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ABSTRACT

The belief in the existence of treasures, guarded
by spirits of many types such as dwarves, elves,
giants, ghosts, snakes and dragons, forms a very
important part of the folk European tradition.
Hidden in ruins, chests, special containers, and
graves, it establishes a connection between the
living and the dead or the living and the super-
natural. Examining the figure of the black man
(uavpog), who is the treasure guardian par ex-
cellence in Greek popular narrations, the arti-
culation of a similar plexus of motifs is evident
in the whole of European mythology; the hu-
man being has a dream where a saint or a
supernatural being indicates the localisation of
the treasure; the uman being must then confess
nothing about his dream, otherwise the treasure
will vanish or be transformed into charcoal; the
human being has to finally win the guardian,
gaining the precious interior. Is this dream and
the sequence of events simply the result of a
deep sleep, or a vision reflecting on reality?
Through the comparative approach of medieval
literary or occult texts, and oral documents of
the European folklore, we will try to cast light
on this subject.
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I. The narrative category
of “treasures and niggers”

In the twilight of the 19th century and
the romantic era, the “father” of modern
Greek folklore, Nikolaos Politis, trying
through his historical comparative research
to make a stand against the absence of
works concerning oral and popular Neo-
Hellenic literature through his monumental
essays, gave a definition on folk-beliefs,
calling them traditions: “mythical and ficti-
tious narrations, which were believed to be
true and were referring to places or persons,
to celestial bodies, to natural phenomena, to
Jesus Christ and saints, to demons and other
imaginary beings™.

The use of this alternative name seems
to be partially accurate, considering that the
term “tradition” is characterized by a wide
spectrum of meanings. Moreover his defini-
tion does not explain in depth the structure,
the functions, the use and the general consti-
tution of this textualised oral genre. At the
same time though his thorough and exten-
sive assortment of texts originated by the
mainland and the islands of Greece, and
followed by its classification in thirty-nine
narrative categories, was of special signifi-
cance for the European folklore and ethno-
logy. Between these 39 categories com-



posed according to the

nature of their motifs, stands

one, which is called “trea-
sures and niggers” (Bnooavpoi kot
apamndec)’.

Although the fact that the use of the
name nigger seems inexplicable, the above
title is directly linked to these folk narra-
tions, which concern the hunt and the fin-
ding of a treasure and which are more or
less marked by a relative homogeneity. This
phenomenon of homogeneity, which can be
discovered by the scholar in the South part
of Europe, can be similarly found in the
three other parts of the continent. The
simple structure is articulated through an
amount of motifs: i) the hero, in some way
(a dream, a fire which indicates the trea-
sure’s spot, a message given by someone),
learns about the place where he can find a
chest, a grave, a pot, a container with valua-
bles — the hero becomes a treasure hunter;
ii) the hero finds the spot and follows the
instructions: execute a sacrifice, wizardry,
etc.; iii) potentially the hero has to win in a
hand-to-hand fight against the treasure
guardian; iv) the hero grabs the treasure and
according to the successful accomplishment
of the instructions and of the obligation to
keep silence, he finds inside the container
the valuables (usually gold) or coals.

The variations are numerous, without
transmuting the narrative core. In Greece for
instance a folk belief with its origins in the
island of Cyclades, Milos, informs us that:

A saint appears to many people while
asleep and tells them that in this or that
place, below a tree or a hedge, a trea-
sure can be found. The one who has
such a dream, after waking up in the
morning, must take a cock, go the re-
vealed place without saying a word,
and when he arrives there, slay the
cock; then he must dig and find the
treasure. But if he does the foolish
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thing to leak anything about his dream,
when he will dig for the treasure, he
will find a pot full of coals.

Once somebody had a similar dream,
and when he woke up in the morning,
said nothing to nobody, and ran to the
place he dreamt of°.

The basic line is common: the hero
sees a saint in his dream, which indicates
the very spot of the treasure. Next, the hero
must find the place, proceed methodically to
the necessary sacrifice and finally acquire
the valuables. A prerequisite for success is
to keep silence. In the traditions of the
whole Europe the opposite case according
to which the secret of the treasure is re-
vealed, proves detrimental to the valuable
content; it is transformed into worthless
matter, usually into coals. This conversion
can be found in other cases as well.

I1. The gold into coals
A. Magic practices

A basic mean for the finding and the
retrieval of the treasure is wizardry and spe-
cifically black magic, which is frequently
named in Greek traditions as Solomoniki
(Zohmpoviky)*. The term evidently derives
from the medieval Key of Solomon (Clavis
Salomonis), a grimoire of the 14™-15t" cen-
tury attributed to King Salomon, describing
magical operations with infernal spirits’
summoning and necromancy. A 15" century
Greek manuscript proves the early incor-
poration of the grimoire in the Greek tra-
dition not only scholar but also popular, in
which it is repeatedly and for different rea-
sons mentioned. Except from spells, many
kinds of sacrifices were appropriated, most-
ly animal sacrifices similar to those realized
during the foundation of a building, particu-
larly a house. The main animal was the cock
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of black color, but at the same time the sym-
bolic shedding of human blood was usual.
In that way either the already spilled ances-
tral blood that was locking the treasure was
cleaned, either the demon or most correctly
the genius loci that was guarding the trea-
sure, was fed. Moreover Xolmpovikn in-
cludes similar practices since it addresses to
the spirit with this invocation:

