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      DEMONS AND SPIRITS OF THE LAND

      “What are the ancient mysteries of earth and water? Guided by the sure hand of Claude Lecouteux in this erudite and accessible book, we find keys to the recovery and renewed understanding of indigenous European religious traditions concerning land and water. A valuable book—highly recommended.”

      ARTHUR VERSLUIS, AUTHOR OF
SACRED EARTH AND RELIGION OF LIGHT

      “Demons and Spirits of the Land is a scholarly investigation of the spirits present in the traditional landscape of Europe. Claude Lecouteux explains how humans are inseparable from our surroundings: we are not the only intelligent beings, for we cohabit the Earth with other sentient entities. Traditionally, these entities manifest as land spirits who take many forms: giants, dwarves, brownies, fairies, and dragons. Present in the land, they must be dealt with if humans are to live in harmony and well-being. This book details rites and ceremonies of coming to terms with the spirits of tree and forest, spring and mountain, taken from comprehensive documentary and folklore sources, including ancient authors, Arthurian legends, medieval romances, and Norse sagas. If you want to know about the nature of land spirits and how we relate to them, this is essential reading.”

      NIGEL PENNICK, AUTHOR OF
THE BOOK OF PRIMAL SIGNS: THE HIGH MAGIC OF SYMBOLS

      “A superbly written treatise on the folklore of place, showing how the church has demonized once revered and respected land spirits. The setting up of high crosses, statues of saints, and the ringing of bells has been done for two thousand years to repel and control the fairies, elves, dragons, dwarves, and giants our ancestors once placated and venerated. But are we better off for all the church’s civilizing efforts?

    “We are now at a turning point in human history where we need to come to terms with what we have wrought. The Earth Mother has given us food, healing, and shelter, and we have abused her in return. Reading these pages we learn that the dark path through the wilderness may once again lead us to a sacred space within the forest where in respectful company with the ancient deities, land wight’s, and the fey, we may yet resume our ancient offerings, begin the healing, and return to harmony with all creation.”

      ELLEN EVERT HOPMAN,
AUTHOR OF A DRUID’S HERBAL OF SACRED TREE MEDICINE AND THE SECRET MEDICINES 
OF YOUR GARDEN

    

  
    
      Foreword

      It has become a routine: a new book by Claude Lecouteux appears on what is conveniently (and mistakenly, I might add) called “lower” mythology; the unexpected juxtaposition of cultures we do not customarily associate with one another produces totally surprising conclusions; and from this we conclude that we should definitely revise our habits and ways of looking at such subjects. Over the last few years (for Claude Lecouteux shows a rare prolificacy) we have seen this process occur with regard to ghosts and revenants, then elves and dwarves, and finally witches, werewolves, and fairies—in short, all those more or less tenebrous inhabitants that dwell in the back regions of our collective unconscious and which we are incapable of expelling from our representations or easily incorporating into our “religious” world.

      And this is because such entities do fall into the religious category; there can be no doubt about that. Although their contours may have deteriorated over time, they assume a status like that of gods and their history is as worthy as that of the greatest myths; the worship we pay them, in whatever form, fits right in with all of the classical religious pomp and circumstance. They have only been victims of a devaluation, largely brought about by the Church, but they remain vitally alive despite our lack of awareness, or they continue on in all kinds of disguises that we do not necessarily recognize. And Claude Lecouteux, with the methodical rigor that makes his work so important, investigates, compares, contrasts, and confronts them. He has the gift of being able to leap from one culture to another with a casualness, a virtuosity, and, on reflection, a pertinence that renews our perspectives and opens up entirely new paths. Yes, he is a scholar of medieval Germany, but he also has a weakness for ancient Scandinavia, which is a good thing. The varied accounts that he writes about derive from myriad sources, and the comparisons he makes are almost always compelling. Someday I would really like him to have done with all these juxtapositions and confrontations, and to reveal his ulterior motives. Just where is he heading, strolling like this from culture to culture by virtue of a particular theme? What possible outcome could there be for this vast and remarkably documented investigation? Clearly, something persists in all these transformations that a god, a sacred concept, a myth, or a rite can undergo. Obviously this “hard core” comes from a spirit and essence that is deeper than all the superficial fantasies inscribed in our texts. This is what we need to learn how to read.

