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A_...
The ob;ect of this thesis is to compare the practice of giving offerings to

the fairies between two broad groups: the ttaditionaI or "folk" cultures of the

Celtic areas and contemporary Earth-Centred spiritual groups. These offerings

are discussed in terms of fann and function in each of the two groups, and

compared between groups.

The data for this study comes primarily from printed sources in the case of

the folk tradition and printed and online sources in the case of Earth-Centred

Spirituality. Infonnation for both groups has been supplemented by personal

communications and e-mail correspondence.

The emphasis of this thesis is on comparison between the folk tradition and

Earth-Centred Spirituality, however, differences witllin each group ace also

noted. Most people following Earth-Centred Spiritualities have looked to

folklore to some degree for inspiration or at the very least for enjoyment. It is

this which forms the basis for the relationship between the two groups.



To quote my favorite author, fantasy writer Charles delint: "No creative

endeavor takes place in a vacuum.... So it is with this thesis, and as usual there

are many people who deserve thanks. My supervisor, Peter Narvaez., believed

the topic was possible and helped me narrow it down, as well as doing many

other supervisorly things. Rowena provided long.distance life..support and

unfailing logic, and then came to visit. My family kept asking.. "'s it done yet?"

and Mom provided some much-needed books for a birthday present. The

people of Imbas, Nemeton and Celtic-Well kept my mind sharp with lively

debates about things other than fames, and the many people I spoke to in person

and online provided much of the data. Deva, Jane, Julia and my other fellow

graduate students let me know 1 wasn't the only one. Tim annoyed me into

getting it finished, helped edit. and made sure I got out of the house once in a

while. The fairies. or course, made it all possible, whether they exist or not.
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CHAMrnRl:~ODUCTION

Focus
The focus of this study is the custom of leaving offerings for the fairies. as

found in two contexts: the Celtic folk tradition as practiced by people in the

British Isles and Newfoundland, and among people foUowing Earth-Centred

religions. The phrase "folk tradition" refers to fairy belief and custom as it has

developed indigenously and encompasses roth past and present. NEarth_

Centred Spirituality" refers to the practices of people who follow a religion or

spiritual path that focuses on the Earth as sacred. This category includes groups

conunonly referred teas "New Age," as well as NeG-Pagan religions. I will look

at the forms that offerings to the fairies take, as well as their meanings and

functions (see below for a discussion of"offering").

The geographic focus for the beliefs and practices of the folk tradition

referred to in this thesis is what is sometimes referred to as the Celtic areas-

Wales, Cornwall, Isle of Man, Scotland and Ireland -as well as Newfoundland. I

have also included England, as it is an ex-Celtic area and much Celtic lore

remains there. I have omitted from this study Brittany, as there is little published

information in English, and other parts of North America, for which there is very



little published on fairies.1 The tenn "Celtic" is properly used to refer to a group

of languages and, by extension, to the culture of the people speaking those

languages (Kondratiev, d. Green ~7). Celtic languages are r.o longer spoken by

everyone living within a Celtic area, but many of the customs and traditions

associated with Celtic culture persist. Because the folk tradition I am studying is

Celtic I am primarily interested in the uses of Celtic fairylore in contemporary

spirituality, and this tends to be found largely among people of Celtic descent.

For the beliefs and practices of people involved in Earth-Centred

Spirituality the geographic spread is even broader. In theory the area covered is

global, but in practice most of the infonnation will come from the English~

speaking areas of North America and the British Isles.

Temporally, I draw on printed sources from the earliest recorded. stories

up to the present. This means that effectively, the folk tradition can be studied.

from the 1600s (Kirk's Secret Common-Wealtll) up to the present. while the Earth~

Centred Spirituality material largely dates from the last nventy years. The

firsthand material I have collected from either tradition refers largely to the

present and the recent past.

, RKhard Oorson's view that there are no fairies in the New World is belied by presence of a fairy
tradition in Newfoundland (N"rviez. ~Introduction~xU_xiii). There are also scattered references
to fairies in other parts of North America (see Rotll42-50).



Whyj4Jirirs?

Fairylore is a subject which has been fairly extensively treated. in folklore

and other fields as well as in publications directed at a non--academic audience.

So why another thesis on fairies? Despite the many books on fairies, there is still

more to be learned. from contemporary perspectives. Many of the recent works

on fairylore, especially the popular ones-such as Carol Rose's Spirits, Fairies,

Gnomes, and Goblins and Niall Macnamara's I...epreclUlun Companion -are largely

re-writes, compilations, or re-organizations of earlier works. While I don't

purport to have any startling new evidence to add to the body of lore already

collected, and I will be drawing heavily on earlier collections, I believe that a

comparative analysis of a sector of the fairy belief complex that draws from

traditional and contemporary practices has much to offer.

