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What are faeries?


By their very nature, they are inexplicable. They are the ethereal embodiment of the mystical impossible that exists in our world.


Stories featuring magic are called fairytales, and they are told and retold again and again as their themes and forms echo around the world. Fairytales and folklore are the way we make sense of the maddening unpredictability of the human experience.


Throughout the annals of history and across all the cultures of the world, whenever we have encountered something we cannot explain—positive or negative—we have given it a persona. Sometimes these fairies can be helpful and kindly, like the brownies of Britain, the menehune of Hawai‘i, and the domovoi of Russia. But just as often, they are seen as a threat, as we characterize a natural phenomenon into an often capricious and frequently frightening creature. The wind becomes a sylph, trees house dryads, and thunderbirds call down storms. Faeries take young men and women “under the hill” for hundreds of years, exchange their children for ours, wreak havoc of our crops, and lead us astray. They are to be feared and respected, appeased and dreaded in turn.




Faeries are not merely fanciful figments of our collective imagination. They are manifestations of the unseen forces shaping our world, alternately aiding or hindering us mere mortals in our quests—whether those quests are as grand as pulling a sword from the depths of a lake or exchanging a lost tooth for a dollar.


When we seek to understand, we tell stories—that is what humans have done since time began. We create goddesses of fire and gods of thunder with fantastical melodramas that never quite make sense in a mortal way. Our imagination speaks to our need for narrative grounded in a primal hunger for the passionate truths of the natural world. There is a pattern in every fairytale or folktale of how we confront the wild and capricious unknown and hold it close, wrapping it around ourselves like a cloak.


As we tell stories, we also seek to illustrate them, making the intangible tangible and (more) knowable. Artists around the globe and throughout time have reached for brush and chisel, needle and ink, bringing their dreams into reality. Their visions are translated onto paintings we can all see, a sculpture becomes a still figure we can run our hands over, a collective experience of imagined interaction.


And we haven’t ever stopped telling these stories or making art of them. Fairytales continue to be told and retold as movies and graphic novels, television shows and digital art, role-playing games and video games. And as fairytales change and intertwine, they follow the ways in which we have grown, reflecting our modern world. The challenges we face are different from the ones our ancestors shuddered away from in the darkness, and yet, are they any less frightening? Do we, perhaps, need fairytales just as much as we ever did? Do we still seek to explain the inexplicable, to find magic and impossibility, and even, just maybe, to uncover a way to touch it and make it real?


This book doesn’t pretend to have the answer to that question—in fact, it’s just going to keep asking it, in the hopes maybe the answer will rise up from the depths of time and across the many civilizations of the globe. We will step on the stones of the stories we have told and the art we have made, and in so doing, we may discover the fairies of today, hidden beneath moss-covered stones, haunting our woods and working their mischief and their benevolence in turn.

























Faeries: A Worldwide View
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Faerie: a mythical being of folklore and romance usually having diminutive human form and magic powers.





MERRIAM-WEBSTER GIVES A VERY LIMITED DEFINITION OF FAERIE; if we stuck with that, we would have Tinker Bell and very little else. This definition is just one thread of the vast and diverse tapestry of faerie lore which exists worldwide.


Across continents and throughout history, cultures have crafted tales with an amazing array of faerie-like entities or nature spirits, each with their own unique characteristics and significance. However, the Western world’s cultural understanding of faeries is a very Eurocentric one. Much of our folklore has evolved from there, along with much of the available art. The entire world is rich with what I am broadly referring to as fairytales, grouping many mythical beings under a single wide umbrella.


I say “many mythical beings” because while you’ll find a lot of them here, there are so many more out there. No book could hope to contain them all—faeries would never consent to being so bound. Where the mysteries of the natural world intertwine with the fantastical, the entities inhabiting it defy complete human explanation.


Let us ask: Where is “fairyland” then? Is it Neverland, where Tinker Bell dwells? Is it Valinor, where Tolkien’s elves bring Frodo at the end of The Lord of the Rings? Is it Álfheimr, where the Nordic ljósálfar come from, or is it “under the hill,” where the Aos Sí make their home? Or is it Hawaiki, the Underworld of Māori culture? The answer to all of the above is yes. Some faeries who dwell here with us can also venture to another plane of existence, and it is there that we are taken when we step into a ring of toadstools to be trapped for seven times seven years. Sometimes, too, it is there we venture in our dreams.




















Fai(e)ry(ie)
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SOMETIMES IT SEEMS LIKE THE WORDS FAERIE AND FAIRY are used interchangeably, as if they mean the same thing but one of them simply looks fancier.


That’s not quite true—they are two separate terms whose definitions are certainly related, but they don’t mean exactly the same thing. Faerie is more closely related to Irish Gaelic, and therefore to the Aos Sí (see here), and as such it has richer and darker connotations. Faerie brings up thoughts of mystery, vague threat, indifferent and alien cultures who might grant you wisdom but just as easily force you to dance until your feet bleed. Fairy, on the other hand, evokes the lighter images of flitting Neverland creatures who might nip your nose but are otherwise benign.


This wasn’t always the case, of course—a couple of centuries ago, fairy was understood to be laden with potential dangers: anything from blighted crops to kidnapped children to stolen artisans. Although it’s seemingly an “olden-times” word, there’s some evidence to suggest that faerie is actually the more modern spelling, with its first use recorded in the 1500s, while fairy dates back to the 1330s. But honestly, spelling was pretty, ahem, creative back then, so it’s hard to pin down meaning when it might very well boil down to random inconsistency.


In any case, language is malleable. Words like cool and hot, which can have completely opposing meanings in one context, can be complementary in another. Today, fairy and faerie, much like telling someone they look both cool and hot in that outfit, mean almost the same thing—but not quite.


I’ll be using faerie to describe these mysterious mythical beings in all of their complexities, and fairy to describe a specific kind of mythical being (see here). When I come across it, I’ll also use fairytale, simply because that’s agreed-upon spelling—however, given the nuances and connotations of faerie, I do sort of wish it were spelled faerietales. Maybe one day we’ll all go back to being creative and wild with our spelling, as in days of yore.


















