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What People Are Saying About


The Fairy Courts


An in depth and detailed history of the lore of fairy courts from early days to today. I’m familiar with this topic but was amazed at how much more I learned from this book.


Catherine Kane, author of Living in Interesting Times: Practical Energy Work When Times Get Tough and the Morgan and Sam urban fantasy series


Outstanding in its thoroughness, complexity and clarity, Fairy Courts is an invaluable resource for whoever wants to dive deeper into the subject of seelie and unseelie fairy courts whether from scholarly interest or personal spiritual pursuits.


Daniela Simina, author of Where Fairies Meet: Parallels between Irish and Romanian Fairy Traditions


Fascinating … Morgan Daimler’s The Fairy Courts is a must read for anyone wishing to explore the roots of Scottish folk beliefs around the seelie and unseelie courts. I found myself transported to the Otherworlds of the trooping, solitary, and royal fairies in this captivating book. Highly researched, insightful, and utterly magical.


Melanie Godfrey, author of Ancient Fayerie and The Magic of the Seal


The Fairy Courts is a wonderfully rich exploration of the concept of Fairy society, across different cultures and encompassing traditional to modern ideas. The author untangles the various sources that shape our understanding of Fairy Courts. Fairy monarchs, hierarchies and social groups come to life, with a nuanced appreciation of both the similarities and differences across Scottish, Irish and European cultures. Especially fascinating is the insight into how modern literature and gaming have affected our understanding of these things as well as the author’s guidelines on Fairy etiquette based on traditional folklore and belief. Deeply informative and highly entertaining!


Geraldine Moorkens Byrne, author of Dreams of Reality and Draíocht Ceoil: The Sound of Magic in Irish Traditions


Fairies in Scotland are different in some ways. Living in Scotland I have felt a great curiosity to learn about their folklore and spirituality. In my personal work I have connected with local deities, but also with other invisible beings that inhabit these northern lands. I have to say that this book is without a doubt a great gift for anyone who wants to know about Fairy Courts. Morgan synthesizes in a single volume an incredible amount of information about them. Not only is it an exceptional reference book, it clearly explains the concept and structure and differences or similarities with other fairies, in Ireland, Wales, France, Romania or England... Chapter 7 is a gem in itself, in which Morgan shares her tips to "Survive" the Fairy Courts. This is truly, and I repeat myself but it is the truth, an exceptional book and a must read whether you are interested in fairies in general or Scottish folklore.


Ness Bosch, author of Sacred Bones Magic Bones and founding member of the Goddess Community Scotland


As ever, Morgan Daimler provides a succinct exploration of an aspect of fairy lore, this time the misunderstood concept of fairy courts. Morgan’s approach is both accessible and rooted in extensive research. This is a highly recommended read for anyone interested in fairy lore, or considering using it in their fiction.


Icy Sedgwick, host of the Fabulous Folklore podcast
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This book is dedicated to my family, who kindly put up with the stress of living with an author. They’ve even been known to encourage me sometimes.


With thanks to Alex Murray for help with some modern Scottish folk beliefs and to Daniela Simina for assistance with Romanian material.


No generative AI was used in any way for any part of this book. All material was written by an actual person or quoted from the same.









Author’s Note


Many of my books begin with questions that people ask me, however, this one is different. This book began, many years ago, as an article and then a series of conference papers aimed at answering a question no one was asking – what are the actual Scottish folk beliefs around the seelie and unseelie courts? For decades I had seen people in the US using the terms and had read about them in various novels, but it wasn’t until the mid-2010s that I started to really question the wider popculture narrative around this subject. And once I started looking, I found that much of what is passed on both in popculture in the US and in paganism here is rooted not in actual Scottish folklore but in TV show plotlines and urban fantasy. I thought that it would be helpful not only to myself but to others to try to disentangle the roots of the fairy courts and show the various beliefs and their sources, so that others could also more easily navigate these confusing waters. I am a firm believer that the older, culturally specific beliefs have great value and that the world is poorer for their loss, something that is happening with increasing speed as the popculture narrative overwrites and erases the source material it is pulling from. Perhaps this book can, in some small way, slow that or at least offer a place for people to find the roots beneath the fictional tree that has sprung up.


