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What people are saying about


Fairy – The Otherworld by Many Names


Finally! I have been waiting for a book like this for years. Morgan Daimler has done it again, taking an often difficult to approach subject matter and making it both accessible and enticing. In Fairy – The Otherworld by Many Names we are essentially taken on a whistlestop tour of various Otherworldly lands found throughout lore from the Celtic nations. Providing the reader with essential foundational information in a clear and concise manner, this book is the perfect primer or spring board for building a deeper understanding of the land of Fairy. Part the mists, come under the mound, and find yourself lost in the enchantment of this book! A must read for anyone with an interest in fairy lore, Celtic myths, or all things unearthly!


Mhara Starling, author of Welsh Witchcraft: A Guide to the Spirits, Lore, and Magic of Wales


Morgan Daimler invites us on a spectacular journey to the Otherworld. She vividly presents a host of helpful information that both allow the reader to understand what can be a contradictory subject and to come to their own conclusions as well. This is a marvelous work of scholarship that should be primary for anyone looking to explore the realm of Fairy and know its inhabitants. Morgan’s work once again shows us why she is the preeminent expert on all things Fairy related in the modern era.


Mark NeCamp, Jr., author of Energy Magick


The Otherworld is an elusive place of magick and mysterious beings. There have been many strange tales of this place where the fairies call home. In her new book, Fairy, Morgan Daimler helps us peer through the mists of the Otherworld so that we may better connect to this magical place. Using folklore, story, and even pop culture, Daimler teaches us the many ways the world of Fairy has been seen over hundreds of years. This book is a wonderful guide for those who wish to dare tread into the world of the fairies.


Chris Allaun, author of Otherworld: Ecstatic Witchcraft for the Spirits of the Land


A concise exploration of the Celtic fairy realms, based on the most reliable extant sources from Ireland and Britain. It goes a long way to clearing up the immense confusion and inaccuracy on this subject – one that has rapidly regained popularity in the last few decades. The final section on contact with fairy wisely urges caution and respect, and rightly so, something that many lesser books gloss over, or omit entirely. This book may prove an invaluable guide to those interested in fairies, but who lack the knowledge or experience to engage with the subject in a meaningful way – Morgan Daimler has done all the hard work for you, all one need do is read and absorb the lessons herein.


Luke Eastwood, author of The Druid’s Primer, Samhain: The Roots of Halloween & Kerry Folk Tales


Morgan has done the impossible in this book, which is to make some sense of the vastness of the Otherworlds. This is a comprehensive source that pulls from various separate, but connected, cultures to form a picture of the Otherworld that is clear enough to understand how we can never fully grasp it. I wish I had had this resource when I was in graduate school.


Blythe Rymer, author of The Raven and the Lotus blog


Drawing on Insular Celts and related cultures, Daimler offers a scholarly but accessible view on what people thought, and think, about the Otherworld, access to it, and its denizens. They are careful not to privilege some ideas over others, nor to confuse human beliefs and opinions about the Otherworld with the Otherworld itself. They also reveal how cultural ideas get informed by Christian ideas and the role of later literature particularly in the English material. Brief but full of food for thought, this book brings together rich original source material and contradictory conceptions to give a fulsome view of how we have understood the Otherworld and perhaps an oblique view of that place itself. I was delighted by the whole book, but especially the last chapter concerning beliefs regarding how to get in and, perhaps more importantly, how to get out of Fariy. This is an excellent overview for anyone interested in fairies and their realm and I highly recommend it.


Brian Walsh, author of The Secret Commonwealth and the Fairy Belief Complex


Fairy is a fascinating study that examines beliefs in Fairy – the magical world – from across Celtic languages speaking cultures. The book is complex yet non-intimidating, with content clearly structured and accessible to a broad audience. Lore that is authentic to Celtic languages speaking cultures, scholarly research, and personal thought weave together to convey a fuller picture of Fairy, a picture that shows not just the mystery and magic but also that things coming down crashing when humans act poorly because of either ignorance or disregard for rules. Fairy – The Celtic Otherworld By Many Names is a must read for anyone interested to understand fairies and the importance of balance between their world and ours.


Daniela Simina, author of Where Fairies Meet: Parallels between Irish and Romanian Fairy Traditions, and A Fairy Path: The Memoir of a Young Fairy Seer in Training
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This book is dedicated to my friend Éilís. Your friendship meant the world to me when we were growing up and there are so many things that I was introduced to because of you, from Mercedes Lackey to the SCA. I can never thank you enough for all of the good memories.


With thanks to Trevor Greenfield for all your hard work and encouragement. I wouldn’t be the author I am today without you.









