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Introduction

The Public Face of Spirits

Fairies, demons, Djinn, devas, dybbuks, dakinis, Nymphs, mermaids, ghosts, nagas, orishas, lwa, mystères, Elves, dragons: that’s just a few of the many kinds of spirit beings. Considering how many people vociferously refute their very existence, the extent to which spirits permeate modern human culture is astounding.

You don’t have to believe in spirits to be surrounded by them. In fact, it’s pretty hard to avoid them. Let me repeat: spirits permeate human culture. References are so all-pervasive that it can be easy to overlook their original meanings.

SPIRITS PERMEATE OUR LANGUAGE

Do you want to flatter a woman? Call her a goddess. If a woman is beautiful, small, and lithe, she might be called a sprite or sylph. If you find this woman inspirational, she’s your muse. If she’s irresistible, she’s a siren. Sprites, sylphs, muses, sirens: these are all categories of spirits.

Names of individual spirits permeate language, too. Want to flatter a man? Call him Adonis or an Apollo. If he’s a musician, call him Orpheus. Maybe that beautiful woman isn’t small and lithe; maybe she’s voluptuous or statuesque, Junoesque, in other words. Coming up with these references is no Herculean task; just a little thought and effort and you, too, will be thinking up dozens. Here’s a few more:

The name for the physical condition of an erection that refuses to recede (sometimes to the point of medical emergency) is priapism, inspired by Priapus, a Greek spirit, who, as his votive statues attest, sports a permanently erect phallus. Do you have an enemy, someone who is gunning for you? That person is your nemesis, named for the Greek goddess of justice and vengeance. Ever described being stuck in the office, stuck in an elevator, stuck in a traffic jam or hospital emergency room as like being stuck in hell? You’ve just evoked Hel, Norse guardian of the realm of death. Trying to seduce someone? Try an aphrodisiac—something evoking the power of Aphrodite, alluring goddess of love and sex.
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Nemesis, priapism, and aphrodisiac are elegant words, indicative of a fine vocabulary. Spirits permeate all facets of speech—obscenities, too. Ever muttered, “Oh, Frigg!” in a moment of frustration or told someone harshly to get away from your frickin’ car? That word’s not just a soundalike substitute for a stronger obscenity: it’s the name of yet another Norse goddess, alternatively spelled Frigg or Fricka. A modern obscenity for women’s genitalia evokes the name of Kunti, a very ancient goddess of India, although honestly it’s doubtful whether most of those who use the word have a clue as to its origins or that the word emerged in sacred contexts.

Jumping Jupiter! By Jove! Names of spirits permeate modern marketing and brand names. Before Nike, Mercury, and Saturn named shoes, cars, or even planets, they named deities. It is not that manufacturers necessarily believe in these spirits or consciously wish to pay homage, but that the essences of these spirits have so permeated our cultural vocabulary that all it takes is their names to evoke visceral reactions en masse. For instance, I own lipsticks named after biblical seductresses: Salome, Jezebel, and Astarte. Go ahead and guess whether these lipsticks are bold and bright red or pale pink and sedate.

SPIRITS PENETRATE OUR CULTURE

They permeate literature from its earliest days to today’s best sellers. Enheduanna, oldest known author in history, composed hymns to the goddess Inanna over four thousand years ago. Her work remains in print, now in English translation.

Spirits of one sort or another are significant characters in recent favorites like Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy, Neil Gaiman’s American Gods, and Gaiman and Terry Pratchett’s Good Omens. The Da Vinci Code? Fascination with Mary Magdalen knows no bounds.





Folklore isn’t only old. Brand-new folk tales featuring La Llorona, the Weeping Woman, and Bloody Mary, the killer in the mirror, emerge daily. Hawaiian volcano goddess Pelé is the subject of modern urban legends and old myths.






Sometimes references to spirits are intended literally; sometimes they serve as allegory or metaphor. Sometimes a spirit’s name is expected to do nothing more than evoke a mood or emotion, create some ambience.

Maybe folklore can exist without spirits, albeit in truncated form, but mythology definitely can’t. Worldwide mythology is accurately defined as stories about and involving spirits. An entire literary genre—fairy tales—is named for a branch of the spirit world.

Literary classics are populated by spirits (The Aeneid, The Iliad, The Odyssey, Faust, Macbeth, or The Tempest). So are comic books: Morpheus, the Erinyes, Uma, Circe, and Lilith are but a few of the spirits who prowl through their pages, as do Brunnhilde the Valkyrie, hammer-deity Thor, and virtually the entire Nordic pantheon.

Poems are full of spirits: again sometimes the allusions are intended literally, sometimes allegorically. Consider Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene or Christina Rossetti’s The Goblin Market or various poems by William Butler Yeats. I’m pulling these out of the air, somewhat randomly, in no particular order: thousands of others, maybe millions, could just as easily substitute.

If you have a taste for classical culture, then you may know that the very first official ballet was inspired by the witch-goddess Circe. It was but the first of many. Other dancing spirits include La Sylphide’s winged Scottish Fairies, Swan Lake’s secret swan goddesses, and Giselle’s willies, an alternative name for vila, seductive, sometimes deadly, forest Fairies. (Vila guest star in the Harry Potter novels, too.)

Spirits permeate opera: for starters, Undina, Maria Padilla, Ariadne auf Naxos, and Richard Wagner’s entire Ring Cycle. (Speaking of rings, spirits are intrinsic to the plots of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings and the Ring series of novels, movies, and manga.)

Styles of art, literature, and music may come and go, but the spirits are eternal. They pervade popular music as completely as classical: “Stupid Cupid!” “Cupid, draw back your bow!” “Venus”: a hit song twice, years apart, for Shocking Blue and Bananarama; “Venus in Blue Jeans”; Bob Dylan’s “Isis”; Christina Aguilera’s “Genie in a Bottle.”

Sometimes references are metaphoric but not always. Sarah McLachlan’s touring festival of women’s music celebrated feminine power via its very name, Lilith Fair, honoring Lilith, rebellious demon-goddess and first woman. Fleetwood Mac’s “Rhiannon,” ostensibly a song about a Welsh witch, actually evokes a Welsh goddess. Listeners unfamiliar with African-Diaspora religions understood Desi Arnaz’s trademark “Babalu” to be a fun novelty number rather than a tribute to a potent West African deity. (See Babalu Ayé.) Likewise, the macarena is not just a dance craze but a spiritual tribute, in this case to La Macarena, favorite Madonna of Spanish matadors.

Spirits permeate the visual arts so thoroughly that discussion is almost pointless, it’s so overwhelming.
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Images of spirits surround us. They are everywhere. Cemeteries are filled with images of assorted psychopomps, those spirits who escort human souls to afterlife realms. Garden stores offer stone sphinxes, plaster gnomes, and a vast selection of Aphrodites on the half-shell. Look in store windows and calculate how long until you encounter the ubiquitous image of Maneki Neko, the Japanese beckoning cat, who reputedly attracts customers as if by magic. Mermaids grace the labels of products like wine, tuna fish, and sardines, not to mention Starbucks coffee. Recent trips to the supermarket netted me a bottle of Japanese rice vinegar with a label featuring the smiling face of Okame, goddess of mirth; a jar of Laxmi brand coriander chutney, named in honor of India’s goddess of good fortune; and a bottle of Spanish Rioja wine with a label depicting Ares, that helmeted lord of war.

Visit virtually any art museum, except those devoted solely to abstract art, and just try to avoid the spirits. They’re pretty omnipresent in museums devoted to history, too. Look at an Egyptian mummy case: it’s covered with pictures of spirits. Go visit crafts museums, quilting exhibitions, sculpture gardens: odds are, you’ll find some spirit lurking in the works. If the spirits aren’t on display, their images are almost guaranteed to be in the gift store, waiting for someone to take them home.

Once upon a time, Western art was entirely “religious”: what that means in plain English was that the only officially acceptable art featured images of Christian religious figures: Madonnas, for example. During the Renaissance, as restrictions loosened and artists were permitted to create work that wasn’t exclusively Christian, they didn’t so much change their subject as broaden it: images of Pagan deities were added to the repertoire. Think Sandro Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus or Pieter Pauwel Rubens’ epic painting, The Rape of Europa (the name of that continent honors that goddess). Even centuries later, the subject of spirits never seems to grow stale: it remained a favorite theme of the Salon Painters, Pre-Raphaelites, and Symbolists and remains popular today. Goddess images permeate the work of modern artists like Nancy Spero, Mayumi Oda, and Niki de Saint Phalle. The lwa (spirits of Vodou) dominate Haitian art no less than angels and saints once dominated European art. A large void is created in Tibetan art should one remove all depictions of the divine Tara.

Some religions (Islam, Judaism) banish imagery to varying degrees for fear that any image may be construed as sacred and thus venerated. In fact, as we’ll see, spirits do come in every possible permutation: in the form of humans, animals, hybrids, fantastic creatures, plants, even household appliances.

Frankly, it may not be humanly possible to eliminate spirit-based imagery; they insinuate their identities into geometric shapes, too, most famously the cross, but also others. (Before crosses signified Christianity, they were Aphrodite’s special emblem.) The symbols indicating Mars and Venus (♂ and ♀ respectively), now frequently serving as a universal code for men’s and women’s restrooms, identified deities long before they represented genders.

