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Willingly I too say, Hail! to the unknown awful powers which transcend the ken of the understanding. And the attraction which this topic has had for me and which induces me to unfold its parts before you is precisely because I think the numberless forms in which this superstition has reappeared in every time and in every people indicates the inextinguishableness of wonder in man; betrays his conviction that behind all your explanations is a vast and potent and living Nature, inexhaustible and sublime, which you cannot explain. He is sure no book, no man has told him all. He is sure the great Instinct, the circumambient soul which flows into him as into all, and is his life, has not been searched. He is sure the intimate relations subsist between his character and his fortunes, between him and the world: and until he can adequately tell them he will tell them wildly and fabulously. Demonology is the shadow of Theology.

Ralph Waldo Emerson,
‘Essay on Demonology’, 1875
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INTRODUCTION

Although far more commonly sighted than angels, demons are still the most misunderstood of the ancient spirits. Many demons were once ancient deities or nature spirits who were degraded or demoted over the millennia by later cultures that settled in their areas. Together they form the most archaic spirit strata on earth and they've never lost their power to enchant us. Often described as unpredictable, magical and riveting, demons have always lived close by – much closer than angels – too close to ignore and yet too ‘Other’ to get to know. Humankind has always regarded demons with ambivalence: as supernatural adversaries who must be combated, yet also as a source of superhuman secrets, which can be wrested from them.

Universally, demons have been considered agents of both good and evil, and have been looked upon as vital or negative forces, but share key characteristics: all demon species are supernatural spirits of semi-divine status with limitless energy, excessively passionate natures, shape-shifting talents and preference for concealment, ‘indwelling’ and darkness.

Demons are everywhere, in every part of the world and in every moment of recorded history. They are as invisible as microbes. They inhabit every grain of sand and drop of water. They lurk at crossroads, crouch at the door, hide in trees, slip into bed, wait in caves, slide down chimneys, hover at weddings and childbirth, follow caravans, pretend to be friends, mates or grandmothers. They slip into your mind and become your self.

Demons include the genii loci who imbue and protect their natural habitats at any cost and fairies who've retreated farther and farther into the remaining pockets of wilderness. These underground operatives await the trespassing human traveller, expecting their usual tithes, and when ignored they can be vengeful. Other demons are personifications of our own passions, impulses and desires, lurking about in the dark, hidden terrain of our unconscious, and their habits hold profound insights into the nature of our minds. Still others serve as explanations of misfortunes or aberrant events, or are seen as portents bearing chilling prophesies of death or doom. The wide array of demon functions and roles are as fascinating as their intense personalities.

Some demons serve as portals to sacred ground. Because demons can be protective (at times overprotective), they were often employed as guardian spirits to watch over the sanctuary entrance. They stood at the portal, baring their fangs, and ferociously repelled malevolent spirits who would fly head-on into their terrific images and take off in horror. They had a riveting effect on any human who entered in the wrong spirit. This useful, evil-averting demon function is still displayed in many cultures at places of worship, and it continues in a more concealed form just as the mythic traveller approaches a forest, or attempts the ascent of a mountain, a passage through the desert, or stands at the banks of rivers, at the well, at the doorstep.

This demonic protector/portal function is regarded by the Guide as one of its most relevant. In all cultures, the very presence of a demon – or of his reputation for lurking about a specific spot – alerts the traveller to some taboo that in itself indicates the presence of divine powers. The sacred nature of Forest, Desert, Water and Mountain is to be assumed if demon warnings are in effect. These indwelling spirits are reminders to avoid a certain action or to perform it in a prescribed way – or risk incurring divine wrath. ‘Although it's commonly known that modern humankind has been destroying the environment on which its existence depends; that it is ever faster exhausting nonrenewable sources of energy and other riches of this planet … that although contemporary humanity has been aware of these dangers, it does almost nothing to confront or avert them,’ said Václav Havel. ‘It is my deep conviction that the only option is a change in the sphere of the spirit, in the sphere of human conscience, in the actual attitude of man toward the world.’