I began my current exploration by combining my interests in fairies and

material culture. I thought it would be worthwhile to explore fairy lore from the

point of view of the material objects, such as flint arrowheads and holed stones,

that are aSSCX'iated. with it. I soon found that all material culture associated with

fairies made too inunense a topic for a single thesis, so I have narrowed my focus

to one aspect in particular that interests me; the leaving of offerings for the

fairies. I have since discovered that not all offerings are material objects-one

can play an instrument or recite a poem as an offering. for example (see Chapter

2).



WhIltislifairy?

It may seem unnecessary to provide a description of what a fairy is, but

since, in practice, people do not always use the word to refer to exactly the same

group of creatures, a brief discussion is in order. Stewart Sanderson's attempt to

define what people believe are fairies, in his introduction to Kirk's Secret

Commonwealtll, resulted in the statement that they are "supernatural creatures,

usually but not necessarily small in stature, of approximately human form but

endowed with more than human powers." These beings are in a "special

relationship" with humans for good or evil purposes, and may dwell in the

landscape or in the hidden corners of a dwelling or bam. Whatever they are and

wherever they are found, "[tIht'y are at any rate close to man and liable to be

encountered by him" (Sanderson 31).

Katharine Briggs provides a distinction between two different uses of

"fairy." The first use of the word refers to supernatural beings "of a middle

nature between man and angels" that have varying attributes but are somehow

distinct from non-fairies such as mermaids, hags and monsters. The second use

of "fairy" is "the more general extension of the word to cover that whole area of

the supernatural which is not claimed by angels, devils or ghosts" (Briggs,

Dictionary xiii). Evans--Wentz refers to fairies as "beings halfway between

something material and spiritual" (145), while Rose situates them N[b)etween the

gods and heroes and mere mortals" (ix).



Another useful concept is that of "owners" -beings who "rule( J over a

certain region or a certain animal species." A human who hunts an animal or

encroaches on the territory of an owner is at risk unless he or she performs"rites

calculated to secure the owner's permission or to conciliate him for an action

already perfonned" (Hultkrantz 7). These rites often include offerings. The

owner is a liminal being. mediating between humans and nature itself.

To continue the "betwixt...and-between" theme, I would place my own

usage of the word "fairy" somewhere in between Briggs' two uses, including

some, but not all other supernatural creatures along with those beings "of a

middle nature between man and angels."2 Because fairies fall somewhere

benveen human and deity, models for ways of relating to them can be drawn

either from ways of relating to other humans, or from ways of relating to one's

gods. This makes available to the study of fairylore much of the anthropological

theory on religion.

Fairy vs Faery

Without getting in to an extended discussion of the uses of the various

spellings of the word "fairy," it will be useful to the present thesis to briefly look

at two of these spellings a5 used by the groups under study. In the folk tradition,

where stories are generally passed on orally, spelling does not much matter, and

~ Orof a middle nature between human and deity.



there are a wide variety of regional variants in pronunciation. Academics use the

spelling "fairy" most often, although "faery" has been used in some older

sources, as have some other speUings (see Williams for an in-depth discussion of

the etymology of the word "fairy"). In Earth-Centred Spirituality, however, a

difference in spelling of these words may indicate an entirely different concept.

Most New Age sources use the spelling "fairy" and refer to a lesser member of

the angelic hierarchy or to a "deva" or nature spirit. New Age authors may also

use the spelling "faery," but usually synonymously with "fairy." To Nee-

Pagans, on the other hand, there is an important distinction. "Fairy" refers to the

literary fairy, or the Victorian diminutive, winged sprite. "Faery" refers to the

"real" fairy, a land spirit or semi-divine being; the same beings described in

traditional folklore (R.J. Stewart xvill). Many Earth-Centred Spirituality

practitioners would agree that "[f)aeries are living beings which are one step, one

change of awareness, beyond humanity" (R.J. Stewart xvii), while Nee-Pagans in

particular also believe that "they are much like us" (AACT, "AACT"). In Earth-

Centred Spirituality "faeries" are thought to be elementals, "owners," and/or

gellii loci, spirits of place, as will be discussed throughout this thesis.

Belief
As David Hufford has written, scholars tend to base their work on the

assumption that certain beliefs, belief in fairies included, are false ("Traditions"

19). Latent functions of these beliefs are proposed as the sole functions (Hufford,



"Reason" 1'79-180). We must keep in mind that functions do not cause

experiences; experiences must occur first, to cause the belief, to alloll' the belief to

have a function (d. Hufford, "Reason'" 181). Subjects such as fairylore can be

much better explored without a prior commitment to the idea that supernatural

beliefs are false and it is only their latent functions that keep them around in the

modern world (Hufford, "'The Supernatural" 24).

