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Charlotte was sadly out of spirits. Having "countered" Miss Smedley at breakfast, during some argument or other, by an apt quotation from her favourite classic (the Fairy Book) she had been gently but firmly informed that no such things as fairies ever really existed. "Do you mean to say it's all lies?" asked Charlotte, bluntly. Miss Smedley deprecated the use of any such unladylike words in any connection at all. "These stories had their origin, my dear," she explained, "in a mistaken anthropomorphism in the interpretation of nature. But though we are now too well informed to fall into similar errors, there are still many beautiful lessons to be learned from these myths - " 

"But how can you learn anything," persisted Charlotte, "from what doesn't exist?" And she left the table defiant, howbeit depressed.
--Kenneth Grahame, “Snowbound” (Grahame 1895)
The unequal exchange between Charlotte and her governess Miss Smedley over breakfast sums up very unequal ground on which the epistemological and ontological positions about fairies were associated in the Victorian period (for an overview see Silver 1999: chapter 1).  Charlotte asks a fair question: how can we learn anything about what exists (nature) from considering what does not exist (fairies)?  The Victorian period ‘fairy craze’ left fairies an odd epistemological and ontological position with respect to the category of ‘nature’, one which seemed to sum up all the antinomies of Victorian consciousness in general.  Hence the curiously ambivalent nature of Miss Smedley’s response.  On the one hand, fairies are emblematic of a specific domain of the ontology of naturalism, the domain of that which does not exist in nature.  Preternatural creatures like fairies do not happily belong to the usual excluded domain of naturalism, namely, the supernatural, either, because they are appropriate only for children like Charlotte, and not adults like Miss Smedley, to believe in.   On the other hand, if fairies are the prototypical example of that which belongs neither to nature (science) or supernature (religion) in a naturalist ontology, they also, as nature spirits, are prototypical exemplars of an ontology, animism, which represents a mistaken and primitive view of nature: “a mistaken anthropomorphism in the interpretation of nature”, as Miss Smedley puts it.  Animism, of course, is the opposite of naturalism in a very specific way: it is an ontology that is represented as sharing all the basic presuppositions and categorical oppositions of naturalism (oppositions between matter and spirit, nature and culture, nature and supernature), and then getting it all wrong by mistakenly conflating them again (Viveiros de Castro 2004), as Miss Smedley sums up the bulk of Mr. Tylor’s two volume opus Primitive Culture (1871).   It would seem that fairies form a crucial kind of liminal being between these two ontologies, on the one hand, representing the prototypical example of that which is excluded from a naturalist ontology, and being the prototypical inhabitant of an animist one.  Fairies, as the prototypical ‘nature spirits’ seem to be naturalist hybrids, at once matter and spirit, nature and supernature.  As such, fairies appear to be resource that both illustrates the attempted purification of the domains of nature and supernature, and illustrate hybridity between those domains (Latour 1994).
While Tylor gave a name to the name ‘animism’ to the ‘mistaken view’ of nature (and religion), (preferring this to terms like ‘fetishism’ and ‘spiritualism’(Masuzawa 2000)), he never seems to have bothered to give a name to the ‘correct view’, which is generally called naturalism.  With Descola, we can sum up the broad outlines of this shared set of presuppositions (what he calls a ‘mode of identification’ contrasting with totemism (the conceptual modeling of social relations in terms of a non-human animal or natural alterity) and animism (the attribution of human social relations to non-human animal or natural others) as follows (see also Viveiros de Castro 2004):
Naturalism is simply the belief that nature does exist, that certain things owe their existence and development to a principle extraneous both to chance and to the effects of human will…. Typical of western cosmologies since Plato and Aristotle, naturalism creates a specific ontological domain, a place of order and necessity where nothing happens without a reason or a cause, whether originating in God...or immanent to the fabric of the world.  Since naturalism is our own mode of identification and permeates our common sense as well as our scientific practice, it has become for us a ‘natural’ presupposition structuring out epistemology and, in particular, our perception of other modes of identification.  In this context, totemism or animism appear to us as intellectually interesting but false representations, mere symbolic manipulations of that special and circumscribed field of phenomena we call nature. (Descola 1996: 88)
On this last point Miss Smedley and Charlotte disagree, for Miss Smedley, fairies represent ‘intellectually interesting but false representation’ of nature, whereas Charlotte doubts that anything false could possibly be interesting.  

But in answer to Charlotte's question, what can we learn from what does not exist? Fairies and their ilk seem to be associated particularly with illustrating the limits of a naturalist ontology (a role not dissimilar to the role of ‘wonders’ in defining the liminal boundaries of, and finally that which was excluded from, the order of nature in Early Modern Europe (Daston and Park 1998)).  Silver has covered quite thoroughly the many ways that fairies were integrated into the range of possibilities of Victorian naturalizing ontologies, whether treated as supernatural entities (whether Christian ontologies associated with the unbaptized dead or fallen spirits or Non-Christian occultisms), or accommodated to the natural order by reduction to other’s beliefs (folklore, mythology), or finally treated as real entities within different occult frameworks that challenge the opposition between supernature and nature (Silver 1999: 37-57).  The elite rationalizations of fairies during the Victorian era are as various as the fairies of folklore themselves.  Here I will be concentrating on just those theories that focus on the privileged role that fairies have in delimiting the category of nature, ignoring for purposes of space those theories that incorporated them into hegemonic Christian conceptions of the supernatural (as ghosts, demons, fallen angels, etc.) (Silver 1999:37-43), or ‘euhemerist’ theories that treated them not as a mistaken view of nature, but of history (theories that link fairies to prior inhabitants, located within a racialized British theory of the history of the British Isles (and India) that was marked by a series of invasions, the most salient being the Aryan invasions, for a good example of the period see Gomme  1892; for its application to fairies see Silver 1999: 45-50, chapter 4; on the ‘Aryan Myth’ more generally see Metcalf 1995;  chapter 4; van der Veer 2001: Chapter 6; Manning 2004).  All of these other positions, it needs to be emphasized, share with those I am discussing a thorough-going accommodation of the preternatural (fairies) to the basic categories of a naturalist ontology, differing, of course, on precisely how.
First of all, surely the hegemonic one, there is the puristic naturalistic position, that fairies are simply a name for that which does not exist in nature, hence uninteresting.  Secondly, there is the comparative mythologists or folklorists position that fairies do not exist in nature, but are interesting in social or cultural terms as a false representation of nature (‘animism’).  Inasmuch as this position represents the other of naturalism, animism, as being an ontology that shares with naturalism the same basic categorical oppositions, the third position will be a reconsideration of the very folkloric evidence used to support such a theory, which will show that certain kinds of fairies (notably the pixies of SW England, Devonshire and Dartmoor) are not nature-spirits, associated with the natural haunts, but rather associated with ‘queer’, liminal or uncanny aspects of the landscape that are themselves hybrids of nature and culture, as well as other liminal and uncanny domains produced by capitalism like mines (the locus of production) and markets (the locus of exchange).  The fourth position, growing much more directly out of these folkloric materials, is a romantic position which represents a remarkable hybrid of the folkloric sense of the queer, liminal or uncanny and the romantic aestheticization of the landscape in terms of categories like the picturesque, in which the distribution of pixies becomes diagnostic of the aesthetics of the picturesque landscape.  While this perspective is associated with the dominant mode of representing fairy life in the period, the fairy painting, in the last section we see an attempt to bring animist nature-spirits into the purview of occult science, providing new epistemic media and specular contexts like séances, clairvoyance and fairy photographs, that seek to bring fairies into view as scientific denizens of an occult side of nature.  In each case, we see the rapidly transforming view of nature in the period being registered in the transformation of the Victorian view of fairies.
Physics and fairies: Fairies as the excluded others of naturalism.  Fairies, simply by not existing, play an important role for scientific naturalistic discourse.  From the naturalistic perspective, not only do they not exist, they are prototypical examples of that which does not exist.  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 real to unreal, as ‘facts’ to, well, ‘fairies’.  Just as 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.   Fairies are the opposite of facts, and facts about the physical world, established by physics, are the soundest form of knowledge, just as fairy-tales are the opposite of knowledge:
Physics deals with facts.  Fact, conversely, is what physics establishes.  Thus our physical knowledge stands securely as our soundest knowledge.  These statements, separately or together, in one manner of emphasis or another, have long stood firm for the range of our inquiries into ‘nature’ (Bentley 1938: 134)
The epistemic and ontological domain of ‘nature’ is defined by a polar opposition between physical facts and fairies.  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. (Bentley 1938: 133)
The fairies and spooks of psychology are the products of psychological imagination, concepts, and the author’s mission, as a firmly empiricist behaviorist, is to banish these dodgy fabrications to the same domain of fairies, pixies and fauns: the unreal, the unscientific, the unnatural, in order to make psychologists more like physicists.  

