Fairy History, Folklore, and Belief with Dr. Francis Young
Francis Young: [00:00:00] Fairyland is really important, because when you look at the word fairy, the original word from which our English word fairy derives is the French word faerie. Now,  faerie is a different word from fée.  Fée simply means fairy. Faerie means the land of the fairies or possibly the state of somehow being affected by the fairies.
Josh Hutchinson: Welcome to The Thing About Witch Hunts. I'm Josh Hutchinson. Today we are entering fairyland to meet a mirror community of non-human social supernatural beings.
Sarah Jack: This is Sarah Jack. Dr. Francis Young is back with us today to discuss his research on fairies and his upcoming book, Fairies: A History. Dr. Francis is a historian of religion and belief, a folklorist, a balticist, an indexer, 
Sarah Jack: a lay canon of St. Edmundsbury [00:01:00] Cathedral, and a series editor for Cambridge University Press.
Sarah Jack: He's the author, editor, or co-author of over two dozen books and regularly broadcasts for BBC Radio on history, religion ,and folklore.
Josh Hutchinson: Francis' new book, Fairies: A History, is exactly what it sounds like, a complete history of one of the most persistent categories of supernatural being across human cultures. This book is releasing in less than a month, on May 26th in the U.S., 
Josh Hutchinson: which happens to be the anniversary of the execution of Alice Young, the first person in New England to be hanged for witchcraft.
Sarah Jack: This episode is our first conversation dedicated entirely to fairies, and we're very excited about that, where they come from, what they are, how they were feared, how they may have shaped witch trial testimony, and why they are not going anywhere. Where are they today? This is a conversation we've [00:02:00] been looking forward to, and we know you're going to love it. Welcome back to The Thing About Witch Hunts, Dr. Francis Young. We're so excited to talk about your upcoming book, Fairies: A History. Please tell us about your work and expertise and this book.
Francis Young: Well, it's great to be back on the podcast, and I'm really excited to talk about Fairies: A History, which was published at the end of March. Now the book is what it says on the tin. It is a complete history of fairies, as far as it's possible to write such a thing. I am a historian of religion and beliefs, so I'm really interested in the crossover between traditional religious beliefs, I suppose you'd call it, and unsanctioned beliefs or vernacular beliefs, folklore, if you will, which lies outside of the scope of traditional religious belief. And one of the things I love about fairies is that they exist at that intersection. They have a place in a kind of folk cosmology, folk [00:03:00] theology, within Christian belief, but they also have strong connections with pre-Christian religion, and they exist outside of that kind of sanctioned place of belief. So yeah, the book is an attempt to try and get to the heart of that problem.
Josh Hutchinson: What are fairies?
Francis Young: It is a great question and surprisingly difficult to answer, I must confess. Yeah, well, the thing about fairies is that we have a word that we use for this class of being, which purely for historical accident comes from Britain, from France, from that sort of area of Western Europe, and that's the word which has turned into this kind of internationally recognized term, but it's not been adopted through any kind of thought or for any real reason other than the dominance, that kind of Anglo-American culture. [00:04:00] So when we talk about fairies, I would argue we are talking about intermediate beings that exist somewhere between humans and gods but are terrestrial, so distinct, for example, from angels, which also exist between humans and God within the sort of traditional Christian cosmology. But angels are very much heavenly beings. They're not terrestrial beings. 
Francis Young: And so these are beings that are connected to the earth to use the technical term, they're chthonic. They're to do with the earth or under the earth. They have a kind of tinge of divinity to them. So they've got a degree of enchantment, but they're not gods, they're not beings to whom you would offer a sacrifice. They are something less than gods, but they're also clearly not human. So in that sense, they're not like ghosts, which are a sort of a trace of a human existence. They're not like witches, who are thought to be human beings who [00:05:00] have acquired supernatural powers, or other kinds of magician. They are definitely non-human, but they are also nondivine. 
Francis Young: And I dunno whether that gets us any further, but it, they are beings that, you know, in many cultures have different names. So in Scandinavia you'd call them the trolls. In Iberia, you might call them the fadas. They're related to mythology of giants as well, which we don't normally associate with fairies, but they are essentially the same kind of being. We call them vilas in the Slavic world, they might be called nixen in the Germanic world. So they've got these multiple names across different cultures. We just happen to lump them all together under the word fairies.
Sarah Jack: It's quite amazing. It's quite amazing that something like that exists for us to talk about, this category of in between, that is something of intrigue. Most people want to know more about fairies. This is so great. I'm wondering, can you tell us a little bit about them [00:06:00] as they vary across Europe, their distinctions.
Francis Young: Yeah, so there are certain commonalities. So if we talk about the commonalities first, that will anchor us really when talking about differences, and commonalities. They all exist in societies. There's a historian called Simon Young, not to be confused with me, who talks about the social supernatural, and it's a really good way of conceptualizing fairies, because, unlike ghosts, for example, ghosts don't live in families and have children and die and have funerals and weddings and things like that. That would be a strange way of talking about ghosts, but fairies do.
