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I open my remarks with the paradoxical conclusion that, along with this remarkable study, we need to start reading the trilogy whose first two parts are called Fantômes et Revenants au Moyen Âge (Imago, 1986) and Les Nains et les Elfes au Moyen Âge (Imago, 1988). Claude Lecouteux spares no effort to show that our ancestors did not regard our concept of death with—as our distressing ultramodern notions would have it—such finality. In fact, if we go back to our culture’s true sources, this notion is squarely refuted by all manner of ancient and medieval testimonies.

After decades of constant contact with ancient Scandinavian texts, I am still struck by the inanity of modern categories, dichotomies, and exclusions. This is not to say I give the brilliant comparative texts offered us by Claude Lecouteux (which are his peerless trademark) the power to veto opposing opinion, but they provide sufficient grounds to verify that this is a matter of something far different from simply the legacy of a unique culture. I will concede, given that we are told this repeatedly in this book, that our Old Norse sources, as Christianized as they may be, remain closer to a fundamental truth that has been slighted over the course of the centuries. This, of course, is what makes these testimonies valuable, as long as they are properly understood. Yet what clearly emerges out of their study is that their authors were simply incapable of drawing a clear line between this world and the hereafter, between “life” and “death.”

This does not imply that they were indifferent to what must be called a change in condition or status, or that they did not conform to what is an obviated observation, that is, the dauxi, the “dead person,” does not have the same type of reality as the lifandi, the “living person.” But the distinction does not lead to a dramatic change in our ideas of nothingness or non-being, words for which Old Norse simply does not have adequate terms! There is a mentality in which a dead person can come along at any moment and adopt the shape of the living, the living can animate the deceased, and a surprising (for us) movement is established between the two realms. This is taken to such an extreme that we often cannot know, when we are reading a certain saga or text from the Eddas, in just which realm we are wandering. Is the Poetic Edda Baldr’s Dreams (Baldrsdraumar) to be added deliberately to the purely oneiric category, as their title could suggest, or is it necessary, instead, to view this level as the only admissible one, and to see clearly that an ontology is captured here at its very source? For this poem’s argument is not immaterial to the subject at hand: It is Odin himself who creates a woman seer so that she can tell him what happened to his son Baldur, who has recently died.

On the opposite end, we may ask if the impressive parade of ghosts in Eyrbyggja saga (The Saga of Snorri the Godi) is a gripping fabrication of a distant conventional theme that was taken from Latin hagiography (but then how did it happen that this was precisely the imagery that was retained?), or if it might go back to some homeless, nomadic archetype that takes us to the sources of the human condition.

For, as Claude Lecouteux repeatedly shows us, there is something derisory about our current pragmatism, realism, and materialism. There is something distressing in this absurd renunciation of what has been for so long the very material of our mental foundations. Let’s be serious: Who among us, to paraphrase a quotation by André Malraux, would really accept nothingness and be happy with that? Who dares deny, in good anthropology and even in orthodox phenomenology, this life force (livskraf, asu, as it was said in Sanskrit, again something the Aesir, the Gods of the North, would borrow and turn to their own benefit) that justifies both our presence and the essential aspects of our behaviors? The utterly banal findings that each of us can make, hic and nunc, are absolutely counterproductive. What Teilhard de Chardin put so eloquently and substantially is that humanity is perfectly incapable of just going through the motions and sitting around idly when faced with the prospects of redemption that await it. And there is something precisely suicidal in the rages of negation that possess our technocratic millennium. It is still easy for us to find consolation by telling ourselves that the aforementioned furor affects only a fraction of humanity. For, as a Scandinavian—a modern one this time—has proclaimed, life goes on; in truth, Knut Hamsun says, “Life lives,” men livet lever! This is certainly the point of view retained in Lecouteux’s book, without anyone feeling the express need to say it. It is that self-evident. We are only a phase, a moment in the great momentum that drives us, and there is nothing gratuitous about the race: It is situated on a trajectory that has existed forever, and whose end point, thank God, we cannot see and will not see. There is nothing axiomatic or naive about this declaration. For we have points of reference at our disposal, and this is where this book comes along to remarkably fulfill an expectation, to answer one of these crucial questions that exhaust us.

