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“Claude Lecouteux marshals what must be a virtually complete recounting of stories from throughout Europe involving nocturnal sightings of the Army of the Dead, also known as the Wild Hunt, and traces their thematic origins from pre-Christian times through the filter of the medieval church. His primary sources are exhaustive, ranging from the medieval period to 20th-century accounts by various authors along with church records and folktales. His secondary sources draw extensively on scholarship, particularly from France and Germany. The connection of the figure now known as Harlequin and other figures to rites for the dead is particularly well presented. The Wild Hunt was clearly associated with the spirits of the dead but also with fertility, fecundity, and certain times of the year. Lecouteux explores these and many more aspects of a civilization that both lies behind us and is in faint form still present.”

JAMES E. CATHEY, 
PROFESSOR OF GERMAN AND SCANDINAVIAN STUDIES,
 UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AT AMHERST

“One of the most frightening and persistent visions recorded throughout Indo-European history, legend, and folklore is the spectral array of the Wild Hunt. Claude Lecouteux’s brilliant scholarly detective work results in the definitive study of these ghastly processions that have haunted the night skies of Europe for millennia. Phantom Armies of the Night is teeming with tales that will fascinate, delight, and terrify—often all at once.

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN,
AUTHOR OF LORDS OF CHAOS:
THE BLOODY RISE OF THE SATANIC METAL UNDERGROUND AND TRANSLATOR OF BARBARIAN RITES

“This is an exciting and absorbing study of a form of folk mythology that has spanned Europe for more than a thousand years. Lecouteux provides both a mass of valuable information and a viable working hypothesis of explanation.”

RONALD HUTTON,
PROFESSOR OF HISTORY,
 UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL, ENGLAND



Acknowledgments

I begin by expressing my gratitude to all those who have helped me in this investigation by providing many hard-to-find documents: Virginie Amilien (Oslo), Anne-Hélène Delavigne (Copenhagen, Auffargis), Baukje Finet-Van der Schaaf (Metz), Diane Tridoux (Bibliothèque nationale de France), Jacques Berlioz (CNRS), François Delpech (CNRS), Leander Petzold (Innsbruck), Lutz Röhrich (Freiburg-im-Breisgau), Luciano Rossi (Zurich), and Herfried Vögel (Munich).

I also thank†1 Jean Carles (Clermont-Ferrand), Ronald Grambo (Konigsvinger), †Felix Karlinger (Kritzendorf), and Philippe Walter (Grenoble), with whom I have long discussed this matter and who also provided me with numerous bibliographical references.

Without this invaluable support, this investigation, which has lasted for time beyond measure, would not have been brought to a successful conclusion.



Introduction

[V]elim scire, esse phantasmata et habere propriam figuram numenque aliquod putes.*2

PLINY THE YOUNGER

Once upon a time there was a phenomenon that fueled local gossip continuously: During the long winter nights a strange and unidentified troop could be heard passing outside, over the land or through the air. Anyone caught by surprise in the open fields or depths of the woods saw a bizarre procession of foot soldiers and knights, some covered in blood and others carrying their heads beneath their arms. . . . This was the Wild or Infernal Hunt, the host of the damned, a theme that still inspires poets, writers, and painters.1

This throng has been known for centuries, and the first accounts that mention it have been lost in the depths of time. Myth or legend, it represents a belief that has deep roots in the mentality of Indo-European peoples; it has assumed a thousand and one forms, and the multiple nature of its variations obviously indicates that it is not some fossilized fact but a still-living tradition. Blending paganism and Christianity, the narratives that have come down to us form an enormous body of knowledge that is inextricably tangled and fraught with controversy. These stories are characterized by an advanced syncretism and the synthesis of information from a wide variety of traditions. Their opaque nature is so formidable that it has formed an obstacle to any satisfactory decoding by researchers up to the present. Tackling this complex of myths and legends means either running the risk of falling back into old errors or rushing headlong into the wall of received opinion, because everyone has his or her own opinion on the subject, even if he or she has not studied the Hunt’s ramifications. For this reason no progress toward its understanding has been truly visible for the past fifty years. In short, we find ourselves confronted by the final equation of a problem whose wording must be recast.

After patiently gathering all the pieces of this case file, then analyzing and comparing them, I am now prepared to draw up a balance sheet. This book is motivated by one ambition: to present the facts and suggest an interpretation without seeking to conceal the exact portion of hypothesis upon which each of my findings is based. I therefore start with a simple definition that subsequently becomes more explicit: the Wild Hunt is a band of the dead whose passage over the earth*3 at certain times of the year is accompanied by diverse phenomena. Beyond these elements, all else varies: the makeup of the troop; the appearance of its members; the presence or absence of animals; noise or silence; the existence of a male or female leader who, depending on the country and the region, bears different names—the devil, Wode, Mother Hulda, Dame Holle, Percht, Hennequin, and more.

One of the difficulties of the investigation arises from the existence of numerous nightly hosts, which became confused in people’s minds, merging before separating anew, and each time bequeathing one or more elements to the narratives to which they were temporarily connected. This confusion is due to the evident kinship shared by all the different bands, but it also results from the medieval church that hastily cast as anathema anything that gave off a whiff of paganism.