I personally favour using APA citation in my writing and so throughout this book when a source is being cited you will see the name of the author and date of the book in parenthesis after that. This indicates the book that is being paraphrased in that sentence, both for clarity and to allow readers to further research for themselves if they choose to. I have also included endnotes expanding on points that don’t fit neatly into the larger text but are important to touch on, as well as a selection of resources in Appendix B. This book will include portions of material from several previous university presentations I have given since 2019; these will be listed in the bibliography.


This book in no way seeks to judge what people believe or why, but hopefully it can help illuminate the wide range of ideas around the fairy courts and give people some sense of where these ideas are coming from. It wouldn’t be possible to conduct an exhaustive survey of all of the modern beliefs or occurrences of these ideas across mass media, but I am including a range of material that I have found and which shows not only the variety of beliefs but also traces the development of many of these ideas across the last 50 years.









Introduction


“The Fairies, or Peaceable People, whom the Lowlanders call Seely Wights.”


Jamieson, Popular Ballads and Songs


This text represents over a decade of focused research and incorporates material from several presentations I’ve given at University conferences. I find both the history of the fairy courts and their intersection with modern fiction fascinating, but it is also a subject about which there is a lot of confusion. This confusion comes, in part, from the blurring together of various sources and from misinformation that spreads from fiction into active belief, so this book is intended to help readers navigate the messiness of the subject by offering clear sources for various ideas and discussion of when and how different concepts merged or spread. I have also found that it can be very difficult, especially outside of academia, to find reliable information on the fairy courts, which may be why people are looking to fiction as a source instead.


Before we dive into all of that though we must start with a bit of semantics, to clarify the terms we’re going to be using in this book and why they are being used that way. As we go through and explore both the history of the fairy courts as well as their modern iterations, I will be using the words fairy and elf interchangeably, which is how they are used in the older source material, but I acknowledge that given how the words are used today this can be confusing. In modern contexts the word fae has taken the place of fairy as a general catch-all term for Otherworldly beings and elf has come to be associated with beings that are more aligned with Tolkien’s elves or those found across fantasy and urban fantasy novels. Historically, however, the two terms were often used synonymously for human-like magical beings and likely represented different cultural influences, with fairy coming from French while elf comes from Germanic sources. Professor Ronald Hutton, in a lecture on fairies in traditional English belief, suggested that the term fairy may have originally come in to replace the older Anglo-Saxon term elf (properly aelf) due to prohibitions around using a term that might offend these beings or attract their attention; interestingly this idea would later move to fairy which was avoided for similar reasons. In the border areas of Scotland which were influenced by Gaidhlig culture, English, and Germanic languages we find that fairy and elf are equated even into the early modern period, with sir Walter Scott, writing in the early 19th century, saying that the English fairy and Scottish elf were identical in how they were described and expected to act (Scott, 1831).


It may surprise some people to learn that there is some controversy around the use of the term fairy today, as the word is considered too imprecise and vague to be useful. Nonetheless it will be used in this text, as there is currently no ideal substitute. Throughout this book fairy will mean any of a variety of Otherworldly beings who may appear human, can shape shift, and have the ability to influence humans and the human world with magic.


Two other terms which need to be clarified now because they are such key concepts throughout this book are seelie and unseelie.1 The words seelie and unseelie come to us from Scots, a language found on the Scottish borders which was influenced by Gaidhlig, English, and Norse languages. Seelie in Scots dictionaries is often associated with the fairies and given as an adjective to describe both a fairy court and the disposition of individual fairies themselves. Meanings for seelie are given ranging from happy, blessed, lucky, fortunate, and good natured, as well as having connotations of bringing good luck (DSL, 2016; Jamieson, 1808). In contrast unseelie means dangerous, unlucky, unfavourable, unhappy, unholy, and ungodly (DSL, 2016).