      In principle, there is no reason to reject Claude Lecouteux’s intuitions nor the approach that he takes. The following postulate is implicit: the homo religiosus inside all of us has always lived in a dual and therefore haunted world. The supernatural, the marvelous, and the fantastic comprise an aspect of our universe, and we exert considerable effort at recreating, rediscovering, taming, and exorcising this aspect. (There is no reason to be miserly when it comes to finding verbs for identifying the variety of our reactions.) Before the time when reason got the upper hand, there was an age when the anthropomorphizations and individuations took place that were responsible for the emergence of our gods and their organization into pantheons. The idea of the divine (the immortal, the timeless, the perfect, the necessarily unique, and so forth—there is no end to these characterizations!) did emerge, in fact had to emerge, from such processes as anthropomorphization and individuation—either one or the other, or indeed both, for they are not contradictory.

      We can, in fact, trace the very idea of divinity back to the great natural forces, the primordial, fundamental elements of our world that define us as much as they frighten us: water, sun, fire, earth—especially the earth, as we shall see—and their emanations, if I may refer to them in this way: wind, thunder, and so on. Among the ancient Scandinavians, a world closer to our origins than other more “time-worn” cultures, there are plenty of divine entities for literally expressing all these components (to give just one example, Thor has a name that literally means “thunder”). But we might prefer going back to the great ancestors, the founders of all our lineages, the sovereign dead responsible—it goes without saying—for our current existence. I don’t mean to imply that they are all keepers of great sacred secrets, though they have crossed the boundary and allegedly know what we expend such great effort to learn our whole life. I am only trying to emphasize the fact that they have undoubtedly “gone back to the land” and are now a part of its very substance: “homo-humus,” as Mircea Eliade liked to say, which is in no way contradicted by the fine old myth of Adam’s birth “from the dust of the ground” (Genesis 2:7).

      So whether the origins come from a state of things; or because the Earth as such (which I will refer to as “she” because she is obviously the support of all fertility and I have always considered that to be the most fundamental value of Dumézil’s system) has always been our greatest and only deity, Terra Mater, the likely expression of all the Great Goddesses or Earth Mothers of our various religions; or the origins go back to a stage when this Earth was viewed as the accumulation of the substance of the great ancestors, it seems hard to deny that she must have been our first sacred entity. She may have been replaced by the sun (the sun is feminine in the majority of archaic religions) or water, but that does not alter things to any meaningful extent. In any event, what emerges as an expression of our religious awareness is a supernaturalized natural universe.

      Beyond any shadow of a doubt, this is the reason that we have always lived in a haunted universe. After studying monsters, giants, dwarves, and other happily indistinguishable inhabitants of the collective mind, it is easy to see why Claude Lecouteux would go back to the source in order to grapple with the heart of the matter. What we might customarily term a genius loci, he chooses to call a “land spirit.” A wise choice. The investigation he conducts is decisive: we evolve within an inhabited “natural” world; one in which the gods themselves, or the deified dead, or just simply the dead, are the cornerstone of reality. As a result, it is a world that cannot conform to appearances. The ground we walk on is hollow, the water of the spring is too well demarcated to be innocent, the forest houses monsters, and the mountain or moor has a soul.

      This definitely explains a number of the gestures, quasi rites, and outright rituals that are described for us by the ancient texts, as well as those things we call folklore and those that fall into the corpus of our age-old superstitions—which are still very much alive! The Old Icelandic Landnámabók (Book of Settlements) and some sagas are quite explicit on this point, but there is no culture that does not dwell upon this subject in one way or another. The Balts and the Slavs, for example, whom Claude Lecouteux only deals with peripherally, would supply him with a rich harvest of details concerning their tutelary spirits and the way they transform the scenery of our lives into a kind of palimpsest. And even in Iceland, the Eyrbyggja saga describes a scree called Geirvor that contains a talking head, which at one point delivers an ominous poetic verse. Is there any better way to sense the continuity between irregularities in the landscape and the most exalted human activities? Claude Lecouteux speaks of the “underside of idolatry” and the “evidence of place-names” (he could easily have reversed the two descriptions), and it leads me to declare that nothing is innocent in our world. It is not the “sleep of reason” that produces monsters—to the contrary, there are monsters everywhere that the sacred manifests itself, and we have no choice but to partially suspend our reason in order to admit this fact and take consequent action.

