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THE HIDDEN HISTORY OF
ELVES AND DWARFS
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“In The Hidden History of Elves and Dwarfs Claude Lecouteux’s wide-ranging knowledge and insights are focused upon a significant part of European magical tradition and mythology, the realm of what he calls ‘lower mythology,’ of which the dwarfs are the best-known and most persistent characters. In Northern Tradition mythology, dwarfs are best known for making precious and magical artifacts such as Odin’s spear, Thor’s hammer, Freya’s necklace, and the golden-bristled boar of the gods. Apart from making jewelry, weapons, and armor for the gods, the dwarfs have their own magical attributes. Aubéron has a bow whose arrows always hit the target, an impenetrable chain-mail coat, a horn, and magic cup.

Dwarfs are remembered in ancient Scandinavian place-names, and folktales from all over Europe embed the memory of dwarfs in the fabric of storytelling. Emerging from dense forests, mysterious lakes, burial mounds, and hollow mountains, sometimes they aid humans, but often they are unreliable assistants, for they have their own agendas. They exist within a world of fluid boundaries where transformation plays a major role.

Denizens of an otherworld that interpenetrates the human world, dwarfs and 
elves were demonized by churchmen and conflated with Biblical evil powers. The realm of elves and dwarfs was much wider and far more diverse than that. Claude Lecouteux defines the real difference between sprites, elves, dwarfs, duses, trolls, and various forms of giants that existed in human perception before their demonization. The Hidden History of Elves and Dwarfs is essential reading for everyone who has ever wondered exactly what dwarfs are and where they come from.”

NIGEL PENNICK, AUTHOR OF THE PAGAN BOOK OF DAYS



FOREWORD

BY RÉGIS BOYER

What is so interesting in the books by Claude Lecouteux (I am thinking, for example, of his Fantômes et Revenants au Moyen Âge,*1 also published by this house) is not only his vast erudition, his critical method, and the scrupulous respect he accords to the texts themselves before making any interpretation of them—it is his gift for comparing cultures, 
for suddenly making an unexpected leap, but one perfectly pertinent to the train 
of thought, from continental Germanic culture, of which he is a great expert, to 
Celtic, Medieval Latin, or ancient Scandinavian cultures, among others. This not 
only creates, in one fell swoop, “decompartmentalizations”—those unexpected but 
revealing enlargements that should ideally be the result of all genuine multidisciplinary approaches—but it also and most importantly makes us feel suddenly at ease. After all, without any need to exceed ourselves, like the author, with formidable erudition, it is enough to scratch a bit into the compost of age-old ideas, just below the surface of things, as he does, and all of us will find, in our personal or collective unconscious, several of these marvelous creatures that he has spent years tracking down, cataloging, classifying, analyzing, and explaining. In this book he will be speaking to us about dwarfs. And speaking extremely well, I might add. He draws forth a host of them from our childhood memories, because our young hearts cherished them by the hundreds, and they suddenly come back to us, in stories that more or less have “folk tales” underlying them, and which contain imagery that is—alas!—too often puerile in its reinforcement, offering a thousand sure depictions, or at least we think they are. Dwarfs are the ones we know best, as comic strips and cartoons will attest. Our certainties about elves are less secure. But dwarfs . . .

Yes, this is definitely it: Claude Lecouteux’s major merit is his gift for demonstrating to us, in an unrivaled way, that our ideas with respect to what is called “lower mythology” are quite different from what shallow people might imagine. The question he raises constantly is the same one that Mauric Fombeure posed concerning the duck-billed platypus:

But do you know the duck-billed platypus? 

Do you know it well enough?

And no, we do not know the dwarfs and elves (assuming they are not one and the same!) well enough. What is more, they do not even remotely correspond to the idea we have constructed of them. If there were only one piece of praise we could give to the author, it would be this: he is a demystifier of the highest order. This is because he is a peerless 
investigator who has resolved, once and for all, to rebut all received ideas and 
conventional assumptions and go straight to the sources, the primary texts, and 
the discoveries he has made are simply exhilarating. 

For example, here is 
something that few specialists know: not all dwarfs are small or good, at least 
originally—which is to say, before the onset of the slow work of devaluation and 
degradation that the Church and its clerics patiently undertook over the course 
of the centuries. But the Church also cannot be exclusively blamed for this 
process. By their nature, the extremely archaic creations of our religious 
imagination tend to gradually erode and fall to a lower level, from where they 
eventually reappear in a certain kind of fauna with countless names. It is a 
situation that always ends up driving mythologists, folklorists, and other scholars of popular traditions to despair.

But no one should say: too bad for the poet or dreamer who, in every way and by the grace of God, will never abdicate their rights. Because, when we read studies like this one, we find that the foundations of our, shall we say, romantic reveries are quite deep, rich, and sure in another way, which is capable of revitalizing a much more fruitful train of thought! Not only are Snow White’s seven dwarfs, as we have become accustomed to see them today, merely a pitiful, sugarcoated version of a far more grave reality, but our regrets over all the connotations and overtones that we have caused them to lose are fully justified. And the dancing elves of Leconte de Lisle are so removed from their archetypes that it would honestly be better to see them petrified in cold Parnassian marble.

