchwork of ballads,
E chapbooks, local legends, nursery tales, romances

and seasonal customs, gathered and reshaped over
many centuries. In this guide, we stay with widely
published versions: Jack climbing to the giant's house,
Arthur in chronicle and romance, Robin in the
greenwood, Black Shuck on the lane, and the Lambton
Worm coiled around the hill. Where stories differ from

county to county or book to book, we say so plainly.

The second thread of this guide is a simple practice of
looking: noticing how a tor, cliff, hill, churchyard yew,
estuary or cloud-bank can call a story-figure to mind. That
is an artistic exercise, not history and notscience. No hill
was made to be a giant, and no coastline proves a dragon.
Still, looking this way can help the tales stick: a beanstalk in
an ash tree's rise, a worm in a looping river, a hunter in

oak-shadow at dusk.

Jack climbs the sky-road




CONTEXT

Where these stories
come from

here is no single English mythological canon. What
survives comes from several streams: medieval
chronicles and romances for Arthur and Gawain;
outlaw ballads for Robin Hood; local legend
collections for figures such as Black Shuck, Herne, Jenny
Greenteeth and the Lambton Worm; chapbooks and printed

fairy-tale collections for stories such as Jack and the Beanstalk

and Tom Thumb; and antiquarian recording of customs, beliefs

and place-lore. Many tales were written down long after they
had circulated orally, and often by clerics, antiquaries, editors
and folklorists with their own tastes and theories. That means
versions vary, dates are often uncertain, and a famous printed
form may not be the oldest one. For example, Jack and the
Beanstalk is best known from nineteenth-century print, while
Arthur's story changes greatly between Geoffrey of
Monmouth, later French and English romances, and modern
retellings. This guide uses those widely published forms and

notes major divergences where they matter.

PRINCIPAL SOURCES

Principal sources for this guide are Steve Roud, The Penguin Guide
to the Superstitions of Britain and Ireland; Jennifer Westwood and
Jacqueline Simpson, The Lore of the Land: A Guide to England's
Legends, from Spring-heeled Jack to the Witches of Warboys;
Jacqueline Simpson and Steve Roud, The Oxford Dictionary of
English Folklore; Joseph Jacobs, English Fairy Tales; Robert Hunt,
Popular Romances of the West of England; or, The Drolls,
Traditions, and Superstitions of Old Cornwall; Ronald Hutton, The
Stations of the Sun: A History of the Ritual Year in Britain; and
John Clark, The Green Children of Woolpit.

Stories cling to lanes, coasts, bills, and stones.

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Read each entry in two layers. First comes the
story as commonly published in English
folklore books, ballad summaries or literary

retellings. Then come "look for in the land”

cues: shapes in ridges, stones, river-bends,

trees, shorelines and weather that may recall
the figure. Those cues are imaginative aids
only. They are not evidence for a tale's age,

origin or truth.







THE FEATURE

Jack and the Beansralk

poor boy, magic beans, skyward stalk, giant’s house, stolen treasures, quick escape

n the best-known printed tale, Jack swaps the family cow for magic beans, and by morning a

great beanstalk reaches the sky. He climbs to a giant’s house, where he steals treasures such as

gold, a hen thatlays golden eggs, and a self-playing harp. When the giant pursues him down the
stalk, Jack chops it through. Printed versions differ over whether Jack is simply reckless and lucky or

recovering wealth his father had lost to the giant.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A steep chalk scarp under piled cloud can suggest a stalk rising from fields into another world.

King Arthur

legendary king, Camelot conrt, Excalibur sword, round table, battles, Avalon

return hope

Arthur is presented in later English and Welsh tradition as a great
British king who gathers famous knights, wins victories, and rules
from a splendid court often called Camelot. Many versions include
the sword Excalibur, the counsel of Merlin, and Arthur’s passing to
Avalon after his last battle. Stories differ greatly by period: some stress
conquest, some chivalry, some tragedy, and many later tellings repeat

the hope that he will return in Britain’s need.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A billfort above misty low ground can suggest a waiting court, with one

Arthur waits beneath the hill.

high ridge as a sleeping king.

THE TWO BEST FIRST TARGETS

Start with Jack and the Beanstalk and the Lambton Worm. Jack is easy to recognise in the vertical drama of a steep
lane, ash tree, church tower or crag rising into cloud: up, up, and something waiting above. The Lambton Worm works
just as well on the ground, in a looping river, embankment or road curving tightly around a hill, where the coiling shape

is instantly legible.
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I - SECTIONI1

World-Making and Hidden
Britain

England’s folklore often hides old names and night-processions inside familiar
places: white cliffs, oak woods, tidal rocks, and stone circles on high ground. What
follows are widely published versions of five well-known legends, with brief notes
where local or written forms differ. The “look for” cues are imaginative ways to

notice story-shapes in the land.

