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		[image: ]f you’re like most Harry Potter fans, you probably know that Harry’s prized possession is his broomstick, Hermione’s favorite subject is arithmancy, and a magnificent creature called a hippogriff helped Sirius Black evade capture. But did you know that wizards were once thought to fly on pitchforks, arithmancy is an ancient form of fortune-telling, and the hippogriff was first mounted by the legendary knights of Charlemagne? Or that Professor Dumbledore’s friend Nicholas Flamel, creator of the Sorcerer’s Stone, was a real person?

		So quickly do the astonishing adventures of Harry and his friends fly by that we rarely have a moment to consider the wealth of real mythology, folklore, and history that shimmers just beneath the surface. One of the great pleasures of reading the Harry Potter books comes from the extraordinary richness of the magical universe they contain—fashioned partly from J. K. Rowling’s seemingly boundless imagination and partly from the vast collective lore of magic from around the world. Potions and charms, giants and dragons, cauldrons and crystal balls—all have intriguing and often surprising histories going back hundreds and sometimes thousands of years. Magic wands like those sold in Diagon Alley were once fashioned by Druid sorcerers out of the sacred yew tree. Love potions are traceable to ancient Greece and Rome. And books of spells and curses—required reading at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry—were highly popular (and much frowned upon) during the Middle Ages.

		The Sorcerer’s Companion is designed to allow the curious reader to look up anything “magical” from any of the Harry Potter books and discover a wealth of fascinating and unexpected information. How did the Sorcerer’s Stone get its power? What were the first magic words? Did J. K. Rowling dream up the terrifying basilisk, the seductive veela, or the vicious grindylow? And if she didn’t, who did?

		The history of magical beliefs is vast, and in writing this book we have had to leave out far more than we put in. Barely mentioned are the rich traditions of magic and mythology of China, Africa, India, Japan, Australia, and the Americas. Rather we have limited our focus to those aspects of lore directly related to Harry’s world. Nearly all of the magical practices taught at Hogwarts are rooted in the Western magical tradition, which emerged from the ancient empires of the Middle East, Greece, and Rome. Imaginary creatures like the centaur, the manticore, and the unicorn come from the same rich tradition. Many other magical beings, such as elves, gnomes, goblins, hinkypunks, and trolls, have their roots in the folklore of northern Europe and the British Isles.

		When we first began researching The Sorcerer’s Companion we asked Harry Potter fans what subjects interested them the most. Some wanted to know more about spells, charms, and curses. Others were eager to learn about boggarts, red caps, or the difference between witches and hags. We expect you, too, will have your own particular interests and will follow them as you choose. This book is not intended to be read straight through in alphabetical order, although it certainly can be. You might want to start with the Magic entry for an introduction to this fascinating subject. But actually, you can start anywhere—and chances are, you’ll end up everywhere.

		In each entry, we’ve tried to provide an overview of the subject and its roots in mythology, folklore, and history. Whenever a word appears in bold, that means it has its own entry. Following most entries, you’ll find this symbol 
			[image: ]
			 and an abbreviation indicating at least one place in the Harry Potter books where the subject appears. “SS 5/71,” for example, refers you to Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, chapter 5, page 71. CS refers to Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, PA to Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, GF to Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, OP to Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, HBP to Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, and DH to Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. All references are to the American editions.

		In researching The Sorcerer’s Companion we learned many curious things we never expected to know, like how to read tea leaves, get rid of goblins, safely harvest mandrake root, and use arithmancy to choose a breakfast cereal. We feel more secure knowing how to recognize a demon and what to do if attacked by a ghoul (never, ever hit him twice). We hope all of this information is as interesting to you as it is to us. You never know when you might need it.
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		[image: ]re you unusually susceptible to colds and infections? Do you have a tendency to attract the wrong kind of attention? Are you plagued by bad luck? If the answer to any of these questions is yes, an amulet might be just what the doctor ordered. In fact, centuries ago, an amulet often was what the doctor ordered—to ward off disease, avoid misfortune, or chase away evil spirits.

		An amulet (from the Latin word amuletum, meaning “a method of defense”) is an object thought to magically protect its owner from harm. Amulets can come in any size, shape, or material. Indeed, when Hogwarts is struck by a mysterious epidemic of petrification, Neville Longbottom tries to protect himself with an amulet made from a smelly green onion! Amulets range from small pendants, rings, and pouches of herbs (worn around the neck to prevent disease) to sizable statues and wall hangings intended to protect an entire household, building, or village. The ancient Babylonians liked to wear tiny, jewel-encrusted clay cylinders to ward off evil spirits. The Romans collected sculptures of Priapus, the god of luck and fertility, and many Americans still hang lucky horseshoes over their doors to guard against misfortune and unwelcome visitors.

		Amulets have been present in virtually every society since the beginning of recorded history The earliest amulets were probably just chunks of stone or metal whose bright colors or unusual shapes suggested they might have magical properties. (In India and Thailand, pieces of pink coral are still used to ward off the evil eye.) Over time, however, it became customary to make amulets in the shape of animals, god and goddess figures, and magic symbols. Images of horns and hands (symbolizing fertility and life) and drawings or carvings of the human eye (suggesting eternal watchfulness) appear on amulets throughout the world. Many amulets also have magic words, short spells, or the names of gods written on them.

