

[image: image]


Acknowledgments

Dealing with a subject of this nature would not have been possible without my discussions with various specialists in folk beliefs and popular traditions, as well as experts on the psychic sciences. Their constructive criticism made it possible for me to bring this work to a successful conclusion.

I would like to thank Ronald Grambo (Kongsvinger, Norway), who kept an eye on every step of my progress and was an endless source of encouragement and case histories. With his customary generosity, Philippe Gontier (Graulhet, France) fed me with a constant supply of texts drawn from his plentiful library. Philippe Wallon, a psychiatric doctor, shared his insights with me on a subject that fuels his passion, and Emmanuela Timotin (Bucharest) opened a door to the Romanian domain.

A big thank-you is due as well to my son Benoît for his computer expertise—without his help, how many files might I have lost!



INTRODUCTION

Things That Go Bump in the Night

 

There are more things in heaven and earth . . . than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

SHAKESPEARE, HAMLET, ACT 1, SCENE 5

If we take the time to scrutinize the accounts from popular tradition and even those from literature, we shall find that our world is haunted in thousands of ways! Newspaper headlines regularly feature alleged paranormal phenomena, and television has tirelessly exploited this vein without coming close to exhausting it, simply due to the fact that irrational subject matter has a proven track record. Don’t these kinds of things resonate with many people? Haven’t divination and predicting the future become acceptable practices over the past few decades and now even commonplace? The devil has made a resurgence, witchcraft remains a vital presence in the rural areas, and talismans and amulets sell as well today as they ever did. In short, humans have hardly evolved at all in this domain, even though Cartesian and Enlightenment rationality has dominated the recent historical landscape. In an irony of fate these rational tendencies have failed to undermine an ancient body of beliefs that merely awaits the opportunity to spring back into life. Recent studies conducted in the 1990s have brought to light the astonishing survival of mentalities thought to have long since been buried in the fog of a medieval obscurantism. Alas, studies of this sort, diligently conducted by ethnologists in the field, do not hold the same appeal for the public at large as do sensational stories.

Because of the ambiguous nature of many people’s mental attitudes, everything touching on the “supernatural” and “paranormal” has acquired legitimacy today, and the reasonable voices of objective observers are drowned out by the din created by opportunists and pseudo-experts. In short, readers who approach the subject without any preconceived notions, who are simply seeking to expand their knowledge, are bound to be disappointed because so many of the books dealing with this theme exhibit some combination of naïveté and charlatanism, and the accounts—especially when stirred up by the mainstream media—tend to go overboard in their desire to meet the public’s expectations. An event must be sensational if it expects to enjoy any life, even of the most fleeting kind.

The case file on haunted houses is one that deserves to be reexamined and purged of its successive embellishments. It is in fact an extraordinary testament to the different mental attitudes embraced by human beings throughout history. It has the advantage of being a condensation of human hopes and fears, a veritable crucible of beliefs going back to the dawn of time, and an attestation of the relentless quest to provide explanations for anything that is alarming and strange. Mankind’s need to explain the world in which we live began very early with simple questions such as “Why is the sea salty?” and “Why are crows black?” and so forth. Each question has often prompted not one but several answers. The same holds true for haunted houses. Confronted by unusual, eerie, or terrifying manifestations, people have sought to name them and determine their cause—the only sure means for reducing the horror felt in the face of the unknown. Identifying the source of the problem is a step toward making it more tolerable, because it can then be countered or eliminated by turning to the man or woman who knows the appropriate rituals, words, and gestures, as well as the objects or plants, capable of bringing an end to the anomalous situation that has been encountered. Depending on the era, these “specialists” were known as magicians, witches, exorcists, or spirits—names that all indicate uncommon knowledge, that is, knowledge regarded as magical by the profane.

Knocking spirits, or poltergeists, represent one of the forms of domestic haunting. Many studies speak of them in passing when they are looking at hauntings in general. This is the case with the book Haunted Houses by Richard Winer and Nancy Osborn (New York: Bantam, 1979), centered on the United States and Haunted Britain: A Guide to Supernatural Sites Frequented by Ghosts, Witches, Poltergeists, and Other Mysterious Beings by Antony D. Hippisley Coxe (London: Hutchinson, 1973). Older and more precise works include B. Otto’s Die Sprache der Verstorbenen oder das Geisterklopfen (The Language of the Dead or the Knockings of the Spirits, ca. 1860–1870) and F. W. Rechenberg’s Geheimnisse des Tages: Geschichte und Wesen der klopfenden Geister und tanzenden Tische (Mysteries of the Day: The History and Nature of Spirit Knockers and Spinning Tables, Leipzig: Otto Spammer, 1853) as well as Robert Papst’s interesting study about ghosts in legends and poetry published in 1867. In 1916 Heinrich Ohlhaver studied the life of the dead and their manifestations; in 1920 Felix Schloeny offered the public his book on ghosts titled Livre des fantômes; and in 1927 Max Kemmerich investigated ghosts, poltergeists, the double, and the astral body in his book Die Brücke zum Jenseits. In 1950 the parapsychologist Fanny Moser devoted a book to the study of these subjects (Spuk. Irrglaube oder Wahrglaube? Eine Frage der Menschheit*1), and Mary Ottinger tackled the ghosts of the British Isles in a 1978 work. These are only a few of the titles that reveal how the English and Germans, more than any other nationalities, have a predilection for all subjects touching on the paranormal.