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 so they remain, in popular discourse, “belief in fairies” marks an end-point on a scale of reasonableness, suggesting imminent departure from consensus reality: fairies being the accepted name for the most unreal of unreal things.
 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 prototypical ‘nature spirits’, figures for animized nature.  Preternatural sprites like fairies play an odd double role within a naturalist discourse, they are, on the one hand, figures for all that is not nature (or even supernature): they stand for all that is excluded from the categories of a naturalist ontology, they are neither natural nor even supernatural.  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.  
Nature spirits: Fairies as figures of animistic nature.   The dominant view of fairies in the 19th century is that of Miss Smedley: Fairies are not ‘facts’ of nature (belonging to a naturalist ontology), but ‘fancies’ about nature (belonging to a mistaken and primitive imagination of nature: animism) (Silver 1999:44-5).  However, although not factual, nevertheless, fairies are interesting, because they are ‘myths’, and myths are interesting as social, if not natural, facts.  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 what was, after all, a science ‘giving a recital and detail of the whole visible creation’ (Borlase 1758: iii, emphasis added), 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 (Silver 1999: 43-4), theories of ‘euhemerism’ grounding fairies instead in history, specifically a historical model based on metaphors of geological accretion of strata and racial essentialism (what Gomme 1892 calls the ‘Clash of Races’ theory) that saw the history of both Britain and India as being characterized by a series of invasions that located such beliefs in memories of conquered prior inhabitants subjugated by lighter skinned Aryans (Silver 1999: 45-50).  However, all such approaches tended to agree that 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, albeit with naturalizing racial overtones (ethnology), and not a natural one.
Folkloric theories also borrowed the basic classificatory tools of natural sciences, specifically taxonomies (Silver 1999:31).  Folkloric works from the period are full of taxonomies 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.  

It cannot be expected that our classifications should vie in accuracy and determinateness with those of natural science. The human imagination, of which these beings are the offspring, works not, at least that we can discover, like nature, by fixed and invariable laws; and it would be hard indeed to exact from the Fairy historian the rigid distinction of classes and orders which we expect from the botanist or chemist. The various species so run into and are confounded with one another; the actions and attributes of one kind are so frequently ascribed to another, that scarcely have we begun to erect our system, when we find the foundation crumbling under our feet.  (Sikes 1881: 11)
Having just diagnosed fairies as being creatures of imagination and not nature, many such taxonomies then immediately classify these non-natural spirits in terms of a classification of nature.  Specifically, as nature spirits, they are classifiable metonymically by habitat, by haunt.  Each type of goblin has its particular haunt: there are fairies of woods, of moors, of mountains, of lakes, of mines, and so on (e.g. Sikes 18881: 12).  The alterity of the fairy is an imagining of the alterity of nature to culture.  Fairies are thus excluded from the discourse of naturalism as facts, but as products of the imagination, specifically a mistaken imagination of nature, they are once again included within a framework of naturalism.  

It is with Tylor (1871) that fairies become diagnostic of animism.  In particular, fairies become in Tylor’s work almost a by-word for ‘nature spirits’.   Tylor’s reduction of fairies to ‘nature-spirits’ requires a series of presuppositions.  First, localization, which is the idea that that fairies and their ilk are ‘local spirits’, attached to specific kinds of natural localities that represent their abodes or haunts:   

Savage animism is founded upon, and essentially bound up with, locality.  One word only is required in proof of this, and for this purpose we naturally turn to Dr. Tylor.  Studying his careful analysis of animism, and the evidence brought forward to support it, it appears clear enough that the emphasis of animism lies in its localization—‘the local spirits which belong to mountain and rock and valley, to well and stream and lake—in brief, to those natural objects which in early ages aroused the savage mind to mythological ideas’ (Gomme 1892: 67-8)
The second feature, naturalization, follows directly from localization: these local spirits (fairies, nymphs, etc.) represent specific kinds of natural localities, hence, are ‘nature spirits’.  Thirdly, mythologization, the system of fairy beliefs is treated as being precisely analogous to classical mythology, which serves as the model for reconstructing a ‘fairy mythology’, starting with Keightley’s book of the same name first published in 1833.  The fairy mythology, modeled explicitly on the outlines of a classical mythology, serves as a romantic national alternative to classical Greek and Roman pantheons.  Tylor himself throughout his work makes an explicit linking between the local spirits of Greek and Roman mythology (‘dryads, fauns, and satyrs’) and ‘our own elves and fairies of the woods’ (Tylor 1871:2:227).  Tylor’s model of these mythologies, however, is that the represent a model of nature as a whole, animism is a ‘nature mythology’ (Tylor 1871:1:284-5, 318).  Thus, it is assumed that the modern fairy mythology is a truncated or fragmentary form (“debris”, “Scintillant fragments” (Sykes 1881: 135-6)) of a classical pantheon in which local nature spirits combine with the primary nature-gods form a spiritual hierarchy of nature from ‘the myriad souls, elves, fairies, genii…up to the deities that reign, few and mighty, over the spiritual hierarchy’ (Tylor 1871:2:184).   From this loose association of fairy beliefs treated as survivals or fragments of a systematic pantheon of nature modeled on classical paganism we come to the fourth point, this spiritual religion represents a specific kind of fetishism : ‘local’ nature-spirits (elves, fairies, genii, nymphs) and the primary nature-gods, Tylor informs us, are anthropomorphized and associated with material forms ‘on the principle of savage fetishism’, the main nature gods, the gods of heaven, earth, sun and moon, are simply larger versions of the same fetishes, ‘because the natural objects they belong to are immense in size or range of action’ (Tylor 1871:2:255).  Since Tylor is keen to replace the materialistic theory of fetishism with a spiritualistic theory of fetish (Masuzawa 2000), he treats fetishism as a modality of animism, specifically relating to the manner of materialization of belief, restricting fetishism to ‘the doctrine of spirits [animism] embodied in, or attached to, or conveying influence through, certain material objects.  Fetishism will be taken as including the worship of “stocks and stones,” and thence it passes by an imperceptible gradation into Idolatry” (Tylor 1871:2:144).
However, the truncated forms of the fairy mythologies as we find them, in which only the lesser, localized nature sprites are found as survivals, is to be explained precisely by the localized materialization of animistic belief in features of the natural landscape (localization).  It is assumed by Gomme, for example, that the ‘Aryan conquerors’ had invented portable major divinities, hence only the lower, localized spirits of the conquered people survived (Gomme 1892:69).

The localization of primitive belief, then, is, as it seems to me, an important factor in the consideration of survivals.  Given the natural object which originated, in the rude mind of early man, a set of beliefs, and the continued existence of the natural object would greatly assist the continued existence of the beliefs. River worship is a case in point. (Gomme 1892: 72).

Lastly, inasmuch as the form of fetishism (localization) that characterizes this form of animism can include worship of purely natural features of the landscape (his example is sacred trees and groves Tylor 1871:2: 222), it is sufficiently different from the usual ‘worship of odds and ends’ or stocks and stones’ of fetishism proper that it forms its own kind of religion, a kind of nature worship, a ‘philosophy of nature’ (Tylor 1871:2: 108, 185) that parallels poetic responses to nature characteristic of romanticism (Tylor 1871:1: 305, 1871: 2: 208-9).  