		Although their appeal is nearly universal, amulets are most closely associated with the ancient Egyptians, who wore them everywhere—even to the grave. It was customary for mummies to be buried with dozens of beetle-shaped amulets called scarabs. These small stone figurines, named after a real type of Egyptian beetle, were supposed to prevent the deceased person’s soul from being eaten by Ammit the Devourer—a dreadful part-lion, part-hippo, part-crocodile who guarded the scales of justice in the Egyptian afterworld. Apparently, the more important a person was, the more scarabs he took to the afterworld. When King Tutankhamen’s body was unearthed some eighty years ago, over 140 amulets were found tucked away in the wrappings of his mummy! Other common Egyptian amulets like the ankh (an Egyptian hieroglyph symbolizing life) and the wadjet (commonly known as the Eye of Horus) served more practical purposes: protecting living Egyptians from death, disease, and the evil eye.

		[image: ]

		The ankh symbolized eternal life and was worn to protect against disease. (photo credit 1.1)

		Unfortunately, amulets do have their limitations. For instance, they can only protect you from the specific dangers for which they are designed. A scarab may scare Ammit the Devourer, but it’s useless against vampires, hinkypunks, and treasure-hungry archaeologists. And if you’re going to do battle with the forces of evil, it’s important not to confuse amulets with their close cousins, talismans. Unlike enchanted swords, invisibility cloaks, and other classic talismans, amulets do not endow their owners with magical abilities. An amulet cannot be used as a weapon, only as a shield. So if you’re planning some epic adventure—like slaying a dragon—you should probably swap your lucky rabbit’s foot for the sword of Sir Godric Gryffindor. But if you prefer to stay home where it’s nice and cozy, nothing beats an amulet for keeping hostile forces at bay.
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			The frightening notion that a look can kill has existed in almost every civilization throughout history, inspiring the creation of amulets and many other defenses against supernatural malice. The evil eye—a hostile glance believed to cause misfortune, illness, or even death—is mentioned in both the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, as well as in the texts of ancient Sumeria, Babylonia, and Assyria. In the Middle Ages, witches were said to use the evil eye against anyone who crossed them, causing the victim to take ill, lose the love of a spouse, or experience financial ruin.

			Small children and animals are said to be especially vulnerable to the evil eye. In many places where evil eye superstitions are still strong, it is considered unwise to call attention to the beauty of one’s children for fear that someone with the evil eye may cast a jealous gaze upon them.

			The primary defense against the evil eye is an amulet—often in the shape of a frog, a horn, or, in the case of the ancient Egyptians, an eye known as the Eye of Horus. If no amulet is available, a quick response in the form of a symbolic hand gesture (holding up the index and little fingers to form “horns”) is recommended if an evil glance comes your way. Other defenses include hex signs, shamrocks (in Ireland), garlic (in Greece), and barley (in India). Bells or red ribbons tied to livestock or children’s clothing are also thought to divert the attention of the evil eye.
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			Believed to protect the wearer against evil and injury, the Eye of Horus was one of the most popular amulets in ancient Egypt. (photo credit 1.2)
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		[image: ]ermione, who scoffs at tea-leaf reading and crystal-ball gazing, seems an unlikely fan of arithmancy—a method of fortunetelling based on names and numbers. Yet this ancient form of divination is one of her favorite subjects. Perhaps that’s because, unlike other methods of predicting the future, arithmancy isn’t based on interpreting fuzzy images or attributing meaning to random shapes and squiggles but on hard-and-fast rules and mathematical calculations—just the kind of brainwork Hermione seems to enjoy.

		Arithmancy (from the Greek arithmo, meaning “number,” and mancy, meaning “prophecy”) has been used by magicians and wizards for more than two thousand years to help people analyze and develop their strengths and talents, overcome obstacles, and chart their future paths. Also known as “numerology,” arithmancy is based on two very old ideas. The first is that a person’s name contains important clues to their character and destiny. The second, advanced more than 2,500 years ago by the Greek sage Pythagoras, is that each of the numbers between 1 and 9 has a unique meaning that can contribute to the understanding of all things. Arithmancers combined these two ideas and, over the centuries, developed many complex systems for converting names into numbers and analyzing the results. One of the most widely used systems involves extracting three key numbers from a person’s name—the Character Number, the Heart Number, and the Social Number—and interpreting the outcome according to a set of established meanings. This system, which we suspect is the one taught at Hogwarts, was widely known by the Middle Ages and is still used today. All it requires is a pencil, paper, and the ability to add and spell.

		The first step in analyzing a name is to convert it to a set of numbers. Each letter of the alphabet is assigned a numerical value between 1 and 9, according to the following chart:

		
			1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

			A B C D E F G H I

			J K L M N O P Q R

			S T U V W X Y Z

		

		As should be clear, the letters A, J, and S have the value of “1,” B, K, and T have the value of “2,” and so forth. To analyze any name, write it down, and beneath each letter enter the corresponding numerical value. As an example, we’ll analyze the name Nicholas Flamel, the medieval alchemist who was reputed to have created the Sorcerer’s Stone:

		
			N I C H O L A S  F L A M E L

			5 9 3 8 6 3 1 1  6 3 1 4 5 3

		

		When you have all the numbers written down, add them up. In this case, the result is 58. According to the procedures of arithmancy, when a total exceeds 9—which it usually does—it must be “reduced” to a single digit by adding the component numbers together, more than once, if necessary. Thus, 58 reduces to 13 (5 + 8 = 13), which reduces to 4 (1 + 3 = 4). The final result—the reduced number of all the values in the name—is known as the Character Number. This number indicates the general personality type of the individual, according to a system of interpretations to be presented shortly.

