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“The Dreamer’s Book of the Dead is one of the finest books I have read in many a year. It offers deep and healing insight into the journey beyond death, which will be a help to anyone who has lost a loved one. More than that it offers wisdom for living our lives in powerful and spirit-filled ways. With each new book, but especially with this one, Robert Moss adds to his reputation as one of the greatest spiritual teachers of our time. Outstanding!”

DAVID SPANGLER, AUTHOR OF BLESSING: THE ART AND THE PRACTICE AND EVERYDAY MIRACLES

“Since time immemorial, dreams of the dead have been a common occurrence. Our scientifically based culture has attempted to close this door of communication, but has failed; dreams of the dead continue to occur, as always. Robert Moss sheds light on how to enter this doorway and benefit from the wisdom and comfort that often result from these experiences.”

LARRY DOSSEY, M.D., AUTHOR OF HEALING WORDS, RECOVERING THE SOUL, AND THE EXTRAORDINARY HEALING POWER OF ORDINARY THINGS

“Robert Moss’s ambition to give us a Western Book of the Dead has been fully realized in this captivating and inspiring guide to the land of the dead. Moss shocks and thrills by revealing the hidden truth—that the Otherworld is in fact the familiar landscape of our dreams, where we go every night. There we can, if we intend it, meet up with our lost loved ones and encounter the great mentors of the past. Moss’s own mentor is the great Irish poet W. B. Yeats, with whom he has in-depth, meaningful conversations.

“Moss reminds us that by our night dreaming and waking dreams we prepare for the great journey to the world beyond the mists the Celts call the Blessed Isles. Our dreams are the measure of what we aspire to, and it is in this life, through practicing our imagination, that we can draw our roadmap and our destination. For a better death and life beyond death—but also for a better life in the world of the living—do not miss this extraordinary book from a true Western Master.”

CATHERINE SHAINBERG, AUTHOR OF KABBALAH AND THE POWER OF DREAMING

“An important work for a world in which we quickly dispose of our dead and move on—or don’t, being left isolated with our grief in the only existence we know. Robert Moss shows us how false a view this is. He opens us to the other side of life—to our multi-dimensional existence through which we travel every night. Learn to become a voyager of the imagination where you can meet with loved ones and guides in a place as true as this one. Take a guided tour of the land of the dead, as recorded by explorers through the centuries. Learn how to communicate with and assist the dead and let them help you.

“This book is filled with stories from people who have taken Moss’s workshops and discovered for themselves the knowledge and serenity that comes from contact with the other side. It also reveals the mentoring relationship that Moss established with William Butler Yeats, demonstrating how such a communion with spirits (whether within or without) can be a source of strength and encouragement. An inspiring book that should be close at hand for whenever the other world comes calling or we have need of knowledge of the other side.”

MARY K. GREER, AUTHOR OF WOMEN OF THE GOLDEN DAWN AND TAROT FOR YOUR SELF
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There is no death, we just change worlds.

CHIEF SEATTLE
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In sleep we enter upon the same life as that we enter between death and birth.

W. B. YEATS, A VISION (1925)
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Immortals are mortal, mortals immortal, living the others’ death, dead in the others’ life.

HERACLITUS, FRAGMENT 92
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INTRODUCTION

PIONEERS OF DEATH

I am the one who went and came back.

PYRAMID TEXT OF UNAS, UTTERANCE 260

In our lives, there are those who have gone before us to the Other Side and returned to tell us or show us what it is like, and those who have always been at home there and choose to communicate with us. I call them the pioneers of death.

The pioneers of death who are most eager to talk to us and instruct us are often departed family and friends. They include beloved animals who have shared our lives. I think of my black dog, Kipling, who has so often appeared to me as a guide on my travels through the Borderlands—the liminal territories between the physical world and the otherworld—since he was killed on the road in 1986. In my adult life, other loved ones who have shared my life and returned from the Other Side—and called me there—as pioneers of death have included both my parents and my favorite professor from my student days in Australia.

The pioneers of death, in your life or mine, may include the ancient ones of the land who sometimes come through to us, or call us to them, because we are living or traveling close to their homes. They may be the ancestral dead, or the otherworld beings the Irish call the Sidhe, or gods and elemental spirits of earth and water, fire and wind—or all the above. I think of the ancient Huron/Mohawk “woman of power” who called me into her realm when I moved to the borders of her ancestral land, whom I celebrated in Dreamways of the Iroquois and who communicates with me still, across time and dimensions.

Our pioneers of death may reach to us from far, far back within our bloodlines.

They may be great religious teachers or avatars we have encountered through our devotions, our meditations, our dreams, and our study.

They may be teachers whose benign interest we have drawn because of mutual affinity and our passion for their work. Virgil came to Dante and guided him through all the cycles of hell because of Dante’s “love and long study” of the Roman poet’s work—and because they were both poets. You will find that the heart of this book centers on my own imaginal relationship—over most of my lifetime—with another great poet, William Butler Yeats, one of whose driving ambitions was to compose a Western Book of the Dead.

The pioneers of death may include an agency or aspect of our larger selves that has never been confined to a physical body and is therefore entirely at home in realities where people reside after physical death, go to various kinds of schools to deepen their understanding, and come to make choices between the many forms of rebirth. “I want a death that wears my own face,” sang Octavio Paz, the great Mexican poet who befriended me when I was a student who lived for poetry. I want a similar Angel of Death. But I hope that the face he will be wearing will be not the mask of my everyday self, but the face of a radiant double, an aspect of the Higher Self.

The pioneers of death in our lives may also include people who currently have physical bodies. They may be people who have gone through a near-death experience (NDE), or a profound journey beyond the body, and returned to speak firsthand of what they have encountered on the Other Side. There is great contemporary interest in the NDE in Western society, and this is a very healthy thing, because we are slowly learning again that to know about the afterlife, we require firsthand experience; we need to be ready to update our geographies and itineraries frequently in the light of the latest reliable travel reports.

