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W.Y. Evans-Wentz
The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries

London: Frowde, 1911, republished by Dover Publications (Mineola, New

York), 2002

- The Fairy-Faith as the folk-religion of the Celts ought, like all religions,

to be studied sympathetically as well as scientifically. xxi

- To those who take a materialistic view of life, and consequently deny

the existence of spirits or invisible intelligences such as fairies are said to be,

we should say as my honoured American teacher in psychology, the late Dr.

William James, of Harvard, used to say in his lectures at Stanford University,

‘Materialism considered as a system of philosophy never tries to explain the

Why of things.’ Id.

- And even where we find materialists of either type dwelling in the

country, we generally find them so completely under the hypnotic sway of

city influences and mould of thought in matters of education and culture,

and in matters touching religion, that they have lost all sympathetic and

responsive contact with Nature, because unconsciously they have thus per-

mitted conventionality and unnaturalness to insulate from it. Xxii

- In the slums, humanity is divorced from Nature under even worse

condition, and becomes wholly decadent. But in slum and in palace alike

there is continually a feverish nerve-tension induced by unrest and worry;

there is impure and smoke-impregnated air, a lack of sunshine, a substitu-
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tion of artificial objects for natural objects, and in place of solitude the eter-

nal din of traffic. Instead of Nature, men in cities (and paradoxically some

conventionalized men in the country) have ‘civilization’ – and ‘culture’. Xxiii

- An Irish mystic, and seer of great power, with whom I have often dis-

cussed the Fairy-Faith in its details, regards ‘fairy paths’ or ‘fairy passes’ as

actual magnetic arteries, so to speak, through which circulates the earth’s

magnetism. 33, note 1

- Besides the gentry, who are a distinct class, there are bad spirits and

ghosts, which are nothing like them. 47

- The gentry are the most noble tribe of all; and they are a big race who

came from the planets – according to my idea; they usually appear white.

53

- The lower orders of the Sidhe are, I think, the nature elementals of

the mediaeval mystics. 65

- The water beings as you have described them seem to be nourished

and kept alive by something akin to electrical fluids… Id.

- The seemed to me to draw their life out of the Soul of the World.

- The fairies of any one race are the people of the preceding race – the

Fomors for the Fir Bolgs, the Fir Bolgs for the Dananns, and the Dananns for

us. The old races died. Where did they go? They became spirits – and fairies.

Second-sight gave our race power to see the inner world. When Christian-

ity came to Ireland the people had no definite heaven. Before, their ideas

about the other world were vague. But the older ideas of a spirit world re-
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mained side by side with the Christian ones, and being preserved in a sub-

conscious way gave rise to the fairy world. 70

- The fairy-lore originated in a cultured class in very ancient times. The

peasants inherited it; they did not invent it. With the loss of Gaelic in our

times came the loss of folk-ideals. The classical and English influences com-

bined had a killing effect; so that the instinctive religious feeling which used

to be among our people when they kept alive fairy-traditions is dead. We

have intellectually-constructed creeds and doctrines which take its place.

99

- The modern belief in fairies, with which until now we have been spe-

cifically concerned, is Celtic only in so far as it reflects Celtic traditions and

customs, Celtic myths and religion, and Celtic social and environmental

conditions. Otherwise, as will be shown throughout this and succeeding

chapters, it is in essence a part of a world-wide animism, which forms the

background of all religions in whatever stage of culture religions exist or to

which they have attained by evolution, from the barbarism of the Congo

black man to the civilization of the Archbishop of Canterbury; and as far

back as we can go into human origins there is some corresponding belief in

a fairy or spirit realm, as there is to-day among contemporary civilized and

uncivilized races of all countries. 226

- Precisely like their Celtic counterparts in general, these Australian

spirits are believed to haunt inanimate objects such as stones and trees; or

to frequent totem centres, as in Ireland demons (daemons) are believed to



Evans-Wentz Quotes          6

The legal rights of the original author and of the publisher are untouched by this quote collection.