There are several presuppositions, or starting principles, adopted here that deserve our attention. First, it is important to make a clear-cut distinction between literature on the one hand, and beliefs (or mythology, 
for it is often the case that beliefs are merely the dregs of myth) on the 
other. Second, we need to recognize that these beliefs have always evolved and 
even continue to evolve—despite the snickering of the rationalists, materialists, positivists, structuralists, and so forth—in a double world, but ultimately these two worlds are not alien to one other. There are footbridges that are quite real and offer inductive supports, even though memory of them can be cause for offense. The essential task of the vast majority of what we call “literature” is specifically to recuperate the immortal mythical or legendary themes that managed to survive in oral tradition before they found favor in the pen of the first person to write them down, who was himself followed by a countless series of imitators. To sum up: the present book deserves our attention because the teachings to be drawn from a study like this are legion, and because there are few studies that are as equally enthusiastic and fruitful as this work of “archaeology” applied to the mentalities of ancient cultures.

You will see, after finishing the book, how the image of this Alberîch, Alfrekr, Aubéron, Oberon will emerge in greater scale, although this is a figure on whom we have been in the habit of dispensing a wealth of peremptory assertions. So many of his features make him a “dwarf,” yet his name implies he is probably an elf. A magnificent synthesis could be created from him, and this is what Claude Lecouteux has attempted and has succeeded at doing. Faithful as he is to his sources and to this principle, which I described earlier, of engaging with the primary texts that have survived from different cultures, he is going to show you to just what extent this figure resembles, in its “little” person, all sorts of creatures that come to us from the lower mythology. But he stresses several invariants that take us to the very heart of the subject and even permit us to go beyond the aims implied by the book’s title.

He emphasizes, for example, the close collusion of the dwarfs and the Third Function of Georges Dumézil. This function is associated with vegetative processes and the production of goods, but seen here from the perspective of the liquid (or aquatic, if you prefer) element, which would appear to be congenitally tied to dwarfs. This brings us a great distance. The old sacred Scandinavian texts mention several times the formidable battle waged between the two “families” of the Gods, the Vanir and the Æsir, which was not ended by the victory of one party over the other but by a modus vivendi accompanied by an exchange of hostages. The Vanir incontestably belong to the Third Function and represent, we may safely say, an extremely archaic stage of Norse-Germanic religion. The Æsir, without being in any case exclusively martial entities, tend more toward judicial-magical sovereignty (First Function) and war (Second Function). Despite their name, which conveys echoes of Sanskrit (cf. asu-, with the idea of “life force”), it is possible that they are not as old as the Vanir. We have a glimmering of what comes next: the “gods,” such as we conceive them, who become the devils after Christianity, would be the Æsir (Odin, Thor Tyr, Baldur, and so on—albeit with one caveat: Thor is definitely not, as many mistakenly believe, restricted to the warrior function, and Lecouteux clearly demonstrates otherwise), while the Vanir, who are older and more “eroded” by time, would be the prototype of what will later become dwarfs and elves. How else can we explain the fact that the main god of the Vanir, Freyr, was said to own a dwelling called “World of the Elves” (Álfheimr) and that so many place-names, especially in Sweden, are dedicated to either him or his consort Freya.

Then again, if there is an exasperating creature for the contemporary researcher in Scandinavian mythology, it would clearly be Loki, the god of “evil,” in other words, disorder. But is he part of the Æsir? Or is he part of the Vanir? 
Here are several striking details: one of the possible meanings of his name is “spider,” which Claude Lecouteux will discuss several times in this book. I was especially struck by the fact that in a variety of places he was described as Odin’s “sworn brother”—as if he was not a member of the same “species.” Could he represent an already degraded stage of some kind of much older creature? And there is also the question of how he relates to a famous giant that bears his same name. The two greatest Scandinavian mythographers of the Middle Ages, the Icelander Snorri Sturluson and the Dane Saxo Grammaticus, knew the myths that had been crafted about him. Might Loki not be the most representative of these ancient divine populations and the sole one that guaranteed the transition to a world of clearly anthropomorphized and individualized gods: the fact remains that his name also means “end”? Let us say, then, that Loki would be the leader of the dwarfs to the extent, as I said earlier, to which these figures represent an ongoing process of deterioration.

But deterioration of what, more precisely? If there is one point that emerges quite clearly from the study you are about to read, there should be no stark distinction made between what we call giants and dwarfs. I have always been fully convinced of this because I believe that the first stage of the religious mentality of the ancient Germans—who are not totally original in this, I concede—was based on a worship of the dead, the ancestors, and in particular the great ancestors who were the founders of lineages and clans. And even if one wishes to see the giants as the personifications of the major natural elements, that would not truly change anything in a world where, on the one hand, hardly any demarcation existed between the living and the dead, and, on the other hand, what lay beyond our vision was definitely made up of the dead. There is nothing impossible or absurd in showing that this cult of the dead, combined with the worship of the great natural forces, could very well have engendered, little by little, through intellectualization, the organized mythological world that is presented to us by the great texts of the literary era. Undifferentiated shades of the dead were easily incarnated, if I dare say so, into the very fabric of our world, followed by gods. . . .

