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P People have a special relationship with trees and wood. Our 
distant ancestors climbed trees, lived in trees, hid in trees, and 
built huts in trees. They used wood to make fire, built huts from 
branches 

and chewed on barkcloth to fight headaches. In modern life, the relationship 
with trees is less striking. But in each of us there is still a memory of our distant 
ancestors and their dependence on trees.

In the corona period of 2020 and 2021, I went for a walk, just like everyone 
else. But it got busy in the woods, especially in the woods half an hour's drive 
from Utrecht. I don't really remember how and why, but instead of looking for 
a suitable forest, I started looking for a suitable tree. On the site of the Tree 
Foundation I looked for a "monumental tree" and I went there. To view the 
tree and wander around the neighborhood. Sometimes in the floodplains, 
sometimes near a castle and sometimes just in a residential area. I soon noticed 
that old trees are in special places. Places that have been left alone for 
centuries. Near castles, churches, in old parks or on village squares. They mark 
boundaries, point the way or stand as a welcome at the gate of cemeteries or 
museum gardens.

Old trees look different from "normal" trees. Old trees seem to have faces and 
tentacles, like drawn trees in old fairytales. They have gnarled bulges. They 
sometimes have a trunk that appears twisted, like a screw. They are hollow, 
split open, thicker at the top than at the bottom. They don't have many 
branches, but the branches they have are thick as tree-
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‘Anyone who has learned to 
listen to trees does not want 
to be anything other than 

what they are. 
That is being home.

That is being happy.’

- Hermann Hesse, 1877-1962 -
(Writer)

tribes. There are roots that no longer look like roots, and holes and hollows so 
large that you can hide in them. The ancient Irish had a special word for it. A 
bile, they called an old and magical tree. The older trees get, the more they 
start to look like a creature, like something with eyes, arms and a nose. 
Something inspired. The shapes of an old tree are whimsical and unexpected, 
not invented by any human being, but at the same time familiar.

It is remarkable that looking at old trees changed my view. I got more 
attention for the trees I have cycled past hundreds of times. The Juliana Park 
in Utrecht - which I regularly walk through - has changed from a beautiful 
park into a collection of fantastic trees. I saw grooves, hollows and bumps, 
mosses growing on the trunks. I stopped at trees, walked around them and 
touched them. I even hugged a tree once, but while doing so I grabbed a 
broken branch with a sharp point with my right hand.

These trees also gave me more of an eye for the many ways in which you can 
grow old. Young and healthy is beautiful, but old and weathered is even more 
beautiful. The most beautiful trees are not the lucky trees that stand next to a 
ditch, they are the crooked specimens that fought against drought. Trees with 
branches that look like roots and roots that look like branches. Trees that have 
been left alone because they were not suitable for anything.
This book is an ode to old trees and the feeling they give to people. And what 
changes in you when you look up old trees.

Gerard Janssen
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Tree of 
life

THE FACT THAT TREES BOTH GROW INTO DEPTH
AS UP, AND ALWAYS CONTINUE TO INVENTING AGAIN, 

PEOPLE HAS ALWAYS INSPIRED. TREES SYMBOL FOR LIFE 
THAT NEEDS BOTH DARKNESS AND LIGHT.

– Chapter 1  –
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C
arl Jung thought that people 
have a collective unconscious, 
a storehouse of images that 
sometimes appear in dreams.

It was a throwback from the distant past. 
Thus, fear of the dark or of spiders 
would be echoes of our human and 
animal experiences for parents. If Jung's 
intuition is correct, then the image of an 
old gnarled tree is certainly part of this 
collective unconscious. An image that is 
already there before you start watching.

Ever since the ancient Egyptians, people 
have tried to capture reality in tree 
structures, with elements that are closer 
or further from the sun or "the one". Far 
from the sun: the elements; fire, earth, 
water and air, then the plants followed, 
then the animals, the people, and finally 
the angels closest to God. The intellect 
can move upwards towards the divine. 
Or descend to the earthly.

