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Preface
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A Brief Overview of the Research

Since the publication of the first edition of this book, research has been ongoing in search of a complete definition for this complex belief system at whose heart reside the fundamental beliefs touching upon the soul, the beyond, and ancestor worship. The universal nature of the belief in a multiple “soul” has been confirmed by Régis Boyer,1 while its Christianized variations can be found in the background of texts concerning the beyond translated by Alexandre Micha.2 The otherworld and the dangerous dead are the subject of a splendid study by Jacqueline Amat,3 and we have seen that this appellation of “dangerous dead” in fact covers a plurality of places.4 Martin Illi has examined where the dead go,5 and Peter Jezler has published a magnificent and richly illustrated book on heaven, hell, and purgatory,6 the last two realms often being the originating points for revenants. This book, The Return of the Dead, will be rounded off with a fine collective work on death in daily life.7 Revenants in medieval Christian tradition are the subject of a monograph by Jean-Claude Schmitt,8 which, alas, reflects only the clerical point of view and does not attempt to bridge to the witnesses of paganism. Several stories of revenants have been given extensive study, notably the one concerning the revenant of Beaucaire (1211) by Henri Bresc9 and the theme of the grateful dead by Danièle Régnier-Bohler.10 In addition, Marie-Anne Polo de Beaulieu and Jean-Claude Schmitt have translated a dialogue that took place with a revenant.11 To the best of my knowledge, no one has attempted to distinguish ghosts from revenants. If we expand our perspective, we can see that the beliefs studied in The Return of the Dead: Ghosts, Ancestors, and the Transparent Veil of the Pagan Mind are still in evidence today, particularly among the African peoples, as Stuart J. Edelstein has demonstrated for the Igbo, Yoruba, and Edo peoples (Nigeria).12 For China, we can read the collection of ghost stories L’Antre aux fantômes des collines de l’Ouest (The Lair of the Ghosts of the Western Hills),13 and we can also find numerous Breton parallels in the Legende de la Mort (The Legends of the Dead) by Anatole Le Braz.14

Ethnologists and folklorists have been especially active. The life led by the dead in tombs and the deceased who return and carry off the living or who deliver messages have been cited by Gerda Grober-Glück, Leander Petzold, and the historian Arnold Angenendt.15 Felix Karlinger has examined the dining habits of the dead and the table that is set in hopes that the deceased will take a seat there. He has also included many stories about revenants in his book on how time is experienced in the beyond.16 E. Campi has looked into stories concerning cowherds who became revenants, and Charles Joisten has studied processions of the dead.17 Also, a wide presentation of revenants emerges in the folk legends (volkssage) of the Anvers region in the work of M. Van den Berg, who offers a classification and typology of revenants.18

Before going on, I must correct an oversight: anyone interested in the survival of the beliefs examined here will find substantial parallels and information in the catalog of stories on the dead by Ingeborg Müller and Lutz Röhrich,19 as well as in the different repertoires of narrative motifs that have come out of the Helsinki School.20

I should also point out another path for further research: in the iconography, revenants are often diaphanous or white in color, whereas in the texts they are often black. This reversal might be explained by the desire to distinguish them from demons but does not correspond with ancient beliefs as expressed in the testimony of Tacitus, who said a Germanic people painted their bodies black and carried shields of the same color and spread terror by passing for an army of ghosts, umbra feralis exercitus (Germania 43). Black often remains the color of the otherworld in medieval romances, whether or not this otherworld is magical or deadly.

Since 1986 it has been possible to observe that these singular dead beings can be encountered everywhere, provided we know how to recognize them beneath their various disguises.21 Some time ago I published the fruit of my discoveries for specialists, then devoted myself to the study of the transformation and mythization of revenants and phantoms. I was able to show evidence for how these dead beings remaining close to us had transformed into dwarves and elves22—a point confirmed and clarified by Régis Boyer23—and into earth spirits.24 I was able to demonstrate that they had become nightmares and were closely tied to sorcery, to white and black magic. But the most important discovery undoubtedly resulted from the exploration of the notion of the multiple soul,25 which allows us to explain the corporeal nature of the revenants, the fundamental opposition between them and intangible ghosts. What survives, and comes back, and manifests itself was clearly what the ancient Scandinavians called the hamir and what other people designate by the term alter ego. This hamir, in short, is the Double of the individual, something that brings us back to extremely widespread beliefs among the shamanic peoples and that, until now, could not be understood by those who restricted their search to the writings of the Roman world because it was impossible to read in strongly Christianized remnants.

The belief in the Double remains foreign to many researchers, the best example of which would be Claude Carozzi, who, in an otherwise excellent study of the journey into the beyond,26 cites stories of the soul leaving the body in the form of an animal—bird, butterfly, or some other tiny creature—and notes the antiquity of the belief and the compound structure of humans (body, mind, soul). He speaks about a “kind of double,” but he overlooks the fact that it involves a vestige of shamanism, a fact that enables resolution of the problems concerning the corporeal nature of revenants and that of the soul.27 If the soul is wounded in the beyond,28 this injury is transmitted to the body when the soul reenters it, just as the wound that has been inflicted upon the revenant can be found on it when its grave is opened. (See the story of Hrapp in chapter 5.)