Francis Young: So they have this kind of parallel existence to our own. And they also are interested in us, and one of the primary ways in which they seem to be interested in us is by abducting children, particularly. So this is the whole mythos of the changeling, and it's something which is found in almost all European countries. And there are [00:07:00] also some things that fairies like doing, which are repeated again and again across cultures, like dancing, and particularly dancing in circles, and the association with enchantment in some way. In other words, taking people into a trance state or removing them from the normal passage of time so that time moves differently for them or influencing them in some way that they can see things that other people can't. So those are the commonalities. 
Francis Young: The differences, however, can be quite significant. So if, for example, we go to Iceland, Iceland has some very vital fairy traditions, although the fairies there would be referred to as elves, which of course is also the older term for fairies in Britain, as well, and in England. And the elves are very down to earth in Iceland. They are essentially the same as humans. You just can't see them. So they are invisible people, the huldufólk, the hidden people. They have cows. They have farms. They go to church. They walk along the same roads that you walk along. [00:08:00] They farm the same crops as you do. They are a parallel society that exists. So they are perhaps some of the least enchanted of all the fairies of Europe.
Francis Young: If we go to Eastern Europe, we've got the vilas and the bohyni, or in the Baltic world, you've got the laumės. Now, these are like fairies, but they're all female, so they are still a supernatural society, but there are no male fairies. They're exclusively female. They can be very beautiful, but they can also be portrayed as monstrous. They're very interested in children, they're very interested in spinning and weaving. 
Francis Young: Similarly in Greece, the fairies are all female in modern Greek folklore. So the nereids, who have kind of taken the place of the ancient nymphs. they are a, supernatural society of very beautiful women, who can be found in remote parts of hills andwasteground, and so forth, and are best avoided. And that's a commonality of fairies throughout Europe. They're best avoided according to the folklore. 
Francis Young: And if we go to France, we've got [00:09:00] fairies that tend to be associated with water and particularly with springs, and they'll often, you know, emerge from springs and the fée of France. 
Francis Young: In Britain, we've got, you know, distinctive fairies as well. You've got the tylwyth teg in Wales. You've gotfairies in Northern Scotland that are derived from the Irish fairies. And then you've got the British fairies, which are kind of mixed mixture, really, of Welsh fairies and French fairies, I would argue. And also the elves of the Anglo-Saxons. 
Francis Young: And then in Ireland. Ireland is very special when it comes to fairies, not just because the folklore is so rich, but because we can trace it back so far into the distant past with one of the earliest vernacular literatures in Europe. So Irish literature about the aos si, who are called fairies for convenience, but I think in a way it's kind of misleading to call them that. They are god-like beings of a sort of unclassifiable character in Irish mythology. And they go way, way back. We can trace 'em as far back as the early middle Ages. 
Francis Young: So yeah, that gives you a [00:10:00] flavor of the, kind of the main types and varieties of fairies you can find across,Europe.
Josh Hutchinson: Where do fairies come from, if not from west of Europe specifically?
Francis Young: Yeah, well I don't think that we can talk about a single ur-fairy from whom all the other fairies descend. I think that what we're looking at is something a bit more anthropological. This is my own view. There are those who argue for a kind of folkloric diffusion, that it started in one place and it spread elsewhere. My own view is that fairies are very, very old. Possibly they are older even than polytheistic religion. So, polytheistic religion, which we find, you know, the earliest attestation would be among the Mycenaeans, 15th century BC, where they are worshiping these named deities that are possibly located on Mount Olympus, but certainly these kind of exalted, [00:11:00] heavenly, celestial deities to whom sacrifice is offered. That's what we tend to think of as polytheism. 
Francis Young: And I would argue that fairies represent an older form of engagement with the sacred. I don't even want to use the word religion, because I don't think it's the right word to use. I think we're in the realms of animism. We're talking about beings that in some way embody forces of the earth or forces of nature, and you could think of fairy belief, one possible way of conceptualizing it is as a kind of substrate of belief that continues to exist even after it's been overlaid with later editions.
Francis Young: So the first of those later editions would be polytheism of the Greek and Roman kind, or even of the Germanic kind, or the Baltic kind, or the Slavic kind. And then of course when that polytheism is essentially destroyed by the arrival of Christianity, Christianity is not able to get rid of that even older [00:12:00] substrate, because it's not designed to do so. Now it's very difficult for Christian clerics to develop a rhetoric, which was powerful enough to dispel belief in fairies, because they are so earthy, they are so bound to basic features of ordinary life, like churning milk or gathering in your crops, or keeping your animals well, or keeping your horses, you know, not tied out in the stable or whatever it is, that it's just too difficult to eradicate. And so it remains as something which is sort of the dregs at the bottom of the barrel of European religion, and it can't be sort of flushed out by Christianity. That's my own view. It's not the only view. There are other ways of looking at this, but yeah, I see them as almost universal.
Francis Young: I've not encountered a European society that doesn't have fairies in some sense. And we can also recognize in other societies close to Europe, so in the Near East, for example, in North Africa, in the Islamic world, [00:13:00] the jinn is, I think, very closely related to fairies. Now, I'm not an expert on Islamic belief, and I'm not an expert on jinn, so I don't wanna pronounce definitively on that. But my feeling is that the jinn are very, very closely related to the European fairy.
