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 I begin near the end of the story.  In 1938 a certain Arthur Bentley published a largely polemical article in Philosophy of Science entitled ‘Physicists and Fairies’.  This, was not, however, an exploration of the views of modern physicists on the fair folk.  Rather, the title was chosen because physicists and fairies were understood to be epistemological and ontological non-intersecting sets.  Not merely non-intersecting, but absolutely opposed, as nature to supernature, as real to unreal, as ‘facts’ to, well, ‘fairies’.  In the article, physicists play the role of instantiating the uncontestable naturalist citadel of science, fairies play a role of standing for all that is imaginary, unreal, unscientific, and wrong.  The article is of course neither about physics nor fairies, but about psychologists, who are trapped between the two.  In Bentley’s opinion, non-behaviorist psychologists who believe in things like ‘concepts’ are ‘fairy-minded’:
Psychology—at least the kind of psychology that the physicist is most likely to get his fingers on—deals mostly with fairies, sprites, and spooks.

So, in a naturalist ontology, fairies are a kind of shorthand for the opposite of nature, the opposite of facts, the opposite of physics.  And yet, fairies, classified in a natural science perspective as unreal ‘spirits’ to the real world of ‘nature’, have entered social science discourse since Tylor at least as being the veritable paragons of nature-spirits, specifically, figures for animized nature.  Preternatural sprites like Fairies play an odd role within a naturalist discourse, they are, on the one hand, figures for all that is not nature (or even supernature), on the other hand, as nature spirits, they represent a kind of false consciousness about nature, animism, a primitive hybrid of what for moderns are purified opposed domains of pure spirit, the supernatural, and pure matter, the natural.    
Taxonomic discourse:  Given that fairies are creatures not of fact but of fancy, they would appear to be intractable targets for any kind of scientific discourse.  In fact, in the 18th century, natural historians, finding no place to put these invisible beings in either natural history or civic history, ignored them entirely.  But by the late nineteenth century fairies and pixies had indeed become the object of a specific kind of scientific discourses, especially folklore.  Most social scientific theories from the period defined these others of nature naturalistically: theories of ‘animism’ treating the cosmology as a primitive theory of nature, theories of ‘euhemerism’ grounding fairies instead in history, treating these beliefs as memories of conquered prior inhabitants subjugated by lighter skinned Aryans.   The natural object of a science of folklore could not be fairies as such, since these did not exist, but the consciousness of the benighted beings, peasants and savages, who imagined them, such a science would be by definition a social science, and not a natural one.
Folkloric theories also borrowed the basic classificatory tools of natural sciences, specifically taxonomies.  No folkloric work from the period, it appears, does not include a taxonomy of fairies.  With a sideward glance at the taxonomies of natural sciences, the taxonomies of the folklorist usually begin with the caveat that since fairies are not creatures of nature, but imagination, their classification will never have the rigidity of the classifications of the botanist or chemist.  And then, immediately, the taxonomies classify these non-natural spirits in terms of a classification of nature.  Specifically, as nature spirits, they are classifiable metonymically by habitat, by haunt: There are fairies of woods, of moors, of mountains, of lakes, of mines, and so on.  
Hybrids. There are reasons to think, however, that some kinds of fairies, the pixies, spriggans, knockers of Cornwall and Dartmoor, were never nature spirits to begin with.  First of all, these spirits are not spirits of nature opposed to culture, but spirits of liminal spaces between nature and culture.  Pixies, for example, are found wherever goats are.  Goats, of course, as domestic animals that behave as wild animals, are liminal creatures between nature and culture.  But the liminality of the pixie is not limited to the borderline of nature and culture, the Cornish ‘sea strand pixie’, for example, dwells on the margins of sea and land, found only between the low and the high tide water marks.  
So strong was the idea that fairies were nature spirits, that some fairies, such as the Cornish mining spirits called knackers, were excluded from these folkloric taxonomies entirely because of their ‘hybrid’ natures.  One folklorist comments that
The Bockles, or Knockers, can scarcely be classed as fairies; they seem rather to be a hybrid race between ordinary ghosts and elves, as the miners believe them to be the restless souls of the Jews who formerly worked in the tin-mines of Cornwall.