SPIRITS ARE RELIGION

Religion may be defined as veneration of at least one sacred being or deity. Buddhism and Confucianism are often described as philosophies, not religions, precisely because veneration of a deity is not crucial, although neither denies the existence of spirits. Buddhist art is filled with spirits: like pre-Renaissance Western art, it is intrinsically spiritual in nature.

In a museum, objects are neatly and clearly labeled. Although some ancient objects are discovered complete with intelligible inscriptions (much of what we know about Europe’s Celtic deities derives from these inscriptions), in general, ancient images are unearthed without labels. Many ancient artifacts, whether depicting rotund women (the Venus of Willendorf and others of her ilk), recognizable animals (Celtic or Scythian artifacts), or fantastic beings (dragons, griffins, snake-women) are widely interpreted as portraits of the sacred. These assumptions are not wrong.





Synonyms for religion include spiritual tradition and spiritual faith. Some religions/spiritual traditions incorporate references to spirits into their very names: Shinto means “the way of the spirits”; Santeria means the religion of the “saints,” a euphemism for once-outlawed African spirits more accurately called orishas. Vodou literally means “spirit.” Spiritualism and Spiritism/Espiritismo are systems of contacting and honoring spirits.






Throughout time, apparently from our earliest beginnings, people have been inspired to create images of spirits. Spirits may be ubiquitous now; they were ubiquitous way back when, too. Wood, stone, clay, and metal survive best, but vestiges of other arts survive, too. Some of the earliest documented tattoos, for instance, from ancient Egypt, were inspired by images of deities like Neith and Bes. Mummification preserved ornamented flesh so that tattoos survive as testimony to devotion to these spirits.

To this very day, sacred imagery constitutes an extremely high percentage of tattoos. I have a tattoo design book, published recently in Japan; 155 pages are exclusively devoted to tattoos of spirits, multiple images per page. It’s only one of many such books (which are not merely recycling the same images). The ancient Egyptian image of the Eye of Horus retains its popularity. Dragons and mermaids permanently grace many arms and legs. Kickboxers favor tattoos of their patron, monkey spirit Hanuman.

Spirits aren’t snobs: they permeate kitsch and fine art alike. Gift stores are filled with little, inexpensive Fairies, pixies, and mermaids. Virtually every Wiccan, Pagan, or occult-oriented store around the world sells reproductions of ancient statues of deities, as well as jewelry and gifts inspired by these spirits. Catalogs representing a wide variety of spiritual traditions sell goods inspired by an ever-growing number of spirits. Collectors of Lladro porcelain can purchase images of India’s elephant spirit, Ganesha; Lakshmi, Goddess of Wealth; and the Medicine Buddha. If you prefer Wedgwood fine china, you can collect images of Aurora, Goddess of Dawn; the Horae, Greece’s dancing goddesses of the hours; and Aphrodite, Lady of Love. Did someone say Santa Claus? Let’s not even go there. Discussion of Santa’s legion of images requires its very own encyclopedia.

There’s also virtually no point in attempting a brief discussion of spirits in the movies. It’s impossible: the list is endless. Up until now, I’ve avoided that special category of spirit: ghosts. Once included, that previously already endless list increases exponentially. Without ghosts and demons, the hugely popular genre of horror films is reduced to little beyond mad scientists, psychopaths, and slashers.

Fairy tales aren’t the only literary genre named for spirits; ghost stories rank among the earliest surviving pieces of literature. The ancient Egyptians loved them, as did the ancient Chinese. Their appeal remains undiminished. Travel around the world; study the folklore of every culture. It’s hard to find a place lacking suspenseful ghost stories.

The spirits aren’t going away. We are not outgrowing them. They are not passé but are keeping pace with modern innovations.

On a spiritual level, Ogun, West African spirit of iron, and Brigid, Irish spirit of smithcraft, no longer have enough smiths to keep them busy. Tireless, energetic beings, both now demonstrate interest in modern technology, especially if it involves metal. Having trouble with your computer or your car? Call on either one for help. (See their individual encyclopedia entries for further details.)

On a popular level, eliminate vampires, ghosts, demons, and extra-terrestrials (yes! See the entry here for more details), and how many television shows have also fallen by the wayside? Supernatural, Medium, Dr. Who, Charmed, The Ghost Whisperer, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, and lots more. Computer games, manga, and anime? All totally permeated by spirits: Spirited Away, Demon Diary, Age of Mythology, and Hell Girl are just the first to randomly come to mind.

Pokémon characters are based on ancient Japanese spirits. Yu-Gi-Oh!, another juvenile phenomenon, makes constant reference to spirits of old Egypt. Video games without spirits? Again, you’ve just gutted an entire genre. As anyone fascinated by spirits can attest, online research is virtually impossible as attempting to conduct a search via names of even the most obscure spirits results in sites devoted to role-playing games, video games, and Dungeons and Dragons, not the anticipated scholarly works. Clearly, spirits are important to people, one way or another, for one reason or another, even if only for entertainment.

Spirits have traveled with humans from our earliest days, maybe even from Day One. Just try to find a creation myth from anywhere in the world that doesn’t involve a Supreme Creator, spirits of creation, or at the very least, some assistance from a spirit.

Spirits create the universe. Spirits hang the sun and moon in the sky. Spirits are the sun and moon and the sky! Typically, spirits create us.

Agriculture? Weaving? Medicine? Fire? Freshwater? Check the myths: inevitably anything important is a gift from a spirit. The alphabet? The Egyptians credited it to the primeval spirit Thoth. The calendar? Ditto. The Egyptians said Thoth created that, too. First book in the world? Once again, the Egyptians gave credit to Thoth.

Something may be mystical or practical, crucial or extraneous; regardless, there’s probably a myth ascribing its origin or transmission to one or more spirits. Even our ability to reproduce, according to myth, is dependent upon the spirits: an Indonesian story suggests that people were basically too stupid to figure out childbirth without spiritual intervention. Men were cutting women open to extract babies, performing primitive, invariably fatal Caesarean sections. A crocodile spirit complete with doctor’s bag came to our rescue, explaining natural childbirth. Alternatively, myths from Africa and Asia suggest that snake spirits physically demonstrated childbirth techniques directly to women. Vestiges of the shimmying motions they taught survive in Eastern dance (belly dance), yet one more art form with profound ties to spirits.

Spirits are involved with creation, birth, and every aspect of life. Literally our spirit guides, they journey through life with us, teaching us, protecting us, haunting our dreams, inspiring us, sometimes scaring us, accompanying us every step of the way and beyond.

Consider death. What happens to us? Where do we go? Myths about death lacking spirits are about as common as creation stories without them. Virtually every heaven, hell, or other traditional realm of death is populated and supervised by spirits. Never say never, but I can’t think of a belief in an afterlife that doesn’t involve some sort of sacred being, from Saint Peter at the pearly gates to angels floating on clouds to the aforementioned Hel to Zuni dance halls of the dead to the roadhouses of the Pagan Irish Otherworld where guests drink and feast to their hearts’ content. How do we get to these afterlife realms? How will we know the way? Invariably a spirit is there to guide us.

Yet historically, spirit-human interactions have not always been happy and pleasant, not because of demonic attack but because people relentlessly persecute other people for their beliefs in spirits. A historic fact for at least the past couple of thousand years (not a mere blip in time) is that people exist who will torture and kill other people and make their lives miserable because of the spirits they venerate or the spirits they won’t venerate. For example, the Spanish Inquisition, the witch trials that intermittently gripped virtually all of Europe for centuries, and the violent persecution of indigenous religions on all inhabited continents.

While there’s less spirit-inspired violence in secular societies, still spirits are expected to stay in the space allotted them, which is usually commerce. Medusa is the face of Versace, its corporate logo. You can buy a T-shirt or lunch box displaying images of Kali but if you openly discuss believing in the true existence of these spirits, you will make many people very nervous. Your sanity or at least your level of education may be questioned.

Organized religion tends, at best, to be ambivalent toward individual human-spirit interaction. Why this is so will be discussed later; however, suffice it to say that mainstream society in very many places on Earth discourages overly enthusiastic veneration of spirits. It’s okay to put their images on food labels or other products, providing these are considered mere ornamentation. Learning the “truth” about Santa Claus—that he doesn’t exist—has become a modern rite of passage.





“Folk religion,” which emphasizes spirit-human interactions, as opposed to a more impersonal, abstract emphasis on ethics, is generally considered déclassé and is discouraged or actively repressed by authorities of all kinds.






So why won’t spirits go away? Why don’t we forget about them? Why is our fascination with them so persistent? There has been a popular resurgence of traditional spirituality (read: interaction with spirits) in modern industrialized nations, yet this does not nearly account for the sheer pervasiveness of the spirits around us. If anything, spirits are more pervasive than they were fifty years ago. New forms of media, technology, and entertainment have created portals for these spirits that previously didn’t exist. Spirits are legion; they surround us; they are everywhere.