Seelie
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LET ME START BY SAYING WHAT MANY A FOLKLORIST HAS SAID before: be wary of categorizing faeries, lest you “go daft.”1 It is a hopelessly tangled endeavor, and yet a book without some form of structure makes for a very unpleasant and frustrating read. Splitting faeries into “good” and “evil” is perhaps the most hilariously fruitless undertaking, as even the most well-meaning faerie can be bad-tempered, mischievous, and quick to take offense. It’s also the most common classification. There are no good faeries and bad faeries, just as there is no white magic and black magic. Faeries simply are, according to their natures—it is human nature to categorize into binary systems, but faeries are not bound by any such constraints.


That said, faeries are often divided into two courts: Seelie and Unseelie. In Scottish folklore, seelie means “happy,” “lucky,” or “blessed”—but make no mistake, you can just as easily be led astray by an ill-tempered member of the Seelie court as by the Unseelie. Oftentimes, faeries are referred to as “The Good Folk” as a way of ensuring they remain so, like calling a toddler a “good little boy.” British folklorist Katharine Mary Briggs claimed the Seelie court would seek help from humans when required, offer warnings before avenging offenses, and return kindness tenfold.


Lady Wilde, the mother of Oscar Wilde, separated Irish faeries into those fond of music and dancing and those allied with the devil. The Irish poet William Butler Yeats divided them into trooping faeries and solitary faeries—trooping faeries live in communities and adore singing and dancing, but how this affects their attitudes toward humans is unknown. Solitary faeries, living on their own, however, are certainly more likely to be harmful to mortals.


All of which is to say—faeries defy categorization. Given all of the above, we mere humans do our best to classify them all the same.


FAIRIES


When presented with the idea of fairies, your imagination is most likely to supply you with images of small, perhaps winged beings—sprightly and perhaps childlike, who might shelter beneath a toadstool in a rainstorm and curl up in a blossom to sleep. Marjorie Barrows (1892–1983), the editor of Child Life Magazine, wrote a sweet poem encapsulating this vision of fairies:


FINDING FAIRIES




Then the winds of March are wakening


The crocuses and crickets,


Did you ever find a fairy near


Some budding little thickets,


A-straightening her golden wings and


combing out her hair?


She’s there!







And when she sees you creeping up


To get a closer peek


She tumbles through the daffodils,


A-playing hide and seek,


And creeps into the tulips till


You can’t find where she’s hid?


Mine did!






Have you ever, ever come across


A little toadstool elf


A-reading by a firefly lamp


And laughing to himself,


Or a saucy fairy queen upon


Her favorite dragonfly?


So’ve I!






It’s fun to see a fairy flutter


Off a catkin boat,


And wrap her fairy baby in


A pussywillow coat;


Oh, don’t you love the fairies


And their fairy babies, too?


I do!2








[image: The Primrose Fairy with large butterfly wings stands in a primrose dress with green stockings. She holds a primrose and a leaf in her hand. The background has greenery in muted tones.]

The Primrose Fairy by Cicely Mary Barker from Flower Fairies of the Spring











[image: A painting depicts a woman in a light dress seated on grass with her undressed toddler beside her. She stretches out an arm towards fairies in the foreground who scamper away with stockings and shoes. The background features a stream and dense greenery.]

And the Fairies Ran Away with Their Clothes by Charles Sims








Cicely Mary Barker’s (1895–1973) illustrations from the 1920s through the 1960s fit in right along with Barrows’s poem: her fairies are small, childlike, utterly benign creatures who nestle amongst the blossoms. Perhaps they tend our gardens, serving as pollinators and guardians. These are the beings we build fairy houses for.




Here, the Primrose Fairy holds the blossom she herself embodies. Her gown is a primrose, and even her dainty shoes echo the yellow of her flower. Her wings are veined like those of a butterfly, but they too are yellow even as her stockings are green like stems. She is the primrose. It is her identity as much as it is her purpose, and in this way when we encounter a flower, we also encounter a fairy.


There’s something equally pastoral, if slightly more mischievous, in Charles Sims’s (1873–1928) And the Fairies Ran Away with Their Clothes. A mother and her naked toddler are sitting in a sunny clearing beside a running stream. The light is bright and green, and the trees behind them are shady and dappled. Sims’s style is rounded and nebulous, and at first it is difficult to determine exactly what is happening. The mother’s arm is outstretched in protest while her child looks on somewhat suspiciously; there is almost a glower on those rosy cheeks. But it’s only when you look closely at what the mother is pointing at that you see the small fairies nestled amongst the white bundle of clothing, like ants carrying away a piece of toast. The mother seems to be saying, “Hey now, don’t do that!”—she isn’t in a state of alarm or even surprise.








The fairies themselves are indistinct, entangled with the fabric, hidden behind blades of grass, crouched and poised to run. Like the child, they are naked, begging the question—why are they stealing the clothes? Is it to obtain clothing for themselves or is it to encourage freedom in the humans who have entered their world?


In contrast, the fairies in John Anster Fitzgerald’s (1819–1906) Fairy Lovers in a Bird’s Nest Watching a White Mouse are very buttoned-up. Like Barker’s Primrose Fairy, their clothing is derived from the forest around them, with the male fairy cloaked in autumn leaves with an acorn cap and the female fairy in a snowdrop gown. They have the suggestion of wings and kneel together, embracing, in a mossy bird’s nest. They are described as lovers, but there is nothing romantic or sensual about the way they are holding each other. His head is against her breast as if she is protecting or comforting him. Fitzgerald says they are watching a mouse, but it is more as if they are listening to him, as if the mouse is recounting something which has occurred, perhaps some trouble that has come to the forest. Fitzgerald’s painting seems to be illustrating a moment in a fairytale, and we are left wondering who these fairies are. What is this culture? What has happened here?




Most confusing of all is the depiction of birds flying up on a beam of light away from the fairies—these birds must be magic, rather than actual birds, because the size and perspective are off. Our fairies are standing in a bird’s nest, and these birds are much too small to fit in this nest. It is as though the birds are messengers, passing along whatever news the mouse has had to share, so the fairies of the forest can be ready to respond, however they must.