Demons, like blazing stop signs, demanded attention and defined limits in earlier times. Their lore in the Guide expresses an animistic worldview in which wilderness held ‘forbidden’ places and earth was believed to be imbued with sacred spirits, some beneficent, some harmful, some capricious. The geography of demon encounters and quellings is marked by many peoples on sacred maps, and throughout the world these places are still sites of ceremonies. Many peoples today believe in the literal existence of the figures and tales in the Guide, while others see them as metaphor. In either case they serve to remind us with their retaliatory gestures of avalanches, floods, sandstorms and acts of mayhem that there are consequences to acts of greed, despoiling and deforestation, and that an attitude of humility is more appropriate than hubris in the face of nature's awesome power.

Demons are also the essence of human storytelling. People everywhere tell similar tales, which serve to transmit values and contain clear messages about what traits are considered desirable or undesirable. The demons are brilliant performers who entertain us marvellously as the mischievous trickster, the town menace, the sultry temptress, in what have become our classic plots. As you'll see in the Lore sections of the Guide, all these plots provide us, as Mircea Eliade said, with ‘models for human behavior and, by that very fact, give meaning and value to life.’

Without the choice between the demonic and, for lack of a better word, the angelic, there can be no moral to the story. There cannot even be a plot. There can be no story without internal or external struggle; no hero without antagonist; no pain, no gain; no quelling, no quest. The demon is always a challenge.

Demonic lore was pre-media campfire entertainment. Many grisly scenarios seem concocted as thrillers. The spirits outdo each other: what's worse than a buffalo-headed giant? A skinless centaur. What's worse than meeting it on a secluded mountain path? How about in your bed when you were least expecting it? How about if you always thought he was your husband? Many of the bogey features of the demonic creatures were probably intended to scare young children into staying nearby, and the humour in the Guide's retelling of these stories is not intended with disrespect but seems implicit in the over-the-top nature of certain folk tales.

Note that most demons, fairies and fallen angels are encountered, trailing their gory reputations behind them, just when they are about to be defeated or outwitted, so we see them in their final burst of glory, roaring and brilliant like fireworks’ finales before ‘The End’, when the light of reality or day comes back on.

The demon is the quintessential performance artist, with an infinite repertoire of roles. His motive is to deceive, to ‘lie’ so as to utterly enchant his victim – sometimes with a fatal denouement, but sometimes for only a bit of entertainment (they never know when to stop). When a human actor sacrifices his very being to the character he plays, lending his body, gesture, voice and energy to create a ‘real’ fictional being, he enchants the audience and transports it to his make-believe world. The demon, like a brilliant actor, is a virtuoso who will go to any extreme to create the illusions that so convince his audience that they suspend their disbelief and forget themselves entirely. Human audiences can learn from such demonic performance to appreciate the power of the art of fiction.

The demon, in addition to his function as protector at the portal of sanctuary, performer and plot enhancer, also holds up a magnifying mirror to our passions – each so eloquently expressed by the species. When they crave they are relentless and almost unstoppable and the harm they do is rarely gratuitous, unless you get in their way. They're unconscionable, but only when blinded by passion. Obsessive workaholics (they ‘work like a demon’), outrageous in wrath – do they begin to sound familiar? We can gain valuable insights into the nature of our passions from these distilled incarnations of our most havoc-wreaking emotions. What is human love without desire? Yet to see where Desire can lead, follow the furry fanged creature heading towards Lust with his usual fiendish verve (see the Seven Deadly Sins in Psyche). Demons have no word for moderation.

Much of the demon lore's humour exists in the repugnant habits of the irrational, uncivilizable demonic species who act out in outrageous ways: the incredibly uncouth Japanese Oni ingests several vineyards of wine and all his dogs in one sitting and spits out rivers when he laughs (see Forest); and the Kappa always reaches greedily for a cow's liver through the anus, only to have his arm broken off every time as the animal bolts, yet he never learns (see Water); the eccentric Wood-Wife can't stand caraway seeds and goes screaming off indignantly, ‘They put caraway seeds in my loaf!’ and curses the farm family forever. All this over-the-top behaviour provokes laughter in part because it is recognisable: all those unconscious desires, unbridled lust and gluttony normally repressed is what the unthinkable, insatiable creatures are made of.

Demons would be virtually unstoppable were it not for the few important attributes they universally lack: they have no capacity for reason, love or compassion. The human hero has the light of day as well as reason on his side because most demons are doomed to vanish at dawn. Many of the most powerful demons can be as easily tricked as little children because, although supernatural, they lack the intelligence of angels or the human's potential ability to think logically or gain wisdom. They also lack the human ability to rationalise or justify action. They simply are. They are also quite literally heartless and love is so alien it can melt them.