Days of the week? Named for spirits. Wednesday is Woden’s Day; Thursday is Thor’s Day. Not just in English, either: Mardi (“Tuesday” in French) is the day dedicated to Mars; Mercredi (that’s Wednesday) invokes Mercury, also a traveling spirit of magic, just like Woden, with whom he shares the day.

Months of the year? Once again, named for spirits: January for Janus; May for Maia. Juno, a very important spirit, gets two months: June and February, named for her title, Juno Februata, variously interpreted as Juno of the Fever of Love or Juno the Purifier. That’s why marrying in June is considered so lucky: Juno is the goddess of marriage. Marry in her month and obtain her blessing. Again, this isn’t just some English language affectation: the Hebrew month of Tammuz commemorates the goddess Ishtar’s doomed divine lover.

Names of months not evoking spirits seem consciously named so as to deliberately not invoke them. Often they lack names but are merely numbered: October is literally the eighth month; November the ninth; December the tenth, as in the decimal system, a numeric system based on a count of ten. (Yes, October, November, and December are now respectively the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth months of the Western calendar, but the names derive from a time when March, Mars’ month, was the first month of the Roman calendar. The calendar was revised, but the names of the months were not.) Either spirits are crucial to humans or, based on our vocabulary, maybe our imagination is just really limited. We can’t seem to think of creative names without dipping into the well of spirits.

The cities we live in? Yep, named for spirits—lots of them! This is partly out of affection and respect, but also partly because, like marrying in June, honoring a spirit by naming something important after it was once commonly believed to invoke, even force, a blessing from that spirit.


	Lyon, France, honors Celtic deity Lugh.

	Paris: one theory of the name’s origins suggests that it means “city of Isis.”

	The Moroccan city Tangier is named for the local goddess Tingis.

	The list of places allegedly named after Neolithic goddess Car includes Carthage, Corsica, and Carcassonne, just for starters. (Yes, the words car and chariot are also believed related. Look at her entry here for more details.)



Planets? Once again, named after spirits. Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, Pluto name our planets as well as some of the most significant members of the Roman pantheon. Perhaps you consider Pluto a “dwarf ice planet” now or an asteroid? No matter; even those are all named for spirits, too: Vesta, Juno, Ceres, Pallas, and so forth.
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Pretty much everything in space, unless numbered, like those months, evokes a spirit: Chariklo was the name given to centaur number 10199. (Centaurs are a kind of icy planetoid located between Jupiter and Neptune. See, even brand-new space phenomena—like dwarf ice planets—are named for old spirits.) On the other hand, the extra-solar planet (meaning, beyond our solar system) now technically termed HD 209458 b was once informally called Osiris.

A trans-Neptunian object discovered in 2003 has been named Sedna. We’ve ventured far from the Roman pantheon that dominates most of space, yet the name still evokes a spirit, in this case, the Inuit goddess of the depths of the sea. Space phenomena that may or may not even exist are also named for spirits: for instance, the theoretical Dark Moon Lilith or the yet-to-be-discovered planet, Vulcan.

But really, there’s no need to look to the heavens. Just go outside and look down at the ground. Our very own planet’s name, Earth, honors a Germanic goddess, Herta, also spelled Eartha.

Why are these spirits so pervasively ever-present?

Well, at the very least, spirits, whether you believe they genuinely exist or are figments of our collective creative imagination, enrich our lives. They fascinate and enthrall us. Myths, legends, and stories comfort us and provide solace in times of need. They entertain us. They bring us fun. Clearly, considering the number of artistic works they inhabit, they are inspirational. Does anyone seriously believe that the ghost story will ever be eradicated?

Fun, entertainment, inspiration, comfort: that’s actually quite a lot, certainly enough to justify millennia of attention from all over the world. The spirits in this encyclopedia represent every inhabited continent, deriving from many cultures, eras, and spiritual traditions. Some of these spirits currently possess millions of devotees; others are barely remembered.

Within this book you’ll find individual spirits of varying degrees of power as well as types (genres) of spirits from all over Earth:


	Astarte, Azazel, Baal, Asherah, and other spirits of the Bible

	Mermaids from every corner of Earth

	East African Zar, Irish Sidhe, and Burmese Nats

	Japanese kami, kappa, oni, and onryo

	Pomba Giras from Brazil

	Spirits of Vodou, Santeria, Umbanda, and Candomblé



Awaiting you among these pages are spirits of fertility, birth, healing, love, death, and destruction; spirits of disaster relief and those of good fortune; spirits whose primary purpose is to relieve world suffering, as well as a few who really enjoy stirring up trouble.

Meet spirits of disease, cat goddesses, dog demons, vampire pumpkins, guardians of children, and guardians of cadavers. Discover suppressed Celtic goddesses, secret goddesses of the Kabbalah, female Buddhas, Demeter’s other daughter, African Powers, Dragon Queens, White Ladies, Black Madonnas, the Green Man, the Peacock Angel, lots and lots of ghosts and Fairies—some helpful, some not—and many, many more.

You’ll find a host of rainbow serpents, Dragon Kings, night walkers, party animals, and Kel Asuf, Tuareg Spirits of Solitude. Primeval spirits rooted in the mists of time mingle with brand-new spirits only now emerging.

Their myths and legends will entertain and move you. Some may provide moral guidance and inspiration; others offer welcome chills of horror. Hopefully, many will provide creative inspiration so that the list of books, movies, music, and art in which they star continues to expand exponentially. If this is sufficient for you, then this encyclopedia’s over one thousand spirits await you. No esoteric knowledge is needed to enjoy the pleasures of their company.

However, if this is not enough for you, if you seek more from the spirits, then keep reading. We’ve just skimmed the surface.

The Secret Lives of Spirits

What more could you want from spirits? Well, what would you like? What do you need? What is missing from your life?


	Your desires may be material (money, prosperity, a better job, a home).

	They might be emotional (true love, an acceptable spouse, a child).

	You may seek a cure for an ailment that defies conventional solutions.

	You may need protection (from an abusive spouse, partner, or relative; from enemies, ghosts, eviction, bad influences, or even from yourself).



You may need a miracle. You may seek comfort, vengeance, reconciliation, or justice. You may not want anything per se: maybe you just crave the company of spirits. Perhaps you long to feel the presence of the sacred. Maybe you’d just like to personally unravel some mysteries of the universe: to truly know whether or not spirits exist.

Maybe there is a spirit who calls to you, who fascinates and enthralls you (Rhiannon, Lilith, Oshun, whomever). You’d like to bring this spirit deeper into your life; you’d like to experience its presence firsthand. All this and more can be had.

Name your desire, secret hope, wish, or fear: a spirit exists who can fulfill or prevent it as needed, who can help you make your dreams come true. Somewhere out there, one or more spirits are waiting to work with you. Working with spirits is not exactly like finding a genie trapped inside a bottle or rubbing an old magic lamp, but those legends do possess a kernel of truth. Spirits really do protect and provide for people.

Here’s an open secret: spirits do more than pervade literature, advertising, games, myths, and movies. They also walk among us. Some may find that statement shocking or surprising, ludicrous or laughably absurd, but for many people, all over Earth, coming from all walks of life, unconventional and conventional alike, it’s a statement of basic, obvious fact.

There has never been a time when a substantial number of people did not consider the presence of spirits to be part of normal reality, including right now. There has never, ever been a time when people and spirits did not communicate and interact with each other, including right now.





Spirits are world travelers. They mingle among us everywhere. Spirits travel with people to new places where other local spirits await. If you were searching for common denominators shared by all people everywhere, chief among them, aside from the most basic biological needs, are experiences with spirits.






Among those who work with them, the presence of spirits is generally perceived as positive, a blessing, rather than the opposite. Interaction and communication with spirits is usually beneficial; at least from the perspective of those who actually know them. Those who loudly proclaim otherwise tend to be religious disciplinarians with a vested interest in other peoples’ spiritual choices.

Working with spirits is a shared and universal human experience. Every group of people everywhere on Earth has some history of spiritual interaction, whether or not it is publicly acknowledged, whether or not it is currently celebrated, condemned, or suppressed.

Right now, somewhere on Earth, on each and every continent, people are actively, consciously venerating, petitioning, thanking, channeling, communicating with, interacting with, and/or pleading with spirits. What do they seek?


	Healing

	Protection

	Prosperity

	Happiness

	Power

	Direct contact with the sacred



People haven’t been doing this futilely for thousands of years because there’s nothing else for them to do with their time. Spirit veneration has survived and thrived despite thousands of years of brutal opposition because it produces joy, success, and positive results. In fiction, people run from vicious spirits, but in real life, people actively seek their presence and have historically suffered tremendous persecution in order to maintain relationships with spirits because the rewards are immeasurable.

Thousands of years of propaganda to the contrary, encounters and experiences with spirits are generally positive. That’s why people keep seeking them out. Rather than wreaking havoc, spirits help, protect, and guide us. They rescue us from all sorts of disasters, performing miracles, and providing lifelines when conventional solutions fail.

Requests for contact, personal encounters with spirits, and rituals honoring them are occurring right now in modern, highly populated, sophisticated cities as well as out in the boondocks and everywhere in between. I feel absolutely confident writing that no matter when you are reading this, people are engaged in some sort of spiritual interaction.