Author’s Note


This book is the result of many years of personal experience which led me to research the folklore and mythology surrounding the Western European belief in the world of Fairy. This subject has been one that I have felt a great deal of passion about as well as a consuming interest, and in writing this I am trying to share what I have found and learned with everyone who reads it.


Within the text I will be focusing on Otherworld beliefs from Ireland, Scotland, Wales, England, and modern popular culture. I would very much have liked to include places like the Isle of Man or Cornwall but found the sources for such lacking; I hope one day these beliefs are more available to the wider public. I also chose not to include Norse beliefs around Alfheim, despite the fact that these beliefs undoubtedly impacted at least Scottish folklore, because I wanted to keep the focus here as tight as possible and was worried that including the Norse would per force require casting a wider net in general than would serve the purpose here. Hopefully this tighter focus will be successful in conveying the beliefs in a cohesive and understandable fashion, but it is worth saying that the subject is even more complex than, and the beliefs more widespread, than I cover. This is a topic that a person can spend a lifetime studying and still not completely understand.


Every book ultimately reflects the biases of the author and for me Fairy is a real place that humans may interact with and which is the home of many different beings that may come into the human world. This view undoubtedly colours my opinions but I have done my best to be objective in what is shared here. 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 the sentence. I have also included end notes expanding on points that don’t fit neatly into the larger text but are important to touch on. I strongly encourage people interested in going further with this subject to read the sources listed in the bibliography for themselves.


I hope that this book can serve as a good introduction for readers across any experience level to understand the convoluted beliefs around the world of Fairy, how that world has been understood across cultures which shared a belief in it, and how the perception of Fairy has changed across cultures and time.









Foreword


By Daniela Simina


Elusive and alluring like its own inhabitants, Fairy – the Celtic Otherworld – has fascinated humans since the oldest of times. Minds tried to make sense of what the eyes had seen and what senses sampled in those rare occasions when people stumbled into Fairy. Its location has become a torturous paradox for many. Is it real, and if so, then where exactly is it located? Is it regional? How is Fairy run, and why does human experience with it span such a broad spectrum, from blissfully rewarding to outright disastrous? Questions continue to arise. Debates have gone on centuries now, because who can claim to have definite answers?


Morgan Daimler’s Fairy: The Celtic Otherworld by Many Names shines light on the sinuous path to Fairy and on the relevance of its interacting with the human world. The book is an invaluable resource for both scholars and lay people who seek to understand Fairy and connect with it. For the academically-oriented mind Fairy is the gift of exceptional scholarship. For the spiritual seeker it is a practical must-read. Fairy lore spanning centuries, brings to the reader’s attention many instances of human – Fairy interaction and culture-specific beliefs about its location. Since such interactions do not exclusively belong to the past, gaining an understanding of Fairy is all the more important.


Fairy: The Celtic Otherworld by Many Names is a manifesto that raises awareness to the dangers of painting Fairy and fairies with exceedingly wide brushes, stripping them of individuality, and sweetening their looks and characters to suit certain tastes. Fairy lore acts as an intergenerational compass. Thus, distortion of older meanings and sweeping under the rug truths that are uncomfortable to a dominant culture – whether political, social or religious colonialism – damage the compass. This book is an instrument for calibration through finding balance between the oldest and the newer views, and by understanding how social changes and religious ideas influence fairy lore of their time. In their approach, Morgan Daimler does not force onto readers a complete picture, but rather helps them develop one of their own; Fairy can be so many different things for different people.


Learning about the places which fairies inhabit adds substance to beliefs in their existence. Besides, this kind of knowledge is of practical use to those seeking to interact with them. To this avail, Morgan Daimler tackles the important yet oftentimes overlooked aspect of the proximity between human world and Fairy. From the older lore the emerging image is that of close, contingent worlds. The way human protagonists describe their inadvertent slipping into it or purposefully traveling there conveys the sense Fairy’s closeness to the human world. In stark contrast to this more primary belief, the sharp dichotomy between human world and Fairy is the product of more recent influences which this book analyses. The implications of viewing the human world and Fairy as proximal instead of remote reverberates at all levels: social, cultural, and environmental. Viewing Fairy as intangible, as only existing on an “astral plane” leads to placing excessive value on the “spiritual”, the immaterial, the distant Other, while treating consensus reality with entitlement and disrespect. Separation from Fairy breeds a mentality that gives license to all kinds of abuses toward the Earth and its inhabitants. For this reason, educating oneself about Fairy, the Celtic Otherworld, is of utmost importance today more than ever before.


