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SONG OF THE 

DARK MAN



“Song of the Dark Man is a very personal book about a spirit, a spirit esteemed by witches and magicians. The first part looks at the folklore of the Dark Man from Irish folkloric sources as well as witch trial documents, which provide the setting and root the entity in times past. In the second part, Darragh speaks to working magical practitioners about their experiences—abstract, concrete, protective, initiatory, and sometimes terrifying—with the Lord of the Crossroads. In these encounters, visions, and ritual meetings, we see the shapes the Man in Black takes today and the effects he has on those who meet him. A fine work, and highly recommended.”

AIDAN WACHTER, AUTHOR OF
SIX WAYS: APPROACHES AND ENTRIES FOR PRACTICAL MAGIC

“Who is the Dark Man? Trickster, initiator, embodiment of mystery? In this fascinating book, Darragh Mason traces the footprints of this elusive specter through folklore, history, and myth. Bringing a wide-ranging perspective together with the reporting of contemporary practitioners, Song of the Dark Man provides a unique focus on this liminal and eternal figure.”

PHIL HINE, AUTHOR OF
CONDENSED CHAOS AND QUEERYING OCCULTURES

“Mason’s Song of the Dark Man is a great introduction to an important aspect of contemporary occulturation: when there’s a need for it (and there certainly is today), the forces of nature will take on mythological form to make us more aware of problematic issues. Specifically contextualizing the ‘Dark Man’ archetype in many of its fascinating forms and impacts, this book also allows magical practitioners of renown to share their own experiences of this primordial intelligence growing and eventually blooming within their psyches.”

CARL ABRAHAMSSON, FILMMAKER,
PHOTOGRAPHER, MUSICIAN, AND AUTHOR OF
ANTON LAVEY AND THE CHURCH OF SATAN

“Frankly, my mind is blown. Song of the Dark Man is a book I wish had come out ages ago. In the years to come, I am certain Darragh will be showered with praise for this indispensable exploration of an underexamined pattern in our folklore; he deserves every ounce of it.”

JOSHUA CUTCHIN, SPEAKER AND
AUTHOR OF ECOLOGY OF SOULS

“Darragh dares to spotlight the ineffable and creates the improbable. Song of the Dark Man is a captivating book that seeks to shed light on a figure I’d wager each and every one of us who draws breath has encountered at least once in our lives. For those of us who remember, like Darragh does, he deftly delves into the roots and rhizomes of numerous folklores and nightmares. Until now, any real examination of this figure has been nonexistent. I believe it’s safe to say that the Dark Man has finally been given his due.”

DOUGLAS BATCHELOR, HOST OF THE
WHAT MAGIC IS THIS? PODCAST

“While it is often very difficult to cover such nebulous subjects, Darragh Mason has more than succeeded. Through his meticulous research, Darragh has brought one of the most enigmatic figures back to life. Song of the Dark Man proves that while some entities are calcified within mythopoeic thought, others are merely waiting to be incarnated once more.”

NATHANIEL J. GILLIS, LECTURER,
RELIGIOUS DEMONOLOGIST, AND
AUTHOR OF A MOMENT CALLED MAN

“Darragh Mason draws together a rich tapestry of folkloric, historical, and cultural materials relating to the ‘Dark Man’ of the Witches’ Sabbath. . . . A must-read for anyone interested in the intersections of culture, experience, and the other.”

JACK HUNTER, PHD., AUTHOR OF
MANIFESTING SPIRITS
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Foreword

Peter Mark Adams

Song of the Dark Man is an important text, one that fills a notable gap in the annals of “occult” research. It provides a dedicated focus on a key, one may even say foundational, subject: the “Dark Man” of the Witches’ Sabbath—a being of myth but also a shapeshifter, one who is prone to stepping out of the world of folklore and taking on an all too real presence in the lives of those who encounter him. Despite the apparent intimacy of the highly personal encounters recounted in this book, the Dark Man nevertheless manages to retain a certain archetypal quality, one that conveys an essentially cosmic rather than mundane nature, and to exert a presence whose varied manifestations span centuries across diverse cultures.