Quotes collected by Pierre F. Walter

frequent certain places known to have been anciently dedicated to the reli-

gious rites of the pre-Christian Celts; and, quite after the manner of the Breton

dead and of the most fairies, they are said to control human affairs and

natural phenomena. 227

- Also the Arunta think of the Alcheringa beings exactly as Celts think

of fairies: as real invisible entities who must be propitiated if men wish to

secure their goodwill; and as beneficent and protecting beings when not

offended, who may attach themselves to individuals as guardian spirits. Id.

- In the New World, we find in the North American Indian Red Men a

race as much given as the Celts are to a belief in various spirits like fairies.

They believe that there are spirits in lakes, in rivers and in waterfalls, in rocks

and trees, in the earth and in the air; and that these beings produce storms,

droughts, good and bad harvests, abundance and scarcity of game, disease,

and the varying fortunes of men. 228

- Before passing westwards to Europe, in completion of our rapid folk-

lore tour of the world, we may observe that the Persians, even those who

are well educated, have a firm belief in jinns and afreets, different orders of

good and bad spirits with all the chief characteristics of fairies. And modern

Arabs and Egyptians and Egyptian Turks hold similar animistic beliefs. 229

- On Greek vases the human soul is depicted as a pygmy issuing from

the body through the mouth; and this conception existed among Romans

and Teutons. Like their predecessors the Egyptians, the Greeks also often
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represented the soul as a small winged human figure, and Romans, in turn,

imagined the soul as a pygmy with butterfly wings.

These ideas appear in mediaeval reliefs and pictures wherein the soul

is shown as a child or little naked man going out of the dying person’s mouth;

and, according to Caedmon, who was educated by Celtic teachers, angels

are small and beautiful – quite like good fairies.

- Those inhabiting the air are called Sylphs. These Sylphs, commonly

described as little spirits like pygmies in form, correspond to most of the

fairies who are not of the Tuatha De Danann or ‘gentry’ type, and who as a

race are beautiful and graceful. They are quite like the fairies in Shakespeare’s

Midsummer Night’s Dream; and especially like the aerials in The Tempest,

which, according to Mr. Morton Luce, a commentator on the drama, seem

to have been shaped by Shakespeare from his knowledge of Rosicrucian

occultism, in which such spirits hold an important place. Those inhabiting

the water are called Undines, and correspond exactly to the fairies who live

in sacred fountains, lakes, or rivers. And the fourth kind, those inhabiting the

fire, are / called Salamanders, and seldom appear in the Celtic Fairy-Faith:

they are supreme in the elementary hierarchies. All these elementals, who

procreate after the manner of men, are said to have bodies of an elastic

half-material essence, which is sufficiently ethereal not to be visible to the

physical sight, and probably comparable to matter in the form of invisible

gases. 241, 242
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- Many poets, and all mystic and occult writers, in all ages and coun-

tries, have declared that behind the visible are chains on chains of conscious

beings, who are not of heaven but of the earth, who have no inherent form,

but change according to their whim, or the mind that sees them. 242

- Mrs. X, a cultured Irishwoman now living in County Dublin, who as a

percipient fulfils all the exacting requirements which psychologists and pa-

thologists would demand, tells me that very frequently she has had visions

of fairy beings in Ireland, and her own classification and description of these

fairy beings, chiefly according to their stature, are as follows: “Among the

usually invisible races which I have seen in Ireland, I distinguish five classes.

(1) There are the Gnomes, who are earth-spirits, and who seem to be a sor-

rowful race. I once saw some of them distinctly on the side of Ben Bulbin.