Among the works that make scientific claims I would point out the studies in French by Camille Flammarion, especially his Maisons hantées,1and in those in Italian by Ernesto Bozzano, who relied on metaphysical journals for a wealth of case studies. Bozzano studied 532 cases of haunting, 158 of which involved knocking spirits. In 105 of these cases various noises were a factor. In the German-speaking countries local poltergeist phenomena are the subject of small monographs, often anonymous, which describe the facts in detail, such as those occurring in Resau in 1889 or in Grosserlach in 1916.

Prominent among the vast number of books devoted to these rapping spirits is the one by the Jesuit priest Henry Thurston. It is distinguished by being based upon rare documentation including old English newspapers, several texts from the Middle Ages, and memoirs. The study extends beyond Europe and into the former British colonies. There is only one flaw, in that it lacks precise bibliographical references that would allow us to verify his sources. Finally, just a short time ago, Philippe Wallon, a doctor of psychiatry and research director of INSERM [National Institute of Health and Medical Research], has provided us with an excellent summation of the whole question.2

All of the aforementioned analyses primarily examine events occurring in the period from the nineteenth to the end of the twentieth century. The nineteenth century, the grand era of magnetism, mesmerism, and spiritism, is particularly rich, with a strong concentration of occurrences in the English-speaking world. When it comes to more distant times, the information is scattered through a multitude of texts from which it must be flushed out: lives of the saints, chronicles, clerical literature, dissertations of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and newspapers are a veritable gold mine. Collections of oral accounts, legends, and “folk superstitions” form another avenue of transmission. Novels and literature generally offer only pale echoes that significantly lack the power of the firsthand accounts, which are often collected on the spot by spontaneous witnesses. Thanks to this set of sources it is possible to achieve a phenomenological study of knocking spirits.

The investigator then confronts an annoying problem when assessing this subject diachronically over the course of history. First, the transmission of the accounts is quite uneven depending on the time period, and certain eras are entirely lacking in them. The gaps may be due to my own examination of the data, which I cannot claim to have been exhaustive—one lifetime is far too short a time for such a task!—but may also be due to changes in how the facts are interpreted, which then means their classifications will fall under different headings.

As we will see, the phenomenon of knocking spirits—which were explained in a different manner from how they are today—was formerly attributed to three great agents. It will be necessary to elucidate the relationships between these three players in order to discover the origin of acoustic and other forms of hauntings, as well as the transformations of the belief. For in olden times it was truly a belief—in other words, an act of adherence to the interpretations in which an individual placed his faith. This was rooted in an anthropological basis whose durability is mystifying. The belief may be shared collectively or by a single social or human group. By and large it escapes reason and, when this is not the case, it employs the methods of reason to justify itself a posteriori. It feeds on all that can give it solid standing and legitimacy, constituting itself as a living tradition that ceaselessly discovers new avenues of propagation. And because it is an ancestral tradition, it wields a certain authority: Is it possible for such a large number of people to be deceived or mistaken? The person who asks this question may be overlooking the phenomena of contagion and autosuggestion.

During the course of my investigation I ran in to an unexpected problem. I thought everyone knew what a poltergeist was. Reality taught me otherwise and inspired me to launch an inquiry among my friends, colleagues, and students. I gave the following question to about one hundred people: “What does poltergeist mean to you?” Here are the most significant responses:

“I associate the word poltergeist with an evil spirit. If I remember rightly there was a role-playing game called this about a dozen years ago. I don’t remember too much about the game itself, but I know it revolved around ghosts. I cannot tell you anymore about it!”

J. P., STUDENT

“To me, this word designates a haunted house, in which the haunting manifests not with the appearance of ghosts but by supernatural manifestations (objects moved around, noises, etc.). But I could be wrong!”

T. M., WRITER

“I would say knocking spirits, like in Agobard of Lyon and his ilk!”

J. B., RESEARCH HEAD AT CNRS

“I think a poltergeist is a spirit that manifests through the movement of objects or other physical phenomena. It is generally connected with a particular house. It is traditionally identified as the unhappy or wicked ghost of a former inhabitant, but modern parapsychology tends to establish a connection between these manifestations and the presence of a disturbed adolescent.”

L. G., PROFESSOR AND WRITER

“Isn’t it a knocking spirit?”

J. P. D., BOOKSELLER

“Right off the bat like this at seven thirty in the morning, without thinking about it, this word brings to mind a rapping spirit who lives in a house and manifests through noises but is not visible. I can say nothing as to its motivations, and I would tend to include it among the local place spirits, displaying its unhappiness with humans who are showing little respect for it or its territory this way.”

F. B., LECTURER

“Yes, the term poltergeist is very well known among us. In fact, it is inseparable from horror films . . . It can then involve a spirit that makes noises in a house, casts stones, moves furniture, causes accidents or starts fires, and so on. This obviously brings to mind ‘haunted houses,’ which have been recorded since antiquity.”