Darragh Mason is better known as an award-winning travel photographer; yet those knowledgeable concerning the breadth of his professional oeuvre will acknowledge that alongside his documentary eye for the vibrant life of cities resides a penchant for exploring those less frequented—indeed, for the most part, shunned—spaces where disease, poverty, and the lingering aftereffects of war stand as a stark reminder of that one unchanging constant: human suffering. Beyond these social concerns, however, stands a still more recondite field of interest. A fascination with those otherworldly presences who reside in a dimension tangential to our own, but one that, nevertheless, interpenetrates and impresses itself—whether for good or ill—upon our daily lives.

It should come as no surprise, therefore, to find the magnetic pull of the djinn exercising their fascination or that the photographer’s lens seeks to capture their fleeting presence, one that both attracts and repels in equal measure, as they pass, unnoticed, through the interstices of our shared reality. This feature is one they share with the subject matter of the present work, the encounter with an equally puzzling, elusive, and disturbing figure: the Dark Man of the Witches’ Sabbath.

This work approaches its subject matter from two, ultimately converging, perspectives. The first part provides the folkloric and witch trial sources of the Dark Man mythos, information essential for grasping the time, depth, and ubiquity of this most singular phenomena. In doing so, it leans heavily upon traditional Irish folklore, the most accessible body of material that has preserved the purity of its otherworldly, pagan vision better than almost any other source I can think of. The folklore is combined with far more detailed, we may even say intimate, accounts drawn from the sixteenth-and seventeenth-century witch trial records by way of Emma Wilby’s superlative book The Visions of Isobel Gowdie.1

The second part exposes the reader to the visceral reality of contemporary encounters with the Dark Man. These accounts, related by the experiencers themselves, possess an immediacy that counterbalances the more ethereal qualities of the folklore and serves to mitigate the ideological framing that shapes not only the witch trial records, but our own rationalizing responses. A feature of these accounts is the progression evidenced in the way in which people frame their experience. Starting from entirely unexpected encounters, which remain largely opaque and inexplicable, the narrative rapidly evolves to reveal contexts wherein the phenomena begin to become increasingly integrated—experientially, metaphysically, and performatively—within living esoteric traditions.

This contextualization can best be characterized, for want of a better expression, as that which is proper to an initiated view of reality. For in the last analysis, it is only in the context of esoteric cult practice that the phenomenon gains in intelligibility, meaning, and purpose. As a result, we are afforded a unique vantage point from which to contemplate the varied vectors of the encounter, and reflect upon how—once we move past the dread occasioned by his presence—he initiates a profoundly healing and spiritually evolutionary trajectory for each of the contacted. That being said, the identity of the being at the center of these varying manifestations remains, as ever, inscrutable, indefinable, and unyieldingly “other.”

Whether he manifests as a man of normal height or standing nine feet tall, whether arriving riding a dark horse or as a dark angel, whether in silence, with a stern commanding voice or one reminiscent of all of the men of one’s ancestral lineage—none of these descriptions can even begin to exhaust the range of appearances with which he chooses to manifest. Even his features remain indescribable, being reminiscent of the infinite expanse of the cosmos rather than any that are familiar to us. A primordial shapeshifter, he may appear in any one of his many theriomorphic forms, a man with cloven hooves, as a crow, a dog, or a deer. Such is the diversity of his attested forms that they lead one to ask in what sense the designation “man” is even warranted. Perhaps it is just the symbolic form that the “other” adopts as one means of communing with us? For there is about the Dark Man something irreducibly alien. We are bound to the surface of his manifold presentations—the where, when, and how that he chooses to manifest rather than the essence of who or what he is. We also emerge with a distinct sense of his being, at once both a part of and yet remote from this world, existing astride many worlds and dimensions.

One of the signal problems in reacting to these accounts, therefore, is their questionable ontological status. If taken literally, how do we account for their fantastic elements; and if they are classed as oneiric, merely reports of vivid dreams or entheogen-induced visions, how do we account for their uniformity and consistency over the course of centuries and across diverse cultures?

NIGHT JOURNEYS

Looking back through the ethnographic record, we can discern universal patterns of communal ritual that served to mediate the relationship between the numinous and the phenomenal. The oldest and most widely practiced human spiritual activity appears to have been possession trance, the rites of which we can find traces in every culture and strata of human development, from the cave walls of Paleolithic times to the early-modern agrarian communities who continued to cultivate their relationship with otherworldly overseers.