I was criticized for not examining the Infernal Hunt, also known as Mesnie Hellequin, the band of revenants who makes an appearance on certain dates. This extremely complex subject merits its own detailed study, one on which I’ve been laboring for many years.29 In 1986 my investigations had not advanced sufficiently to offer a pertinent analysis. At my disposal I had a body of texts—one that has grown non-stop since that time—and relatively ancient monographs based on false premises, as I was able to determine, which has created a good many errors.

Other critics, unfamiliar with the texts and ignorant of the research performed by scholars of northern Europe, could not grasp the mentality capable of producing all these stories about ghosts and revenants. In response to their objections, I translated and published a part of this corpus, leaving to the texts themselves the task of convincing the skeptics.30 Some critics also expressed the wish that I would have examined other historical periods and civilizations, but interdisciplinarity has its limits. The medievalist works on a period spanning eight centuries and the texts from the entire medieval West. The vast range of reading and study from this broad time period and many places forbids incursions into areas that are not the medievalist’s proper territory.

Others clearly saw the coherence of the complex; they carried water to my mill through constructive criticism and inspired further research in this subject area. I offer them my heartiest thanks for their interest and support. Finally, I want to underscore the fact that no study has emerged to invalidate my conclusions, which have been confirmed by the thesis of K. T. Nilssen.31

Additional Notes

Page 19: Among the magic formulas intended to keep a dead individual in his tomb and to protect him, this one was discovered on the rune stone of Gorlev (Denmark), dating from around 900 CE:

Thjodvi raised this stone for Odinkar
F u Þ a r k n i a s t b l m r

Enjoy your tomb!

Þ m k i i i s s t t i i l l l

I have arranged the runes as they should be.

Gunni. Armund

Another stone found in Ledberg, in Ostrogothia (Sweden), presents the formula in this form:

Þ m k : i i i: s s s : t t t: i i i: l l l

This has been deciphered as: thistl (l), “thistle,” mistil (l) “mistletoe,” and kistil (l), “coffin,” with no reason discovered for this grouping. The second line of the Gorlev inscription is nothing other than the runic alphabet. It is common knowledge that the people of an earlier time lent magic virtues to this alphabet, and Christians carved it on the steeples of churches.32

Pages 32–34: Putting shoes on the feet of the dead seems to have been more widespread than previously thought and not limited to Germany alone. Indeed, in the thirteenth century William Durand, bishop of Mende, notes in his Rationale divinum officiorum that many people “say that the dead must wear trousers and shoes with laces, thinking that thereby they will be ready for the Last Judgment.”33 At the end of that same century, shoes were given out to the poor on All Soul’s Day.34 On the other hand, archaeology has unearthed numerous amulets in Celtic tombs, especially in those of Dürrnberg, near Hallein, which date from the Iron Age. Among them we find bronze shoes that scholars have classified as magic objects.35 We can assume that these shoes occupied an important place in ancient beliefs and that medieval testimonies like that of William Durand are their final echo.

Pages 32–35: In her study on the shroud, Danièle Alexandre-Bidon reminds us that crosses, which were almost always Latin in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, were always tacked to the lengthwise seam of the shroud or else placed on the forehead or, in the early Middle Ages, on the chest. She thinks that these crosses were material records of the placement of the anointment and wonders about their role in the protection of the body.36 In my opinion, the shroud, sanctified by the cross, possesses an apotropaic function. For the church, it was a matter of protecting the body from demonic incursions. We know in fact that one of the clerical explanations for revenants is the possession of the corpse by a devil that has slipped into and animated it. Furthermore, the individual crosses that sometimes appear on tombs lend themselves to the same analysis, as is noted by William Durand, bishop of Mende from 1285 until his death in Rome in 1296: “[T]he devil greatly dreads this sign and fears to approach the place that gleams with the sign of the cross.” Yet we are able to make out another function of the cross: it prevents the deceased from leaving his grave. In this sense, the crosses on the shroud possess exactly the same virtues as iron needles.

Pages 67–68: The belief in the life of the dead in the tomb is confirmed clearly by a passage in the Life of Saint Fridolin, which had been inserted in the ancient Vita during the thirteenth century. The following events are supposed to have occurred during the sixth or seventh century.

The lands of Glaris (Switzerland) belonged to two brothers, Landolf and Urso. With the consent of his brother, the latter bequeathed his own lands to the cloister of Säckingen. Upon Urso’s death, Landolf took back this donation. The abbot Fridolin took him before the court of Rankweil. The judges instructed him to present Urso before the court to give testimony about the gift.