I survived three near-death experiences in Australia between the ages of three and eleven years and still have vivid memories from that time. During one of these NDEs, I left my body in an operating room in a Melbourne hospital and entered a world that seemed to be inside the Earth, populated by a species of very tall, very white, and beautiful beings. I was raised among them and lived with them into advanced old age—until I “died” and was sucked back into the body of the nine-year-old who had checked out for a few minutes during an emergency appendectomy.

Few of the adults in my world wanted to hear about such experiences. I so wish we had lived closer to my great-aunt who was an opera singer as well as a gifted medium, and—with her memories of Ireland—might have comforted me with the notion that I had been “away.” That word has quite specific meaning in relation to the Sidhe, the faery folk of Ireland and the Celtic lands who are said to live inside the Earth in the Borderlands close to the human world, and sometimes to take humans to live with them, before or after death. Time, for those who manage to cross back and forth to the realms of the Sidhe, is quite elastic. A few hours or minutes in one reality may be equivalent to years or even centuries in the other.1

Wherever I was during those “temporary deaths” in childhood, my experiences left me with the certain knowledge that there are worlds beyond the ordinary world, and that something lives within the body that survives the death of the body.

In ancient and traditional cultures where there is a real practice of dying, near-death experiencers—who may be called shamans or initiates—have always been heard with the deepest attention and respect.

There is a Tibetan name for such a person, delog, pronounced DAYloak. It means someone who has gone beyond death and returned. Such a person may have toured many or all of the Bardo realms, overcome demons of fear and distraction, enlisted the support of karmic gods and ascended masters, and risen to the kayas of pure consciousness, beyond illusion, such as the Copper-Colored Mountain of Padmasambhava. A delog who has traveled this deeply into the worlds beyond the physical is a living Book of the Dead and may draw a large following among those who wish to learn from those who truly know. Delog Dawa Drolma, a Tibetan holy woman, left her body for five days at the age of sixteen and returned with a complex and beautiful and utterly convincing firsthand report of conditions on many stages of the journey from death to rebirth. In Tibet before the Chinese occupation, she drew hundreds of people to her teaching sessions within the swaying walls of a vast black yak-hide tent.2

Mark Twain was so right when he said “I do not want to hear about the moon from a man who has not been there.”

We have a way of going to the moon—and beyond—any night of the week. We routinely travel beyond the body in our dreams, and we can learn to make this a conscious practice and embark on wide-awake dream journeys at our choosing. Developing this practice is the best preparation for dying because (as the Lakota say) the path of the soul after death is the path of the soul in dreams. But this practice is not merely about rehearsing for death. It is about remembering what life is all about, reclaiming the knowledge of soul, and moving beyond fear and self-limiting beliefs.

Our dreams also give us the easiest way to communicate with the dead.

Many of us yearn for contact with departed loved ones. We miss them; we ache for forgiveness or closure; we yearn for confirmation that there is life beyond physical death. This is one of the main reasons why people go to psychic readers.

Here’s an open secret: we don’t need a go-between to talk to the departed. We can have direct communication with our departed, in timely and helpful ways, if we are willing to pay attention to our dreams.

We meet our departed loved ones in our dreams. Sometimes they come to offer us guidance or assurance of life beyond death; sometimes they need help from us because they are lost or confused, or need forgiveness and closure. Dreams of the departed help us gain firsthand knowledge of what happens after physical death.

One of the cruelest things that mainstream Western culture has done is to suggest that communication with the departed is either impossible or unnatural. Although these experiences take us into realms beyond physical reality, there is nothing spooky or unnatural involved.

In accepting his Academy Award for his brilliant performance as Ray Charles in the movie Ray, actor Jamie Foxx did all of us a great favor by saying publicly what so many dreamers know to be true: that we talk to our departed in our dreams. He recalled how his grandmother, fierce but loving, had been his “first acting teacher” and added: “Now she talks to me in my dreams. And I can’t wait to go to sleep tonight, because we got a lot to talk about.”3
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This book has three parts. Here is a short overview of each.

Part One:
Dreaming with the Departed

Contact with the dead is entirely natural, especially in dreams, for three reasons: because they never left; because they come visiting; and because in our dreams we travel into the realms where they are at home.

Our dead are often with us. They may have stayed close to the Earth for a variety of reasons. They may be with us because they are lost or confused, still clinging to familiar people and environments, or to old habits or addictions—in which case they may be in urgent need of our help to assist them in moving along. They may have lingered to deal with unfinished business, or to try to make amends for errors or omissions they now recognize, with a clarity acquired on the Other Side. They may have come back to watch over us, for a finite period of time, playing the role of counselors or “family angels.”

There are moments in waking life when the veil thins and we become aware of the presence of the dead. This may happen as a result of “ghost” sightings and related phenomena that reveal the presence of the heavy energy of the dead, which may be motivated by a deceased person’s desire to get attention or cause trouble. We need to distinguish the presence of a conscious entity from the holographic images of previous residents of a house or locale.

In dreams, the veil disappears entirely, and the dead come calling. This is the second reason why dream encounters with the departed are entirely natural, even routine—even if we fail to remember these experiences, or to recognize what is going on. The dead come visiting for all the reasons that people drop in on us or phone us in ordinary life—and for further reasons. They want to hang out, or make up, or make out. They want to exchange love and forgiveness or pass on a message or get an update on the family. They need our help, or wish to help us.

I believe that the departed are more actively engaged in trying to communicate with the living, in the dreamspace, than survivors are engaged in trying to talk to the dead. Hence the name I have given to part 1 of this book, “Dreaming with the Departed.” What is going on is a two-way interaction.

Dreaming is also traveling. In some of our dreams, we travel beyond the body and the rules of physical reality and journey into other dimensions, including realms where the dead are at home.

When we wake up to the fact that there is nothing “weird” or especially difficult about communicating with the departed, especially in dreams, we are ready for the good stuff. In part 1, we learn how to:


	Exchange love and forgiveness with our departed

	Initiate and maintain timely and helpful communication with loved ones on the Other Side

	Help those who are lost or “stuck” to move on

	Separate and safely contain the heavy energy of the dead



We learn that more than one form of energy and consciousness survives physical death, and that these different energy vehicles have different destinations and require distinct methods of handling. This is practical psychology 101 in ancient and indigenous traditions, as in Eastern philosophy, but is poorly understood—or actively denied—in modern Western culture, especially by the churches.