      Claude Lecouteux’s successive studies have confined themselves definitively and deliberately within a powerful tautology. He started with monsters (fairies, witches, and werewolves) and now he is introducing us to the land spirits. He has wisely charged the “small” deities (a much better choice than the “great” gods) with the task of educating us about the actual content of our condition.

      There are two things that have always struck me about the research that he has pursued so conscientiously. The first is that I can momentarily catch sight of his absolute rejection of realism, positivism, scientism, and all those isms that deny the “profound” aspect (as Nietzsche called it) of our world. Out of a conviction that feels solidly anchored, and employs the most proven scholarly methods, he allows us to see that we live in a dual world, endowed with a living soul. A sacred world. If religion is the art of “binding” (as one etymology for the word would have have it, from Latin re-ligere) our material domain to another immaterial but equally effective one, then there is nothing more religious than an approach of this nature. It continually erects bridges between our doubts and anxieties (or our allegedly short-sighted ignorance) and this supremely vital immaterial realm—a realm that cannot be described as something of our own creation or the fruit of our imagination.

      This is because—and here is the second thing—his research offers evidence of a Force, a Spirit of Force, a Spirit of Life-force, one that infinitely overwhelms us at the same time as it encompasses us. I am happy to learn that our environment is animated—this is exactly the right word—by these sacred emanations that, in the final analysis, amount to a life that is higher and more perfect than our own. All of these gestures described by Claude Lecouteux, these rites of circumambulation, for example, these reflexive acts of exorcism or propitiation, these votive attitudes, are manifestations of reverence toward Life—real Life that does not die and makes itself known under the guises of the imposing natural forces, and of course that Life to which our aforementioned great ancestors have testified better than any other.

      In sum: it is a gesture of worship that Claude Lecouteux, perhaps unknowingly, invites us to make. There is a Life-force that stirs our hearts and minds everywhere, as it always has. It appears under a thousand different faces and in countless stories and cultic gestures, but it is never absent from our wanderings. We are literally bathed in its radiance. And some of its surest anchor-points are precisely those spots, those pieces of land, that speak to us through the intermediary of all these creatures that, in our thirst to justify the obvious, we have crafted but which all evidence indicates existed before all our efforts of interpretation—for they are theophanies or hierophanies.

      RÉGIS BOYER,

LA VARENNE

      Régis Boyer is professor emeritus of Scandinavian languages, literature, and civilization at the University of Paris–Sorbonne and director of the Institute of Scandinavian Studies. He is the author of numerous books, including La Grande Déesse du Nord (The Great Goddess of the North), Le Monde du double: la magie chez les anciens Scandinaves (The World of the Double: Magic among the Ancient Scandinavians), La Poésie scaldique (Skaldic Poetry), Sagas légendaires islandaises (Legendary Sagas of Iceland), and Yggdrasill: la religion des anciens Scandinaves (Yggdrasill: The Religion of the Ancient Scandinavians).

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      We Dwell in a Haunted Place

      In the beginning there was space and the space was frightening. Man felt lost within it, confronted as he was by its vastness, a source of uncertainty and mystery. It took countless centuries for man to learn to know the earth, investing in it and mastering it. Subject to the whims of nature, washed by the rains and dried by the winds, warmed by the sun and chilled by the frosts, amazed or stricken by phenomena he was utterly incapable of grasping, man felt like an intruder inside a wild and still untamed nature, or at least this is how he perceived it. He then reacted with all the means at his disposal. He learned to know the plants and animals and assured his survival by giving them names. He deified all that threatened or awed him, and implemented propitiatory rites. In short, he developed a religious sensibility. Everywhere around him he saw traces of the invisible, traces of another reality attesting to the presence of myriad unspeakable creatures.

      Without our knowing, we dwell in a haunted space—certainly more than in former times when the ghosts of vanished generations continued to accompany the living, when technological progress had not depopulated the spirit world. If you need convincing, simply cast a glance at the folk traditions that persisted into the dawn of the twentieth century in the rural areas across all Europe. One need only glance at any detailed map to find the Fairy Rocks, Devil’s Bridges, the Pierrefittes,*1  and the Dragon Springs, and if we take the trouble to leaf through the delightful works of nineteenth-century regional scholars, we will discover that every forest has its spirits, every spring its lady, every river has malevolent beings in its depths, that dwarves dance on the moors, that the marshes are teeming with will o’ the wisps—which, we are told, are lost souls—and that the mountains are home to demons and wild folk who enjoy causing landslides, avalanches, and floods.