Like human beings who can't act reasonably when in the throes of rage, or reflect on past history when determined to get what they want, demons are driven entirely by instinct. In fact many are only hypostatisations of desire (see Id in Psyche). When human heroes use consciousness, reason, love and compassion as their ‘weapons’, the demon is rendered helpless. The towering Djinn is tricked into returning to his bottle and then sealed within; the Dodo who's eaten the entire wedding party continues bingeing, this time on a proffered sword, and he dies, releasing all the guests; Lilith, when dragged to a mirror and revealed for who she really is, instantly vanishes.

Finally, it is the demon who guards the treasure (whether it be gold or an immaterial reward) and must be conquered before any hero or heroine can claim it. Frequently, in the Guide's Lore, the hero who encounters the demon is transported to the Other World by abduction, or sometimes by his own choice. In either case, when the explorer returns he is radically transformed by the journey. The spirits who pilot the journeys are always double-sided – holding knowledge and danger – and are capable of bestowing gifts of supernatural powers of healing and of art.

The mythic traveller who successfully harvests the benefits of his demonic encounter needs special qualities to succeed. Motivation counts, and somehow all the diverse demonic spirits – the Jewish Shedim, the Arabic Djinn, the Russian Leshii – discern what is in the heart of the hero. To the guileless goes the prize; to the innocent third son the victory; to the humble passer-by, the gold ring. All mean, miserly, envious, vain human travellers end badly.

Throughout much of demon history, the genus has been associated with malign forces (or life-eating powers), such as storms and disease, in part because they had long served as explanations for aberrant natural phenomena. Demons have been held responsible for such events as eclipses, comets, volcanic eruptions and illness, both mental and physical, of various kinds (a ‘stroke’ is left over from the ‘fairy stroke’, which was understood to be the cause of sudden paralysis), and some were considered agents of both fortune and misfortune, portents of death when sighted, and choreographers of Fate.

Throughout all traditions the demonic spirits have avoided the light of sun, love, truth or reason. However, by circling Goodness darkly, or ignoring it altogether like swarms of fairies, or attacking it head-on like fallen angels, all these subversive spirits throw our universal ideas of Good into illuminated relief. They are the grace notes that accentuate the human chorus of Joy. They (inadvertently) contribute to humankind's idea of Goodness.



HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

This Guide is an introduction to humankind's most ancient spirits, the demons, and is planned to aid the beginner approaching the field. Patterns and habits of a diverse spectrum of demonic spirits, including many fairies and fallen angels, vampires and zombies are described, as well as where to find them, and what equipment and amulets are necessary to disarm and dispel them.

The Field Guide points to the commonality of features and motifs as it observes the creatures side by side, fang by talon, in their natural habitats of Water, Mountain, Forest, Desert, Domicile and Psyche. In this way, they cross the artificial boundaries that seem to separate them by era, culture or spiritual tradition. Whether these spirits were spawned from a collective unconscious or by diffusion of stories from culture to culture is unknown. It is clear, however, despite their variations, plot twists and details, that they illuminate the universality of humankind's most profound concerns.

When in the realm of subversive spirits – and we always are – you must carry a map. You don't ever want to be stuck relying on one of them for directions. You want always to travel in good-hearted company and be sure you know your companions well before you set out. You don't ever want to ask the time, for a supernatural hour may equal a year or century back home. You will also want to know what you can and cannot eat if you intend ever to go home again. In case of emergency, you'll want to know how to find the exit. This information can be found in the Lore sections of the Guide. Dispelling & disarming techniques are supplied for most entries.

As with bees, don't bother them and they won't bother you is a good rule to follow. Especially with fairies. However, as you'll see from the Guide's Lore sections, sometimes they expect a sacrifice, or at the very least a porridge offering. After all, most were once seen as deities. And when you picnic in a forest or on a mountain, remember they believe you're trespassing. Keep a respectful distance. Since some spirits travel the universe in one step and fly faster than the speed of light, the recommended distance is, unfortunately, undefinable. Lest you think all this too lighthearted, know that human laughter is one of three sure sounds to instantly drive off demonic spirits (the other two are church bells and firecrackers).

Only those demonic species who seem of particular interest because they manifest spectacularly, or inspire good tales, or are important in their traditions, or have idiosyncratic twists, are seen here. The Guide's bibliography is extensive, with the hope the reader will use it to continue exploring.