K. W., PROFESSOR IN TOKYO

“Poltergeist . . . I am mainly thinking of the film by the same name, but to give a definition, that’s hard, hard . . . The first thought that springs to mind is the rapping spirit, and that is certainly wrong! In practical terms, I’m in fact thinking of a kind of spirit that haunts a home and makes life impossible for the people unfortunate enough to live there. There is one in Harry Potter, by the way, Peeves, who only plays pranks!”

S. H., PH.D. STUDENT

The present study proposes to analyze the evolution and interpretation of poltergeists over the long term, in contrast to the scholars who have, until now, essentially dealt with the subject synchronically by focusing on a particular era. This is the final leg of the investigation I began in 1985 on supernatural beings, one which led me to extensively study elves and dwarves, place spirits, and household spirits.3 The discovery of the links connecting these creatures quite naturally led to rapping spirits, who, as we shall see, also form a bridge to another field of my research, death and the dead. A certain number of inexplicable facts, which old traditions explained in their own way, led to other approaches at the end of the nineteenth century, notably those of spiritism and parapsychology.

Without forbidding myself any reference to those more recent movements of thought, I am centering this study on popular traditions—traditions that span the centuries and endure despite Cartesian logic or the knowledge of other kinds of beliefs or explanations.

As is my custom, I am going to let the texts speak for themselves and then, with the requisite distance, I will offer an objective analysis of them—an analysis that does not seek to impose any particular point of view. Everyone is free to form their own opinions based on the facts.



1

What Is a Poltergeist?

If we were to look for a definition of poltergeist in the standard contemporary French dictionaries, we may be surprised to find that there isn’t one. The word is missing from the 
Grand Robert and the Larousse, and the Encyclopaedia universalis mentions it only once—in a filmography. In France, to find a definition we must refer back to the
Livre des superstitions by Éloïse Mozzani, who refers to Luther’s testimony.1 On the other hand, we can find knocking spirits under the entry for “spirit” in the 
Grand Robert of 1974, with the following definition: “Souls of the dead who manifest their presence by rapping on the furniture, etc. Spirit, are you there?”2 This reveals a strong spiritist influence, which was already detectable in 1891 in the
Nouveau Dictionnaire encyclopédie illustré by Jules Trousset.3 There, under the entry for “spiritism,” we even find the story of the phenomena that struck the Fox family in 1852 (see pages 19–20) and launched the name
poltergeist. Claude Augé’s Dictionnaire universal encyclopédique, published in 1897, defines the term as:

Knocking spirits: souls of the dead who manifest their presence by knocking against the walls, the furniture, or who express their thoughts by knocking a number of times equivalent to the position of the letter of the alphabet they wish to designate.4

It must be acknowledged that the notion of dead souls who manifest by making noise is predominant in this definition.

The term poltergeist is very well known in the English-speaking world, mainly thanks to a film by Tobe Hooper (Poltergeist, 1982) in which a knocking spirit sows terror in the house of a California couple.5 This film is readily available on DVD. The word poltergeist is very well known in Japan and, as my colleague there informs me, “is inseparable from horror films.” A television series called Poltergeist was aired on the Jimmy Channel in Europe. Currently the novels of James Kahn, the author of the book on which the 1982 film Poltergeist was based, are widely available.

According to the Collins English Dictionary,6poltergeist is defined as follows: “a spirit believed to be responsible for noises and acts of mischief, such as throwing objects about.” Longman’s Dictionary of the English Language offers an almost identical definition: “a noisy spirit, generally wicked, believed to be responsible for unexplained noises and physical damage.” The Harrap’s New Standard French-English Dictionary7 offers “esprit frappeur”*2 as the equivalent for poltergeist. Esprit bruyant (noisy ghost) is given as a synonym.

To obtain more of a definition, we must refer to books specializing in esoteric studies or spiritism, or else do a search on the Internet. There are countless sites there, some of which—Chaosium and Science et Magie, for example—are quite well informed on the latest theories. The best of the websites is Ouriel, run by psychiatrist Philippe Wallon, a research director at INSERM. The greatest caution is recommended with regard to all other sites. The absence of precise references and means of verification preclude their use in the present study. The same applies to the myriad poltergeist accounts floating around on the Internet, which are totally useless for our purposes as they are completely unverifiable. Separating the wheat from the chaff here is akin to one of the seven labors of Hercules!

The “good” Internet sites offer several accepted usages of poltergeist, which already infers an interpretation. Some translate the term as “rapping or knocking spirits”—which conforms to customary usage although it is reductive—and conflate our entity with the English knocker and the Welsh cnocyur,*3, 8 while others translate it as “ghostly spirit,” which is too vague or too generalizing.

Multidisciplinary approaches have not truly become accepted in academia, and many scholars do not bother with studying history’s auxiliary disciplines, notably linguistics and philology. As a result they handle concepts without defining them and take into account only one meaning out of several, which is a serious methodological error. In all my books I have scrupulously avoided this pitfall, and some have accused me of being more of a philologist than a historian of the way people think, to which I have retorted: “How is it possible to discover mental attitudes without meticulously examining their means of expression?” To not do so would be to deprive myself of a pertinent and effective tool, as the subsequent material in this book will show.