They had rather round heads and dark thick-set bodies, and in stature were

about two and one-half feet. (2) The Leprechauns are different, being full of

mischief, though they, too, are small. I followed a leprechaun from the town

of Wicklow out to the Carraig Sidhe, ‘Rock of the Fairies’, a distance of half a

mile or more, where he disappeared. He had a very merry face, and beck-

oned to me with his finger. A third class are the Little People, who, unlike

the Gnomes and Leprechauns, are quite good-looking; and they are very

small. (4) The Good People are tall beautiful beings, as tall as ourselves, to

judge by those I saw at the rath in Rosses Point. They direct the magnetic

currents of the earth. (5) The Gods are really the Tuatha De Danann, and

they are much taller than our race. There may be many other classes of
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invisible beings which I do not know. (Recorded on October 16, 1910) 242,

243

- Thus, the Mexicans believed that the souls of all sacrificed children

went to live with the god Tlaloc in his heaven-world. Among the Greeks, a

sacrificed victim appears to have been sent as a messenger, bearing a mes-

sage repeated to him before death to some god. On the funeral pile of

Patroclus were laid Trojan captives, together with horses and hounds, a prac-

tice corresponding to that of American Red Men; the idea being that the

sacrificed Trojans and the horses and hounds as well, were thus sent to serve

the slain warriors in the otherworld. Among ourselves in Europe and in

America it is not uncommon to read in the daily newspaper about a suicide

as resulting from the belief that death alone can bring union with a de-

ceased sweetheart or loved one. These examples, and very many parallel

ones to be found the world over, seem to furnish the key to the theory of

sacrifice: namely, that by extinguishing life in this world it is transmitted to

the world of the gods, spirits, and the dead.

       Both Sir John Rhys and D’Arbois de Jubainville have shown that the Irish

were wont to sacrifice the first-born of children and of flocks. O’Curry points

out a clear case of human sacrifice at an ancient Irish funeral. (…) More

commonly the ancient Celts seem to have made sacrifices to appease place-

spirits before the erection of a new building, by sending to them through

death the soul of a youth. 246, 247
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- [Soul-Wandering Theory] Comparative study shows that non-Celtic

changeling beliefs parallel to those of the Celts exist almost everywhere,

that they centre round the primitive idea that the human soul can be ab-

stracted from the body by disembodied spirits and by magicians, and that

they do not depend upon the sacrifice theory, though animistically closely

related to it. 247

- Man, being of the god-race and thus superior to these lower, servile

entities, could, like the gods, control them if adept in the magical sciences;

for ancient Magic, about which so much has been written and about which

so little has been understood by most people in ancient, mediaeval and

modern times, is according to the wisest ancients nothing more than the

controlling of daemons, shades, and all sorts of secondary spirits or

elementals by men specially trained for that purpose. Sufficient records are

extant to make it evident that the fundamental training of Egyptian, Indian,

Assyrian, Greek, Roman, and Druid priests was in the magical or occult sci-

ences. Pliny, in his Natural History, says: “And to-day Britain practises the art

[of magic] with religious awe and with so many ceremonies that it might

seem to have made the art known to the Persians.” Herein, then, is direct

evidence that the Celtic Fairy-Faith, considered in its true psychic nature,

has been immediately shaped by the ancient Celtic religion; and, as our wit-

ness from the Isle of Skye so clearly set forth, that it originated among a

cultured class of the Celts more than among the peasants. And, in accor-

dance with this evidence, Professor Georges Dottin, who has made a spe-
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cial study of the historical records concerning Druidism, writes: “The Druids

of Ireland appear to us above all as magicians and prophets. They foretell

the future, they interpret the secret will of the fées (fairies), they cast lots. 257