As a rough guide, the emerging picture of folklore is that fairies and their ilk are nature spirits, forming a kind of primitive nature worship, forming the lowest ‘geological stratum’ of a layered view of both localities and culture.  Fairies are intrinsically localized in the landscape (localization), and while they impute spirit to matter, they represent worship of natural localities, and to that extent differ from the more debased worship of ‘odds and ends’ (fetishism (Lang 1884: 212)) or even ‘stocks and stones’ (idolatry) (Tylor 1871: 2:160-1, 167-9).  This is what makes their worship, while savage, nevertheless preferable to simple fetishism or even idolatry. There is a definite sense that Tylor and other comparativist mythologists and folklorists place this particular form of animism, the kind that elevates trees, rivers, mountains to adoration, and is associated with fairies, pixies, elves, gnomes and other sprites, above ordinary fetishism or even idolatry.   In effect, it represents a kind of nature worship, poetic in its way, even if cognitively debased. 

Sprites of Capitalism: fairies as figures of liminality and capitalist ‘second nature’.   There are reasons to think, however, that some kinds of fairies were never nature spirits to begin with, or, at least, they may represent other forms of alterity than those comprised in either naturalism or its opposite, animism.   Since to talk of fairies in general is to follow Tylor’s theory that we are in the presence of the remnants of a coherent fairy mythology, I will draw my examples here from the folkloric evidence I know best, the pixies, spriggans and knackers of Cornwall and Devonshire, first introduced into the literature as a highly localized form of spirit in 1836 by the lake poet protégée and folklorist, Eliza Anne Bray.  First of all, it should be noted that here as elsewhere in the British Isles, there is always one form of spirit (the ‘Browney’) that haunts households (e.g. Hunt 1865: 82), one most difficult to accommodate to a theory of ‘nature-spirits’.  But even more well-behaved candidate nature-spirits, like pixies, are on further analysis not spirits of nature opposed to culture, but haunt the liminal spaces between nature and culture.  Pixies, like many other fairies in the British Isles, and indeed, across Europe, are found wherever goats are, particularly ‘on moors, or among carns and other out-of-the-way places’ (Bottrell 1873: 2, 99, 246, for Wales see Sykes 1881: 53-4, for Greek exotika Stewart 1991: 182-3). Goats, of course, ‘the least tame of all domestic animals’, are liminal creatures between nature and culture (Vernant 203).  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 (Evans-Wentz 1911: 174-5).  At first blush, then, this particular kind of spirit seems to be associated not with the exterior or opposite of culture, nature, but liminal spaces, including spaces between nature and culture.  A comparison with Vernant’s classic study of the Greek Goddess Artemis, the ‘mistress of margins’, seems apropos:

What is the common denominator among these different places that belong to the goddess and where her temples are built?  We should not think of a totally wild space representing a radical alterity with respect to the town and the humanized terrain of the city.  What really counts is the presence of boundaries, border zones, and frontiers where the other is manifested and regular contacts are made with it, where the wild and the cultivated exist side by side—in opposition, of course, but where they may also interpenetrate one another. (Vernant 1991:197-8)

If pixies really were nature-spirits, it would be hard to imagine them finding any pristine wilderness to haunt in areas like Dartmoor or Cornwall.  The landscape of these regions were themselves odd hybrids of nature and capitalist second-nature, both uncivilized and thoroughly industrialized, Cornwall was sometimes referred to as ‘West Barbary’, and yet it was a major center of industrialization (Price 1969 [1891]).  The landscape of Dartmoor and Cornwall by the nineteenth century was thoroughly transformed by industrialization, there was no obvious sense that any part of the landscape could be regarded as ‘nature’ in its pristine sense.  If pixies were spirits of nature in the sense of the wild, the pristine, the exterior of culture, they would have long since disappeared from the capitalist second-nature of Devon and Cornwall.  But instead, they proliferated.    

Part of the reason seems to be that the uncanny second-nature of a long industrialized landscape produced an queer sense of alterity on another dimension, not only the liminal domain between nature and culture, but also places where evidence was found of the activities prior inhabitants (this connection of fairies with prior inhabitants and ghostly of course, making for a large set of speculations on fairy origins in the Victorian period, see Silver 1999:41-3).  A certain kind of sprite, usually called the Knacker, but sometimes also identified with pixies or spriggans, haunted 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. 

This mixture of alterities, of nature-spirit and ghost, nature and supernature, of course, could be reason for some folklorists to exclude ghost fairy ‘hybrids’ from the taxonomy of fairies entirely.  The Cornish mining spirits called knackers (sometimes identified in folklore with pixies or spriggans), were excluded from these folkloric taxonomies entirely by some folklorists because of their ‘hybrid’ natures for precisely this reason:

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 pristine, wild ‘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 considered to be 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 (specifically Jewish) ghost and nature spirit, conventional exchange value and natural use value (Manning 2005).   

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 liminal domains between the domestic (culture) and wild (nature), but also the liminal domain of the market place, where one moved from an transparent autarchic ‘natural economy’ dominated by use-value to an incomprehensible occult economy dominated by exchange-value, a place populated with strangers and which seemed to be animated by an autonomous, inhuman, and occult set of rules just as surely as nature itself, ‘another nature’ (Agnew 1986). Such fairies, when not haunting mountain meadows, would come to market and invisibly cause prices to rise or commodities to disappear, or when they did appear, would perform their transactions without speaking, always knowing the prices without asking (Rhys 1901: 147, 159-161, 167-8). Such market 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, which seem to have been ‘queer’ and uncanny enough to satisfy the tastes of these sprites of capitalism.

The Knackers are situated in liminal domains between nature and culture, the uncanny ‘second-nature’ created by capitalism, but part of what makes this second nature uncanny are the ghostly evidence of ‘the old men’ found there.  Cornish Knackers, it is clear, are associated with mines, hardly works of nature, but not just any mines, but uncanny, old, antediluvian ones.  In the story of Tom and the Knackers, for example the story is set in a mine called Ballowall (all Cornish mines are called ‘bals):

Most people have heard of that queer old bal, that was worked before the Flood, they say.  There the old men’s works, weth their deep open coffans (pits) may still be seen, jest as they left them, only wash’d and run’d in a good deal one may suppose.  That old bal, everybody in Santust will tell ‘e, have always been haunted with knackers.  And the burrows, in crofts and cleves around, are swarman with them, and weth spriggans, wherever anything belongan to the old bal was burred.  There these sprites keep everlastan watch, though all the old men’s tools or treasurees may be gone to rust, earth and dust.  (Bottrell 186)

The alterity of these antediluvian works and mines associated with ‘the old men’ and their tools do not seem to point in the direction of nature spirits, but rather in the direction of ‘prior inhabitants’ or ghosts.  The same is true of other spirits, such as the ugly spriggans sometimes conflated with knackers or pixies, who guard the buried old tools of the old men, and elsewhere are associated with guarding buried treasure in cliff and hill castles (Bottrell 2, 245), also any ‘old ruins, barrows, Giant’s quoits (rocks with holes in them) and castles, or other places where treasure is buried’ (Bottrell 3, 193).  According to another folklorist, Spriggans are associated with ‘cairns, coits, or cromlechs, burrows, or detached stones, with which it is unlucky for mortals to meddle’ (Hunt 1865: 81). Even the pixies, the most ubiquitous of the fairy folk of the region (although difficult to distinguish from spriggans (Hunt 1865: 81)), who are associated with waste land and just about anywhere a goat is at home, themselves are associated with, for example, these open pits (coffans) of ‘the old men’, which are sometimes called ‘Piskie pits’ (Piskie is an alternate pronunciation of pixie (Henwood 1972: 195-6)).  

Taken together, the list of favourite haunts for such fairies is uncannily similar to the Romantic category 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 nascent scientific disciplines like geology and archaeology, as well as British laws regarding the protection of monuments, the list is a heterogeneous one, including both works of art and works of nature, ruins and rocks (Evans 1994).  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 aesthetic qualities that define the romantic ruin: ‘ghosts, moonlight and weeds’ (Chard 1999), with pixies taking the place of the ghosts. 