Fridolin made his way to Urso’s tomb and asked Urso to follow him. He took him by the hand and led him to Rankweil. Seeing Landolf, Urso said to him: “Alas, brother, why have you robbed my soul of what belonged to me?” Landolf returned the bequeathed properties, adding his own to them, and Fridolin brought Urso back to his tomb.37

This anecdote throws a stark light upon the mind-set of this time, and it confirms that the dead were still living and could return to ensure that justice was done. As for the universal faith and belief of the Christian laity in the posthumous presence or return of the dead, this seems incontestable. It is founded upon a tradition that the church barely adulterated.38

Page 163: There remains to be made a comparative study of the fylgja and the guardian angel, fylgjuengill in Norse (fylgja + engill, “angel”). This notion seems common to many peoples, and we can compare it to the description made by the writer of Armenian medieval traditions: “An angel assigned specifically to each individual human being. . . . When the time arrives for the life of his client to end, it is he who carries away his soul, along with his account book, for judgment. His most noteworthy role, therefore, is to take the soul, and it is at this moment that he appears as the angel of death.”39

Page 206: The belief in revenants emerges clearly from a passage of Erec and Enid (verses 4854–78) by Chrétien de Troyes. When Erec comes out of his swoon in the Count of Limors’s castle and flies to the aid of Enid, everyone draws away from him, believing that he is “the devil in person come among them. . . . They soon emptied the palace with all saying, weak and strong alike: ‘Flee! Flee! It is the dead man!’” There is a striking similarity between this scene and a passage from the Historia Dunelmensis Ecclesiae (III, 25) written between 1104 and 1109 by Simeon de Durham: A man named Eadulf living in the village of Raeveneswurthe falls sick and dies one Saturday evening. The next morning he is resurrected, causing all around him to flee in terror.40 The mental backdrop visible in both Chrétien’s and Simeon’s work is the same: people believe that after death, it is possible to return to life.

In the Romance of Perceforest, the revenants that appear have been given a very literary treatment, and magic is charged with explaining their return:

A knight encountered two other knights of the lineage of Dornant the Enchanter, slain by Gadiffer and the Tor. They and their horses had been dead for quite some time, yet “they seemed to have life.” They held the maiden Olive in bondage. Once she had been delivered by Gadiffer and the Tor, she cast a spell upon the bodies of the dead knights so that her liberators’ victory would be remembered.41

By virtue of resorting to an enchantment, the belief is concealed and the story veers into the fantastic, as Francis Dubost clearly demonstrates.42

In Celtic literature, in addition to the text cited earlier (beginning on page 209), we find certain figures whose true status remains unknown. This is the case in the Welsh Peredur, in which a knight emerges from beneath a flat stone.43 But in the Triads of the Red Book in which all the marvels of Ireland are inventoried, several issues are dedicated to the famous ghosts of the isle.44


Introduction
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Cemeteries with broken grave stones and ruined chapels abandoned under the moonlight, shadow-infested old dwellings whose shutters groan in the wind and whose floors creak, ancient castles clinging to the tops of peaks, inns in the forest that were once the haunts of brigands, moors and marshlands covered in fog: these are the kinds of places where, customarily, we see apparitions of the dead, specters in bloody shrouds that are either speckled with dirt or dripping with seawater. For as long as humans have existed, they have spoken about the shades of the departed who return to trouble the living and create an atmosphere of anxiety and of terror—friendly and inoffensive ghosts remain a rarity. But does anyone recall that these deceased individuals once formed part of everyday life, that once upon a time, in a room in which animals and people sometimes lived together, a small light attached to a joist was left burning all night long? Does anyone remember that going out in the night to attend to a natural need amounted to exposing yourself to strange, often dangerous encounters? When someone saw a scattered flock, it was not rare to find the shepherd dead and a horrible sight: every bone in in the shepherd’s body was broken; a revenant had torn him to pieces.

Language has several different terms at its disposal to designate these alarming dead, but these labels are generally viewed as synonymous, although the realities they address are different. Everyone knows phantom, which conjures the idea of illusion and phantasmagoria; specter, to which is attached a notion of fright or horror, the same inspired by the sniggering skeleton or decomposing cadaver; shade, which essentially reflects a poetic vocabulary and recalls the dissolution of the body into death; spirit, which remains vague and expresses human perplexity before inexplicable phenomena and is placed in the world of parapsychology—“spirit, are you there?” Ectoplasm is recent and serves to designate an immaterial form that escapes the body of an entranced medium. Larva, a name inherited from the Romans, is no longer used in its primary sense of referring to a deceased individual who has been denied eternal rest for one reason or another. Revenant, on the other hand, suggests immediately the return of a dead person. The term expresses a simple observation and does not refer to any illusion. If we establish a chronology of the use of these words, we can note a slow transition from reality—the dead person who comes back to life—to the ghost, the ectoplasm, the immaterial shape. The notion of the term revenant deteriorated over the course of the years and, leaving the realm of reality, entered that of spiritism. All the writings solidly confirm this phenomenon.

Literature, which has been telling us about apparitions for more than two thousand years, testifies in its own way to the evolution of mind-sets. When Sophocles describes the meeting of Clytemnestra and her late husband, when Homer narrates that of Penelope and her dead sister, when Aeschylus causes the specter of Argos to come out, and when Philostratus shows us Achilles leaving his grave and returning to it when the cock crows, we can see that the revenants and ghosts of antiquity are actors and not supernumeraries. They speak and act; they hand out both counsel and blame. This is how things proceed until the sixteenth century. Shakespeare depicts the ghost of Hamlet’s father crying out for vengeance on a gun battlement at the Castle of Elsinore, and he shows us the terror that grips Macbeth at the sight of Banquo’s specter. Eventually, however, ghosts and revenants become simple literary motifs, such as the one in The Canterville Ghost by Oscar Wilde. They are soon transformed into movie figures, as in Fantôme à vendre (Ghost for Sale) by René Clair, for example, before becoming shudder-inspiring material in horror films, a mediocre exploitation of the fear they once inspired. The dead who have the misfortune to leave their graves have even been turned into figures of derision in ghost tours. Yet hiding behind their literary and other uses are age-old beliefs that have become lost in the depths of time. Writers such as Hans Christian Anderson and Charles Dickens, in The Traveling Companion and A Christmas Carol, respectively, knew how to use these beliefs for inspiration.