		The next number to be derived is the Heart Number, which refers to the individual’s inner life and is said to indicate desires and fears hidden from others. The Heart Number is the total of all the vowels in the name, reduced to a single digit.

		
			N I C H O L A S  F L A M E L

			9        6    1            1        5

		

		These numbers equal 22, which reduces to 4 (2 + 2 = 4). In this instance, the Heart Number and the Character Number are identical, but this will not always be the case.

		The third number to be derived is the Social Number, which refers to the outer personality, the face an individual shows to the outside world. The social number is determined by adding up the value of the consonants in the name.

		
			N I C H O L A S  F L A M E L

			5    3 8      3    1  6 3    4    3

		

		In this case the total is 36, which reduces to 9 (3 + 6 = 9).

		With the Character, Heart, and Social numbers in mind (4, 4, 9) it is now possible to sketch out a portrait of the subject using a set of positive and negative personality traits traditionally associated with each number. These traits are based partly on the ideas of Pythagoras, but were also influenced by many others.

		[image: ]

		ONE: This is the number of the individual. Ones are independent, focused, single-minded, and determined. They set a goal and stick to it. They are leaders and inventors. Ones find it difficult to work with others and don’t like to take orders. They can be self-centered, egotistical, and domineering. They are often loners.

		TWO: Two represents interaction, two-way communication, cooperation, and balance. Twos are imaginative, creative, and sweet natured. Peace, harmony, commitment, loyalty, and fairness are characteristic. But two also introduces the idea of conflict, opposing forces, and the contrasting sides of things: night and day, good and evil. Twos can be withdrawn, moody, self-conscious, and indecisive.

		THREE: Three represents the idea of completeness or wholeness, as in the trios “past-present-future” and “mind-body-spirit.” The Pythagoreans considered three to be the first “complete” number because, like three pebbles laid out in a row, it has a beginning, a middle, and an end. Three indicates talent, energy, an artistic nature, humor, and social ease. Threes are often lucky, easygoing, rich, and highly successful, but they can also be unfocused, easily offended, and superficial.

		FOUR: Like a table that rests solidly on four legs, four indicates stability and firmness. Fours enjoy hard work. They are practical, reliable, and down to earth; they prefer logic and reason to flights of fancy. They are good at organization and getting things done. Like the cycle of the four seasons, they are also predictable. They can be stubborn, suspicious, overly practical, and prone to angry outbursts. The conflicts possible with “two” are doubled in four.

		FIVE: Five is the number of instability and imbalance, indicating change and uncertainty. Fives are drawn to many things at once but commit to none. They are adventurous, energetic, and willing to take risks. They enjoy travel and meeting new people but may not stay in one place very long. Fives can be conceited, irresponsible, quick-tempered, and impatient.

		SIX: Six represents harmony, friendship, and family life. Sixes are loyal, reliable, and loving. They adapt easily. They do well in teaching and the arts, but are often unsuccessful in business. They are sometimes prone to gossip and complacency. The Pythagoreans regarded six as the perfect number because it was divisible by both two and three, and was the sum as well as the product of the first three digits (1 + 2 + 3 = 6, 1 × 2 × 3 = 6).

		SEVEN: Perceptive, understanding, and bright, sevens enjoy hard work and challenges. They are often serious, scholarly, and interested in all things mysterious. Originality and imagination are more important than money and material possessions. Sevens can also be pessimistic, sarcastic, and insecure. Seven is sometimes considered a mystical or magical number because of its associations with the biblical seven days of creation, and the seven heavenly bodies of ancient astronomy (Sun, Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Saturn, and Jupiter).

		EIGHT: Eight indicates the possibility of great success in business, finance, and politics. Eights are practical, ambitious, committed, and hardworking. They can also be jealous, greedy, domineering, and power hungry. Eight is said to be the most unpredictable of numbers and can indicate the pinnacle of success or the depths of failure; the potential to go either way is present from the beginning.

		NINE: Nine represents completion and achievement to the fullest degree, as it is the “complete” number, three, expressed three times (3 × 3 = 9). Nines dedicate themselves to the service of others, often as teachers, scientists, and humanitarians. Strongly determined, they work tirelessly and are an inspiration to others. However, they can also be arrogant and conceited when things don’t go their way.

		According to these interpretations, we can now say that Nicholas Flamel (4, 4, 9) is a hardworking, down-to-earth person. He takes a practical approach to solving problems. He is emotionally stable, but may have some inner anger and suspicions; however, the face he shows to the world is that of a kind and generous humanitarian. Finally, we can add a few finishing touches to this portrait by returning to the original array of numbers, to see if any digits occur more frequently than others. In this case the numbers 3 and 1 occur most often, indicating that, in addition to what we already know, Flamel is someone who seeks perfection, has the ability to make money easily, and goes about things with single-minded focus. Most of this, amazingly, seems to be true of the famous alchemist (see Nicholas Flamel for details about his life and personality). As with most systems of divination, however, the more you know about the subject beforehand, the easier it is to pick the best of many possible interpretations. The real challenge is to create a portrait of an individual without benefit of hindsight.