Pixies and the picturesque: fairies as romantic figures of aestheticized nature.   
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 (Borlase 1872: chapter 1; Evans 1994).  Ruins, however weathered and overgrown with weeds, belonged to archaeology; rocks, however weird, belonged to geology.  From a romantic perspective of the earlier 19th century, however, these ruins and rocks belonged together because they formed a unity within the aesthetic category of the picturesque landscape.   Pixies, too, entered these romantic landscapes along with rocks and ruins as picturesque figures set within a general aesthetic appropriation of local landscapes.   This embedding of folkloric figures (pixies) into romantic landscapes is best illustrated by the interminable title of the first folkloric description of the pixies, a species of fairy restricted to Cornwall and Devonshire, Anne Eliza Bray’s three volume A Description of the Part of Devonshire Bordering on the Tamar and the Tavy: Its Natural History, Manners, Customs, Superstitions, Scenery, Antiquities, Biography of Eminent Persons, &c. &c. in a Series of Letters to Robert Southey (Bray 1836).  While the discovery of the pixies was the most salient part of the reception of this work (Southey 1836), they do not figure in the paragraph long title (which represents the work more or less as a typical natural history of the preceding century, compare Borlase 1758 [footnote 2[CHECK] above), and we do not even encounter these local forms of fairy life until the 10th letter (Bray 1836: 1: 167-192), which amounts to most of what we are told about them.  The enthusiastic and lopsided critical response to what amounted to a tiny fragment of her Description is what caused Bray to extract, rewrite and republish her writings on pixies in 1854 under the title A Peep at the Pixies: or Legends of the West (Bray 1854).
As the title implies, the pixies of the 1836 Description form a set of subsidiary picturesque elements within a generally romantic exposition of a natural landscape layered with mystery and history, with each letter introducing another layer, describing elements of nature and history (including remnants of ancient Britons, Druids, Bards (Letters 3-7) as well as pixies (letter 10)), to construct a ‘local work’ in such a way that it might seem to possess a ‘general interest’ (Bray 1836: 1: iv).  However, unlike the 18th century natural history that the title implies, which rigidly separates the order of nature from the order of culture, here the entire landscape of Dartmoor takes on the hybrid character of the ruin, nature and history are commingled in each letter and in each feature of the landscape of Dartmoor.
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(Bray 1836: 1: 214)
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Staple Tor (Bray 1836: 1. 240)

Much of the early parts of the Description are devoted to a singular aspect of the landscape of Dartmoor, the remarkable granite outcroppings found only there called tors (from a Celtic word for ‘tower’).  It is among these picturesque works of nature that pixies make their first shy appearance in her Description.  For Bray, the tors quite explicitly had all the requisite destabilizing aesthetic properties of the picturesque ruin (‘ghosts, moonlight, and weeds’ [Chard 1999]).  Though works of nature, they uncannily resembled works of art (see especially figure 1: Vixen Tor): according to Bray, tors had served the same function for the Druids of Dartmoor as man-made structures, like Stonehenge, had served where nature had not provided them (Bray 1936: 1: 61-2).  Like the rest of Dartmoor, 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” (Bray 1836: 1: 19).  Certainly weeds in the forms of a great profusion of lichens, mosses and occasional dwarf forests decorated them (Bray 1836: 19-20, 100-1).  The destabilizing aesthetic effects of spectral human others (‘ghosts’) were provided mostly by the imagined traces of Druids.  Pixies play a distinctly secondary role in haunting the landscape in her work of 1836, becoming central only in her later Peep at the Pixies (1854), where, since the entire landscape of Dartmoor is picturesque, all of Dartmoor is haunted by them, but most particularly singular, picturesque aspects of the landscape, like the ‘curious little wood’ of dwarf trees known as Wistman’s Wood, and the tors in general (Bray 1854: 10-11).
In Bray’s presentation, unlike later folklorists, pixies do not have generic natural habitats, they are localized within picturesque landscapes which form the primary object of interest.  Not only in Bray’s work but in general aesthetic discourses of the period, pixies and fairies appear to not only be classified by features of the landscape, they appeared as metonymic classifiers of the landscape in terms of aesthetic categories of the picturesque or the sublime.  One influential writer, attempting to identify the opposition between the picturesque and the ideal, could use creatures like fauns and fairies as convenient emblematic figures for the picturesque:
The picturesque may be considered as something like an excrescence on the face of nature. It runs imperceptibly into the fantastical and grotesque. Fairies and satyrs are picturesque; but they are scarcely ideal. They are an extreme and unique conception of a certain thing, but not of what the mind delights in or broods fondly over. (Hazlitt 1822)
Another writer pithily explained the difference between the unruliness of a picturesque landscape to the orderly beauty of an English garden thus: ‘Kittens and lapdogs may gambol upon shrubberies and front-door greens; but no spirits haunt the one, or fairies dance upon the other’: 

But a tourist or a traveler is not attentive to the contents of a shop, to grass-plots worked like muslin gowns into shrub and flower patterns.  He looks into greater things; the sublime, the beautiful, the romantic, distinct or blended.  His mind is elevated from Nature to Nature’s God,-- “Such I AM,” is the grand feeling which the landscape of Omnipotence. (B. 1826: 141)
Pixies, in short, are picturesque. The category of picturesque, of course, denotes an object somewhere between art and nature, a landscape is picturesque, as the name implies, partly 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 many of the oppositions that characterized Victorian consciousness: spiritualism and materialism, fantastic beings and settings depicted according to obsessive realist principles of ‘truth to nature’ (Maas 1998: 11).   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: fairies as figures for the invisible side of nature
'And does nobody believe in fairies?' sighed Queen Mab. 

'No, or at least hardly anyone. A few of the children, perhaps, and a very, very few grown-up people—persons who believe in Faith-healing and Esoteric Buddhism, and Thought-reading, and Arbitration, and Phonetic Spelling, can believe in anything, except what their mothers taught them on their knees. All of these are in just now.' 

'What do you mean by "in"?' 

'In fashion; and what is fashionable is to be believed in. Why, you might be the fashion again,' said the Owl excitedly. 'Why not? and then people would believe in you. What a game it all is, to be sure! But the fashions of this kind don't last,' the bird added; 'they get snuffed out by the scientific men.' 

'Tell me exactly who the scientific men are,' said the fairy. 'I have heard so much about them since I came.' 

--May Kendall and Andrew Lang (1885: Chapter 2) ‘That Very Mab’
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 Shakesperean plays involving fairies were immensely popular, these creatures were associated with stage effects and novel lighting effects such as gaslight and limelight that produced the kind of lighting evocative of fairie (Maas 1998: 13, 15-16).  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.  Here, as elsewhere, the preferences of fairies were largely those 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” (Sykes 1881: 248), 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.   Occult ontologies, whether spiritualist ones concerning the existence of ghosts and spirits, or speculation regarding invisible nature spirits, developed in tandem with occult epistemologies regarding media, fluids, rays, and states of consciousness, but all were, at the same time, strongly naturalizing, avowedly scientific, materialistic, in their approaches .

The resulting profusion both of occult ontologies of nature and occult epistemologies of nature borrowed freely from scientific and esoteric sources, and occult entities and media (‘fluids’) could both have their source in genres of the fantastic, ending up as ‘real’ occult powers and entities, or they could begin in occult writings and end up populating fantastic fiction.   The proliferation in occult science was aided not only by borrowings and crossovers between science and religion, western platonic Rosicrucian and eastern Buddhist and Hindu esoteric philosophies, writings of serious non-fiction and fantastic fiction, but also were abetted by a certain aesthetic fashion for such speculation, which made talking about, if not necessarily believing in, spirits, fairies, esoteric Buddhism, folklore, briefly the rage in Victorian Britain.  Among the ‘altered states of consciousness’ that provided for an interest in these things, including fairies, then, we must include not only scientific and occult ones, but also those produced by the fashions and forms of Victorian consciousness itself (as Silver powerfully argues), that made half-belief in an occult dimension to nature, particularly fairies, a fashionable form of eccentricity.  

Fairies, fluids and fashions.  The ontology of fairie from the outset depended on a proliferation of the ‘perceptual repertoire’ of epistemic media (Pels 2003: 261).  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 and Lang 1893: 23-4).   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’(Kirk and Lang 1893).  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’ (Kirk and Lang 1893).  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.