Modern literature is deceptive when it speaks of postmortem wanderings and hauntings. It has popularized the notion of the ghost at the expense of the revenant, and, using fantasy, it invites us to believe that our senses deceive us—a notion that may be reassuring but is merely a decoy. The revenants of olden days are not ectoplasm, three-dimensional images similar to holograms—those wonderful photos in relief. They are not diaphanous or nebulous shapes appearing at set times to repeat tirelessly the same gestures, travel the same routes, and produce the same noises always at the same place: at the scene of the crime, an accident, or an unusual death. The revenants of the distant past did not disappear at the simplest prayer, and they discouraged exorcists by not vanishing when confronted by the sign of the cross or the sting of holy water (for priests regarded them as diabolical apparitions). Protection was not to be found by tracing a circle around yourself with a sword, and when, at night, footsteps could be heard on the roof or the animals were becoming agitated in the stalls nearby, people hoped that the specter lurking in the vicinity would stay outside. The murderer was never safe and had to dread constantly the vengeance of his victim, the woman responsible for the death of a detested spouse could expect to find him waiting in her bed, and whoever failed to respect the last wish of a dying person exposed himself to the individual’s future wrath.

Today, ghosts and revenants are clearly far from being well known—and this is to be expected because historians began taking an interest in this subject only recently and because the ancient works, Quatre Livres des Spectres (Four Books of Specters), that Pierre Le Loyer published in Angers in 1587, are not reliable, do not have a scientific approach, and open the door to the irrational divagations that have contaminated many more recent works. The great studies on death, such as those of Pierre Ariès and Michel Vovelle, do not touch on this subject, whereas Edgar Morin has made several excellent obervations about it.1 Serious information appears in the studies by Jacques Chiffoleau, Alain Groix, and Jean Delumeau,2 but the two books that truly drew attention to the study of revenants are Montaillou, village Occitan (Montaillou, Occitan Village) by Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie and La naissance du Purgatoire (The Birth of Purgatory) by Jacques Le Goff. Montaillou provides an important testimony of the popular belief in ghosts with whom we can communicate via a “specialist” intermediary called an armier. La naissance du Purgatoire shows the profound metamorphosis that revenants underwent in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Purgatory serves as a prison for the dead, but they can manage to escape it in brief apparitions to the living, whose zeal to help them is nevertheless insufficient.3 According to Christian belief, this space between the two worlds is the home of people who are neither completely good nor completely evil and who need suffrage: prayers and Masses in order to be able to attain Paradise. In the invention of purgatory there is the first logical explanation for the existence of revenants. Ghosts were then incorporated into the church and lost their pagan character.

Picking up where Jacques Le Goff left off and going deeper, Jean-Claude Schmitt saw this point clearly: during the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the dead were the stakes in an ideological struggle that aimed to replace the worship of the dead—which was of capital importance in pagan beliefs—with funeral rituals and adoration of the saints. The abrupt irruption of revenants and ghosts into the texts of the era is moreover connected with a modification of kinship relations.4 Ancestor worship made way for the cult of saints, and the old revenants disappeared to the benefit of immaterial ghosts (the results of hallucinations and nightmares). Only the dead that manifested in good visions (i.e., those originating in God) had the right to be cited.

As we shall see, the source is extremely important. Toward which texts and which eras should we turn to retrace the history of revenants in order to present them in the form they were encountered by our ancestors?

Basing our research on Christian literature—exempla,a hagiographic legends, and narratives of visions—amounts to echoing the dominant culture that repudiated the dead escaping from their graves. These were academic traditions in which folk and pagan beliefs were by and large concealed by clerics working for the greater glory of God. Furthermore, clerical literature was a hybrid by virtue of how greatly it had been saturated by the reminiscences of classical antiquity. In fact, the writers who lined the invasion route into literature that revenants had taken are named St. Augustine, Gregory the Great, Peter Damian, and Peter the Elder.

There is equal danger in relying upon the popular entertainment literature written in the common tongue. The authors of the romances were men educated in monastic schools, and they were keen admirers of Christian culture and that of antiquity. This literature also experienced fashions; its purpose was to teach and to please (prodesse et delectare), not to transcribe reality.

It is tempting to refer to the vast collections of folktales, but do we have the right to project upon the past any data that was collected several centuries later? I do not think so—this would be making an interpretation in reverse. Folk traditions can and even should be exploited as soon as a chain of a typological or genetic order has connected them to facts that were confirmed long before. Folklore is in fact made up of the scattered limbs (membra disjecta) of a once coherent culture, as Michel Vovelle clearly sees.5 Yet the sociocultural evolution of peoples alters information considerably. The development of knowledge transforms mind-sets ceaselessly, and inscribing revenants into the culture that welcomed them obliges us to refuse nothing of what accompanied them in time and society—in short, in history.