In other words: dwarfs are the dead. This is why they are the same size as we are (a trait clearly preserved by the Norwegian trolls) and could very likely have been gigantic, through respect and veneration, in some way; and why they are “twisted” in every sense of the word, including the popular usage—this is the meaning of the Old Norse dvergr—as are the cadavers in the grave. This is also why, like all the dead, everywhere, they are so closely associated with the Third Function inasmuch as man—and here we may take a biblical image literally—has come from the soil (homo-humus), which is made from the flesh of dwarfs (or giants). And there is the entirely banal notion that death is also the discovery of the great secret, the disclosure of the mysteries that were the source of so much enervation during our lives. So there is nothing surprising to be found in the skill of the dwarfs, as is stated so well in one of the Poetic Edda’s most elegant texts, the “Alvissmál.”

But what about the elves? I ask myself whether Claude Lecouteux might not have put greater emphasis on this question. There are two faces in the phenomenon of death: a physical aspect to which I have just alluded and a mental aspect, the translation of the good old mind-matter dichotomy that has been such an obsession for the Western world for millennia. The dead person in matter and the dead person in spirit is a distinction we recognize perfectly again in the revenant-ghost pair that Claude Lecouteux also knows so well. The dead person that is corporeal is malevolent and dangerous, while the dead person that is spirit in essence is friendlier. And it is certain that the elves (or I should write álfar) are more of the air, more elegant, more intelligent, and potentially better than the dwarfs. It is quite conceivable that since the time man came into existence there have been multiple ideas of death. Giants, dwarfs, and elves would all represent so many possible depictions.

Just from these few hastily jotted-down notes, one can gauge the wealth of a subject like this, the perspectives it opens, and how, when treated in such a manner, they offer the radical renewal that this type of presentation merits. And you shall see, as I predicted earlier, what new reveries and what a renewed perspective it presents regarding traditions that we previously thought of as unshakable!

After all, it is also a pious work this author is granting us: through Aubéron, the elf and their fellows, he is offering us death tamed.

R. B.

 LA VARENNE, MARCH 3, 1988
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Abbreviations



	BCE
	Before Common Era (= B.C.) 



	CE
	Common Era (= A.D.)



	Ger.
	German



	MHG
	Middle High German 



	OE
	Old English



	ON
	Old Norse 



	pl.
	plural



	str.
	strophe(s)
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THE TWISTS AND TURNS OF TRADITION

Where is the time when people placed the broken object in front of their door at dusk in the hopes that the dwarfs would repair it before dawn? What have become of the offerings, the food or clothing that people once placed beneath the tree in the yard, in the barn, or in the stable? It was another time, a time when the dwarfs—who forged splendid armor and swords that could not be blunted, as well as jewelry inlaid with sparkling gems and possessed of marvelous properties—still frequented the company of humans. In this distant past, the dwarfs set the knight who had gone astray back on the right road or, conversely, mocked and humiliated him. They would come seek the aid of the valiant in ridding themselves of a giant or dragon who was making their lives unbearable. In this far-off time, Berthe spun, Charlemagne dreaded the prospect of meeting fairies, the Queen Pedauque hid her goose foot in the folds of her robe, and Saint Brendan set off in search of the earthly paradise. This was the Middle Ages. The fields, forests, shores, waters, and mountains all teemed with hidden life; nature was inhabited by thousands of creatures, quite frequently nocturnal visitors, among whom we find the dwarfs.

Goblins or brownies, elves or sprites: who today knows what they were in the world of the ancient past, before they became the small personages of fairy tales and legends? A long time ago, each of them enjoyed their own life and performed an activity that was reflected in their name, but centuries have passed and the erosion of time has done its work. It has done its work so well, in fact, that dwarfs remain quite mysterious to us. They are a vestige of our antiquity, that of the medieval West; they are part of the flotsam that is swept along by the tide of history and which twentieth-century researchers encounter as they pore over the ancient texts.

Historical evolution and, more significantly, Christianization represented an assault from which the dwarfs would never recover. Confused with incubi, demons, and devils, the different races conveniently defined by the word “dwarf” now formed but a single family. Seeing in it the trace of a detested paganism, the Church struck it with anathema, adulterated the bulk of the beliefs that it brought back, and so thoroughly entangled the threads of the various traditions that an almost inextricable snarl was created that causes researchers to recoil.

Whoever tries to discover what the dwarfs were will be left hungry for more, and his bewilderment will not be soothed in the slightest. Except for several well-done articles, there is no recent, reliable work that has been written on the topic of dwarfs. Several earlier monographs do exist, but these are already dated and quite problematic because they either rely exclusively on the ancient literature of courtly romance, or on relatively recent collections of folk tales, such as that of the Brothers Grimm. However, dwarfs are not completely unknown entities, and everyone is capable of picturing them in their imaginations: little bearded men wearing red caps, who are mischievous and playful, helpful and sly, nimble and industrious. This is the way we see them appear as gardens ornaments, especially in Belgium, Germany, and the United States, and less commonly in France—but who ever asks himself what they are doing in these places?