Yes, some of the people engaged in these activities may be poorly educated or of low intellect, but others are academics, engineers, physicians, and other highly educated professionals of all kinds. Presumably some are delusional, but most are not (and anyway, plenty of certifiably delusional people fervently deny the existence of spirits, too. There’s no proof in that, one way or the other.)

Those acknowledging the existence of spirits subscribe to every possible religious and political persuasion. (Despite Marx’s aphorism about religion being the opiate of the people, many Italian Communists claim the Black Madonna as a fellow traveler.)

Those who venerate or work with spirits don’t consider themselves “believers”: they know their own experiences to be valid and true. Others, having had no experiences with spirits (or being unable to recognize them), do not know this to be true and may assume—and insist—that what isn’t true for them can’t possibly be true for anyone else.

It is possible that not everyone experiences the world in exactly the same way, and so there’s no point in arguing: tolerance may be the wisest course of action.


	For those who are already devotees, no explanation is necessary.

	For those inclined otherwise, no explanation may be sufficient.

	For those who are curious or “on the fence,” familiarize yourself with the rules and methods of spirit working and find out for yourself.



THE FIRST LESSON: ANYONE CAN HAVE DIRECT CONTACT WITH THE DEITIES, NO MEDIATORS REQUIRED

If you consider all the implications of that statement, then you will understand why authorities of all kinds, secular and religious alike, have historically attempted to suppress spirit working and its close relative, shamanism. Working with spirits instills independence and personal responsibility; it does not encourage passivity. Working with spirits offers each individual direct access to the higher powers.

This is why people can’t forget the spirits. This is why people won’t abandon them, despite persecution. This is why stories, legends, and myths about spirits have been recounted for thousands of years. This is why people are willing to die for them:


	During the European witch craze, veneration of spirits like Diana, Freya, Herta, and Hulda was forbidden on pain of slow torture and death. Yet Inquisition records show that, for centuries, many defied these restrictions.

	Kidnapped Africans, sold as slaves in the Western Hemisphere, were forbidden, on pain of horrific torture and death, to venerate their old spirits. The proof that they continued to do so anyway is demonstrated by the survival and vitality of various African-Diaspora spiritual traditions.

	The Bible records the number of times the image of the controversial Hebrew goddess Asherah was removed from Solomon’s Temple. Clearly someone kept putting her back.



Why? Because whenever times are trying and tough, people turn to spirits. Not because we are foolish, superstitious, and ignorant, but because over millennia, spirits have developed a track record.

BENEFITS OF WORKING WITH SPIRITS


	Spirits and the process of working with them bring joy.

	To be in the presence of spirits is to be in the presence of the sacred.

	Working with spirits is a conduit to ecstasy.

	Spirits help us fulfill our dreams, save us when we’re in trouble, and provide healing when conventional medicine throws in the towel.



Apparently our fascination is mutual: spirits have consistently proven to be as interested in us as we are in them. (At least some of them; those with absolutely no interest in humans are probably of no concern. You are unlikely to ever encounter them.) It’s not just that we can’t forget them; they can’t seem to forget us, either, or leave us alone. And, in general, as many people know, that’s an extremely good thing.

Yes, every once in a while, negative experiences occur: a ghost gone astray or an angry spirit encountered. Some spirits are less pleasant than others. Yet this shouldn’t be cause for panic; these situations can be effectively dealt with, if you know what to do.

This book is a practical guide to spirits, identifying many by name and type. It contains information regarding what to expect from spirits and methods of venerating and working with them (or avoiding them, if you choose). Before any of this can be accomplished, however, let’s first establish: what are spirits anyway? Let’s explore the who, what, where, when, why and, maybe most crucially, the how of working with spirits.

Who or What Are Spirits?

Spirits are powerful, independent entities who resist human efforts to define them. That’s the absolute most simple and most basic definition—and ultimately the only one you really need to understand in order to work with them. More complex definitions exist, too; lots of them. For millennia, mystics have cataloged complex, esoteric cosmologies explaining the true nature of the universe including spirits. If this fascinates you, a lifetime can be happily spent in study and exploration. However, this is not necessary for practical interaction with spirits any more than really understanding exactly how the lymphatic or endocrine systems work is required for close, personal, satisfying relations with other people.

Spirits are ephemeral, volatile, fluid; they can be hard to pin down. Spirits have specific names, personalities, and responsibilities, but sometimes spirits masquerade as each other. Sometimes one spirit answers to many names. Sometimes one name may be used by several spirits. Sometimes several spirits share one image.

Confused? Then you’re on the right track. Working with spirits is not like buying a carton of milk. Requesting a miracle is not like requesting a time-share or bank loan. As familiar as spirits can become, they are never commonplace, but always awe-inspiring. Although an intrinsic part of our world, spirits always remain out of the ordinary.

A common synonym for spirits or deities is mysteries. (It’s even more common in French and Spanish: mystères or misterios.) Spirits are among the universe’s true sacred mysteries. If you are looking for something easy to define, control, comprehend, and pigeonhole, well, forgive me, but you’re in the wrong place.

Spirits resist easy categorization. Spirits challenge standard modern axioms of space, time, and reality. There are valid reasons why so many have a hard time accepting their existence. But, be that as it may, as those who have had direct experience with them can attest, they are genuinely here among us.

Modern scientific method requires predictability, uniformity, standardization, and the ability to reproduce results on demand. Modern scientific method is a human construct, created by people to fulfill human needs, goals, or desires. The spirits don’t play by those rules. Some mysteries of the universe defy human control and complete comprehension, spirits foremost among them.

Contrary to scientific method, spirits offer results as they please, when they choose. If anything, we are their lab rats. Sacred texts, myths, and legends recount innumerable instances of spirits testing humans. The most famous examples derive from the Bible, most explicitly in the Book of Job. Odin travels the world personally testing human hospitality, as does the Prophet Elijah. The myth of Santa Claus checking who’s been naughty and who’s been nice is a vestigial memory of spirits testing humans before deciding whether to dispense gifts or punishment.





You don’t need to memorize every detail about every single spirit. However, you do need to familiarize yourself thoroughly with any spirit with whom you wish to work.






Spirits are living, intelligent, sentient, and willful. They live outside our imaginations. We didn’t invent them or make them up, although we have certainly embellished and twisted many of their legends.

Spirits are alive in their own way, which is not exactly the same way people or animals are alive (especially those ghosts). No existing word may adequately express the manner in which spirits are alive, but that is an inadequacy of language. Attempts to surmount this inadequacy have led to common paradoxical terms like undead or the living dead.

Spirits are animated, capable of communication, travel as they please or are ordered, react to stimuli, and demonstrate individual personalities and emotion. Not all spirits are immortal, but in general, even those who are not possess life spans so long that, for all intents and purposes, at least from our perspective, they might as well be.

Spirits possess their own kind of consistency. They are true to their own selves. They possess their own rules, but generally those rules have existed for hundreds, if not thousands of years. If you familiarize yourself with individual spirits before working with them, there should be no unpleasant surprises.

Those spirits who are temperamental, prone to violence, perpetually grouchy, or pranksters make no pretense of being otherwise. They are who they are; they make no secret of their nature. Loki, Papa Legba, and Mercury are unabashed tricksters (Norse, West African, and Roman spirits respectively). Kwan Yin, goddess of mercy, is forever patient and loving, but sacred harlot Pomba Gira makes no such promises.

Some people keep their deepest desires secret, but the spirits’ own needs, desires, dislikes, and predilections tend to be up-front and on the table. Information required to work with many of them is straightforward. Spirits may appear in different forms or manifestations, but each still has a basic nature, a true essence, that remains consistent.


	The Barons and Gédés, Haitian spirits of the dead, adore profanity and ribald humor.

	Yewá, a cemetery spirit, despises vulgarity. If you utter an obscenity in front of her altar, don’t expect favors.



Spirits are generally invisible, although many can make themselves selectively visible when they choose. All that open space surrounding you? That seemingly empty air? Many claim that it’s actually filled with all kinds of spirits. The Talmud suggests that it’s a good thing that spirits are invisible: if we could actually see all the myriad spirits constantly surrounding us, we’d drop dead of shock, awe, or fright.

Spirits most often show themselves to people in dreams, but sometimes people see spirits while they’re awake, even when other people present are unable to do so. This may be because the spirit wishes to communicate only with that person or because, for one reason or another (high fever; intense hunger or emotions; entheogens), the filters that normally prevent us from seeing spirits have, at least momentarily, slipped. Visions are also sometimes shared; spirits may manifest themselves to groups of people, simultaneously or not. I once lived in a house where several people saw the same ghost. We all shared the same experience, but independently, not at the same time.





The little boy who sees dead people in M. Night Shyamalan’s 1999 movie The Sixth Sense is terrorized until he understands his gift and learns to interact with the ghosts, rather then vainly attempting to flee from them. Once the ghosts are accepted and understood, they stop being so terrifying for both the boy and the movie’s viewers.






