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Fairies are possibly the most enduring folk creatures of all time. They feature prominently in pop culture through fan-favorite characters like Tinkerbell and Puck. But the concept of typically small, supernatural beings stretches not just across time but also across place. The world over, cultures have converged on this idea that there are unseeable forces at play that can (and do) affect our lives.


Whether it’s the Alux, a Mayan nature spirit with the power to call upon rain; or the Brazilian caipora, who dwell in forests and protect animals from hunters; or Ashinaga and Tenaga, symbiotic goblins from Japanese folklore, it’s clear that fairies (a term interpreted broadly in this book to include non-Western fae concepts) are prevalent everywhere. The similarities across cultures and time periods are remarkable: The fae beings rounded up in this book are often miniature or small in stature, have the ability to shape-shift, and share an affinity with the natural world; these are just a few of the resemblances you may notice throughout the entries. But there are notable differences, too, especially in the ways that these fairies regard humans. Some enjoy being helpful, offering humans gifts in the form of wisdom or gold or abundant crops. Others are neutral, preferring to live peacefully among one another. Others have a naughty streak and will act according to their own whims, regardless of how their actions affect people.


The breadth and range of creatures collected here proves something essential about us: As people, we are always seeking an explanation for the things we can’t control—or the things we can’t understand or see. For all those big and small mysteries in life, fairies fill in the gaps. The next time you lose a sock in the dryer or find a twenty-dollar bill between the couch cushions or score tickets to a Beyoncé concert, maybe it was just random dumb luck. Or maybe it was a fairy.
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ABATWA


NOT TO BE confused with the real-life, short-statured African tribe known as the Batwa, the mythological Abatwa is the collective name of a group of tiny and elusive hunters in the Zulu territories, home to the largest ethnic group in South Africa. Most of what was recorded initially about the Abatwa from English texts was from the ethnographic records in Henry Callaway’s 1868 monograph Nursery Tales, Traditions, and Histories of the Zulus. According to this text, the Abatwa are nomadic and prefer privacy. They prey on large animals, which they kill with poisoned arrows. They waste nothing, leaving no leftovers after consuming their kill. The Abatwa utilize ants to search for hunting grounds and stand on the ant’s back, forming a line from head to toe. If they don’t find food, they are known to eat the very ants they ride on.
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It was said that when they encountered the Abatwa, the Zulu had to be careful not to mention the Abatwa’s size because the Abatwa were sensitive to being called small. Even better was if a person regarded an Umutwa (the term for a single Abatwa) as being large. For example, a Zulu hunter who met an Umutwa could say, “Yesterday I saw you by that great lake, but I did not greet you because I was very scared by your great size. So I ran away.”


The myth of the Abatwa, as recorded, is the product of European anthropologists who heard about these little people and simply assumed them to be fairies—or equivalent to other tribes, like the pygmies. The story of the Abatwa is complex due to the Zulu term Batwa, used to describe their neighboring tribe.


ACHACHILA


A LARGE GROUP of Indigenous South American people called the Aymara live on the Altiplano plateau, which covers areas that extend from Peru and Bolivia to Argentina and Chile. The Aymara believe in protective spirits called the Achachila, who are said to reside in the mountains and on the plateau. These spirits are tied to specific mountains, such as the Nevado Illimani, Illampu, and Huayna Potosí. Celebrations are held in honor of these spirits through various rituals, like the one in Puerto Acosta, a town near Lake Titicaca, in honor of the Auki Auki, who represents an Achachila in human form.


AGUANE


THE AGUANE ARE female fairies who live in the hills, rivers, and streams of the mountains of northern Italy, the Austrian Alps, and Slovenia. They are beautiful, possess luxurious hair, and can have the hooves of a goat or a horse. An Aguane can also shape-shift to change its form and appearance.


The Aguane are friendly, but humans are advised to ask permission to set foot in their territory because they are known to eat trespassers, especially humans who stir up the mud at the bottom of the riverbeds where they live. However, they are very fond of children and often give them piggyback rides across the river.


AITVARAS


IN SOME BALTIC cultures, when people experience unexpected good fortune, they may hear the phrase “Perhaps you were gifted by an Aitvaras.” That phrase originates from Aitvaras, a flying deity and house spirit from Lithuanian folklore. They are considered shape-shifting beings who take on different forms depending on their environment, be it black cats or roosters when indoors, or dragons and serpents with fiery tails when outside. Aitvaras are traditionally associated with immense power and can punish people through actions such as destroying crops with forest fires. They can, however, also aid the oppressed, bringing good luck in the form of grain and money that they take from the wicked. There are many stories in folktales about how to domesticate Aitvaras, some of which include leaving them eggs, milk, honey, and other tasty foods. The name of these beings appeared in the first printed Lithuanian book, Katekizmo Paprasti Žodžiai (The Simple Words of Catechism) by Martynas Mažvydas. After the advent of Christianity, Aitvaras became mostly associated with theft and evil deeds; however, as the phrase that opens this entry suggests, an association with good fortune persists for these mythical creatures.