Sarah Jack: Can you touch a little bit on how we have fairies in fairytales, fairy in this folk belief, and then fairies in literature?
Francis Young: I think you are right. There are these sort of three ways in which we encounter fairies in our culture. And one way is through folklore and ultimately that folklore goes back to actual memorates of people claiming I saw a fairy, you know, an encounter with a fairy. And I'm really interested in those. I think perhaps because I'm a historian, I tend to focus on that because it's a witness statement. It's a kind of a reported event. and therefore, in the book there's quite a strong emphasis on, on, on people who claim to have encountered fairies and how we should make sense of those experiences. 
Francis Young: But as you say, there are also ways that we encounter fairies in culture [00:14:00] through fairytales, so through traditional tales that were never meant to be taken as literally true. So if we look for example of the, the Contes de Fées that were written down at the French court in the 17th century that have turned into the tales of Mother Goose, for example, which are some of the best known fairytales.
Francis Young: Fairytale is not always very closely related to the fairies themselves. As anyone who's ever studied fairytale will be aware, fairies don't always turn up in fairytales. When they do, it's often in the form of the fairy godmother. So the fairy godmother is the stereotype fairy figure of those Contes de Fées, and, yeah, she's a figure who the latest thinking is that she derives from Spain, actually. So the fairy godmother who turns up with a wand and is a sort of deus ex machina in the narrative, who puts everything right and rights wrongs [00:15:00] and restores everything to how it should be. There's elements there which are deeply rooted in fairy tradition. The idea that fairies are to do with destiny, they're to do with fate. They're to do with the administration of justice, the correction of things that have gone wrong. That is there in the fairy tradition. But the idea of the fairy godmother with the wand seems to be a kind of intrusion of human magic into fairy stories, that she's being portrayed as a sort of,a sort of sorcerer figure. 
Francis Young: And we find that also in the romance tradition. So, going back to the 12th century, you've got figures like Morgan le Fay, who appears in the Arthurian romances as a woman who may or may not be human. Sometimes she's human, sometimes she's not. Sometimes she's good, sometimes she's bad, depending on which version of the Arthurian tales you want to read, but she's usually bad. And, yeah, she is a sort of enchantress figure, who again, it seems to be a kind of a, an ellision [00:16:00] of human magic. Fairy enchantment going on there as well. So that's the the Contes de Fées tradition, the fairytale tradition. 
Francis Young: And then we've got fairies in literature. So the idea that you could actually from whole cloth develop a new narrative about fairies, and that begins with Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's Dream. the most famous and the original example of fairy literature, but that of course was not written to be read. It was written to be performed as a play, and so it's deeply intertwined with stage fairies. The literary fairy and the stage fairy are essentially the same thing. And it's on the stage that fairies start to acquire some of the elements that we would be most familiar with in contemporary popular culture, so, for example, the idea of having gauzy wings. Fairies did not have wings until they appeared on stage in the 17th century. They don't start having wings in art until even later. Late 18th century, they first appear in art. And, likewise, [00:17:00] in other literature, it doesn't appear until later. And, yeah, other elements like, the idea that fairies are usually feminine, that's something which also comes from the stage and from the tradition of women representing fairies in pantomime. Other things like holding the wand, wearing the gazy dress. All these kinda elements of a fairy that you might expect to see in a children's fairy coloring book in any bookshop today, and what most children might think of if you say the word fairy, that sort of stereotype that emerges from the 19th century stage.
Josh Hutchinson: Another thing that I think about when I think about fairies is. fairyland. What do we need to know about this realm that they exist in?
Francis Young: Fairyland is really important, because when you look at the word fairy, the original word from which our English word fairy derives is the French word faerie. Now,  faerie is a different word from fée.  Fée simply means [00:18:00] fairy. Faerie means the land of the fairies or possibly the state of somehow being affected by the fairies.
Francis Young: So kind of fairy enchantment. And when the word passes into English, this isn't the 15th century, through some kind of mistake or oversight, it's not the word fFée which passes into English language. Interestingly, it does pass into Scots. The Scots language, the word fay still exists, but in English it's fairy as a singular. And so fairy and  faerie, the land of the fairies or Fairyland, as we might say today are very crucially linked. And something that we see in the late middle ages is the increasing sophistication of understandings of the society of fairies. 
Francis Young: So fairy societies before the Middle Ages are obscure. We don't truly understand how they were imagined or whether they were imagined at all, just that there is a fairy [00:19:00] society somewhere out there. But from the late Middle Ages, we get this idea of a hierarchical fairy society that's ruled over by a king and queen of the fairies. And then there will be a fairy court. There will be fairy government, fairy laws, perhaps a hierarchy of fairies, where some fairies are more exalted, some are lower,the sense that some fairies are beautiful, some fairies are ugly. 
Francis Young: And so yeah, we get this idea of a, an underground fairyland, which can be accessed through hills or barrows or mountains. And once you are in it, the rules are different from they are in our world. So time moves differently. You mustn't eat the food, don't eat the food. That's really crucial. That comes up again and again and again. And yeah, you might be stuck there. You know, getting out is a challenge. And also, even if you do get out, you might not be allowed back in. And there's lots of stories. Perhaps the most famous one from Britain is the story of Elidyr, who's this boy who makes it to fairyland, [00:20:00] plays with the fairy king's son, but then one day when he tries to steal a golden ball, he's shut out of fairyland forever. And so that, so you know a theme which comes back again and again, as well.