		Like astrology, arithmancy also claims to be a system for determining lucky and unlucky days. As a general rule, favorable days are those that correspond to an individual’s character number. An “eight” personality, for example, would be advised to schedule important events like starting a business or getting married so that they occur on the 8th, 17th, or 26th of the month (each of which reduces to 8). Since any name or word can be converted to a number, arithmancy is also used to reveal “hidden kinships” among people, places, and things—the theory being that words and names that share the same numerical value are related and naturally go together. Thus a six will be best off driving a brand of car that reduces to 6, such as a Honda or a Toyota, whereas a seven would be happier driving a Ford. A two will be most romantically compatible with another two. Fives should consider living in a city that reduces to 5 (such as Tokyo or Pittsburgh), and so forth. Although we don’t recommend it, virtually all of life’s decisions can be made “according to the numbers,” from the friends one associates with to the foods on the breakfast table (eggs = 2, toast = 3, corn flakes = 4).
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		[image: ]hen the centaurs of the Forbidden Forest comment on the brightness of the planet Mars, they’re doing more than making a casual comment about the beauty of the evening sky. Their words are a veiled prediction of something ominous to come, involving anger, violence, and perhaps bloodshed and revenge. These centaurs practice astrology and can read the future in the stars.

		Astrology should not be confused with astronomy, although both share the same Greek root, astron, which means “star.” Astronomy is the scientific study of the heavenly bodies, such as stars, planets, moons, comets, and meteors; astrology is a more fanciful pursuit that seeks to explain and interpret the influence of the heavenly bodies on earthly life. Both disciplines emerged in ancient Babylonia (modern-day Iraq) more than 7,000 years ago when sky watchers first began to keep accurate records of the movements of the sun, moon, and stars. One of their earliest observations was that although most of the stars remained in the same positions relative to one another, a handful did not. Along with the sun and the moon, these so-called “wandering stars,” which the ancients thought to be the homes of gods, traveled across a narrow band of sky known as the zodiac. Today we know that these wanderers are not actually stars but planets (“planet” means “wanderer” in Greek).
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		The Babylonian sky watchers were the first to keep good records of all of the celestial events they observed. They drew the first star maps around 1800 B.C. (photo credit 3.1)

		In time, the Babylonians assigned meanings and resident deities to the planets based on their appearance. For example, Mars, which has a distinct reddish glow, was considered fiery and bloody and became identified with the god of war (Nergal for the Babylonians, Ares for the Greeks, and Mars to the Romans); Venus, which outshines every star in the sky but can disappear for six weeks at a time, was the bringer of love, faithful or fickle; and Saturn, which appears to roll across the sky more slowly than the other visible planets because it is the most distant, was associated with evil, old age, despondency, and death. Only the five planets visible to the naked eye (Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn) were known, and all were thought, along with the sun and moon, to revolve around the Earth, which was then believed to be the center of the universe.

		In addition to observing the shifting patterns of the cosmos, Babylonian sky watchers tried to correlate what they saw with events on Earth, such as earthquakes, floods, and other natural disasters. Their reasoning was simple: They believed that everything in the universe was interconnected and that events in heaven must therefore reflect, or even foretell, events on Earth. For instance, the appearance of a comet, the most unpredictable of all celestial events, might forebode a major occurrence, such as the death of a king. More common events—such as full moons, eclipses, the appearance of a halo around the moon, or the convergence of two or more planets—were less ominous but could still herald news of a famine, storm, flood, epidemic, or other disaster.

		Thus astrology, even in its most basic form, was an important tool of divination. Its practitioners searched the sky for omens and recurring patterns and made predictions. But unlike astrologers today, who work for many individual clients, ancient astrologers restricted their attention to the king and the society as a whole.

		This changed in the fifth century B.C., when the concept of the zodiac as a set of twelve constellations became fixed and astrologers began to cast personal horoscopes for individuals. The Greeks and Egyptians became interested in astrology in the third century B.C. and added many new and complex procedures to the field, linking it to medicine and magic. Not only were the positions of the stars and planets thought to forecast events, but it was widely believed that the stars affected the physical nature of everyone and everything on Earth. Each sign of the zodiac was said to influence a different part of the human body, and every flower, herb, and medicinal plant was said to be ruled by a different planet. Even minerals and gems absorbed influences from the stars. A physician, therefore, needed to understand the principles of astrology in order to diagnose and treat his patients. Similarly, magicians who wished to conduct experiments, cast spells, or make talismans needed to understand astrology to determine the planetary influences and discover the most favorable time to carry out their activities. A love spell, for example, would best be timed to coincide with the influence of Venus rather than Saturn.

		From Greece and Egypt, astrology spread to Rome, where it was widely accepted as a wonderful new addition to the many systems of divination already in use. A number of influential thinkers railed against astrology as a worthless superstition, and practitioners were repeatedly banished from the city, but public demand kept bringing them back. After the fall of the Roman Empire in the fourth century, astrology ceased to be an important factor in European life until the twelfth century, when knowledge of the subject was reintroduced from Arabic sources.