HOW TO IDENTIFY A BASIC DEMON
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The demon is universally regarded as an incorporeal spirit who can actualise in many ways, yet is usually depicted as a grotesque hybrid: part Homo sapiens, part wild beast, it always walks upright. It has other recognisably human features, but often quite unnatural or uncommon ones, such as way too many fingers or none at all, no bones, no skin, or perhaps several heads. There is something about its mouth and teeth that is always alarming.

The entire species is composed of supernatural, composite feral creatures with telltale tails (often hidden from view), hooves or talons, batlike wings and intense heliophobia. In its basic shape, scales or fur cover at least half its body (the hidden half), and its ‘real face’ is one that inspires terror. Even when at a village dance, dressed to kill and looking irresistibly attractive, it can always be recognised by its feet: whether they are those of a rooster, goat, goose or pig, webbed, or fish/snake bottom, a discreet glance down will confirm its true nature.

In tales of enchantment the human kisses the bear, frog or ugly crone only to find in its place a handsome prince or beautiful maiden. With the demonic spirit, an inverse transformation occurs: the human is lured out in the night by a beauty or handsome stranger for a tryst, only to discover a hideous serial killer with a fanged overbite. In some traditions the person is enlightened by this encounter as to the nature of reality and illusion and, with that insight, vanquishes the spirit; and in others the creature must be destroyed by wit or sword, but it is always a learning experience.

The ‘Basic Demon’, as depicted, obviously cannot be the being that attracts a traveller; all these creatures enchant by ‘shape-shifting’ into someone or something highly desirable to that special traveller. Some say the noncorporeal spirits hide within natural shapes (some even inhabit corpses). Others claim they never actualise by shape-shifting but simply project illusory images like film stars, designed to ensnare and seduce. Like love, they do manage to alter reality for a while.

Shape-shifting is the supernatural art of creating illusory appearances and transformations out of thin air. Demons, using only their energy, can appear as smoke, as temptresses, animals, grains of sand, flickering lights, blades of grass or neighbours. These magical antics are kept up tirelessly, heartlessly and innovatively all night long. The Basic Demon shown here can only be seen by the viewer who sees through its seductively packaged masks. It is when one finally sees through the Basic Demon itself that it is utterly disempowered and vanishes without a trace.



HOW TO IDENTIFY A COMMON FAIRY
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Fairies cast a ‘glamour’ over their prey like moonlight, an illusory attractiveness so utterly bewitching that one is too enchanted to ask who they really are until it's too late. Fairies are usually depicted in a positive light: they are usually of feminine gender and seen as dainty, winsome, small or even tiny humans with wings that are often gossamer, sometimes like those of a butterfly, and sometimes angelic. But a glance down will reveal talons instead of feet. Fairies tend to vanish rather than shape-shift. They can shape-shift if they want to, however, and are often sighted in human guise at village dances and markets. There is no certainty about their essential form, but the consensus is they are transparent.

Fairies live in a subterranean parallel universe of their own that is often entered via holes in the ground, a mountainside or a hill, and also in subaqueous castles entered via a lake or river. Fairyland is not one of everyday experience; it is Other, and only visible from time to time to special adults and children, not because the viewers will it, but because they somehow fall upon it by chance.

Fairies, like demons, may be the residue of ancient deities, diminutive nature spirits, and have also been considered the souls of the dead (especially unbaptised babies), or fallen angels (those angels who weren't so evil as to be thrust into hell, but instead landed in the subterranean realms of earth). Fairy lore is often interchangeable with demonic lore, although demons have a worse reputation because they've been confused with ‘devils’. The Devil is of quite a different family that originates later from Diabolos, Greek for ‘slanderer’ or ‘adversary’ and referring to Satan or the Devil. Most ‘devils’ are in hell and not in the Guide. In the opinion of the Guide, both fairies and demons, and some vampires and fallen angels, are in a class of Supernatural Subversive Spirits that share most of the same traits and habits and lore. Fairies, like demons, are considered to be supernatural helpers from time to time, but their attitudes vary considerably, and they are always dangerous.