Out of these testimonies, Claude Lecouteux has chosen to emphasize one theme, which is certainly, truth be told, the most significant, the most clear, the most familiar overall, if we agree to become aware of it. It is the theme of the Double. There! He could just as well have discussed the androgyne or the dioscuri, which would have come back to the same thing (as he suggests this in passing, we are given hope that he may one day return to it). Furthermore, it is quite remarkable that his preferred cultural area for his examples is the same one where I believe investigations into the androgyne will be taken the furthest (Swedenborg, Almquist, Stagnelius—all Swedish). The same is true for a study of twins and their images, from Freyr/Freyja to Fjörgyn/Fjörgynn by way of that “couple” in which, as Tacitus pointed out, the “man,” Njödr, has a woman’s name (Nerthus) and the “woman” a masculine name (Skadi).

The prevailing, well-researched idea here—and not only in the Germanic sources, I must note—is that each of us has a Double that is not only spiritual, but also (and this is where references to Old Scandinavian work wonders) potentially physical. It is a Double that has our “form” (hamr), “accompanies” us (fylgja), and “gives us form” (hugr), therefore annihilating all interruptions between any ambiguous occult world and the “real.” The demonstration of proof seems to me to be brilliantly carried out, and I leave to the reader the pleasure of following the author’s argument. Let me clarify as well and thus broaden the debate a little: One can go beyond the context that the author, scrupulous scholar that he is, has set for himself. For it clearly seems to me that we are dealing here with one of the invariables of our human identity. I truly wish that the Church, in its determination to eradicate “paganism” by banishing into demonology all that too obviously escaped from its magisterium, had struggled against those representations that did not exactly coincide with its own concepts, though it also professed a kind of belief in a Double—precisely spiritual, this one: that guardian angel whom, very logically, Old Norse will call fylgjuengill, fylgja, “angel.” In fact, to take the reasoning in another direction, has there ever existed a culture that, except in self-denial, has objected to this prodigious image/reality?

Let us venture strictly into the field of religious history. Whatever religion is according to the etymology that we seek to retain from the word religion (which “links” our world to the supernatural one, or which “reorganizes” our “real” realm in a way that conforms more to that irresistible need for the absolute or perfect that we carry within us, re-ligere or re-leger)—suppose that every religion was started, perhaps, by worship of the great natural forces or (but I believe this comes back to that in truth) worship of the great ancestors, consequently, of the dead, who ordinarily take responsibility for the attributes of the forces in question, on the physical level as much as in their intellectual or spiritual sense. Everywhere we still find the phenomena of reincarnations, metempsychoses, transmigrations, which make what we believe, hope, and love return infallibly to these great archetypes or prototypes. Consequently, continuity from what was to what will be—passing through what is—is assured.

And here is one of the teachings of this important book: Our idea of temporality, which plagues us so much, is not well founded. There is a Double who precedes us, escorts us, and follows us (the fylgja allows for all these connotations), who leaves us or reenters us almost at will (hamr supports this interpretation very well) through the means of catalepsy or levitations, abolishing all the representations of necrosis surrounding us and enlightening us on demand, so to speak (this is the role of the hugr, anima mundi, or mana, if you like). In short, there exists the alter ego, of which we are a captivating part, most assuredly, but only momentarily or spatially, for it does not truly participate in space-time categories. The Swede Strindberg, writing only a century ago, directs these words to one of his characters: “Whoever sees his Double is going to die.” This is very precisely what the author of the Hallfredar Saga professes six hundred years earlier, and I am sure that Strindberg never knew this saga. This continuity of an irrational certainty reveals that we are very much at the heart of a worldview.

In this regard, all the cultures that Claude Lecouteux discusses, even if he favors the Germanic culture in its various incarnations, agree with a consensus that stuns the skeptic. I repeat this from book to book: The power of the author does not lie in advancing preconceived theories that he will then make every effort to verify through texts. There are too many researchers who fall into this trap, including some of the experts. Lecouteux is not one of this number. In a surprising effort of erudition and eclecticism he allows these texts to say plainly what they have intended to say unconsciously. To wit: There is no “death”; nothingness is only a perverse and personal mind game; and within each of us is a precisely immortal life principle that manifests itself in diverse ways depending on the era, cultural status, and place we have in mind, but that is never absent from our texts. Ghosts are limited incarnations and messengers from the other world; dwarves and elves represent the unveiled mysteries of the other world through their agency—in this book it is the Double who summarizes and glorifies all this imagery.