In writing Fairy: The Celtic Otherworld by Many Names, Morgan Daimler places their wisdom and expertise in service to others and to the Other. As it is the case with their entire work, the contents of this book are not mere abstractions, and theoretical aspects never appear divorced from practical ones. Fairy is a vehicle by which the author delivers sound knowledge and advice to those among us who are never happy to explore Fairy only as an intellectual exercise.


A practical tool and a precious gift, Morgan Daimler’s Fairy: The Celtic Otherworld by Many Names guides the reader through the crossroads of dream and desire, fantasy and reality, all the way to Fairy and back.


Daniela Simina, author of Where Fairies Meet: Parallels between Irish and Romanian Fairy Traditions, and A Fairy Path: The Memoir of a Young Fairy Seer in Training









Introduction




And see not ye that bonny road,


That winds about the fernie brae?


That is the road to fair Elfland,


Where thou and I this night maun gae.


Thomas the Rhymer





Throughout history the land of Fairy, by any name, and its inhabitants have fascinated and sometimes terrified humans, appearing across western European cultures and across centuries in literature and folklore and personal anecdotes.1 There is something both enchanting and necessary in these stories and beliefs that have kept them alive across all of the cultural changes between the oldest recorded tales and today. Mythology and folklore abound with stories of these beings and stories of humans who have been taken into their world or wandered in unintentionally. Even in our thoroughly modern western world the memory lingers and anecdotal accounts of interactions with these beings still occur. Earth and Fairy, for good or ill, seem intrinsically joined. But what is the Otherworld?


For the purposes of this book, we will be using the term fairy (lower case f) in its most general sense to mean any and all of the beings that come from or inhabit the world of Fairy (upper case F). Some of these beings are human-looking some look like animals and some look like nothing that we can easily describe. Some are small and some are gigantic. Some are as powerful as Gods – may indeed have been Gods – and some are much lower on the scale of power. Our purpose here is to discuss the world these beings inhabit but we will also in places be discussing the beings as well because it is impossible to truly separate the two topics entirely.


To understand these beings and the beliefs around them, I believe, we need to also understand their world and so this book is an attempt to gather together various culturally specific understandings of that world, including some modern pagan beliefs. There is a great deal more that could be said about the world of Fairy outside these specific cultures, particularly the closely related Norse Alfheims, but discussing that falls outside the scope of this book. It’s also important to understand that while we will be using the terms Otherworld and Fairy interchangeably throughout for this concept there are culturally specific terms (mentioned in each chapter) and the terms Otherworld and Fairy were never universally used. I’m doing so here only for ease of discussion with what is a wider topic across these varied cultures.


Throughout western Europe, particularly in the Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, and related cultures, there has been a deeply rooted belief in and fascination with a place that is adjacent to the human world and perpetually connected to it. Across cultures this adjacent reality has gone by many names: the Otherworld, Fairy, Fairyland, An Saol Eile, Elfland, Avalon, Annwn. In every case and by any name this is a place of magic and enchantment, filled with beings who are alien to humanity yet inextricably connected to humans and the human world. It is a place of contradictions, of delights and dangers, which can entrap the unwary as easily as bless those who pass through it.


Understanding the world of Fairy is and will always be a challenge because there isn’t any one cohesive view of it, nor is there any one longstanding understanding of it for people to study. It has always been a diverse place, shaped by a patchwork of stories and theories, stitched together into an often-contradictory narrative. This can make it a daunting task to try to study but diving deep into the various beliefs and stories is worthwhile as long as you can accept the inherent contradictions which are as much a part of Fairy as the enchantment and magic that define it.


In our thoroughly modern world Fairy has been pushed to the fringes of fantasy and children’s literature, moved from a place that any human might encounter to a place that is reached through imagination and story. The concept itself adapts across time and cultures but as newer meanings are added onto the older, we find that the original understandings also remain giving us a complex and nuanced place. And it is this complex and nuanced place, in all its layers, that we will strive to uncover here.


To begin, however, I think we must disambiguate some terms, which are widely used but whose meanings are too often vague or unclear, or in some cases different depending on the people we are speaking to. This understanding will be essential as we move forward into the undeniably muddy waters of Fairy, by any name.


Fae – also spelled fay2 – is from the 12th century old French, likely from the older Latin Fata, meaning spirits of fate, and Williams suggests it entered French as a term for Celtic goddesses later shifting to women of supernatural power, then to an adjective meaning roughly enchanting, and finally to the place of Fairyland itself (Williams, 1991). This use for the place of Fairy is how the term enters English in the 13th century and we see it developing as both an adjective describing things with the nature of that place as well as a term for beings from that place. Briggs suggest that the initial adjective form may have been fay-erie, to indicate something that was enchanting or had an enchanting nature (Briggs, 1976). We find the term, as a noun, in Chaucer’s The Wife of Bath’s Tale as fayerye which was the middle English form. In early modern and modern English, the word shifted to fairy, under various spellings.