Except when they kidnap human babies or borrow human males to propagate their species, fairies prefer to have nothing to do with the human community. They are very private, and when disturbed by gawkers or intruders they react violently. Some fairies were categorised by W. B. Yeats as ‘sociable’ and some as ‘solitary’. The latter are always malevolent, but all of them, despite their small size and adorable guises, can be surprisingly sinister. Fairies generally are more aloof and laid back than their energetically engaging demonic cousins, and provoke fewer involuntary encounters, but they are equally vengeful when stepped on or rejected. (See the Abatwa in Mountain who sends a lethal invisible arrow into the foot of any human who steps upon him, and the Sea Fairy in Water who will rise to the occasion when rebuffed and kiss her ex-lover to death in his own home.)

It will be shown that if a human visits Fairyland and eats fairy food, he or she will usually not return to the land of the living. Joining a dancing fairy ring – Celtic fairies are always dancing in rings – is as dangerous as ingesting fairy food. Once enchanted by this species, it is almost always too painful to return to everyday life, and Returned People have been known to waste away pining for lost bliss. Contact with others of the Subversive Spirit species leads to No Return (at least as it was before that bite, that attraction, and the world looks different to the Undead).

The Guide identifies all these creatures, demon, fairy and fallen angel, as ‘subversive spirits’ because they overthrow all civilized order, reason, rules and expectations. Where they live, deep within our Psyche, or the waters or woods of our planet, all is chaos, darkness and turbulent creative energy that can erupt, break through and overturn routine daytime existence. Nowhere to travel without a Guide.



APPROACHES TO THE FIELD

When and where can the various species be found? Location is a more ambiguous issue, since the Other World surrounds us like undetectable ether, but the surest way to encounter a demon manifesting itself in our world is to venture alone, at night, outside town boundaries. Your presence will probably invite an abundant display of demon plumage. According to every source on the demonic spirits, from canonical texts to occult books, epics, myth, folklore and superstitions of all peoples, the dark spirits rise at sunset.

The Guide is arranged by habitat. The nature of the habitat seems to shape the nature of the spirits who reside within, or perhaps the specific nature of each habitat as seen by human-kind at its most terrifying and unmanageable is expressed by its particular indwelling spirits. They seem to represent the very nature of nature as experienced by humankind, and arise from the Psyche, a terrain of unfathomable depth that represents the nature of human nature.

The Guide begins with WATER, the element of formless potential from which creation and consciousness emerge. Its distinctive characteristics are seen in its teeming population of aquatic femmes fatales who cause mists, drownings and shipwrecks. It is the most chaotic and profoundly mysterious of all habitats, and all its creatures are unpredictable. Its amphibians lurk about the land at night, fishing for humans, and return to their unknown depths by morning. In each lagoon, well, lake and river, beautiful bait waits to hook a voyager. The encounters produce oceans of stories.

The MOUNTAIN, considered the sacred abode of the divine spirits, holds in crevices and caves a huge hidden population of fairies, who often hover like flickering lights over precipices. They serve to guard treasure and warn any encroaching humans that they are trespassers by creating hazardous conditions, falling rocks and mudslides.

The FOREST houses a wild kingdom of (mostly) predatory male demons, often camouflaged as beasts or trees, who spring suddenly from shadows to catch and devour hunters and domestic animals. Entering a forest, usually the nearest habitat to a village, is crossing over into a dangerous dark world beyond, and wholly unlike the safe community at its edge.

The species of the DESERT frequently display as whirling powerful sandstorms, but also appear in friend guise and soon shape-shift to alien form, or instantly vanish along with their tented villages, all expressing the powerful state of flux and shifting reality of this terrain. It is in this vast, hostile wilderness that three Western world religions have placed their most powerfully radical species to wage battle with spiritual journeymen who seek them out.

For armchair travellers, the DOMICILE houses the most variegated species of demons: they lurk in the doorway (pouncing if the home is approached incautiously); in the bedroom, where seductive succubi or incubi often appear to any solitary spouse whose mate is away; and in the kitchen or basement is the genius loci puttering about all night (fed or propitiated by the humans who share its adobe). Dangerous disease spirits attempt to fly in through windows, and fairies enter the nursery and take babies in exchange for their own. Each portion of the home defines its demon specialties by its fears and has shelves of preventative measures.

Lastly, closer than home, is the terrain of the PSYCHE. One doesn't have to leave one's mind to witness the lively Dybbuk, Werewolf or Kitsune-Tsuki, who leave their prey looking quite normal but for that telltale vocal change and a new je ne sais quoi behind the eyes. The Psyche, once home to the medieval Seven Deadly Sins, in this century has the Id and Shadow, who often require an exorcist, or rather psychoanalyst, to address them directly. Most important, the Psyche is the place to recognise all of our personal demons and to discover transformation techniques.