It is not necessary for a person to believe in fairies in order for them to

transmit fairylore, but the existence of the lore indicates that somebody believes in

them. Many of the people whose words appear in this study do believe in

fairies, and searching for the functions of these beliefs only within the realm of

"what does this irrational belief do for people,'" or even "'how do these activities

integrate the social units of these people,'" severely limits the exploration. One

would not limit a study of the mechanics and functions of human interaction

with another group of humans to only those functions relating to the beliefs that

one group has about the other group's nature and existence, but would look also

at the functions of real interaction. The study of human-fairy interaction should

be treated in the same manner, and I have tried to do so in this thesis.

To underscore the reality of human-fairy interaction, I have tended to

collapse the customs I am studying in time, by referring to actions in the present

tense. Although much of the material I have used was recorded in the past.

fairylore is still a liVing tradition in many places and thus exists in the present.



Practitioners of Earth.<:entred Spirituality also tend to coUapse folklore in this

way.

Earth-Centred Spirituality
Practitioners of spiritualities or religions that hold the Earth as somehow

sacred often use the term "Earth-Cent:red Spirituality" to refer to a larger group

of paths encompassing their own. Although the term Earth-untred (a variant

being Earth-8ase'd), implies primacy of the earth, groups and individuals

classified within this category may not see the earth as the main focus of their

Spiritual path. It is, however, seen as sacred and is reverenced in some way,

perhaps through intermediaries such as earth spirits. Fairies are generally

thought to be such earth spirits. As r am using it, Earth-Centred Spirituality

encompasses two sub<ategories: New Age spirituality and the Neo-Pagan

movement. In fact. these groups form a continuum with the New Age at one end

and Reconstructionist Neo-Paganism at the other.

The groups near the middle of the continuum-Goddess Spirituality, Wicca and

Eclectic Neo-Pagarusm-tend to be influenced by both ends, although they are



generally more Neo-Pagan.3 In addition, Neo-Paganism refers to a group of

related religions, while "New Age" refers to concepts which can be included in

almost any religion. For the purposes of this study, "New Age" is used to refer

to concepts attached to religions other than Neo-Paganism, because some of the

concepts important to this study, such as the nature of the physical world, are

very different in Neo-Pagan and New Age thought.. That said, many Neo-Pagan

religions are very much influenced by New Age ideas, as depicted in the

continuum above.

New Age
While the New Age movement itself does not have easily definable

boundaries, the other groups and movements with which it overlaps are

themselves distinct (Kyle 34). New Agers practice what is known as religious

syncretism: they borrow from any religious tradition which has something to

offer them, because they believe that all of the world's religiOns contain parts of a

greater truth. This results in a kind of spirituality which can be added on to

almost any religion (porter, "New Age Worldview"). The New Age worldview is

monistic, meaning that everything is part of a greater whole; the universe, as that

whole, is conscious and has a purpose (porter, "New Age Movement" alld "New

Age Worldview;" Kyle 15). New Age spirituality may not be particularly "earth-

) For discu!i5i0n5 of the i.nfluences on several different Wiccan groups, see Etlrnologies20.1. special
issue on Wiccil.



centred:' at least in a physical sense, since it tends to focus on the spiritual as a

separate thing from the corporeal. In fact, some New Age paths teach that the

physical world is an illusion (porter, "New Age Movement") or that individuals

are "energy in the form of matter" (Kyle 167). However, there is generally some

idea that the earth exists in a spiritual sense, and that it is sacred or spiritually

important (Kyle 106-107).

Neo-Pllglln

Neo-Paganism (often confusingly called simply "Paganism") is a term,

used by its practitioners, that refers to contemporary, non-Judeo-

Christian/Islamic religions which have generally been recently created or re-

created (though some Neo-Pagans claim ancient origins for their paths). Within

these paths, the earth is sacred and deserving of care and reverence, and is often

conceptualized as a Mother Goddess (Harvey I, 16). Since the particular Nco-

Pagan path followed may have an influence on the way that fairies are perceived

and related to, I will briefly describe some of the main sub-groups within Nee-

Paganism.

To those who are interested in further exploring the variety of Neo-Pagan

paths I recommend a few books as starting points: for North America (especially

the United States) Margot Adler's book Drawing Down the Moon is still the best

reference, although it could use another update. For Britain, Graham Harvey's

Listening People, Speaking Earth presents a basic overview, although it is not as

10



comprehensive as Adler's book. A good supplement to these books is Pagn"ism

Today, edited by Olarlotte Hardman and Graham Harvey, with individual

articles written by the practitioners of the particular religions under discussion.