As I have argued elsewhere, the hybridity of this spirit echoes the hybridity of the modern notion of production itself.  The knacker inhabits a liminal domain between nature and culture, production, the socialization of nature, and is associated with both sides of this divide, portrayed both as guardians of natural wealth, mineral lodes, and as working those lodes in a semblance of productive behavior, even borrowing new mining technologies from the human miners.  It is not even clear that the haunt of the knacker, the mine, belongs to ‘nature’.  Knackers are sometimes found in wells, it is true, but never, for example, in caves.  Mines are hardly purely natural features of the landscape.  Further, mining, as a species of production, seems to inherit the peculiar way that production itself is a liminal area between nature and culture within a naturalist ontology.  Productive activities like mining seemed to belong neither to natural history nor to civic history, so natural historians of the 18th century typically classified miners and their customs not under civic history, but under the mineral being mined, Tin, Copper, and so on.  If the activities of miners cannot be fit uniquely to the nature or culture side of a naturalist ontology, it is small wonder that the spirits of mining too are hybrids of human ghost and nature spirit, conventional exchange value and natural use value.   What is true of production is also true of exchange, for different reasons.  In Wales, the very same fairies that seem to be straightforward nature spirits, hiding on floating islands or in mountain caves among the heather and gorse, can also be found in markets and fairs.  Such spirits are not only figures for animized nature, but also the alterity of the market place which seemed to be animated by an autonomous, and inhuman, set of rules just as surely as nature itself, ‘another nature’. Such fairies, when not haunting mountain meadows, would come to market and cause prices to rise or commodities to disappear.  Such fairies incarnate the ‘invisible hand’ of the market, truly ‘sprites of capitalism’!   Even as nostalgic folklorists were turning fairies into static ‘survivals’ of primitive ontologies of animism and pre-capitalist notions of reciprocal exchange, the elves themselves were busily invading the new capitalist  domains of  production and exchange.   
Fairies, rocks and ruins.  If pixies really were nature-spirits, it would be hard to imagine them finding a home in areas like Dartmoor or Cornwall, a landscape so thoroughly transformed by industrialization, especially mining, for so long, there was no obvious sense that any part of the landscape could be regarded as ‘nature’ in its pristine sense.   Nor, even here, do Cornish sprites haunt just any liminal zone between nature and culture.  Knackers for example haunt mines, but not just any mine, they inhabit ‘queer old mines’, antediluvian mines that were supposedly worked by ‘the old men’ before the Flood, mines where strange old tools made of wood and bone are found.  The ‘queer old mines’ favored by knackers are similar to the haunts of other Cornish pixies, such as the ugly spriggans who guard any old ruins and strangely shaped rocks of various descriptions, especially places where treasure is buried.  The list of favourite haunts for such fairies largely consists of ruins, including those that have long been the rage of Celtomaniacs, associated with druids, such as cromlechs and cairns.  But the list also includes a range of queer geological rock formations, such as Logan stones and Tors, rocks which resemble ruins.  From the perspective of sciences like geology and archaeology, the list is a heterogeneous one, including both works of art and works of nature, ruins and rocks.  However, these rocks and ruins are united by the way they each, individually, appear to be uncanny hybrids of nature and culture, having all the qualities that define the romantic ruin, moonlight, weeds, and most of all, ghosts and pixies.
Picturesque pixies.   By the end of the nineteenth century, the emerging disciplines of archaeology and geology no longer accepted that objects of art, ruins, and objects of nature, rocks, formed a coherent class any more than they accepted that they were haunted by pixies or were all held sacred by Druids of old.  Ruins, however weathered and overgrown with weeds, belonged to archaeology; rocks, however weird, belonged to geology.  There was no middle ground, and no hybrids.  From a romantic perspective, however, these ruins and rocks belonged together because they formed an aesthetic unity.  One early folklorist of Dartmoor, Anna Eliza Bray, who introduced the Pixies into the British fairy mythology, believed that the remarkable granite outcroppings found only in Dartmoor, the Tors (from a Celtic word for ‘tower’), served the same function for the Druids of Dartmoor as man-made structures, like Stonehenge, served where nature had not provided them.  She also united them by subsuming them all under the aesthetics of the picturesque.  Being picturesque, the Tors were best viewed with the proper lighting, a broken light that allowed fancy free reign, allowing these rocks to seem to become ruins.  Bray says “often I have seen the moor so chequered and broken with light and shade, that it required no stretch of the imagination to covert many a weather beaten Tor into the towers and ruined walls of a feudal castle.”  Given the proper lighting, these various rocks and ruins could be assimilated into a single category of objects haunted by pixies, venerated anciently by druids, and suitable to be painted in a landscape portrait.    In fact, pixies and fairies are almost the indicator species for the picturesque landscape.  One writer explained the difference between the unruliness of a picturesque landscape to the orderly beauty of an English garden pithily thus: ‘Kittens and lapdogs may gambol upon shrubberies and front-door greens; but no spirits haunt the one, or fairies dance upon the other’.   Pixies, in short, are picturesque.