The Field Guide will not discuss philosophical issues associated with demons, like Evil or how it arose (a vast, fascinating mystery inextricably linked to the question of theodicy – how there can be suffering and evil if God is good). It will avoid Halloween and bhuttas and witch hunts entirely, and the only mention of ‘ghost’ will be the gui or shen origin of certain Chinese spirits. The ‘devils’ and infernal demons who have not come up for air or interacted with living people will not be identified in these pages. With 20,000 demons in a sole epic battle of the Ramayana, a modest medieval professional estimate of 7,405,926 demons in the world, and a Talmudic guess of one demon per person, the Guide must be highly selective and has included only those personalities who, by their nature, appearance or stories, offer the reader an insight to the genus – or genius – of them all.



ORIGIN OF THE SPECIES

In the beginning, invisible hordes wing through the universe faster than the speed of light. In this world each tree, lake, rock, wall and hearth pulse with indwelling power, and any abnormal change of weather, fortune or health is attributed to unseen agencies of shadowy, anonymous collectives. This is the origin of many Western species who slowly spin into focus. The daemonic remains unnamed and highly charged as quantum energy, beyond human understanding, always present, causal forces of good or misfortune.

In ancient Greece, Hesiod refers to innumerable invisible daimons of two general types: the daimons of the hero cult (which the heroes of the Golden Age became after death) that act as guardian spirits, and the other daimons, evil spirits of disease that can cause harm. There is an ambivalence concerning the nature of the species: they can act for better or worse, but either way their effect is powerful. In Homer's Odyssey, the daimon is seen as that supernatural force (but not one of the gods, like Zeus or Athena) which intervenes in uncanny, preternatural moments, the kind that produce sudden insight, wild inspiration, peculiar behaviour or incomprehensible events. These fateful moments (for they are always that important!) loosely connect the daimon to Fate itself. This notion evolves into the concept that each person houses a daimon of his/her own. In Horace, the daimon becomes the ‘companion who rules the star of birth, the god of human nature, mortal in each man’, and is inextricably linked with Fate.

It is Plato who definitively classifies and establishes the function of the daemonic species for us, in his Symposium: the Daimon is an intermediary spirit, described as neither god nor mortal but something between them. The gods had no direct contact with mortals and it was only via the Daimon that intercourse between gods and humans became possible. It is the Daimon that carries man's prayers to the gods and the gods’ will to mortals. The Daimon itself continues to express a mercurial nature. Subject to passions and impulsivity, it is known to fly off the handle and grow so enraged that it demands placating and sacrifices. But so do the gods of this time. This Daimon is a mediator; a halfway creature that lives in the gap between the Divine and mortal.

The gap widens to a gulf as a pessimistic view of this mortal world sets in like ground fog. Over the next few centuries we see a radical shift in demon status. Starting in the fourth century bce, after Alexander had changed the geography of Greece by adding vast conquered territory, borders widened and villages became urban and people no longer knew their neighbours. For many, a sense of alienation set in. All seemed left to Chance. Diviners and magic practices sprang up all over to soothe the increasingly anxious public.

We begin then to see a major downgrading of belief in the sacrality of earthly life as the ancient world became seen as ‘sub-lunar’. The ancient gods fled for ‘higher places’ and, without them, it was darker here. The idea took root that perhaps an inferior demiurge (a dark daemon who was either an angel in revolt or a totally evil impulse) was the actual creator of this material world, so entirely cut off, it now seemed, from the heavens.

This divide of spiritual versus material realms became increasingly severe over the next century. A radically dualistic chasm opened wide. New religious systems of the East and some mystery cults entered the thinking of Greece and Rome, along with migration of peoples. By the first century bce an age of syncretism began. It affected the Daimon adversely. As Christianity spread, all pagan spirits were demonised and shoved down under to new dwelling places, and now the ‘angel’ inherited the function of the Daimon and began blithely circling around the old daemonic realm. The angel was becoming the new intermediary spirit, so it had to grow less aloof, more approachable, and it smiled benignly as the ancient daemon/demon sunk to new lows and fell, stunned and soot-winged, into a subterranean abyss.