      Studying the relations that our remote ancestors maintained with their environment is one means of better understanding humanity, for we are inscribed within history like links of a chain, and if we want to understand our world and that of our ancestors, we have to look back.

      The field of research upon which I am embarking here is already known to some experts who have clearly recognized that space is sacred, without, however, going beyond that observation. In France, the organization “Société de Mythologie Française” has often shown that the human being is inseparable from his natural surroundings and that his relationship with it structures his imagination, steers his thoughts, and incorporates him within the cosmos. The study of mythical geography—the legends, myths, and beliefs attached to places—has revealed the importance of the local landscape in the formation of tales and rites. Place-names, in combination with scriptural and epigraphic accounts, make it possible to discover the roots of beliefs, as the traces still survive almost everywhere and these place-names function as supports in the collective memory. Some components of the landscape have been the subject of monographs—mountains and forests, for example—but the most interesting considerations are to be found in articles from specialized journals that are little known to the general public, and in works dealing with completely different topics.

      Medieval literature in Latin and in the vernacular languages offers the advantage of presenting us with real or fictionalized accounts from an era in which Cartesian rationalism and the so-called exact sciences had not yet elevated doubt and experimentation to the status of canonical virtues. The Arthurian romances depict a world in which everything is possible, with supernatural beings as well as God and the saints all making their appearances. The historical chronicles are filled with marvels and oddities, and the bestiaries are rich with inconceivable animals. By patiently collating these texts, shunning no written works, it is possible to draw up the little-known history of land spirits—those spirits that medieval Christians rejected as “demons.”

      But to what, exactly, does the term “land spirit” refer? The word “spirit” has various meanings; among other things, it designates a tutelary deity attached to an individual, or a supernatural being endowed with powers surpassing our understanding, and it is also a synonym for “demon, elf, fairy,” and so on. In modern French, the land where this spirit dwells would be a terroir, a word that derives from the vulgar Latin territorium, originally designating a territory, a country, or an expanse of land; later, a soil good for the cultivation of wine; and lastly, a rural region. (The latter two senses are essentially the meaning of terroir as it survives today.) The term “land spirit” is my translation for the Latin genius loci, “place spirit”; in other words, a numen, a daimon attached to a specific place that it owns and protects against any incursion. By “place” I mean an uninhabited land that is still wild and uncultivated. Thus, I will not be dealing with household spirits, who are attached to a dwelling, because that subject is too large and deserves its own monograph to do justice to all its many facets. This distinction—which may seem arbitrary in light of the fact that land spirits can easily become domestic spirits—is therefore necessary, and it prevents us from going astray along the meandering paths of now almost completely erased ancestral traditions about which the texts speak little, as is the case with anything controversial.

      The clerical interpretation of pagan beliefs and their demonization have, until now, formed an obstacle to the understanding of scriptural accounts as well as their interpretation. One question continually arises: are we dealing here with a spirit or a devil, a spirit or a demon? Another question accompanies this one: how truthful are the texts? Furthermore, is it really necessary to view the fictional literature as being in opposition to the scholarly or clerical texts, or the culture of the elite in opposition to the popular culture? I do not think so, because every narrative is fueled by reality and is its mirror. It can certainly be a distorted mirror, but it is a mirror nonetheless.

      Are there one or more fundamental differences between the Roman, Celtic, and Germanic worlds? The reading of the texts obliges us to answer in the negative because the divergences are most often the result of local adaptations of identical structures: ecotypes, in other words. This all compels us to offer a postulate that there are many anthropological structures of the imaginal realm, as Gilbert Durand has shown, that show little variation, at least among the various Indo-European peoples. Of course they are all at a similar stage of development; that goes without saying. If there are any doubts, reread the great classic Frazer’s The Golden Bough, or Krappe’s La Genèse des Mythes (The Genesis of Myths), or a few books by Mircea Eliade. The examples given in these works are taken from all of the earth’s peoples and the similarities are baffling. As a correlate of the postulate given above, I suggest that the imagination feeds on realia—transforming, transposing, and projecting them into the realm of myth, or maintaining them in the sphere of beliefs that are mistakenly labeled superstitions.

      In the dossier I am presenting here, which is an extension of my research into the strange and unusual creatures from medieval literature—ghosts, revenants, dwarves, elves, fairies, witches, and werewolves—the crucial question remains the following: how do we identify a spirit beneath its various disguises?