Although they may mention a few accounts of stone-throwing and trouble-making spirits from the remote past, the bulk of the studies on poltergeists concentrate on modern phenomena. However, there are no grounds for assuming that poltergeists somehow spontaneously came into existence during the nineteenth century. There were many such phenomena long before this time, although they may not have necessarily been designated with the term poltergeist. Our remote ancestors did not possess our capability for reading facts objectively, but interpreted them subjectively in accordance with their physical and mental environment.

To put together as complete a case file as possible, we must first discover which linguistic terms refer to these phenomena, in order to know where and how to distinguish them in the enormous mass of documents, and then to attempt an interpretation for the reason why such a variety of names exists. As a matter of good heuristics, the linguistic approach is therefore a necessity. I have experimented with it on various occasions, and each time it has opened up new and unsuspected horizons. But in order to grasp how a new word can suddenly emerge as a designation for specific phenomena, it would be helpful to linger for a moment over the cultural context in which it arose.


A SIXTEENTH-CENTURY SPIRIT

The name that designates the knocking spirits of today, poltergeist, first appeared in the sixteenth century. To understand how a new concept can suddenly emerge, it is necessary to take a look at the cultural environment surrounding its genesis. A word is created in response to a need to express an idea or fact (factum) in some adequate way. When it involves a fact, the latter corresponds to a reality of the times in which those people lived who put the new word into circulation.

It is certainly not by chance that our word appeared in the middle of the sixteenth century, profoundly marked as it was by the Reformation and the polemic that ensued for many long years between Catholics and Protestants. This was a century likewise marked by an extraordinary resurgence of the irrational and superstitious. The people of this era shared a huge passion for spirits, demons, specters, magic and witchcraft, as well as marvels and monstrous births, which were always regarded as signs (portenta) heralding catastrophes. A brief survey of the books printed during this time reveals the infatuation with the supernatural.

In 1557 Conrad Lycosthènes published his Prodigiorum ac ostentorum chronicon (Chronicle of Portents and Omens), which described a wealth of monsters of all kinds, but it was the 1560 work Histoires prodigieuses*4 by Pierre Boaistuau, Lord of Lancy (ca. 1517–1566), that ushered in the vogue of extraordinary narratives. Boaistuau speaks of monsters and devotes his twenty-seventh chapter to “miraculous visions with several memorable stories of specters, ghosts, figures, and illusions that appear at night or day, when waking or when sleeping.”
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Title page of the 1598 edition of Pierre Boaistuau’s Histoire prodigieuses, a work first published in 1560.

In 1564 Johann Weyer completed his De praestigiis daemonum (On the Illusions of Demons), which Jacques Grévin translated in 1567 under the title of Cinq livres de l’imposture des diables, des enchatements et sorcellerie.*5 Still in 1564, Jean de Marconville gave the public his Recueil memorable d’aucuns cas merveilleux advenuz de noz ans, whose preface forewarns the reader that therein he will find “monstres hydeux & espouvantables en nature, par lesquelz exemples lon pourra cognoistre qu’ il n’y a siècle ny aage qui n’ayt ses merveilles.”†6

In 1569 the Zurich author Ludwig Lavater (1527–1586) published his book on ghosts and other spirits,9 which was soon translated into French in 1571 and appeared in English in 1572 under the vivid title Of Ghosts and Spirits Walking by Night and Great and Unaccustomed Noises and Various Presages.10 That same year, the theologian Pierre Nodé brought out his Declamation contre l’erreur execrable des maleficiers, sorciers, enchanteurs, magiciens, devins & semblables observateurs des superstitions,*7 followed one year later by De l’imposture et tromperie des diables, devins . . . noueurs d’esquilletes, chevilleurs, necromanciens,†8 which was the work of the lawyer Pierre Massé, who tapped in to this same vein while giving the devil a predominant role.

In 1570 Claude de Tesserand added several chapters to Boaistuau’s Miraculous Stories, the eighth and fifteenth of which dealt with specters, and the ninth with demons. Around 1580, François de Belleforest (1530–1583) expanded Boaistuau’s book with another fifteen chapters. Among other things he discussed a phantom that pulled the covers off sleeping victims and a procession of ghosts. Sorcery was the subject of a scholarly treatise written by Reginald Scott in 158411 and another by the philosopher Jean Bodin in 1587.12 Pierre Le Loyer (1550–1634), Lord of La Brosse and judge of the presidial court in Angers, completed his Discourse des spectres ou Visions et apparitions d’esprits‡9 in 1586. The following year the Provencal Dominican monk Jerôme Cardan examined spirits as well as werewolves, and, in 1588, Noël Taillepied published his Psichologie ou Traité de l’Apparition des Esprits.§10 In 1590 Pierre Crespet, prior of the Parisian Celestines, offered readers Deux livres de la hargne de Sathan et malin esprits contre l’homme.¶11 Four years later the Englishman Thomas Nash published his Terrors of the Night or A Discourse of Apparitions, in which he criticized certain beliefs he deemed to be “old wives’ tales.” The year 1596 saw the appearance of Claude Prieur’s Dialogue de lycanthropy*12 as well as the book by the Jesuit Petrus Thyraeus (1546–1601), Daemoniaci, hoc est, de obsessis a spiritibus daemoniorum hominibus (Demon Possession, that is, of Men Possessed by Demonic Spirits),13 the first part of which dealt with the spirits of the deceased and persecuting demons. In the second part, “The Booklet of Night Terrors,” he tackled the omens and “the commotions that customarily herald the deaths of men.”