The Wild Hunt falls under the heading of what we call folk mythology—that is, a wide array of beliefs much older than Christianity. These beliefs gave structure to daily life, possessed their own consistency, and formed an elaborate system for interpreting the world (Weltanschauung). Like all human creations, they have been so extensively subjected to the erosion of time and memory, to historical evolution, and to attacks from the true faith that today we find ourselves holding a palimpsest. The interpretatio christiana overlays all the ancient elements. It has rethought them, reorganized them, and integrated them, whenever possible, into the dogma of the dominant religion—and whenever it could not, it eliminated them. This is why the Wild Hunt’s consistency has vanished. All we have are scattered fragments, actual puzzle pieces that we must put together with nothing to guide our efforts. We are confronted here with a fantastic and mysterious—and perplexing—world. We must try to gather the largest number of elements before trying to connect them. More important, we must refrain from throwing away those elements that are too disturbing—which, unfortunately, is an attitude that is far too frequent among many researchers who strive to make the texts say what these men and women already believe to be the truth.

Once we have set foot upon the shores of folk mythology, we must remain conscious that its banks are shifting and ever changing—and are deceptive, because the accounts are never firsthand. They usually have gone through three stages of transmission: first, the accounts are oral. Next, they are written down, at which point they find their way back into the oral tradition. The medieval church invented nothing. It picked up preexisting elements so that it could remodel them. It therefore created its own mythology from an older substratum, and this mythology soon fell into the public domain, where it continued to nourish beliefs and legends. These beliefs and legends either partially conserved the Christian message or dumped it in order to wrest back the original meaning. Furthermore, what might appear to be a folk belief could very well have emerged from scriptures, scholarly literature, and even sermons.

Here there exists an incontrovertible paradox: in order to destroy these beliefs, the church publicized them, mainly in sermons intended to instruct the faithful. In doing so, the church’s indoctrination and preaching sometimes reactivated moribund elements by implanting others that were nonnative. This action helped to spread these elements and gave them a firm foothold in reality. As it happens, the bulk of the accounts at our disposal are from clerics. These narratives contain many distortions that veil the true nature of what was recorded. We must therefore set aside the interpretations suggested by the authors of these accounts and what they sought to impose upon their readers, and stick only to the facts—in short, we must accept nothing but that which has been verified and double-checked.

This book is the culmination of my research in the beliefs and legends connected to death, the afterlife, and that which, for the sake of convenience, we might call the soul. These legends and beliefs form an unrecognized and heterodox anthology, which made it necessary for me first to focus my study on phantoms and revenants. This allowed me to discover the existence of the Double (alter ego) and brings me here to the Wild Hunt. As in my earlier investigations, I strive to let our witnesses—the texts—speak for themselves, so that the reader may form his or her own opinion before becoming acquainted with my deductions.
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Oskoreia, engraving by Hans Gerhard Sörenson for T. A. Bringsværd’s Phantoms and Fairies from Norwegian Folk Lore (Oslo: Johan Grundt, 1970)

We begin with a look at the various hosts that roam the night and what lies hidden beneath them. Next, we study the many facets and avatars of the Wild Hunt during the Middle Ages and pursue this research into more recent times. We will not discuss similar phenomena among peoples who are removed from Europe—the troop of dead warriors mentioned by Ueda Akinari (1734–1809) in Buppôsô, for example—because their cultures do not really fall into my area of expertise. Such study, I believe, would take us too far astray with adverse consequences for the clarity of this text.



PART ONE

The Hosts of the Night




1

The Good Women Who Roam the Night

Andad de día,

que la noche es mia.*4

Certain nights play host to the passage of all kinds of nocturnal troops. These legions were sometimes composed of the living, led by Diana1 and Herodias,2 Satia, and Dame Abonde,3 or alleged witches whose Doubles had quit their sleeping bodies. Sometimes they gathered the dead,4 revenants, or damned souls who could find no rest (the Mesnie Hellequin, Oskoreia, Asgardsreia). Finally, demons or the devil in person or his minions could be seen walking or riding in the darkness. On every occasion these figures were associated with a specific kind of activity, and it is worth examining the accounts in detail if we want to avoid the erroneous combinations and confusion that make it so difficult for us to understand these nocturnal throngs. Moreover, this confusion is due not solely to the nineteenth- and twentieth-century researchers but goes all the way back to the Middle Ages.


The Journey of the Double

We encounter the first instance of the belief in the Ladies of the Night in a canon attributed to the Council of Ancyra,5 which met in 314. Yet this canon’s first known appearance was in 872, in the capitularies of Charles the Bald. It was picked up anew in 899, in a treatise by Regino, the abbot of Prüm: “This also is not to be omitted, that certain wicked women, turned back to Satan, seduced by demonic illusions and phantasms, believe of themselves and profess to ride upon certain beasts in the nighttime hours with Diana, the goddess of the pagan, or Herodias, and an innumerable multitude of women, and to traverse great spaces of the earth in the silence of the dead of night, and to be subject to her laws as of a Lady, and on fixed nights be called to her service.” This text, known as the Canon Episcopi, inserted around 1066 by Burchard of Worms in his Decretum, offers evidence that the church attacked an allegedly pagan belief that was still vigorous enough to be viewed as dangerous: “Have you believed what many women, turning back to Satan, believe and affirm to be true, as you imagine in the silence of the night when you have gone to bed and your husband lies in your bosom, that while you are in bodily form you can go out by closed doors and are able to cross the spaces of the world with others deceived by the like error and without visible weapons slay persons who have been baptized and redeemed by the blood of Christ.”6

Burchard records here a belief that is the source of the witches’ Sabbath: certain women possess the ability to propel flesh and blood Doubles of themselves to roam for great distances, committing evil deeds, killing people, eating them—placing pieces of wood or straw in the place of their hearts, then reanimating them. He goes on more explicitly: “Have you believed, as certain women are accustomed to believe, to wit that by virtue of other limbs provided you by the devil*5 you have crossed in the silence of the quiet night through closed doors to fly into the clouds where you have waged battle on others,*6 both inflicting and receiving wounds.”