      The same problem arose for Pierre Saintyves when he studied the saints, behind whom were not only concealed the gods (his major theory) but also the spirits of the land. As it was reconstituted into literary forms and/or Christianized, the folk memory combined different individuals and regrouped them under generic names like dwarves and elves, giants and devils, and even dragons or fairies—who were not merely the direct heirs of the Parcae. The transposition of these beliefs into the domain of the marvelous allowed these beings to survive and weather the anathema of the ecclesiastical authorities, for whom such things were nothing but pagan remnants that needed to be eradicated—delenda est superstitio!

      The spirits became perpetually mutating beings. Their shape, names, and appearances were protean, but their role, duties, and localization remained unchanged. In earlier studies I provided proof of this concerning elves and dwarves, whose connections with the world of the dead are striking. But it should be clearly noted that this is the characteristic of all extremely archaic creatures that are suggestive of primitive animism, which anthropomorphizes natural forces before they are eventually absorbed by the religions that form around them.

      Narrative literature and the romances make use of this legacy. The more or less anthropomorphized spirits become human-like individuals, playing supporting or adversarial roles (as in the more recent tales), or they retain all their mystery (as in the story of Melusine). Who are these mysterious surveyors who emerge from nothingness to mark out the boundaries of the future domain of Lusignan? Those which have taken form as animals should not be excluded either, nor should inanimate forms, for in fact the spirit frequently evades any particualar shape. And if it sometimes resembles a human being, it is appropriate to ask ourselves whether this might not be a convention, a way to better grasp something that was ceaselessly escaping understanding. Look at what Paracelsus said about elementary spirits, and consider too the figure of Kühleborn (Fontfroide), the water spirit in Friedrich de la Motte-Fouqué’s Undine: it can take on any appearance, that of a man or that of a jet of water.

      Once we have put the civilized space behind us, we literally enter the other world: that of the land spirits who preside over the various domains and who are hidden everywhere. A very lively German legend tells how one of these beings became the spirit of a place. In order to build his farm, a peasant cut down some trees and the spirit entered the house when the beams were brought in. If it is treated well—meaning if it is shown respect and given offerings on specific dates—the spirit becomes a valuable assistant, but it can be mischievous at times and sow such disorder in the household that the inhabitants will try to get rid of it. As long as a farm possesses an even-tempered spirit, the estate will prosper. Here we have caught a glimpse of the origin of the household spirit.

      We shall begin by diving into this mystery, collecting examples of odd facts that remain unexplained. To see only marvels or “great deviltries” here, as they said during the Middle Ages, is to remain on the surface of things, to content ourselves with literary labels—in other words, to tackle the problem solely from the angle of how it was recycled in fiction. Alas, this is an error that is still committed far too often. We shall then examine the problem of the peopling of the earth—who came before man? Finally, we shall deal with those fictional accounts that bear witness to what became of the land spirits.
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      Unusual Manifestations

      During the Middle Ages, countless texts were literally teeming with fantastic passages, sometimes accompanied by an explanation but more often presented with impenetrable brevity. They implicitly refer to the existence of an occult world, the laws of which are also in force on this plane. Authors frequently extricated themselves from this situation by recasting the facts from a Christian perspective in which they could be viewed as manifestations of divine omnipotence, for God is admirable in all his acts and the human mind is incapable of penetrating His secrets.

      In the Konungs skuggsjá (King’s Mirror), written in Norway around 1260, there appears an Irish island that floated atop Lake Loghica. It only touched land on Sunday and healing herbs grew there. In the same book, we also find a particular spring whose water tastes like beer: “When men try to build a house over the spring, it moves and gushes outside the dwelling” (chap. 13). Further on, we see Lake Loghaerne (today called Lough Ree), which lies between the counties of Roscommon, Langford, and Westmeath in Ireland. The lake is covered with islands and on the largest of these, Kertinagh, the devils have as much power as they do in hell (chap. 14). According to other legends, the Purgatory of Saint Patrick is found on this island.