In the last years of the century, King James I of England (1566–1625) finished his Daemonologie, in Forme of a Dialogue,14 the third book of which is devoted to those spirits that manifest themselves and who are devils. In 1597 Simeone Maioli, bishop of Voltura, mentioned a dead father who returned and tore his child to pieces, a ghost who rejoined her friend in his bed, and many other marvels in his Dies caniculares (Canicular Days).15

The debate continued into the seventeenth century, during which several important books and translations appeared. The treatise by Pierre Le Loyer was translated into English in 1605 by Z. Jones.16 Boaistuau was translated into Dutch in 1608, and the Italian demonologist Francesco Guazzo published his Compendium maleficarum (Compendium of Witches)17 that same year. This was also the year that the complete edition appeared of the Disquisitionum magicarum (Magical Investigations) by Martin Del Rio (1551–1608), a Jesuit with roots in the Spanish nobility.18

In the British Isles, I should mention Richard Baxter’s (1615–1691)19The Certainty of the World of Spirits, and George Sinclair (died 1696), a Presbyterian and philosophy professor at Glasgow University who was not averse to investigating poltergeists.20 Joseph Glanvil (1636–1680), a Catholic theologian and chaplain to Charles II, collected a number of stories about knocking spirits;21 and Richard Bovet (ca. 1641–1700) discussed the Tedworth poltergeist in his Pandaemonium, or the Devil’s Cloyster (ca. 1661),22 dedicated to Henry More (1614–1687), professor of theology at Cambridge.

In short, it would be an exhausting task to list every text that appeared on spirits from 1550 to around 1700. It is worth noting that their authors were mainly scholars, learned men, and theologians. Each was fully capable of observing that the problem of demons, ghosts, and other unusual manifestations were one of the major concerns of the day, and from this it is easy to understand why a new name emerged, a term that responded to the need to precisely define a phenomenon that had become a topic of great interest.




THE BIRTH OF A NAME

The term poltergeist*13 first appeared in the sixteenth century, initially in the dictionary published by Erasmus Alberus in 1540,23 and then in the Tischreden (Table Talk; published 1566) of the well-known figure of the Reformation, Martin Luther.24 It is obvious that when a word enters a dictionary it is because it already has a life and its usage is spreading. But it also means that its use was not “canonized,” so to speak, for a long time; or else it was “suspect” and therefore not collected by the authors of these works. We can, therefore, gather that the term already existed at the end of the fifteenth century. It was first written as two words, polter geyst, and then as one word once the meaning was established. The term is composed from the root of the verb poltern,†14 “to make noise,” “to tap,” and Geist, “spirit,” which can designate both the devil and demons as well as ghosts and other beings from folk belief. In general, Geist, “spirit,” is used as a default term—in other words, when uncertainty reigns and people are not entirely sure just what it is they are dealing with. This indetermination is the source of the conflations of different entities and opens the door to the imagination. The interpretation is a result of the knowledge, beliefs, and superstitions of the witnesses, and—first and foremost—of tradition.

For Luther, the term poltergeist essentially designated phenomena attributed to the devil, assaults, and supernatural noises. The great reformer mentions these manifestations on several occasions. The first was in response to a priest who had come seeking his advice when he was harassed by a spirit of this nature that manifested itself by making all sorts of noises and by throwing and breaking a good number of objects.

The story of a poltergeist who was bullying a priest, who asked Doctor Luther for his advice on how to expel it.

A priest of Süpz, living near Thorgau, sought Luther while complaining that the devil was causing a din (poltern), a fracas, in his house at night, striking him, and throwing objects with such force that all his plates and wooden containers had been broken, and never giving him a moment’s peace. Indeed, he cast pots and plates at his head, which, shattering into pieces, caused him distress. What’s more he mocked at him. More than once he had heard the devil laugh but never caught sight of him. This game and these manifestations had gone on for a year, and his wife and children no longer wished to stay home but set up house in the field.25

For Luther this was a devilish illusion that could be dispelled by prayer!

In a chapter of Table Talk titled “The Polter Geysts,” Luther reacts to the opinion voiced one day by Nuremberg theologian Andreas Oisader, when dining together, that knocking spirits did not exist. Luther refuted this claim with the help of four personal anecdotes.

Polter Geysts. Oisander claims they don’t exist, to which Doctor Luther responds: “They exist! Oisander always wants to have it his way. I have observed their existence propria experencia (through personal experience), one day when I was weary from reciting my canonical prayers, a loud noise erupted from behind the stove, which terrified me greatly. But when I realized that it was the devil’s play (des Teuffels spiel) I went to bed and prayed to God, saying, “Tu omnia subiecisti sub pedibus eius, scilicet Filii tui.”*15 If the Devil has any power over me, let him show it! And I went to sleep.

Another time, when I was in the refectory, such a loud din (geclapper) of clattering plates erupted, I thought both heaven and earth must be crumbling to pieces, but I soon realized it was the devil at work, at which point I retired and went to sleep.