One of the earliest accounts of a community performing nocturnal “duties” under the supervision of an otherworldly overseer can be found in the writings of the Byzantine court official and historian Procopius, circa the mid-sixth century CE. In his “Gothic War”, Procopius recounts2 a curious tale concerning the men of a fishing village on the coast of Brittany. We are told that the men were “called” from their sleep late at night by a disembodied voice to ferry the souls of the dead. They found unfamiliar boats waiting for them. Although the vessels appeared empty, they were, nevertheless, sunk to the waterline, laden with the weight of the invisible souls aboard. In mere hours, they made a trip that would otherwise take a day or more. Upon arrival, the souls were called forth by another anonymous voice, freeing the men to return home.

Procopius’s account helps to clarify a number of relevant issues. First, that in the pre-Christian era, traditional pagan communities readily accommodated the idea of invisible overseers cooperating in the performance of important communal offices: protection, fertility and dealing with the dead. Second, such otherworldly connections appear to have formed a traditional, that’s to say, accepted and ongoing feature of communal life. Third, the nocturnal forays were recognized as possessing an ambiguous ontological status; the villagers’ own account acknowledged the discrepancies between their normative perceptions and those attending their night journeys. Carlo Ginzburg’s classic elucidation3 of the witch trial records from seventeenth-century Italy, although set one thousand years later, serve to confirm the continuity of parallel traditions over time. Agrarian community groups (known, in this case, as the “Benandanti,” or “good walkers”) played a protective role in their nocturnal battles with “witches” in order to safeguard their community and crops. The battles, however, involved such fantastic elements that they can only be explained as being possessed of an otherworldly provenance. They certainly didn’t occur on the same plane as the normative, day-to-day life of the village. We can therefore view the attested performance of such nocturnal duties, continuing over the course of a thousand years, as routine features of the life of European communities, at least up to the early modern period. This background does not, however, help to explain their more “Fortean” elements.

ETHNOGRAPHIES OF THE INVISIBLE

One of the significant changes in ethnographic practice in the last decade or so has been the increasing acknowledgment of the inexplicable, indeed fantastic, elements experienced in the context of rituals in pre-modern societies. These accounts have all too often been glossed over in the scholarly literature; nevertheless, they remain a feature of the ethnographic—and hence, scientific—record and have remained so for almost as long as anthropology has been an academic discipline. Such is the challenge they present to consensual models of reality that it has generally been thought to be academically “safer” to simply ignore them and, hence, avoid drawing out their radical implications.

Two cases, both from professional anthropologists, merit particular attention. Edith Turner’s study of a Ndembu healing ritual4 and Bruce Grindal’s study of a Sisala death divination5 mount a challenge to reductive models of reality in a particularly vivid form (as, indeed, does Maya Deren’s immersive ethnography of possession in the context of Voudon ritual6). Edith Turner describes the phenomenology of a ritual in which the energy induced by the ritual process surrounds the circle of attendees like an atmosphere and rises within her until it precipitates a sudden “opening” of perception.7 At this point, she records, she could actually “see” the entity that the healing ritual was extracting from the body of the sufferer. Similarly, Bruce Grindal’s uninvited witnessing of a powerful divinatory ritual involving a corpse also saw him afflicted with powerful inner waves of energy culminating in a sudden “opening,” resulting in his ability to “see” the powerful energies emanating from the hands of the ritualists and onto the corpse lying on a bier. This visionary encounter culminates with the corpse rising from its bier and reeling around the ritual space, banging a drum.

What clearly emerges from these accounts is that an efficacious (as opposed to a merely theatrical) ritual context provides a potent instrument for affecting a radical shift in awareness, and that this shift opens the ritualist to the experience of another order of reality—one that is not usually accessible in waking consciousness. Unlike dreams and most visions, this reality cannot be designated as oneiric or merely subjective since it possesses the same experiential—and impactful—characteristics for all of the ritual participants, and even for those on the periphery of the ritual. For as the ethnographic record makes clear, efficacious rituals exhibit a distinctively contagious quality.

We can, therefore, position the folklore regarding the Dark Man, the fantastic elements of the witch trial records, and the equally fantastic accounts of contemporary experiencers as participating in the same transpersonal context—or more precisely, egregore—understood as a reality structured around and accessed via a shared symbolic iconography. Now, while this accounts for the experiences arising in ritual contexts, it does not account for those sudden, unexpected irruptions of “high strangeness” that, as attested in the accounts collected here, often occur outside of a ritual context.