ALP-LUACHRA


THE MYTH OF the Alp-luachra is perhaps an evolution from a misapprehension of newts, those semiaquatic salamanders that alternate life between land and sea. In Celtic mythology, the Alp-luachra were known by an Irish expression that means “joint eaters.” They were considered invisible fairies who essentially fed on the human body, entering the body cavity by climbing in through the mouth of those who fell asleep by a stream. From there, they would feast on the essence of the food inside the host, sucking the life force while they continued to grow healthily, increasing in size until they were able to reproduce. This left the human host to suffer, becoming emaciated and always hungry. The lack of evidence for the existence of the Alp-luachra in the body was credited to their ability to avoid detection, even from doctors. There were also stories that suggested an Alp-luachra could be lured out of the body through the smell of extremely savory food. Another purported remedy was eating salty food, then lying by a stream with one’s mouth open so that the fairy could jump out on its own.
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ALUX


THE MAYAN LEGEND of the Alux, a mischievous little person, has been passed on through the centuries in Mexico. Aluxes are believed to live in the Yucatán Peninsula, birthplace of the Mayan civilization. They are typically invisible but have been known to show themselves when they intend to be malicious or playful. They move quickly and have been said to possess the bodies of animals like iguanas, deer, macaws, or coatis. In some parts of the Yucatán Peninsula, they appear in more frightening forms, including dark shadows or shapes with glowing red eyes.


Aluxes are known for their pranks and can be easily pleased but also angered. They often accost travelers in the jungle to ask for an offering. If the traveler refuses their request, they call other Aluxes and cause chaos for the rest of the traveler’s journey. It is advised that humans avoid calling upon Aluxes, as they do not take kindly to being summoned. That’s when they take on their most frightening forms.


Apart from jungle pranks, Aluxes were also viewed by Mayan farmers as temporary sources of luck and protection. To invite good tidings, farmers built small homes, or shrines, for the Aluxes to reside in. Farmers believed Aluxes had the power to bring good luck for seven years, ensuring abundant crops, rainfall, and protection of the farm. But when the seven years ended, Aluxes were known to cause mischief again, and farmers would sometimes seal the small house they had built to prevent the Alux from escaping.


ALVEN


IN MIDDLE DUTCH, before the romanticization of elves as tiny winged nature spirits, there existed the monstrous conception of elves in the form of an Alf, a seductive and deceptive being, known for the capacity to manipulate vision. Out of this myth came the Alven, a community of nature spirits that originate from Nordic or Germanic mythology. Some Alven are described as tall, others as tiny, and often they are portrayed in white garments. They burrow in the hillside for shelter and use objects like sieves and eggshells as vehicles for transportation. They create illusions to prank humans and often use their attractiveness to tempt them into misfortune and even insanity. They are also believed to cause nightmares. Some are even considered lewd, seducing humans and swapping their offspring for human babies. The Middle Dutch word alfsgedrocht, which means “visual deception,” is a product of the Alven myth.


ANHANGÁ


IN BRAZILIAN FOLKLORE, two versions of the myth of the Anhangá (which means “ancient soul”) exist. To some native groups, they were viewed as protectors of plants and animals. They were known for not killing or eating animals and for attacking humans who hunted them excessively. The Tupinambá, a collective term for various Indigenous South American groups, held this version of the myth and believed that an Anhangá could take many different forms, including a white deer with fiery eyes. This myth of the Anhangá was used to explain animals that got away from hunters inexplicably, and it was purported that the appearance of the Anhangá was preceded by a whistling sound.


In the second version of the myth of the Anhangá, they were seen as evil shape-shifting beings who were a threat to the dead and the living. In this myth, they were sometimes servants of Jurupari, the god of evil. The contradiction of these myths was either due to the difference between the beliefs of various communities or mistranslations of Angas, a term that could mean “souls,” leading to the term vengeful souls, which could have been mistaken for Anhangás, meaning “nature spirits.”
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ANJANA


ANJANAS ARE SMALL, female fairies from Spanish lore, specifically from the mythologies of Cantabria, an area in northern Spain. They are one of the best-known fairies from the region and serve as mythological foils to the Ojáncanu, which are giant cyclops-like monsters in Cantabrian mythology. In most versions of their myths, Anjanas are beautiful and stand about a half-foot tall, with white skin and soothing voices. In some traditions, they are beings sent by god to do good. They can be seen walking through forests, talking to flowing waters, helping injured animals, healing damaged trees, and helping lost travelers find their way. When called for help, they usually check the summoner’s intentions to ensure they are kind before offering their aid. They are said to come out during the spring equinox, scattering roses and dancing while holding hands. Their name, Anjana, evolved from the word jana, which was an old word for witches in the Middle Ages.
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