But if fairies would have to be accommodated to nature, it remained that nature itself had hidden domains in which fairies might exist, and yet remain unseen.  This was a period, after all, in which the media of nature was itself in question.  During the period immaterial media, ‘fluids’, and forms of consciousness that would permit the viewing or existence of these twilight beings proliferated, ranging from electricity to ether to Vril-ya.  These hidden media of nature remained in this period part of an esoteric dimension, the occult, poised between nature and supernature, animate and inanimate, spirit and matter.  

But such epistemic arguments which included altered types of consciousness of mediums and seers also included on a prosaic level altered forms of consciousness that can be referred to a certain eccentric or bohemian fashionableness for ‘half-belief’ in fairies and other occult phenomena, all of which constituted, in the words of Conan Doyle, ‘borderland forms, which come or go either in fact or imagination—the latter most frequently, no doubt’ (Doyle 1922: 77).  Such eccentric half-belief appropriate to such ‘borderland forms’ as fairies constituted a kind of elite fashion that was also linked to other fashionable forms of secular, anti-Christian occultism, such as Esoteric Buddhism, which the Owl explains to Queen Mab is  “so named because it is not Buddhism, nor Esoteric. It is imported by an American company with a manufactory in Thibet, and has had some success among fashionable people.' (Kendall and Lang 1885: chapter 2).  Part of the reception of fairies, then, comes to depend on whatever other fashionably eccentric, but not yet unfashionably crackpot, beliefs were in style synchronic system.  As Stewart points out for Greek fairy-like entities called exotika, the ontological status of such twilight beings depends at least as much on the fashion system (where belief in exotika is signifies an uneducated rural identity) as the progress of scientific rationality and modernist secularization: “In practice, the exotika are vanishing amidst sounds of mockery; they are being blotted out by emotions such as embarrassment, not by the action of silent contemplation leading to enlightenment” (Stewart 1991:116).  A similar process, depending as much or more on elite desires to distance themselves from the ‘vulgar’ as on scientific rationality, characterized the Enlightenment dismissal of marvels in much of Europe (Daston and Park 1998: 350)

The primary difference in the fates of British fairies and Greek exotika presumably has less to do with the progress of scientific forms of naturalistic explanation as much as the successful appropriation of fairies into an elite fashion system in the case of the former (Silver 1999), but not the latter (Stewart 1991: chapter 4).   Belief in exotika in Modern Greece marks a rural identity, there having been no ‘trickle up’ of folk beliefs via romanticism into the urban cosmopolitan Greek fashion system, nor any attempt to connect them to Esotericism. In Modern Greece the fashionable superstitions are largely those fashioned by the Theosophists in the nineteenth century, and have no connection to the home-grown exotika (Stewart 1991: 131-3).   By contrast, as fairies move from a romantic aesthetic focused on elite appropriation of the local, regional, or national space to an imperial space of appropriation they become increasing hybrids of local or national folkloric mythologies and orientalizing occult theories like Esoteric Buddhism and Theosophy.  This allows the refashioning of an inherited national romantic folkloric fairy mythology into a cosmopolitan, imperial, esoteric fairy mythology.  The plurality of synonyms for “fairy” in this new cosmopolitan fairy mythology reveal the ways fays become themselves fashionable hybrids of neo-platonic occultism ( ‘elementals’  Paracelsus), South Asian cosmologies (‘devas’, Sanskrit for ‘Shining ones’), and Victorian comparative mythology (‘nature spirits’).  As Owl coyly notes, the ‘scientific men’ also played a hegemonic role in the formation of occult fashions.  After Roentgen’s discovery of X-rays (1895), for example, occult forces that had been designated under the 18th century term ‘fluids’ suddenly became ‘rays’: some older fluids were now designated as rays (the ‘universal fluid’ od now became ‘odic rays’), at the same time a whole ‘alphabet’ of rays were developed (N-rays, V-rays, Y-rays, Xx-rays…) (Cheroux 2004b: 119).    The Victorian fashion for fluids and fairies depended, then, not only on epistemic and ontological arguments about the hidden dimensions of nature, but also on their incorporation within a fashionable set of other fashionably eccentric, aestheticized half-beliefs in the period, things like Esoteric Buddhism, Rosicrucianism and Theosophy, as well as the discoveries of ‘scientific men’.  What had been unfashionably ‘vulgar’ belief became fashionably eccentric ‘half-belief’ concerning occult forces and beings that were  hybrids of folklore, esoteric occultism and scientific writings.
The list of ‘borderland forms’ contributing to this ‘half-belief’ includes the borderland between occult writings and fantastic fictional genres. A certain naturalistic taste for verisimilitude produced a strong parallelism and lively commerce not only between scientific and occult writings but also between factual and fictional expositions of occult themes throughout the period.  Occult writers produced novel occult ‘fluids’ and later ‘rays’ modeled on scientific ones, and occult fluids and forces invented in works of fantasy flowed into the occult vocabulary.  For example, Bulwer Lytton’s works of fantasy, such as the Rosicrucian novels Zanoni or the science fiction novel The Coming Race based on a kind of plausible speculation linking unseen forces drawn from both scientific and occult sources, which facilitated the reception of these works as factual expositions of occult knowledge.  Such mysterious forces were presented by Bulwer-Lytton as being akin to known but mysterious natural forces, such as electricity, but distinct from them (much in the manner of so-called ‘Hard Science Fiction writers, who science and technology must be represented as plausible extrapolation of known science).   As asymptotes of known natural but mysterious natural forces, they shy from the purely supernatural (including no longer fashionable mystical forces such as mesmerism).  But such forces are not only hybrids of science and occultism, they are also become hybrids of spirit and matter, animate and inanimate, inasmuch as they are spiritualized and rendered subject to animate control.  In Bulwer-Lytton’s Rosicrucian novel, Zanoni (also an important source for Theosophical linkage of fairies to Rosicrucian ‘elementals’), for example, the force underlying the operation of Rosicrucian theurgy is “a certain all-pervading and invisible fluid resembling electricity, yet distinct from the known operations of that mysterious agency—a fluid that connected matter to thought with the rapidity and precision of a modern telegraphy” (book 4, chapter 5).
  Vril, the name of a similar occult force Bulwer-Lytton developed from occultist speculations for his fantastic work The Coming Race became the standard term for occult force for a period. In a letter describing his conceptualization of Vril, Bulwer-Lytton seems particularly concerned to distinguish Vril from ‘mysticism and mesmerism’, preferring, in line with this naturalist taste for verisimilitude, to treat it as an expanded occult version of electricity:

I did not mean Vril for mesmerism, but for electricity, developed into uses as yet only dimly guessed, and including whatever there may be genuine in mesmerism, which I hold to be a mere branch current of the one great fluid pervading all nature….Probably even the notion of Vril might be more cleared from mysticism or mesmerism by being simply defined to be electricity and conducted by those staves or rods, omitting all about mesmeric passes, etc. Perhaps too, it would be safe to omit all reference to the power of communicating with the dead. (Bulwer-Lytton 1870, cited in Seed 2005: xxxix)
Vril would ultimately not only be borrowed into the Theosophical vocabulary of occultism (it is the name given by W. Scott-Elliot to the force underlying Atlantean sorcery), but would also become part of the name of a popular restorative food product (Bovril) (Seed 2005 citation).   The tendency for verisimilitude in these ‘borderland forms’ leads, occasionally, to surprising theoretical prefaces given to genres like the fairy tale, again illustrating the lively commerce between occultist writings and writers of fantasy.   While  Lewis Carroll made no attempt at verisimilitude in works like Alice through the Looking Glass, his less known fairy story, Sylvie and Bruno, contains a preface to the second volume which is a serious argument  about the possible epistemological conditions (grounded in part, again, in Esoteric Buddhism) of viewing fairies!  
It may interest some of my Readers to know the theory on which this story is constructed. It is an attempt to show what might possibly happen, supposing that Fairies really existed; and that they were sometimes visible to us, and we to them; and that they were sometimes able to assume human form: and supposing, also, that human beings might sometimes become conscious of what goes on in the Fairy-world--by actual transference of their immaterial essence, such as we meet with in “Esoteric Buddhism”. (Carroll 1893: preface)
Accordingly, Carroll provides both human beings and fairies with a capacity for ‘various psychic states, with varying degrees of consciousness’.  For humans, there are three states, for fairies, there are just two (corresponding to (a) and (b)).  