Otherworldly contacts are frequently reported in zones where the flow of the earth’s natural energies is affected by subterranean disruptions to rock strata and the upwelling of springs. In such locations, the earth’s energies appear to swirl and pool, affecting the dynamics of one’s awareness and giving rise to a phenomenon known as geopsychic or geopathic stress.8 It is for this reason that so many sacred sites and anomalous reports can be found on or near these naturally occurring geological features. The point is that highly energized spaces, such as those encountered in ritual and at sacred sites, are capable of facilitating the shifts of awareness that provide access to otherworldly realms. The corollary here is that these circumstances also facilitate the ingress of otherworldly presences, manifesting both as communication and, though more rarely, as physical appearances that serve to underline both the existence and evident agency of those beings.

There is yet a further set of circumstances that need to be considered. From a multi-incarnational perspective, it is evident that there may well be an ancestral basis for some of these encounters, especially those that are experienced—at least initially—as otherwise utterly inexplicable. From this perspective, the contacts and commitments undertaken in previous lives remain through the vagaries of death and rebirth, though our ability to recall these facts may be impaired by the process of taking incarnation and, therefore, require a jolt for our deep memory to awaken to our higher order commitments. Indeed, swirling about this entire phenomenon is the distinct patina of ancestry and lineage, a feature sometimes referred to as the possession of “witch blood”—the inherited imprints of initiations and devotions undertaken within an ancestral line, possible over the course of centuries. For such people, ingress to the realm of ancestral cult practice may appear to be effortless. In his eleventh-century collection the “Decretum,” Burchard of Worms records the testimony of a witch who describes the actual practice of slipping away to the otherworldly, transpersonal domain of the Witches’ Sabbath:

in the silence of the quiet night, when you have settled down in bed, and your husband lies in your bosom, you are able, while still in your body, to go out through the closed doors and travel through the spaces of the world, together with others.9

Despite his bewildering, multiform appearances, one thing, at least, is clear: an appearance of the “Black Man” is never accidental. Rather, it serves to instigate an encounter, or, better to say, an appointment, with destiny. Whatever the experiencer’s reactions to their encounter, whether they be ones of horror, bafflement or epiphany, the initiatory, psycho-spiritual import of contact cannot be denied. This is, in itself, extremely telling. For we, in modernity, have, by and large, lost the context, traditions, and knowledge within which a relationship with either a landscape, its spirit inhabitants, or a figure such as the “Black Man” can become a source of insight and strength in our own engagement with life and purposeful living. To explore the material presented in this work in depth and in thoughtful reverie is to invite a renewal of this ancient connectivity.

Drawing upon these accounts, we can affirm that if there is one consistent characteristic of an encounter with the Dark Man, it is the profound and deeply personal significance that it holds for the experiencer. It has the nature of an encounter with destiny, one that urges the experiencer toward a reevaluation of their life purpose. The accounts also highlight the fact that his interventions are purposive and never random, and that they are seemingly undertaken to awaken the experiencer to the need for renewal—for them to enact an integration of the noumenal and phenomenal aspects of reality in some specific domain of their present incarnation. This idea aligns with the ancient notion of an overseer’s traditional curatorship role and of the need for those awakened to this to cooperate in its realization. At the end of the day, we are speaking about a highly personal relationship with the numinous, mediated through a figure who remains, at one and the same time, both intimate and yet infinitely remote. The Dark Man mythos both defies categorization and transcends physical and temporal boundaries. It approximates a relationship with a trickster-like being who appears to occupy a tidal zone of meaning, one that pools, surges, and abates at obtuse angles to our daily lives, but also one which, nevertheless, beckons us to assume a more responsible, less materialistic conservatorship of life and nature.

PETER MARK ADAMS
ISTANBUL

PETER MARK ADAMS is an author, poet, and essayist specializing in the ethnography of ritual, sacred landscapes, esotericism, consciousness, and healing. A philosophy graduate, Peter pursues advanced studies in iconology, iconography, Renaissance art, and material culture with the Warburg Institute’s School of Advanced Studies.  Peter is an associate member of the European Society for the Study of Western Esotericism (ESSWE). The author of six books, including The Game of Saturn and The Power of the Healing Field, Peter has published nonfiction with Scarlet Imprint and Inner Traditions, literary prose and poetry with Corbel Stone Press and the Bosphoros Review of Books, and reviews of both esoterica and literature appear on Paralibrum.com.
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Fig. 2. "The Dark Man" by David H. Sekulla.