In sum, this is a very lovely, extremely instructive book that is even more convincing because it remains tapped into not exactly the idea of life but, appropriately, the “over life.” And nothing could please us more.

RÉGIS BOYER,

FORMER DIRECTOR OF THE INSTITUTE OF

SCANDINAVIAN LITERATURE AND LANGUAGE AT THE SORBONNE
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Research never stops, and, once published, each study risks becoming outmoded. It is necessary, then, when you have completed your own analyses, to be aware of the results of any works published since that time. Other scholars, as a matter of fact, can have access to sources of which you are unaware, especially when texts are written in languages that you have not mastered or when they are from places very far away. Fortunately, however, if you are researching a subject, the great fraternity of researchers enables those who are interested in it to appear and bring you up to date with their discoveries. Thanks to this, I can update this third edition and in this way facilitate the research of anyone else who desires to form his or her own opinion. Let me say this first off: My results have never been questioned—on the contrary, the works and articles that I have received have brought grist to my mill and confirmed my beliefs and their implications with regard to witchcraft, the fairy world, and enchantment.

Since the second edition of this book, Eva Pócs, a member of the Academy of Science in Budapest, sent me the book Fairies and Witches at the Boundary of South-Eastern and Central Europe,1 in which she analyzes the relationships among fairies, nature spirits, weather demons, guardian spirits, and witches, as well as the links between the two worlds—our world and the other world, which includes a focus on mediators. Her study meets mine in large part. She treats werewolves and vampires in passing (on pages 22, 28, 40, and 82, and in note 237), and the idea of the Double is omnipresent. Even if it is not evoked expressly, it certainly emerges in the relationships Pócs establishes between the objects of her study and shamanism.

Dr. Philippe Wallon, psychiatrist and researcher at the Institut National Français du Recherche Médicale (INSERM) has devoted a long chapter to the Double in his book on the paranormal. One of the focuses of this work is the similarity between contemporary testimonies and those of long ago. Dr. Wallon concludes: “The Double still remains a dreamlike product of the imagination. The emanation of an underlying mental effort, it lasts only as long as this effort. One can therefore expect it to be eminently changeable, on a moment to moment basis, in its consistency and even in its physical acts.”2

On the fringes of these literary and historical testimonies, the reader will find examples concerning “reality” in the book that Ernest Bozzano has devoted to phenomena related to haunting. For example: One night, Miss Clara Griffing sees her maid taking down the laundry hanging on the line in the yard. The next morning, she mentions this to the maid, who is surprised because she knows she did nothing of the kind, yet she admits that before falling asleep she stayed awake until one o’clock in the morning, tormented by the thought that she should have gone out to bring in the laundry. Her Double thus carried out what was consuming her thoughts. Another example from Bozzano’s book corresponds exactly to what I have said about the vardøjer: A young man falls asleep at his club, but his father sees him returning home well before he actually arrives.3

In perusing the book that Jean-Marie Ertlé devoted to witches both male and female, I have discovered the same testimonies as those from Germany, though some would appear very brief and cryptic to anyone not familiar with the concept of the Double. For example, in Sologne, some claim that asps are witches; they have the tongue of the devil and all the venom of hell. To kill one of them is to destroy evil. A man once crushed one, and an old village woman likewise died in her bed, her kidneys crushed.4 Most research has largely focused on the werewolf. I received a highly researched study from Leszek Pawel Slupecki, accompanied by striking illustrations, in which he shows that the wolf represents only one form of metamorphosis.5 His real goal, however, is to show that werewolves originally made up a brotherhood of masked warriors.

Chiwaka Shinoda devoted a book to a similar subject,6 but we can also find valuable information in his work on the metamorphosis of fairies, a comparative study of French and Far Eastern traditions that includes some excellent information on the werewolf.7 This researcher emphasizes the different types of metamorphosis: clothing, celestial, and alchemical.