These women who roamed the night fought the same battle as the sixteenth-century Benandanti, who performed a third-function ritual.†7 Here the representatives of good and evil, the fertility and sterility of the land, confront each other. The wicked individuals of one of these bands stole the seeds; the others, working for good, tried to hold the wicked in check. The victory of the “good folk” over the wicked ones made it possible for the coming year to be fruitful.7

Alongside the chapters of the Decretum that link these women to Satan we find another note on the same subject. It introduces a well-known figure from folk belief who persisted into relatively recent times: Holda, or the Benevolent One. “Have you believed that there is any woman who can do that which some, deceived by the devil, affirm that they must do of necessity or by his command, to wit with a host of devils transformed into the likenesses of women, she who common folly calls Holda, must ride on certain beasts during special nights and be counted as members of the company of demons.”8 Burchard does not understand the phenomenon of a split personality and attributes it to a “necessity” or a “command.” In fact, it is a gift, an atavism. According to the beliefs of earlier times, every human being possessed several souls9—and, in this instance, the word soul means “vital principal.” Among these souls there is the external soul, which the ancient Scandinavians called the hamr and which Latin texts refer to as animus or spiritus. This soul is able to quit the body when it is sleeping, is in a coma or a trance, or is afflicted by a serious illness. It can then go about in the form of an animal or human. The clerics were unable to grasp this, observing only that the body was still present before their eyes, and they attributed the stories of people whose Double had rejoined their bodies to a trick of the devil.

The notion of a troop appears in these three extracts from the Decretum: the women involved gather together in the night, when they travel across the earth and through the air led by Holda, Diana, or Herodias.




Diana and Herodias

This Diana is certainly not the same as the Roman Diana whose cult, according to Margaret Murray, survived into the Middle Ages.*8 According to Martin of Braga, she might be the sylvan and rural goddess worshipped by fifth- and sixth-century peasants.10 In fact, commingled here are Diana of antiquity and Di Ana, a Celtic goddess who is also called Anu. The existence of a god Dianum speaks to this hypothesis. This deity, who was perhaps the Asturian Dianu,11 no doubt came from Di Anu, who was taken to be a masculine figure.

Herodias is a well-known figure from Christian legend: it was believed that she played an instrumental role in the decapitation of John the Baptist. She is the preeminent anti-Christian. The Ysengrimus, twelfth century and attributed to Nivardus, knows her as Pharaildis and explains how she was condemned to travel through the air.

[A]nd the virgin Pharaildis condemned to unjust punishment by a saint . . . Herod was famous because of this child and could have been happy thanks to her, but an unhappy love was also the misfortune of this young woman. This virgin burned to share the bed of John the Baptist, and had vowed to give herself to no other man but he. Her father, having discovered his daughter’s passion, became angry, and he cruelly ordered the innocent saint decapitated. In despair, the young woman asked to see the severed head, and one of the king’s servants bore it to her on a platter. She tenderly clasped it between her arms and bathed it in her tears, which she wished to accompany with her kisses. The head fled from her embrace and repelled her by blowing at her, and she was carried off by the opening made in the roof by the whirlwind [illa per impluuium turbine flatantis abit] exhaled by the saint. Since that time, she has been pursued through the empty reaches of the sky by the anger of St. John the Baptist in the form of his breath, because he dwelled too fixedly upon the past. Dead, he tormented her, and alive, he did not return her love. Yet fate did not let her die entirely: honors sweetened her mourning, and respect softened her punishment. One third of humanity serves this afflicted sovereign who rests upon the oaks and hazel trees during the second half of the night until the final crow of the black cock. Today, her name is Pharaildis. She was formerly known as Herodias.12

This legend is also found in Spain, where Herodias was given the same posthumous punishment: de la dansa aéra á que están condenadas las Herodiadas por la muerte del Bautista (the aerial dance to which Herodias was condemned for having caused the death of John the Baptist).13 E. Charbonnier14 notes that the nocturnal journey of Herodias is reminiscent of witches who ride through the sky. The fact that she is followed by “one third of humanity” (par hominum meste tertia seruit here, v. 91) is a detail of Rather of Verona (d. 974) and one we find connected to Dame Abonde in the second part of The Romance of the Rose, which Jean de Meung finished around 1280: “Many people’s senses deceive them, and they believe they are witches [estries] wandering the night with Dame Abonde; and ‘they say that one of every three children of this land exhibit this condition and go forth three nights a week, wherever fate takes them,’ entering into houses, for neither locks nor bars can stop their passage, and they can enter through a chink or cat hole; their souls can quit their bodies [se partent des corps les amis] and they accompany the Good Ladies into other places and into other houses while their bodies remain in bed.”15

Should we presume that men and children make up the other two-thirds? The presence of the black cock can be explained: the night was then divided into seven parts: crepusculum, vesperum, conticinium, intempestiva, gallicinium, matutinum, and diluculum. Only the middle of the night (conticinium) was propitious for the magic journey. This was also the most favorable time for apparitions, because it was the time men no longer spoke and the roosters were not yet crowing. Pharaildis/Herodias gathered her companies during the third part of the night, rested during the fourth, and returned the women to their homes at cock’s crow. It is common knowledge that the crowing of the cock sends the spirits of the night fleeing. The first warning is given by a white rooster, the second by a red one. By the time the black cock crows, all spirits have vanished.