It should also be noted that the term unseelie referring to fairies is newer than the term seelie and does not appear in the Scots dictionary at all with this connotation, while seelie clearly does. The oldest reference to seelie for fairies is from a story dated to the late 1500’s referenced in a book from 1801; this reference uses the term Seelie as a generic for fairy with no obvious distinction as to benevolence or malevolence, as do the other ballad references, supporting the idea that at some point there was likely only the concept of the single Seelie Court, used as a euphemism for all fairies. Much like the Welsh calling their fairies Tylwyth Teg [Fair Family] or the Irish use of the term Daoine Maithe [Good People] the Scottish Seelie Court, which can be understood as Blessed court or Happy court, may initially have been a way to speak of the fairies so that, should their attention be drawn, they would be more likely to be well disposed towards the speaker. This concept, at some later point was divided into seelie and unseelie to better define those beings who either meant humans well, generally, or meant humans harm, generally. The word unseelie can be found as far back as the 16th century meaning unlucky or miserable but has generally been applied to times, places, and animals; it was only applied to fairies much later (DSL, 2016).


Although much of this book will be discussing the Scottish Fairy Courts and their popculture offshoots we will also explore some other ways that western European fairies were understood. This includes the hierarchies found in Irish and English fairies. While it would be fair to just focus on the Scottish, I have found that too many people conflate the Scottish social structure out onto all fairies in a way that is both misleading and also erases other, older understandings found in specific cultures. Hopefully this book can help untangle all of that to show the ways these beings have been understood both within and outside the seelie/unseelie dynamic.











Chapter 1


Social Structure: Solitary, Trooping, and Courts


“‘The night, the night is Halloween,


Our seely court maun ride,


Thro England and thro Ireland both,


And a’ the warld wide.”2


A fragment of Young Tamlane, Hinloch MSS, V, 391


In order to understand the concept of the fairy courts we need to start by taking a wider look at the main ways that fairies are socially understood. It has been a common trend since at least the late 19th century to view fairies and related beings as existing within two main social types: trooping and solitary. In this view the trooping fairies are the more social and communal of the fairies, while the solitary are, as one would assume, beings who exist outside social groupings. The trooping fairies can appear in a variety of sizes and forms and run the full range from helpful to humans, to dangerous to humans; they were often described wearing green (Briggs, 1976). In contrast the solitary fairies are more generally inclined towards harming humans and present a more blatant danger to them, although there are a few exceptions such as the Brownie who is known to help with housework and chores around the farm; the solitary fairies are more often described wearing red (Briggs, 1976). Green as a fairy colour is widely established across a range of material, so strongly associated with fairies that it was considered unlucky in some places for a Scottish woman to wear green and the ballad of Alice Brand refers to it as ‘the fairies fatal green’. Red is associated with these beings as well but almost always with the more dangerous kinds of beings and it can appear in stories as a visual or descriptive cue that the being in question is a threat.


It is the trooping fairies who would be associated with the courts over the last several hundred years, but this idea has changed in the 21st century due to the influence of urban fantasy – which we will discuss in depth in a later chapter – which has approached the idea of fairy courts not as a social grouping or by their approach to humans but as a moral alignment or as a default allegiance which all fairy beings must have. Starting in the early 19th century there would have been two social, or trooping, groups in Scottish folk belief with different connections to humans based on the risks they posed, as well as a third category of solitary fairies, however, as the solitary fairies were usually seen as more dangerous – usually predatory – towards humans they would eventually be lumped into the unseelie as well.


Although the rigid division of fairies into two courts is relatively modern and originally localized to the Scottish Lowlands, there is a more universal social structure that is followed in many areas with fairy beliefs: Monarchy. Although the details are not as fully fleshed out as a human monarchy we find references to various levels of society from low status servants to higher status ones, from knights and courtiers to nobles and rulers. The social structure here seems to have been a loosely feudal one, albeit a feudalism without the intrinsic land rights that define the human concept. Rather than the idea of a king or queen and nobles who own the land and are supported by tenant farmers we find that fairies’ society was, in stories, based on pledges of fealty and service, through a hierarchical system with a king or queen at the top. In this version it is not land that is the baseline from which everything is worked but would seem to be scales of power. The weakest fairies – those with the least power – serve those with more, who in turn serve those with even more, on up to royalty, who are themselves often beings once understood or worshipped as Gods. This concept then leads us into the idea of courts, both the older understanding and the modern interpretations of it.