Some special people possess the power to consistently see spirits even when others can’t, with or without a spirit’s permission. Sometimes people welcome or actively seek this power, which may be the conscious result of intensive spells and rituals. (Some spirits also bestow this ability.) Others just see spirits, whether they want to or not. This person may possess specialized vision or lack standard filters.

Some cultures and traditions perceive this power as a sacred gift: people are taught to use and control their abilities for their own benefit as well as for the community at large. Other cultures and traditions perceive this ability as dangerous, scary, diabolical, a mark of Satan, or alternatively as preposterous and unbelievable, hence a sign of mental illness. In fact, it can be very traumatic to consistently see what others cannot, especially if living among those who fear, despise, deny, or disparage this talent, and most especially if lacking the knowledge to control this power.

Many spirits shape-shift, meaning they assume different forms. In general, specific spirits consistently manifest in specific, recognizable forms. They own different forms the way you or I own different outfits. Some have more extensive wardrobes than others.

It is crucial to remember that, regardless of how they appear, whether in grand or humble form, these are really sacred beings of spirit and energy. They may resemble a person, animal, bird, or bug, but that guise is a cloak. Most spirits are aware that humans generally find it difficult to communicate with anything except another human—or at least something resembling one. Hence, when spirits wish to communicate or make their presence known, many do so in a form that we can understand and handle. (Of course, there are also those spirits who don’t care and may even enjoy being terrifying.)





Spirits who manifest as humans do so in every shape, color, size, age, gender, and ethnicity. They reflect our sacredness back at us. No matter what you look like—thin or fat, tall or tiny, badly scarred, missing eyes or limbs, simultaneously possessing female and male genitalia—there is a sacred, powerful spirit who resembles you.






There are some stupid spirits. (Again, no surprises: their reputations precede them.) Some possess vulnerabilities that make it easy for humans to manipulate them, but in general, spirits are smarter and stronger than people. They truly possess the magic powers of our fantasies and dreams.

There are many different types of spirits. Not all spirits are of equal power. Some spirits profess to be supreme creators (of all or part of the universe; of us). These spirits may or may not be one and the same, just using different names in different places and with different people. Other spirits are created, just like us.

Some spirits rule or serve other spirits. Some possess unlimited power; others are comparatively limited. Be forewarned: it is wise to assume that even the lowest-level spirit possesses a few tricks up its sleeve and should be treated with caution and respect.

Some spirits are primeval; they may have existed since the dawn of time:


	Damballah does not speak because he is so primordial; he is from a time before speech.

	The same is true for forest deity Faunus.

	Archaeologists trace goddesses Car and Kybele back to at least the Neolithic Era.



On the other hand, new spirits are born daily. Hindu goddess Santoshi Ma emerged in the 1960s. According to some spiritual traditions, every living person has the potential to evolve into a spirit after death. Korean shamans (manshin) summon the spirit of General Douglas MacArthur at Inchon Harbor near where he landed during the Korean War. Images of visionary artist Frida Kahlo now appear on altars indicating that she has assumed goddess status.

Realms of Spirits

Spirits live among us. Many possess powerful links with specific locations (the presiding spirit of a particular mountain or city, for instance) or with general regions (lakes, oceans, forests, deserts, swamps, the moon). Spirits reside in caves, stones, and trees. Some spirits are profoundly attached to their own shrines and images. Others prefer to stay near the humans they love and serve, sometimes residing in their homes. Some spirits haunt marketplaces and bathhouses. Ghosts may linger at the scene of a crime.





The best explanation regarding realms of spirits and the afterlife may derive from Amy Tan’s 1995 novel, The Hundred Secret Senses. Kwan, a central character, can see and interact with the Yin World, the Chinese realm of ghosts. She explains that post-death destinations are determined by who or what you love and believe. And if you’re not sure or don’t believe in anything, then the opportunity exists to visit various realms and choose which suits you best.






Spirits also possess their very own realms. The true definition of a shaman is someone who can journey back and forth between human and spirit realms. Shamanism is among the primal human skills, maybe the true oldest profession. Luckily, many shamans over the ages have shared their experiences. Much of what is known about spirit realms derives from their descriptions, the spiritual equivalent of a travelogue.

There are many, various individual spirit realms. Envision a huge spirit universe, parallel to our own, which is then subdivided into smaller realms, similar to how a huge catering facility may be subdivided into rooms. Many parties occur concurrently: beings pass from one to another. Portals and passages connect these realms, including our own.

Some realms are heavily fortified, difficult to access, like an elite, private club. Like that club, entrances to these realms may be guarded by fierce gatekeepers. Other realms are welcoming and comparatively easy for people to access.

Different spirits reside in different realms. Some claim residence in more than one realm. Others travel back and forth, visiting different realms, just like shamans. Among the Norse deities, Odin, Freya, and Frigg each preside over their own halls within the realm Asgard, while sea spirit Ran lives among the waves and Hel rules over a realm of death.

Morgan Le Fay presides over Avalon. Itzpapalotl presides over Tamoanchan, a paradise where, according to an Aztec creation myth, modern humanity was first formed from blood and bones stolen from Mictlan, the Aztec realm of death. Mictlan, in turn, is ruled by spirits Mictlantecuhtli and Mictlancihuatl, Lord and Lady Death.

Hades is the traditional Greek realm of death. The name of its ruler is a secret. Because it was considered dangerous to call him by his true name (no need to draw his attention), people instead refer to him by his realm’s name. The general population of Hades consists of shades of humanity (ghosts, dead souls), but other spirits live there, too:


	Charon, the ferryman

	Cerberus, the three-headed watchdog who keeps ghosts where they belong

	Persephone, Queen of Death

	Hekate, who moonlights as Persephone’s personal handmaiden

	Adonis, who spends part of the year entertaining Persephone



Hades, Mictlan, Hel: we’ve just begun, and already three different realms of death have been identified. Keep reading. There are many more. Which one is real? Maybe all of them. The more crucial question is, which one (or ones) is most significant for you?

Spirits travel between realms, but people can, too.


	Shamanic training teaches how to visit spirit realms and safely return home.

	Spirit realms are accessed via dreams and visualizations. (More information and instructions follow.)



Where Are Spirits Most Likely to Be Met?

Ultimately in your heart. That said, spirits are more likely to be encountered in certain types of places:

Thresholds and crossroads are particularly conducive to spirit encounters. If you want to meet spirits, those are the places you’re most likely to find them. (Conversely, if you don’t wish to meet them, then those are the places to avoid.)

Thresholds are border areas where one force, power, energy, or element meets another. Thresholds exist everywhere: for example, the seashore is the threshold between land and ocean, the liminal, transitional area where earth meets water. Hedgerows were once the threshold between wilderness and civilization. Your mouth is the threshold between thought and speech.

Thresholds may be physical (the seashore); spiritual (the cemetery is the threshold between realms of life and death); and plain old literal: many spirits, Djinn in particular, like to congregate at door thresholds. That’s the root reason behind the common superstition urging people to step over, not on, a threshold. No need to wake or annoy any resident spirits. Universal folklore considers brides especially vulnerable to jealous spirits. The tradition of carrying the bride over the threshold emerged as a safety precaution, albeit a fun, romantic one.





Sophisticated, modern, educated people who work with spirits inhabit their own threshold zone. They live a liminal existence, simultaneously walking in two worlds: the mysterious world of the spirits and the “rational” world that denies spirits’ existence.






Thresholds possess a liminal quality: if you are small enough to balance on a threshold, then you are neither inside nor outside, you are someplace in between. Twilight and dawn are thresholds of night and day: during those times, it is not quite night or day, but some fleeting, transformative magical time in between. “Once there was and once there wasn’t . . . ,” a traditional opening line of Eastern European fairy tales, the equivalent of “Once upon a time,” signals that the story takes place in a threshold zone.

Crossroads are where something intersects with something else. A crossroads might be literal (a traffic intersection; a meeting of roads) or spiritual (a shrine or altar is where the mundane meets the sacred). Unlike a threshold, a crossroads has a point of intersection. That point is perceived as possessing and emanating tremendous magical, metaphysical, and spiritual energy. Spirits both crave and contribute to that energy.

Places where spirits are most likely to congregate include:


	Natural portals to their realms: wells, caves, springs, certain trees

	Shores, mountain peaks (natural thresholds)

	Cemeteries and birthing rooms (thresholds of life and death)

	Crossroads

	Ruins (especially those of sacred sites or scenes of disasters)

	Traditional fairs, markets, and festivals (spirits enjoy them as much as we do)

	Mirrors and divination devices



Spirits are also encountered, venerated, and petitioned at their shrines, temples, and tombs. Some have intense associations with specific locations. Journeying to a spirit’s special shrine is like visiting them at home. Homes are provided for spirits by erecting altars, shrines, and spirit houses or by planting certain types of trees, plants, or gardens.

Why Do Spirits Help Us?

Different spirits possess different motivations and reasons:


	Love: they are your ancestors, personal guardians, or spiritual patrons.

	Some are just beings of incredible loving generosity and mercy.

	Others, while not so consistently altruistic, have generous moods. Ask at the right moment or in the right way and be rewarded.

	They have a loyalty of some sort, including ethnic, spiritual, or professional patronage.