The Ysengrimus therefore tells us, in its distinct fashion, how Herodias becomes one of the leaders of these nightly phalanxes. We should note that a folk tradition (wulgariter dicunt) maintains that the head of John the Baptist slew Herodias with its breath.16

John of Salisbury (ca. 1115–1180) knew of this rumor spread about Herodias and repeats it in Polycraticus (II, 17): “They claim that a noctiluca or Herodias or a witch-ruler of the night convokes nocturnal assemblies at which they feast and riot and carry out other rites, where some are punished and others rewarded according to their merits. Moreover, infants are set out for lamias and appear to be cut up into pieces, eaten, and gluttonously stuffed into the witches’ stomachs. Then, through the mercy of the witch-ruler, they are returned*9 to their cradles. Who could be so blind as not to see in all this a pure manifestation of wickedness created by sporting demons? Indeed, it is obvious from this that it is only poor old women and the simpleminded kinds of men who enter into these beliefs.”

Here, John of Salisbury lumps together current beliefs on lamia:17 ogresses who, along with the other Ladies of the Night (Herodiad, Abundia, Satia), devour children. Thanks to William of Auvergne (1180–1249) and Gervase of Tilbury (ca. 1152–1221), we do in fact know that lamia were thought to be styrges that entered houses in the dead of night to feed on little children.18

The nocturnal prowling by a certain kind of woman enjoyed wide diffusion by means of the clerical literature for which this kind of woman became almost common place. The intermediary that assured them great publicity was the Decretum Gratiani, whose final form essentially took shape around 1142, which fed the decalogues and catechetical works throughout the entire Middle Ages before assuming a prominent place in the manuals of the Inquisitors.




The Feast of the Ladies of the Night

Just what did these troops of women do to occupy their time? John of Salisbury has already provided us with some elements of the answer: they feasted.

In his De universo, the bishop of Paris, William of Auvergne, indulges in a sharp critique of the pagan rites and beliefs that were widespread in his century, and, of course, he, too, speaks of nocturnal hosts.

The same is true of the spirit that, under the guise of a woman who, in the company of others, visits homes and services at night. She is named Satia, from satiety, and also Dame Abonde, because of the abundance she bestows upon the dwelling places she visits. It is this very kind of spirit that the old women call the ladies and in regard to whom they maintain this error to which they alone give credence, even in delusional dreams. They say that these ladies consume the food and drink they find in homes without consuming them entirely, nor even reduce their quantity, especially if the dishes holding food are left uncovered and the containers holding drink are left uncorked when left out for the night. But if they find these containers covered or closed or corked, they will not touch either food or drink, and this is the reason why the ladies abandon these houses to woe and ill fortunes without bestowing either satiety or abundance upon them.19

William revisits this theme to scold the foolishness of women with the help of a theme familiar to the clerical mind: “It is our old women who, through lack of wisdom, have, in astonishing fashion, spread this detestable belief that they have maintained and fixed almost ineradicably in the minds of other women. It is especially women whom they have persuaded in the existence of the ladies of the night and their beneficial qualities, as well as of the attribution of great good to the houses said ladies frequent.”20

The feast of the Ladies of the Night is also vouched for on the eastern side of the Rhine, but the leader of the host here is named Percht or Perchta. Bertold of Regensburg (Ratisbonne) (ca. 1210–1272) violently condemns the beliefs of the Bavarians and commands his flock in a Latin sermon: “You should not believe at all in the people who wander at night [nahtwaren] and their fellows, no more than the Benevolent Ones [hulden] and the Malevolent Ones [unhulden], in fairies [pilwitzen], in nightmares [maren, truten] of both sexes, in the ladies of the night [nahtvrouwen], in nocturnal spirits, or those who travel by riding this or that: they are all demons. Nor should you prepare the table anymore for the blessed ladies [ felices dominae].”21

This last sentence is explained in another sermon: “The foolish peasant women indeed believe that the ladies of the night and night-walking spirits visit their homes and they set a table for them.”22

It was around 1350, that this practice was made more precise. An anonymous pamphlet titled Mirror of Souls, not to be confused with the work of the same name written by the preacher and Inquisitor Martin of Amberg, finally names the woman who visits these homes: “Sinning also are they who, on the night of Epiphany, leave food and drink upon their table so that all shall smile upon them over the coming year and good luck will grace them in all things . . . Therefore also sinning are they who offer food to Percht and red snails [or shoes] to the Howler [scrat] or to the nightmare.”23

In German-speaking countries Percht is the equivalent of Abundia and Satia. Their identical nature was clearly established by Thomas von Haselbach (ca. 1420–1464), professor of theology at the University of Vienna, who provided other names for these nocturnal visitors: Habundia, Phinzen, Sack Semper, and Sacria.24 Phinzen is the personification of Thursday, Sack Semper is a bogeyman, a member of the Christmas processions as well as the personification of Sempertac, which falls eight days following Three Kings Day (Epiphany). The Dominican Johannes Herolt, who died in 1468, incorporated Percht into Diana, and a penitential, inspired in part by Burchard of Worms’s Decretales, states that Percht and the Parcae (the Fates) were the same.25 Among the numerous accounts coming out of the later Middle Ages, that of the Thesaurus pauperum (1468) merits our attention.