      In his Topographia Hibernica (Topography of Ireland), Giraldus Cambrensis (Gerald of Wales, ca. 1146–1223) mentions a lake that extends north of Munster and has two islands. No one can die on the smaller of the two isles and it is therefore called the Island of the Living (Insula viventium).1 In his Itinerarium Cambriae (Journey through Wales), this same Gerald describes a stone that returns to the spot from which it has been taken. Hugh, the Earl of Shrewsbury, had it chained in another location but his efforts were in vain: the stone returned to its original location.2 A similar phenomenon can be seen in the Historia Brittonum, attributed to Nennius. The stones removed from the tumulus where King Arthur’s dog Cabal is buried return of their own volition to the cairn (chap. 73). Nennius also talks of a mountain that revolves three times a year, stones that walk about at night, and a glass tower in the middle of the sea (chap. 75).3

      The Konungs skuggsjá also recounts an interesting legend about Themar (Teamhar), better known today as Tara, the former capital of Ireland. The king rendered judgment there while seated on a throne placed upon a rise. One day he pronounced an iniquitous judgment and the earth turned upside down: “What had been below was now above, all the houses and the royal hall sank into the depths of the earth” (chap. 15). The Liber Monstrorum (Book of Monsters), written around the year 1000, states: “It is said that monsters with three human heads live in the marshes, and a fable relates that they live in the depths of ponds like nymphs.”4

      These simple examples show immediately that unknown forces exist that sometimes assume a shape, such as that of a human or animal, or even an inanimate object. These creatures or objects in fact embody the forces in question and are a more expressive way of representing the latter.

      Gervase of Tilbury, who around 1210 wrote his Otia Imperialia (Recreation for an Emperor) dedicated to Emperor Otto IV of Brunswick, also reported strange things. He mentions the city of Terdona in Italy, where “Every time the head of a family is destined to die in the coming year, blood flows in one of the furrows cut by a plough blade on his lands” (III, 7). In Catalonia, in the bishopric of Girona, there stands a mountain at the peak of which lies a lake of deep black waters whose depth cannot be sounded. “It is said this is the site for a dwelling of demons. . . . If a stone or something heavy is cast into the lake, a storm bursts out at once, as if the demons were angered” (III, 66).5 In his thirteenth-century Cronica (Chronicle), Salimbene di Adam indicates that Peter III of Aragon was caught in a storm one day on Mount Canigou. He found a pond and threw a stone into it, whereupon a dragon emerged that soared over the waters.6 Near Carlisle, in the British Isles, Gervase of Tilbury maintains there is a valley surrounded by mountains in the heart of a great forest where “Every day at a certain time, a melodious carillon of bells can be heard there” (III, 69). Why does this spring in the diocese of Uzès change location if something dirty is placed in it (III, 129)? Why do the coffins that float down the Rhône stop of their own accord at the Aliscamps cemetery (III, 90)? In the province of Aix, Gervase claims, there is “a huge cliff whose steep face is pierced with windows” in which appear “two or three ladies who appear to be conversing” but who vanish when approached (III, 43). In Livron Castle in the bishopric of Valence, there is a tower that cannot stand the presence of a night watchman: the man is carried away and deposited far down below in the valley (III, 20).7

      Let us shift our focus to some other horizons. According to the Guta saga (Saga of the Gotlanders), which originally dates back to the early first half of the thirteenth century, the island of Gotland was enchanted (elvist) before it was colonized. During the day it sank beneath the waves and resurfaced at night.8 This story cannot help but bring to mind that of Tintagel Castle. In the twelfth-century Oxford version of La Folie Tristan (The Madness of Tristan), it was called the enchanted castle (chastel faez), because it vanished twice a year:

      
        Tintagel li chastel faez
      

      
        Chastel fä fu dit a droit
      

      
        Kar dous faiz le an se perdeit . . .
      

      
        Une en ivern, autre en esté.
        
        
          *2
        
      

      We may also wonder about the meaning of the following facts: the Lake of Granlieu had the right of high, middle, and low justice. The tribunal sat in a boat two hundred feet from shore, and when the judge delivered a sentence, he had to touch the water with his foot.9

      We quickly realize, on reading such narratives, that our world is haunted by invisible beings and forces, and this opinion persists into the present, which is proven time and again by the folk traditions and beliefs that have been collected up until the very recent past. Spirits loom up everywhere and place-names confirm the existence of mysterious figures, or at least the persistence of their memory. Here we have “Dragon Spring” (for example, the Foun del Drac in Lozère), and there the “Fairy Well” or the “Fountain of the Ladies,” names that evoke the spirits that preside over springs. During the fifteenth century it was almost proverbial to say something was “as naked as a fairy coming out of the water.”