In the oldest English sources, we see fairy used as an adjective as well as a noun and this adjectival use continued for hundreds of years. For example, in Milton’s 17th century work Paradise Lost, book one line 781 he refers to ‘fairy elves’ where fairy here is an adjective describing the elves. The noun is something of a catch all for any being from the land of Fairy or with a fairy-like nature and we see it used synonymously with elf, goblin, and incubi. This 16th century example from a poem by Alexander Montgomerie illustrates this well with fairy, elf, and incubi all being used interchangeably:




The King of Fairy, and his Court, with the Elf Queen, with many elvish Incubi was riding that night.





The terms don’t have a fixed description or meaning beyond ‘of Fairyland’ and an implication of the enchanting and supernatural. Williams perhaps summarizes this variety of application best:




…fairy in particular, but more generally any supernatural name, is necessarily amorphous, and…from its earliest use in English…no single meaning has ever been paramount.” (Williams, 1991).





Richard Firth Green in his 2016 book Elf Queens and Holy Friars says much the same, arguing that elf and fairy, which have been used interchangeably across the centuries, have never had a clear or fixed definition but have always been amorphous. This, naturally makes any discussion of the beings or the place more difficult.


The meaning of the terms remains vague through today with applications as an adjective and noun for both a place and beings from the place. We can find examples of fairy with both of these usages across folklore, modern anecdotes, and academia. Patricia Lysaght discusses the Bean Sidhe, an example where fairy is used as an adjective3, in her book The Banshee. The Fairy Investigation Society’s 2017 Fairy Census offers examples of fairy as applied to various described anecdotal accounts which cover a range of manifest forms. In some demographics the word fairy has become hyper-specialized to indicate only a type of small winged sprite, however, across many other demographics the word retains its older broader meanings. This dichotomy of use by different groups means that context may be required in order to understand what the word means within any source. An academic paper using the word fairy is likely to be adhering to the broader meaning, as are occurrences within folklore or traditional belief, but personal use or use within a specific group may follow the specialized meaning. This is an important distinction as the meanings have drifted so far from each other as to be nearly antithetical in nature now.


Fairy has multiple spellings across the written record because English had a non-standard orthography until relatively recently. This means that words were spelled in any way which might phonetically convey the sounds of the spoken word. Hence, we see fairy as everything from feirie to phary to faerye. There are 93 different variant spellings noted by Williams with fairy being the most common at 724 occurrences followed by faery at 131, fayry at 55, and faerie at 49 (Williams, 1991). In current academic and folklore usage fairy is the usual preferred spelling, however, as with the specialized meaning of fairy gaining popularity in some niches there has been an effort by some people to distinguish fairy from faery with the prior supposedly indicating twee, Victorian fairies and the latter supposedly indicating real or legitimate fairies. Similarly, there has also been a push in some demographics to use fae as a term to indicate Otherworldly beings generally where fairy is used to mean only a specific type. These spelling and semantic issues, as touched on in the previous paragraph, can cause confusion in communicating between people or groups ascribing different meanings to the terms. In this text we will be using the spelling ‘fairy’ primarily with the meaning defined broadly above, unless quoting a source which used an alternate spelling.


It should be noted that fairy and fae in modern usage are English language terms and have only existed as such for about 700 years. These do not reflect Christianization as Western Europe was Christian for several hundred years prior to fae coming into French (arguably with a strong pagan connotation initially) but rather the evolution of the languages, particularly English. There were and are non-English terms within the cultures that now use fairy in an English language context, and these terms pre-date the word fairy but often have related or parallel meanings in context. As previously touched on, the words elf and fairy are used interchangeably and that likely stems from the Anglo-Saxon term aelf which predates fairy but describes a similar type of being who was also equated later broadly to fairy, goblin, and incubus (Harper, 2020). In the same way in the Irish, we see the Daoine Sidhe or Aos Sidhe [people of the fairy hills] or sióga whose name intrinsically implies that connection to the sidhe, the fairy hills or Otherworld. The word sidhe – modern Irish sí – like the word fairy indicates both the place (fairy mounds) and, as an adjective, things with the nature of the place hence sidhe, fairy hills, but also slua sidhe, fairy host, or cú sidhe, fairy hound, and in modern slang sidhe can also be used to refer to the beings of that place. Every culture will have its own terms like this, for which the English fairy is simply the best equivalent term.
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