Above: England’s oldest stories gather in sky, cliff, and stone.



ENGLISH LANDS -

Albion

ancient name for Britain, white cliffs, island identity,
legendary antiquity, occasional giant ancestor

In later legend and learned tradition, Albion is an old name for
Britain, often linked with the country’s bright southern chalk
cliffs. Some medieval writers also tell of a giant called Albion,
usually as an early inhabitant or ruler, but these accounts difter
and are not a single settled folk tale. The name itself became a

poetic way of speaking about Britain.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND
White sea-cliffs in slant light, lifting bright from grey

water like the rim of a named island.

The Hunt crosses the storm-dark beath.

The Wild Hunt

ghostly riders, winter nights, hunting dogs, rushing wind, sky-
procession, county-by-county leaders
The Wild Hunt is a night ride of spectral hunters heard or seen

racing through the dark, sometimes overhead and sometimes

across heath, woodland, or lane. The leader changes from place

- WORLD-MAKING AND HIDDEN BRITAIN

to place: in different English traditions it may be a devilish
huntsman, a doomed noble, or another local figure. People
often took the noise of wind and hounds as its warning.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND
A winter coud-bank over moorland, with ragged edges

like riders, hounds, and horns in motion.

Herne the Hunter
horned ghostly bunter, Windsor Great Park, oak tree, night

ride, Shakespearean fame, local haunting

Herne the Hunter is especially linked with Windsor Great Park,
where he is said to appear at night with antlers or horns,
sometimes rattling chains, sometimes leading a hunt. The most
famous early written mention is in Shakespeare’s Merry Wives of
Windsor. Later local tradition built on that image, so details vary

between literary and oral tellings.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

An old oak at dusk, its twisting boughs and forked limbs
suggesting antlers above a shadowed path.

St Michael's Mount

tidal island, Cornish giant legend, causeway, chapel height,

sea-girt stronghold, saintly association

St Michael’s Mount carries more than one story-strand. In
Christian legend, St Michael is said to have appeared there; in
local folklore, the Mount was also the home of a giant who
troubled the surrounding country. In published versions of the
giant tale, a local youth outwits or kills the giant, though the
teller and details differ, and the hero is not consistently named in
the listed folklore sources.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A tidal island rising from the bay, cut off by water so it

. >
seems ézgmm‘wmt at sea.



ENGLISH LANDS - - WORLD-MAKING AND HIDDEN BRITAIN

The Rollright Stones hold a kingly silence.

The Rollright Stones

stone circle legend, king and soldiers, witch’s prophecy,
petrifaction, broken promise, Oxfordshire landmark

At the Rollright Stones in Oxfordshire, folklore says a king was
promised England if he could see a certain village after taking
seven strides. A witch thwarted him, and when the promise
failed he, his men, and in some versions nearby companions were
turned to stone. The exact speaking formula and which stones

are which vary in retellings.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A stone circle on open bigh ground, with one outlying stone

easy to imagine as watcher or witch.



b -,é\ﬁ.m” mdt\%
£, - ¥ .?( .?‘"

1“’ IL‘

Giants, Fairies, and

Household Beings

This cluster gathers some of England’s best-known wonder tales and some of its
most local spirits: a beanstalk climbing into the clouds, a thumb-sized trickster
child, a restless night-rover, and a helpful hearth-being who may leave ata slight. It
ends with Woolpit’s puzzling green children, preserved in medieval writing butstill

argued over today.

Above: Household corners and field edges hold fairy tales.




ENGLISH LANDS - Il -

Tom Thumb

thumb-sized boy, comic survivor, wandering child, court

favourite, trickster bero, danger and escape

Tom Thumb is a tiny boy, no bigger than his father’s thumb,
born to poor country folk. In different versions he is swallowed
by a cow, a giant, or a fish, carried off by thieves, shown at court,
or sent on absurd errands, and repeatedly escapes. Early
chapbooks and literary retellings vary greatly, but the constant

pleasure is his wit and survival in a world built for larger people.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A mouse path through long grass beside a huge ploughed
freld fits Tom’s scale perfectly.

Puck turns mischief into a country lane.