a. the ordinary state, with no consciousness of the presence of Fairies; 

b. the “eerie” state, in which, while conscious of actual surroundings, he is also conscious of the presence of Fairies; 

c. a form of trance, in which, while unconscious of actual surroundings, and apparently asleep, he (i.e. his immaterial essence) migrates to other scenes, in the actual world, or in Fairyland, and is conscious of the presence of Fairies. (Carroll 1893: preface)
And once having made a classification of the potential psychic states of the protagonists of both types (human and fairy) that allows their interaction, he then provides, in tabular form, a classification of all the passages in both volumes of the novel ‘where abnormal states occur’!  The key division is between a ‘normal’ epistemic state where humans and fairies are unaware of one another, and an ‘eerie’ state in which humans and fairies become aware of one another.  In addition, because there is a further distinction between the material world of humans and an immaterial Fairyland, humans are given a third state, a kind of astral projection, which allows them to actually travel to fairy-land in immaterial bodies, which is represented in a manner very similar to an immaterial astral plane along the lines imagined by ‘Esoteric Buddhism’.
By ‘Esoteric Buddhism’, of course, he presumably means a cluster of ideas combing elements of Western Spiritualism and eastern Spirituality going under the name of Theosophy (the term “Esoteric Buddhism” used by Carroll and Lang is due to Sinnet’s exposition of theosophical doctrine going under that name of 1883).  Theosophists, in contrast to Spiritualists, who tended to believe in a limited repertoire of both occult beings and occult media, were very fond of fairies, just as they differed from Western Spiritualists by their combination of Western Spiritualism with Eastern forms of Eastern Spirituality (initially indifferent to the issue of whether they were ‘Esoteric Buddhism’ or ‘esoteric Vedantism’ (Hinduism, see Sinnet’s introduction to his annotated edition).  Moreover, their systematic theoretical expositions of the beings they various called  ‘fairies’, ‘nature-spirits’, ‘elementals’ or devas included both ontological arguments for the existence of such beings (locating them on the etheric and astral planes of matter) as well as epistemic arguments about the conditions under which they could be seen.  In fact, fairies figure both as occult epistemic objects as well as occult epistemic media.  In theosophical discussions of clairvoyance, for example, fairies (as inhabitants of the etheric and astral planes) figure as the primary example of the sort of thing one can see by the lower forms of clairvoyance (etheric and astral vision), but they also figure as one of the media by which an analog of clairvoyance can be achieved.  Etheric sight, for example, enables the clairvoyant to 
perceive, more or less clearly, various classes of creatures, elemental and otherwise, whose bodies are not capable of reflecting any of the rays within the limit of the spectrum as ordinarily seen. Among the entities so seen will be some of the lower orders of nature-spirits - those whose bodies are composed of the denser etheric matter. To this class belong nearly all the fairies, gnomes, and brownies, about whom there are still so many stories remaining among Scotch and Irish mountains and in remote country places all over the world. (Leadbetter 1899: 29)
Leadbetter’s discussion of clairvoyance gives five possible methods by which the seer can see into the hidden side of things (1899: 53-74), which is worth comparing with Carroll’s list (where the ‘eerie state’ of humans or fairies (b.) might be the equivalent of 2-3, but ‘the transference of immaterial essence’ (c.) seems closer to 4 or 5):
1- By the assistance of a nature-spirit.

2- By means of an astral current. 
3- By the projection of a thought-form.
4- By traveling in the astral body.
5- By traveling in the Mâyâvic-rupa [the mental body] 
Of these five methods, Leadbetter only allows that the last four are true clairvoyance, that is, depending on the powers (‘fluids’ in spiritualist parlance) of the medium, while the first employs a ‘magical’ method involving the very sort of creature, some ‘denizen of the astral world’ such as a nature-spirit, that is most often the object of clairvoyant vision.  Interestingly, Leadbetter uses this method of clairvoyance to explain both the methods of eastern adepts, Atlantean sorcerors, and modern Spiritualist séances.
Information is sometimes obtained in the same sort of way at the spiritualistic séance of modern days, but in that case the messenger employed is more likely to be a recently-deceased human being functioning more or less freely on the astral plane- though even here also it is sometimes an obliging nature-spirit, who is amusing himself by posing as somebody's departed relative. (Leadbetter 1899: 54)
Theosophical fairies at spiritualist séances. The inclusion of theosophical fairies at spiritualist séances raises an important distinction between the general ontological and epistemic claims of the two movements, claims which turn out to revolve around whether or not fairies would be allowed a seat at the spiritualist séance table.   The spiritualist séance which formed the paradigmatic locus for the scientific exploration of occult phenomena, whether spirit and fluid in the Victorian period, representing for both spiritualists and theosophical occultists a kind of experimental method.  Since the seance required the presence of both spirits and mediums, it would also be the occasion for debates within spiritualism over the relative role that each had in resulting occult phenomena (within spiritualism, for example, spiritists privileging the occult role of disembodied spirits of the dead, while animists tended to privilege the occult ‘fluids’ emanating from the medium (Apraxine and Schmit 2004, Fischer 2004c).  The explanation of the empirical phenomena of the séance was a privileged meeting ground for scientific debates not only between believers and non-believers (in particular, and famously between Tylor and Wallace, see Pels 2003), but also among believers.  
Importantly, the interpretation of the category of ‘spirit’ at spiritualist séances was an important point of polemical difference between spiritualism and emerging theosophical occultism from the very start, illustrating other differences between the somewhat anarchic, empiricist, radical epistemic egalistarianism of spiritualism, and the cosmopolitan imperial esoterism and elitism of the theosophists (cites).  Spiritualists, in keeping with their empirical focus on the séance, tended to be parsimonious in their contributions to occult ontology, seeing their séances as being exclusively evidence for the existence of souls after death, Theosophists had no compunction about merrily adding together each and every new occult entity or power to their burgeoning ontology, which represented a cosmopolitan synthesis of Western spiritualism and eastern spirituality, Platonism and eastern philosophy, a synthesis that allowed theosophy to serve in an imperial context as a basis for colonial criticism and an anti-Christian, secular cosmopolitan elite imperial identity very different from the radical democratic, almost anarchic egalitarian epistemology and politics embodied in spiritualism, even if, as van de Veer argues, they share a common core of anti-Christian, scientific spirituality:
There can be no doubt that spirits, spiritualism and spirituality have different meanings in the Indian and British context in the late nineteenth century.  The importance of Theosophy was to connect them and create a universal language-game in which they came to be connected to radical politics both in Britain and India… British spiritualism and Indian spirituality were both anti-Christian and pro-science. Scientific naturalism and rational explanation were crucial to Besant, Dayananda, and Vivekananda.  They asserted that spiritualism and Indian spirituality were entirely consistent with current scientific arguments and discoveries.  In spiritualism there was a strong emphasis on the experimental nature of spirit séances.  When phenomena could not be explained in terms of existing natural law, this only meant that some important workings of the universe had not been discovered (van de Veer 79-80)
However, the point of contention between spiritualism and theosophy would not be the experimental form of the séance, but the explanatory dimension behind the occult phenomena found there: “The difference is in our theories to account for the phenomena. We say they are mainly, though not always, due to the action of other influences than that of the disembodied conscious spirits of the dead. The Spiritualists affirm the contrary.” (Blavatsky 1882).  First and foremost among these “other influences” were the fairies.

In expanding Spiritualism to include Eastern Spirituality and a host of spirits other than the traditional ghosts of the departed dead, Theosophists like Blavatsky ended up in fierce polemic with traditional spiritualism from the very start (the polemics beginning in 1876 (Blavatsky 1876).  While Theosophists (and the forms of eastern spirituality they defended against the western Spiritualist claim that ‘there are no Hindu spiritualists’ (cited in Blavatsky 1879)) had some claims to fit the ‘minimal’ definition of ‘spiritualist’, inasmuch as they believe in the immortality of the soul, the maximal core definition of spiritualism specifically excluded both esoteric doctrines imported from eastern spirituality, fluids emanated from the medium, as well as other ‘new fangled’ spirits such as “elementaries” and elementals (fairies).