The Middle Ages as a period for exploration of revenants is the obvious choice. We must grasp the phenomenon of revenants as far back in time as possible, before its mutations and transformation due, essentially, to the intervention of the church. As it happens, not all the countries of the medieval West developed at the same pace—there can be a twocentury gap between the north and the south—and not all of them offer equal historical richness of ghosts and revenants. For example, from the eleventh century on in France, though the church adulterated the roaming dead except in rural regions, where we can see some notable resistance, its grip was not total over certain regions whose historical development was behind that of southern Europe. These areas long remained islands of pagan culture—such as the Germanic countries—characterized by the coexistence of Christianity and paganism.

Among these countries, Iceland merits full attention because of its obvious insularity from the world. Revenants were fully at home there, and the local writers had much to say about them. Although written in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Norse texts known as Islendingasögur (The Sagas of the Icelanders) relate actual events that occurred some two or three centuries earlier. These sagas often take on the appearance of regional or family chronicles, and they form a veritable treasury of historical, cultural, and geographical remnants. The historic value of the sagas has been fuel for much discussion, and the subject is still controversial. Régis Boyer summarizes the problem of their historicity.

We have obtained absolute certainty about what it [the saga] is not: a historical work, the faithful depositing of immemorial oral traditions, a moral tale, or just some fragment of a prose epic. . . . It can accede to authentic oral traditions, easily base itself upon skaldic strophes that are older than it by sometimes several centuries, possibly even abandon itself to a surprising blend of heterogeneous elements drawn from every available source, to offer us these linear narratives that are sober to the point of dryness. . . . At the same time, it translates a vision of the world, life, and man that in the final analysis gives it its rigorous originality.6

The Sagas of the Icelanders therefore contains a kernel of truth upon which its narrators embroider. Reality and fiction intermingle—then, over the course of time, fiction takes an increasingly important part. While history is visible in the framework of the family or the clan, the sagas nonetheless contain no shortage of details touching upon everyday life, beliefs, and customs—and therefore upon revenants. They are literary testimonies, to be sure, but the image they provide of Icelandic society is simultaneously the expression, reflection, and sublimation of the real society, a mirror that changes more or less in accordance with the ends and desires—conscious or unconscious—of the authors. The second mine of information, Låndnámabók (The Book of Settlements),7 is an invaluable tool because its information duplicates that of the sagas on more than one occasion. It relates the establishment of the first colonists on the island and the history of their descendants and sometimes provides lists of genealogies and place-names, but its dry erudition is scattered with lively anecdotes that throw a keen and penetrating light upon the concerns of the people of that time. Of the five versions we possess, I have used Sturlubók (the Book of Sturla), by Sturla Thordarson (1214–1284), and Hauksbók (the Book of Haukr), by Haukr Erlendsson, who died in 1334. These two writers drew their material from older manuscripts that are now lost.

Alas, the other countries of the Germanic language do not possess these teeming riches. Christian since the seventh century, England’s ancient literature is practically devoid of revenants. By chance there are several texts in Latin that reveal their existence, at least in folk traditions. Also remaining is the language of Old English, which bears testimony in the form of glosses in the margins or between the lines of texts of classical antiquity. Here we can find the names of ghosts and revenants slowly incorporated into demons.

In the lands of the German tongue, the same phenomenon occurs: There appears not a single revenant that can be used in a scientific study before the Dialogus miraculorum,8 completed between 1219 and 1223 by Caesarius, prior of the Cistercian monastery of Heisterbach, near Königswinter. Although this work—a collection of exempla—is based on written and scholarly sources (Gregory the Great’s Dialogi and the Liber miraculorum atque visionum by Herbert of Clairvaux, for example), here we can find oral traditions that, though surely distorted, offer us references that are suitable for comparative study. Furthermore, the educated individuals and scholars of these countries have bequeathed an extraordinary corpus of glosses—close to four thousand pages of Latin lemma of every provenance translated into Old High German—which makes it possible to establish, in connection with the other information collected, the reality of the belief in revenants.9 Linguistic implements form part of the mental and intellectual toolkit of a people; language reflects ideas and beliefs and is therefore an excellent means of uncovering many secrets when texts are lacking. In order to better perceive the historical reality of the fabrication, I used, whenever possible, the ancient juridical texts—laws of the early Middle Ages, the Norwegian laws of Gulathing, German communal laws, minutes of trials collected in the chronicles—and archaeological discoveries.b Alone, these specific sources reveal little, but when added to the other data, they become creditable.

I thus decided to study revenants in the Germanic countries during the period from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries. After 1300 came the time of the epigones, so that before this time, in the north at least, there was an era of transition between—let’s say cohabitation of—paganism and Christianity, and the coherence of the non-Christian culture was still distinguishable. This focus does not prevent me from turning to Romanesque literature when it offers something of interest.

We are therefore going to descend into the world of shadow in an attempt to find answers to the five questions raised by the texts: Who comes back to this world? When? Where? How? Why? Simple in appearance, these interrogations compel us to examine the problems of the beyond without losing sight of our primary objective. We will then discover a mental world in which revenants are flesh and blood beings that speak and act as the living do. I shall not turn to the resources of psychoanalysis to advance a modern explanation for the phenomenon. This would be a violation of the spirit of the texts and a misunderstanding of the people of the Middle Ages through whose eyes I have chosen to look at ghosts and revenants.