Part Two:
The Poet as Guide to the Other Side

“What better guide to the otherworld than a poet?”

The question was put to me as I embarked on writing this book—by a dead poet. I did not know, up to that moment, that a modern poet and his efforts to envision and create a Western Book of the Dead were going to figure as the central panel in the tryptich this book was to become.

I had enjoyed a lifelong relationship with William Butler Yeats. I had always loved his poetry and have been able—since elementary school—to recite long passages from memory. I have had dreams and visions of Yeats and his circle for as long as I can remember. He was not only a marvelous poet; he was a Western magus, one of the leading figures in the Order of the Golden Dawn. I have met him many times in a Dream Library where he has offered counsel. In one of my visions, I found Yeats in a magical cottage on a winding stream. In his study, this Yeats showed me how to use a blue crystal for visioning and told me that his cottage is located on “the fourth level of the astral plane,” where other creative masters in many fields are to be found.

Since I grew up on Homer and Virgil and struggled to read Dante in medieval Italian when I was a student, I was aware that poets are extraordinary guides to the Other Side, not least because they are masters of “magic words,” often required for safe transit through these realms.

All the same, I was shocked when Yeats made a spontaneous appearance, on November 18, 2004, and proposed that I should let him be my guide to the Other Side. He suggested, inter alia, that my fieldwork should include interviewing quite a few dead people previously unknown to me—but not, perhaps, to him—on their postmortem experiences; the results are reported in chapter 9, “Through the Muslin Walls.” He gave me plenty of reading assignments, and I found in his own writings the notion that we feed the friendly spirits through our studies, as well as in other ways; his own “spirit instructors” told him they felt “starved” when he was not reading enough of the books they wanted him to read.

So I struggled with Yeats’s attempts in the two versions of his difficult, brilliant book A Vision, and all the materials on which it is based, to describe the journeys of soul “a little before conception and a little after death.” And in the early hours one morning, exhausted by my attempts to grasp what the poet was trying to say in prose, I decided to relax and lay back in an easy chair with a recent collection of stories by one of my favorite fantasy writers, Charles de Lint.

I opened the book, Tapping the Dream Tree, at random, and found myself reading a clever tale titled “Pixel Pixies.” In the story, the spirits are not only in the Interworld; they are on the Internet. Mischievous, vandalizing pixies come spilling out of a computer screen in a used bookstore. What is to be done? The solution is a primal, prechurch version of Bell, Book, and Candle. The ritual requires a book that has never been read—in this case, a book with uncut pages. The bookstore lady finds one in her locked cabinet of first editions.

And it is: The Trembling of the Veil by William Butler Yeats, number seventy-one of a thousand-copy edition privately printed by T. Werner Laurie, Ltd in 1922.

The uncut book is placed on the sidewalk and used to trap the pixies—who are lured in and then flushed back through the computer into the world they came from.4

Not only was Yeats mentioned, in a story I picked at random at the end of a long night immersed in his work, but a book by Yeats is a central plot device in that story: the magical tool used to send unwanted Otherworld visitors back to where they belong. The title of the Yeats book, The Trembling of the Veil, even resembled the title I had settled on for the Prologue to this book.

I accepted this synchronicity (one of many more like it) as confirmation that Yeats must be a central part of this book. It is my belief that navigating by synchronicity is the dreamer’s way of operating in daily life. When we go dreaming, we step through the curtain of ordinary reality and wake up in a deeper world. Through the play of synchronicity, the powers of the deeper world push a finger through the veil to prod us or tickle us awake.

Part Three:
Dreaming the Way from Death to Birth

To be initiated is to be reborn into a deeper life, and this always requires a passage through death. The ancient high tradition involved the practice of journeying beyond the gates of death, not merely to be well prepared for the afterlife trip, but for initiation. Across cultures and millennia, people who are alive to the deeper reality have cultivated and prized the ability to travel beyond the gates of death. This was the heart of initiation in shamanic cultures, as in the Mystery traditions. Shamans are required to have firsthand knowledge of the paths and gates of the afterlife so that they can rescue and guide souls of both the living and the dead.

When kings were truly kings, in the sense that they functioned as consorts of the Goddess of the land, they were required to brave this journey beyond the body, with its sometimes fearsome risks and challenges, to marry heaven and Earth, just as they were required to mate with the Goddess in her embodied form. The purpose of this immense journey was not merely to rehearse for conditions after physical death. It was to penetrate the realm of the gods and return transformed, for superabundant life. Most of the earliest “tombs” that are known to us—like the pyramids of Egypt or the cairns and barrows of megalithic Europe—are sites of initiation and launch pads for soul travel more than places of burial. The sarcophagi of Egypt that have been found empty by archeologists were constructed as incubation and holding chambers for the living (not the dead) bodies of royal star travelers.5

Today, we leave it to NASA and aerospace corporations to build our starships. We need to renew the older way of travel. Even when the Otherworld portals have been lost and the lines of transmission within the sacred teaching orders have been broken, our dreams will show us how to recover the lost secrets of death and rebirth and how to marry the worlds.

In a powerful dream two months after 9/11, I was instructed that we need to maintain our “houses of death.” This means being ready, in every sense, to embark on the immense journey that follows the end of life in the body. In part 3, we examine all that this involves, including:


	being ready to leave the body (the dense energy body, as well as the physical body) behind

	being ready to leave the world of the body without regrets

	calling in a guide for the journey to the Other Side

	rehearsing a checkout procedure and adopting a flight plan



We explore many paths to the Other Side that have been followed in the living spiritual traditions of humanity and reopen in our dreams:


	death and rebirth through the Goddess

	travel through the Tree between the Worlds

	the spirit crossing to the Islands of the Blessed

	heart journey to the beloved of the soul

	soul flight to higher worlds



We make a tour of possible transitions of a newcomer to the Other Side, from the appearance of a welcoming party, through life review and atonement, to the construction of a new living environment in the state of “Memorydream,” to higher education and at last ascent to the Plane of Recollection, where choices will be made about rebirth, in one world or another.