Of all the dwarfs of the Middle Ages, Aubéron or Oberon, alias Alberîch, is certainly the most famous. He belongs to a long literary tradition and made his appearance in France during the twelfth century, in Huon de Bordeaux, 
a text that met with enormous popularity but whose author remains unknown to us.1 This romance was later reworked and supplied with an introduction that recounted Aubéron’s childhood, translated into Flemish, and later translated into English by Sir John Bourchier. In England, Chaucer speaks of Aubéron in his Canterbury Tales, Robert Greene brings him to the stage in his Scottish History of James IV, and Edmund Spenser gives him a magnificent genealogy in his Faerie Queene. 
Shakespeare brought about his literary canonization by introducing Oberon into A Midsummer’s Night Dream. On the continent, Count Tressan (1705–1783) rediscovered the figure who had been nicknamed the “little king of Faerie” and adapted the medieval romance for the “Bibliothèque universelle des romans” 
literary series.2 In Germany, the great poet C. M. Wieland was inspired by this adaptation to write his Oberon (1780), about which Goethe levied the following judgment: “One will love Wieland’s Oberon as long as poetry is poetry, gold is gold, and crystal is crystal.” The composer Carl Maria von Weber turned Oberon into an opera that premiered at Covent Gardens on April 12, 1826, and was first performed in Paris on May 25, 1830. In 1912, Émile Roudié adapted the subject again for a play, and later, in 1922, Alex Armoux wrote a melodrama of which Oberon is the hero. These are the major stages of the literary and musical life of this appealing figure. Whence did such popularity arise?

Aubéron is a fascinating and mysterious figure who is positioned directly at the intersection of the traditions of yesteryear. “We get the sense that what we are dealing with,” writes Daniel Poirion, 
“is a legendary and probably folkloric type, but it is difficult to situate him between the Celtic and Germanic traditions.”3 Aubéron’s recuperation during the thirteenth century by a cleric of Saint-Omer was composed as part of the great renaissance of the marvelous that was ignited a century earlier. It is typical for authors and poets to turn to oral traditions and popular beliefs, as well as to the scholarly literature (geographies, travel narratives, and so forth) in order to enrich their repertoire, to increase their store of themes and motifs, and this is how Oberon entered literature and found immortality there.

Small in size but with extensive powers, hunchbacked but handsome, a happy combination of strength and grace, justice and intelligence, grandeur and charity, and the guardian spirit of the young Huon, Aubéron is an unusual character—one whose true nature and original and archaic features still pierce through the courtly veneer of medieval narratives. It is for this reason that I have chosen to place him at the center of this study, and also because he is one of those rare and marvelous individuals who make it possible to erect a bridge between the different literatures and beliefs of the ancient past.

Is the Aubéron of courtly romance the same as the Germanic Alberîch? Researchers are divided on this point. Some say yes, and others say no, but each side provides interesting arguments that nevertheless always rest on a partial vision of things. In fact, once one begins to study the beings that are associated with so-called lower mythology, specialization becomes a handicap. A person should not be content with rummaging through the past of just one civilization or one single country—which is an error that occurs far too often—because to do so is to overlook the epithet of the medieval man: homo viator.*2 
To do so is to ignore the intense exchanges that constantly took place in the 
various networks of monasteries that covered Europe and contributed in large 
part to ensuring the cultural unity of the West. To do so is to overlook the 
circulation of people, manuscripts, and news: the synods and the councils, the 
pilgrimages and fairs, and finally the festivals that were the occasion for all 
sorts of exchanges. The merchants, the jongleurs, and the clergymen all spread 
information. Writings and beliefs were not therefore confined within fixed, 
immutable frontiers, especially if they are old. They traveled from one country 
to the next because they were cited in a penitential or were anathematized by a 
council. We must also take into consideration the stratification of different 
cultures resulting from historical fluctuations: large-scale invasions, Viking raids, the establishment of trading posts, the colonization of fallow lands, and so forth. France and England are splendid examples of this kind of mixing.

We must therefore embrace as large a horizon as possible, with all the attendant risks,†3 without overlooking the distinctive features of each civilization. The results will then be rewarding of the effort: recall just what Georges Dumézil was able to draw forth from the mists of oblivion by going beyond the borders of the West! We must make use of any material that comes to hand, shedding light on literature through what we know of the society, and vice versa, without excluding any form of writing.

Careful examination of the texts in which dwarfs play an important role show that the Celtic and Germanic worlds are close to one another. We need only compare, for example, the tales of the Brothers Grimm to those collected by T. Crofton Croker (1825), Patrick Kennedy (1866–1871) for Ireland and Wales, and by J. F. Campbell (1860–1862) for Scotland.4 France has its own place, and while it shares common features with these two civilizations in matters concerning dwarfs and even many other things, we should make clear from the outset that the dwarf is not a figure of the Roman world. Might it not be somehow significant that this figure is completely absent from Roman literature? On the other hand, he is right at home in the entire Germanic area, which adopted him, at a time well before the Middle Ages, from the Celtic domain, where he has left few traces. And yet! And yet the so-called Arthurian literature—the romances of the Round Table—reveals a veritable treasury of Celtic motifs with myths and gods that are still recognizable despite their disguise. This literature does not ignore the dwarfs, even if they only play minor roles, appearing furtively in the course of an adventure, and most often remain anonymous. If we wish to make a strong case for the presence of Celtic and Germanic genes in the dwarfs of the Middle Ages, if we want to understand what falls under the jurisdiction of literature, myth, and beliefs, we must gather together all the pieces of a dossier that conforms to the realities of a bygone age, taking into account the admixture of cultures, and, if possible, collect the oldest elements that were melted in the literary crucible.