It may seem odd to study the reality of such phenomena when they are so disparaged today and have retreated so much before the influence of the Enlightenment and the advent of reason. Industrialization dealt them a fatal blow by shattering the old familial structures and uprooting individuals, transporting them to urban environments. Until the nineteenth century, revenants could overlook the proscriptions that have struck them recently. So as not to seem ridiculous and to avoid being taken for naïfs or fools, people kept their mouths shut and their memories clouded. Oral transmission entered its death agony, and the thread was broken. A chapter of history sank into the shadows. This book seeks to dissipate those shadows by letting the people of a bygone age speak for themselves again.
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ONE

The Fear of the Dead and the Dread of Revenants
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Askeleton armed with a scythe, a hunter tending his snares, an old deformed woman, an angel: death advances on muffled steps to carry off its victim. The sudden, unforeseen, and unexpected death causes anxiety and raises questions. It is a source of anguish when it is accidental because it testifies to the irritation of the gods and takes on a religious meaning. Death by homicide caused revulsion, especially in the Germanic countries, where murder struck the sacred that all individuals carried inside. To fade away at the end of a long life is a blessing from the gods; to die prematurely is a curse.

The belief in revenants and ghosts possesses two roots: the fear of the departed and the stupefaction caused by any abnormal death. These two points are practically inseparable, but in order to appreciate the apparitions clearly, to grasp their originality, and to distinguish in them what comes from folk beliefs and what is superimposed foreign contribution, we need to have a very precise reference point. Roman civilization provides us with one.

This choice is not arbitrary. The influence of Roman institutions and religion upon the Middle Ages is well known, as is the role they played in the formation of Western thought. Through its literature, its military occupation, and the fathers of the church, Rome has left behind a considerable legacy. Passed on by the “founders of the Middle Ages” (perhaps primarily Isidore of Seville, who died in 663 and who was the final scholar of the ancient world and the first Christian encyclopedist),1 Roman traditions mixed with autochthonous beliefs, either altering or erasing them. The church, tributary of the Roman world, also contributed to spreading the superstitions of Roman pagans, if only in order to fight them. Furthermore, for everything related to the dead, the traditions of ancient Rome offer curious similarities to the stories I collected and bolster these stories’ authenticity. Yet the revenant who wanders beneath the blue sky of the Mediterranean world cannot be identical in every point to the one who haunts the mists of the North.

Rome’s Example

In Rome,2 the deceased were regarded as impure and dangerous; it was therefore necessary to gain the good graces of the dead, if not they would commit more than one misdeed. The deceased were believed to be the cause of epidemics and cases of madness and possession, which are described by the word larvaetus, “possessed by a larva”—in other words, being possessed by a dead person who committed a crime or departed this life under peculiar circumstances. Among the living, the dead were held responsible for epilepsy, chorea or St. Guy’s Dance, apoplexy, and female sterility. If the propitiatory rites were neglected, the dead would seek revenge. One day, Ovid tells us, the worship of the dead fell out of fashion, but this had such dreadful consequences that the Romans reestablished it and once again celebrated the feasts of the ancestors (parentalia, dies parentales).3

If the dead were thought to have so much power, it is because they continued to live within their tombs. This belief has been confirmed in Rome and for a great many other peoples.4 Evidence for this is provided by certain customs. At the end of the funeral ceremony, the living wished the deceased, “Take good care of yourself!” and then added, “May the earth be light upon you,” even if the body had been cremated. The soul was called three times by the name it had borne in life. This triple repetition was like an exorcism; undoubtedly, it was meant to ward off the return of the deceased.

If we can place our faith in Roman law, the soul (anima, animus, umbra, imago, inanis imago) did not immediately leave the body it inhabited. The estate of the deceased could not be liquidated before the completion of some extremely complex funeral rites. Among these, the time of mourning (tempus lugendi) had to be over and the sacrifice of the ninth day (novemdiale) had to be performed near the tomb (apud tumulum). The widow or widower was forbidden to remarry before the end of the mourning period without any connection to the actual time of viduity. If the rights of the deceased were not respected, he or she, being outraged, injured, or dissatisfied, could return to trouble the living.

Are all the dead dreadful? No, there are only certain categories that present any danger. The ranks of these are called “the evil dead.” Members of this group were those who have perished in violent deaths—murder, execution (with the exclusion of soldiers who fell in battle), suicide, premature death (immature)—that is, before the day fixed by fate for death. Also included were the deceased who left with no sepulcher (insepulti), for example drowning victims.5

The insepulti, sometimes called “those for whom no one has wept” (indeplorati), formed the bulk of the troop of revenants and ghosts. We must note straight off that it is easy to earn a place in their ranks because all individuals who had not received the ritual burial—the constraining ceremony that was not comparable to the simple burial of the corpse—were potential revenants. They did not reach the hells, and, dissatisfied with their fate, they did all they could to obtain reparation for the prejudice they suffered. The following story, reported by Pliny the Younger (ca. 62–114 CE), provides proof. Pliny states that he was convinced of the veracity of this anecdote.