A team of Franco-Japanese researchers translated and published some Chinese texts on tiger men and tiger women, which are the equivalent of our European wolf men and thereby reveal a similarity of belief across a variety of cultures.8 The focus of these studies rests on, among other things, their age, given that they range from the fourth to the thirteenth centuries. With metamorphosis being effected through a tiger skin in these instances, the central issue seems to be that of the persistence of a human spirit in animal form. I’ve observed in these texts that enchantment is the result of an illness, punishment for the transgression of a taboo, or the result of an attack by a soul tiger who throws a skin on his victim, causing the person to become and behave as an animal. This punishment is not definitive; there does seem to be progressive redemption, with the head being the last part of the body to experience metamorphosis in reverse. Sometimes the tiger skin does not adhere completely to the human body, which means it can be torn off, leaving the victim chafed.

In pursuing my exploration of the alter ego, I ultimately discovered that it had become incorporated into the writing of science fiction novelists. In A. van Vogt’s The Book of Ptath (1947), the protagonists, in a state of lethargy, leave their bodies and go elsewhere to possess the bodies of others, either living or dead. Their possession of the dead brings the corpses back to life. In Ortog et les Ténèbres (1975), K. Steiner borrows from the legend of Orpheus to tell of a Double’s voyage in search of the woman he has lost. Thanks to a marvelous machine invented by some monks, the hero is able to double himself and reach the other world to search for his beloved, but he fails in his undertaking.

The cinema has not been idle in incorporating the alter ego, given that the underlying schema of The Matrix (1999)9 is certainly that of the Double. Here again, it is thanks to a machine that the alter ego can fulfill its mission. One of the most telling scenes of the film is when we see the body of one of the protagonists in a state of lethargy, jerking from the bullets received by his Double, who is far away.

We also find the Double in a series of films that Joëlle Kuhne has examined in her thesis, which she defended in Strasbourg in 1999. In carrying out an innovative anthropo-filmic analysis of the supernatural characters linked to the element of water and inspired by the Melusinian theme—the union of a mortal with a supernatural being—Kuhne succeeds in clarifying the background of the beliefs that feed these films, notably the belief in the Double.10 Her work should be published in the near future, but unfortunately without all the illustrations that support her argument.

Belief in the Double seems assured of an unparalleled continuity, given that it is adaptable to technological developments. This is certainly due to the fact that we are dealing with a fundamental element of the imaginary. It would be interesting to see the results of extending our investigation of this subject to contemporary literature, art, and cinema.


Preface to the 1996 Edition
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OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

Since the publication of this study on the Double (alter ego), the subject has not been taken up by other researchers. Fairies, most notably Melusine, continue to give rise to works in this field, but they are always approached from a literary perspective and from there enter into the scope of inquiries into the marvelous, the fantastic, and the archetypal.1

Historians have taken an interest in witches as sociocultural and religious phenomena, mostly endeavoring to discover the motives for and methods of the witch trials and the personalities of those involved. I must point out here Martine Ostorero’s excellent book, Folâtrer avec les démon,2 which looks at the sabbath and witch hunts in Vevey, Switzerland in 1448, and Wolfgang Behringer’s book on Chonrad Stoeckhlin (1549–1587),3 a man who meets a ghost and becomes one of a group who witness their external souls (alter egos) moving far away while their bodies are asleep. Even though Behringer is completely unfamiliar with the idea of the Double, the book confirms for us that at least three nocturnal legions exist. Stoeckhlin specifies that there are the Nachtscher (Night Troop), to which he belongs; the Rechte Fahrt (Just Voyage), which leads the dead to their place of rest; and the Hexen-fahrt (Witches’ Voyage). People who double themselves belong to the first and third troops. When it came to the Sabbath, however, the inquisitors never took the trouble to make these distinctions.