To dispel the mystery surrounding the dwarfs of an earlier time, to discover the role they played and understand their nature, powers, attributes, and function, we must head deep into a dense forest that is, in turn, Brocéliande and Sylve Charbonnière. Here we must follow trails that have been partially erased, follow the twists and turns of tradition, and excavate the traces of the past that are buried beneath the dust of centuries. Once this has been done, new paths will be opened up for study and, considering the number of links we need that have vanished for all time, often insoluble problems will be raised. The fragments that remain nonetheless allow us to answer some essential questions: What is a dwarf? Where does it come from? What does it embody?

Through dwarfs, we can catch a glimpse of the coherence of folk traditions and their connection to mythology and religion. Fictional works only present us with a truncated image in this regard, of course, but it is not one that sprang up ex nihilo. We cannot imagine something we do not already know. Medieval writers divided information up in accordance with their intentions, retaining only those portions that served their purposes. Since we most often lack an understanding of the relationship between the fragment and the whole, many people have been tempted to view these scattered motifs as mere literary clichés, embellishments that can be explained away as a product of the taste for the marvelous that characterized the Middle Ages. Here we are going to discover an entirely different aspect of things—one that is all the more enthralling because it touches on the beliefs of our ancestors, and because it leads us onto the paths of myth, allowing us to glimpse a non-Christian culture that existed parallel to the clerical culture.5 It is a culture whose last traces withstood all attempts at acculturation until the dawn of the industrial age.6



PART ONE
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THE LITERARY TRADITIONS
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THE MEDIEVAL BELIEF IN PYGMIES AND DWARFS

Before entering specifically into the literary realm, it is important to be aware of a fable that played a considerable role and saved more than one dwarf from oblivion, so to speak, by allowing indigenous traditions to take refuge behind the authority of ancient texts. The fable is that of the Pygmies.

There were and still are important differences in size between the races. For proof of this, you need only stand a Dutchman next to a Lusitanian.*4 So depending on the viewpoint of this individual or that individual, we see the appearance of giants or dwarfs in stories. This is because everything is judged in accordance with a norm—the norm of the narrator. However, everything is relative, and as early as 1245 we find this observation by Gossouin de Metz:

The giants that live in some places display great amazement on seeing how small we are compared to them. We do the same to those who are only half our size.1

Travelers during the time of classical antiquity were astounded by their encounters with dwarf peoples, African Pygmies, and the Negritos of the Andaman Islands, the Malaysian Archipelago, and the Himalayan foothills. They reported their experiences with some embellishments, and legend did the rest.

It is impossible to deal with the dwarfs of the Middle Ages without touching on this reality, because the Pygmies supplied the intelligentsia of this era with descriptive motifs and the Latin name for dwarfs, pygmaeus, which was widely used in the scholarly literature to the detriment of the more obscure terms pumilio and nanus (both meaning “dwarf”). The fable of the Pygmies at the far corners of the world established the credibility that could be granted to the dwarfs of the Medieval West. If Pygmies were spoken of by authors like Pliny the Elder and Solinus, and even the Church Fathers, it is because they existed, and not only within the confines of the known world. We should always keep in mind that the folk traditions that became attached to scholarly traditions have rarely disappeared without a trace. In the Middle Ages doubt was never cast on the reports of the Greeks and Romans, and even Saint Augustine discussed the serious matter of whether certain monstrous humans might have descended from “our father of all,” Adam.

Knowledge of the Pygmies has been around for a long time. Hesiod spoke of them in the eighth century BCE2 and a century later Homer popularized the fable of their battle with the cranes.3 This fable reappears in the writings of Aristotle, but it was not until Herodotus (fifth century BCE) that we see the first ethnographical report.4 In the fourth century BCE, Ctesias of Cnidus, a physician in the court of the Persian king Artaxerxes II Mnemon, devoted a long description to the Pygmies in his Indika. Only fragments of this work survive, and the piece that concerns us here was collected by Photios I (ninth century), the Patriarch of Constantinople, in his Bibliotheca, in which we can read:

In the very middle of India there are black men, called Pygmaioi (Pygmies), who speak the same language as the other inhabitants of the country. They are very short, the tallest being only two cubits in height, most of them only one and a half. Their hair is very long, going down to the knees and even lower, and their beards are larger than those of any other men. When their beards are full-grown they dispense with wearing clothes and let the hair of their head fall down behind, well below the knees, while their beard trails down to the feet in front. When their body is thus entirely covered with hair they fasten it round them with a girdle, so that it serves them for clothes. They have a very large and fat penis; it hangs down to their ankles. They are snub-nosed and rather ugly. Their animals, sheep and oxen, are also Pygmies. Their horses are no larger than the size of our rams. Three thousand of these Pygmies are in the retinue of the King of India. They are very skilled in the art of archery. They are also very just and observe the same laws as the Indians. They hunt the hare and the fox, not with dogs, but with ravens, kites, crows, and eagles.5

While this description resembles an ethnologist’s report, some elements already sound much like the stuff of legend—the size of the animals, for example.

Between 300 and 290 BCE, Megasthenes, Ptolemy II’s ambassador to the king of India’s court, also spoke of these astonishing people. Strabo (64 BCE–ca. 25 CE) preserves for us the following passage from his lost book:

[Megasthenes] then deviates into fables, and says that there are men of five, and even three spans in height, some of whom are without nostrils, with only two breathing orifices above the mouth. Those of three spans in height wage war with the cranes (described by Homer) and with the partridges, which are as large as geese; these people collect and destroy the eggs of the cranes which lay their eggs there; and nowhere else are the eggs or the young cranes to be found; frequently a crane escapes from this country with a brazen point of a weapon in its body, wounded by these people.6

We can see how legend gradually superseded reality and transposed it into the sphere of the marvelous. Here, the Pygmies have no noses and have become like another monstrous people, the Arhines.