	Some spirits respond well to bribery.

	Others help because they like you, identify with you, or seek an ongoing relationship with you.



Any one or combination of the above reasons may be true, but in addition, many spirits who help humans do so because it is their job. Providing assistance is their special function, their sacred charge, their raison d’être, their reason for being. In many cases, they live to serve and are eager to help. Some have made a sacred vow of assistance and so they must help, providing, of course, that you ask and they are aware of the need.

We may never know how many unrequested miracles occur on a daily basis. How many disasters have been secretly averted via spiritual intervention? Some guardian spirits operate undercover, but most desire credit and rewards for their good deeds: they want to be sure you know who saved the day.

The most powerful spirits can do anything. There is no wish that Isis cannot fulfill. However, most spirits are specialists. Should you seriously need legal advice, you wouldn’t just ask anyone: you’d look for a lawyer. If your sink backs up, you need a plumber. If your teeth hurt, you wouldn’t call that plumber; you’d look for a dentist, preferably one you like and find sympathetic. After all, they will be putting their fingers in your mouth. Requesting assistance from spirits is similar. Associate with spirits you like and find sympathetic: they will be inserting their presence in your life.

So, for example, if your child needs spiritual protection, you might invoke Anubis, Bes, or Kwan Yin. If the love of your life wants to take you on a cruise and you wish to go but are secretly afraid of the sea, spirits who can guarantee safe passage include Poseidon, Agwé, Yemaya, Ma Zu, various mermaids, and the Stella Maris.

Another theory explains why some spirits may offer or withhold help. According to a Jewish legend, two worlds existed before our own. The one just previous to ours was populated by a race of beings who eventually came into bitter conflict with the Creator, who scrapped that world and created a new one with humans instead.





Fans of H. P. Lovecraft or Buffy the Vampire Slayer/Angel will recognize these Old Ones or Elder Beings.






Some of the earlier beings were destroyed, but others survived and still linger or lurk in the shadows. (Depending upon who’s telling the story, those primordial survivors may be called spirits or demons.) Some are helpful; others perceive people as usurpers and are resentful; still others are ambivalent. Some blame us; others worry that we’ll meet the same fate and seek to protect and assist us. These survivors, the Old Ones, may perceive themselves as our elder siblings, disenfranchised step-siblings, or unfairly evicted prior tenants, thus explaining the complex blend of protectiveness, hostility, love, jealousy, and craving for gifts characterizing the attitudes of some spirits toward people.

Working with Spirits

How did people first learn to work with spirits? The short answer is that the spirits taught us. The specifics of how that knowledge was transmitted are a beloved theme of worldwide mythology. Details differ but frequently reference the natural affinity and attraction shared between spirits and people. For example, Siberian myth explains that the Creator sent a sacred bird to Earth charged with the task of teaching people how to shamanize. (Siberia is vast: depending on tribe and location, this bird may be an owl, eagle, raven, or rooster.) The bird fell in love with a woman. Their child was Earth’s first shaman.

Since those primordial beginnings, people have taught other people how to work with spirits, sharing information, techniques, materials, and methods.

Working with spirits is an intrinsically sacred art, but a practical one, too. If spirits deliver on their promises, devotions increase. Weary or disenchanted spirits seeking to retire stop producing. Desperate people seeking assistance quickly get the message and seek help elsewhere. If one spirit doesn’t deliver, another one may. That spirit then inherits the devotee’s attentions. (Conversely, devotees who fail to fulfill obligations or hold up their end of a bargain may lose a spirit’s ear and sympathy.)

Those spirits who consistently deliver, who dependably demonstrate generous or hard-working natures develop reputations. Word gets around. Some spirits are eager for human companionship, hungry for our love and attention. Guatemalan spirit Maximon, for instance, bears the reputation of being exceptionally responsive and hardworking, as does the Vietnamese goddess Ba Chua Xu.

It is in the nature of many spirits to be workaholics. This tendency is reflected in clichés like “work like a demon” or working “like one possessed.” This works to our benefit. However, like other workaholics, they may become impatient with slackers. You will be expected to hold up your end of the bargain.

Spirits work, but so do people. It’s called working because you are not a passive recipient. People don’t just sit back and wait for generous spirits to shower us with blessings. Relationships between people and spirits are symbiotic: that means mutually beneficial. They work for us, and we work for them.

Methods of working with spirits have remained fairly consistent over millennia and all over the world. Documents recording appeals from early Common Era women asking Hermes to protect their soldier sons will sound familiar to anyone working with spirits today. Likewise, if those ancient devotees could time-travel forward to modern spirit-centered rituals, they’d find much to be very familiar.

Types of food or drink offered to spirits may differ; specific songs or drumbeats may differ; which incense is burned may differ; but basic methods of working with spirits are universal and eternal. Spirits communicate via symbols, oracles, and dreams. Most enjoy, crave, and expect small gifts. While the basic structure of independent spirit working is consistent, two factors are unique to each individual transaction and will affect their direction and outcome:


	Will the spirit respond to a petitioner as desired or even respond at all?

	What are the individual petitioner’s hopes, fears, beliefs, and level of expertise or desperation?



How one works with spirits depends somewhat on what it is one hopes to receive from them. Let’s take a closer look at pathways leading to spirits, and then let’s explore the nuts and bolts of working with them. Let’s examine two different scenarios.

Someone may literally adore a spirit. A spirit may fascinate and enthrall a person. Someone may have incredible respect for a spirit and perceive it as a role model, a shining example, a symbol of courage or fortitude, extreme beauty, virtue, or generosity. What this person desires is the presence of the beloved.

Let’s say, for example, that someone has been fascinated with Artemis or Athena since childhood. She may begin collecting images or objects associated with that spirit. She spends a lot of time reading and considering their myths and legends. She wears jewelry or perfume evocative of that spirit; maybe gets a tattoo. People recognize her affiliation and give her goddess-related gifts. Over the years, her collection grows and may take over a shelf or corner or entire room of her home. Intentionally or not, she has created altar space, whether or not she realizes it.





Some people know exactly which spirits fascinate, interest, and appeal to them. They love this spirit, regardless of whether any reciprocal gesture is ever received.






Maybe this is where this story ends: maybe she receives peace of mind, satisfaction, and happiness from her collection. Maybe she discovers over time that her thinking is clearer while sitting amidst this collection or while holding one particular object in her hands. Solutions to problems just seem to come to her, to pop into her mind. Maybe she starts traveling with a small portable image of the spirit because she sleeps more peacefully when it’s with her. Maybe it never progresses from here.

But maybe the spirit starts appearing in her dreams. Maybe the spirit offers good advice, warns of pending problems, or asks for something. Maybe, even during waking hours, this person starts receiving communiqués from this spirit.

This person may never have intended to do more than create a beautiful tribute to a beloved spirit, whose genuine living reality she may never have considered or thought possible. What she has created, however, is a portal with a welcome mat. Through her devotion to the spirit, she has assumed the role of priestess or acolyte. Believers in reincarnation might suggest that she was once such a priestess in a previous life and that her actions are no accident.

Focusing intently on a spirit has attracted its attention. Actions of veneration were pleasing to the spirit: it wants more. Rather than a casual relationship, the spirit may seek increased attention in exchange for protection and patronage. Creation of altar space, the use of imagery, and/or intense concentration has opened up a portal for the spirit.

If this person chooses to respond to the overtures made by the spirit, or if she, too, would like to kick the relationship up a notch, her next step is to consciously start tending her altar and/or begin feeding the spirit. Most people are amazed, honored, and delighted to receive contact, but if, for whatever reason, she does not want this relationship, she should very politely, calmly, respectfully, and clearly articulate her reasons why not directly to the spirit, possibly also offering some small tribute or gift as a peace offering in case the spirit is offended.

That’s one fairly typical scenario, one way of forming a working relationship with a spirit. The flip side of this scenario is that what many people love most about spirits is their power and generosity. Sometimes a relationship with a spirit is sought specifically because we want something from them. The presence of the beloved isn’t enough; help, benefits, a gift, or some miracle is sought.

Let’s look at another typical path to the spirits.

This person has little or no interest in spirits, their stories, or whether or not they exist. She may be a rationalist who doesn’t “believe” in them, or the whole subject may be off her radar; it’s just not relevant. But now, some sort of crisis has arisen. Considerable time, effort, and money may have already been spent attempting to solve this problem, but nothing has worked. Finally someone else, seriously or jokingly, suggests an appeal to some spirit, or maybe the person in need saw some vague reference to spiritual intervention in a book.

Previously this suggestion would have been laughed off or automatically rejected, but the situation is now dire and no possibility, regardless how remote, can be dismissed. What this person needs is a miracle. She is clutching at straws. Spiritual intervention may be the only straw left to clutch.

Maybe this crisis is spousal abuse, and so someone has recommended seeking assistance from Yemaya or Ezili Dantor. Maybe she can’t get pregnant, and so an appeal to one of the many fertility spirits is suggested (Artemis, Brigid, or Lilith, for example). Maybe the problem is an unhealthy addiction, hers or that of someone she loves. After years of frustration, someone asks, why not petition Maximon for help?