Werewolves experienced another destiny. Charles Joisten, Robert Chanaud, and Alice Joisten devoted an exhaustive study to the werewolf, and though they limited their research to the Dauphiné and Savoie regions, it did open up new perspectives on these areas.4

The purpose of this inquiry is to confirm those ancient elements that readers discovered in my original book, and to bring to the fore new material to be analyzed. In this sense, Dauphinan and Savoyard werewolves are exemplary because they attest to an astonishing commonality of belief in Europe—most notably concerning the role of the caul (amniotic membrane)—that figures so importantly in ghost stories. The pieces of information gathered in the Alps, for instance, have their counterparts in Scandinavia. Catharina Raudvere showed this in her worthy thesis on the representations of the nightmare in folk beliefs, in which she confirms the similarity between the mara (nightmare) and the werewolf.5 What is more, Raudvere supplies us with texts that prove the homogeneity and logic of the caul/placenta-wolfman-(night)mare complex.6

Thanks to Raudvere’s book, which Ronald Grambo (Oslo) had the kindness to send me, I was able to read several important studies on the werewolf. If you share in the belief in (night)mares, you will find in the works of Raudvere, Grambo, and van Haver numerous charms designed to protect yourself.7

Michèle Simonsen has devoted several excellent pages to the relationships between the werewolf, pregnant women, and a curious but very common Scandinavian ritual in which the placenta of a foal plays a part,8 and which we find again in Catharina Raudvere’s body of work. Here is a typical Danish account:

Werewolves attacked pregnant women in order to free themselves from their curse; they opened the bellies of such women in search of a male fetus, which they meant to eat. There was a farmhand not far from here—Georges the weaver—who was suspected of being a werewolf.

Girls could escape the pains of childbirth by crawling naked across the fetal membrane of a colt.

I also refer to the monumental work of M. van den Berg on nineteenth- and twentieth-century folk legends from the Anversois. Even though any diachronic perspective is absent, and even though he does not address the concept of the Double, his typology of the nightmare and the werewolf is of great interest because it is based on an enormous body of work. Not only does it complete what other Germanic accounts teach us, but it also illustrates the law of ecotypes.a 9

Let me also point out Jeanne-Marie Boivin’s study on the Bisclavret, the name of the werewolf in a lay by Marie de France. There, the wolfman and another hero of the poetess, Muldumarec, the bird knight, both literary representations of the belief in the Double, are very rightly connected.10 In addition, there is much of related interest on Arthur and Gorlagon in the memoir by Sandrine Conti.11

Specialists will find food for thought in the collection of analyses and the translations I have recently published, in which I supply the fundamental materials used in the development of my concept of the Double.12 Those who are particularly interested in the survival of the belief in European literature may refer to the newly published collection of Déborah Lévy-Bertherat. The works she cites include those of Chamisso, Dostoevsky, Maupassant, and Nabokov.13

“Books have their own destiny.” Here is one that allowed me to enter into contact with “soul doctors,” those psychiatrists who even today are faced with the phenomena of doubling, traveling within dreams, and dreaming of such travel. Dr. Philippe Wallon’s excellent study on the paranormal reveals that almost nothing has changed on the anthropological level, and the pages that he devotes to the Double very closely support what I have discovered about the Middle Ages.14 What has changed is the interpretation of the events: Today, you are no longer burned at the stake for having traveled to far-off places in your sleep! In short, yet again we see the astonishing similarities among phenomena having to do with the human psyche, which gives us cause to reflect upon the “evolution” of man. As a matter of fact, we can see that these “voyages” in spirit or in body continue today in the accounts of those claiming to have been abducted by UFOs. The ethnologist Bertrand Meheust shows admirably well how hybrids of ancient folk beliefs and the “flying saucer” are created and observes that contemporary “fantasy mythology” represents the remnants—recombined and reworded—of ancient legendary themes.15

RESEARCH TRAILS

The body of writing on which our study is based can easily be broadened—first, by carefully reexamining all the accounts of visions and magic transports; then, by analyzing the relationships among these metamorphoses, most notably among those that tell of transformations into beasts, from the perspective of the Double.

Regarding visions, we can find, for example, some interesting material in Claude Carozzi, who, in his analysis of the soul’s voyage into the next world, tackles the idea of the Double several times and offers us pertinent reflections on Saint Augustine’s anthropology and on dualistic concepts of human beings (body and soul) and other concepts (body, soul, spirit).16

Nonscholarly literature must not be neglected in this process; it too can provide historical documentation for anyone working in psychological archaeology. Proof of this is, for example, the Didot Perceval, written around 1200–1210, in which fairies appear in the form of birds who, when wounded, assume human faces, as this summary shows:

Urban, who was charged by a fairy to guard a ford against any knight wanting to take it, is vanquished by Perceval, who asks him to put an end to this custom. When Urban complies, right away a great tumult arises, a thick vapor obscures everything, and a voice curses Perceval, who is then attacked by a flock of black birds. He fells one, which changes into a dead woman whom the other birds carry off to Avalon.17

Interestingly enough in relation to this tale, it is known that blood flow and wounds cause metamorphosis to end immediately.