The very category of picturesque, of course, denotes an object somewhere between art and nature, a landscape is picturesque because it is susceptible to being made into a picture.   It is probably not surprising, then, that pixies and fairies became most associated with the most peculiarly British contribution to romantic art, the popular genre of ‘fairy paintings’, a genre which condensed in itself most of the oppositions that characterized the Victorian psyche: spiritualism and materialism, fantastic beings and settings depicted according to obsessive realist principles of ‘truth to nature’.   As purely aesthetic beings expressing, perhaps, a romantic revolt against the materialism of Victorian modernity, fairies would seem to be at home in paintings, but strangers to photographs, at that time the two genres being themselves opposed as subjective expression of fancy and objective expression of fact.  
Peeking at the pixies.  From the first writings on fairies, it was generally agreed that pixies and other fairies liked partial lighting like twilight and moonlight. The picturesque sorts of half-lighting that allow Tors to be turned in the imagination into feudal castles are the same in which pixies and fairies frolic.  On the Victorian stage, too, where plays involving fairies were immensely popular, these creatures were associated with novel lighting effects such as gaslight and limelight that produced the kind of lighting evocative of fairie.  Here romanticism appropriated the popular idea that fairies had an aversion to unbroken light and being seen generally, and elevated it into an aesthetic principle.  Hence, fairies came to be creatures diagnostic of romantic aesthetics.  
However, to move from being aesthetic creatures of fancy to epistemic creatures of fact, fairies had to become visible: “A goblin which manifests itself to the human eye, it seems to me, becomes natural, by bowing before the natural laws which rule in optics”, as one skeptical folklorist put it.  Accordingly, attempts to establish the real existence of these creatures would be pinned onto ‘scientific’ epistemic arguments expanding the range of these ‘natural laws of optics’, including the possibility of preternatural kinds of vision, whether astral vision, second sight, as well as invisible spectra of light.  Fairies, it was claimed, were ‘as real as x-rays’.  In the late 17th century, Robert Kirk, writing what is likely the first description of fairy beliefs, based his argument for the real existence of fairies in an argument for the validity of ‘second sight’, a faculty he claims to be natural and not supernatural, comparing it to artificial enhancements provided by optics, such as telescopes and microscopes, or to natural gradations of vision amongst animals, as owls can see better than moles, men better than owls, a lynx better than a man, so a man with second sight can see better than other men.   Kirk’s book, the secret commonwealth, was finally discovered by the folklorist Andrew Lang in the height of the fairy craze in Britain, a time when arguments cast in a scientific idiom for the real existence of fairies proliferated.   For Lang, the appeal of Kirk’s 17th century account was its ‘scientific attitude’: ‘He has accounted for his "supernatural" affairs as not supernatural at all, but phenomena in Nature, and subject, like other phenomena, to laws.’  Lang further praised Kirk for seeking to find some ‘unity of spiritual phenomena and popular beliefs, whether it springs from a common well-head of delusion in our nature, or whether it really has a source in the observation of peculiar and rather rare phenomena.’  Here Lang found a common secular scientific ground for all Victorian accounts of fairies, ranging from skeptics to believers, folklorists to theosophists, namely, that fairies had a home in nature, whether human nature or an unseen aspect of outer nature.  
However, in the final analysis, to become natural, fairies would have to leave behind the fairy painting and pose for a photograph.  In 1920 Arthur Conan Doyle announced in the Strand that fairies had done precisely that, posed for photographs in the town of Cottingley, and the ensuing debate over these fairy photographs represents, perhaps, the final phase in the British fairy fad.  The Cottingley photographs illustrate one side of the naturalizing impulse common to all accounts of fairies of the period, crackpot or otherwise. The same impulse is illustrated in Theosophy, which transformed fairies into ever more systematic, thorough-goingly modern, hybrids of spirit and matter.  These rationalized fairies and pixies became, under the name of ‘elementals’, perhaps for the first time, true nature-spirits, veritable ‘factory hands of nature’, forming a different, invisible line of psychic evolution from our own.  However, in the process of being claimed as nature spirits, fairies lost most of the charming picturesque qualities that made them interesting to romantics, becoming instead, in Theosophical accounts,  little more than a rather prosaic kind of invisible ‘psychic insect’.   Fairies that can be photographed are no longer picturesque. 
Tors of Dartmoor: Anna Eliza Bray’s drawings and recent photographs
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Some famous Cottingley ‘fairy photographs’
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