Hamadryads in Greek Mythology
Dryads, or tree nymphs, appeared in several Greek legends. They
remained popular in later art and literature as beautiful and mysterious
nature spirits.
In Greek writing there were several types of dryads. The spirits of
fruit trees, for example, were Meliades and could be found in orchards
as well as in the forest.
The most unique and enigmatic tree spirits were the hamadryads.
Unlike other nymphs, they were so closely tied to nature that the death
of a single tree could end their lives as well.
While many of the nature deities of Greek mythology likely have
ties to more ancient religious traditions, the hamadryads represent a
view of the natural world that might have been one of the oldest beliefs
in Europe.
The Hamadryads and Their Trees
The dryads were tree nymphs in ancient Greek mythology. Like
other nymphs, they were feminine spirits of nature.
They were said to be exceptionally shy, with many only ever
revealing themselves to Artemis. It was therefore impossible for a
human to know whether a dryad was nearby or not.
Many types of dryads moved through the forest and could hide if
needed. These tree nymphs were spirits of the forest in general or of a
specific type of tree within it.
Some, however, were tied to an individual tree. These were the
hamadryads.
The two terms were often used interchangeably in Greek writing,
but specific beliefs existed regarding the Hamadryads.
They were most often linked to oak or poplar trees. And, unlike
other nymphs, their lives were tied to the fate of a specific tree.
As minor deities, the dryads were all long-lived. The hamadryads
were unique as one of the few types of divine beings who could be easily
and routinely killed by the actions of mortals.

Because they were connected to a specific tree rather than a
forest or type of tree, if their tree was destroyed they would be as well.
Cutting down or otherwise killing a tree would end the life of the
hamadryad that lived within it.
Because the hamadryads were so vulnerable, the gods were
protective of the trees in which they lived. Humans who cut down or
damaged one of these trees could be met with harsh punishments for
killing a dryad, even accidentally.
To prevent this, Greek loggers typically offered sacrifices to the
tree nymphs before and after they worked. By giving propitiations, or
offerings to the dead, they hoped to pacify the gods and the spirits of
any dryads they may have harmed.
Still, Greek people knew to take care when working in the forest.
In addition to the dangers posed by the physical world around them,
they were also aware of the danger of harming one of the nymphs that
had the protection of the gods.
When care was taken for these nymphs, however, men could be
rewarded.
Although they were tied to specific trees, and were believed by
some to be the tree itself, many hamadryads became mothers. One, for
example, fell in love with a woodsman who saved her tree from being
destroyed in a flood.
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