		During the Middle Ages, universities in England, France, and Italy taught astrology, and most European kings and queens employed court astrologers to cast their horoscopes and advise them on the best days for taking action. In Renaissance England, Queen Elizabeth I chose the mathematician and astrologer John Dee to select the date for her coronation according to the planetary influences. In France, the famed astrologer Nostradamus (see Prophecy) performed similar functions for Queen Catherine de’ Medici. And although the Church was generally hostile to astrology, Pope Urban VIII hired an astrologer in 1629 to perform magic rituals to counter the anticipated ill effects of a series of eclipses.
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		European royalty often consulted astrologers before making important decisions. This is said to be a portrait of the great French astrologer Nostradamus. (photo credit 3.2)

		At the same time, however, the scientific revolution was under way. In 1542, Copernicus stated that the sun, not the Earth, was the center of the solar system. This seemed to threaten the very basis of astrology, since the planets supposedly radiating their influence down on Earth were, in fact, not circling the Earth at all. In the seventeenth century, other scientific discoveries followed, and serious-minded people for the most part turned away from astrology. Yet even as astrology lost prestige, astrological almanacs became immensely popular and people began to keep track of their own good and bad days without the aid of a professional. Indeed, the monthly and daily predictions found in magazines and newspapers today are part of a tradition that began with those almanacs centuries ago.
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			Got the flu? The word “flu” is short for “influenza,” but when someone in the Middle Ages said they were sick from “influenza,” they certainly weren’t talking about a virus. The word originally meant “influence,” and referred strictly to the astrological influence of the stars and planets. People believed it was this influence, not germs, that made them sick. The word “disaster” likewise comes from astrological beliefs and is a combination of dis, meaning a “negative quality,” and astron, meaning “star.” When a calamity happened, the cause was often attributed to dis-astron, or a bad star.
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		Astrology today occupies a peculiar position. Although it retains none of the intellectual respectability it once had, its popularity is vast, and many people take astrological advice as profound truth. Still, skeptics abound. In fact, several of the most skeptical people we can think of happen to be students at a certain school of witchcraft and wizardry.
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			Thousands of years ago, ancient sky watchers observed that as the sun and planets moved across the sky each year, they always traveled along the same narrow path around the Earth. This pathway, which the Greeks named the zodiac, was divided by astrologers into twelve equal sections called “signs,” each associated with a constellation—Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, Aquarius, or Pisces—and a time of year. Astrologers use the position of the sun and planets within the zodiac to make predictions and to determine the personalities of people born under different signs. The characteristics associated with each sign were developed thousands of years ago but have been elaborated over the centuries. Here are some of the basics:

			ARIES THE RAM (March 21 to April 19): People born under the sign of Aries are characterized as energetic, enthusiastic, direct, independent, creative, and impatient. Because rams “ram” their way forward, Aries are also said to be aggressive, determined, and quicktempered.

			TAURUS THE BULL (April 20 to May 20): As might be expected from a bull, those born under the sign of Taurus have reserves of strength and stamina and can be stubborn, too. But they are also thought to be reliable, warm, patient, artistic, and dependable.

			GEMINI THE TWINS (May 21 to June 20): Geminis are held to be versatile, lively, curious, clever, and articulate, but often superficial. Like Castor and Pollux, the mythological twin brothers for whom the constellation is named, Geminis are said to be devoted to their families.

			CANCER THE CRAB (June 21 to July 22): Cancers are considered to be intuitive, sympathetic, moody, tenacious, family-minded, imaginative, and domestic. Like the crab, they may be hard on the outside but soft on the inside.

			LEO THE LION (July 23 to August 22): Leos are described as confident, dramatic, self-reliant, generous, outgoing, and proud. Like the king of the jungle, they can be dominating, brave, and demanding of attention.

			VIRGO THE VIRGIN (August 23 to September 22): Virgos are considered analytical, attentive to details, diligent, shrewd, and critical, and have a tendency to be perfectionists. Associated with the image of a maiden, Virgos can also be modest and prudent.

			LIBRA THE SCALES (September 23 to October 22): Libras are said to be stylish, good-natured, idealistic, romantic, and intelligent, but often indecisive. The constellation of Libra is visualized as a scale, and Libras are said to be balanced in their thoughts and emotions and to weigh things carefully.

			SCORPIO THE SCORPION (October 23 to November 22): Scorpios are considered passionate, intense, secretive, magnetic, powerful, and vindictive. Like their arachnid namesakes, Scorpios can be quick and bold and strike when the time is right.

			SAGITTARIUS THE ARCHER (November 23 to December 21): The constellation Sagittarius is depicted as a centaur pulling a bow, and Sagittarians are said to love the outdoors, sports, and animals. Honest and philosophical, they are also thought to be restless, adventurous, and high-spirited.

			CAPRICORN THE GOAT (December 22 to January 19): Like goats, Capricorns are said to be stable, dependable characters who can nonetheless leap over dangers and butt away things in their path. They are also described as ambitious, well organized, disciplined, practical, and materialistic.

			AQUARIUS THE WATER-BEARER (January 20 to February 18): Aquarians are described as original, visionary, friendly, and idealistic, but also detached and obstinate. Traditionally pictured as a figure holding a water jug, the image is said to symbolize helpfulness and altruism.

			PISCES THE FISH (February 19 to March 20): As befits the sign of the fish, Pisces are said to love water and swimming. Sensitive, receptive, emotional, imaginative, and empathetic, they are also reputed to be disorganized and impractical.
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			Astrologers believe that the sun, the moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto each represent a unique aspect of personality or character. These are their traditional meanings:

			THE SUN, the brightest, largest body in our solar system, represents a person’s essential personality, their core traits and general approach to life.