Why not, indeed? This person has not spent years accumulating sacred objects and knowledge. She may have no concept of the sacred whatsoever. All these names of spirits may be overwhelming and meaningless. She is a beginner, a novice, and may have doubts about the reality of spirits, let alone her own ability to reach them, if they exist. She lacks experience but needs help now. What does this person do next? Where does she start?





Let’s be frank: in emergencies, people take help wherever they can get it. In desperate circumstances, people will contact and accept aid from those whom they might otherwise prefer to avoid. This fact of life is what keeps loan sharks in business: those in dire financial straits seek and accept their assistance even though fully aware of the danger.

Working with spirits is similar: mired in a genuine life-or-death crisis, especially one involving the health or safety of a loved one, many seek out dangerous but powerful spirits. Even when motivated by desperation and hopelessness, even if you feel you have no choice, still familiarize yourself thoroughly with any spirit with whom you work. Learn their habits, their predilections: what do they do when they get mad? This makes for a happier, safer, ultimately more successful working relationship.






Here is the method in a nutshell:


	Identify a spirit who can help you or the spirit who is your personal patron.

	Familiarize yourself with this spirit; are you comfortable requesting their assistance?

	Respectfully but straightforwardly and clearly articulate what you seek, going into as much detail as needed. You cannot be too clear and precise.



Nothing in life is free. This is important: If there is a single key word that must be remembered about working with spirits, it is reciprocity. Relationships between people and spirits are mutually beneficial: in other words, spirits expect to receive something in return for favors rendered, if only




	Explain precisely what it is that you will give in return and exactly when the spirit should expect payment. Never promise something you know you can’t or won’t deliver.

	If the spirit fulfills its end of the bargain, make sure that you fulfill yours, too.



















	Petitions are offered spontaneously or impulsively in a moment of passion or despair.

	Petitions are formally presented within the context of rituals. This type of petition is planned in advance. An awful lot of expense and trouble may be taken to offer this petition, with the person sometimes journeying great lengths to be at a shrine at a specific moment. This petition may or may not be accompanied by offerings, the equivalent of a down payment on favors expected or a show of good faith.































	People who love and venerate spirits all the time, in good times and bad, tend to recognize gifts and miracles when received. They are quick to render gratitude, affection, tribute, and payments.

	Those who may have petitioned a spirit as a whim or long shot are more likely to dismiss experiences as coincidence and hence offer no payment or renege on a deal.


































	If you are asking for financial assistance, offer to give a percentage of riches received to a cause close to the spirit’s heart.

	Those seeking fertility often name a child after the spirit, bring the child to visit a spirit’s shrine when the child is old enough, and/or raise the child to be an active devotee.

	Those seeking cures may vow to help those suffering from the same affliction should they recover enough to be able to do so.





	Provide an artistic tribute, whether created by yourself or commissioned from another.

	Create an altar, whether an actual physical one or a virtual one in cyberspace.

	Throw a party in the spirit’s honor, or offer a more private ritual meal.

	Name something important after the spirit, or post its image in a prominent place.

	Testify to the miracle in some public manner.

	Get a tattoo that references the spirit (name, image, or sacred symbols).

	Make a pilgrimage to a shrine or place strongly associated with that spirit.

	Many spirits are associated with specific animals, plants, and sacred sites. The world being what it is, most of them are endangered. Any efforts or charitable donations on their behalf will be greatly appreciated. Thus Artemis has powerful associations with wolves; if she helps you, do something to help them, whether directly or financially. Xtabay is associated with kapok (ceiba) trees; if she helps you, plant or preserve one.



Finding Your Spirit Allies




	The mystery is whether a spirit will work with you or not.

	Your challenge is identifying your own personal spirit allies.
























	The spirit perceives that you share something of its nature or essence.

	Some basis for assistance and loyalty exists (ethnic, familial, religious, professional).

	The spirit perceives a need in you, which it can fulfill.

	This spirit just likes you and enjoys your presence.

	Knowingly or unknowingly, you’ve called upon this power and they’ve responded.





	Look for spirits whose names, images, or myths linger or haunt you, those spirits you just can’t forget, whether positively or negatively. Sometimes spirits who initially scare us, become, after further reflection and knowledge, powerful, valued allies.

	Look for spirits who inspire you creatively, who are already serving as your muse.

	Look for those with whom you identify or with whom you share something significant.

	Look for spirits who possess affiliations with what you love.












	Artemis, Hera, and Yemaya are affiliated with Cancer.

	Ishhara, Oya, and Selkhet are affiliated with Scorpio.

	Kannon is guardian of those born in the Year of the Rat.

	Fudo guards those born in the Year of the Rooster.








	Ho Tei and La Madama sponsor fortune-tellers, while Tanit protects astrologers.

	Coatlique has a soft spot for florists; Oshun for hairdressers.

	Brigid and Odin love poets.

	Ogun, Kwan Kung, and Michael Archangel sponsor law enforcement officers.

















	Obatala is guardian of albinos.

	Simbi’s spiritual children may be born with a caul or display heads full of corkscrew ringlets.

	Various spirits of Europe, Asia, and Africa, including Hulda and the Elves, indicate interest in a person by causing hair to spontaneously form locks.























	Build an altar for this spirit.

	Become the type of person who would attract this spirit.

	Most importantly, do good deeds on behalf of whatever this spirit loves.
















Communicating with Spirits



	Getting your message heard

	Communicating clearly, accurately, and precisely so as to prevent miscommunications

	Recognizing, interpreting, and understanding spirit messages and responses











	Most spirits possess various forms, which they consistently assume.

	Most also possess various preferences in food, fragrance, colors, and gifts.

	Some spirits are identified with certain numbers, trees, animals, birds, or plants.

	Individual spirits possess specific symbols, known as attributes, which serve as the equivalent of a calling card. Poseidon’s attribute is a trident; Rosmerta’s is a cornucopia.





















Magic Messenger Dolls


	Create a small handcrafted doll to transmit a message to the spirit world. It’s your message: sew or make it yourself. No need to be skillful or talented; what you craft may be as simple or elaborate as you choose. (The simplest doll involves two pieces of fabric stitched together with stuffing inserted and a face painted on.)

	Consider the spirit you are seeking to contact: select materials or colors evocative of this spirit.

	Decide exactly how to phrase your message. Focus intently while crafting the doll.

	Write your message on a small piece of paper, which may then be attached to the outside of the doll or stuffed inside, perhaps adding a small gift for the spirit.

	Look the doll in the face, and tell it to transmit your message for you.

	Leave the doll at a crossroads, cemetery, or any place where you perceive the spirit is present and/or powerful. It may also be buried, tied to a tree, or deposited in water.



The Care and Feeding of Spirits


















































	Some traditions consistently serve only a spirit’s favorite food and drink.

	Other traditions offer spirits a sampling of whatever people are having.








	Some have very modest, ascetic taste. (Baron Samedi accepts dry toast and black coffee.)

	Others prefer luxuries. (Ezili Freda expects champagne and fine French pastry.)

	Others enjoy home-cooked meals or ethnic specialties. (Kybele craves the feta cheese, honey, and garlic of her Anatolian homeland.)

	Some, like Papa Legba, crave treats like candy or cigarettes.

	Others just want to drink; keeping them boozed up keeps them generous and happy.


















	Wish them good morning, good night, or whatever is appropriate; if it’s a holiday or feast day, acknowledge it.

	Tell them about yourself, your family, and your needs.

	Bless them. Request a blessing in turn.

	Thank them for honoring you with their presence.

	If you feel inclined, sing to them, dance for them, recite poetry, prayers, or sacred texts.

	Pay attention to thoughts that just pop into your head; sometimes these are responses or messages from the spirits.



















WHERE ARE SPIRITS SERVED?














	On an altar.

	Wherever you eat.

	Wherever a spirit is most comfortable. For example, offerings for fire spirits are traditionally placed in or near hearths. Guardian spirits are fed near whatever they guard—no need to interrupt them from their duties.

	Libations may be poured on the ground or served in a chalice or glass.

	Depending on the spirit, offerings are placed in trees, buried in the earth, left at the shore, a cemetery, or a crossroads, or placed in living natural waters (sea, river, or stream).




WHEN ARE SPIRITS SERVED?




	Some spirits are associated with specific days of the week. For instance, Sarasvati, Goddess of Wisdom, is associated with Sunday.

	Some spirits are associated with specific dates of the year: Nicnevin, a Scottish witch goddess, is most accessible on the eve of 31 October, the beginning of the dark half of the ancient Celtic calendar (and modern Halloween).

	Some spirits are associated with celestial phenomena like solstices, equinoxes, or specific moon phases: Hekate favors the Dark Moon.

	Some spirits are at the peak of their power during specific seasons (winter, summer, etc.). Aine, beautiful Irish sun goddess, is at optimum power during the summer.

	Some spirits are associated with specific time periods of the year: Berchta and Odin are particularly active at Yuletide.




WHAT DO YOU DO WITH SPIRIT FOOD?