Additional discoveries can be made in certain accounts of dreams corresponding to tales centered on the theme of the stolen goblet, which is sometimes combined with the motif of wounds received in dreams: In Perlesvaus, the young Cahus dreams that he enters a chapel and steals a golden candelabra; a black man, hideous and gigantic, holding a big, sharp knife in his hand, reproaches him and wounds him mortally with a slash of the weapon. Cahus awakes, screaming, to find the candelabra next to him and a knife plunged into his body: Vez ci le cotel qui m’est cours desqu’au manche . . . ; por cest chandelabre sui ge navrez a mort. [Here is the knife that cut me up to my shoulder . . . ; because of this candelabra, I am fatally wounded.]b A priest is summoned; Cahus confesses and dies soon after.18

His wound and the candlestick are solid proof that his Double, which is corporal, transported itself to the chapel. There is evidence on his body, therefore, of what had happened to his alter ego. Another detail, however, merits attention: In the “dream,” Cahus is struck in his right side, but when he awakes, he discovers his wound when he raises his left arm (son braz senestre). This inversion remains unexplained, unless we entertain the possibility of a mirror somehow being involved.

Yet another example of a wound received in dream later appearing on the wakened dreamer’s body can be seen in Ála flekks saga.19 Cahus’s story is also similar to one of the exempla in the Dialogus miraculorum by Césaire de Heisterbach: The soul of a sleeping young girl is transported to Jerusalem, where she attends Mass in the presence of a celestial army of Mary and Christ before reentering her body in the morning. When she awakens, she discovers that she has brought back a church candle.20

This account, referenced by F.-C. Tubach as an account of “soul carried to Mass,” has deep roots in the belief in Double, though it expresses a Christian version of this belief (whereas Perlesvaus provides a romantic and fantastic version).

We should not assume from the example cited here that this belief is mainly one of Germanic countries and, to a lesser degree, of France. Spain offers us many examples as well, which have been collected by J. Sanchez Valdes de la Plata in the chapter “Of These Other Men and Lineages That Double Themselves and Appear in Several Places at the Same Time” in his Chronicle and General History of Man.21

What remains to be worked out are the complex but revealing relationships among man, the Double that is the zoomorphic domestic genie, and the Double that becomes a tutelary genie. What I outline in the chapter “The Double and Fairies” has proved to be much richer and more encompassing than the few traces that had been revealed at the time when it was written. It was upon these details that I have based my hypothesis of a sort of hierogamy, or sacred marriage. Certain legends, in fact, have preserved the idea that a supernatural being—like the Scandinavian fylgja—can be a living person’s Double.22 One such legend, collected by F.-X. Schönwerth in the nineteenth century in the Upper Palatinate, tells of two ladies of the woods (Holzfräul) living not far from Baker Trapp’s house, in Tirschenreuth, who die when the mistress of the house passes on.

The Double can also be a domestic genie in animal form. In a Silesian legend, a man finds a large dead snake on the flagstone in front of the house on the day after his mother’s death. When we understand that this reptile is one of the forms a domestic genie can take, the relationship between the snake and the living becomes clear. Likewise, we understand this relationship in the legend more clearly knowing that the reptile becomes a tutelary genie of a child from whose bowl he is allowed to eat, and that if the snake is killed, the child will die. Olaus Magnus attested to a belief in such relationships in 1555.

Traces of shamanism may seem much more numerous in medieval French literature than in the medieval literature of Scandinavia because very few scholarly studies on the subject are circulated from the countries of that region. Whoever reads Anatole Le Braz discovers the soul in the form of a mouse or a gnat.23 However, in northern European countries, the bibliography on the subject is vast, and in it we find explanations of many of the marvelous motifs that run through French legends and ancient texts. But overall, it is important to remember that in order to have a more global view of the belief in the Double, which is widespread in all of Europe, it is imperative that we cross the borders between the Roman, Germanic, and Slavic worlds.