Pliny the Elder, whose Natural History represents the whole of human knowledge in the first century CE, mentions the Pygmies, and his account deserves careful reading as it, too, contains elements of legend:

Beyond these people, and at the very extremity of the mountains, the Trispithami and the Pygmies are said to exist; two races which are but three spans in height, that is to say, twenty-seven inches only. They enjoy a salubrious atmosphere, and a perpetual spring, being sheltered by the mountains from the northern blasts; it is these people that Homer has mentioned as being waged war upon by cranes. It is said, that they are in the habit of going down every spring to the sea-shore, in a large body, seated on the backs of rams and goats, and armed with arrows, and there destroy the eggs and the young of those birds; that this expedition occupies them for the space of three months, and that otherwise it would be impossible for them to withstand the increasing multitudes of the cranes. Their cabins, it is said, are built of mud, mixed with feathers and egg-shells. Aristotle, indeed, says, that they dwell in caves.7

Incidentally, we may note that a pillar capital in the Cathedral of Saint Lazarus in Autun (Burgundy, France) shows a Pygmy on horseback over a crane that it is slaying.

Drawing inspiration from the works of Pliny or Solinus (a mediocre third-century grammarian), the writers of the Middle Ages retained only a part of the information. They situated the Pygmies in India (a designation that also referred to Ethiopia and Egypt, as well as to the Indian subcontinent proper) and on the island of Bridinno to the north of Asia.8 Here, it is actually the Lapps that are the target of observations. The learned writers of the Middle Ages refer to the Pygmies as “little men” (homolulli) or “dwarfs” (pumiliones, nani), and never forget to recount their combat against the cranes, or to allude to it. Later, the cranes were transformed into griffins.

In the twelfth century, the theologian Honorius of Autun expanded upon the history of these individuals: the wives of the Pygmies give birth every three years and have become old by the time they are eight.9 This piece of information is taken from Pliny, where it concerns another people,10 but it is easy to see how such a connection is made: because they are small in size, the Pygmies can only have short lives. By the thirteenth century, the Pygmies had become well established in medieval European legends, and some writers even claimed that they paid tribute to the giants of Canaan who had subjugated them.11 Similarly to the Acephali, Cynocephali, Skiapodes, and other monstrous humanlike beings, the Pygmies were accorded a place in the geographies and encyclopedias, as well as on maps. Theologians showed an interest in them that was equal to that of the scholars. Saint Augustine wondered whether they might be the progeny of Adam,12 and many centuries later Albertus Magnus (1206–1280) saw them as a possible link between man and ape. Citing a case of dwarfism affecting an eight-year-old girl of Cologne who was the size of a one-year-old child, he echoed an explanation that had earlier been put forth by Avicenna and traced the origin of this monstrosity to a flawed act of coitus, one in which only a small portion of the father’s semen had entered the mother’s womb.13 We should note that Aristotle has already suggested a dual theory as an explanation for this condition: it resulted from a womb that was too small for the embryo, as well as the insufficient feeding of the newborn.14

The scholars and the theologians of the Middle Ages never succeeded in determining whether to classify the Pygmies as men or animals. Peter of Auvergne (died 1304), rector of the University of Paris and later the bishop of Clermont, clearly raised the question: “Are Pygmies men?” Despite a long examination of the matter, he did not answer it, however, and left it to others to resolve.15 The first notable progress was achieved by Odoric of Pordenone (1289–1331), a missionary sent to China in 1314, who saw them as men possessing a “reasonable soul” like rest of us.16

We should not assume that only Pygmies made it into the texts. Thanks to Rabanus Maurus (784–856), the Praeceptor Germaniae (“teacher of Germany”) who was the abbot of Fulda and later the archbishop of Mainz, we are informed that dwarfs were known in the West. Rabanus interpreted the noun “Pygmy” as designating:

Those whom the common folk call “the seven-caulinians” because seven of them can sleep beneath a stalk (caula).17

Unfortunately, this is the only evidence I have been able to collect on the existence of autochthonous dwarfs. In any case, it shows that the term “Pygmies” can designate other individuals than the people of the East introduced by Pliny and other authors.

Since reality played an important role in the formation of legendary traditions, the question has been raised whether the dwarfs of the court could also have had some signficance in this regard. If we study the texts predating the sixteenth century, we must acknowledge that there is a lack of evidence that would allow for a categorical answer. The English chronicler John of Oxnead (Johannis de Oxenedes), whose work covers the years 449 to 1292, cites, in a list of the marvels that left their mark on the year 1249, a court dwarf that was measured at three feet. We also know that the Countess of Artois and Burgundy, Mahaut (Mathilda), had a dwarf of Sicilian origin, Calo Jean, for a servant. He married in 1304, but his wife died shortly after. He remained in the company of the countess until 1322, at which time he retired to the monastery where Mahaut’s father had been laid to rest. He died there in 1328. The dwarf Perrinet lived in the court of this same noble lady around 1310.18 We can see that these examples are quite few in number when compared to later times. Catherine of Medici tried to create a race of dwarfs by marrying people of small stature together. There is also the painting by Anthonis Moor, now housed at the Louvre Museum, which depicts the dwarf of Charles Quint. In the Prado Museum there is the painting by Velasquez in which the dwarf of Philip IV appears.