John Milton wrote about this time (calamitous for demonic spirits in the Western world) his famous poem, ‘On the Morning of Christ's Nativity’ in 1629. Here is a sampling of the verse that tolled the death knoll for many ancient deities:

XIX

The Oracles are dumm,

No voice or hideous humm

Runs through the arched roof in words deceiving.

Apollo from his shrine

Can no more divine,

With hollow shriek the steep of Delphos leaving …

The lonely mountains o're,

And the resounding shore,

A voice of weeping heard, and loud lament;

From haunted spring, and dale

Edg'd with poplar pale.

The parting Genius is with sighing sent,

With flowered-inwoven tresses torn

The Nymphs in twilight shade of tangled thickets mourn.

Judaism never officially recognised demons, but several species were very popular in Jewish folklore and called shedim, seirim or mazzikin. They were much discussed, and from the Hagigah (a tractate of the Babylonian Talmud) comes this description:

Six things have been said about demons: they are like angels in three particulars, but resemble men in three others. Like angels they have wings, and are able to fly from one end of the world to another, and know the future … Like men, the demons take nourishment, marry, beget children, and ultimately die.

Shedim were demons (borrowed from neighbours of the ancient Israelites) to whom other peoples performed sacrifices. In Deuteronomy (32:17) is an admonishment not to borrow the practice: ‘And they shall offer no more sacrifices unto devils after whom they go a whoring.’ In Leviticus (17:7), the seirim (hairy ones), satyr, goatlike spirits, are clearly mentioned as forbidden objects of worship. These prohibitions generally indicate that contrary customs were popular.

One Jewish source related that the demons were created on the Sixth Day of Creation when the Lord was producing many creatures, but He was interrupted by the approaching eve of Sabbath, and so there was not enough time to give all the souls He had created bodies of their own. Another Jewish source claimed that a demon race existed long before human-kind and grew so arrogant that finally humans were created to replace them. They were left hanging about in resentful droves. The notion of the demon as an elder sibling/spirit who came before humankind is found in the folklore and myth of many traditions. It is said to explain their attitude and their sense of prior claim on property, thus expecting tithes or sacrifices from mortal usurpers.

Meanwhile, in India, ancient spirits were winged hovering siblings of equal power. They were all brilliant shape-shifters who shared the power to create illusion (maya). Their struggles were a kind of recognisable sibling rivalry for the same turf known to so many human families. Even the word asura, which came to mean anti-god, in early Vedic mythology meant ‘gods’. But the devas (gods) and the asuras became locked in battle until one major incident divided the spirits forever:

Myth has it that the gods and asuras were working together cooperatively to churn the cosmic ocean and produce the Elixir of Immortality when Vishnu appeared as a tortoise with the World Mountain on his back wrapped around with the World Serpent. The gods grabbed the serpent's tail and the asuras its head. When the Elixir was ready, the serpent spit venom at the demons, temporarily blinding them while the gods gulped down the drink. In another version, it is said that Vishnu showed up disguised as a temptress, and the asuras, influenced by their slightly ‘lower’ nature, were so distracted by this sexy illusion they didn't even notice the Elixir was gone.

[image: image]

In any case, in Hinduism, the asuras lost immortal status but kept a longevity of eons. From then on, the asuras, semi-divine, with a nature unsuitable for angels, have become their warring adversaries. A tad greedy, too lustful and envious, too ‘human’ to fly eternally, the asuras provide the action. On earth they become the Guide species of Rakshasas and include the formidable Ravana and Mahisha-Asura. But none remain radically evil. They often transform from one lifetime to the next and can be reborn as saintly human beings. In the lore of India, all demons are born with the seeds of their own self-destruction set in place by their own action, and they will come to their inevitable end by their own actions.

Farther east in Asia we witness demonic power as the wrathful or terrific aspect of a deity, to be harnessed for various uses. In Buddhism, the demon was considered basically as an obstacle to Enlightenment. Various techniques and methods were practised to vanquish it. In Tibetan Buddhism we see how the ‘weapon’ of Compassion can utterly transform a demon. Powerless in the forcefield of love and compassion, they melt, truly vanish, and leave a luminous, empty landscape in their place.

In China, the yin/yang symbol shows a bit of light extending into the dark, and a bit of dark in the light, all in a whole circle of inextricable Oneness. The original characters for yin and yang were the light and shaded side of a mountain peak. This points the traveller to the inseparability of the spiritual and material terrain of this worldview.
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