Without coming back to what I have shown in Fantômes et Revenant au Moyen Age,24 I will focus on the area of northern Europe, which is very rich in vestiges of belief in the Double. Here again, however, we should not assume that this belief lives on only in Germanic countries. The following example, borrowed from a French manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale (Paris) and dated from the beginning of the fifteenth century bears proof of this:

Here is a vision that occurred in Brittany. A man, a baker by trade, passed from this world to the next and left his wife and children in this same line of work. So it happened that soon after his body had been put into the ground, his wife and children got up at night, as was their custom, in order to knead the dough and make the bread. While they were kneading, the man who had just died appeared among them and, after rolling up his sleeves to his elbows, he too began to knead the dough. He cheered them on, often in a loud voice, so that they could continue their work with all the skill and vigor they had when they started, but instead they fled, terrified, one here, the other there. As they ran, the neighbors gathered around to see the marvel that had frightened them so. However, they had yelled so loudly and made so much noise that they had chased away the dead man.

After that—though no longer at night—he appeared several times, lurking about the dwellings and throwing stones at people. He did not take the worn path but walked instead where the mud was thickest, so that he sank into it up to his knees and even to his thighs, which terrified people and surprised them so much that they did not know what to do. They did not know whether he was a dead man or an evil spirit.

So they went to the tomb where the baker had been buried, and when they exhumed him, they found his body covered in mud up to his thighs, exactly as they had seen him when he was roaming near their dwellings. They also noticed that his arms were covered with dough from the kneading he had done with his family. Having seen all this, they buried him again, but soon after, the dead man appeared as he had before. Finally, they decided to go once again to his grave and break his thigh bones. Thus it was done and oncques puis ne fut veu [he was never seen again].c

This is a good example of those accounts that Christianity had not yet influenced. What wanders in the mud and kneads dough is the dead man’s Double, which continues to live as long as the man’s body has not completely decomposed. At the end of the Middle Ages, under pressure from the Church, such occurrences were categorized as witchcraft and devilry. As such, they became distorted and the original concept of the Double, once so integral to them, became obscured. It was this process that has prevented any recognition or discovery of the belief.

Therefore, there are many discoveries still to be made regarding our ancestors and their beliefs, and there is a story to be written about these beliefs of old—a story that, once free from the imposition of the Church on historians, takes into account this so-called folk information.25


Introduction
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We human beings, animals endowed with reason, have never been able to accept death, and the thought of our demise remains the fertile source of our self-reflection and our questions about the existence of a demiurge, a transcendence, and a hereafter. These questions, causing us anguish and forcing us to face the prospect of a return to nothingness, are met with different responses from each religion and each civilization. That we experience final dissolution has never been accepted, and our most cherished wish has always been that we not die completely, to borrow Horace’s words, and that we live on in one way or another. But reality is inescapable; daily life proves that the body is ephemeral, perishable, and that it dies and returns to dust. So it cannot be the body that lives on. Hence, the idea has been developed and expressed—with more force or less force and clarity, depending on place, era, and ethnic group—that we are more than the body; that the body is only the physical encasing of the vital principle, the breath, a force, a spirit—in a word, a soul.

This intuition—a challenge to time and devouring Chronos, a revolt against the inevitable decrepitude of the body, and sublime because in some way it puts an end to existential anguish and gives meaning to life by making sparks of hope fly—does not suddenly and ex nihilo take form. It relies upon inexplicable phenomena such as dreams, premonitions, second sight, feelings of déjà vu—all phenomena that have reinforced humanity’s belief in what we call today, for the sake of convenience, the soul, that immortal part of an individual, the link connecting one person to the entire cosmos.

After having repressed these issues in the remote areas of dreams and unreal imagination, especially during the Ages of Enlightenment and Reason, we are coming back to them at this time and engaging in the same philosophical and religious speculations that occupied our distant ancestors. Today, as in the past, we desire to penetrate the secret of secrets: the secret of death, or rather, of life after death. In other words, we want to reflect upon a dimension of ourselves that still largely escapes science, that will not allow itself to be imprisoned by laws, and that was responsible, approximately a hundred years ago, for the glory days of spiritualism.