The second type of superstition is the idolatrous custom of those who leave out vessels filled with food and drink at night intended for the ladies expected to visit, Dame Abundia and Satia, or as the people call her, Fraw Percht or Perchtum, because this lady always comes with her retinue. They leave these out so when they find these dishes holding food and drink in open sight they will later refill them and grant abundance and riches upon the household. Many believe that these ladies led by Fraw Percht will visit their homes during the holy nights between the birth of Jesus and the night of Epiphany. There are many who leave out upon their tables during these night bread, cheese, milk, eggs, wine, water, and foodstuffs of all sorts, as well as spoons, plates, cups, knives, and other similar objects with the visit of Fraw Percht and her troop in mind. Their hope is this lady will find it pleasant there and consequently look with favor on the prosperity of the household and the conduct of its temporal affairs.26

Leaving containers open is clearly a pagan custom, according to the Bible: “And every open vessel, which hath no covering bound on it, is unclean.”27 We can also note that these ladies visited only orderly households.

The historian and writer Johannes Praetorius (1630–1680), who studied at Leipzig University, obtaining the grade of magister, notes: “Diana travels on Christmas night with her furious band of warriors.”28 Later he states that Dame Holle or Holda begins wandering on Christmas, which underscores the identical nature of these two individuals, although the nature of the members in the procession can be quite different.




A Rite of the Third Function

What can we deduce from all these different accounts? First, a troop of women travel through the night and stop at houses for restoration. Second, they are led by a domina who bears several names often connected to her duties (Abundia, Satia) or to the date on which she appears: Percht undoubtedly personifies the transfigured night (giberahta nacht), Epiphany. The most detailed texts all agree on the date this ritual occurs: between Christmas and Epiphany—that is, within the twelve-day Christmas cycle, when it is said that spirits have free rein to leave the otherworld and wander about the earth, performing various tasks. We will see that the Wild Hunt appears most frequently during this time of the year.

The movement of this host of women was connected to a rite of the third function that falls into the category of omens. If the visitors were satisfied with the food offerings, they would bring prosperity and fertility to the household. Thus taking shape in the background was a calendar-based rite belonging to the mythology of beginnings: whatever happens on this date foreshadowed what would happen over the New Year. This rite accrues greater meaning for us once we know the Romans celebrated it. Setting a table during this time of year was a religious rite connected to ancestor worship, for the dead were considered the dispensers of the fertility of the soil and the fruitfulness of men and beasts. In Rome this table was known as the table of souls or the table of the deceased.29

This custom was observed throughout the entire Middle Ages, as the clerical literature testifies. It is mentioned by Césaire of Arles (died 542), St. Boniface (675–754), the pseudo-Augustine (eighth century), Atto de Vercelli (died 960), Yves de Chartres (d. 1040), and Gratien (d. before 1179), and others.30 The canonists and clerics note that offerings or gifts are placed on the set table (mensas cum dapibus vel epulis in domibus preparare). Sometimes the rite is referred to by two words: mensas ornare. A Munich manuscript from the Alderspach Monastery alludes to those who “garnish their table for Percht.”31

It is probable that our medieval authors were inspired directly or indirectly by the Roman custom, but there is no doubt that such a rich flowering of testimonies would not exist if the custom had been completely foreign. If we examine local traditions, we see that traces of similar rites existed throughout the medieval West.




Parallel Mythologies

Fairies and the Dead

In medieval Scandinavia winter, more specifically, Jól (Christmas), the great feast of the dead and the ancestors of the majority of Indo-European peoples, is also the feast of spirits and therefore carries the name sacrifice to the elves (álfablót). Elves collectively denoted living beings of the otherworld and, most specifically, good ancestors.32 The sacrifices performed on a certain date were intended to procure a year of peace and fertility, thus a table was prepared for the invisible guests. Other customs were connected to this rite: Christmas gifts ( jolagjöf ) and the games of Jól ( jolaleikar), with masquerades, have partially survived into the present. The Celts dedicated the cycle of twelve days at Christmas and after to the Matronae, the mother goddesses, and the Venerable Bede called Christmas the night of the mothers [modra nect],33 with “mothers” designating said goddesses, who were also regarded as the dispensers of fertility and fecundity. We encounter elsewhere the same attitude: mythology of the beginnings and worship of invisible powers for a good year.

The Matronae were quickly incorporated into the goddesses of Fate, into the Parcae, and, by means of etymology, into the dead. One of them was named Morta, according to Varro and Aulus Gellius (Attic Nights, III, 10, 16), and they were also quickly identified with midwives as well. It was believed that parcae shared the same root as parere: “to bring into the world.” Successors to the Parcae and the mother goddesses, medieval fairies, inherited their attributes and were in turn mother goddesses, deities of fate, and messengers of death. This feature is found in Melusine, for example, who is also a white lady, a banshee.34 Kin to the good women of the Abundia, Satia, and Percht, but with a much more pronounced ominous nature, the Dises (Dísir) of the ancient Scandinavians were believed to fly through the air in a group. They were often confused with the Norns, the Germanic Parcae, the Valkyries, and the Swan Women. In The Lay of Volund (Volundarkviđa, strophe 1)—Wayland the Smith—their number is not specified:

The maidens fly from the south

Through the mirkwood,

Young, all wise,

For deciding destinies.

The Lay of the Lance, transmitted by The Saga of Burnt Njal (chapter 157), relates an event that takes place on the eve of the battle of Clontarf (1014). The Irish king Brian perishes: “A man named Dorrud walked outside and saw twelve people riding together to a women’s hut, and then they all disappeared inside. He went up to the hut and looked inside, through a window there, and he saw that there were women there, and that they had set up a loom. Men’s heads were used for weights, men’s intestines for the weft and warp, a sword for the sword beater, and an arrow for the pin beater.”35

These women spin death, and when they are done they tear the cloth into pieces, one for each of them. Holding their piece of cloth, they mount their horses and ride away, six to the south and six to the north.