Sarah Jack: Are we learning about the cultural details about fairy belief because of accounts that people have recorded? Or is there like a demonology about, is there like a fairyology? How do we trace that history about who they've been and what they are?
Francis Young: That's a really good question. How do we --know about these kind of beliefs? Because they are vernacular beliefs. They're beliefs held by ordinary people. Up to the late middle Ages, there were also beliefs that were held by elites. So that gives us some kind of insight, because you don't, say in the 14th century, have the same kind of sense that you do in the 17th century, that fairy belief is something which belongs to idiotic village bumpkins and no sensible [00:21:00] person would possibly believe. 
Francis Young: So when you look at Chaucer, for example, and he writes about fairies, that seems to be what people of all classes in the 14th century would've said about fairies. By Shakespeare's time, perhaps that's starting to shift. But certainly we encounter occasional references to fairies in witch trials, but they're only very occasional, so the interest that magistrates seem to have taken in fairies was fairly low. Generally, when it is discovered that somebody believes in fairies, they'll be getting a slap on the wrist rather than being put to death for witchcraft.
Francis Young: There's a couple of exceptions to that. There are a couple of cases where fairies are the main event in a witch trial and in witch testimony. The most famous example is Isobel Gowdie. And in fact in Scotland, that was the one country in Europe where if you said that you believed in fairies, you would be burnt to death as a witch, because Scotland had such draconian witchcraft laws compared to [00:22:00] almost any other country in Europe.
Francis Young: But in England, saying that you believedin fairies, that was not a huge deal, as far as the church, as far as the magistrates were concerned. So we know a little bit from those kind of accounts. We know about it from penitentials, which are kind of lists of sins, you know, don't believe in this, don't believe in that, which obviously tells us what people actually did believe, because they were being told not to believe it. And we know about it from preachers, so from the late middle ages onwards, you get preachers who are saying, this is what people say about the fairies. Mostly they will say, this is ridiculous nonsense, don't believe this. Or they might say, these are really demons. Don't go and associate with the fairies. They are real, but actually they're demons in disguise. It's another interpretation that's offered. 
Francis Young: And then occasionally we will get people actually writing about fairies from an investigative point of view, and perhaps the most famous example of that from Britain. Is Robert Kirk. Robert Kirk is the minister of Aberfoyle in Scotland, and he is not interested in stamping out [00:23:00] fairy belief like a lot of his colleagues. He is interested in the fairies for their own sake, genuinely scientifically interested in the second sight and fairies. So he writes this remarkable book called The Secret Commonwealth of Elves, Fauns, and Fairies. It's not published in his own lifetime. It's not published until Walter Scott finds a manuscript of it in 1815. But it is one of the most significant accounts from early modern Europe. A new one has just been published, which is from the middle of the 19th century, and it's by a guy called Olaf Einessen, in Iceland, who wrote about fairies, or elves in his case, and again, he seems to have taken them very seriously.
Francis Young: Edmund Jones in Wales, again in the late 18th, early 19th century. He's writing down what ordinary people in his parish, in his area would say about this. So yeah, we do occasionally get these kind of more sincerely investigative and sincerely curious accounts, as well.
Josh Hutchinson: How does the magic [00:24:00] work with fairies? Is it similar to the magic we'd find in witch trials?
Francis Young: Yeah, that's a really interesting question. My, my view of this would be that fairies are innately magical,so they don't acquire their enchantmentby any kind of exchange or by any kind of learning and practice. So in contrast to in the witch trials, when you have people are accused of having acquired occult powers by entering into a pact with the devil, that's not the case with the way the fairies are portrayed, and likewise with learned magicians who are acquiring skill by learning from a master or becoming somebody's disciple or whatever. You don't have that, as well. So they seem to be beings that are magical in and of themselves.
Francis Young: The comparison I would make is with the homunculi of the alchemists. So the alchemists, or some alchemists, claim to be able to make these magical creatures, which are [00:25:00] imbued with and are intrinsically magical. And I would argue that, yeah, the fairies are kind of like that, but they are a sort of natural rather than artificial version of that.
Sarah Jack: You talked a little bit about the Scotland witch trials and how the law was allowing for prosecution that involved these interactions with fairies. Could a strong belief in fairies have actually protected some communities from witch hunts?
Francis Young: This is an argument that's been made by Ronald Hutton. So yeah, he has said, not so much that belief in fairies protected you from witch hunts, but the idea that in a society where supernatural harm tends to be blamed on fairies, it is far less likely to be blamed on human beings. And so Gaelic Ireland, Gaelic Scotland, the Highlands of Scotland, these are the classic examples of this. I would add another example from my own research, which is Lithuania in the [00:26:00] Baltic. 