Puck
Robin Goodfellow

mischievous household spirit, night traveller, shape-shifter,
misleading guide, playful bhelper, fearsome teaser

Puck, often called Robin Goodfellow, appears in ballads,
folklore, and literature as a busy spirit abroad at night. He may

help with chores, laugh at human muddles, lead travellers astray

GIANTS, FAIRIES, AND HOUSEHOLD BEINGS

with flickering light, or pinch and frighten the untidy and lazy.
Shakespeare made one famous version, but popular tradition
keeps him less courtly: sometimes useful, sometimes a nuisance,

and rarely still.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A fork in a woodland track at dusk, with roots like

footsteps, suits a spirit who misleads travellers.

Brownie

small household being, night worker, shy belper, bearth spirit,
easily offended, gift-averse servant

A Brownie is usually described as a small unseen or half-seen
being who comes by night to finish chores: threshing, tidying,
churning, or setting a house in order. In return it expects
goodwill and perhaps simple food left out, but not wages. Many
stories warn that if insulted, spied on, or given clothing or
payment in the wrong spirit, the Brownie takes offence and
leaves for good.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A warm bearth corner, a swept flagstone floor, and a bowl

left by the ashes suit Brownie country.

The Green Children of Woolpit

green-skinned children, Suffolk marvel, speech unknown,

harvest-time discovery, lost homeland, disputed meaning

According to medieval accounts, two children with green skin
were found near the pits at Woolpit in Suffolk. They spoke an
unknown language and at first would eat only beans. The boy
soon died, while the girl gradually lost her green colour, learned
English, and later told of coming from a dim land of Saint
Martin. The main written versions disagree on some details, and
later writers have read the story in many ways: marvel, migration

tale, or moral exemplum.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

Deep field hollows beside a village edge, half bidden by

grass, make a plausible place for a puzzling arrival.



111 - SECTIONS3

Kings, Outlaws, and
Wonder Tales

England’s wonder tales and popular heroes sitin layers: medieval romance,
broadside ballad, village storytelling, and later retellings for children. The best-
known versions are often not the earliest ones, and details shift a great deal. What
holds steady is a taste for testing: kingship tested, justice tested, courtesy tested,

and quick wits tested under pressure.

Above: England's heroes move between hall and forest.



ENGLISH LANDS - IIl - KINGS, OUTLAWS, AND WONDER TALES

Robin watches the greenwood paths.

Robin Hood

outlaw archer, greenwood band, trickster justice, ballad hero,

ambushes, disguises, reversals of power

Robin Hood appears first in late medieval ballads as a bold
outlaw living by skill, nerve, and clever reversals against richer or
more powerful men. Early texts do not always include the full
later company, and Maid Marian and Friar Tuck become central
through later plays, songs, and retellings rather than in every
early version. Sherwood and Barnsdale are both linked with him

in different traditions.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

An oak wood beside a trackway can suggest a hidden
band, with clearings where a horn might suddenly

answer.

Bevis of Hampton

romance champion, Hampshire hero, exile, giant-slayer,
dragon-fighter, wrongful inberitance, long wandering

adventures

Bevis of Hampton is the hero of a widely circulated Middle
English romance, later retold in many forms. Betrayed in youth
and driven from home, he endures exile, battles enemies, kills

giants and dragons, wins a princess, and struggles to regain his
rights. Versions vary in detail because the story travelled through
manuscripts, print, and popular abridgements, but treachery,

endurance, and spectacular feats remain at its core.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A chalk down above a port town can suggest a home-lost

prince scanning sea routes for danger and return.

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

Arthurian knight, bebeading challenge, winter journey, conrtesy

test, temptation trial, green adversary

In the fourteenth-century Middle English poem, a towering
green knight rides into Arthur’s hall and proposes a beheading
exchange. Gawain accepts, then must seek the knight a year later
and face further tests of honesty, courage, and courtesy during a
winter journey. The poem survives in a single manuscript, and its
power lies less in changing folk variants than in its careful pattern
of challenge, temptation, and moral self-scrutiny.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A mossy stﬂndz'ng stone on a winter }"ldgé’ an mggeftéz

challenger waiting where roads thin into cold weather.