The Second Lay of Helgi Hundingsbani (Helgakviđa Hundingsbana II, in the Poetic Edda), says that Högni’s daughter, “was a Valkyrie and rode through sea and air.”36 An interesting link is implicitly established between the riding of the Valkyries and the storm: “Helgi assembled a great fleet and went to Frekastein and braved, on peril of their very lives, a violent storm. Then lightning flashed from above and the bolts struck their ships. They saw nine Valkyries riding in the sky and recognized Sigrun among them. The storm then subsided, and they made their way to shore safe and sound.” (See prose after strophe 18.)

We can therefore see that entities of all kinds with a direct connection to fate haunted the skies. In contrast with the Latin and German texts, the Scandinavian testimonies do not specify if these troops rode at night except in the Story of Thidrand and Thorhall (fourteenth century) passed down to us by the Flateyarbók.

Thidrand organized the feast of Winter Nights*10 on which a bull had to be sacrificed for the ritual meal. He forbade anyone to leave because this would have been dangerous. But suddenly someone knocked at the door; the noise was repeated twice. Thidrand drew his sword and stepped outside. He saw two troops of nine women, one clad in white, riding white horses [níu konur allar ljósum klæđum ok á hvítum hestum] arriving from the south, the other clad in black and riding black steeds, coming from the north. Attacked, Thidrand valiantly defended himself, but he was mortally wounded and it was believed that the Dísr had sought revenge on him for being neglected and that they had come to take him as a sacrificial victim.37
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Figure 1.1. Witches preparing to depart for the Sabbath. We can see already they are en route, riding a billy goat. Hans Baldung Grien, 1510.

The absence of Celtic testimonies may surprise us. In fact ancient Ireland, as best we know, does not seem to have experienced this kind of phenomena except for the Sidh Army (Sluagh Sidhe), which showed itself to humans when it marched across the lands on Samhain (November 1). The inhabitants of the Sidh (mound) were, according to the texts, ancient gods, fairies, or the dead, conveniently called residents of the otherworld.38 In Spain, finally, we discover that one of the nightly hosts was called buena genta, “the good folk” (Asturias), which should certainly offer comparison to the bona res of the thirteenth century.




Demonization

All the traditions I have mentioned, which were condensed and then focused on fairies, were demonized.39 In the Malleus Maleficarum (The Hammer of the Witches), printed around 1486 or 1487 in Speyer, the Inquisitors Jacques Springer and Henrich Kramer regard “riding with Diana or Herodias, as roaming with the devil who had adopted this form and name . . . and that an imaginary ride like this occurred when the devil disturbed the spirit of the person enslaved to him by lack of faith in such a way that she believed what took place in dream was physically occurring” (I,1). A little farther (I, 10), the two echo the text of the Canon Episcopi and arrange this ride anew in the list of satanic deceits.40
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Figure 1.2. Engraving from Der Totentanz (Dance of the Dead), Heidelberg, H. Knoblichtzer, verse 1488

Renward Cysat, born in Lucerne in 1545 (d. 1614), offers a valuable testimony in his Chronicle.

It is said that the Good Folk (Sälïge Lütt) and the Furious Army (Guottisheer) are made up of souls of people who died violent or premature deaths, who must wander the earth until the day that fate has fixed for their passing; these folk are friendly and kind, and enter the homes of those who speak well of them at night, cook, eat, and then leave again, but the amount of food does not diminish. There are some who have the folly to think that living men and women accompany them on their rounds and share their meals in order to gain greater good fortune.41

Cysat reports the belief in the Good Ladies and their visit and meal—but combines it with that of night demons (nachtgespenst) and the dead. In his Interpretation of the Gospels (1571), Johannes Mathesius throws into the same bag all creatures that wander the night: “So who then are all these knocking and noisy spirits, unnatural deceits, Dame Herodias or Mother Hulda, the old Percht with her furious army, the Howlers, the sprites, the trolls, the dwarves, if they aren’t demons?”42

All the contours have been blurred, the various rudiments have been superimposed or piled one atop another, and different elements from each have been brought together and commingled. Our task is to discover the reason for this disorder.
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The Phalanxes of Demons

IN ORDER TO ADULTERATE beliefs that had become questionable, the church possessed a kind of matrix within the tradition itself. The demonization process did not emerge ex nihilo but instead was facilitated by beliefs that existed long before the conversion of these regions to Christianity. There was another dangerous, night-roaming troop—one that consisted of demons who were totally free to indulge in their activities from sunset to cockcrow.


A Universal Belief

The belief that night attracted demons and the return of day drove them off was universally widespread. The Hebrews believed that the demons of the desert were particularly active from twilight to cockcrow, which signified the return of light and possessed an apotropaic virtue: it broke spells and sent spirits fleeing. For Christians this belief is illustrated by the story of Peter, who stops denying the truth at the third crow of the cock. In the Confession of Saint Cyprien, written around 360–370, the rooster interrupts the Sabbath (Confes. Cypriani 13), and Prudentius (348–415) explains it this way in his Cathemerinon (I, 37–45):

’Tis said that wandering spirits [vagantes daemonas] roam

Abroad beneath the dark’s vast dome;

But, when the cock crows, take their flight

Sudden dispersed in sore affright.

