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INTRODUCTION


Who has not been enchanted by tales of tiny faerie folk inhabiting gardens, woodlands and grassy knolls? If you’ve ever felt an ethereal sense of other-worldliness that you can’t quite grasp, could it be that faerie folk are real and closer than you think? 


We know that tales of faerie-like beings were prevalent in the ancient civilizations of Greece and Persia. People believed in the existence of human-like creatures who inhabited a parallel realm on Earth and connected with both mortals and gods. When modern religions advanced across the world, the gods and deities of the ancients were replaced by different beliefs. While the worship of fantastical gods faded into myth, tales of slightly more benign faerie folk have persisted in folklore across the world. Perhaps faeries posed no real threat to religious order, leaving storytellers, poets and local lore to speak of them. 


Even today, faerie folk continue to intrigue us, perhaps because they ever-so-slightly resemble humans, but with magical powers. That may lead to the assumption that they are miniature versions of us, but woe betide any mortal who judges the faerie realm by our societal standards. Faerie – or fae – society is complex and governed by codes entirely different to our own. While many faeries are helpful and kind, they can also be capricious, temperamental and frustratingly mischievous. Entering their world, intentionally or not, can be utterly perilous.


From pixies and goblins, elves and leprechauns, to the Tooth Fairy and fairy godmothers, you will have heard of countless types of fae folk. Each type possesses a different temperament and supernatural ability. Turn the pages and explore this fascinating, nebulous world of mischief and magic. But be warned, the faerie realm is not for the faint of heart.




“Faeries, come take me out of this dull world, 
For I would ride with you upon the wind, 
Run on the top of the dishevelled tide, 
And dance upon the mountains like a flame!”


William Butler Yeats
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You are about to discover that the history of faeries is as turbulent and peculiar as the faeries themselves. Humans have used stories to explain the unknown, educate or entertain, and stories about faeries are no different. What is remarkable is that faerie lore has survived the darkest times in human history, and then flourished in creative movements.


It all began in ancient times. While aloof gods exerted power from places beyond human reach, our ancestors felt that there was another domain, here on planet Earth, where strange, magical faeries inhabited the same mountains, forests, deserts and seas as we humans. Occasionally, human and faerie paths were said to have crossed. Tales were told, and myths and superstitions were born. The finest tales became faerie lore, handed down through generations or spread from village to village, country to country. It is fortunate for us that faerie lore enthusiasts catalogued the old word-of-mouth stories. You will discover in the following pages how these tales survived and evolved, along with valuable insights into how ordinary people lived, loved and believed.







What is a Faerie?


The word “faerie” immediately conjures images of tiny, winged creatures, perhaps using a magic wand to make wishes come true. This is a thoroughly modern idea. In fact, there was no reference to faeries having wings until Victorian times. In the 1920s, the artist Cicely Mary Barker enchanted the public with her paintings of “Flower Fairies”, where each delicate faerie matched an exquisitely painted flower. Her faeries have little basis in lore but have captured children’s hearts and imaginations for a hundred years. 


Ancient faeries were rarely so cute, and were also incredibly diverse in appearance, temperament and magical ability. From sturdy Nordic dwarfs to beguiling deep-sea mermaids, these creatures seem to have little in common, except for one thing: they are all said to exist on the same planet as we mortals, but in another realm or “plane”, tantalizingly just out of our reach. It is their differences that make them so utterly intriguing.


Since pagan or pre-modern religious times, faerie folklore and myths have persisted throughout Europe, the British Isles, the Nordic countries and Persia. The word “faerie” has morphed over the centuries, beginning with the Latin word fatum for fate, eventually evolving into Anglo-French “faerie” and Middle English “fairy”.


The first written stories of faeries emerged in the twelfth century when the cleric Gervase of Tilbury shared tales of tiny, enchanted creatures with benevolent and malevolent intentions. Since then, countless storytellers, from William Shakespeare to Walt Disney, have used faerie folk as inspiration, lodging faeries even more firmly into our culture.
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Faeries around the world


Across the globe, there are tales about faerie-like entities that go back millennia.




