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What people are saying about


21st Century Fairy


An interesting, well documented survey of beliefs about the fairies, from long ago up to today. Includes references to folklore and modern storytelling, as well as personal experience. A great foundation for folks to build their own understanding of the Good Folks on.


Catherine Kane, author of Adventures in Palmistry and The Practical Empath


This is a wonderful new offering from Morgan Daimler, whose extensive research and knowledge of fairy lore has been a real boon to the Pagan community and beyond. Looking at the evolution of fairy, how they can be perceived and encountered in the modern world, exploring outdated perceptions as well as finding what remains constant are discussed in this book. There are other issues which are unique to this work and which are not represented broadly, such as racism in fairy media and the ongoing representation devolved from Victorian perspectives. For all those interested in fairy literature and lore, this book is a real asset as well as being great reference material.


Joanna van der Hoeven, author of The Path of the Hedge Witch and The Hedge Druid’s Craft
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Author’s Note


This book is the result of many years of conversations with friends as well as seeing a widespread idea that fairies are somehow primitive or archaic, despite the many modern anecdotes and stories we have that show them in modern settings and contexts. I eventually taught a workshop on modern fairies and subsequently was asked if I had a book on the subject. Since I didn’t, I decided to write one, which, honestly, is my solution to a lot of things. This text weaves together material from workshops I’ve taught, blogs I’ve written, and many conversations I’ve had over the years to create what hopefully will be a useful resource for people seeking to understand fairy and fairies in a modern context.


Every book ultimately reflects the biases of the author and for me these are beings that I believe exist in some sense and context and have been believed in by humans across millennia. This view undoubtedly colours my opinions but I have done my best to be objective in what is shared here, at least as much as I can be. I want everyone, no matter what your viewpoints are, to find some value in this book.


I personally favour using APA citation in my writing and so throughout this book when a source is being cited you will see the name of the author and date of the book in parenthesis after that. Each chapter will also have end notes expanding on points that don’t fit neatly into the larger text but are important to touch on. I hope this approach will help create a good resource for readers, whether you are here out of curiosity or because you are seeking a deeper understanding of this subject.









Introduction


For many people the idea of belief in fairies as real beings that can be interacted with is a relic of the past, something to be found in dusty books and old stories. But for others the Good Folk continue to be a strong and clear presence in our thoroughly modern world, still seen and still encountered in many places, both by people seeking them and those who never thought of them at all. But when the subject of fairies comes up what many people imagine is shaped by mass media which is fond of depicting fairies as either primitive creatures – animalistic or clad in bark and leaves – or as anachronistic beings who appear as if through the mists of time, in medieval knight’s armour or gowns. Yet when we stop and study encounters and anecdotes from the late 20th century and 21st century a different picture emerges, one of a hugely diverse array of beings, some indeed clad in medieval wear but others in jeans and sneakers, some who are merged with the natural world and others who are thoroughly urban. The world of Fairy and its inhabitants then isn’t – you’ll forgive the analogy – some bug trapped in amber but a living, vibrant reality that encompasses everything humans can imagine and more.


This book is meant to be something of a very loose guide for seekers of Fairy to find this vibrant world, moving through the anachronisms and tropes to the living heart of Fairy where it intersects with the human world today. It looks at the ways that understandings of fairies have changed over the last hundred years, how they are integrated into the 21st century, folkloric material that is still as strong today as ever, and offers some advice for seekers to move forward balancing belief and scepticism in a healthy way. It is also a blend of my own thoughts and experiences with other sources, mostly academic books. I know it may be a bit jarring for some readers to move between a more academic view of something and my own personal thoughts on it but I feel like both aspects are important and my own spiritual practice and belief system is built on this hybrid model. I study this as a subject of interest but I also have my own personal experiences with it and both sides of my interactions will be included here.