	Food is shared. Spirits consume the essence of the food (the spirit of the food). Humans wait a little while, allowing the spirits to partake first, but then actually consume the food. If this method is chosen, be sure to explain it explicitly to the spirits. This is a traditional Hawaiian mode of offering; chants accompanying offerings specify, “the essence for you; the food for me.”

	Food may be divided into portions. When sharing food with Djinn, one portion is prepared without salt; the rest contains it. The presence of salt demarcates which part is for Djinn and which for people. Food for Djinn is often served outside, not in the home. Once it’s been given, it’s just left. Whatever happens to it is up to them.

	Some people refuse to touch any food offered to spirits; it’s perceived as unlucky, dangerous, or inauspicious to do so as it no longer belongs to the human realm. Nothing is shared. Physical remains are eventually thrown away, tossed down the drain, left to decay, burned, buried, given to birds or animals, or disposed of according to ritual. This may be dependent on the specific spirit. For example, while some dispose of Ogun’s leftovers in the trash; others leave them at railroad tracks. Crossroads are exceptionally spiritually powerful places: many dispose of all offerings there. (This may be a rustic, forest crossroads or a garbage can located at a crossroads within a local shopping mall. Remember, a crossroads is anywhere where two or more paths cross.) Disposal methods may also depend on human preferences: those uncomfortable with “wasting” food may choose to scatter remnants to the birds.






RITUAL



	Invite spirits who resonate with you or those you would like to get to know better.

	Invite spirits who share your ancestry or your spiritual beliefs.

	Choose those you’d like to honor.

	Choose spirit guests carefully, as if arranging a party for people. Do whatever you normally do: If you usually pay attention to proportions of male and female, gay and straight, single and married, old and young guests, then do the same with spirits, too. If you don’t enjoy the company of children, don’t invite the Marassa or any other Divine Children. Avoid whoever you dislike. Do you want all females? Males? Only the benevolent? Only the witty? The bold, the bad, the beautiful? Decide and pick.

	Alternatively, live dangerously and let divination be your guide. See which guests seek an invitation. Close your eyes, open this book, stick your finger on a page, and see whose name comes up. Repeat until you have enough guests. (Be careful with this method: you must be consistent. If your finger lands on a name, that spirit will be offended if not invited.)





Are Spirits Dangerous?



	Some people want to discourage other people from independently working with spirits (usually so that contact is maintained only by an official hierarchy).

	Scary stories are more fun, suspenseful, and interesting than happy testimonials and so are more frequently told (and embellished to become even more interesting!).
















	Spirits seek to ensnare souls.

	Spirits inevitably lead you down a path of doom and damnation.

	All spirits are evil.









	Don’t stand their statues side by side.

	Don’t make the same appeal to both simultaneously.

	Don’t attempt to play them against each other; it backfires.





	Pantheons compromise, merge, or at least cooperate with each other, comfortably or not. Greek mythology provides the most famous example: Zeus, who arrived in Greece with Indo-European invaders, married the indigenous goddess Hera, representing a merger of what were once two traditions.

	Sometimes one pantheon is coerced to serve another, as in Tibet where many indigenous Bon spirits now protect Tibetan Buddhism. Likewise in Myanmar, indigenous Nat spirits (or at least the thirty-seven most cooperative) also guard the Dharma. (See entries for Bon Spirits, Nats, and Nats, Thirty-Seven for further information.)

	Older, indigenous, or officially out-of-favor spirits are demonized. Witness the Jewish Bible whose prophets railed against popular veneration of Asherah and Ba’al. (Although cooperation exists here, too: annually Azazel gets his goat.) See individual entries for further details.















































Guardian spirits are often categorized as dangerous demons.


Guardian spirits also protect shrines, buildings, and sacred areas.


Some spirits demonstrate love aggressively.



Many so-called dangerous spirits are aggressively Pagan.



Many so-called dangerous spirits are actually what are known as volatile spirits.




Some spirits’ sacred function involves administering justice.




Some spirits are amoral and open to bribery.



Some spirits operate protection rackets.






SAFETY MEASURES



	Most crucially: If you consistently approach spirits with love and respect, you will virtually never have anything to fear.

	For utmost safety, work with named spirits, those spirits possessing extensive CVs and histories. They may be volatile or aggressive, but you will know who they are, what to expect, and what to do.

	Nobody likes an ingrate: keep your promises; fulfill your vows; pay your debts.

	Remember, you’re asking them for help, not the other way around.

	Don’t be greedy; don’t ask for what’s inappropriate. (Those spirits who deliver the unethical and immoral are often the equivalent of loan sharks. Beware.)

	Don’t go looking for bad company. If you habitually spend too much time with dangerous characters (spirit or human alike), you will get hurt.










	Archangels Gabriel, Michael, and Raphael

	Bodhisattvas Jizo and Kwan Yin

	Orisha Obatala

	Taoist spirit Miao Shan






	Bells and chimes

	The presence of iron

	Firecrackers and other sudden loud noises, like the shattering of pottery and plates

	Clattering metal percussion instruments: castanets, cymbals, sistrums, or tambourines. If you have no such instruments, then bang metal pots and pans.

	Peals of sincere, hearty laughter

































	Treat them with the same respect and courtesy as any other professional.

	Do not be afraid to ask for references or referrals.

	Medical doctors (gifted physical healers) rarely donate their services; spiritual healers are not obligated to do so, either. Cost should be reasonable; there is probably a going rate; find out what it is.

	Expect professional behavior.



Commanding and Compelling




















What Does It Mean When Prayers and Petitions Remain Unanswered?



	Maybe the spirit just didn’t hear you. Try again.

	Maybe the wrong spirit was petitioned, either because this is not their area of expertise or because, for whatever reason, they lack interest in you. Find a more sympathetic ally.

	Somehow you’ve displeased this spirit; they are deliberately and consciously not fulfilling your request.

	Silence or lack of response is sometimes a spirit’s bargaining chip; the spirit may be holding out for a better offering. (See the entry for Achilles for a prime example.)

	Your request has been denied because it is not beneficial for you. You may devoutly believe that you know what is best, but maybe the spirit knows better. Sometimes we ask for things and years later are so grateful not to have received them. Reexamine your situation: perhaps what looks like lack of fulfillment is really a recommendation to consider alternative plans or desires.
















	Some spiritual traditions, especially those indigenous to what is now the southwestern United States, consider that if spiritual petitions are ritually correct down to every last tiny detail (including the state of the petitioner’s heart), then spirits are obliged and compelled to grant the request. Thus, if a petition is not granted, something was wrong with the ritual. It must be human fault. For this reason, incredible attention is paid to every aspect of ritual, prayer, and petition. Every dance step must be correct, every t crossed and i dotted.

	The answer may never be known, at least not in this life or realm. Unfortunately, this is part of the mystery of life: not everything can be explained.
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		Chan, Lady
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		Chandra



		Chang Kuo Lao



		Chang’O, Lady
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		Coyolxauhqui



		Cybele



		Cyhyraeth
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		H
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		Hyacinth
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		Hydra



		Hygeia



		Hyotoko
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		I



		Iara



		Ibeji



		Ibur



		Idun



		Ielle



		Iemanja



		Ildiko



		Inanna-Ishtar



		Inari



		Indio, El



		Indra



		Inna



		Intranquil Spirit



		Io



		Iodama



		Iphigenia



		Iris



		Irodeasa



		Ishhara



		Ishtar



		Isis



		Itzamna



		Itzpapalotl



		Ix Chel



		Ix Tab



		Izanagi



		Izanami
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		Jade Emperor



		Jade Maidens



		Jahi



		Jambhala



		Janaina



		Janguli



		Janus



		Jari-Mari



		Jezanna



		Jezebel



		Jezibaba



		Jingu, Empress



		Jizo



		Joan the Wad



		Jotun



		Juni-Sama



		Juno



		Jupiter



		Jurema



		Jurojin



		Juturna









		K
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		Kachina



		Kadesh



		Kadru



		Kahlo, Frida



		Kahoupokane



		Kajishin



		Kali



		Kallikantzari



		Kalma



		Kaltes



		Kalu Kumara



		Kalvis



		Kama



		Kamakhya



		Kamapua’a



		Kami



		Kamohoali’i



		Kamui



		Kanaloa



		Kanayago



		Kane



		Kanekua’ana



		Kangi Ten



		Kannon



		Kapo



		Kappa



		Karina



		Karni Mata



		Karttikeya



		K’daai Maqsin



		Kebechet



		Kedalion



		Kel Asuf



		Kelpie



		Keres



		Keshalyi



		Keto



		Ketta



		Khadiravani



		Khephri



		Khidr, Al



		Khnum



		Khonsu



		Khronos



		Khun Paen



		Kihawahine



		Kikimora



		King of Terrors



		Kings of Hell



		Kishijoten



		Kitchen God



		Kitchen God’s Wife



		Kitsune



		Klu



		Klugyalmo Sripé Tanla Phapa



		Knockers



		Kobold



		Koko



		Kokopelli



		Kokuzo



		Kola Sanni Yakka



		Kolowisi



		Komokwa



		Konohana Sakkuya Hime



		Konsei Myojin



		Kore



		Korravai



		Kothar Wa-Khasis



		Koumyoumin



		Koyasu
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