Wic:ca~dWrtchcrUt
The terms "Wicca" and "'Witchcraft.. are used synonymously in North

America to refer to a religion (or group of religions) which is generally bi-theistic

and eclectic (Harvey 36). 1bese groups can trace their origins to British occultist

Gerald Gardner who constructed the religion by amalgamating folk ritual, ritual

magic and other Western occult practices, and published the result in 1954

(Orion 16, 24-28). Gardner claimed to have learned much of the religion from a

group of Witches who initiated him in 1939.4 Wkcans and Witches believe in a

Goddess and a God, generally conceptualized as the Mother Goddess and the

Homed God and sometimes abstracted as "the divine Feminine" and "the divine

Masculine- (Orion 19). AU goddesses of the world's pantheons are thought to be

aspects, or "faces," of the Goddess, and all gods are aspects of the God. In

Britain, "Wicca" refers to groups with structured levels of initiation that can

usually trace their fonnation directly to Gerald Gardner himself via the "hiving

off" of groups as the original group acquired more and more members.

"Witchcraft:' on the other hand, refers to groups (or individuals) that are non·

• While there is no conclusive evidence to support GArdner's claim, the evidence ngQills/ it­
namely that he made up the religion bued on the works o( Mugaret Murray and other
folklorists-has been called into question ina recent article by Donald H. Frew.

11



hierarchical and eclectic (Harvey 36). Anyone who desires to be a Witch can

become one without fo~ training or initiation. Throughout this study, r will

use whichever term is used by the practitioner in question.

Eclectic Neo-Paganism and Druidry

There are two main differences between WiccajWitchcraft and eclectic

Neo-Paganism. The first is that Neo-Pagans tend to be polytheistic, believing in

many individual gods and goddesses, while Wiccans and Witches are bitheistic

(Harvey 1, 39). Secondly, many Neo-Pagans do not use WiccanjWitchcraft ritual

fonus which tend to be based on ritual magic, opting instead for adaptations of a

variety of indigenous rituals, or rites made up by inspired members of a group.

Druidry or Druidism can refer to a wide variety of spiritual paths, from a

philosophical add-on to Christianity or other mainstream religion, to eclectic

Neo-Paganism with a fancy name, to a form of Reconstructionist Paganism

(Harvey 29). Druidry today is most often a kind of eclectic Neo-Paganism that

primarily honours Celtic deities.

Reconstrudionalist Neo-Paganism
Reconstructionalist Paganism refers to polytheistic groups who

concentrate their practices on a single pantheon, such as Norse or Celtic, and

seek. through accurate scholarship, to reconstruct the ancient worship of those

deities, and adapt it for modem use. Ritual forms are based, as closely as

possible, on historic and prehistoric evidence, filled in with educated guesses and

12



creative inspiration. Examples of Reconstructionalist Neo-Paganism are AsatrU,

a religion which honours the Germanic gods and uses ritual reconstructed from

the Sagas, Eddas and other literary and historic sources, and Celtic

Reconstructionalism. a religion honouring Celtic deities and attempting to

reconstruct Iron Age CeltK: ritual and belief through use of mythology, the work

of Oassica.l historians and archaeology (Gamlinginn; IMBAS).

Offerings
Although it can be argued that the terms "offering" and "sacrifice" denote

different things, they are often used as synonyms. In fact, very little can be

found in the anthropological literature by looking in the indices of books for

"offering." However, because the two words are used synonymously, much

relevant information on offerings can be found in the literature on sacrifice. A

simple definition of "sacrifice" is: "As prayer is a request made to a deity as if he

were a ma.l'l, so sacrifice is a gift made to a deity as if he were a man'" (Tylor 375).

In order to see to what extent the theory of sacrifice can be applied to offerings. I

will outline some of the distinctions between the two.

According to some, the word "offering" may be used when one is

referring to "the presentation of food and material ob;ects" while "sacrifice" is

reserved for "the slaughter of animals and human beillgs" (Malefijt 209). If one

admits that animals and human beings can be classed as material objects, then

this distinction does not contradict Paul Radin's assertion that a sacrifice is a

13



specific kind of offering. one which has lost "its character as an object with a

definite exchange value and becomes ... a gift charged with deeply emotional

and symbolic significance to the suppliant" (Radin 178). He also comments that

any offering is potentially a true sacrifice from the point of view of the offerer

(178). In other words, sacrifice is an offering which deprives the offerer of

something significant. While Hubert and Mauss refer to offering and sacrifice as

"two kinds of operation" with "different degrees of solemnity and ... differing

efficacy," even they would agree that a sacrifice is just an offering in which "the

religious energy released is stronger" (12).