For the foul votaries of the night

Abhor the coming of the light,

And shamed before salvation’s grace

The hosts of darkness hide their face.1

The ancient Greeks recorded the movement of demons. Hippocrates (ca. 460–370 BCE) speaks of terrifying images that emerge during the night through the agency of Hecate, the infernal goddess who rules the crossroads. The Greeks turned to charms and purification rites for protection from her. An anonymous author of the fifth or fourth century BCE alludes to the nocturnal host of Hecate that shows itself at night, a point confirmed by a scolia in the Argonautica by Apollonius of Rhodes (third century) in which this apparition is given the name Hekateia.2 In his Preparations for the Gospel, Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 270–340) informs us that the leaders of the spirits that rule the night are the demons Serapis and Hecatez—Beelzebub.




The Legions of Demons

This is how Sulpicius Severus (ca. 363–406/410) describes the invasion of a monastery by invisible demons in his Life of Saint Martin (23, 6): “Toward midnight the entire monastery gave the impression of swaying to the muted noise of people walking about; in the young man’s cell numerous lights could be seen glittering as well as a dull sound of many people going to and fro, and the murmur of many voices.”3

Felix of Crowland describes the demons that attack St. Guthlac (674–714) and carry him off in corpore to the very gates of hell.4 One night Guthlac “suddenly sees the whole tiny cell filled with horrible troops of foul spirits [immundorum spirituum catervis totam cellulam suam impleri conspexit]. . . . Bursting forth from the earth and the sky, they covered the space beneath the heavens with their dusky cloud . . .”5
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Figure 2.1. A horde of demons carries off St. Guthlac (twelfth century).

The lesson of the text is clear: demons rarely traveled alone, and in the twelfth century William of Newburgh recounts the story of Ketell, a man who sees demons: “He observed that they would rove about to afflict men, even in petty ways, and that they rejoiced at having produced the most trifling injury.”6

William of Auvergne, in his treatise De Universo, written between 1231 and 1236, also links the appearance of demons to crossroads.7The Miracles of Saint Eloy (Eligius), from between 1250 and 1300, presents an army of devils (diables, li fi Sathan) who, accompanied by a strong gale, assail an abbey, some of whose monks then cast their robes into the nettles on the counsel of their leader.8 According to the Brauweiler Annals, two troops of demons are seen waging a battle by cavalry and throwing enormous trunks of oak trees.

In the Scala coeli, Jean Gobi cites an interesting case: when bearing a vessel to a miser on his deathbed (laborantis in extremis) an old man spots knights on black horses holding torches. These horsemen enter the house through the door, grab hold of the dying man’s soul, and bear it off to hell (n°95). A little later Jean Gobi relates an anecdote about demons living as a community: “An abbot and monk became lost on the way and met some monks in the forest who invited them to follow them to their abbey. During the morning, the abbot gave a sermon on angels. When he talked of the first hierarchy, half of the monks left the premises; when he mentioned the second, the other half followed suit. When questioned, one of the monks explained: ‘We are members who have fallen from these orders,’ and the entire abbey vanished [tota illa abbatia evanuit].”9

The Dominican Étienne of Bourbon (ca. 1190/1195–1261) mentions demons taking human form in an exemplum.

A knight who had lived an evil life refused to go to Rome to make penitence, and his bishop commanded him to keep vigil all night in a church “without speaking to anyone, and without listening to anyone at all except for God and his saints.” The knight was let into the church and the doors closed behind him.

The knight kept vigil until midnight, praying peacefully in front of the crucifix. Through the devices of the devil, a gleam of light began illuminating the church, as if day was dawning. He then saw, through an open door, men and women entering as if to pray. He then heard a noise as if numerous carts had pulled up, and he saw merchants enter the church who claimed his wife had sent them. They demanded his assistance, but he refused. They retreated indignantly, and pretending that they had gone to his home, they brought in a devil who had taken the form of his wife and another who had taken that of his son. Despite their entreaties, the knight remained mute. The demons then took on the shape of the bishop and his clerics, saying: “Benedicte, my son! May God bless you! How did the night go?” and other words of the same kind. The knight remained impervious. He made the sign of the cross over his breast, and “the confounded demons transformed into hideous figures who hit and tortured him.”10

Around this same era, The Book of the Fathers (Das Väterbuch) shows us how St. Paul delivers a soul who seeks to lead “the furious troop of the devil” (des tiuvels wuetendez her). In France is the story of Luque, the cursed witch of Rouen, as told by a certain Boudet.

On the fifth night before St. Peter’s, which is called winter beneath Peter [iver souz Pierre], Luque took to her bed feeling death was near. She let Hellequin/Hennequin know of this and asked him to come for her, because she wished to be his bride. He decided to wed her before the end of winter, and he sent his auxiliaries to show her what forces he held at his command. They then left to devastate the entire Caux region including Luque’s house in Rouen.11

The bishop of Orange, Alphonse de Spina (died 1469), speaks of this troop of demons that appears on the roads like a vast army and is accompanied by a great noise (cum magnis tumultibus).12 Michel Wyssenherre picks up this belief in the fifteenth century and uses it in his Outremer Pilgrimage of the Noble Lord of Brunswick.13

Last, we find a fictional vision of these beliefs in the fourteenth-century tale Perceforest. The hero of the story, Passelion, finds himself at the gates of hell, a wild and horrible place of mountains and valleys, where he hears a stupefying noise produced by the souls of creatures who have died since the time of Adam and Eve were created and from whom they were born. The porter refuses him entry, a storm suddenly blows up, and Passelion hears a new noise: “. . . then arose a gust of wind and a tempest to that part because it carried devils coming from Great Britain and neighboring lands with a great number of souls they had collected, who came running while making a very impetuous noise.”14

This passage includes the essential elements, mainly the storm that accompanies the passage of the army of devils who carry the souls to hell.