A third time I glanced into the garden from the window of my cell after leaving Mass. I then saw a large black sow racing about in every direction although it was impossible for any sow to gain entrance to it. She soon vanished; she, too, was the devil.

The fourth time occurred when I was in Wartburg near Eisenach,†16 and someone was throwing hazelnuts at me from behind the stove. I soon saw this, too, was the work of the devil, so I went to bed. I personally experienced all this. Haec vera sunt.‡17, 26

It will be noted that all these manifestations are attributed to the devil, which is strengthened by the provenance of the noises from behind the stove—case 1 and case 4—a place that in Renaissance-era German was called “hell” (Helle).

In another account Luther declares his belief in spirits and states: “Whatever the case may be, it must be acknowledged that people are possessed by the devil, and I have personally experienced wandering spirits who terrify people and prevent them from sleeping, causing them to fall ill.”27

This is the context of the first attestations of the word poltergeist. Etymologically the term has two translations. The first is “noisy haunting,” therefore a primarily acoustic phenomenon. We should recall that the verb geistern, which is derived from Geist, means “to haunt” and leaves the trouble of designating the cause of the manifestation up to the individual. The second translation is “rapping spirit,” which adds a supernatural dimension. In this study I will, however, use “knocking spirit,” a time-honored term that avoids any tone of academic snobbery.




THE MEANING OF A WORD

Other words that are built upon the etymon polter help us to grasp the primary meaning of the term. Polterkammer (eighteenth century) is the word for the “garret,” the “junk room,” but translated literally means “the room of the commotion,”*18 and it is here where the household spirit generally hides. A Polterhammer is the “planishing hammer or mallet” used by boilermakers, and everyone knows that their activity is rather noisy! Finally we have Polterabend,28 which appeared in German between 1517 and 1534 and designates a custom taking place on the eve of a wedding and that is sometimes translated as “charivari” although there is a notable difference between the two concepts. The guests at the festivities throw and break old dishes in front of the windows or the doors of the future newlyweds’ homes, which is supposed to bring them luck and happiness, whereas the French or Norwegian charivari is intended as a noisy condemnation of an inappropriate marriage, such as one between an old man and a young woman. German linguists have produced a seductive hypothesis about the term Polterabend. According to their theory it is a contraction of Poltergeistabend, “the evening of the knocking spirit,” and the behavior of the guests was intended to drive away this kind of spirit and misfortune.29 It is common knowledge, in fact, that a loud racket is a means of supernatural defense. We have multiple examples of this, from ancient Rome when, during the Lemuria—a time when the dead returned—the Pater familias would walk through the house banging a bronze vase, to modern times when bells are rung to send the demons of bad weather fleeing. While such contractions were common during the Middle Ages,*19 this hypothesis seems quite unlikely to me, first, because I know of no other instance when geist vanished from a polysyllable and, second, because the term geist itself possesses a strong semantic charge. Whatever the case may be, the actions described are characterized by loud noises: a true hubbub.

From 1568 on, the attested occurrences of this word multiplied. It can be found in Fischart’s 1591 German translation of Bodin’s De la démonomanie des sorciers,†20 in the Froschmeusler by G. Rollenhagen published in Magdeburg in 1595, in Stieler’s book on the German language published in 1691, and so forth.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries poltergeist had another meaning that seems deeply rooted in the popular mind-set. In 1666 Johannes Prätorius spoke about knocking spirits and provided a description that is incredibly reminiscent of dwarves.

The ancients could only believe that poltergeists had to be veritable human beings, who looked like small children and wore little robes or multicolored garb . . . . Superstitious folk think they are the souls of people murdered in their houses earlier.30

While these two senses for the term poltergeist were generally accepted during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a further one has been added since the founding of spiritualism in 1852, which was brought about by the famous poltergeist phenomena that took place in Hydesville, New York. The Fox family had been disturbed by rapping noises and moving furniture, which continued over a period of time. It was discovered that the two daughters of the couple were mediums.*21, 31 Thus, when this type of manifestation can be attributed to an identifiable living person, parapsychologists classify the poltergeist as a phenomenon of psychokinesis, a term designating the action of mind over matter. It is still customary, however, to use the term poltergeist whenever the process is triggered in a “wild,” spontaneous, and uncontrolled way, and to use the term psychokinesis in other cases.32

This aspect has received close scrutiny from the researchers at the International Metaphysical Institute (IMI),33 a foundation recognized as serving the public good and which will be celebrating its ninety-third birthday in 2012, as well as by the Institut für Grenzgebiete der Psychologie und Psychohygiene (IGPP) of Freiburg-im-Breisgau, founded in 1950 by the psychologist and physicist Hans Bender (1907–1991).

A final detail will show that the semantic approach is never a waste of time in this kind of research. The motif index of folk narratives34—stories, legends, and descriptions of beliefs—uses the term poltergeist as a synonym for ghost, spirit, or household genie. In other words, it is taken as an imprecise, generic term to designate an entity that is responsible for all manner of household dysfunctions (F 473), thrown objects (F 473 1), the behavior of objects in a way contrary to their nature (F 473 2), the mistreatment of people (F 473 3), and the making of noise (motif F 473 5). The nomenclature alternates between spirit and poltergeist. Despite this deliberate vagueness, it does give us a good overview of the actions attributed to poltergeists. We shall reveal them in greater detail beginning with the attested occurrences from the Middle Ages.