While not all scholars agree on exactly what it is about sacrifice that sets it

apart, most seem to agree that it is a kind of offering. thus much of what has been

written of "sacrifice" can be applied to "offering." keeping in mind the more

general nature of "offering." I will be using the term "offering" as a sort of catch­

all etic term encompassing sacrifice and any other acts in which something is

given to the fairies or other beings. In some cases, offerings may include such

non-material things as prayers or songs.

E.B. Tylor saw the origins of sacrifice (and offerings) in gift.giving. He

wrote that the original idea of giving a gift to a deity was that "the deity takes

and values the offering for itself:' and this idea developed into two other

concepts: "the idea of mere homage expressed by a gift" and the idea that "the

virtue lies in the worshipper depriVing himself of something prized" (Tylor 375-

14



6). The first of these thn!e ideas is referred to as the gift-theory, the second is the

homage-theory, and the last is the abnegation-theory.

Paul Radin had a similar view of the history of offerings, which he

divided into three stages:

1. M a mechanism fOf' ensuring the separation from the undesired and
unwilling proximity of a spiritM

!

~ "a free exchange of gifts and amenities between voluntary parties to a
contract"

3. Nan expression of gratitude and thankfulness on the part of a humble
suppliant toward a wise and understanding deity'" (Radin 177)

Durkheim, as in Radin's second and third stages, saw offerings or sacrifice as "a

gift, an act of renunciation. It always presupposes that the worshipper

relinquishes to the gods some part of his substance or his goods" (Durkheim

347). From this discussion, we can see that offerings may function as

preventatives- both of hann and of envy, as parts of a reciprocal exchange, as

means of communication with the otherworld and as gifts of homage.

Theory
Because fairies are neither humans, nor deities (though some of them

probably were, once), but somewhere in between, the ways that people interact

with them are drawn from both human interaction and religious interaction. The

functions of offerings discussed above fit into these two categories, although

~ Hln the interests of the community, as weU as for the Shillni.n's own profit, the evil tendencies of
all the spirits and the milchinations of whoUy evil spirits must, however, be prevented, nullified,
or rendered humle55, and this Wil$ done by presenting them with giftsH (Rildin 176).
• ~5acrifice ... un sometimes be mere hOlni.ge free from ulterior motivesN (Money-Kyrle 171).

15



there is bound to be some overlap. In the realms of human interaction we find

gift exchange and reciprocity, and mechanisms for dealing with envy and the

f&u of envy. Among the fonns of religious interaction are found communion or

religious communication, offerings of prevention or supplication, and offerings

of homage.

GiftslltulR«iJ'l'OCity

There are three basic types of reciprocity - generalized, balanced, and

negative (Sahlins 145-149)-of which the first two are probably the most

important to fairy offerings, although the third may play some part. Generalized

reciprocity is the giving of gifts without expecting any immediate return,

although it is expected that the giving and receiving will even out in the end

(Sahlins 145-149). Many offerings to the fairies may perhaps be understood as

generalized reciprocity, as one gives gifts in the hopes of establishing

neighbourly relations with the fairies and eventuaUy getting something in return.

Balanced reciprocity has a more short-term and immediate expectation of return

(Sahlins 145-149). Generalized reciprocity can become more and more

immediate, eventually resulting in balanced reciprocity and a trading

partnership between humans and fairies, where offerings always result in

reciprocation. Negative reciprocity involves receiving without giving, or trying

to receive more than is given (Sahlins 145-149). While this is not as applicable to
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fairy offerings as the other two forms of reciprocity. there are some examples

which seem to fit this type.

Envy BeMviollr

Cultural control of envy takes four forms: concealment. denial. the sop or

symbolic sharing. and true sharing (Foster 175). Concealment is an attempt to

appear unenviable. while denial refers to protestations and acts which deny that

there is any reason for envy (Foster 175-7). The sop is "a device to buy off the

possible envy of the loser." and is also referred to as "symbolic sharing." With

the sop. the person or being who may be envious is given a part of what one has

in order that they will not take or destroy other things (Foster 177). True sharing

is a "leveling influence which reduces the envy that is based upon differential

access to desired things," It is "a significant sharing going well beyond symbolic

sop levels" (Foster 179).