And then we have Theodor von Holst’s (1810–1844) The Fairy Lovers, which leaves no doubt in anyone’s mind as to what might be going on in this scene. Like Primrose and Fitzgerald’s lovers, they are clad in flowers or flower-inspired fabrics, but you get the sense they won’t be wearing them for long. Her expression is coy as her lover presses a kiss to her cheek, and they walk in step to find a bower. Her arms are entwined around his neck, while he has one arm around her waist. His other arm is extended—he holds a branch aloft, almost as if he is carrying a lantern, and yet it is not alight. It is like a talisman, protection against the eerie night as they set out on their tryst.






[image:  A painting depicts two fairies, in flowing garments stand in a nest, clinging to each other as they observe a white mouse outside the nest. The background features birds flying in the distance and depicts greenery in jewel-toned colors.]

Fairy Lovers in a Bird’s Nest Watching a White Mouse by John Anster Fitzgerald











[image: The painting depicts Oberon and Titania from Shakespeare’s Midsummers Night Dream dressed in flowing garments with headdresses made of flowers and insects, dancing in synchronized movement under the moonlight, their arms around each other. The background is dark and shadowy.]

The Fairy Lovers by Theodor von Holst








As we go backward in time following these four paintings, we can see how fairies have been sanitized and infantilized. There is sensuality and intrigue in Holst’s Fairy Lovers, and Fitzgerald’s lovers are also trepidatious—something is clearly amiss, even if we don’t know what it is. For Sims, the fairies aren’t the focus, the mother and child are—and yet, the fairies are the ones who are active. They are stealing the clothes; they are furtive and hurried, painted in such a way you can almost imagine them disappearing at any moment. Whereas for all her undeniable charm, Barker’s Primrose is static. She is holding her flower above her head and her arms must be aching. Her wings do not carry her.


ELVES


Perhaps the second most common concept of faeries is that of elves—the elves of Tolkien, specifically, with pointy-eared grace and an ethereal magic. He says so himself, in fact, in On Fairy Stories:




The diminutive being, elf or fairy, is (I guess) in England largely a sophisticated product of literary fancy. It is perhaps not unnatural that in England, the land where the love of the delicate and fine has often reappeared in art, fancy should in this matter turn towards the dainty and diminutive, as in France it went to court and put on powder and diamonds. Yet I suspect that this flower-and-butterfly minuteness was also a product of “rationalization,” which transformed the glamour of Elfland into mere finesse, and invisibility into a fragility that could hide in a cowslip or shrink behind a blade of grass.3





The distinction between elves and faeries is a difficult one to make—and one Tolkien himself struggled with, though according to his friend Marjorie Burns, he eventually settled on elves for his books. I will follow Tolkien’s lead, and call elves what would elsewhere be known as faeries, and beg their forgiveness.


There are three separate cultures of elves we will cover here: the Tylwyth Teg of Wales, the ljósálfar of Norse folklore, and the Aos Sí of Ireland and Scotland.


The Tylwyth Teg


According to nineteenth-century folklorist Wirt Sikes, the Tylwyth Teg are made up of four races: the Ellyllon (elves), the Coblynau (folk of the mines, similar to dwarves, here), the Bwbachod (household faeries, similar to brownies, here), and the Gwyllion (mountain faeries like witches or fates). For our purposes, we’ll be referring to the Ellyllon, who did seem to be in charge of the rest, though perhaps the others would have disagreed.




While it does not specifically depict the Tylwyth Teg, Arthur Rackham’s (1867–1939) watercolor and ink illustration of The Elfin Hill captures the mixture of races mingling together, feasting and chattering—you can almost hear how loud it must have been, beautiful Ellyllon looking stricken as they are seated beside horselike creatures and Bwbachod-like creatures bearing apples on trays. (I confess, it was difficult for me not to fill this entire book with illustrations by Arthur Rackham, whose ink and watercolor drawings captured the essence of my childhood understanding of the world of faerie.)


The Tylwyth Teg were first found in a poem by fourteenth-century bard Dafydd ap Gwilym, in which the hero is lost in mists cast by these fair-haired beings—if you’re picturing Galadriel from The Lord of the Rings, you’re not far off. But though they are technically Seelie, they are not necessarily kindly. Elves would kidnap fair-haired children, replace them with changelings, and make faerie rings for unwary mortals to wander into, forcing them to return in seven or seven times seven years.


On the other hand, they might bestow untold riches on those to whom they gave their favor—though if the recipient were to brag of those riches, they would disappear. Maidens of the Tylwyth Teg might choose to marry mortal men, but must never touch iron or they would be forced to return to the faerie realm, never to see their lovers or children again.


To seek their blessings on the nights they ride, place a bowl of milk out for them as an offering. And if you should spot your changeling child amongst them, meet them at the crossroads at midnight on a full moon to make your plea to their queen, Medb—who may or may not have been alternatively known as Queen Mab, of Shakespearean fame (see here).








[image: An illustration of a crowded banquet scene inside Elfin Hill, with elves, goblins, and humans gathered at a long table. A woman in a gray dress holds a plate of dark food. Further down the table two trolls put their legs on the table. Several characters are engaged in conversation, and there are plates of food and drinks on the table. The background is filled with more characters observing the scene.]

The Elfin Hill by Arthur Rackham







Nils Blommér (1816–1853) painted elves dancing, and despite their near-human appearance—there are no wings, no pointed ears, no unusual height—it is clear they are moving in ways no mortal ever could. They are tilted so gravity must be about to make them fall—and yet they do not. The elves weave amongst each other, as if they are ribbons around an invisible maypole, tangled together and yet graceful. It is either sunrise or sunset, that liminal and ethereal time, and there are two riders on the road behind them, trotting along as if they don't even see or notice the elves dancing there in the meadow, impossible and lit with their own magical light.