			THE MOON represents emotional reactions, instincts, and unconscious needs.

			MERCURY, named for the Roman messenger god, represents communication. The swiftest of the planets, it also stands for intelligence and change.

			VENUS, the brightest planet in the sky, is named for the Roman goddess of love. It symbolizes romance, relationships, love, and beauty.

			MARS, named for the Roman god of war and recognized by its reddish color, symbolizes aggression, physical energy, and the ability to take initiative.

			JUPITER, the largest planet in the solar system, represents good fortune, opportunity, and the ability to broaden one’s horizons. Jupiter was the supreme god of the Roman pantheon, the equivalent of the Greek god Zeus.

			SATURN, the slowest moving of the visible planets, represents obstructions, fears, and challenges. Saturn was a Roman god of the harvest.

			URANUS, named for the Greek sky god Ouranos, represents a person’s eccentric and rebellious side. It indicates sudden change, upheaval, and impatience.

			NEPTUNE represents imagination, creativity, dreams, and the ability to distinguish between reality and illusion. Named for the Roman god of the sea, Neptune represents things that are deep.

			PLUTO, the farthest planet from the sun, represents obsession, the unconscious mind, and the ability to transform one’s life. Pluto was the Roman equivalent of Hades, Greek god of the underworld.
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		[image: ]eeing a banshee is the scariest thing Harry’s classmate Seamus Finnigan can imagine. And for good reason: When one of these mournful apparitions appears before an Irishman, it means a member of his family will soon die.

		A fixture of Irish folklore since the eighth century, banshees are not evil creatures, but their haunting cries can make them quite terrifying. Their most distinctive physical features are their eyes, turned fiery red from centuries of weeping for those they loved and mourn. Most often described as a tall, gaunt woman with streaming white hair, the banshee usually wears a green dress covered by a gray, hooded cloak. Occasionally, however, she may appear as a small old woman or a beautiful golden-haired girl dressed in red.

		Each banshee is said to be devoted to just one extended Irish family, serving them for centuries, but appearing only when a family member is about to die. The most famous banshee of ancient times was named Aibhill, and she haunted the royal family of O’Brien. According to legend, the aged king Brian Boru went off to the battle of Clontarf in 1014 knowing he would never survive, for Aibhill had appeared to him the night before, washing the clothes of soldiers until the water ran red with blood.

		In later years banshees were known to herald a death by wailing or keening under the window of the dying, sometimes floating up several stories to do so. In a famous account from the seventeenth century, a guest at an Irish estate described her fright upon hearing a voice in the middle of the night: “I drew the curtain, and in the casement of the window, I saw by the light of the moon a woman leaning into the window, with red hair and pale and ghastly complexion. She spoke loud, and in a tone I had never heard, and then, with a sigh more like a wind than breath, she vanished.” As it turned out, someone had died in the house during the night.

		A banshee may also remain at a distance, a solitary figure who signals a death by pacing the hills around the family home (the word “banshee” comes from the Irish bean si, meaning “woman of the hills”) or sitting on a stone wall. Sometimes she is not visible at all, but her piercing wails leave no doubt about her presence. On the rare occasions when several banshees appear together, it forebodes the death of someone very great or revered.
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		Only the oldest families, who can trace their lineage to the legendary Irish heroes of the early Middle Ages, are said to have banshees. Originally, this included only families whose last names began with “O’ ” or “Mac,” but after centuries of intermarriage hundreds of others can now make this claim. Attuned as banshees are to bloodlines, they will follow their families wherever they may go. Thus, the banshee’s wails are said to be heard in England, America, and anywhere the Irish have settled.
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		[image: ]he basilisk is one of our favorite monsters. Depending on who tells the tale, it is a venom-spitting serpent, a ferocious lizard, a towering dragon, or an impossible hybrid sporting the head and wings of a rooster attached to the body of a snake. Like the enormous green serpent that Harry encounters in the Chamber of Secrets, the basilisk is always frightening and often deadly, having the power to kill its victims by its stare alone.
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		We first hear of this charming reptile from Pliny the Elder, the first-century Latin writer whose book Natural History reflects much of what ancient Romans believed about the natural world. According to Pliny, the basilisk is a small but lethal snake, no more than twelve inches long, and native to North Africa. Known as “king of the serpents” because of the crownlike markings on its head (basiliskos means “little king” in Greek) the basilisk advanced upon its prey with its body held upright, rather than wriggling across the ground like other snakes, and could set fire to bushes and break stones apart simply by breathing on them. The basilisk lived in the desert, not necessarily because it chose to, but because no matter where it lived, the land was eventually reduced to desert by the beast’s scorching breath. Its venom was so powerful, Pliny reported, that if a rider on horseback killed a basilisk with a spear, the venom would rise up through the spear, kill the rider, and then kill the horse as well.

		If a snake can have an Achilles’ heel, the basilisk had two: It could not tolerate the scent of a weasel or the sound of a rooster crowing. To slay a basilisk by weasel it was necessary to first lure the serpent into a weasel’s den and then block the entrances and exits, whereupon the serpent would succumb to the weasely fumes. Death by rooster was far easier as, according to the Roman writer Claudius Aelian, the mere sound of a cock crowing would cause the basilisk to go into convulsions and die (it was to protect the basilisk in the Chamber of Secrets from just such a fate that Tom Riddle arranged the demise of several roosters at Hogwarts). But perhaps the best defense of all was to hold a mirror up to the basilisk, turning its own fatal gaze against it and causing it to die of fright.