CommuniC:Rtion/Communion

Offerings. especially sacrifices. can function as a means of communicating

and/or communing with the spirits or deities. The sacrifice. in other words

"consists in establishing a means ofcommunication between the sacred lind tire profane

worlds througll tlie mediation of a victim, tlUlt is. of II tiling thnt in tire course of ti,e

ceremony is destroyed" (Hubert and Mauss 97, italics in original). Offerings of

food, particularly where a deity is given a part of what the givers themselves eat,

such as in a sacrificial banquet, "have the faithful and the god commune in one
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and the same flesh (the food offered/eatenf, to tie a knot of kinship between

themU (Durkheim 341).

Prevent4tive Offerings
Preventative offerings are given specifically to prevent negative events

and are primarily magical in nature. Related to preventative offerings are

offerings given to propitiate the fairies after one has offended. them. Such

offerings are preventative in that they can prevent further harm from occurring

by re-establishing an appropriate relationship between humans and fairies.

Hom4ge
In Hubert and Mauss' evolutionary scheme of the development of

sacrifice. offerings given in homage are the final stage. Offerings of homage are

those in which the offerers do not expect to gain anything in return for the

offering (Hubert and Mauss 2). Such offerings are given as an expression of

reverence or as part of a complex of religious actions.

Sources
The sources used in this study come in a variety of forms. I draw heavily

on printed sources-books dOd articles-for information on both the folk

tradition and Earth-Centred Spirituality. In general, printed. sources for the folk

tradition were written by outsiders, though this is not always the case. Books on

Earth..centred Spirituality, on the other hand, tend to be written by Earth·

Centred. practitioners themselves. There are relatively few works on Earth-
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Centred Spirituality written by outsiders, perhaps because it was not an

academically respectable subject until fairly recently. I also make use of archival

sources for Newfoundlar.d material.

The Internet offers a variety of sources, primarily, in this case, on Earth-

Centred Spirituality. These range from extensive web sites to online and e-mail

list discussions. As with the printed sources, these are usually written by the

practitioners themselves.

In tenns of face-to-face collection of data, I have spoken to many people

regarding Newfoundland folk tradition.. primarily in a conversational fonnat. I

have also drawn on extensive participant observation in Neo-Pagan

communities.

Printed Sources: Folk Tmdition
Printed sources of folklore are of a number of different types. Collections

present stories with little or no editorial comment. The editing of the stories

themselves can range from no editing at all, with the stories quoted exactly as

told to the collector, to stories that are completely re-written. Regional studies

present the folklore, or a particular aspect of the folklore, of an area and may

include descriptions of customs, stories, and other related items. Other works

present arguments using folklore as evidence for a particular position, such as

David MacRitchie's use of fairyloce to argue that the fairy tradition originated

from the interaction of Celtic peoples with earlier inhabitants of the islands.
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Some books, on the other hand, are discussions, or studies which look at a body

of lore to see what patterns appear in the data itself, without attempting to

impose anything on it. Most of the printed sources I used in this study were

edited to some degree. but for my purposes, such editing is not as important as it

might be to other studies. Although it is always good to have verbatim versions

of stories which will usually provide more information, having a story or

description re-told or heavily edited does not render it useless. Merely having a

statement that a person gave a particular offering may not provide much

information on the meaning or intent of the offering. but it still shows that the

offering occurred, or was believed to have occurred. A more in.depth discussion

of individual sources will be found in Appendix 1.

Printed Sources: Ellrth-Cmtred Spirituality

When looking at Earth-Centred Spirituality. it is useful to distinguish

between New Age and Nco-Pagan sources (see Earth-Centred Spirituality,

above). New Age books tend to be either accounts of personal experiences or

how-to books, with some being a combination of the two. Accounts of personal

experience describe events that happened to the author (or person on whose

behalf the author is writing) and how those experiences affected their life. In

general, these books are written to serve as examples to others who are having.

or wish to have, similar experiences. How-to books are like recipe books on how
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to make contact, or otherwise interact, with fairies. Individual sources are

further discussed in Appendix 1.

Archival Sources
The Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language

Archive (MUNFLA) is a rich source of Newfoundland folklore. Much of the

information there is in the fonn of papers, written by students assigned to collect

and analyze folklore as part of their university coursework. Many of these

students are Newfoundlanders, and much of the lore they collected comes from

their own home communities. While U.ere is a great deal of fairylore in

MUNFLA, a surprisingly small amount of it has to do with offerings. This seems

to be a feature of Newfoundland fairylore, rather than any fault of the collectors.

Archival sources are referenced by their accession numbers and page numbers in

the form: (MUNFLA accession/page), for example (MUNFLA 86-392/4).