      Water, whether running or stagnant, reputedly sheltered many creatures, the majority of whom were dangerous. Mahwot from the Meuse River had the appearance of a lizard. Similar ones include the Vogeotte of the Doubs, the Carne Aquoire of the Blois region, the Drac of Auvergne, the Alsatian Hôgemann (the “Man with the Fang”), the “Havette Beast” of the region near the Hague, the Serpent of the Trou Baligan (Lower Normandy), the Gourgoule of the Underground Wells (Limousin), the Uillaout of Savoy, and the Morvandious Queular.10

      Forests are home to will o’ the wisps and to the Hannequets of the Argonne, the Breton Kornikaned (Korrigans), the “Weeper of the Woods” from the Pontarlier region, the Waldensian Hutzeran, and the Ardennes Bauieux, and the Bredoulain Woods is the lair of the Huyeux. In the Ain region we find the Sauvageons; in the Beaujolais, the Fayettes; and Green Ladies, giants, and sprites abound almost everywhere.

      On the moors, wisps, dwarves, white ladies, night shepherds (bugul-noz), alarming crones (groah), and sprites (the faulaux in Lower Normandy) come out to dance and attend to their occupations.

      The mountains are a veritable refuge of genies and spirits, devils and demons. Here swarm the Daruc, a kind of werewolf, Nuitons, and Naroves (Savoy),11 the Gögwargi (Upper Valois), and fairies. More than one farm has its Servan, a kind of domestic spirit, and the fouletot of the Jura Alps steals, feeds, and returns the finest cow of the herd while the cowherd is sleeping. A host of demons causes landslides, falling rocks, and floods.

      All over, both night and day, we find the undead wandering about, crooked surveyors who were murdered and suicides. The Wild Hunt travels widely—it bears a thousand and one names depending on the country or region of Europe in which it appears. Everywhere dwarves and brownies are frolicking, as well as fairies and jetins, sotrés, and courils, lutons and ozegans, loutarnes and lamigna, and fadettes and mourmouses.

      France is no different from any other country in this respect. Hungary, for example, has the tapio, a sylvan being; the sarkany, which corresponds to the drac; the pörtmandli, a spirit that haunts mine galleries; and the szépassny, beautiful but alas malevolent ladies.12 During the daytime, the Romanian žburator haunts hollow trees.13 In Walachia, the “wood woman” (muma padurii) appears in the dark corners of the forest and “little folk” (sameni micuti) come out in the mines. The surrounding world in all German-speaking lands is just as heavily populated. Here we have the Drach (drac), the Schrat (“howler”), the Kobold, the Hee-mann (a “calling spirit”), and the Saligen (benevolent fairies) alternating with the Bilwiz (a kind of dwarf), the famous iron-nosed Percht, the Gonger (revenants), and the Huckup, a spirit that hops on your back and only leaves when you arrive home. Nixies and undines also abound. In Scandinavian countries we find the ladies of the wood (skogsnuva), Tom Thumb–like creatures (pyssling), the rå (numinous powers), the people of the mounds and hills (haugfolk, tuftefolk), underground beings (underjordiske), the nixies (näck), and the undines (stromkarl, fossegrim). In the British Isles we have the brownie and the Scottish ourisk, Robin Goodfellow, Hudhart, Dobie, and all those who are euphemistically referred to as the Good Neighbors or the Silent Folk.

      Lists like this can be drawn up for every country, but to do so is hardly necessary as the point is now quite clear: human beings are not the only intelligent and reasoning beings on earth. Mankind cohabits with other creatures and entities whose presence and existence requires an explanation. It should also be self-evident that all these beings listed above are not recent creations: their names may be but they themselves are ecotypical forms of much older creatures and beliefs.

      The extremely important role played by the distribution of space, its division into specific areas, is readily apparent. There is a very clear-cut opposition between civilized space—that of cities, towns, castles, villages, and cultivated lands—and the wild spaces like moors, forests, mountains, marshes, and the sea. These latter places are the natural home and refuge for our unknown or poorly known neighbors. This allocation demands an explanation, as does too the form taken by said neighbors as giants or dwarves, fairies, or marvelous and even terrifying beasts. We will begin, therefore, by examining the myth of the original peopling of the earth.
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A Haunted Universe

The land spirit often takes the form of a dragon.
Hlustration from an early German edition of
The Travels of Sir John Mandeville.
Basel: Bernhard Richel, 1480-1481.