The next key concept to dig into then is the idea of courts.3 It’s important to understand that when we talk about fairy courts we may be talking about two distinctly different things. This double meaning and usage comes from the Scots language where the word court means both a group attending on royalty and more generally any group or company. Because much of our folklore about the courts in a general sense comes from the Scots speaking areas of Scotland this double usage of the word has found its way into modern fairylore, but a lack of understanding of the language means the nuance may be lost. For many today the idea of a court as any group has been lost in favour of the idea of the royal court, although that becomes cumbersome when expanded out to include all beings and so has come to be understood as if it were a political alignment. In older sources a group labelled, for example, seelie was simply one thought to be less dangerous to humans (unless motivated otherwise) but it wasn’t immediately assumed they would all be loyal to one queen or king. In modern contexts, however, that has been lost so that there is or can be an assumption that anything labelled seelie would be aligned with a single monarch of the same affiliation.


So, firstly, the term fairy court is used as a general term to define an entire group of fairy beings, and by that understanding its nature is very broad. When we talk about the Seelie Court (or it’s antithesis the Unseelie Court) we are not talking about a specific royal court, but are using the term in that second general sense for all types of beings who are either more or less immediately dangerous to humans. They may (or may not) owe allegiance to the monarchy of that court, the Queen of the Seelie Court or Nicnevin who is reputed to be Queen of the Unseelie, however, all beings with such allegiance are no more members of the royal court itself than all people in England are members of the English royal court. When we say they are part of the Seelie court we are using the term very generally, and that is probably the more common usage we find. The idea of this general use of ‘Seelie court’ started as a euphemism, a way to refer to all fairies in a positive manner which is why it is so intentionally inclusive.


The second way the word can be used, the first definition, relates to the specific group of beings who would attend or serve a Fairy Queen or King; we see this use in ballad material and in some anecdotes. In that case we are talking about a very specific grouping of individuals around and related to the Fairy royalty of a place. With this use of court, we swing from overly broad to very particular, which seems to be where the confusion comes in.


A royal court, fairy or human, is set up in roughly the same way and represents – effectively – the royal household. The royal court would include the ruling monarch, their immediate family, royal advisors and counsellors, courtiers,4 court officials (such as the chancellor, purser, and chamberlain), entertainers, personal servants and some servants more generally, ladies-in-waiting, courtesans, knights, heralds, doorkeepers, cupbearers, ushers, grooms, huntsmen, and clergy (Pattie, 2011; C& MH, 2014). Ladies-in-waiting were usually the wives of nobles attending court (effectively courtiers) or sometimes widows of such nobles who had the task of keeping the Queen company, entertaining her, and keeping her up on the general goings-on at court as well as what was essential gossip; this could be an essential way for a monarch to stay aware of what was going on socially around them. The Queen would also have maidservants or handmaidens who were not nobility and were servants in truth that would handle her personal needs. Defining who was or wasn’t in the court could be somewhat nebulous but effectively anyone who was in regular – usually daily or nearly daily – contact with the royal family and made their home at the royal court may be considered a member of the court. How many people a court was comprised of could vary widely from a relatively small number into the thousands depending on the size and power of a kingdom.


Being a member of the court did not mean having rank in it, however. Having rank within a court meant having a specific title and duty within that court relating to serving the monarch, and the system of rank as one may assume was hierarchical. Certain titles implied a great deal more power and influence than others, and some positions, like master huntsman or master falconer, where usually held by members of the nobility (C & MH, 2014). To quote the article ‘Officers and Servants in a Medieval Castle’: “The presence of servants of noble birth imposed a social hierarchy on the household that went parallel to the hierarchy dictated by function.” (C & MH, 2014). This is referencing human royal courts; however, it applies equally to courts in Fairy; rank in a court is a matter equally of birth and function within the court itself, and everything is a matter of rank. This may be demonstrated in the ballad of Tam Lin where the eponymous character describes how the fairy court will ride out by sections based on rank:




“Then the first company which comes to you


Is published king and queen;


Then next the second company that comes to you,


It is many maidens.