There was a haunted house in Athens that was rented by the philosopher Athenodorus. He saw a specter wearing manacles on its feet (compedes) and wrists (catenae), and the specter beckoned him [Athenodorus] to follow him into the courtyard, where he disappeared. The philosopher got authorization to excavate this location. A chained skeleton was unearthed and given a public funeral ceremony. The apparitions then ceased.6

Criminals had no right to a ritual burial. Their bodies were tossed upon Esquiline Field, where, as Horace tells us, the witches would go at sunset to collect ingredients for their potions—fragments of bone, hunks of flesha—digging through the ground with their fingernails. Victims of execution remained displayed on the Gemonian Stairs before being cast into the Tiber. The Book of Pontiffs forbids suicides the right of being buried in accordance with the rites, and Tarquin Superb delivered to the executioner the bodies of Roman citizens who killed themselves rather than work on the construction of a public sewer. We should note in passing that the act of suicide could be an act of revenge; the ghost returned to persecute the individual who drove him to take his life, most often an abusive lender.

Murder victims were buried, quite often at the site of their deaths, but they joined the host of revenants because, according to general opinion, the hells were shut to them. Joining them in this indefinite realm between our world and the beyond were the victims of accidental death because Roman belief regarded them as victims of the hostility of invisible forces. This was all too obvious for those killed by lightning, a motif that was picked up by medieval Christian literature, which applied it to tyrants.

The dead could also be punished. Mutilation of the corpse formed a barrier to ritual burialb based on the widespread opinion that the state of the soul depends on that of the body. In times of antiquity, it was believed that it was necessary to die with physical integrity. Otherwise an individual could not live properly in the otherworld.7 For this reason, several ancient peoples practiced the euthanasia of the elderly as a veritable act of filial piety. It was no rarity in the Middle Ages to witness the condemnation and execution of the dead. In 897, the cadaver of Pope Formosus was exhumed, held on trial, then condemned, whereupon his remains were thrown into the Tiber.

In Rome, the evil dead, especially criminals, were excluded from the city of the deceased and expelled from every religious and even familial community. Their busts did not appear in the atrium of the home (domus), their names were never uttered, and their memories were blackened (damnatio memoriae). For both city and family, it was as though the criminal never lived.

Therefore, a potentially vast number of revenants and ghosts existed: the deceased who sought vengeance or someone to avenge them or that aspired to ritual burial. They were discontented and envious—therefore, evildoing dead. These beliefs can be found among all Indo-European peoples. An abnormal death was evidence of ghosts who would return to wander as apparitions. It was therefore necessary for the deceased to rest in peace if the living wished to avoid having the dead become larvae. Introducing an undesirable guest into a dead person’s tomb amounted to annoying him. The Roman who left could forbid the burial of other family members by his side. Also having potential to disturb the peace of the dead were magic ceremonies performed upon the dead’s final resting place or in its immediate proximity as well as immoral acts performed by young libertines.c Curses and spells of execration decorated funeral monuments. These were intended to prevent acts of sacrilege—violations of the sepulcher, for example—and threatened the potential guilty parties with vengeance or—even worse—with becoming specters themselves.8 How could individuals protect themselves from revenants? First, they could provide the deceased with a ritual burial, a difficult feat when the body was not available. The Romans erected cenotaphs, empty tombs that could procure peace for some insepulti.



But isn’t this the same attitude that can be seen today—in Brittany, for example—in the cases of those who have been lost at sea? In 1958 the proella was celebrated in Ouessant for a young priest who drowned attempting to save a child and whose body had not been recovered. Here is how the newspaper Le Télégramme de Brest recounted this simulacrum of a funeral.

A white wax cross, the Christian sign and symbol for the deceased, was placed on a white linen-covered table at the drowned man’s home. A small cross lay upon a cap. Two lit candles framed the cross. In front of it was a plate holding a branch of boxwood that had been dipped in holy water. When evening fell, the funeral vigil began.

The next day, preceded by the cross, the clergy arrived as they would have for the traditional raising of the body. The godfather respectfully carried the little wax cross still resting on the cap that served as a shroud. Behind him followed family and friends of the deceased.

The funeral procession made its way slowly to the church. The little cross was slid upon the catafalque and the burial service was celebrated. At the end of the service, the priest placed the wax cross in a wooden chest placed on the altar of the departed in the transept. The ceremony was over.9

Jean Delumeau cites this text and says: “It has long been thought, especially in all the shore regions, that those who died at sea continued to wander amid the waves and near the reefs for want of receiving a burial. . . . It was commonly believed that those who perished at sea were condemned to wander as long as the church neglected to pray for them.”

If, after similar measures, it was possible to reduce the number of potential revenants, the living still needed protection against the return of the departed who entered houses once a year. The Romans were powerless to prevent their entrance on the unlucky days of the Lemuralia—May 9, 11, and 13—when they were supported by the gods: Forculus, guardian of doors, and Limentius, attendant of the threshold, seconded by Limentina as well as Forcula [or Cardea], the goddess of hinges.d The pater familias, the priest of the domestic altar, then had to ward off their invasion with specific rites. Barefoot, he would walk through the house tossing black beans, beating on a bronze vessel, and reciting an incantation nine times—three times three. What role do beans and bronze play here? It was popularly believed that the spirit of the dead was able to enter beans and therefore possess the person who ate them; bronze, meanwhile, is reputed to give off a sound the spirits cannot tolerate.e

Other measures were added to these rites because the dead made up a formidable mob. In midwinter, the traditional season of the dead, the feast of crossroads (compitalia) was celebrated in honor of Hecate or the genies of these locations (lares compitales), which gave the ceremony the name of Laralia. At these crossroads, the pater familias hung from the trees woolen dolls (maniae) or bark masks (oscilla) representing family members, and he asked the spirits of darkness to accept these substitutes for the people they represented.