Image courtesy of the artist

  
INTRODUCTION

Folkloric Footprints
of a Nameless God

To ask, “Who is the Dark Man?” is to fall at the first hurdle. Some mysteries are not meant to be solved or understood in their entirety, and to attempt to do so is a fool’s errand. There’s a joke about asking directions in rural Ireland, where a tourist inquires of a local man, “How do I get to X town?” only to be told, “Well I wouldn’t start from here.” It’s frustrating advice. Asking, “Who is the Dark Man?” will lead to frustration because who is not the right place to start, rather, what is. Even then, what will be answered with a menagerie of metaphors and similes and contradictions.

Whatever this force is, it has many names and avatars: The Devil, Old Scratch, Master Leonard, The Black Man, The Dark Rider, The Old One, The Master, Fear Dorcha, Lord of the Witches’ Sabbath, The Fear Dubh, Gwyn ap Nudd, Lucifer, The Lord of the Crossroads, The Meikle Black Man, and The Father of Witches. And it takes on many forms—it is as elusive as smoke in the wind. But there are fingerprints, echoes of its presence in the form of the Dark Man. These echoes are in the testimonies of visionaries, in the accounts of witches, and in the terrifying encounters of travelers on lonely roads, wherein a pattern emerges. Most importantly, they are in our stories, our folklore and mythology. And while the Dark Man is a global, cross-culture phenomenon, this book will mostly draw its references from a British and Irish perspective.

It is within this collection of lore that we can find the what or, rather, a certain shape of the what—an emanation of the what—that manifested in the wildlands of Europe, from the dark forests of its eastern borders to the lonely crossroads of the Irish hinterlands. A terrible force of nature, a laughing psychopomp from the underworld, calling for us to lie in the foul rag and bone shop of the heart, to listen to the voices of the dead and the sensual whispers of the Sidhe. What as a device of comprehension does have significant challenges for the human mind and its need to label and define in order to understand. It is not within our capability to comprehend the motivations and behaviors of this force. But we have clues encoded within stories and folklore to show the way to a level of understanding.

This is not an academic book, for I am not a scholar. Nor is this book a book of spells and incantations, for I am not a magical authority. This book is for the curious and the haunted. There is a veiled pattern in folklore, one that is mirrored specifically in the experiences of witches and magicians. The purpose of this book is to explore that pattern and reflect on it. Behind his many names (which I will use interchangeably throughout), the Dark Man’s pattern remains present. Part one of this book will explore this in stories, the interplay of the trickster and the paranormal landscape, and then in the Scottish witch trials. Part two gives the witness statements of contemporary witches, magicians, and persons who have had the Father of Witches interject in their lives. My hope is, if you recognize the pattern in your own life, this work will help give it context. The book seeks to explore this profoundly powerful phenomena and refute the misrepresentations of a maligned ancient entity.

He upsets the order of society by empowering chaos, reminding those in power of the limits to their authority, undermining their laws, faith, and science in a sort of epistemological rewilding, and doing it with a sinister smile and perfect comic timing. He guards the cold furnace of creation, the dark womb from where all things come. When he appears during times of desperation or interrupts a nighttime journey, it is a call of initiation. If you are called, it will be astonishing and horrifying. If you persist, it will be utterly transformative. If you resist, you may be consumed.

Perhaps the question we should ask is, what do the patterns in oral and written accounts tell us? He has provided when human authorities have taken, and he has given knowledge and medicine where doctors were bereft of treatments. He reminds the traveler of the perils of the road and questions their values and attachments. He is cold, lascivious, and dangerous. He is the satyric wildness watching from the shadows in the dark woods. He rides at the head of the fairy host. He is the dark one who awakens the mystic light within, the hunter, and the light bearer.

But what of us, the witnesses, those called to witchcraft and those inspired with stories, songs, and art? The dark one imparts the most precious insight into our soul’s purpose on this earth. If you listen, he will share with you an understanding of the deepest chthonic powers moving through your soul, your family line, past, present, and future. He gives agency to us all through the auguries of his children . . .