A FAMILY OF SPIRITS

Poltergeists did not wait for the nineteenth century to manifest and spread, they were only evaluated differently. This situation presents the major difficulty for the present investigation. What names did they go by? Under what heading should they be classified? The clarification necessary to complete this linguistic investigation depends on focusing all our attention on precise wordings.

Rumpelgeist

Starting in the sixteenth century, writers and scholars, and Luther in particular,*22 regularly used Rumpelgeist, “noisy ghost,” as a synonym for poltergeist, but while the verb rumpeln has almost the same meaning as poltern, “to make noise,” it has the additional meaning “to fall noisily” and forms part of a saying with another meaning, to wit, “to throw” or “to toss,” as in “to toss everything upside down.”†23 This is also one of the characteristic features of knocking spirits. It is very revealing that the root of this word is also used to form the compound word that is the German for the Tenebrae,‡24 meaning “shadows” or “darkness,” which is a religious service celebrated on the evening before or the early morning of Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday of Holy Week.§25 It so happens that this Mass (which received its name because by its conclusion all lights have been extinguished) had a great connection with noise.¶26

However, noise and shadows are implicitly combined in the compound word, which suggests that the darkness is propitious for a certain kind of knocking. All of this will be made clear later.

According to Fischart, this noisy ghost is a devil, but Luther has an interesting observation when discussing poltergeists and Rumpelgeister.

Until now the world has been filled with incorporeal poltergeists who have passed for human souls; today it is full of Rumpelgeister with bodies, who pass for angels.*27

Luther seems to be making a distinction between the incorporeal knocking spirits, connected to the dead, and the corporeal, noisy spirits, connected to the angels—fallen angels, of course. On several occasions he emphasizes the connection between the dead and poltergeists.

For a long time, under the reign of the Papacy, we have suffered manifestations of knocking spirits or noisy ghosts, who we believed were the souls of deceased men, condemned to wander.†28

Gespenst

The knocking spirit to Martin Luther and his contemporaries is a Gepenst. This term with an extremely wide semantic field was commonly translated into French as spectre (and the English “specter”) during the sixteenth century. It in fact covers the following meanings: phantom, ghost, revenant, apparition, spirit, demon, illusion, and phantasmagoria. We should note incidentally that the etymological basis of the word “specter” has a certain relationship to the Latin word species: “sight, appearance, apparition, phantom, night vision.” “Specter” implies something that can be seen. The original importance of the term is not the spectacular (!) apparition in itself but the conscious awareness of having the vision of something strange and unusual.

“Specter,” which I will sometimes use for the sake of convenience and to avoid any anachronism, is the term used by the archdeacon Enoch Zobel, whose household was disturbed by a poltergeist from August 2 to September 26, 1691. This spirit hid objects, threw stones and other things, and, as a finishing touch, set fire to the woodshed.

In his account of the facts, Zobel alluded to popular interpretations that, he said, distinguished between “phantom, satanic knocking spirit, kobold, and Gütel,” with this latter term describing one of the domestic spirits.35 The archdeacon specified that for him, however, “the poltergeist is a devil like any other, except that it allows its wickedness to be seen more clearly and exercises it with more evidence.”36

In sixteenth-century texts, the poltergeist is essentially a “devil” or a “specter,” but these opinions are marred by bias because they fall into the polemic between Protestants and Catholics. The recurring argument is quite simple: many of these facts are “papist” mystifications that permit the Catholic clergy to cement its authority through the use of exorcisms and sacraments, and which bring money into the coffers of the papacy!37

Kobold

Another name, which may come as a surprise as it describes elf-like beings and household spirits, also appears during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This is the kobold, “the steward” or “manager.” In other words, the kobold is the master of a place, as the word is derived from a verb meaning “to rule” and from the noun Kobe, meaning “room.” The use of the term is the same as in binary expressions in which the poltergeist is given as a synonym for “devil” (Theufel) or “noisy ghost” (Rumpelgeist). Now, when we learn that the kobold is a tease and a practical joker who sows disorder in the household, especially when he is disgruntled, when we know he produces all kinds of noises and often resides in a corner of the dwelling—attic, cellar, or garret, and this offers us a link to the junk room (Polterkammer) mentioned earlier—it is perfectly logical to make this connection.

Here is what the pastor Jeremias Heinisch reported about what took place in his parish in Gröben, south of Berlin, from June 17 to September 8, 1718, “a memorable story that should not be taken at first glance as a fallacious fable and insane invention.” It concerned a kobold who threw stones, broke windows, and tossed pots and pans into the air. Quite the skeptic, Heinisch was at first under the impression that these were malicious pranks committed by young smart alecks, but when he was unable to find any cause for the incidents he eventually attributed the manifestations “to an invisible entity that we call a spirit.”38 In support he cited popular opinion: “If some people wish, in accordance with general habit, to call these kinds of evil spirits ‘kobolds’ or ‘spirit familiars’ (Spiritus familiaris), it does not concern me in the slightest. They should be included among the evil spirits,” because, he soon added, he has read nothing in books of theology that obliges him to believe in kobolds.