Tom Tit Tot

spinning tale, dangerous bargain, hidden name, Suffolk dialect,

boastful mother, clever escape

Collected in Suffolk and printed by Joseph Jacobs, this tale tells
of a girl forced to spin an impossible amount of flax after her
mother boasts foolishly. A small uncanny being does the work in
exchange for a bargain: unless she can guess his name, she is lost.
By chance she learns it and saves herself. It is often discussed as a
tale of the hidden-name motif, shaped here by East Anglian
speech and humour.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A low cottage by marsh fields can suggest lamplight, a
whirring wheel, and a bargain made too quickly.
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IV . SECTIONA4

Dragons, Worms, Waters,
and Wayside Fears

England’s wayside dangers often arrive in very local shapes: a hill-coiling worm, a
black dog on a lane, a weed-dark water lurker, a dragon on a crag. Some are
warning tales, some are comic, and some survive in several printed versions. What
tollows gives the forms most widely published in folklore books and notes a few

places where tellings differ.

Above: Worms, hounds, and water-fears haunt the margins.



ENGLISH LANDS - IV .

The Lambton Worm

North-East worm legend, monstrous serpent, hill-coiling body,

family curse, careful stratagem, local river and hall

In the best-known version, John Lambton catches a strange
worm and throws it into a well. It grows into a huge creature
that coils round a hill and ravages the country. After years away,
he returns and, following a wise woman’s advice, covers his
armour with spikes and kills it as it attacks. Many tellings add that

he then breaks an oath and brings a curse on his family line.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A steep hill above a looping river, as if something long
had wrapped itself around the slope.

The Laidly Worm of Spindleston
Heugh

Northumbrian worm tale, cursed princess, stepmother’s spell,

sea-crag lair, brother’s return, release by blessing or kiss

A princess is transformed by her stepmother’s curse into a laidly
worm, usually imagined as a dragon-like serpent haunting
Spindleston Heugh. Her brother Childe Wynd comes home to
save her. In widely printed versions, the spell is broken when he
embraces or kisses her; some say he must do so three times, and
some add words of blessing. The stepmother then receives the

curse instead.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A dark crag above the sea, with ledges and folds like a

huge creature crouched against the wind.

DRAGONS, WORMS, WATERS,

AND WAYSIDE FEARS

Black Shuck appears by the storm coast.

Black Shuck

East Anglian spectral black dog, blazing eyes, lonely roads,

churchyards, storm coasts, death-token in some accounts

Black Shuck is a great black dog reported across East Anglia,
especially on lanes, by church porches, and along stormy shores.
In some stories it is an omen of death or disaster; in others it
startles travellers and vanishes without harm. Folklore collections
note many local variations, including different sizes, eye colours,

and degrees of danger.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A hollow lane between bedges, or a church path in sea-

mist, where a dark shape seems to pace abead.

Jenny Greenteeth

waterside bogey, pond and canal danger, trailing weed, child-
warning figure, dragging hands, green-scummed margins
Jenny Greenteeth belongs to English waterside cautionary lore,

especially around ponds, canals, and slow rivers. She is imagined
lurking under duckweed or among trailing plants, ready to scize



ENGLISH LANDS - IV .

children who come too close. Published sources present her
mainly as a bogey used to warn against dangerous water, with

local names and details varying from place to place.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND
A still pond filmed with duckweed, where roots and stems

make fingers in the green-black water.

The Dragon of Wantley

Yorkshire comic dragon, ballad tradition, burlesque heroics,

practical armour, local satire, monster on a hill

This Yorkshire dragon is best known from a comic ballad and

later burlesque treatment rather than a solemn legend. The beast

of Wantley terrorises the district until Moore of Moore Hall

DRAGONS, WORMS, WATERS,

AND WAYSIDE FEARS

defeats it using cleverly fortified armour, especially around the
vulnerable parts of his body, and a dose of blunt local
practicality. The tone is mocking and exuberant, and versions

differ in detail because of the ballad’s retellings.

LOOK FOR IN THE LAND

A broken edge of moor or quarry-like bill, rough enough to

picture a bulky creature among thorns and stone.
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Imagery and “Look forin the land” cues are artistic interpretation, not bistorical or scientific claims.

A NOTE ON RESPECT

A note on names, versions and respect: English folklore is not governed by a single
authority, and many stories exist in several local, literary and printed forms. This
guide uses familiar English titles because they are the names most readers will meet in
the sources, while noting variation where it is well attested. It does not treat artistic
landscape-reading as evidence, and it avoids presenting any one retelling as the final or
oﬁcial version. This guide is an outsider's introduction. For depth and correction,
consult the tradition’s own voices: local historians, folklorists, storytellers, archives,

museums, regional publications and the communities who still tell and use these stories.

The plates in this issue are interpretive illustrations, not historical artefacts.
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