We learn that the primary agency we will find at play through all these Bardo, or transition, states is the imagination. When we enter the afterlife, we enter the imagination. How unfortunate that in physical life, we so often dismiss the imagination just as we devalue dreams.

In an important chapter, Active Dreaming to Help the Dying, we learn how to perform one of the greatest services we can render the dying: helping them open to the gifts of their own dreams. We learn the practice of “soul leading”—preparing and guiding a soul traveler on the roads beyond death—drawing on Celtic, Jewish, Christian, Tibetan Buddhist, and shamanic traditions. We learn techniques for Dream Transfer through which we can provide a departure gate and a road map for a dying person that can be precisely calibrated to their interests, life experience, and belief systems.

In the final chapter, we open paths for soul remembering: for entering the space between lives and reclaiming the knowledge that belonged to us before we entered our present bodies, including our connection with personalities living in other times and other dimensions. We learn how to access our sacred contract containing the terms and conditions we accepted before we entered our current life experience.

We explore the thrilling possibility that in our Now time, from a place of vision and power that is opened through Active Dreaming, we can move to commune and communicate with our counterparts across time and space, to help (and when necessary, correct) each other, share gifts and knowledge, and change the workings of karma in more than one lifetime.
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The central message of this book is that we don’t need to wait for death to remember what the soul knows: how and why we came into our present bodies, and where we will go when we leave them. We learn this through dreaming, which is not about going to sleep but about waking up.

This Book of the Dead is, at its heart, a book about life and transformation. The stories and practices offered here are an incitement to claim the courage and clarity and soul energy to live richly and passionately, without fear, on both sides of the swing door called death.
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PROLOGUE

THE NIGHT WHEN THE VEIL THINS

A ghost may come;

For it is a ghost’s right,

His element is so fine

Being sharpened by his death,

To drink from the wine-breath

While our gross palates drink from the whole wine.

W. B. YEATS, “ALL SOULS’ NIGHT”

It is the most magical, crazy, shivery night of the year. It is the topsyturvy, inside-out, upside-down time, when the past lies ahead of you and the future walks behind you, breathing on your neck. It is a night when the doors between the worlds swing open, when the dead walk among the living and the living move among the dead.

The last night of October is the start of Samhain (pronounced SOW-in), the great Celtic festival when the dead walk among the living, the fires are extinguished and rekindled, the god and the goddess come together in sacred union, and, as the year turns from light to dark, the seeded earth prepares to give birth again. It’s a time to be watchful, especially about comings and goings from the barrows and mounds that are peopled by ghosts and faeries. It’s a time to honor the friendly dead and the lordly ones of the Sidhe; to propitiate the restless dead and remember to send them off; and to set or reset very clear boundaries between the living and the hungry ghosts. It’s a time to look into the future, if you dare, because linear time is stopped when the gates between the worlds are opened. As Celtic scholar Marie-Louise Sjoestedt wrote, “This night belongs neither to one year or the other and is, as it were, free from temporal restraint. It seems that the whole supernatural force is attracted by the seam thus left at the point where the two years join, and gathers to invade the world of men.”1

If you have never learned to dream or see visions or to feel the presence of the spirits who are always about—if you have never traveled beyond the gates of death or looked into the many realms of the Otherworld—this is the time when you’ll see beyond the veil all the same, because the Otherworld is going to break down the walls of the little box you call a world, and its residents are coming to call on you.

It’s a time for dressing up, especially if you are going out at night. You might want to put on a fright mask to scare away restless spirits before they scare you. You might want to carry a torch to light your way, and especially to guide the dead back to where they came from when the party is over. Before Europeans discovered pumpkins in America, they carried lit candles in hollowed-out niches in turnips.

All this was so important, and such wild, sexy, shiverish fun, that the church had to do something about it. In the eighth century, Pope Gregory III decided to steal the old magic by making November 1 All Saints’ Day, or All Hallows Day; so the night of Samhain became All Hallows’ Eve, or Halloween for short. A century before, an earlier pope had borrowed the date of the old Roman festival to propitiate the dead—the Festival of the Lemures, or Lemuralia—and renamed that All Saints’ Day. But since Roman paganism had been largely suppressed, the church fathers decided to grab the glamour of the Celts, among whom the old ways are forever smoldering, like fire under peat.

Few people who celebrate or suffer Halloween today seem to know much about its history. For storekeepers and the greeting card business, it’s a commercial opportunity. For TV programmers, it’s a cue to schedule horror movie marathons. For kids, it’s time to dress up as vampires or witches and extort candy from neighbors.

I used to celebrate Halloween by giving a talk on its origins and meaning at the New York Open Center in SoHo, where often the larger part of the audience was composed of goblins and vampires and witches dressed for the boisterous Greenwich Village Parade. Walking back to a friend’s apartment on the Upper East Side after one of these sessions, I became aware that I was leading a small parade of my own, composed of dead people who had attended my lecture and now wanted further help or information. I hurried into a corner grocery store and bought some candy and fruit and beer and made an impromptu offering for the hungry and thirsty ghosts before I entered my friend’s apartment building.a When I got upstairs, I discovered that I still had a coterie of twenty or so spirits who were not to be bought off with drink and sugar. I felt a bit like Whoopi Goldberg’s character in the hilarious scene in the movie Ghost after she becomes a genuine psychic and is mobbed by dead people wanting to talk at her or through her.

I did not intend to spend the rest of the night listening to a bunch of dead people who were strangers to me complaining about living relatives who would not or could not communicate with them and demanding that I should help them settle their unfinished business. I suggested that one of them should speak for all. A humorist in the group started singing, “Please release me, let me go”—and the rest joined in. If I had not been tired, and troubled by the fact that I had imported a wild bunch of dead strangers into a friend’s home, I might have laughed harder. As it was, I was prompted to call in help. Serious help. It is always available, if we will only remember to ask for it and to look for it (as explained in chapter 6.) The spirit helpers—who took various forms, adjusted to the beliefs and comfort levels of the dead who needed assistance—came and, with varying degrees of firmness or gentleness, escorted them one by one on the next leg of their afterlife journeys.The friend who owned the apartment where I was staying was out of town that night, which was no doubt a good thing.