We should note that in 1737 kobolds were regarded as evil spirits by Johann Jacob Bräuner39 and that in 1747 Georg Wilhelm Wegner proposed natural causes as an explanation for these phenomena, thinking “that men playact as kobolds . . . and these hoaxers took advantage to play kobolds in a house.”40 The notion of deception even appears in the Großes Universal-Lexikon (Great Universal Lexicon) published by Johann Heinrich Zedler from 1732–1754. Under the entry “kobolt” it is written:

Practically speaking, kobolt means deceiver and flatterer; it is a so-called evil spirit that men claim lingers in stables, barns, and houses . . . and performs useful services or plays all manner of annoying tricks.41

This definition describes a being who is half domestic genie and half evil spirit. It is foolhardy to confuse the one for the other under pain of vexing and irritating them, as shown by the reaction of the protean Hinzelmann, the brownie of Hudemühlen Castle in Hanover. He was questioned in 1704 to learn whether he knew kobolds and poltergeists. “I have nothing to do with them,” he responded. “They are only diabolical phantasmagoria (Teuffels-Gespenst).”42

All these accounts let us see that the connections of the kobold and the poltergeist were taking place on the basis of a body of beliefs attributing certain events to supernatural beings. Once again, the interpretation is different for the same set of events and provides new paths of research.

And lastly it should be noted that the large dictionary published by Meyer43 in 1909 defines poltergeist as “kobold” and “household spirit.”

What are the results of the linguistic inquiry?

First, the nature of the poltergeist: it can be a knocking spirit, a household spirit, a devil, a dead person, a hoax.

Next are its essential actions: noise and thrown objects, sometimes setting fires.

Finally, the places and the times for its manifestations: the house and its adjoining area, with a predilection for junk rooms. Everything takes place in particular at night, when shadows have entirely supplanted the day.

These results are not insignificant, and they provide an initial descriptive portrait of the entity. What now needs to be verified with the help of the texts is whether the names exhibit a clear correspondence and if the fundamental elements that have been discerned here should be in some way amended or further supplemented.
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A Smidgeon of Objectivity

Spirits have indeed been heard walking up and down the corridors, turning over the leaves of books, seemingly the great elephant folios in the library, counting over money that rattled and chinked, moving tables and furniture about as if dusting the rooms. Not unseldom in houses great noises like sudden claps of thunder or the roar of distant artillery are heard . . .

FATHER NOËL TAILLEPIED, PSICHOLOGIE. 
TRAITÉ DE L’APPARITION DES ESPRITS

For want of knowledge and appropriate tools of analysis, these incidents astounded and terrified those who witnessed them. The psychological shock caused by these phenomena and ignorance necessarily brought about deviations and distortions, strange mixtures and interpolations. How reliable are the accounts of these incidents? In earlier times they were written down by clerics, and the latter would have altered the accounts to allow an orthodox exegesis. This appropriation, together with changes made to the base narrative, would have naturally enlisted these stories into the battle against deviltry.

One key to understanding the working methods of the clergy is their absolute desire to channel and contextualize a dangerous irrationality they deemed to be a fertile source of deviations and heresies. The proof for such appropriations was already apparent in the fate of tales concerning journeys into the beyond. These gradually became the sole privilege of the clergy, whereas up until the eleventh century this was a voyage even simple peasants could take. The same approach can be seen at work with regard to miracles and popular forms of worship. We must not allow ourselves to be taken in by narrators who have little objectivity and are pursuing objectives dictated to them by their faith and by the mother to all, the holy Church.

To a large extent knocking spirits are still greatly misunderstood, and it is necessary to provide readers with the means they will need to follow this investigation. In order to provide a general overview and before introducing the medieval texts, it seems wise to me to offer a few accounts that will enable readers to plunge into this irrational and astonishing world. I have singled out a few “objective” texts, meaning accounts that do not include any interpretation on the part of the witnesses. Following this analysis it will be much easier to understand how events like this could excite the imagination and produce one or another explanation.


TYPOLOGY OF POLTERGEISTS

In order to permit an easier deciphering of the accounts and to determine the role played by belief in what the researchers have suggested, here is a typology of poltergeists that was drawn up by Ernesto Bozzano, Benjamin B. Wolman, and later by William G. Roll in 1982.1 It was revised by Charles Hardy in 1986 and again by Philippe Wallon in 1996.2 I have added an identifying initial—B for Bozzano, R for Roll, W for Wolman—indicating the source for particular typological characteristics referred to when presenting the texts from the corpus of poltergeist accounts.

R 1. The phenomena are focused on one person.

R 2. They exhibit a certain spatial focus.

R 3. The movement of objects sometimes displays a specific target and an odd trajectory.

R 4. Sometimes the objects pass through walls or physical material without damaging the surface.*29

R 5. A large number of cases are combined with paranormal voices and visions, and likewise with raps and other means of intelligible communication.

R 6. Exorcisms and rituals have no effect.

R 7. Generally, the disturbances cease if the central figure, the medium (the individual whom E. Bozzano calls the “sensitive”), or other family members leave the premises.

In 1920 E. Bozzano noted what he believed were the principal characteristics of poltergeists.3
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