. . . the witches and the storytellers.



Finally, I ask you to read as if you are sitting by your ancestor’s campfire or by your neighbor’s hearth. This is a work created in the spirit of the sagas and poems sung by our forebears. The true essence of the Dark Man lies not in the quotations I’ve used or in a swollen bibliography. It is found instead in the spaces between poetry and the heart, and where the intellect has surrendered to the primal. It is a truth beyond language, present in the arch of a dancer’s back, the newborn’s first cry, and the rattling breath of death.

So sit by the fire and read. Feel the flames’ warmth on your face, while the Dark Man watches from the shadows at your back.
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1

Fire in the Blood



Spirituality and sexuality are not your qualities, not things you possess and encompass. Rather, they possess and encompass you, since they are powerful daimons, manifestations of the Gods, and hence reach beyond you, existing in themselves.

CARL JUNG, THE RED BOOK: LIBER NOVUS





On the 9th of February 1855, the local people of the Exe Estuary in South Devon woke up to find a hundred miles of cloven hoof prints set in the deep snow.

It appears on Thursday last night, there was a very heavy snowfall in the neighbourhood of Exeter and the South of Devon. On the following morning the inhabitants of the above towns were surprised at discovering the footmarks of some strange and mysterious animal endowed with the power of ubiquity, as the footprints were to be seen in all kinds of unaccountable places—on the tops of houses and narrow walls, in gardens and court-yards, enclosed by high walls and pailings, as well in open fields.1

The phenomenon became known as the “Devil’s Footprints”—an apt name, not only because of the shape of the impressions but also due to the strange and baffling nature of this hundred-mile print. The Devil is, after all, the patron of hoaxers. What or who else could have achieved this impossible undertaking? And, why would anyone have endeavored to do this in the first place? The event presents several perplexing problems. Perhaps that was the point—to induce a state of confusion by showing with clear evidence that an impossible event had occurred. It wickedly left witnesses bereft of an explanation, forced to deal with the existential fallout one cloven footprint at a time.

In the 1890s, the town of Swansea in Wales decided that its church, St. Mary’s, should be rebuilt. Legend has it that a local architect applied for the job, but he was beaten by the acclaimed architect Sir Arthur Blomfield. Thrilled to have a prestigious name attached to their project, the committee accepted Blomfield’s proposal. The local architect didn’t take this rejection lightly. Years later, he purchased a row of cottages adjacent to the church, tore them down, and in their place erected a red brick building to house the local brewery offices. There was one notable addition: a wooden carving of a horned devil, which faced the church. The local man was reputed to have prophesied: “When your church is destroyed and burnt to the ground my devil will remain laughing.”2 St. Mary’s church was destroyed in the Swansea blitz in 1941, along with much of the town, but the neighboring brewery offices remained unscathed, under the watchful eye of the smiling devil, safe in his lofty seat overlooking the blackened ruins of the church.

These modern stories of the Devil keep him in our world attendant to chaos. There are far older stories, of course, with roots reaching right down through our primal hearts and into the fecundate black void of the underworld. As John Moriarty so eloquently puts it in his book Invoking Ireland:

Mostly though, we’ve forgotten all this, but folktales remember. Folktales aren’t afraid. On its way to the well at the world’s end, a folktale will stop by a rock and tell you that every seventh year, at Samhain, it turns into an old woman driving a cow. On its way to Linn Feic, a folktale will sit with you under a bush and, where a bard might tell you the history of your people awake, that bush will tell you the much more serious history of your people asleep.3

Our folktales are remnants of the dreamtime memories of our ancestors, a memory of an age before the veil between the imagined and the material hardened over. If our folktales are our dream history, then the Dark Man has haunted our dreams since the beginning. The appearance of the Dark Man can be a call to initiation into witchcraft, a warning of some kind, or a demand to act. Most who hear him have their lives turned upside down, and only if they pass his trial will their world reconfigure into something new. This transformation is painful, challenging, or utterly illuminating, and often all those things at once. The Dark Man demands that we examine our lives. He will oppose inertia and push us abruptly toward a new life. Perhaps your dreams have been visited by him, or your way along a lonely road has been blocked by him
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