		Like many an imaginary creature, the basilisk was probably based on a real animal—in this case the Egyptian cobra, which has a lethal venom, moves with its head held upright, and has markings on its head resembling a crown. As was common in antiquity, however, writers who described the customs and creatures of foreign lands often did so without ever having left home. Rather, they based their reports on the secondhand accounts of foreign travelers who no doubt embellished their tales to make them more interesting. As reports were told and retold, the lore of the basilisk grew.

		By the Middle Ages popular books of mythical beasts had begun to describe the basilisk as a bizarre monster having the body of a snake (it was all snake in Greek and Roman traditions) and the head, wings, and sometimes feet of a rooster. This version of the creature, which legend had it could now be found in England as well as in Africa, was known as a cockatrice as well as a basilisk. The unlikely combination of snake and chicken apparently arose from stories concerning its birth, which told of the basilisk hatching from a rooster’s egg that had been laid in a hillside and incubated by a toad. It is this image of the basilisk that was widely known and depicted in medieval art and heraldry, sometimes with a body covered in feathers, sometimes in scales.

		The basilisk of the Chamber of Secrets, however, is clearly of the older type, strictly a serpent and a huge one, too, as befits the heir of Slytherin.
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			The modern namesake of the mythical basilisk is an amazing tropical lizard found in the rain forests of Central and South America. A member of the iguana family, it lives in trees and among rocks and is able to sprint across the surface of water, standing on its hind legs, holding its body almost upright. It is an excellent swimmer and climber and dines on insects, spiders, and other small animals. Because it can apparently walk on water, it is sometimes called the Jesus lizard.
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		[image: ]aving a hairball is rarely considered lucky. But when Ron Weasley drinks poisoned mead intended for Dumbledore, it’s certainly lucky that Harry has easy access to a bezoar—a magical sort of hairball that saves Ron’s life. As every first-year potions student learns, a bezoar is a stonelike mass taken from the stomach of a goat that acts as an antidote to most poisons. This real-life object is usually made of hair, plant fiber, or similar indigestible matter that stays in the gut of an animal and forms a hard ball or “stone.” For centuries, bezoars were believed to have miraculous medicinal properties.

		The word bezoar (pronounced bē zōr) comes from the Persian word pâdzahr, meaning “counter-poison.” These intestinal oddities were used to treat poisoning and disease in the Arabic world as long ago as the seventh century. They were usually obtained from goats, but were also found in the stomachs of cows, deer, camels, and other cud-chewing animals. The bezoar could be ground into a powder and swallowed, or added to hot water and taken as a tea. Ground bezoar was also made into a poultice and applied externally as a treatment for fever, leprosy, epilepsy, and other afflictions.

		[image: ]

		It was customary for bezoars to be set in precious stones and given to royalty as presents. This one is set on a gold ring and capped with an emerald-studded crown. (photo credit 6.1)

		The renowned Arab physician Avenzoar, who lived in Spain in the twelfth century, was the first to write for a European audience about the healing properties of bezoars. The idea of such a powerful medicine appealed greatly to a populace beset by bubonic plague and other deadly epidemics. England’s King Edward IV is reported to have credited his recovery from an infected wound to his physician’s application of a bezoar. Centuries later, the Emperor of Persia presented several bezoars to Napoleon, who allegedly threw them away before his death (which may have been due to poisoning!). Other, more cautious monarchs took to placing bezoars in their drinking goblets as a precaution against poisoning.

		As the popularity of bezoars spread, prices soared. A price-list issued by a German apothecary in 1757 offers rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and other precious stones for medicinal uses. But the highest price is commanded by the bezoar, which is offered at nearly fifty times the price of emeralds. Those who could afford these precious objects often used them as amulets, wearing them around the neck or carrying them about in jeweled boxes. England’s Queen Elizabeth I had several set in rings, which later became part of the crown jewels.

		Not surprisingly, such a valuable item was subject to counterfeiting. In 1603, a British goldsmith was taken to court by a customer who alleged that the bezoar he had bought for £100 (about $25,000 today) was a worthless fake. In 1714, a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons in London raised concerns about a drug wholesaler who claimed to have 500 ounces of bezoar in stock—an unlikely amount that would have required the slaughter of 50,000 goats.

		Others were less concerned with fakery than with whether bezoars actually worked. When King Charles IX of France was given a bezoar as a gift, he summoned his personal physician, Ambroise Paré, to tell him if the stone could protect him against all poisons. Paré said it was impossible; since all poisons were different, no substance could be a universal antidote. The king decided an experiment was in order. He summoned a convicted thief who had been sentenced to death by hanging and offered him a choice. Instead of hanging, the thief would be given a deadly poison, followed by a bezoar. If he recovered, he would receive his liberty. The convicted man readily agreed and downed a glass of poison prepared by the king’s apothecary, followed by a dose of powdered bezoar. He died in agony a few hours later, and the king tossed the remaining bezoar into the fire.