Since that experience, my way to spend Halloween is to rest quietly at home, with candles lit for my dead loved ones and a basket of apples and hazelnuts beside them, tokens of the old festival that renews the world and cleanses the relations between the living and the dead.

The best Halloween stories—apart from our own—come from Ireland. I am going to retell two of my favorites. They are thrilling and twitchy tales that bring us awake. If they are in any way exotic, it is only because we have let our inner senses atrophy to the point where we no longer see or sense that the dead are always with us and that the door to the Otherworld opens from wherever we happen to be. You’ll also discover or remember that what lies behind the veil—beauty or terror, or both—is very much determined by your courage and your openness to love and magic and adventure.

The Adventure of Nera

The fairy mounds of Erin are always opened about Halloween.

ECHTRA NERAI (THE ADVENTURE OF NERA)

The Echtra Nerai—whose earliest written account is in a 1782 manuscript but is very much older—is the tale of a Halloween dare that puts everything at risk—life, sanity, the kingdom of the world.

The story unfolds in Connaught, in the kingdom of King Aillil and Queen Maeve, whose very names, if we have heard the old tales, alert us that magic and sex and danger are coming soon. Two captives have been hanged from a tree in the daytime, before the night of Samhain. They will not be cut down until the next day; everyone knows that to touch a corpse at the time when the hollow hills open and ghosts and demons and the lordly ones of the Sidhe ride forth in their blood-red finery is to invite worse luck than Murphy’s.

The king decides to test the nerve of his warriors, and maybe embarrass them in front of Queen Maeve, whose sexual appetite is such that she has no doubt been entertaining a few of the bucks in various bowers about the palace. Aillil tells his young blades that whoever has the courage to place a band of willow twigs around the leg of either of the dead men swinging from the tree will have the king’s own goldhilted sword as a prize.

Some of the warriors accept the dare but return shaking and incoherent, muttering about ghosts and hellcats.

A young man called Nera takes up the challenge. He does not bolt when the corpse stirs and speaks to him as he tries to fasten the willowband. The dead man springs on Nera’s back, like a jumping spider, and clamps his leg around Nera’s neck. It’s a deadly grip; Nera cannot shake or shift his ghost rider.

The dead man has a powerful thirst and demands to be carried to a house where it can be slaked right away.

Nera is forced to carry him like a pack mule. They come to a house that has a ring of fire around it. The dead may not enter here. They come to a second house surrounded by a moat of water. Again, the dead may not cross. They come to a third house that is open and loose, with everything in disarray. There is filthy bathwater in the tub, and filth and excrement in the pot, which the people of the house have not bothered to empty. And plenty of drink of other kinds. All of this is nectar and ambrosia to the hungry ghost. When they enter the open house, he slurps everything in sight, then blows the last drops over his hosts, killing them all.

Now he is content to go back to his gallows. Nera walks back to the palace of Cruachan, relieved to be free of his hitchhiker, and finds that nothing is as it was before. The hosts of the Sidhe have destroyed Aillil’s kingdom, and his palace is in flames. The head of the king and the heads of Nera’s comrades are being carried down beneath the earth by the weird soldiers of the Sidhe.

Nera follows them down through the mouth of the cavern of Cruachan (still famed in Ireland as a portal to the Underworld) and—to his amazement—finds welcome in a world beneath the one he knows. There is no sign of the caravan of severed heads. The king of this Underworld greets Nera with friendly hospitality, although not as an equal; Nera is tasked to bring him firewood every day, in return for food and board and sex with a lovely woman of the Sidhe who is given to him as a consort. Nera finds pleasure in her embraces, but he cannot forget the appalling sight of Aillil’s palace in flames. His Otherworld bride instructs him that what he saw was a vision of a future event—an event that would come to pass the following Halloween, but could be avoided if Nera goes back to his people with a warning. Her love for him is such that she is willing to help smuggle him back up to the surface world. She further astonishes him by revealing that time moves differently in the two realms. While he seems to have passed many days with her, no time has passed in Aillil’s court. Nera pictures his reception at that court when he tells his story. People will say he is making it up, as if there are not already enough spooks and terrors on Halloween. His Otherworld lady gives him the credentials that will make him believed—summer fruits (“wild garlic, and primrose and golden fern”)—that died long ago in the world above.

Nera goes back to the surface world with his warning of an intended attack by the Sidhe on Aillil’s palace and the king believes him. Aillil prepares an army to attack the Sidhe below Cruachan before they attack him. He allows Nera time to go down to bring out his woman, and the son to whom she gave birth while he was up top, and a bull calf that will become a major player in a greater story. Aillil and Maeve go down into the earth and are victorious, coming back with treasures from the Otherworld, including a faery crown that had been hidden in a well. But because Nera has been touched by the Sidhe, he vanishes back into their realm with his faery bride and will not be seen again (according to the pious transcriber of this tale) “until the crack of doom.”2

The Adventure of Nera has lessons for us today. It is set at a liminal time and a liminal place, but in fact the liminal moment—- the moment when the gates between the worlds swing open—could be any time. The dead do come back, invited or uninvited, for many reasons that we will explore in subsequent chapters. From many personal experiences and observations in situations ranging from a suburban funeral home to a blood-soaked battlefield in Vietnam, I can vouch for the fact that physical contact with a corpse can be polluting—meaning, more precisely, that if appropriate precautions are not taken, it can result in an undesirable energy transfer from the dead to the living, just as the hanged man jumped onto Nera’s back.

When the dead are attached to the living, they transfer their addictions and thoughts and desires and even their physical symptoms. For any of us who have struggled with addictions—or know someone who does—the image of the dead man riding the living in search of a drink is vividly educational. Every time I hear someone complain about a pain in the neck, and that pain does not have an obvious physical explanation, I think about the story of Nera. The living man carries the dead man on his neck. Don’t we all?

Nera’s experiences also guide us to think about psychic protection. His ghost rider cannot enter the houses that are protected by fire or water, where people have set up healthy psychic boundaries. Fire is a purifying agency; water absorbs dense etheric energies such as those of the earthbound dead.

The house that is open to the hungry ghost is the one where people don’t take care of their filth.