Francis Young: And so what happens in Gaelic Ireland is that people tend to blame fairies for everything that goes wrong In early modern Ireland. There is only one thing for which witches get blamed, and that is stealing milk on May Eve. That's about it. They only come out once a year. They steal your milk on May Eve, which is perhaps not the worst thing you could imagine them doing. So everything else, your crops fail, your children die, your cattle die, that's the fairies. you've done something to offend the fairies. And because Gaelic Scotland, the Highlands of Scotland, is essentially culturally the sameas Gaelic Ireland that arrives there. 
Francis Young: And so in, in Ireland, there are no witch trials in Gaelic Ireland at all. No, the only Witch trials that take place are, you've got the famous case about Alice Kyteler, which takes place within the pale, within the English pale. So not within Gaelic Irish culture, but within that English of Ireland culture. And likewise, there's one that takes place in [00:27:00] what's now Northern Ireland, but that's again within the Protestant culture of that community there, so not related really to Gaelic Ireland. So,that's a really interesting case of a country where, yeah, where sort of fairy belief displaces witchcraft. 
Francis Young: And then Lithuania is likewise a society where most things that go wrong are blamed on pagan deities, because it's a society which is very recently converted to Christianity, never really converted to Christianity properly until the 18th century. And so the idea that, you know, humans might be causing bad things to happen is something which only really the Polish-speaking, land-owning class believe. The ordinary people don't believe that at all, so again, witch hunting is pretty minor within the Grand Dutchy of Lithuania, because these beliefs are different.
Francis Young: Or again, look at Russia, or Ukraine, Belarus, the sort of East Slavic lands. There you get a very powerful belief in what we would call hags. Baba Yaga would be the most famous example where she is [00:28:00] a sort of non-human being who is witch like, but she's not a witch because she's not human, she's some kind of demonic being, and therefore things that go wrong are blamed on those kind of beings. They're not blamed on humans who are being accused of witchcraft. So again, you get a bit of accusation of witchcraft in, in, in the East Slavic lands, but it's very, very marginal. And perhaps that's to do with the structure of their belief in supernatural beings compared to other cultures.
Josh Hutchinson: Are fairies revered or feared, or how are they approached by humans?
Francis Young: Fear is the dominant reaction in the folklore. And I think this is a striking contrast between the way that people approach fairies today and the way that people approached them in the past, in that today you will have a lot of people who might find fairies reassuring or, cute or,might even be if they're, if they've incorporated them into some kind of [00:29:00] spirituality they might be interested in communicating with fairies, for example. You, you get people who will have that idea today. 
Francis Young: That is very much at variance with the tra the traditional view that fairies are to be avoided, avoided to such an extent that you should not even name them. So lots of the names that we have for fairies are in facteuphemisms tylwyth teg in Welsh. It means the fair folk because you don't name them, you know. In Ireland, they're traditionally referred to as the Good People or the Others. You don't refer to them, because to refer to them is to potentially invite them to enter your life. So yeah, fear is dominant and I think because of the changeling idea, the idea that the fairies might steal your children or even steal other family members, as well in Irish tradition, it's not just children who might be stolen by the fairies, they can steal adults, too that they are an object of unbridled fear. I think, there are exceptions to that in Iceland, I don't think the elves are really an object of fear. There's a certain weariness, you don't want to cross the elves, [00:30:00] by building over something which belongs to them, but they're not an object of fear because the elves are basically just a mirror, an invisible mirror community. So people aren't actually scared of them. But yeah, in most cultures there's a response of fear.
Sarah Jack: And this book that you are publishing is a history, what kind of space is it creating for fairy understanding and fairy research?
Francis Young: Well, I think fairies are having a bit of a moment. A hundred years ago we had the 1920s, which were very much a moment for fairies because it was the 1920s that saw the. Publication of, documents relating to the Cottingley photos. And that was a kind of a fork in the road really for fairies because on the one hand you had people who said,the Cottingley photos are so obviously fake and ridiculous that's discredited the whole idea of fairies for us, the fear is gone, the awe is gone, the wonder is gone. But then you had people who reacted very much against that and actually wanted to [00:31:00] rehabilitate fairies. And probably the most famous example would be JR Tolkien, who was motivated quite explicitly by the tweeness and the sort of aesthetic limitations of the way that fares are being portrayed in children's literature to create these majestic elves, that are very serious kind of players within his fantasy mythos. 
Francis Young: And so yeah, there's been this kind of way in which it's gone very differently. And I think that we are at a point now where people are really interested in fairies. They're interested in folklore, generally, but I think fairies have a particular fascination. Why that is, I'm not completely sure. I think that part of it might be to do with the idea that fairies are magical life forms. They are not just bearers of magic. They are magic, and they've got that place, as you've already mentioned, which kind of straddles folklore and fairytale and literature, as well. So they've [00:32:00] got that sort of incredible embeddedness within all aspects of our culture. 
Francis Young: And they also have that sense in which they are ambiguous. They're morally ambiguous. They aren't good or bad. They might be good to you, they might be bad to you. And I think people are drawn to that. I think when you look at, for example, a phenomenon like romantasy, which is very popular at the moment, that seems to draw on the idea that fairies are dangerous and morally ambivalent and, therefore, interesting in the same way that humans who are dangerous and morally ambivalent might be interesting to a lot of people. So yeah, there's that possible explanation for their popularity at the moment.