…[N]o one has a right to call himself a Spiritualist who has any new-fangled notions about "Elementaries," spirit of the medium, and so forth; or does not believe that departed human spirits, high and low, account for all the phenomena of every description. (cited in Blavatsky 1879)
 Spiritualists were irritated by the theosophical tendency to encompassed empirical experiments within an already ordered occult system, while theosophists claimed that spiritualists were naïvely simplistic about the range of possible entities included under the category of ‘spirit’:   
Though spiritualists discredit them ever so much, these nature-spirits--as much as the "elementaries," the "empty shells," as the Hindus call them--are realities. If the gnomes, sylphs, salamanders and undines of the Rosicrucians existed in their days, they must exist now. (Blavatsky 1893)

And important difference here was that spiritualists did not accept the theosophical category of spirits variously called ‘nature-spirits’, ‘elementals’ or devas (‘shining ones’) or their presence and activities at séances :
Under the general designation of fairies, and fays, these spirits of the elements appear in the myths, fables, traditions, or poetry of all nations, ancient and modern. … These Elementals are the principal agents of disembodied but never visible "shells" taken for spirits at séances, and are, as shown above, the producers of all the phenomena except the subjective. (Blavatsky 1893)
Hence, theosophists set up themselves as providing an esoteric scientific theoretical dimension about spiritualist séances they felt was lacking from Spiritualism, which had “not yet passed the stage of experimental research” (Blavatsky 1882).  According to Theosophical theory many of the occult phenomena found in Spiritualist experimental research were not the “disembodied conscious spirits of the dead” favored by spiritualists, but a host of “other influences”, including the merry pranks of nature spirits, fairies (Blavatsky 1882).   

From Fairy Paintings to Fairy photographs.  However, in the final analysis, to become natural, fairies would have to leave behind the fairy painting and pose for a photograph.  Paintings were themselves aesthetic products of fancy, but photographs were already established in the period as producing a unique facticity.  In fact, the semiotic theories of C. S. Peirce, the photograph is given in his discussion of signs by resemblance, or icons, precisely because while a photograph is an icon (in that it resembles its object), it is an icon by virtue of its factual or existential connection to that object, making it instead an example of an index (see Pinney 1997: 20): 
Photographs, especially instantaneous photographs, are very instructive, because we know that they are in certain respects exactly like the objects they represent.  But this resemblance is due to the photographs having been produced under such circumstances that they were physically forced to correspond point by point to nature.  In that aspect, then, they belong to the second class of signs, those by physical connection.  (Peirce 1893, 4)

The ‘indexicality’ of the photograph, seeming to give privileged semiotic access to the real, gave it an unparalleled epistemic authority in the period: 
Seen as the technical apotheosis of perspectival picturing, photography is—within Peircean theory and Western folk ontology—privileged over its earlier painterly antecedents grounded only in mere resemblance.  The historical narratives which mark this invention record the supercession of the handwrought icon by the machine-made index. (Pinney 1997: 138)

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 fairy photographs also represent a final chapter to a long history of spiritualist ‘spirit photographs’, beginning in the 1860s in the United States.  But there were important differences.  Spirit photography appears initially to have been ‘discovered’ and ‘rediscovered’ by mistake (inasmuch as the exposures that produce apparent ‘spirits’ or extras are produced routinely with glass plate photography (the technology of the time) by recycling improperly cleaned glass plates (Cheroux 2004a: 45-6).  Discovered by accident, the process soon became a controlled technique that appears to have been spontaneously rediscovered throughout the period.  The fact that some spirit photographs were produced spontaneously, combined with the adventitious way that the palimpsest exposure takes on an aesthetic appearance similar to classic received ideas about specters and ghosts, made spirit photographs an important scientific argument for the existence of spirits after death, although such photography continued in many circles as a source of amusement rather than an argument for belief (Cheroux 2004a).  The lack of obvious initial evidence of tampering, and the strong belief in the unmediated facticity of photographic evidence made spirit photography a central form of evidence for spiritualist claims.  
Spirit photographs were produced frequently by photographers who had initially, or came to have, strong affinities for spiritualism (Cloutier 2004, Cheroux 2004a, Fischer 2004ab, Schmit 2004). Hence, the producers of the photographs were also likely to produce interpretations and justifications of the cosmological framework that made their works possible.  Here, too, there were disagreements within spiritualist circles, a major divide between spiritism (alleging that occult phenomena were the work of spirits) and  animism (belief that occult phenomena resulted from ‘fluids’ emanating from mediums) (Aprazine and Schmit  2004: 15-16),  and occult photography included both these possible interpretations, both ‘spirit photographs’ and ‘fluid photographs’ as well as hybrid positions.   Other interpretations existed: some spirit photographers suggested that their photographs were not ‘photographs of spirits’ but rather ‘photographs by spirits’, that is, images produced deliberately by invisible hands (Fischer 2004a: 33). 
The Cottingley fairies were another matter altogether.  For one, while the mother of one of the children who made the photos was a spiritualist, the creators of the photographs were two young children, while the theory that was built on their photographs was quite distinct, the product of an ardent apologist for spiritualism, spirit photographs and fairy believer, Arthur Conan Doyle, as well as Edward Gardner and Name Hodson, theosophists.  Furthermore, spiritualists were not, as elsewhere, impressed with the idea of expanding their spirit photography to such dubious creatures as fairies.  Conan Doyle was unlike most of his spiritualist brethren, who never accepted the existence of fairies or the possibility of their being photographed, and Doyle was himself, in deference to the spiritualists, careful to separate the claims he made for spirit photographs from those he made for the fairy photographs.  And yet, it is clear that the claims made for spirit photographs paved the way for his reception of fairy photographs.  There is no evidence that the children had any special theory about fairies or their photographs, but certainly these men did, and that theory was strongly based on apologetics for spirit photography as well as the spiritualist and theosophical cosmological premises. 
In fact, Conan Doyle, Gardner, and Hodson were each predisposed to believe precisely because the Cottingley fairies were so easily absorbed into an already existent psychic framework established by spiritualism and theosophy.  Spiritualists argued that if spirits could take on human shape and appear at séances, then it followed that this both proved the existence of spirits and indicated that they embodied an unknown kind of matter.  This was conceptualized as ‘spirit matter’, a rarified, invisible and generally uncharted ‘psychic force’.  Conan  Doyle, like the theosophists Gardner and Hodson,…had no difficulty applying the concept to fairies….The fairies depicted in the Cottingley photographs were thus interpreted by Conan Doyle, Gardner and Hodson in the light of all they knew of esoteric lore, and in turn slipped easily into an already developed naturalistic theosophical paradigm of elemental fauna.  The photographs, read according to specific intellectual, philosophical, and specular codes, served to confirm those very codes.  The fairies accordingly provided evidence for the extension of the known limits of naturalism, and a visible inventory of one element of deva life. (Owen 1994: 68-70)