Then next the company that comes to you


Is footmen, grooms and squires;


Then next the company that comes to you


Is knights, and I’ll be there.”


Tan Lin 39G (modern English)





What we are seeing described is the fairy court riding out in procession in groups, with the royalty first, then the queen’s ladies-in-waiting, then the more general retinue of servants, then the knights at the rear. This is fully in-line with what we might expect of a royal court, likely with other nobles riding along with the king and queen.


The court would be subdivided into sections by area of function and these in turn would be overseen by one individual and a series of lesser ranking assistants. Lower ranking members may wear the livery of the royal family to indicate specifically who they serve. Sections included the living quarters of the royals, the royal wardrobe, the stables, the kitchen, and hunting; each one was then subdivided sometimes into many smaller parts. The kitchen at large, for example, had a variety of very specific domains including: cooking area; buttery, pantry, confectionery, cellar, larder, spicery, saucery, scalding-house, and poultry (C & HM, 2014). A scullery maid would not likely interact with the Queen but would report to other lesser kitchen workers who in turn reported to higher ranking kitchen workers and on up the chain of command. Other sections were similarly complex, although how much or little would depend on the overall size of the household and court. If this sounds complicated that’s because it is, and no less so for fairy courts than for human ones.


We should note that it is called a court for the same reason our modern legal court bears the name – because the royal court was a place where the Queen or King would make laws and give legal judgements. They would also receive tributes and taxes and generally take any actions to govern their country that was necessary. In this sense a royal court is both a collection of people and a place – it is the sum total of those people closest to the monarch but it is also the place that the monarch rules from. A portion of the officials at court would be people whose jobs would be assisting in overseeing the actual running of the country and implementation of the laws and orders of the monarch. This includes the exercise of military power as well as economic, which would be controlled by the monarch but delegated to court officials to actually handle executing. The location may be one set place, may move between several, or may always be changing. The court is, effectively, the centre of government for any monarchy.


The ruling monarch has a court; the members of their court do not have their own courts because only the ruling monarch has the authority to make governmental decisions, military decisions, and judgements of law. So, a Fairy Queen would have her court but her children and other close relatives would not have their own courts unless they are ruling monarchs in their own right of their own territory or have been given specific authority to rule as a representative of the Queen in a different location. In the same way, non-royal nobility do not generally have courts although in some rare cases they might depending on the degree of authority they have over their own territory. The monarch was, for all intents and purposes the heart of the royal court which existed around and for them.


When we see fairy courts portrayed in modern fiction they are often greatly simplified or not well explained which may give people a shallow view of what they are. A fairy court, whether that of the Seelie or Unseelie Queen or any of the Irish Fairy monarchs, would be complex and include a variety of beings that were part of the ruler’s household, from close family to servants who waited on the royal family, as well as the same range listed above from advisors to huntsmen, although in the case of fairy courts there may be a greater emphasis on both knights and musicians or poets. These are usually beings who would be in permanent or near permanent attendance on the royal family, with the exception of knights who may be sent out or assigned specific tasks that took them away from the court. Again, we can look to Tam Lin as an example of this, as he was a knight within the Queen’s court but had been given the task of guarding a specific well in the forest of Carterhaugh. Courtiers, especially nobles, may also spend part of their time away from court, but would generally be expected to spend most of their time attending to the Queen or King.


To understand and appreciate the fairy courts we need an understanding of what they are. Human royalty still exists in some places and still have courts, although largely symbolic now, and there is no indication that fairies do not still operate with a monarchy system which would include royal courts. At the least understand that these courts would include the royal household as well as courtiers, and that rank within a court would be an intersecting matter of birth and function. Everyone in a court has a function which ultimately serves the monarch, and the court itself is both representative of the monarch’s power and a tool to exercise that power.


When we discuss the subjects of fairies’ social structure it is helpful to keep all of this in mind, the ideas of trooping vs solitary, the dual meanings of court, and the wider idea of what a royal court is. These concepts tend to weave together to create the full picture of the fairy court across folk belief.
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