[image: A painting depicting elves in flowing white garments dancing in a circular formation on a grassy area. The background features a sunset with a gradient sky, a barren tree, and distant trees. ]

Meadow Elves by Nils Blommér








Ljósálfar


In Norse mythology, there are three types of elves: the dökkálfar (dark elves, who dwell beneath the earth, see here for dwarves), svartálfar (black elves, likely members of the Unseelie court), and ljósálfar. There is some dispute about the difference between the dökkálfar and the svartálfar. Jacob Grimm was certain both did exist, but Thomas Alan Shippey,4 a medievalist and Tolkien scholar, believes the dökkálfar and svartálfar were two names for the same beings. Perhaps they will come out from the dark to enlighten us one day.


In any case, the ljósálfar correspond closely with the Ellyllon of the Tylwyth Teg, as according to thirteenth-century Eddic bard Snorri Sturluson, they are said to be “fairer than the sun to look upon.” They dwell in Álfheimr—a place of great beauty that is, essentially, faerieland. When they came to the earthly plane, it was as if angels visited amongst mortals, alight with wisdom, pure of spirit.


Aos Sí and the Tuatha Dé Danann


Known as the Aos Sí in Ireland and the Daoine Sìth in Scotland, Gaelic elves descended from the Tuatha Dé Danann, the People of Danu, the mother goddess—a supernatural race who never fell ill, never aged, and who could work magic. They control the elements and the weather and can shape-shift, appearing to humans only when they choose to, and otherwise cloaking themselves in féth fíada, an otherworldly mist.


According to The Lebor Gabála Érenn, a poetic history of Ireland dating back to the eleventh century, the Tuatha Dé Danann came to Ireland in dark clouds which lasted three days and three nights, and they burned their ships so they would not have the option of leaving:




So that they were the Tuatha De Danann who came to Ireland. In this wise they came, in dark clouds. They landed on the mountains of Conmaicne Rein in Connachta; and they brought a darkness over the sun for three days and three nights.


They demanded battle of kingship of the Fir Bolg. A battle was fought between them, to wit the first battle of Mag Tuired, in which a hundred thousand of the Fir Bolg fell. Thereafter they took the kingship of Ireland. Those are the Tuatha Dea—gods were their men of arts, non-gods their husbandmen. They knew the incantations of druids, and charioteers, and trappers, and cupbearers.5





The Lebor Gabála Érenn is known in English as “The Book of Invasions,” and rightly so—like many before and after them, the Tuatha Dé Danann fought battle after battle over Ireland, the tales of which have filled many a book. At last they ceded the land above to the Milesians (humans) and went underground into the sídhe, or faerie mounds that serve as portals to the mortal world.


Manannán mac Lir (here) led his people under the ground and through the faerie portal to Tír Tairngire, the land of flowers and honey from whence they came. From then on, the Tuatha Dé Danann could come and go as they pleased in both the human and faerie worlds.


The Aos Sí retain some of their ancestors’ powers, and like the Tylwyth Teg, they are both beautiful and unpredictable. It is wise to avoid angering them, though that’s difficult to accomplish because you never know what will set them off. They prefer to be referred to as “The Fair Folk” or simply “The Folk,” and you should keep well clear of their sacred faerie rings, hawthorn trees, and lochs or groves.


Certain times of day, especially threshold hours like dusk and dawn, are more dangerous, as are pagan holidays like Samhain, Beltane, and Litha. At these times, the Aos Sí are known to kidnap children and exchange them for changelings, but they may also be drawn to beautiful young men or women, or even artists, musicians, or craftspeople—anyone whose skill they admire.


For all that, the Aos Sí are indeed members of the Seelie court. If treated with the respect and kindness they deserve, they can be very benevolent, bestowing gifts the likes of which no mortal could ever hope to receive—unending riches, cloaks of invisibility, weapons of immense power, harps that play the most beautiful music, and so forth.


Like the Tylwyth Teg, the Aos Sí ride out in a host known as the Slúagh Sídhe, and this host can be as terrifying as it is beautiful. John Duncan (1866–1945) was a member of the Celtic Revival movement, and his Riders of the Sídhe was worked in egg tempera to evoke the methods of medieval painting—apparently his daughter Bunty complained of how badly the house smelled and how they had to use up remaining egg halves for breakfast, lunch, and dinner while he worked. This was the only one of his Celtic Revival paintings sold during his lifetime, and in it the riders of the Slúagh Sídhe are bedecked in gold and silk, riding on unicorns and horses shod with gold, as presumably iron would harm them. A shy human maiden stands aside, watching, while one of the riders looks at the viewer, holding a chalice appearing to contain the moon, glowing with light. The last rider gently cups a small stone in his hands, and according to Duncan, “Each rider carries a symbol of age-long Celtic tradition. The Tree of Life means wisdom. The Love-Cup, the Grail cup of the heart of abundance and healing, is the symbol of Love. The Sword is the symbol of power or the will in action. The Stone of Quietness is the symbol of the will in its passive form, the crystal that reveals the past and the future.”6






[image: A painting depicting four riders in rich medieval attire on richly decorated horses. Each wears ornate headgear and carries an object, a tree, a chalice, a sword and a stone. Birds fly in the tapestry-like landscape and a figure in a flowing white garment stands to one side, observing the riders.]

Riders of the Sídhe by John Duncan








Between the Tylwyth Teg, the ljósálfar, and the Aos Sí, elfin faeries are equal parts menacing and beguiling. They are difficult to understand, and yet perhaps that is why we are drawn to them and why they have remained one of the most common folkloric figures in stories told and retold, from The Lord of the Rings to A Court of Thorns and Roses. William Butler Yeats said it best:




Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.7







The greatest danger of these faeries is not that they will take us away—but that we want them to.


BROWNIES


Derived mainly from Scottish folklore, brownies are a diminutive household spirit, ranging in size from about three inches high to nearly three feet tall. They are rough-looking and scraggly, often dressed in brown clothing (hence the name), and known to clean up at night, tending the house after everyone has gone to bed. They often attach themselves to one member of the family in particular and will ensure their protection. Brownies take great pride in their work and will brook no criticism—in fact, if you offend them, they may turn into a boggart, spoiling the butter, tossing furniture about the place, and generally causing havoc. You should take care to leave offerings for your brownie and gently praise them, but you are likely never to see them, only the evidence of their hard work. It should be noted that offerings should never cross over into the realm of bribes as brownies are easily offended. Limit yourself to a bowl of milk or perhaps some honeycomb.