Bird-Watching and fairy-Watching.  The interpretation of 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’ (indebted to neo-platonism and Paracelsus) (Blavatsky 1893), and ‘devas’ (indebted to Esoteric Buddhism), 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 photographed and 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 life’ (Silver 1999: 57, 190) (specifically, according to Gardner, belonging to an occult dimension of the order ‘Lepidoptera, or butterfly genus’ (Silver 1999: 54, 190).  In fact, in Lang’s send up of Victorian attitudes towards fairies, the fairy queen Mab is mistaken, captured, and bottled, by a scientifically minded man as nothing other than an remarkable kind of butterfly, the very sort of butterfly that he is otherwise given to collecting!
This parodic comparison with other harmlessly eccentric Victorian naturalistic pastimes such as butterfly collecting or bird-watching seems remarkably prescient, for certainly C. W. Leadbetters later theosophical astral investigations of the ‘hidden side of things’ (1913), particularly where it pertains to the study of elementals, nature-spirits, or ‘fairies’, belongs almost explicitly to this naturalist genre:
[Fairies] are on the whole distributed much as are the other kingdoms of nature; like the birds, from whom some of them have been evolved, some varieties are peculiar to one country, others are common in one country and rare elsewhere, while others again are to be found almost anywhere. Again like the birds, it is broadly true that the most brilliantly coloured orders are to be found in tropical countries. (Leadbetter 1913: 217)      
Consequently, Leadbetter’s astral investigation of fairie resembles nothing so much as an occult version of bird-watching, one of the many naturalist pastimes becoming popular in the period (Yanni 2005:5), his astral visions of fairies resemble nothing so much as bird-watching notes.  
 In England the emerald-green variety is probably the commonest, and I have seen it also in the woods of France and Belgium, in far-away Massachusetts and on the banks of the Niagara River. The vast plains of the Dakotas are inhabited by a black-and-white kind which I have not seen elsewhere, and California rejoices in a lovely white-and-gold species which also appears to be unique. (Leadbetter 1913: 220)             
A reprise of this astral bird-watching occurred in the Cottingley incident, where the girls, fully three years after the original pictures were taken, were forced to endure what must have seemed like an equally long time of torment when they spent a number of days with the Theosophist Hodson on a fairy-bird watching expedition in the garden where they saw the fairies (all further attempts to produce fairy photos, of course, failed, a circumstance which the theosophists blamed on the girls’ loss of mediumship as a result of the advent of sexuality!).  By all accounts, the incident of clairvoyant bird-watching, which occurred over a period of days, was a torment for the girls, but the clairvoyant, Hodson, produced interminable fairy-watching notes of the fairies that he or the girls saw like the following:
 (In the Glen, 18th, 2 p.m.)…Golden Fairy. One specially beautiful one has a body clothed in iridescent shimmering golden light. She has tall wings, each of which is almost divided into upper and lower portions. The lower portion, which is smaller than the upper, appears to be elongated to a point like the wings of certain butterflies. She, too, is moving her arms and fluttering her wings. I can only describe her as a golden wonder.

Here fairies are viewed no longer as unwelcome visitors to the dark domestic interiors of the spiritual séance, but frolicking in their natural habitat, clairvoyant fairy-watching becoming less indebted to the occult genre of the spiritualist séance and more to naturalist genres of aesthetic and cognitive appropriation of nature, bird-watching.
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‘Alice and the Fairies’ (taken in 1917
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Borderland forms.  But the fairy photographs seem rather to tell the story of the Victorian ambivalent obsession with fairies in general, a kind of reprise of the unequal argument between Charlotte and her Governess.  The story of the Cottingley photographs emphasizes, as Owen notes, the public interpretations of three older influential men over the private narratives of two rather shy working class girls who made the photographs (Owen 1994: 79), who were apparently not amused by having their private childhood fairy garden be publicized and invaded by elderly birdwatcher theosophists.  Almost all the photos are photos that contain both a human figure and a fairy figure, but in the theosophical interpretation the human figure is erased, figuring as at most a ‘medium’ (inasmuch as it was felt that the devas might require the ‘thought forms’ of the girls in order to take the somewhat conventional forms they chose, primarily adaptations of fairy illustrations.)  For the girls, however, the human figure also had deep personal significance:  

The whole point of the photograph [made famous by Conan Doyle under the title ‘Alice and the Fairies’] for Frances Griffiths, then, was that it is ‘of me’.  As far as she was concerned, she is as much the subject of the photograph as the fairies.  There is also a sense in which Elsie Wright, as the photographer, is equally present. It was she who organized the figures according to her vision of a world she inhabited with the younger girl. (Owen 1994: 78)

Clearly, the photographs were produced to commemorate and give a sense of reality to a private childhood realm, and perhaps, as a testament to an intensely private world shared by the two girls, who by all accounts were shy outsiders, the older girl (Elsie) still playing with dolls at age 16 and long fascinated with fairies, the younger girl (Frances) raised abroad and possessing a ‘much derided Canadian accent’, which may have explained her creation of fairy playmates that ‘perhaps brought “glamour” and “mystery” to the austere conditions Frances encountered at Cottingley, and helped replace playfellows of the human variety’ (Owen 1994: 72):
The Cottingley fairy photographs are a fragment of 1917 childhood which Conan Doyle appropriated and invested with new meaning, and the intentions and dreams of the girls were subsumed in the process.  Intended by Elsie Wright and Frances Griffiths to stand as a personal record and confirmation of their relationship to the Cottingley fairy world, the photographs were instead circulated by Conan Doyle for public consumption to support his own dearly held beliefs about spiritualism. (Owen 1994: 79)

The Cottingley fairy photographs themselves are a curious hybrid, produced as private testaments to a singular childhood relationship, they became public photographic evidence of a hidden kingdom of nature.  As objects too, they are hybrids, they are fairy photographs whose images of fairies are literally drawn by one of the girls after fairy illustrations from a book in which one of Conan Doyle’s own stories appeared, the very kind of fairy illustrations that Conan Doyle’s father and uncle had both made professionally (citations), and which the older girl was known to delight in drawing (citation).  For their producers, the fairy photographs owe little or nothing to the naturalizing specular discourse of the spirit photograph, but rather the fairy photographs comprise the aesthetics of the fairy picture, which they incorporate physically.  If naturalized fairies of theosophy were well on their way to becoming little more than disenchanted psychic insects, the fairies in the photographs seem rather to be an attempt at re-enchantment, bringing the aesthetic enchantment of the fairy painting to life in the fairy photograph.  Unlike spirit photography, where the producers and interpreters were largely agreed on the interpretative apparatus, the Cottingley photographs were truly ‘borderland forms’, interpreted within the same epistemic and ontological framework as spirit photographs, they were produced in a framework that owes more to the aesthetic premises of the fairy painting.
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� I think this would correspond to the intuitions of most readers, but if not, I offer this cite from the web site of the philosopher Stephen Law, who uses “belief in fairies” as marking an end-point of a scale of reasonableness (http://stephenlaw.blogspot.com/2007_11_01_archive.html)


� For example, the paragraph long full title of the natural history of William Borlase (1758) shows an orderly progression from Natural History (general conditions, minerals, vegetables, animals) to Civic history (Inhabitants, manners, customs, language, economy, arts) , the only exception being every aspect of tin-mining (the longest section of the book) is all classed under ‘minerals’: 





The Natural History of Cornwall.  The Air, Climate, Waters, Rivers, Lakes, Sea and Tides; Of the Stones, Semimetals, Metals, TIN, and the Manner of Mining; The CONSTITUTION of the STANNARIES; Iron, Copper, Silver, Lead and Gold, found in Cornwall. Vegetables, Rare Birds, Fishes, Shells, Reptiles and Quadrupeds; Of the INHABITANTS, their Manners, Customs, Plays or Interludes, Exercises and Festivals; The CORNISH LANGUAGE, Trade, Tenures and Arts. 








� Bulwer-Lytton’s Zanoni was also taken as an authoritative source in Theosophy bringing fairies and sprites into the Rosicrucian view of invisible nature spirits, given the name ‘elementals’ by Paracelsus.  In particular, these mysterious animalculae inhabiting the hidden side of nature are introduced by Bulwer-Lutton as being within the purview of an occult science of nature, requiring special visual powers to be perceived.


The traveller looks upon the tree, and fancies its boughs were formed for his shelter in the summer sun, or his fuel in the winter frosts. But in each leaf of these boughs the Creator has made a world; it swarms with innumerable races.… The microscope shows you the creatures on the leaf; no mechanical tube is yet invented to discover the nobler and more gifted things that hover in the illimitable air.…. Now, in space there are millions of beings not literally spiritual, for they have all, like the animalculae unseen by the naked eye, certain forms of matter, though matter so delicate, air-drawn, and subtle, that it is, as it were, but a film, a gossamer that clothes the spirit. Hence the Rosicrucian's lovely phantoms of sylph and gnome. Yet, in truth, these races and tribes differ more widely, each from each, than the Calmuc from the Greek,—differ in attributes and powers. 