While the extensive studies in this direction have proven to be disappointing, we can at least assume that there is no reason cases of biological dwarfism would have been less frequent during the Middle Ages than they are today. Since the standards of hygiene, food (most significantly), and gynecological supervision were certainly much lower than they are today, it is probable that there were many cases of dwarfism, just as there were also other monstrosities caused by bone deficiencies or disorders of the endocrine system. Among other things, I base my assumption on the testimony of Hugo von Langenstein, the member of a noble family living on the shores of Lake Constance. Around 1290, he wrote:

Everyday are born in the world of men those who, from the front and from the back, are crafted so poorly that it is hard to rank them among the number of a man’s children. The blind are as numerous as the paralytics. Their father, mother, and brothers are ashamed of them; the sight of their child and their great grief are a heavy burden. More than one has two heads, hard as that may be to believe. More than one has two bodies, who could describe it? May God have mercy! There are some who are missing arms, others are born without hands and with various malformations.19

What a terrible portrait this is. The scant evidence for cases of dwarfism most likely arises from the fact that these children were not viable and must have perished in the weeks immediately following their births.

Here I have presented the earliest traditions that contributed to the medieval belief in dwarfs. It is difficult to evaluate their exact impact on literature and mentalities, but one thing is almost certain: when poets and writers included ugly and poorly built dwarfs in their tales, they were inspired by reality. We know, in fact, that there are two types of dwarfism: individuals of the first type are quite normal and good looking, just miniature; the second type are ugly, with limbs that are disproportionate in size. The first type are intelligent and are able to procreate and live for a long time; the second type, who are stricken with physical degenerations, are simpleminded, surly, and infertile and die young.

The fable of the Pygmies has provided several components to the literature that we can determine more or less. First, it fixed the size of dwarfs, which is almost always described as being around three spans. Next, it lent credence to the notion of dwarf animals that served as mounts for these miniature beings. These mounts would be adapted to our horizon and to our fauna—they are horses, chamois, and deer.

Up to this point, we have focused on the scholarly literature: the texts of theologians, encyclopedists, and geographers. Next we will see what the different Western literatures have to offer us.
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THE DWARF IN WESTERN LITERATURE

Romance, Celtic, Germanic

The dwarfs that the poets and romance authors present in their narratives exhibit notable differences, depending on the country. If our aim is to get a clear and fairly precise idea of these small figures, we must make ourselves aware of their character and their most striking features. It is not my intention to provide a systematic census of all dwarfs,1 which would soon try the reader’s patience. It will suffice to compile here the results of the various studies and to underscore everything that seems to be of particular importance.


THE DWARF IN ROMANCE LITERATURE

In the romance literature, the dwarfs are never main characters in the stories.2 Aubéron/Oberon is the sole exception. Typically, dwarfs appear here and there in supporting roles that vary in accordance with the literary genre. In the epic, the dwarf holds a place in the pagan armies and forms part of those mysterious and monstrous people who dwell at the borders of the civilized world, living most often in the East. Their best representative would be Agrapart the Bearded One, who emerges in Aliscans, a twelfth-century chanson de geste that recounts the legend of William of Orange. Agrapart is a king who commands a body of troops in the Saracen Army. He is as agile as an ape, humpbacked, sticky as glue, ugly, and hairy. His eyes are as red as glowing coals, and his nails are as sharp as the claws of a griffin. He only measures three feet in height, and he dies shortly after entering the story: Rainouart dispatches him ad patres with a blow from his dear tinel (club).3 Generally speaking, the dwarfs in the chansons de geste roughly correspond to a similar type as Agrapart, with their descriptions being more or less elaborate. Writers were often content to endow these dwarfs with a humpback and black skin—sure signs of their paganism and malignancy.

In the literature of the romances, we must give a particular attention to what is called “the Matter of Britain,” meaning the chansons de geste concerning the Knights of the Round Table. These texts are the preferred terrain for dwarfs, and we encounter a large number of them here. Unfortunately, most of the time they are stereotypes, and neither their morphology nor clothing are the object of observations that would open windows onto a mythical horizon. Their average height is around three feet, which seems to recall the common scholarly traditions concerning the Pygmies. They are dressed as peasants or knights. This almost general lack of detail underscores the lack of interest people seemed to have in them. If we take the great Prose Lancelot (thirteenth century), for example, of the eighty dwarfs that appear there, only one is named: Groadain.4 This text also offers us a veritable catalog of the roles and activities of the dwarfs in the romances. By slightly simplifying matters to avoid compiling a tedious list of works and authors, I can state the following:


	The dwarfs give information or advice to the heroes; they help them, welcome them, or—they give them shelter.

	They play the role of servants: companion, messenger, doorman, cook.

	They act as knights, with whom they would be easily confused if they were not so small.

	Their behavior is quite discourteous, and they play the role of traitors and of deceivers.



We must exclude from this list those that guide the cart of infamy, whom we shall discuss separately.