	Travel east to Japan for tales of amphibious kappa sprites. Unpredictable and clever, their behaviour ranges from peeking up women’s kimonos and loudly breaking wind in public to drowning humans and devouring their flesh.


	The faeries of the indigenous North Americans share much in common with those on other continents and are often depicted as tiny humans. The Cherokee yunwi tsunsdi are helpful, while the Yana tribes tell of the man-eating yo-yautsgi faeries!


	In Latin America and Iberia, duendes are highly unpleasant characters living in caves or house walls. Depending on local lore, they have a reputation for scaring or even kidnapping children! 


	In Africa, Zulu myths tell of malevolent tokoloshe – wicked dwarf-like faeries or spirits who make themselves invisible by placing a magic pebble in their mouths. They can be called upon to do harm to people or even cause them to die in their sleep.


	Perhaps the most beautiful creatures are the delicate peri of Persia, some of the few winged creatures of early faerie lore. Their ancient story is that they existed in a hinterland between gods and mortals, neither wholly evil, nor wholly saintly. 


	From indigenous Australian folklore come the Mimi – thin, elongated faerie-like spirits who live in rocky crevices. Benevolent and wise teachers, they taught Aboriginal people how to hunt, cook, paint and make fire.





Stick a pin into any ancient map, and you will find a rich heritage of magical faerie lore. Far and wide, wherever faerie tales are told, these supernatural beings with special powers have much in common: they can bestow good or bad fortune on mortals. One thing is certain: faeries are rarely entirely benign.










Before there were books


We’ve probably all encountered unsettling sounds in the forest, or spied a curious movement from the corner of our eye that has no logical explanation. The experiences of ancient peoples were no different. For centuries, the influence of supernatural faerie folk provided explanations for everyday mysteries, from a randomly bountiful apple harvest to a painful boil on the posterior. But who, or what, was responsible?


It is easy to understand how faerie lore became culturally entrenched. Why wouldn’t our wild, unpredictable landscapes be inhabited by semi-human creatures who exert supernatural power over us? Tales and explanations ranged from the mundane to the extraordinary. In the true oral traditions of faerie lore, creative storytellers stimulated people’s imaginations and fuelled superstitions. As illiteracy was widespread, faerie lore was passed on by word of mouth, and local tales were handed down through the generations. Other people brought stories with them as they crossed oceans, travelled lands, integrated and even marauded.


Folk and faerie lore scholars and enthusiasts have documented tales for centuries. In the tradition of oral storytelling, the teller would reserve the right to put their own spin on a tale. Because of this, variants of the same stories exist all over the world.







The evolution of faerie stories


Any mention of faeries at the bottom of a garden conjures images of miniature, winged humans, whereas a “crock of gold” will immediately bring to mind canny Irish leprechauns. Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without Santa’s cheeky, pointy-eared elves, and who hasn’t wished for a fairy godmother to grant their wishes with a wave of her wand?


Thanks to storytellers over hundreds of years, all sorts of faeries dwell in our heritage and hearts. In the following pages, we’ll discover how beliefs in faeries have changed in line with human cultural evolution, but not quite as much as you might think!
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Tuatha Dé Danann


Before there were faeries, there existed another race. Cast your imagination back to late prehistoric Ireland to a period spanning the Gaels, Druids, Celts and Romans and right up to the arrival of Christianity. Picture the Emerald Isle as home to a fantastical race of other-worldly gods skilled in magic and sorcery and immune to ageing and sickness. Legend suggests that the gods arrived on the west coast of Ireland in a vast cloud of unearthly mist. Once ashore, they burned their boats, removing their own escape route and forcing them to settle in a permanent homeland. The Tuatha Dé Danann had arrived.