We see that the air is the domain of demons that appear primarily during storms. It was claimed in Trier in 1256 that demons were spotted in the sky during a tempest, and in similar circumstances near Limoges, people believed they could hear two demons conversing.15 These demons were sometimes regarded as the spirits of those who had died prematurely, enemies of fertility.16

We are now a long way from the third-function rite mentioned earlier. Its meaning has been reversed. Furthermore, the attempt to decode this phenomenon is so difficult: a wide variety of spirits inhabit the air. The entire body of ecclesiastical literature therefore regards these nocturnal retinues as armies of demons, and it makes no distinction between the living, the dead, or the spirits.




Demons or Revenants?

The Russian Chronicle of Times Bygone reports a strange event that took place in the Ukranian town of Polotsk in 1092. Though the different accounts are in agreement about the event, they diverge on the details, which allows us to see how the church distorts a piece of information. The parts of this text in italics are the points that deserve particular attention.

In the year 6600,*11 something quite strange took place in Polotsk. It was produced in the imagination. At night a loud noise would be suddenly heard in the streets: devils galloped as if they were human beings. If someone tried to leave his house in order to see this better, the devils inflicted him immediately and invisibly with a fatal wound. People no longer dared leave their homes. Next, these devils began to appear during the day on horses, and there were no means to see them. People could see the shoes of their horses, though. They also ate the folk of Polotsk and its surrounding area, so people began to say: “The inhabitants of Polotsk, by all evidence, are being murdered.”

This phenomenon first occurred in Drutsk. During this time there was a sign in the heavens, like a very large wheel in the middle of the sky. That summer, the weather was so dry that the earth was consumed thereby and many forests burst into flames by themselves, as did the peat bogs. There were many signs here and there, and a large invasion of Polovtsians. . . . That same summer, Rurik, the son of Rotislav died. At this very same time, many people died from a host of illnesses. So many died that some coffin sellers were prompted to say: “From St. Philip’s Day to the beginning of Lent, we have sold 7,000 coffins.” Now this all occurred because our sins had multiplied like our iniquities. God inflicted this upon us so that we would perform penitence and turn away from sin, envy, and all other malignant undertakings of the Evil One.17

Different texts stress from the first that the troop of devils is the fruit of the imagination. They use words that correspond to phantasma/ phantasia and enigma, and the doubt therefore persists. They diverge from each other on the demons’ stampede, and the Hypatien copy notes: “It moaned like human beings.” Last, the Radziwill text uses the word nave (nekroi) to designate what slays the Polotsk residents and to suggest that “[t]he inhabitants of Polotsk were devoured by the dead.” The compilers therefore waver between demons and the dead, but we can take a stand for the dead based on a philological element and the context. The word nave is relatively rare, and it is apparently regarded as a nonliterary term. It was therefore removed by the copyist of the Lamartine text, and there we find in its place an adverbial expression that means “not in dream, but really, openly,” The event recorded by the Chronicle therefore was believed to have happened in reality and not in dream or the imagination, and it was thought that revenants (corporeal undead) caused such massive fatalities. We can note another hesitation between the creatures that moaned: devils or human beings? The context indicates that the phenomenon was perceived as a manifestation of divine wrath, and the account is recast as a sign of the punishment of sin, obvious evidence of the Christianization of elements whose sources are folk beliefs, as shown by certain details such as the invisibility of the devils and the wounds they inflict and on the partial visibility of their mounts: only the horses’ shoes can be seen.

While the stampede is original, The Chronicle of Times Bygone contains one of the oldest accounts of the Wild Hunt and the Furious Army, with one detail we find nowhere else but which could be entirely metaphorical: the dead devour the living.




Demonic Animals

We can also note a marginal sideline of this area: the night is also host to the wandering of demoniacal animals. In southern Sweden, for example, Gloso, the glowing sow,18 appears during the twelve days of Christmas. She has eyes of fire, sparks spring from her bristles, and she travels like a burning flame. To insure a good harvest, people offered her gruel and fish so that she would not harm anyone. Once the harvest had been brought in, three blades of wheat*12 were left in the field with the harvester: “These are for Gloso: one for Christmas night, one for the night of the New Year, and one for king’s night.”19 Gloso is sometimes interpreted as the specter of a murdered child who was never buried or as the supernatural guardian of a church (kirkegrim).

We can find in several provinces of Norway the belief in the move ment of fantastical animals. Trettanreidi is described as a flying goat in Hordaland; in Vest-Agder, a billy goat and nanny goat ( julabukk and julegeita) have neither blood nor bone, but they do possess eight strong horns; and in Rogaland, a goat ( jula-g jei do) bites the horses in their stables.20 The türscht in Alemannic Switzerland is sometimes a pack of ghost dogs and sometimes a sow accompanied by its young whose appearance heralds bad weather. When a storm blows up, people say: “It looks like the türscht is going through.”21 Packs of fantastical hounds that bear various names—High Hunt, Glapotê/Glapoté, Minette Dogs, Dogs of Bad Weather—wander through the French Alps.22
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Figure 2.2. Chronicles of Times Bygone

These threatening shadows, which have sometimes survived in folk traditions even into our days, certainly deserve more extensive study. We must note their presence among the infernal populace that traverses the skies, though they are marginal to our chief concern: the Wild Hunt, which, as we will see, is sometimes accompanied by animals.
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