It was Chrétien de Troyes who introduced the character of the dwarf into the Arthurian romance between 1170 and 1181. His predecessors—Gildas, Geoffrey of Monmouth, Wace—never spoke of them. The great poet from Champagne described the following individuals as attending the wedding of Erec and Enide:

Next came the lord of the dwarfs, Bilis, King of the Antipodes. This man I tell you of was himself a dwarf and the brother of Bliant. Bilis was the shortest of all the dwarfs, and Bliant, his brother, the tallest, for he was a half-foot or full palm taller than any other knight in his kingdom. To display his lordship and his wealth Bilis brought along in his retinue two kings, who were dwarfs and held their land from him, Gribalo and Glodoalan.5

These dwarfs play no role in the narrative regarding Erec—they are simply accessories whose presence enhances the prestige of the hero: his qualities are recognized by everyone, even beings from the domain of fantasy. However, implicit within this description, we can discern that dwarf society is modeled on that of humans: Bilis, when all is said and done, is a sovereign and behaves as such toward Gribalo and Glodoalan. What may be more interesting is Chrétien de Troyes’s observation about the respective size of Bilis and his brother. To a certain extent, it reduces the marvelous aspect by suggesting that Bilis is a false dwarf because we can also find in the same family an individual that is taller than a human. Nonetheless, the presence of dwarf vassals prompts us to develop the analysis further as it raises the problem of the size of dwarfs—not only in the romances, but also in popular beliefs—and this is a point to which we must later return.

When a dwarf is called on to play an important role, he is then “drawn” to the side of the humans and the courtly world. Here is how Chrétien describes Guivret: “He was small in stature, but courageous and brave,” he says, and he never treats him as a dwarf. 6 Quite to the contrary, he gives him the title of knight and appoints him as a lord ruling over the Irish. In other words, when a dwarf emerges from anonymity and becomes a separate figure in its own right, when it is no longer simply an expression of local color and has stepped beyond the simple framework of the chivalrous adventure, it is rationalized and loses a considerable portion of the qualities that make it a dwarf.

In some rare cases, dwarfs display inexplicable behaviors that clearly show that the literature was inspired by folk beliefs. Where did the dwarf grinding pepper in a mortar that Désiré met in a forest come from?7 What is the origin of that strange motif that the Middle Dutch Lancelot Compilation has passed down to us in? A dwarf blows in Gawain’s face and transforms him into a dwarf, too.8 These are the kind of details that will enable us to pierce the veil of mystery that surrounds these creatures. Nevertheless, such clues remain rare, and that is why it is so significant we have a figure like Oberon at our disposal.

What is most striking about the dwarf we find in the romances is its lack of substance, its lack of mythical features. Where are its magic powers? Where can we find the hypothetical link that would connect it to the mythic realm? Everything seems to indicate that the creature’s dwarfism is the only fantastic characteristic worthy of interest. If we were to subtract this feature from the equation, the figure would be perfectly interchangeable with other characters who possess absolutely no qualities suggestive of the marvelous, such as the helpful vassal, the mild-mannered serf, and so on.

In Chrétien de Troyes’s The Knight of the Cart, a dwarf appears in the episode of the cart that is described as miserable and ill-bred. He merits our close attention. Meleagant has just abducted Queen Guinivere, the wife of King Arthur. Lancelot sets off in pursuit, but he overexhausts his horse (to death), resumes the chase on foot, and meets a dwarf guiding a cart whom he asks if he has seen the queen go by. “If you want to climb into the cart I am driving,” the dwarf replies, “you will learn by tomorrow what has happened to the queen.”9

Chrétien expends the necessary effort to explain, in his own way, what this strange demand meant. The vehicle was a kind of pillory on wheels in which criminals were exposed to public condemnation. Up to this point, nothing needs repeating, the explanation stands and justifies Lancelot’s hesitations. The dwarf is malevolent and is seeking to humiliate and dishonor the knight. But Chrétien adds these words in the form of a proverb:

When you meet a cart, make the sign of the cross and pray to God such dishonor not befall you.

These words have only a remote relationship to the text and with the use of the cart of infamy. They only become explicable if we recognize the cart’s identity as something other than a cart.

Making the sign of the cross and turning your mind toward God are apotropaic measures, an exorcism combined with an ancient superstition, that of a confluence well known in Roman divination: the day will be lucky or unlucky depending on the first person you meet that day. Chrétien suggests that making the sign of the cross will avert the misfortune, but in the context of his story it takes a turn for the worse, and the hero has to risk taking a place on this cursed vehicle and losing his reputation and honor. This is the interpretation that our author from Champagne sought to impose, but it is a false one, as he was a master in the art of adulterating and rationalizing mythical elements and giving them new meanings. The presence of the dwarf as the driver immediately places the cart under the sign of the otherworld. In his study of this episode, Jean Frappier advances the following hypothesis: “Before it became the cart of infamy, it would first have been the cart of death on the mythic plane, especially in Brittany.”10 Frappier is making a clear allusion here to the cart of Ankou.*5 The arguments he puts forth, starting from a comparison between Chrétien’s romance and a passage from the Vita sancti Gildae (a life of St. Gildas written before 1136 by the Welsh priest Caradoc of Llancarfan), support his hypothesis, but my study will show that we can change this hypothetical observation into a certitude because dwarfs are closely connected to death.
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