Tuatha Dé Danann translates as “The people of the Goddess Danu”. Danu is the pagan mother of the gods; she and her tribe of gods shared their skills and lived among the mortals.


For a while, there was peace and good health for all, but, inevitably, power struggles and battles between the Otherworld and mortals ensued. Eventually the Tuatha Dé Danann were defeated by the ancestors of Ireland’s Celtic people, the Milesians.


The Tuatha Dé Danann were driven through portals in ancient burial sites to live underground. According to legend, there they remain, abiding by their own codes and invisible to mortals.
In the post-Christian context, Ireland’s medieval monks diligently recorded the folklore tales but with a religious slant. The Tuatha Dé Danann were described as fallen angels rather than gods. The monks acknowledged their other-worldly powers but said that their lack of Christian faith diminished their physical stature. This is the point at which towering gods became wee faerie folk.







Fallen faerie angels


As Christianity spread across Europe and Scandinavia, faerie lore adopted a religious slant more fitting to the times. Many old tales persisted, but faeries came to be thought of as angels who had fallen from grace, or deceased heathens not quite wicked enough to enter Hell or saintly enough to enter Heaven. A good example are the pixies of south-west England, who came to be defined as faeries created from the souls of unbaptized dead infants.










The Canterbury Tales 


In the fourteenth century, the English poet Geoffrey Chaucer wrote The Canterbury Tales, a collection of tales told by fictional pilgrims travelling to Canterbury Cathedral. Even then, in medieval Britain, one of the pilgrims spoke wistfully about times past, when faeries roamed the land:




“When good King Arthur ruled in ancient days, 
(A king that every Briton loves to praise.) 
This was a land brim-full of fairy folk.”


Geoffrey Chaucer, “The Wife of Bath”
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Dangerous times 


From around 1400 to the mid-1700s, any belief with supernatural or other-worldly connotations was dangerous. In an act of social self-preservation in a climate of fervent religious oppression, the faeries of old that people had believed in for hundreds of years were trivialized into mere stories…


That said, beliefs were not entirely eradicated, for families still told faerie stories around the fire, children sang nursery rhymes about faeries, and scholars far and wide documented faerie lore.
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King James VI 


In 1597, the Jacobean King James VI of Scotland (later also James I of England and Ireland) published three books entitled Dæmonologie. The books describe in detail demons (dæmons), witches and sorcerers. He was deeply concerned that the “black arts” opposed Christian values – and his own position – which meant that anyone suspected of dealing with demons, witchcraft and even faeries was in mortal danger.


These were paranoid times. Witch-hunting had proliferated for some 200 years, and with this publication, things got even worse for anyone who may have believed in faeries.


King James’s books added fuel to the witchcraft fire (quite literally), and women were especially endangered. In The Thirde Booke of Dæmonologie, he turned his attention to spirits, faeries and brownies, declaring that they were demons in disguise who possessed ungodly people ignorant enough to engage with them. He stated:




“The deuil illuded the senses of sundry simple 
creatures, in making them beleeue that they saw 
and harde such thinges as were nothing so indeed.”








It was mostly women who were vulnerable to cruel, often fatal punishments. King James believed that females were inherently less rational than males and, therefore, more likely to fall for faerie or demonic trickery and manipulation. If a woman was accused of dealing with faeries or demons, local magistrates had the power to hand out atrocious “cures” or even death sentences.


Now enshrined in King James’s books, a sinister shift to long-held beliefs about faeries took hold. The King decreed that common misfortune – from a sudden illness to a failed crop – was the fault of the individual, who had undoubtedly been ignorant and ungodly enough to let faerie or demonic spirits enter them. Even infant birth defects did not escape suspicion, for surely they were a sign that the mother had cavorted with faeries, spirits or demons.





During these dark times no one was truly safe. As faeries became associated with the very dangerous business of witchcraft and the Devil, it was perilous to engage with anything deemed supernatural or to accept deities other than the Christian god.
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