- The calling up of the dead and talking with them is called necromancy;

the foretelling through spiritual agency and otherwise of coming events or

things hidden, like the outcome of a battle, is called divination; the employ-

ment of charms against children so as to prevent their growing is known as

fascination; to cause any ill fortune or death to fall upon another person by

magic is sorcery; to excite the sexual passions of man or woman, magical

mixtures called philtres are used. Almost all these definitions apply to the

practices of black magic. But the great schools known as the Mysteries were

of white magic, in so far as they practised the art; and such men as Pythagoras,

Plato, and Aeschylus, who are supposed to have been initiated by them,

always held them in the highest reverence, though prohibited from directly

communicating anything of their esoteric teachings concerning the origin

and destiny and man, the nature of the gods, and the constitution of the

universe and its laws. 258

- Witchcraft in the West, in probably a majority of cases, is a mere fab-

ric of absurd superstitions and practices – as it is shown to be by the evi-

dence brought out in so many of the horrible legal and ecclesiastical pro-

cesses conducted against helpless and eccentric old people, and other men

and women, including the young, often for the sake of private revenge, and

generally on no better foundation than hearsay and false accusations. In
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the remaining instances it undoubtedly arose, as ancient witchcraft (black

magic) seems to have arisen, through the infiltration of occult knowledge

into uneducated and often criminally inclined minds, so that what had for-

merly been secretly guarded among the learned, and generally used for

legitimate ends, degenerated in the hands of the unfit into black magic. 261

- So, also, according to Mr. Marett’s view, there is a state of rapport

between the victim and the magician or witch; and where such a state of

rapport exists there is some mana-like force passing between the two poles

of the magical / circuit, whether it be only unconscious mental or electrical

force emanating from the operator, or an extraneous force brought under

control and concentrated in some such conscious unit as we designate by

the term ‘spirit’, ‘devil’, or ‘fairy’. 262, 263

- If, as eminent psychical researchers now postulate (and as many of

them believe), there are active and intelligent disembodied beings able to

act psychically upon embodied men in much the same way that embodied

men are known ordinarily to act psychically upon one another, then there is

every logical and common-sense reason for extending this psychical hy-

pothesis so as to include the ancient, mediaeval, and modern theory of magic

and witchcraft, namely, that what embodied men and women can do in

magical ways, as for example in hypnotism, disembodied men and women

can do. Further, if fairies, in accord with reliable testimony from educated

and critical percipients, hypothetically exist (whatever their nature may be),

they may be possessed of magical powers of the same sort, and so can cast
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spells upon or possess living human beings as Celts believe and assert. And

this hypothesis coincides in most essentials with the one we used as a basis

for this discussion, that, in accordance with the Melanesian doctrine of con-

trol of ghosts and spirits with their inherent mana, magical acts are pos-

sible. This in turn applied to the Celts amounts to a hypothetical confirma-

tion of the ancient druidical doctrine that through control of fairies or de-

mons (daemons) Druids or magicians could control the weather and natu-

ral phenomena connected with vegetable and animal processes, could cast

spells, could divine the future, could execute all magical acts. 265

- In addition to the many Gnostic-Christian sects, the Manichaeans, who

comprised more than seventy sects connected with the primitive Church,

also promulgated the re-birth doctrine. Along with the condemnation of

the Gnostics and Manichaeans as heretical, the doctrine of re-birth was like-

wise condemned by various ecclesiastical bodies and councils. This was the

declaration by the Council of Constantinople in 553: ‘Whosoever shall sup-

port the mythical doctrine of the pre-existence of the Soul, and the conse-

quent wonderful opinion of its return, let him be anathema.’ And so, after

centuries of controversy, the ancient doctrine ceased to be regarded as

Christian. 362

- During the mediaeval period in Europe, the re-birth doctrine contin-

ued to live on in secret among many of the alchemists and mystical phi-

losophers, and among such / Druids as survived religious persecution; and

it has come down from that period to this through Orders like the



Evans-Wentz Quotes          14

The legal rights of the original author and of the publisher are untouched by this quote collection.

Quotes collected by Pierre F. Walter

Rosicrucian Order – an Order which seems to have had an unbroken exist-

ence from the Middle Ages or earlier – and likewise through the unbroken

traditions of modern Druidism. 363, 364