There are further messages in the story. When Nera enters the realm of the dead, he is no longer bound by linear time. He can see far into the future—but he does not initially recognize the gift and must be helped to understand how to use it. He finds his mentor in his faery lover, his Otherworld bride. She teaches him something all of us should know: if we can see the future, we may be able to change it for the better.

Armed with this knowledge, Nera is able to save his people from destruction.

But he has gone so deep into the Otherworld that now he belongs to it more than to the surface world. It is not an easy thing, living in two worlds at the same time.

Loving the Banshee

We find beauty or terror in our contacts with the Otherworld—or our flight from it—according to our courage and the colors of our imaginations.

How people respond to the banshee is an excellent example. The banshee is well known in Celtic folk memory as a death messenger, whose appearance and weird cries are feared as the sign that death is near. The banshee is often depicted as a hag, or a crow, or a crow-woman.

But the banshee is actually the bean sidhe, which means she-faery. She can appear as a being of amazing beauty. She can come as a personal or family guardian in tight situations—as a family banshee appeared to members of the royal house of Munster on the eve of the battle of Clontarf.

The family banshee of the royal house of Munster was Aoibheall. Another name for her—kinder to the eyes of non-Gaelic speakers and used by Yeats in his poem “The Grey Rock”—is Aoife. She was the faery lover of a bold young Munster fighter called Dunlang O’Hartigan. She flew to him on the eve of the battle of Clontarf in 1014 and begged him not to fight, offering him two hundred years of life and happiness if he would only keep away from the field for a single day. When Dunlang refused out of loyalty to his comrades, the banshee prophesied—correctly—that he and his friends and Brian Borumha and “all the nobles of Erin” would perish in the battle.3

How far the love of a banshee for a human may go is described indelibly in Yeats’s poem “The Grey Rock,” where the bean sidhe who loved O’Hartigan appears before the gods as they are tippling and carousing “in their great house at Slievenamon.” In the wildness of her grief, the she-faery calls on the gods to:

Come out and dig for a dead man,

Who’s burrowing somewhere in the ground,

And mock him to his face and then

Hollo him with horse and hound,

For he is the worst of all dead men.

The “worst,” that is, because he refused to save his life by following the warning of his faery lover. The gods have seen faery passions before; they deal with the crazed banshee by tipping their great wine cups over her until she is drenched to the skin—whereupon she forgets her grief.4

The Dream of Aengus

Above all, the banshee comes to invite us or escort us on the Otherworld journey: not only the journey that follows physical death, but on journeys beyond the physical world, from which we may return to the body with magic and power.

Banshees are much abroad at Samhain, or Halloween. The story of the Dream of Aengus turns the traditional fear of the banshee on its head. Instead of being scared of being caught by a banshee, the hero of this story is out to catch one, because night after night she has been visiting him as his dream lover. This wild love story haunted Yeats all his life and inspired him to write some of his most haunting verse. We’ll call the hero Aengus, as the poet did.

Aengus is a lover and a friend of lovers. He is a trickster, a shaman, and a soul healer. He is described as “mac Oc,” the Young Son, forever young. He lives in the Brugh na Boinne, a palace beneath a Mound of Wonder that recent travelers know as Newgrange.5 Women everywhere dream of Aengus; his butterfly kisses graze their lips and their secret places.

But Aengus is no longer master of his own dreams. His dreams have a mistress. She first appears by his bedside in a glory of red-gold hair, her long white body dancing through the veils to music that plays him like a harp and shakes him like a tambourine. Carried by the music and his surge of passionate desire, Aengus flies with her, like a wild swan, into a different landscape.

In the morning, exhausted, he can barely fall out of bed. He is listless, lethargic, not even interested in sex, his specialty. This goes on night after night, day after day. His mother is troubled. She sends for a famous doctor, so skilled he can diagnose what is wrong in a house before he walks through the door by reading shapes in the smoke from the fire. The doctor sees at once that Aengus is away: a part of his soul has left his body to live with his dream lover. The cure is to put body and soul together again. This involves finding the girl and putting the lovers together in their physical as well as their astral bodies.

Will Aengus please describe his dream mistress as exactly as possible? He aches for her as he speaks of the red-gold hair, the pearly skin, the tilt of her breasts. Very well, Aengus’s mother has resources. She is a queen and a great lady of the Tuatha de Danaan, the ancient lordly ones of Ireland, who may be gods. She will send out searchers to look for a girl who fits Aengus’s description.

This is not such an easy assignment, however, because the dream lover is of the Sidhe and is hidden in the faery mists. A year passes, and she is not found. Now Aengus’s father is called in. He is the Big Guy among the old gods, the Dagda, one end of whose outrageously huge eight-pronged club delivers instant death, while the other brings the dead back to life. But he can’t or won’t help with finding the dream lover, except to recommend the farsighted Bov, the king of the Sidhe in Munster, as the faery for the job.

Bov tracks the girl to yet another of the Mounds of Wonder that make the whole of Ireland—for those whose senses are still alive—a many-breasted goddess. The girl is a bean sidhe, and she has the right kind of name for a banshee. Her name is Caer Ibermeith, which means Yew Berry. Of all trees in her landscape, the yew is most intimately associated with death.

It is agreed that Aengus must rally himself and go to Yew Berry’s mound to spy on the banshee and make sure she is the one he has dreamed. She is. Her beauty shines beyond that of the “three times fifty” noble ladies about her, all wearing silver at their throats while Yew Berry wears gold.

At this point, in a different kind of story, we might expect the dream lovers to fall into each other’s arms and elope. After all, they have been doing it every night for two years. But there are complications.

First off, Yew Berry’s Mound of Wonder is in the realm of the notorious Queen Maeve and her jealous husband, Aillil, and they must not be scorned. They agree to help bring the lovers together, but Yew Berry’s father won’t hear of it. Even after the joined forces of the Dagda and King Aillil have stormed his faery fort, he clings to his daughter.

There are many tests and battles before the secret is learned.