I believe it’s important to note up front that there is a very long and probably endless debate about whether humans have ever or can ever see fairies as they truly are or whether every fairy experience across history has been shaped by human perception. If we can see them as they are, under exceptional circumstances, through their allowing it, or through innate ability, then looking across the range of historical and modern accounts we can draw some definitive conclusions about the subject. However, if we cannot – if every encounter anyone has ever had is merely a reflection of either the human’s expectations or of layers of fairy glamour1 – then anything and everything we have to say on the subject is only reflecting human belief2 across time periods. Either way I think it’s useful to look at these depictions, how they’ve changed, and to anchor these beings firmly in our very modern world. But going in to this book it’s important to be clear that this is not a simple topic and that there are different perspectives on even the most basic aspect of whether or not we can perceive these beings in any kind of truth.


It also has to be mentioned, of course, that anything and everything with fairies is always contradictory and difficult to entirely define, so that while we will be focusing here on the modern iterations and interpretations of fairies the reader shouldn’t take this to mean that the other, older forms of fairies don’t exist as well in the modern world. For every story of a human encountering a thoroughly modern fairy in jeans and a t-shirt there are others of someone seeing a bark-clad sprite or fairy knight in ancient armour. It is best to remember that Fairy and its inhabitants are, in the most crucial ways, outside of the Introduction human concept of time. I might also remind readers of what I refer to as the first rule of Fairy: nothing is certain.


We tend to be so caught up in the ideas of fairies wearing leaves or in Renaissance Faire attire because these are the images that we get from mass media, whether that’s popular novels or movies. There has been a slow movement away from this recently, perhaps as urban fantasy3 has gained popularity and the idea of powerful, human-like fairies in the modern world has found its way onto television through shows such as Lost Girl and Carnival Row4. But reshaping popular perception of fairies is a slow process and the 20th century ideas are still lingering and effecting people’s expectations. For anyone seeking to understand fairies in the 21st century I strongly suggest looking at how the media has shaped your views and making an effort to put any preconceived notions you have aside and embrace the idea of a much more complex, complicated reality.


Moving forward into the rest of this book here’s a thing to think about – it’s very easy to get wedged into our own point of view. I constantly try to check myself on this because it’s something that sneaks in slowly and hardens so that we aren’t even aware of it. When we talk about Fairy and the beings within it, you’ll see a lot of very diverse and often antithetical views and opinions out in the world and also in this book.


Here’s the thing… They may all be true. The catch is that none of them are the only truth, any more than a human who lives in a city describing their home and lived experience can be said to be describing ‘the human world and life’ in toto. Because we all know that humans and the human world are diverse, and one description doesn’t – can’t – define all of us and the same is true with fairies not only cross-culturally but in general.


Someone can live their whole life seeing and dealing with tiny little garden sprites, and to them that may be what Fairy and fairies are. And by their experience they are accurate. But that isn’t all of it, even if it is a small true portion, just as someone who has only ever seen and experienced glowing balls of light or human-sized wingless beings is not seeing the entirety of who and what fairies are.


Do you see what I’m saying here? Someone can be completely honest in their view and their view can be true, by that measure, but that doesn’t mean that view is all there is. Living in a rural area doesn’t erase the existence of cities, coming from a Western culture doesn’t negate the existence of every other culture – and there’s always more to Fairy than any of the pieces we see and understand. Keep an open mind, on all sides.









Chapter 1


Do Fairies Evolve?


A key question to begin with, and one that I have been asked more than once, is do fairies evolve? This question is less about whether fairies as a category of beings show signs of what humans would call evolution in a species and more about whether they are capable of change and adaptation to the human world they interact with. I think the answer to this is a definitive yes, as we can see by looking across a range of things related to fairies which have changed, sometimes radically, in the last hundred years. And let’s be honest this is drastic change in a short time but it is also very much in line with how drastically human culture has changed across the 20th century and into the 21st. In this chapter then I want to look at several aspects of how we envision fairies that are considered or assumed to be universal now but are actually relatively new in the wider scheme of things, as well as a couple things relating to fairies that we do have evidence have changed over recent years.


Tiny Fairies


Let’s look at the example of fairies perceived as tiny beings which is so pervasive across not only popular culture but also modern fairy encounters. I want to start with a bit of a deep dive into this because I think it beautifully illustrates the way that a concept about fairies can begin in the fringes and slowly but surely grow in the popular imagination until it comes to dominate the subject. After this section I’ll move on to several other similar ways that fairies have changed across belief into what is now the most common understandings of them, but I hope that this first section will show in general how this process works.