This ritual did not vanish with the fall of ancient Rome, and there is strong evidence of its continued existence during the Middle Ages because humans have always lent a supernatural character to crossroads (bivium, trivium, compitalis). They belong to the dead first, then to witches. “You shall swear no oaths nor light any torches in these places,” proclaimed Césaire d’Arles (ca. 542), Martin de Braga (ca. 580), a sermon of the Pseudo-Eligius of Noyon (eighth century), and a twelfth-century homily.10 In a Carolingian capitulary—Capitula sub Carolo Magno, written around 744—it is stated explicitly that “you shall make no binding, nor incantations upon bread, the herbs that you would hide in the trees by the crossings of two or three paths”;11 Pirman (ca. 753), founder of the Benedictine abbey of Richenau in Lake Constance, states clearly that at the crossroads idols were not to be placed to be worshipped nor were oaths to be sworn to them.12 The penitential known under the name of Excarpsus Cummeani (eighth century) established a link between divination (haruspices) and crossroads, adding that such practices were sacrilegious.13 These several examples are intended to prove the persistence of ancient beliefs and the similarity of the mind-set of the people of the early Middle Ages and that of the people of classical antiquity. Finally, the notion of the crossroads as a malefic space still exists today, as is shown by the erection on these sites of numerous crosses or niches housing statues of saints.

Preventive measures were combined with other practices—in this instance, magical ones. Amulets, incantations, or exorcism spells carved on wood or lead or drawn on parchment and called characters offered protection from ghosts and revenants. At least, this was the claim of the lapidaries from antiquity who, through scholarly literature, were known to the minds of the people of the Middle Ages. On more than one occasion, they bolstered certain folk traditions. This was how jasper and diamond, coral and obsyonthe, the thunder-stone (ceraunius) and chrysolite provided protection from ghosts and night terrors, shades and visions.14

One detail to retain from our foray into Rome: the dead could return and take action when the form of their deaths or the behavior of the living did not please them. The bulk of the information collected from Germanic sources is often barely changed from Roman belief.

Germany: The Archaeological Data

There can be no doubt that fear of the dead was more prevalent than honoring the dead. Additionally, seeking to earn their favor and good graces by satisfying their wishes finds ample supporting evidence in archaeology15 and the reading of the old texts.

In northern Germany, the first traces of burial are found in the transitional period between the Paleolithic and Neolithic Ages. Mutilated skeletons have been discovered in mounds of domestic detritus: On the Jutland peninsula, a skull broken in several pieces has been found in Aamölle, and another in the same condition and placed at the height of the pelvis was discovered in Ertebölle.16 In other Germanic burial sites unearthed in France, researchers have exhumed dead who were more or less folded up, with the knees and arms pressed tightly against the chest, which gives the impression that they were bound before burial. In primitive civilizations, this was a well-known custom to prevent the dead from leaving their tombs. Whether or not this was the reason for their binding, the fact that the corpses were not just abandoned implies a belief in their survival,17 and the mutilation of the bodies clearly attests to the fear they inspired.

Megalithic tombs appeared in northern Europe between 2500 and 2000 BCE. In German and Danish they bear the name “giants’ tombs” (Hünengräber and jaettestuer, respectively). This appellation establishes a link, also found in folktales and legends, between megaliths and giants. To the medieval mind, only giants, reputed to be the first inhabitants of the world, could have been capable of erecting such monuments. The gifts and funerary furnishings in these tombs imply the belief in another life. Further, these megaliths are both individual and collective: the dead are either seated or lying in them with tools, weapons, and food. It was undoubtedly believed that the dead led a life in the tomb or in the empire of darkness similar to the one they had known in our world.

Other funerary customs—burial beneath a mound, a custom that became widespread during the Bronze Age, and cremation—give us hardly any information. It was thought that the purpose of cremation of the corpse was to prevent return, but the prevailing opinion currently is that it was a purification intended to facilitate the passage of the deceased into the beyond. Death is in fact a rite of passage whose primordial roots still survive in the word departed or in the viatic word (viaticum) used to designate Extreme Unction.

Burial and cremation coexisted for a long time, but since the end of the Iron Age, toward the eighth and ninth centuries BCE—we must remember that these ages did not coincide in the north and south (the northern region was noticeably behind)—the dead were regularly interred beneath a tumulus or a mound. These mounds were solid: earth and good-size stones were piled on top of a wooden chamber framed by standing stones, as if it was necessary to prevent someone from leaving.

If all we had were these archaeological testimonies, the fear of the dead would amount to a hypothesis, and for confirmation of it, we would have to turn to the primitive customs revealed to us by ethnology and anthropology—the preburial removal of flesh, for example, in which all the soft parts of the body were discarded and only the bones were interred.f But there are texts from the eighth and ninth centuries that confirm what archaeology allows us to presume.
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