Yew Berry is under an enchantment, sometimes represented as a curse, sometimes—in the deeper tellings—as a gift.6

She does not stay in one form. She is a beautiful woman for one year, then for the next year she is a white swan. Then the cycle repeats. The day of shapechanging is Samhain. If Aengus would win her, he must find her on the liminal day, on a lake whose name is the Dragon’s Mouth.

At Samhain, Aengus goes to the Dragon’s Mouth. He finds “three times fifty” white swans with silver chains around their necks, and one swan with a gold chain. He recognizes his love in the shape of the beautiful white bird and calls to Yew Berry to fly to him. No, she tells him. You must change into my form.

Aengus changes, becoming the long-necked bird. They mate, in beating splendor, above the deeps of the Dragon’s Mouth. They fly together back to the palace of Brugh na Boinne—Newgrange—and the love music they make in flight is so lovely and lulling that all the land is at peace and people drift into pleasant dreams and stay there for three days.7

It is an amazing story; a love god smitten by love, seizing a moment of opportunity—at Halloween—to bring his lover from one realm into another.

In the best-known tellings of the Dream of Aengus, death is not mentioned; Lady Gregory’s version even manages (amazingly) to omit Samhain. But the whole story is a dance with death, in several guises.

It involves the death-in-life that we suffer when a part of our soul goes away, because of pain or abuse or heartbreak or—in this case—a longing for something beyond the familiar world.

It involves the rescue of someone or something from the Land of the Dead. As noted, Yew Berry’s name is a dead giveaway. Her Mound of Wonder is actually a piece of the Underworld, her father one of the princes of the dead. I have not seen much about this in prose commentaries, but Yeats brought it out, with his poetic insight, in “The Old Age of Queen Maeve.” In this marvelous revisioning, Aengus borrows the vocal cords of Maeve’s sleeping husband to request her help in releasing his lover from her father’s dark kingdom. When Maeve agrees to break open the faery mound, the diggers are panicked by the guardians of the Underworld who fly at them through the air—“great cats with silver claws, bodies of shadow and blind eyes like pearls” and “redeared hounds with long white bodies.”8

Terror or beauty, banshee or dream lover. False opposites, perhaps. On the Night When the Veil Thins, we are especially reminded that we can never claim the treasures of the Otherworld—and a love bigger than the familiar world—unless we can brave up. The Aengus of this story can be seen as a shaman, freeing a soul that has wandered into the realms of the dead or is being held captive there. In other stories, Aengus is a soul healer and soul guardian, breathing soul back into the body of Diarmuid, whom he keeps safe inside his brugh. He makes a spirit house to keep the butterfly soul of Etain safe for a time.9

Other Festivals of the Dead

THE FEAST OF THE LEMURES

The Romans celebrated their festival of the dead on three days in May—the 9th, the 11th, and the 13th—and called it the Lemuralia, or Feast of the Lemures, a term that encompassed two kinds of souls: the guardian spirits and family friends known as the Lares, and the restless and hungry ghosts called Larvae. The Lares were honored in the household year round. The Larvae were reluctantly propitiated and fed black beans—food for the dead—then driven away from the living with loud noise and violent gestures. Ovid reports that it was the duty of the head of a Roman household to get up at midnight and walk around the house in his bare feet tossing black beans over his shoulder and chanting, “With these beans, I redeem me and mine!” Family members then turned out in force, clashing bronze pots together and bawling, “Ghosts of our fathers and ancestors, be gone!” nine times.10

THE ANTHESTERIA

In ancient Greece, the great annual festival of the dead was the Anthesteria, celebrated over three days at the end of February. It was a festival of spirits in two senses, since at that time of year the new wine was first drinkable—and the Greeks correctly perceived that when one kind of spirit is plentiful, the other will come. The first day of the Anthesteria was the “Opening of the Jars.” The great stone jar, or pithos, half-buried in the earth, was the primary method for storing wine, and food, in ancient Greece. Metaphorically, it was also the grave-urn. The jars were opened to pour out the wine and to release the spirits. On this day, the Greeks poured out a little wine in honor of the friendly dead. Day two of the festival was Choes, or “Drinking Cups,” a day of revels when the incautious got drunk on the new wine from cups wreathed with flowers. An edgy day, tinged with fear, when ghosts were abroad. The prudent poured a little wine out of doors and stayed inside, smearing the doors of their homes with pitch to show they were not available to dead men in search of a party. When they had to walk outside, they chewed buckthorn as an apotropaic, believing that it repelled unclean spirits. The last day of the festival, “Pots,” was the day to dismiss the spirits: “Get out, all you ghosts! The feast of the dead is over!”11

OBON

The Obon festival in Japan is a time to welcome the ancestors back and send them away again. It has its origin in the visionary experience of a Buddhist who found his mother starving in a Land of the Dead, and was told by the Buddha to hold a memorial service with food offerings in her honor. Obon is celebrated in August in Kyoto. The spirits are welcomed by the ringing of bells at the gates of the old burial grounds and guided for family visits by paper lanterns placed along the roads from the cemetery. The family reunions are cautious and respectful, with nothing of the heedless abandon of a Western Halloween. At the end of Obon, the spirits are guided away from the living by huge bonfires so there will be no confusion about where they belong.12

LOS DIAS DE LA MUERTE

The great Aztec festival of the dead took place in high summer, but now the famous Dias de la Muerte (Days of the Dead) conform to the Christian calendar. The spirits of those who passed in infancy or childbirth—the angelitos—are welcomed at Halloween, the big-time family reunions take place on November 1, and the third day is the time for farewells. Mexicans are not shy about their relations with death. To paraphrase Octavio Paz, they hug it, they fool around with it, they eat and sleep with it. There is a time for tears and sorrow in the early afternoon on November 1, but after that it is party time, with mariachis singing and strumming the songs the family dead loved best, and sugar skulls and candies, and plenty of food and drink, and flowers everywhere. A frequent party guest is La Catrina, a campy embodiment of Lady Death as a skeleton in outrageously fancy clothes. Ceramic and papier-mâché skeletons—calacas—are everywhere, dressed in every style and performing all the activities of the living. I have a couple in front of me as I write. One is a disk jockey, headphones clamped to his skull as he works his tape deck. Another is a blonde in a bikini on a recliner at the beach, whitening her bones. The calacas are a reminder that the dead are not so different from the living. And the fact that you see the skeletons everywhere, year round, and not just on the Days of the Dead, is a reminder that in some sense our dead are always with us.
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To prove that man survives death would

be to transform and transfigure his

whole life here now.