So for many people today the word fairy immediately invokes images of a tiny winged being – and we’ll get to the wings in a bit – but why do we envision fairies as tiny?


The fairies of folklore – historic and modern – are depicted across a wide range of sizes and forms, from about 18 inches tall to well over 13 feet. These beings are known as shapeshifters and their size is often fluid and changeable, or at least human perception of their size isn’t constant. Also specific types of beings are known to have particular sizes and appearances, such as the selkies who are human-like on land and seals in the water. In many Irish fairy encounters the beings are described as more or less human sized, a feature we see as well in Scotland. Some specific beings like Leprechauns were known to be about 18 inches to 3 feet tall, depending on the story. As with so many aspects of folklore this subject isn’t clear cut or easy to simplify but includes a spectrum of possibilities. However, we can say in a very general sense that the idea of tiny, insect sized or smaller fairies isn’t common across Western European folklore, yet it has become ubiquitous in the popular imagination. Let’s take a look at where this idea comes from.


Where we do find tiny fairies is in England, particularly English literature but with possible roots in older folk beliefs. Katherine Briggs discusses several medieval English examples of what she terms ‘diminutive fairies’ which are described as about as tall as a finger is long; these were either specific types of beings or specific individuals in context, rather than all fairies more generally. The earliest such account comes from Gervase of Tilbury in the 13th century who describes beings he calls ‘Portunes’ which are between a half inch and a foot tall5 (Briggs, 1976). While a foot tall is on the smaller end of fairy sizes within folklore in general it isn’t as tiny as we will find later as fairies are refined into the early modern period literature.


The earliest description I have found in writing of tiny fairies comes from Shakespeare’s Romeo & Juliet, completed in 1597, where he describes the fairy queen Mab as ‘In shape no bigger than an agate stone; On the forefinger of an alderman’ (Shakespeare, 1980). Mab is not only as tiny as the stone in a finger-ring but is said to travel in a wagon fashioned from insect parts: wheels spoked with spider legs and a wagon cover made of grasshopper wings. This idea is expanded several decades later in Michael Drayton’s, 1627, ‘Nymphidia’ a poem which describes the English fairy court. In this poem the fairies are firmly established as tiny beings who can fit into flowers and use small natural objects for their construction – spider legs to build walls and bats wings to cover their roofs, for example. This comes to us from English literature (the literate class as opposed to direct folk belief) and is an idea we will see repeated in later works as well, blending the idea of diminutive fairies with Paracelsus’s elemental divisions of these beings to create the tiny air and earth fairies that would later take hold in popular imagination. As to why fairies were so far reduced, as Diane Purkiss so aptly says it:


The Elizabethans and even more so the Jacobeans loved the miniature. In their hands, fairies shrank to tininess. … Reducing the other to miniature scale reduces it to manageability too, making it laughable. (Purkiss, 2000, pp. 181 & 182).


Despite this diminishment, the fairies of this period were still seen as having power and influence, particularly over human dreams, madness, and crops.


The Victorian era is one of the most pivotal points in how popular culture today would come to view fairies, with a surge in interest in romanticized folklore, nature, and entertainment. The fairies of folk belief became subjects of retellings and fairies more generally were rewritten and redefined away from dangerous and powerful beings and into the fodder of children’s stories and art. These fairies were firmly rooted as well in the miniaturization that had begun with Shakespeare and persisted through English literature and poetry, finding expression in Pope’s 1712 ‘Rape of the Lock’ for example, where fairies are definitively small and generally powerless as well as in William Blake’s late 18th and early 19th century works which described tiny fairies. Victorian era literature, though, took these existing ideas and framed them for children, reducing fairies not only in size by favouring the insect comparisons but also infantilizing and moralizing them. As Carole Silver explains it:


As the elfin peoples became staples of children’s literature, the perception grew that they themselves were childish.... Some of the tales promoted a false set of conventions, one that made, the fairies tiny and harmless – moral guides for children or charming little pets – and a tradition of sentimentalization and idealization developed. (Silver, 1999, p187).


Being tiny was then directly connected to both being childlike and being powerless, creating a being that was physically miniature and more decorative than dangerous.
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