[image: An illustration of a horse standing in a barn harnessed with a saddle and reins. Many brownies climb on and around the horse, some standing on a barrel beside it, others fastening harness straps or standing on the ground while older bearded brownies guide the others. The background features wooden walls and a door. ]

The Brownies’ Ride by Palmer Cox








If you want your brownie to move out of your house, you could leave a green cloak lying near the kitchen fire. This offering of clothes may sound familiar to readers of Harry Potter, and, indeed, a dobbie is a type of English brownie. The brownie traditionally dons this cloak and leaves to live in the wilds with his brethren, for they are very social folk, meeting along rocky shorelines or behind waterfalls.


There are many, many stories of brownies, but the illustrations accompanying them have tended to fall by the wayside—perhaps because brownies were so reluctant to be seen.


Palmer Cox (1840–1924) was a Canadian author and illustrator whose humorous verse books and comic strips featured a troop of brownies engaged in basic do-gooding—often with some hilarious unintended consequences. His brownies were said to be inspired by stories told by his Scottish mother, but unlike solitary brownies who dwell in households, Cox’s brownies worked together.


In The Brownies’ Ride, they come across a mare happily munching on her hay. Spying the cart nearby, they swarm over her, puzzling their way through her harness, dragging her out of her stall, and attaching her to her cart. Every brownie is busy, even if not all of them know what they are doing. Some are bearded, some young, and the horse, wide-eyed, stands patiently, even as it’s clear that she is not entirely happy about this turn of events. Perhaps the brownies are being helpful, but I doubt the mare thinks so.


PIXIES


Also called a pisky or pigsie, pixies are indigenous to Britain, particularly in the high moors of Devon and Cornwall. They are said to live underground beneath stone circles. Devon boasts seventeen stone circles, and Cornwall has a whopping twenty-five, which gives you an idea of just how many pixies are roaming the countryside. In Cornwall, it is said that one night six hundred pixies gathered to laugh and dance—but one of them lost his laugh. He wandered the moors and the barrows of ancient kings in search of it, and even dove into the depths of Dozmary Pool, said to be one of the possible homes of the Lady of the Lake of Arthurian legend. There his laugh was restored to him in the form of a chough, a black corvid with bright red legs sacred to Cornwall, as according to one version of the story, King Arthur did not die, but instead became a chough. Perhaps this pixie’s laugh is the spirit of a great king.






[image: An illustration of four elves with pointed hats sitting on a large bone between the horns of a cow’s skull, with two on each end, holding onto each other. The background features the skeletal carcass of a cow with ribs and other bones.]

Pixies Playing on the Skeleton of a Cow by John D. Batten








Pixies love to dance and play, often through the night. John D. Batten (1860–1932) was an English artist from Devon who specialized in mythological and allegorical art. He illustrated a series of fairytale collections, and his Pixies Playing on the Skeleton of a Cow perfectly depicts the threat/nonthreat of a pixie. They aren’t necessarily vicious, but they can be mischievous. Pixies have a childlike sense of play, as well as a child’s selfish lack of concern for others. They will literally play on your bones, caught up in their own raucous enjoyment of life. If you stumble upon a ring of mushrooms—also known as a faerie circle—you may well be whisked away to join in their dance, twirling unexhausted until the dawn. But be careful, because less kindly pixies may steal you away for longer than that. If you want to add an extra layer of protection, wear your coat inside out while wandering the moors to keep yourself from being pixie-led.






[image: A painting depicting a fairy with a glittering headdress swimming in a lake with lilies, with wings spread across the water’s surface. Above the fairy, a pixie rides a bat, one hand stretching towards the fairy while the other hand wields a weapon. The background is dark green foliage.]

The Fairy’s Lake by John Anster Fitzgerald








The pixies themselves are led by their queen, Joan the Wad (a torch), and their king, Jack ‘o Lantern, and you can call upon them for their protection and guidance:



Jack-the-lantern, Joan-the-wad


That tickled the maid and made her mad,


Light me home, the weather’s bad.8





John Anster Fitzgerald was a Victorian fairy painter so dedicated to his chosen subject he was known as “Fairy Fitzgerald.” And yet, his paintings are neither whimsical nor charming, as one might expect. Fitzgerald was a recluse who was rarely seen outside his club in London or at an opium den, and The Fairy’s Lake shows a pixie riding on a bat, attacking a fairy innocently swimming in a lake strewn with lilies. Fitzgerald saw the savagery of pixies, and this painting may reference the rumored war between pixies and fairies (see here). This pixie seems more violent than mischievous—perhaps due to the waning of the pixies’ presence in the world we now inhabit. Any creature who is forced out of its home will strike out in fear or vengeance.


Though the fairies were simply an easy target, they are certainly not responsible for this exodus. In the early days of Christianity, a bishop in the town of Ottery St. Mary decided to build a church and commissioned a set of bells to be brought by monks journeying from Wales. The pixies knew once the bells began to ring in earnest it would mean the end of their rule over the land. They cast a spell over the monks, leading them so far astray they would have tumbled over a cliff’s edge—but at the last moment, a monk stubbed his toe and cried, “God bless my soul!” thus breaking the pixies’ hold.


The bells were installed, and the pixies fled to caves now known as “Pixies Parlor.” And yet, every year in June, the pixies break free and capture the town’s bell ringers, who must then be rescued by the current vicar. This celebration, known as Pixie Day, still takes place today, and it was the inspiration for local poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Songs of the Pixies” (1793):




Whom the untaught Shepherds call


Pixies in their madrigal,


Fancy’s children, here we dwell:


Welcome, Ladies! to our cell.


Here the wren of softest note


Builds its nest and warbles well;


Here the blackbird strains his throat;


Welcome, Ladies! to our cell.9







MENEHUNE


It is said menehune are the original first people of Hawai‘i, predating humans. They stand two to three feet tall and are very strong with a fierce and heavy brow. Like many faeries, they prefer to remain hidden from humans and generally do not interfere with them without cause.