		Despite this demonstration that the powers of the bezoar were overstated—or even imaginary—people continued to hold bezoars in high regard for centuries. As recently as 2005, a bezoar in a gold and silver holder sold at the auction house Christie’s for more than $65,000—though we doubt its new owner intended to swallow it.
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		[image: ]he boggart is well known in Northern English folklore as a shape-shifting spirit that, while normally invisible, can materialize as a human, an animal, a skeleton, or even a demon. Most boggarts, like the one Professor Lupin keeps in a closet at Hogwarts, delight in frightening people. Some are merely mischievous, resembling the poltergeist in their efforts to create chaos in an orderly household. According to tradition, you know one of these meddlesome creatures is around when doors slam for no reason, candles suddenly go out, tools disappear, and mysterious noises echo through the house. Other boggarts of a more vicious nature lurk on dark roadsides and frighten lonely travelers, sometimes causing injury or death.

		The boggart is a relative, some might say the evil twin, of the far-more-friendly brownie. Brownies appear in English folktales as household helpers who take great personal responsibility for the homes in which they live and bring good luck to the homeowner. They clean up messes, complete unfinished chores, make bread, harvest grain, herd sheep, and mend broken tools and clothes. In return for their labors, they are entitled each evening to a bowl of milk or cream and a piece of cake. An offer of any greater reward is taken as an insult, and brownies are easily offended and angered. When offense occurs, a boggart may appear to take the brownie’s place.

		Household boggarts are said to be dark, hairy, and ugly, with over-large hands and feet. To complete the look, they dress in rags. In centuries past, when a house was thought to be infested with a boggart the owner usually made great efforts to get rid of it. But boggarts were stubborn, and sometimes a family might be forced to move to another town to escape one. Even that did not always work: One story tells of a farmer who was so fed up with the destruction caused by a boggart that he packed up his family and all of his possessions and headed for a new home. Just as he passed through his front gate, a surprised neighbor asked if he was moving away. Before he had a chance to answer, a voice from deep within his suitcases said happily, “Yes, we’re leaving!” The farmer and his family sadly turned around and went home, realizing there was no escape from the wily boggart.
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			“Be good, or the bogeyman will get you!” The warning is familiar to us all. A bogeyman is a supernatural being who lurks under the bed, in closets, down unlit stairways, and in any other dark and scary place. The bogeyman has no particular appearance. Rather, like the Hogwarts boggart, he takes whatever shape will terrify you the most.

			The bogeyman is a descendant of two other malicious spirits, the Scottish bogle and the English bogie, both of which are closely related to the boggart. The bogle is a shape-shifter that can appear as anything from a dog to a cloud to a sack of corn. Bogles are known for playing tricks on travelers, but they cause serious harm only to villains who deserve a bad end. Bogies are described as small, black, and hairy mischief-making goblins. Like the bogeyman himself, bogies are often called upon to frighten children into good behavior.
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		[image: ]o one loves a broomstick quite like a witch. Harry’s great affection for his Firebolt makes it tempting to include wizards in this statement as well. Historically speaking, however, almost every person reported to soar through the sky on a broom was a woman. When the occasional wizard or warlock did lay claim to flying skills, he was more likely to travel on a pitchfork!

		Although popular illustrations today invariably show a broomstick as the witch’s mode of transportation, this was not always the case. Between about 1450 and 1600, when belief in the power of witchcraft was widespread in Europe, witches were reported to take to the skies and head to their midnight gatherings astride goats, oxen, sheep, dogs, and wolves, as well as on sticks, shovels, and staffs. Broomsticks ended up as the preferred vehicle, some scholars suggest, because of women’s traditional role as housekeepers.

		According to popular lore, much of it invented and circulated by professional witch hunters, witches usually left their homes via the chimney. Once airborne, flying was said to be relatively easy—except in two cases. A novice witch might have trouble staying on her broomstick, which was likely to be swift but unstable. Additionally, witches could be brought down—or prevented from taking off—by the sound of church bells. In the early seventeenth century a town in Germany was so fearful of witches on broomsticks that for a time the city council ordered all churches to ring their bells continuously from dusk to dawn.

		[image: ]

		Witches were reputed to rub “flying ointment” on their skin before leaving through the chimney for their midnight gatherings. (photo credit 8.1)

		Whether witches could really fly was a subject of serious debate among scholars and religious authorities, especially during the most intense years of witch persecution. According to the Malleus Maleficarum (1486), the most popular guide to the discovery and punishment of witches, flying was an incontestable fact. For one thing, many women had confessed to flying, and some had even boasted of their ability to take to the air. Furthermore, a passage in the biblical Book of Matthew described Satan’s power to transport Jesus through the air. If the Devil could make Jesus fly, some churchmen pointed out, he certainly could bestow that ability on the witches who served him. Other scholars rejected the notion of flying as a physical impossibility and argued that the Devil merely caused women to think they had flown by filling their heads with delusions.

		A more scientifically minded group of thinkers offered yet another explanation. Witches were known to prepare for takeoff by rubbing their brooms and their bodies with a special “flying ointment” made of plants and herbs (among them henbane, mandrake, monkshood, and belladonna) grown in their gardens. Physicians who experimented with flying ointment in the sixteenth century found that it contained powerful chemicals that entered the body through the skin and caused deep sleep and hallucinations—including a sensation of flying. As they explained it, witches who believed they “flew” actually fell asleep in their own kitchens and awoke with vivid memories of a fantastic flight that had occurred only in their dreams.
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