F. W. H. MYERS, HUMAN PERSONALITY

AND ITS SURVIVAL OF BODILY DEATH

Here in Connacht there is no doubt as to the

continuance of life after death. The spirit

wanders for a while in that intermediate region

to which mystics and theologians have given

various names, and should it return and become

visible those who loved it will not be afraid, but

. . . will put a light in the window to guide the

mother home to her child, or go out into the

barley gardens in the hope of meeting a son.

LADY GREGORY, VISIONS AND

BELIEFS IN THE WEST OF IRELAND

Life is real—life is earnest—

And the grave is not its goal:

Dust thou art, to dust returnest,

Was not spoken of the soul.

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW,

“WHAT THE HEART OF THE YOUNG

MAN SAID TO THE PSALMIST”
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THE PRESENCE OF THE DEAD

When you are walking, do not throw your arms and legs

about carelessly, but keep your elbows well in, or you

might knock a ghost over. Do not forget that we walk

unwittingly among a multitude of ghosts; they are

invisible to everyone but the messenger of souls.

ARNAUD GÉLIS, CATHAR ARMARIÉ (MESSENGER OF SOULS), FOURTEENTH CENTURY

The Lady Godiva of Sag Harbor

Back in 1983 I moved to a big, rambling old house in the village of Sag Harbor on the eastern end of Long Island. The house was a stately lady well past her prime, flaking and peeling and creaking. The fellow who did the inspection told me I could spend any amount of money and never get her to stand up straight again. But I fell for the house, with its once-grand ballroom with the huge gas chandelier, whose floor now sloped like the deck of a whaling boat in a driving storm.

I soon discovered that the gray house on Henry Street not only had personality; it had personalities (plural). I was rambling around in the middle of the night when I distinctly heard voices. I assumed they were kids on the street but—no—the street was silent. I tracked the voices to the attic floor of the house, long abandoned to dust. As I tiptoed up the stairs, I heard an urgent whisper, “Keep it down! Or he’ll throw us out!”

I poked around in the several rooms on the attic level. Nothing to be seen except dust and debris. I had the feeling I would run out of money for renovations long before ever getting around to tackling the mess up there.

Later that week, I heard the voices again. This time they were raised in argument. A woman seemed to be throwing a real hissy fit. I grabbed a flashlight and went up the stairs. The voices stopped abruptly as the stairs creaked under my feet. Again, nothing visible.

I let it go that night, but I started asking around in the village about the previous history of my house. I soon learned that some of the kids in Sag Harbor called it the Haunted House. I heard several versions of a notorious feud between a brother and sister who had lived there together until they died but apparently hated each other’s guts. They had tried to divide up the house so they would never catch sight of each other. When they did, there would invariably be a loud argument. The spinster lady had been bitter since her fiancé stood her up at the altar on their wedding day. After that—according to village legend—she had ridden through the village on a bicycle, naked as Lady Godiva, on the eve of other people’s nuptials, cursing their weddings. She had kept this up into her seventies, and it must have been a really scary sight.

I concluded that I was sharing my house with ghosts. I wasn’t particularly bothered by this, so long as they kept to the unused attic floor—and kept the noise down. The next time I heard a row from the top floor, I did not confine myself to a cursory inspection. I went upstairs and turned on my inner sight instead of merely a flashlight. In the dark, I saw them, two stringy, elderly, sad people, their hair and clothes awry, like figures in a tintype.

I initiated a conversation. “Why are you still here?”

They shrank back against the walls, appalled that I could see them, maybe hoping that I would conclude I was dreaming or imagining things.

“I know who you are,” I continued. “Do you understand that you are not in your physical bodies any more?”

They whispered at each other.

“I can take you down to the cemetery if you like, and show you where your bodies are buried.”

They sounded more like bats or birds than people, squeaking and squalling. I understood them well enough: they knew that they were “dead,” but this was still their home. They had nowhere else to go.

I offered to bring in helpers who could show them some other real estate options.

They squirmed and begged. They were really not ready to go.

“All right.” I cut a deal with them. “You can stay here for now—as long as we are not using the attic. And as long as you keep it down. Otherwise I’m going to have to move you out.”

They were very quiet after that.

I’m not sure, given all that I know now, that I would adopt quite such a laissez-faire attitude if I encountered housebound spirits in another place where I was living. But I do think it’s healthy to recognize that we are always in the presence of the dead, and that while we may have occasion—and sometimes have urgent need—to effect the spiritual release of some of those who are stuck or trapped close to the living, we do not need to make it our cause to try to move all of them along.

House Spirits

My good friend Wanda Burch developed a more creative and lively relationship with a previous owner of her home when she moved into a Victorian house in a small village in upstate New York. Here is Wanda’s story:

The Ghost Pianist Wantsallpaper

I am in bed in our new house and hear someone downstairs. There is someone in the front parlor, playing a piano. The music starts out soft, but it’s getting louder and louder.

I get out of bed and tiptoe downstairs, easing myself around the corner until I can see through the open doorway of the formal front parlor. Sitting at a large Victorian grand piano in the front corner of the parlor is a prim young woman with her hair pulled severely back into a bun. She is angry. She is pounding on the keys of the piano, and even that does not assuage her frustration and anger. She presses the pedal as far down as possible and begins to run the chords across the keyboard, piling the sounds one on top of another.

As I stand and stare at her, I know her name is Mary and that she is miserable in this house. In this moment, I know everything about her life. She married a wealthy businessman who made frequent trips into New York City, and she wanted to travel with him, not only to New York but to Europe. But her husband wanted to keep her locked away in this tiny village, where he was such a big man. As she bangs on the keyboard, she is filling the house with her rage and frustration.

I came out of this dream gasping for air, feeling like I had nearly been smothered. As I sat up, panting, I realized the piano was still being played—or rather, beaten. The discordant chords, clashing with each other, filled the whole house, getting louder and louder.
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