Online Sou.rces
There is very little for the researcher of fairylore in the folk tradition on

the World Wide Web. There are a number of sites that a person with a casual

interest could find of value, but only a few for the serious researcher, and of

these, most are either bibliographies or compilations of printed materials. A few

web sites are maintained by cultural organizations, and describe the culture,

sometimes including the folklore, of particular areas.
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For someone interested in Earth-Centred Spirituality, on the other had,

whether New Age or Neo-Pagan, the Web has a vast amount of useful

information. Both organizations and individuals have web sites describing their

own practices and experiences, though finding the specific infonnation you are

interested in can take a bit of searching.

Aside from the World Wide Web, there are other resources on the

Internet. On Usenet, there are numerous New Age and Nco-Pagan newsgroups,

some of which were used for collecting information for this study. This was

accomplished by posting a query about people's beliefs and practices, along with

an explanation of why I wanted to know. Examples of this correspondence are

in Appendix 2. Similar to newsgroups, but somewhat more private, and

functioning differently, are listservs or mailing lists. Lists tend to be more

specialized than newsgroups, and there are many New Age and Nco-Pagan lists.

[ joined several of them and collected infonnation partly by listening in, and

partly by explaining who I was and what I wanted to know, as with the

newsgroups.

PamciplintObservation lind Interviews
I have been able to draw upon my past experiences in the Neo-Pagan

communities of Victoria, British Columbia, and Calgary, Alberta while working

on this study. I have also been able to use my more recent, but more peripheral,

involvement in the Neo-Pagan community of St. John's, Newfoundland.

22



Although I cannot always directly quote people who have taught me in the past,

my experiences in these communities has informed my work on Earth-Centred

Spirituality in this study. In some places throughout this thesis r make

statements about Earth-Centred Spirituality that may not be referenced. For

these I have drawn upon my own experiences and knowledge, and thus I should

outline my experience to give these statements more authority.

While interested in mythology and religion for as long as I remember, I

did not become a student of Neo-Paganism unti11989. I studied for more than a

year with Wiccan priestess Alison Skelton Faulkner, with some instruction from

her father, the late poet, scholar, and Witch, Robin Skelton. In February, 1990 I

was initiated as a Witch, and began to take on more of a cole in leading and

writing ritual. I continued to study Wicca, taking a particular interest in the

history of Neo-Paganism in its many forms, for the next eight years. At this

point, for reasons of my own, I began to look for a path which based itself on

scholarship as well as on creativity, and found the Celtic Reconstructionist

movement. The studying that I have done throughout the ten years I have been

involved in the Neo-Pagan community took various forms, including reading a

wide variety of printed materials, talking to and arguing with other members of

the community, writing and leading rituals, and corresponding via mail and e­

mail with other Neo-Pagans. I feel that more than ten years of experience and an

ernie perspective gives me some authority to make statements about Earth-



Centred Spirituality, although I do, of course, have my own biases and

shortcomings. Where possible, I have referenced other sources for my

statements.

Concluding Remarks
To explore the fonns and functions of fairy offerings, and to compare folk

and Earth-Centred practices, the information coUected has been arranged

according to the divisions used in discussing theory (above). Chapter 2 is an

overview of the varied fonns that giving offerings to the fairies can take. I also

compare and contrast offerings in the folk tradition with offerings in Earth-

Centred Spirituality. In Chapter 3 I will look at fairy offerings in tenns of Gifts

and Reciprocity. This will primarily be an examination of how offerings to the

fairies function as items of exchange within different kinds of reciprocal

relationships. Envy behaviour and fairy offerings as envy<ontro! mechanisms

are discussed in Chapter 4. A few types of offerings, including first fruits,

uncultivated land and house sharing. are examined in detail. Chapter 5 focuses

on offerings as means of communication and communion. Offerings can

function as bearers of messages, or may be related to communal meals or

sacrificial feasts. Chapter 6 is about preventative offerings-offerings given to

avert harm or to propitiate angered or offended fairies. I discuss offerings as

homage and the particular importance of this kind of offering to practitioners of

Earth-Centred Spirituality in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 is the conclusion, in which I
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will summarize the other chapters and answer the questions posed in the

Introduction: What forms do offerings to the fairies take? What are the functions

of the offerings? How are Earth-Centred practices related to the folk tradition?
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CHAYTER2:FoRMSOFOFFERING

Introduction
This chapter is meant as a broad overview of the types of offerings found

in the Celtic areas, and in Earth-Centred spiritual practices that claim to be Celtic.

Most of the offering types here will be further discussed in upcoming chapters.

Offerings to the fairies can be divided into two broad categories: food

offerings and non~food offerings. Food offerings are the most common in the

folk tradition, while non-food offerings dominate by a small margin in Earth-

Centred Spirituality. I have grouped food offerings by region within the folk

tradition. lbere are also certain kinds of food. offerings which are considered

inappropriate.