Josh Hutchinson: You spoke about how fairies have their own animals. Some of them keep their own cattle. How do they interact with the animals in our world?
Francis Young: . Yeah. There are fairy animals. a famous example would be the cattle of Llyn y Fan Fach. So this is in a Welsh legend where there's a fairy who emerges [00:33:00] from a lake and marries a human and brings with her a dowry of these cattle ,and you can still see them. Their descendants are still in Wales at Dinefwr Castle, which supposedly are from this original fairy herd. So yeah, you get fairy animals. I mean, some people say that black dogs like Black Shuck could be considered to be fairy animals. You also get animals which are. Yeah, kind of shape-shifting animals that fairies might shapeshift into. In Lithuania, for example, they're supposed to be able to shapeshift into magpies. So yeah, there's various theories about the relationship between fairies and animals, but there's one theory which I think Emma Wilby has advanced that when we come across mentions of familiars in the witch trials that that possibly derives from an interpretation of fairy folklore, of fairies being able to transform into animals or appearing in the form of animals. The jury is out on that really because nobody has yet really been [00:34:00] able to explain animal familiars and how that works and where that comes from. There's also, a possible connection with animal mascots of saints, how saints are often portrayed with sort of an associated animal that's somehow tied up into their story. But yeah, there, there are, yeah, fairy animals in the sense of animals that belong to the fairies, but also animals that they can shapeshift into or are interchangeable with them.
Sarah Jack: I find the animal part so fascinating. The familiar with the witch or with the fairy, it makes the animal magical in a way, sometimes bad, sometimes good. It's fascinating, 'cause the animals we see and experience and live with or observe. Witches, fairies, they might be there, the evidence of them is there, but animals may have more engagement with them. I think it's interesting. There's so much in Witch trial stories about. Alleged witches turning into animals. [00:35:00] So I really see that thread there. Oh, I wonder, what could we learn from comparing. 
Sarah Jack: of course, reading your amazing book and reflecting on New England and Witch trials. I kind of thinking what is in the Salem Witch Trials or what is in the Connecticut Witch Trials that kind of represents fairy belief? Is it there? And we did see specifically that one of the accused witches had an elflock cut off of her head during her witch trial, and I found that interesting. I think they were probably cutting it off because of the belief, not because of the danger of it. What do you think?
Francis Young: Yes. I think that there are unacknowledged influences that are going on. The particular Witch trials that I've spent longest looking at are those from Suffolk in England. And there you do find references [00:36:00] to changelings, you find references to human-animal transformation to the idea of people going on rides, through, through the night in sort of trance states, riding horses for example, much like what the fairies are said to do riding horses at night and tiring them out and people encountering beings that, that, that look like fairies that are sort of the size of little children as well. And this is all, scattered through the more usual kind of a accounts that you find in 17th century testimonies. 
Francis Young: But it seems to me that people when questioned by Matthew Hopkins or John Stearne, they are drawing upon a sort of reservoir of folklore in order to make testimony that, that sort of makes psychological sense to them or that they think will make psychological sense to the interrogators. In New England, I think the evidence for fairy belief is more muted. And perhaps the reason for that is that if you were going to immigrate to [00:37:00] New England, you probably wouldn't be the sort of person who would spend all your time spinning tales about fairies, because that was not something which puritans very into. And so you get this kind of stereotype that no fairies on the Mayflower came. But of course that's not quite true because when we do look at New England a bit later on, we do find fairy belief reemerging and we find, particularly as there's more Irish immigration to the new world and to New England, that those fairy traditions start to assert themselves and become more significant, and I do address New England in the book, for example. Yeah, I think it's difficult to be sure, but there are certain structures of story and structures of belief that seem to point to a fairy origin.
Josh Hutchinson: Are fairies a feature of human consciousness?
Francis Young: I think so., Yes. So in the book, I make the argument that. In an early stage of our existence, we [00:38:00] probably felt some kind of need for a mirror community of imagined beings who reflect us in some way. I think you see this in Iceland in more recent centuries. You've got people there who are moving into a completely uninhabited landscape. You know, nobody lived in Iceland until Norse Settlers arrived there in the ninth century, and then the people who lived there were always very cut off from the rest of the Scandinavian world and always in very small numbers. these are tiny communities. There aren't really even any villages in 19th century Iceland, just homesteads, and it's a very unpredictable landscape. Anything could happen. A volcano could erupt, hot springs could spring out of the ground at any moment, or you get some dreadful storm coming from the Atlantic, which buries you all in three feet of snow or whatever. So yeah, it's, an unpredictable but also a very lonely landscape.
Francis Young: And one theory, which, this has been advanced recently, by, Mathias Eggeler who's a scholar of, [00:39:00] particularly of Icelandic fairy believe that the elves are a kind of response to loneliness, and you can see how that would've been the case for, our paleolithic or megalithic ancestors, that there's this desire to somehow project your consciousness onto the world that you are experiencing, which would otherwise be a very lonely place. Now, as our societies become more sophisticated and our society becomes more sophisticated, the space for that kind of projection, the space or the need for that feeling of a supernatural community mirroring our own seems to recede, because we don't have time for it or there isn't space for it, or it just doesn't make any sense in terms of the lives that we are leading. I do wonder if perhaps it's a way of making sense of the loneliness of being human,in a very empty landscape.