They are very industrious and, like brownies, can do a great deal of work in a single night. Unlike brownies, they are not a solitary folk and fall more in line with what Yeats described as trooping faeries. They live in community working together, each with their own task and skill. Menehune build temples, roads, waterways, fishponds, and canoes—and always, without fail, their work is completed over the course of a single night.


They are also playful, sledding down mountains and diving from cliffs into the sea. They sing and tell stories and, on occasion, play tricks on unsuspecting humans. The most famous of these stories is the tale of Laka, a fisherman who went to the forest to find a tree large enough to form a canoe. He looked around until he found one that was straight and tall, and then he cut it down. Exhausted, he went home, planning to come back the next day to begin to shape it.


But when he returned the next morning, the tree was back, upright and alive, as if it had never been cut down. So Laka cut it down once more, and once more, when he was finished, he went home to rest. But again, when he came back, the tree stood upright once more, tall and strong.


Laka wasn’t going to be fooled a third time. He chopped down the tree one last time, but then he hid instead of going home. He waited and watched, and when the sun went down, he saw a troop of menehune making ready to hoist the tree back upright. “Stop!” he cried. “You’re wasting all my hard work!”


The menehune laughed at him. “We are not—you are wasting the tree. You don’t even know how to shape a canoe.”


This was true, and Laka flushed with shame. He did not know how to shape a canoe—no one in the village did, for the kupuna who would have taught them had died, taking the knowledge with him. But the village would go hungry without the ability to fish offshore, and so Laka had to try.


The menehune made him an offer: they would shape the canoe and haul it to the ocean. In exchange, Laka would build a shed for the canoe and prepare a feast for the menehune in thanks.


Laka was grateful and hurried back to the village. He stayed up all night building the shed, setting the beams and thatching the roof with coconut fronds. When dawn came, he caught fish from the shore and gathered food to make a feast. But though he worked all day, he wondered if he was wasting his time and his village’s meager food stores—because though he knew little about shaping a canoe, he understood this much: it takes months.


And yet, he kept at it, gathering as much food as the village could spare, until at last, when sunset came, he fell asleep, exhausted. In the morning, he was surrounded by his friends and neighbors, who cried, “Laka, how did you do it? How did you build such a beautiful canoe?” For there it was—perfectly shaped and cured, resting in the shed he had built. The remains of the feast were long gone.


“I didn’t do it,” Laka said, amazed. “It was the menehune.”


Dietrich Varez (1939–2018) was born in Germany but lived on the Big Island of Hawai‘i for most of his life. This block print shows both the strength and cooperation of the menehune, their muscles bulging as they work together to balance an enormous load of bananas.


Menehune were not always the mysterious, hidden folk Laka encountered—it’s said they could stand two abreast and pass rocks hand to hand from Makaweli to Wailua on the island of Kauai, a distance of twenty-five miles. But they never were seen in the daytime, and when the humans arrived, having voyaged across the seas, the menehune became anxious of the changes they brought with them. Eventually, fearing for the loss of their way of life, the menehune chieftains called all the men and their firstborn sons and ordered them to leave the islands, setting out to find somewhere new to live, somewhere free of humans. They would have to leave their younger children behind.






[image: An illustration of three muscular menehune in a tropical setting. One bends under the weight of bananas spread across his shoulders, another kneels to the ground holding the stalk, a knife next to him while the third steadies the bunch. ]

M40 Menehune by Dietrich Varez








Many of the menehune refused. They did not want to leave their human wives and their part-human children—and so they went into hiding, and gradually, their numbers dwindled. In the early 1800s, Kauai chief Kaumauali‘i took a census of his people, and sixty-five of his two thousand subjects were all that remained of the menehune.


PATUPAIAREHE


In Māori mythology of New Zealand, patupaiarehe are typically described as pale, mysterious beings with red hair living in the forests or mountains. Like the menehune of Hawai‘i, they are secretive and avoid the sunlight. Unlike menehune, they are as tall as humans. They can draw in the mist to hide themselves when they must go out in the day—though you can hear the sweet sound of their flutes or their singing echoing through the trees.


They tend to dwell on the North Island of Aotearoa in Mount Pirongia, the Coromandel Range from Mount Mocha to Mount Te Aroha, the Urewera Ranges, and the Waitakere Ranges. According to some stories, they were the original inhabitants before the Māori arrived and drove the patupaiarehe from their home in Mount Moehau—which would account for why they remain hidden from humans.


In the legends of the Hauraki Māori people, a patupaiarehe woman named Hinerehia met a human man named Karangaroa while gathering shellfish on a misty morning in Te Whanga-nui o Toi bay, or what is now Waitemata Harbor in Auckland. They fell in love, and she went to live with him and bore his children. At night, she wove flax, plaiting the fiber into garments as well as baskets and mats. In the tradition of her people, she worked only at night and on foggy days, when the mist would hide her work from the sun. When the dawn came, she would hide her work away in the darkness.


The women of Karangaroa’s village greatly admired her skill and longed to watch her work, but they could not see clearly in the dark. They asked a tohunga, a priest, to confound Hinerehia and make her think the sky remained dark well past dawn.


And so it was—Hinerehia did not notice as the sun rose, and the women of the village watched closely, hidden, as she continued to weave long past sunrise. When at last, exhausted, she laid her work aside, she gave a cry of dismay to discover how she had been tricked. As is always the way of these things, she could no longer stay with people who had betrayed her trust. She sang a lamenting farewell to her husband and children and called down a cloud to carry her back to her home in Moehau. The women of Hauraki take pride in their weaving, but to this day they practice only in the light, covering their work at night or in times of thick fog.