THE TREE OF 
EVOLUTION
Also in Christian mysticism,
The Jewish Kabala and Sufi Sme, the tree 
returns in different guises as the tree of 
love, the tree of life, the tree of 
knowledge. In the

Enlightenment was added to this, the 
tree of philosophy, of Descartes. The 
roots were metaphysics, the trunk 
physics and the branches all other 
subjects. Even more famous is Darwin's 
tree of evolution. Darwin's tree of 
evolution - or tree of life - helped him 
understand his theory of evolution. The 
last universal common ancestor (LUCA), 
or the last common ancestor of all living 
things, is the basis. LUCA is the trunk, 
the source, from which branches grow 
again and again. Each branch is an 
animal type. The branch again branches 
into smaller branches. These splits 
represent subspecies. When the species 
die out, the branches die. Some branches 
extend to the top - these are the living 
species. The tree thus shows how every 
species that ever lived is connected with 
all other species, right down to the 
origin.

LOOK AT OURSELVES
The words "roots", "trunk" and 
"branches" are inseparable from our way 
of thinking. Everything is rooted in 
something, and everything has 
ramifications. When we see a tree, we 
look at ourselves and our way of 
thinking, at something anchored deep 
within us.
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THE RED BOOK
And so we come back to Jung.
In the period between 1913 and 1917, 
Carl Jung had many wild dreams and 
visions. He described them in his Liber 
Novus. Later he added illustrations. He 
collected a combination of the 
illustrations and some of the texts in his 
Red Book, which was in his room, and 
was only allowed to be viewed by people 
whom Jung trusted. After his death, the 
original book disappeared in a safe in 
Switzerland. It wasn't until 2009 
published.

TREE OF LIFE
The book contains a third-party depiction 
of the Tree of Life by Jung disputed, with 
roots that reach into the underworld and 
branches that merge with the sky in the 
form of a mandala. A living yin-yang 
symbol that transcends the concepts of 
beautiful, ugly, good and bad. An acorn 
already contains the entire building plan 
of an oak: part wants to go down, to 
darkness, and part wants to go up, to the 
light. The final result has to do with 
accidental circumstances and bad luck or 
luck. But it is not the case that the most 
beautiful oak is the oak that stands on the 
most fertile soil.

‘Not a tree, it is said, 
grows to heaven 
unless its roots 
reach to hell’

- Carl Jung, 1875-1961 -
(Psychiatrist) 
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Trees in 
religions

IN ALMOST ALL RELIGIONS, TREES ARE IMPORTANT. 
IN CREATION STORIES, AS A SOURCE OF LIFE. OR AS 

A RESIDENCE FOR GODS.

– Chapter 2  –
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Trees in religions



Trees are important in many 
religions. Many temples and 
churches are built next to an 
old tree. Trees are in places 

where gods are invoked, or places where 
Mary appeared.

CHRISTIANITY
There are two trees in the Genesis story: 
the tree of life and the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil. According 
to the Judeo-Christian creation account, 
mankind's history begins with the tree of 
good and evil in the Garden of Eden. 
Because Adam and Eve ate the fruit of 
this tree, they became human beings. 
More trees played a role in the history of 
the Christians. Like the one in the 
Qadisha Valley in the mountains of 
Lebanon, which is all overgrown with 
cedars. In the 5th century, many 
persecuted Christians fled to this "sacred 
valley." Even after the 5th century, the 
valley continued to be a refuge for 
persecuted Christians. For centuries, 
Christians protected the forest with "the 
cedars of God." Until the First World 
War the old trees were felled by the 
English to build a railway.

KABBALAH
A tree of life also occurs in Kabbalah, the 
mystical tradition of Judaism. The 
kabbalah tries to guide people through life 
with all kinds of life lessons in the field of 
health, relationships and work. The 
Kabbalistic Tree of Life is a representation 
of life and the universe. He shows man 
with his talents, strengths and weaknesses. 
You will be shaped into who you are 
today through aptitude, upbringing and 
culture.

CELTS
The Celts, who originally came from 
Central Europe and later moved to the 
British Isles via France, had a real tree 
culture. They revered different tree 
species including oak, beech and alder. 
The Celts thought that the first man was 
made of alder wood. The elderberry was 
the tree of the fairies. The word druid (a 
type of priest) may be a combination of 
the Celtic word duir (oak) and the Indo-
European word wid (the knower of trees).
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Old oak
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