Sarah Jack: And do you think that starts with children and loneliness, or is it, certain [00:40:00] children would engage with fairies and then as adults, they're fairy believers. How does that work?
Francis Young: Children do seem more attuned to the idea of fairies, and there's various interpretations you could adopt for that. So you could say children are credulous and they'll believe anything that they're told, and therefore, if you tell them they're fairies, they'll believe it. But I'm not sure that that's the whole story. I think perhaps it comes back to being more open to the idea that everything has a personality. You know, children will often personify, and they'll have a sense that personhood extends beyond where it ought to in the view of a, of an adult, who has been formed by a conventional education. And so children will personify machines or the personify cars or their personify trees, or the way that they speak about the world will suggest intentionality in a way that an adult shouldn't properly speak of the world, at [00:41:00] least so we're assured. So yeah, I think that there is a, in that sense, a connection between fairies and children that is unique.
Sarah Jack: I've been really fascinated with looking more at the personification of objects and nature. Reading your book, you really get to think about that and look at histories, that cultures, that was very much a part of their reality. And I think back to my childhood and one of the, when I was very small, one of the things that my father told me was, the man on the moon, let's leave sticks out for him at night. He's gonna come down, get the sticks, and then the next day I look and the sticks are gone. But also I think I look up at the moon and I see the face of the moon, so the moon is the man on the moon. It's very interesting how as children or humans, we can really add these rich dimensions to our experience.
Francis Young: Yeah, absolutely. I think that's just the kind of thing, and I think perhaps also [00:42:00] children have more space in their lives for that sense of connection with nature and with the wider world without being burdened with constant practical demands and worries and all of the things that might drive from us any kind of desire or ability to see the world in that way.
Josh Hutchinson: How are fairies connected to ancient Jewish apocryphal writings?
Francis Young: Yeah, so in the formation of the kind of folk cosmology of fairies in the European Middle Ages, I would say that there are two main sources. One of those sources we've already talked about, which is belief in nature spirits, which predates Christianity. But the other source is these Jewish apocryphal writings, some of which emerged before the time of Christ, and they are essentially commentaries or extensions to existing biblical narratives to explain things that didn't otherwise have a, an explanation in [00:43:00] scripture.For example, the Book of the Watchers, is something which is written down, in around about the second century BC, I think, for the first time. And it essentially gives a backstory to explain a curious passage of Genesis 6, which says, "the sons of God came down and lay with the children of men, the daughters of men, and fathered children by them. These were the giants of old. "and what's going on there? No explanation is given in the Genesis narrative. So the book of the watches essentially gives a story of how certain angels, decide to come down to earth. They want to share certain crafts with human beings, but of course those crafts are not very useful crafts. They're things like making jewelry or making perfumes. They're things that lead to vanity and ultimately to sin. And so these angels become infatuated with human women. They create this lineage of giants. And then there's debate about were these giants all destroyed in [00:44:00] the flood or did some of them survive the flood? If they did survive the flood, then one interpretation is that they become these intermediate beings that somehow lie between humans and angels, like fairies or giants or whatever, mythological creatures.There's loads of other theories that are proposed for where fairies come from. So in Beowulf, we get the suggestion that it is the sin of Cain that produces various kind of disfigurements that creates elves and giants and monsters of various kinds. This is the idea that Tolkein then takes over. in the idea of the elves are disfigured and tormented by Morgoth and they're turned into the orcs. This is very much from Beowulf. And then you get others who say, the fairies are fallen angels, but they are fallen angels that didn't rebel against God. They just didn't take sides in the war in heaven. So their neutrality condemned them to banishment from heaven. But although they're banished from heaven, they're not banished to [00:45:00] hell. So therefore they're fated to walk on the earth. And this is a very old Irish idea that goes way back to the early Middle Ages in Ireland. 
Francis Young: And, yeah, has that spread into other cultures? And then there's the story that is given in Icelandic folklore that when, when God came to check up on Adam and Eve after they'd been thrown outta the Garden of Eden, some of their children, like Cain and Abel for example, are presentable when God comes round, and Eve shows them to God, but she has other children who haven't washed their faces. They're not presentable to God, so she hides them in a back room. God says, well, since you've hidden some of your children from me, they will always be hidden from human sight. And so they become the huldufolk, the hidden folk, and that's why they're invisible. But they are of the same lineage as us. they're also children of Adam. They're just invisible for some unfathomable reason. So yeah, all sorts of different theories, most of which connect in some way back to an interpretation of the Bible or, yeah, this kind of [00:46:00] apocryphal literature.
Sarah Jack: It's so interesting to see doctrine often should have all the answers, but there's definitely origin stories missing. There aren't all the answers, but you had pointed out that the jinn is incorporated into the faith. It's not like an outlying piece. In your belief studies, do you find many belief systems missing information for the day to day understanding of the world?