Other stories of the patupaiarehe women are not quite so romantic or tragic. Some of them lived near Rotorua, a volcanic region, with steam vents and stinking sulfur still reaching through the cracks in the sidewalk to this day. They tended to stay up on the nearby Mount Ngongotahā. But Īhenga, a young Arawa man living nearby, wanted to prove his bravery to the patupaiarehe, and bravery does often cross over into recklessness. He ventured right into their village, and the patupaiarehe decided he should stay with them, rather than go home. A beautiful woman offered him water in a calabash, and it quickly became clear that Īhenga needed to leave quickly or stay forever. He ran, but the patupaiarehe woman chased him—and as she was a being of magic, she was faster than he was. So he smeared kōkōwai, a foul-smelling mixture of red ocher and shark oil, all over his skin, and, revolted, the woman gave him up, allowing him to escape.


New Zealand puppeteer Norbert Hausberg created this patu-paiarehe woman for his show “Mustava and the Kauri Giant,” which toured schools and community theaters in the early 1990s, explaining the importance of conservation, as the patupaiarehe woman saves the giant kauri tree from being chopped down. She’s a guardian of nature, one who braves contact with the human woodcutter Mustava in order teach him how sacred the forests are.


In another legend, a tohunga attempts to capture a patupaiarehe woman from the mountains of Tākitimu and make her his wife. His name was Hautapu, and while hunting with his dog, he heard a sound like two stones clacking together. He peered into the shadowy undergrowth, and there he saw a woman with dark eyes, a pale face, and coppery hair. Hautapu dragged her out into the bright sunlight, and when he saw her lushly curved figure, he declared she was his wife (no ceremony required, apparently). He asked her name, and she said: “Kaiheraki is my name. I have no people, I come from no race, and I know no one. I am a Māori, yet not a Māori. I know many tongues; I know the tongues of the birds. I am the child of the mountain; Tākitimu is my mother.”






[image: A patupaiarehe marionette with outstretched arms, with a mask-like face, long, white hair and dressed in flowing white garment with gray strips is suspended by strings.]

Puppet by Norbert Hausberg










Hautapu immediately recognized his error—for clearly she was a patupaiarehe, so however much he might desire her, if he married her he would also be binding himself to Tākitimu, perhaps never to return. But rather than simply letting her go free, he decided to perform a ritual that would separate her from her mountain home. He lit a fire, and Kaiheraki, amazed and captivated by it, stepped closer. But a spark fell on her bare foot, immediately causing her to bleed. Hautapu tried to catch and keep her, but she had learned how dangerous he was and fled back to Tākitimu. Now she can be seen, ghostlike, walking through mists in the mountains.






[image: A charcoal illustration of a domovoi with a bird-like beak and long hair sitting on a bench, holding a cup and smoking a pipe while a peasant with long beard and a cloak, sits with legs outstretched on the floor, facing him. An owl perches on a branch above them and a dog huddles under the bench while a window shows a snowy scene outside. The interior is rustic with wooden walls.]

The Peasant and the Domovoy by Sergei Vasilievich Chekhonin










DOMOVOI


Much like brownies, domovoi are household faeries, living and working in the home. A domovik is short and bearded and lives behind the oven, tending the fire, completing any forgotten chores, and helping till the fields. His wife, the domovikha, may help with the spinning and mending and cooking. If the domovik takes a liking to a particular cow or horse, he ensures it never falls ill. However, if he does not like this animal for whatever reason, he scatters its food, ties its hair in knots, and generally harries it so it is never able to res.


Sergei Vasilievich Chekhonin (1878–1936) illustrated a domovik and a peasant with charcoal highlighted with white. Here the domovik reclines at his ease, smoking a pipe, his long fingers and beak-like nose making it clear he is not human, although he is much larger than domovoi are said to be. His eyes are small and black, and yet he does not appear at all threatening. He grins, showing his few teeth, as he chats with the peasant, whose home this presumably is. And the peasant, for all he seems very comfortable with the visitation, is weary and bent, his back bowed by his years. His beard is long and white, his feet outstretched. A dog huddles beneath the bench on which the domovik rests, and oddly, there is an owl inside, on a branch above the peasant’s head. What are they discussing, the domovik and the peasant? What is the power balance here? Whose house is this anyway?


Unlike with brownies, who are reclusive and easily offended, offering possibilities for domovoi are abundant—bread, incense, juniper, porridge, salt, and tobacco will please the domovoi, and their presence brings good luck and prosperity to the household. Give them cloaks to wear and leftovers from your dinner, for if they are abused or mistreated, they may well burn down your house. Unfortunately, no matter what you do, on the 30th of March every year, domovoi turn mad from dawn till midnight, wreaking general havoc, and must be calmed with cakes or a pot of stewed grain.


To ask a domovik’s advice, pose your question as you would to an oracle: “Is this the right choice?” If the domovik’s invisible touch feels warm and gentle, you will know happiness is coming your way. But if it is cold and foreboding, you will know you have strayed from your path. When a member of the family dies, he can be heard wailing in the night.


A domovik’s very presence in the home protects the family; he can fend off the forest spirits and act as a warden of the household. If misfortune is on its way, the domovik will make knocking sounds in the night or will ride the horses until they are exhausted and send the dogs howling—anything to warn the family. If there is a sign of greater impending doom, like a war or pestilence, the domovoi will leave their respective houses and join together in the meadows to lament and plan what they can do to protect their households.


TOMTE/NISSE


A tomte is a household faerie of Swedish descent, though like all household faeries he is proud and easily offended and must be treated with the respect he deserves, lest the milk run dry and the harvest fail. Tomtes stand two to three feet tall and wear a long red cap. Tradition is important to them, and they don’t like it when change comes to the farm. New equipment, new methods, new people—all of these are met with suspicion and often sabotage. Leaving a bowl of milk or porridge outside daily is considered prudent, but every Christmas, a larger offering must be made. In addition to the porridge, you must lay out a scrap of gray cloth, a pinch of tobacco, and a shovelful of clay—if you don’t, the tomte may box your ears. A tomte may consider these offerings his wages, duly earned by hard work over the course of the year.


Nisses are very similar to tomtes and also from Scandinavia. They appear almost identical and behave much the same way; in fact, it has been speculated by folklorist Theresa Bane that tomtes are a species of nisse. Nisses bring luck to the home and are most active at night when the family lies asleep. They are trooping faeries, living in community, working each other’s farms as needing, tending the harvest together.