The range of non-food offerings within the folk tradition includes items

of clothing. hospitality or living space, water for bathing. and animals. In Earth-

Centred practices, non-food offerings are drawn from a wide spectrum of

possibilities, according to the occasion. These may include small material objects

like crystals and feathers, as well as non-material items like songs, poetty or

music. In New Age or New Ageo-influenced practices, non-materiaJ offerings can

even include energy or good intentions.
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Food Offerings: Folk Tradition
Leaving a food offering for the fairies is usually a domestic event.

occurring within the home. The offering is commonly left ill the kitchen, either

in a bowl on the table or hearth,7 or in the case of some beverages, poured on the

hearthstones. Less commonly, domestic offerings are left outside the door of the

house. Non-domestic food offerings, left outside the domestic sphere in liminal

areas closer to the fairy realm, may be placed in the bam, at the edge of the

woods, or in the sea. These liminal offerings are usually given to specific beings

or for specific purposes. Liminal offerings often consist of household proVisions

like bread, but certain kinds of fairies may require specific food items. Beverages

are offered in a bowl or hoUowed stone or are poured on the earth, since "all

liquids spilled on the ground are supposed to go to their [the fairies') use" (W. G.

Stewart 124). In some cases, it is believed that the fairies eat the food itself, but

in other cases it is thought that they "extract the spiritual essenceS from the food

offered to them, leaving behind the grosser elements." For that reason, food that

has been put out for the fairies "is not allowed to be eaten ... by man or beast,

not even by pigs. Such food is said to have no real substance left in it.

(Evam;..Wentz 44). Food that has had its essence consumed by fairies may even

make humans and animals ill (Evans-Wentz 164).

'George LaurenceGomme viewed the hearth as "the residence of the house-god H and thus the
domestic altar (91-92).
• Kirk refers to this essence as HfoysonH(SO).
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It is often important that offerings not be made obviously. Fairies are

"shocked at anything approaching to the name of a bribe or dollCl!14r, yet ... allow

(their} scruples to be overcome if the thing be done in a genteel, delicate, and

secret way" (Keightley 358). Though Keightley indicates that some types of food

and drink were inappropriate as offerings, it is more important here to note the

results of the way the food is given:

... offer Brownie' a piece of bread, a cup of drink, or a new coat and hood,
and he flouted at it, and perhaps, in his huff, quitted the place (orever; but
leave a nice bowl of cream, and some &esh honeycomb, in a snug private
comer, and they soon disappeared, though Brownie, it was to be
supposed, never knew anything of them. (Keightley 358)

In the one case the item is obviously offered, and in the other it is quietly left.

Drawing attention to the offering can be seen as bragging on the part of the

offerer, and gives it the connotation of charity rather than hospitality. Briggs

writes about how, in the case of brownies, "the housewife was careful not to offer

the tidbit to the brownie, only to leave it in his reach. Any offer of reward for its

services drove the brownie away; it seemed to be an absolute TABOO"

(Dictionary 46, caps in original). There are also indications in other stories that

leaving an obvious offering, especially of clothing, constitutes payment, after

which the employment of the fairy is at an end, and it departs.

• A kind of fairy that is sma.ll~ rna",", and takes cue of the house or f,...m in which he dwells
(Briggs, DicriOtlQry 45).
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Ireland
It has been said that that "the majority of present-day country people in

Ireland still believe in magic and the little folk, or will say 'Give them a bit of

milk, even if they don't exist'!" (Marron 137). Respect is shown to the Irish

fairies by a variety of means, including "making offerings to them (as of the

beestingslO poured. at the roots of fairy thorns or into forts)" (6 Giollain, "The

Fairy" 202; see also Evans 303-304). Spence and Wood~Martinmention a stone in

County Antrim that was well-known as a place for leaving offerings of food for

the grogan,ll a fairy in the North of Ireland (Spence, British 177). Specifically, "the

food offering consisted of butrer and oatmeal cakes" (Wood-Martin 307). Irish

fairies might also be offered"pots of potatoes" (Evans-Wentz 37). In County

Armagh, one of a pair of gate piers may be flat, "whereon, it is said, the fairies

like to dance." There is no indication of whether or not the top of the pier is

deliberately made flat as an offering to the fairies, but "people used to place the

first two plates of champ-the Hallowe'en festival dish of mashed potatoes-on

the top of the pier" (Evans 103).

May Day, like Hallowe'en, is an active time for fairies and "it [is] a wise

precaution to pour milk on the threshold, or at the roots of a fairy thorn" for

them on this day (Evans 272). MacManus refers to offerings for the fairies of

'0 The first milk from a newly lactating dairy animal
" A brownie-like fairy (Briggs, DictioMry 206).
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