This state of mind and curiosity has found expression in a blossoming of diverse works. Some of these, scholarly and well researched, are based on clinical observation and experimentation. It is appropriate to cite here the studies of the American Society for Psychical Research, as well as the collection of studies entitled The Pursuit of Life after Death, with, notably, the contribution of K. Osis and E. Haraldson, “Deathbed Observations Made by Doctors and Nurses.”1 In Innsbruck, Austria, the Institute of Paranormal Phenomena strives to find a scientific and rational explanation for all kinds of strange manifestations, as does the Institute of the Extreme Realms of Science in Fribourg-on-Brisgau, Germany. Other works have a more irrational, more subjective character and come from either people convinced by their own experience of the reality of events, or authors keeping a close watch on current fads. The Anglo-Saxons take the lion’s share here, and cite, as matter of interest, only Raymond A. Moody’s Life after Life and Robert Monroe Journeys Out of the Body.2

The release of films such as Joel Schumacher’s Flatliners has caught the attention of the general public with this kind of questioning, and the press, discovering a subject it could run with, has given them extensive coverage, intensifying the discussion by bringing out of the shadows near death experiences, (NDEs) as well as the Association pour l’Étude des États proches de la Morta in Paris, France. In an interview given to the newspaper Figaro on January 11, 1991, sociologist Edgar Morin recalled the role a belief in the Double plays in an NDE:

I see, therefore, three fundamental elements in this experience: first, the dissociation between the body . . . and an immaterial spirit or specter; second, a voyage toward another place via a tunnel; third, the great light. In the first place, the dissociation between the material body and an immaterial Double—which goes on to become a specter, a phantom, a spirit, and will continue to live after life—is found in a large number of archaic concepts of death. . . . This concept corresponds to life experience; ancient men became aware of their individuality starting from their immaterial Double, their reflection in the water, their shadow, their dreams (wherein the Double travels while the body remains motionless). It is this Double that frees itself from the body after the deterioration of the perishable body, and that goes on to live its own life—which is something I have shown recently through my studies of ghosts.

Experience of the other world is part of life and has to do with signals—perceptible from here—of a more profound and greater truth in which religions see the manifestation of the divine, or at the very least, proof of its existence. On July 8, 1918, wounded by an Austrian mortar shell, Ernest Hemingway recounted that he felt something escape from his body. What was it?

Anyone who studies the texts of classical antiquity and the Middle Ages, as well as more recent folk traditions, will discover, scattered throughout them, a thousand and one curious events that would be wrongly ranked among simplistic themes and legendary motifs, literary clichés and the marvelous. These occurrences seem to fall within the jurisdiction of these realms because we no longer understand them and have a doubly deformed view of them. Our lack of knowledge of ancient mentalities and our Judeo-Christian culture block our comprehension. In addition, we are prisoners of our century, of Cartesianism and received ideas, of prejudices toward the infamous old wives’ tale! In fact, above all, we are missing the relationship of the elemental part to the whole. We have a few pieces of the mosaic, but are unaware of its design. That which used to be a product of a coherent culture, mentality, and belief no longer appears to us as anything but a fragmented form that has suffered centuries of abuse. Relatively speaking, our work thus resembles that of an archaeologist who tries to piece together a ceramic pot from its shards.

Even so, it is astounding to see that so many authors coming from so many different backgrounds so strongly assert that man is not limited to his body, and that so many writers create characters who have Doubles and whose alter egos are sometimes animals. It is astounding that so many poets speak to us about our shadow and our reflection as if each were our soul. Included in this hodgepodge are Edgar Allan Poe’s William Wilson, Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dostoyevsky’s The Double, Guy de Maupassant’s “Him,” and Alfred de Musset’s “The December Night.” Ancient Egyptian religion speaks to us about the Ka, the Greeks speak to us of the daimôn, the Romans teach us that every man has a genius and every woman an Iuno, Christianity gives us a guardian angel, ancient Scandinavians knew the fylgja. It would be futile, without a doubt, to aim at discovering a genetic connection between all these examples from all these civilizations, but the similarity of these beliefs reveals to us that, along with the Double, we have the constituent elements of human thought connected to Jungian archetypes, or to what the folklorists call psychic unity. Is not this belief attested to by all eras, in all parts of the world?
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