Vincent Stoltenberg Lerche (1837–1899) illustrated this Christmas tale of a very pleased-looking nisse enjoying his Christmas porridge. Nisses are known to prefer their porridge with a pat of butter on top; in one story, a foolish farmer put the butter in first and ladled the porridge in afterward. He really ought to have known better. The nisse flew into a rage and killed the cow resting in the barn… but eventually, he grew hungry and sullenly ate his porridge anyway—and lo and behold, there was the butter. Ashamed of what he had done, the nisse hurried out into the night to find another cow, replacing the one he had killed. In the illustration, you can see how pleased he is: his bowl is larger than his head, and he has what looks like a stein of beer beside him.


In another story, a young girl eats the nisse’s porridge, and in vengeance he demands she dance with him—by dawn, she has nearly danced to death.






[image: An illustration of a nisse with a round face and cap seated on a low stool, holding a spoon and cradling a bowl of Christmas porridge in his lap with a mug of beer next to him.]

A Nisse Eating Christmas Porridge by Vincent Stoltenberg Lerche












Gudmund Stenersen (1863–1934) painted what must have been a similarly offended tomte in Tomte Stealing Hay running away with a large armful of the stuff—so large he is almost entirely hidden by it—while the farmer and his dogs chase after him. A tomte would have no need for hay for himself; he lives in barns and tends the cows and horses who dwell there with him, so this can only be for spite and to mend his wounded pride. The farmer is not likely to improve the situation by setting his dogs on the tomte—especially since, given that the tomte is a faerie, they’re unlikely to catch him, close as they are. This tomte is probably about to move on to a more welcoming and respectful household.






[image: A painting of a jultomte standing in the snow with a Yule goat beside him, peering through a window at a woman and two children inside. The goat pulls a sled loaded with presents. Snow is falling, and the scene has a festive atmosphere.]

Jultomte by Jenny Nyström








Tomtes and nisses love horses above all, and you can tell which horse is the favorite by how healthy and well cared-for he is. His hair is often braided, and undoing those braids will anger the tomte, perhaps causing him to bite you, which may bring madness. In one story, an angry tomte bites a boy named Nils, turning him into a pixie and sending him wandering across Sweden on the back of a goose.


It’s clear tomtes and nisses, while technically Seelie, aren’t exactly warm and cuddly. It was once believed they were the remnants of the soul of the first inhabitant of the farm—whoever cleared the tomt (the lot set aside for the house) would linger on in spirit, protecting the land and tending it. While there is certainly something beautiful in this kind of ancestral magic, it does tend to threaten a Christian perspective. There were concerns around the fourteenth century that having a tomte dwelling on your farm would put your soul at risk—or perhaps it indicated you were a witch or a sorcerer and had performed dark rituals to lure a tomte to come and live with you.


Eventually, those dangers passed, and tomtes, much like menehune, became sanitized by modern culture. Today, the tomte has become intertwined with the concept of Jultomte, a Father Christmas figure who delivers presents. He is often accompanied by the Yule goat or the Christmas pig, and it is still customary to leave out a bowl of porridge with butter in gratitude.


This transformation came about slowly, but most famously with the publication of Viktor Rydberg’s poem “Tomten”:



Deep in the grip of the midwinter cold,


The stars glitter and sparkle.


All are asleep on this lonely farm,


Late in this winter night.


The pale white moon is a wanderer,


snow gleams white on pine and fir,


snow gleams white on the roofs.


Only tomten is awake.10







The poem was accompanied by an illustration by Jenny Nyström (1854–1946), and she then went on to create many, many more, associating tomtes with white-bearded, red-capped Christmas figures ever after. Here Jultomte is peering in the window of the farmhouse as the children are gathered round the fire. One little child has spotted him and is perhaps just about to tell the others. The Yule goat looks serene, burdened as he is pulling a sled of presents. But the Jultomte squints as he gazes inside, his mouth open, taking in the warmth of the scene as one who remains forever outside.


PERIS




Peris are beautiful, winged faeries who have existed since before the rise of Zoroastrianism—and once religion came into the world, they were denied entry into paradise until they atoned for their sins. They dwell in the mythical Mountains of Kaf, the barrier between realms. The legendary birdlike Simurgh live there, as does King Jamshid, the fourth shah of the mythological Pishdadian dynasty said to have discovered wine (among other legacies).


Peris are always female, and their bodies are made of fire. They are often called upon to aid women, to heal them from miscarriage, and to protect them from evil jinn (see here). Occasionally, they are known to cast love spells, but only at the behest of a peri-khan (a master of faeries) who must live in isolation from other humans.


That said, it was not entirely unheard of for a peri to marry a human—in fact, according to one version of the story, Bilqis, the Queen of Sheba, who married King Solomon and gave up her worship of the sun, was the daughter of a peri who had married a human man. But Bilqis’s mother, like all peris, left her human husband, for those marriages were always doomed to failure.


Peris do not eat, but instead nourish themselves by inhaling the scents of perfume. In this drawing attributed to Veli Can, an Ottoman painter from the sixteenth century, you can see the peri sitting peacefully, inhaling the lit incense from the bowl at her feet. Her wings are outstretched and active; she is at rest, but she may take flight at any moment.


The peris are constantly in peril from the attack of devs, who wish to lock them in iron cages and hang them from trees. In one tale, Peri Merjân (Faerie Pearl) was captured by the fierce dev Demrush and chained to the center of a mountain. Her sisters Dâl Peri and Milân Shâh Peri tried to save her, but in the end, it was Tahmuras, the third shah of the mythical Pishdadian dynasty, who rescued her.






[image: An illustration of a peri in elaborate tunic, trousers and headdress with large wings, sitting, with a bowl of incense at her feet.]

 Sixteenth-century Ottoman drawing of a peri attributable to Veli Can








It’s not hard to draw the lines of patriarchal domination around tales of the peris. According to the lore, the devs hate them so because the peris are mirrors of the devs, benevolent beings who have sought God’s love rather than vicious demons who rejected his forgiveness—but for what sin? Both peris and devs—not to mention jinn—existed long before monotheism.
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