Francis Young: Yeah, so I think that's one way to explain why fairy belief has remained so persistent is because it provided people with a way to account for things that conventional, mainstream religion didn't deal with or didn't always deal with. And one argument that's been made is that fairy belief exploded after the Reformation, because the Reformation had slimmed down the area of concern of [00:47:00] religion and what might be addressed in a sermon. Whereas in the Late Middle Ages, it was quite normal for your local parish priest might give you a sermon warning against consulting with fairies. There was much less likely after the reformation. Because that was considered not proper material for a, for a preacher to talk about. They should be preaching about the Bible and doctrine and not things that, random fables that people believed in. And yeah, that meant that area was then no longer under the control of the church and it was open to anyone to, to move into that area to exploit. And, yeah, I think that there is a sense in which fairy belief is sort of constrained, but also possibly liberated by that experience of the Reformation.
Josh Hutchinson: And what did the Enlightenment do to fairies?
Francis Young: Yeah, so we get really a kinda shift around about the second half of the 17th century, where people start to reject fairy belief out of hand as something which, which cannot [00:48:00] possibly be true. Up to that point, you'll mostly get people kind of non-committal about such things, that they won't acquire into them because they're not mentioned in the Bible. We can't say they definitely do exist, but we also can't say they definitely don't exist because we get people saying that they've encountered fairies and so on. But essentially you get from the second half of the 17th century, a, a determined kind of campaign amongst learned people, whether theologians or natural scientists, to limit the range of what the world contains. And a good example of that would be Balthasar Bekker in his, The World Bewitched, where he tries to demonstrate that, whilst demons might possibly exist, they are only to be believed in because the Bible mentions them. We can't possibly say that any given thing that happens could be the work of demons or indeed angels, and therefore they are a sort of entirely passive and almost [00:49:00] meaningless belief that is just there in order to pacify the clergy so that people don't question anything that's mentioned in the Bible, but they have no role to play in the world. And obviously if you've eliminated demons and you've eliminated angels, then by default you've eliminated fairies. And so that belief kind of becomes unacceptable amongst learned elites. 
Francis Young: Now, of course, that has no effect on ordinary people. You know, ordinary people are gonna carry on believing what they've always believed. But yeah, it becomes from that point, if you are a member of the elite, fairies are something which you go to watch on stage or in a mask orread about in a book of entertaining tales. They're not something that you would actually fear or actually expect to encounter. But having said that, there are people who are fairy believers who turn the Enlightenment against that and go in the opposite direction. Robert Kirk being an example, Robert Kirk is very much an Enlightenment thinker, who is interested in the second sight and in explaining it scientifically. [00:50:00] So yeah, there is a counter tendency, but overall the general tendency of the Enlightenment is to, yeah, is to kind of ridicule fairy belief.
Sarah Jack: Is there anything else that you would like to share with us today about fairies or your research or the book? 
Francis Young: Well, I think the one aspect that we've not really touched on very much is the role of fairies in more recent decades, and the book does go right up to the present. And the encounters that people claim to have with fairies, and this is something which still carries on today. So there is, for example, a fairy census, which Simon Young conducts every few years, where he gathers all the testimonies that people send into him of people who claim to have encountered fairies, or you've got Jo Hickey-Hall with her Modern Fairy Sightings Podcast where she speaks to people who claim to have encountered fairies. And this is something which has also been done in Ireland, where,[00:51:00] attempts have been made to, document Encounters with fairies as real experiences that people have. And so that's a strand within modern fairy belief. 
Francis Young: Obviously, you've also got a strand of fairy literature. I've mentioned romantas as the modern expression of that. And also, a strand of fairy storytelling, which these days, probably mostly in film and tv rather than in,in writing or on stage that sort of the fairies of Disney have replaced the fairies of pantomime, of the 18th and 19th centuries. And so all these strands are absolutely present, and I don't think that there's any sign of the fairies going away. There is a long tradition of people saying, oh, the fairies are dying, fairy belief is disappearing. it's all gonna end. And I would dissent from that because I think all the evidence is that it's going strong and will carry on doing so.
Josh Hutchinson: Just adding on to what you're saying about the [00:52:00] current space for talking about engagement, one of the other themes in your book is, we need to allow people to share their engagements with us, and we need to have freedom of fairy belief, as well as other beliefs.
Francis Young: Yeah, absolutely. And one of the things I'm interested in is taking folk belief seriously and vernacular belief seriously. The beliefs that matter are not just ones which learned people have written about.It's also ordinary beliefs as well, which tell us a great deal about the nature of, well, the nature of humanity, what it is to be human and our relationship with nature, with one another. and yeah, these are all things that, I think that's one of the shifts really, which is happening now, is that there is a greater recognition that these vernacular beliefs matter.
Josh Hutchinson: Thank you, Dr. Young for talking with us about your soon upcoming book, Fairies: a History.[00:53:00] 
Josh Hutchinson: If this conversation sparked something for you, pick up the book, which is available now in the UK and in the US soon on May 26th, and share the episode and talk about what you think about fairies.
Sarah Jack: If you wanna keep learning about the history of belief, accusation, and the world that shaped witch trials and witch hunts, do you know where to find us? We're at endwitchhunts.org and aboutwitchhunts.com.
Josh Hutchinson: Thanks for joining us for our search for fairies.
Josh Hutchinson: Have a great today and a beautiful tomorrow. 