Oh you, human spirit that they de-
ceived you and imprisoned you in this
treasure, lying there and having a bad
life, closed inside, do this: it is enough
the safe-keeping. Come out now, get
inside this pot as | want to send you in
a good place, to repose you in a good
place, and when | exorcise you, to
come out like wind and to get into the
pot >,

The magic means in treasure hunting
and in treasure trove were widely spread
across Europe. A rich tradition was de-
veloped for instance in Western Europe and
principally in England. As David Rankine®
mentions during 1237 and 1621, an amount
of documents proves that treasure seeking
was a usual activity, while many official au-
thorizations and licenses were granted to
hunters. King Henry VIII was vividly in-
terested and offered a lot of support to the
aspiring researchers, who were using as main
means, magic. Another king, Eduard 1V, re-
quested the use of a grimoire (Sloane MS
3824) which consisted of summoning of an
inexhaustible supernatural beings’ amount
such as goetic spirits and fallen angels, like
Agares, Vassas, Belfarto, Oriens, Padiel,
Beelzebub, etc., considering as the spirits
which guard the treasures Sulphur, Chalcos,
Anaboth, Sonenel, Barbaros, Gorson (or
Gorzan), Everges, Mureril, Vassago, Dan-
telion, Barbasan, Sathan, names which can-
not be found of course in popular tradi-
tions’. Moreover, important esotericists and

occultists such as Elias Ash-

mole and John Dee, were

keen on this subject, trying

to arrive at a compromise and a blending of

the complicated esoteric and occult scholar

tradition and the simple or naif popular one.
A common topos between these two

traditions is the transformation of the va-

luables into coals. The hunter should be at-

tentive not only during the execution of the

wizardry but in front of a large amount of

obligations.

B. Other practices

A villager from Kalavrita in the South
of Greece had been given the instruction not
to look behind after finding the treasure but
he disobeyed inducing thus the transforma-
tion of the valuables into useless matter.
This motif, which probably penetrates into
the Modern Greek myth, either through the
Christian-biblical tradition of Lot and his
wife, either through the ancient Greek one
of Orpheus and Eurydice, is rather linked to
the archaic pagan customs and the propitia-
tion of chthonic demons and gods. Sopho-
cles, during the 5th century BC, informs that
the worshipers of Eumenides, goddesses of
a clearly dualistic character, must withdraw
“astrofos” (dotpopoc), that means without
turn, after the sacrifice. Similarly should act
the believer of Hekate and of his dead
cohort. The scholiast of Aeschylus’ Libation
bearers, believes that the verse “with eyes
averted as | toss the gift” (dikovoa tevyoC,
aotpogocty oppacw)® refers to the Athe-
nian custom of leaving the temple without
looking back after the sacrificial ceremony?®.
In Odyssey’s rhapsody «, Ulysses after con-
tacting the world of the dead and the pro-
phecy retires in a similar way. It is possible
thus, that the villager’s action is linked to
older customs and sacrifices for demons,
practices which are suppressed in this spe-
cific text.



I11. Having a treasure dream

From what already exposed, we can
easily underline the phenomenon of the
narrative homogeneity between European
folk beliefs as far as this specific category
of texts — on treasures, is concerned. The
common components are however nume-
rous but not far from being identical. Re-
examining the first folk belief exposed, an
additional motif can be remarked; a motif
usual in the Greek narrations on treasure-
lore but particularly rare in Western and
North Europe. More specifically this motif
precedes those on treasure hunting, constitu-
ting a prelude, an innovating level of pas-
sive character. According to this, in the
hero’s dream a supernatural figure appears
and indicates the localization of a chest, a
grave, a pot, a particular container full of
valuables. We will name this form, “manda-
tor”, due to his mandating role of giving an
authoritative command. This part is of im-
portant significance and we shall give par-
ticular attention.

In the first folk-belief presented, the
one who keeps the role of the mandator is a
saint, a figure that in a text full of non-
Christian elements, such as the Key of Salo-
mon and the animal sacrifice, seems at least
alien. This mixture of narrative ingredients
combines the two tendencies of the post-
byzantine Greece; the intensive Christian,
and specifically orthodox feeling and the
rich rural mentality of pagan character. In
this emblematic ensemble of visionary
dreams arises a problem. This one concerns
the dream’s nature and substance. The word
“oniro” (6vepo) that means dream, is used
in rare occasions. Many texts use the phrase
“(the mandator) appears during the sleep or
during the night”, indicating thus that what
is described is not a dream and does not take
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place in somnis, but in reality. It is a vision.
The Christian dogma represented by the
Church used a rhetorical trick against this
phenomenon. When the mandatory was a
saint, Jesus or in general a personality ac-
cepted by the dogma, the appearance was
called “vision”. When not, it was called “il-
lusion”, created by a demon or a witch
through evil forces. This latter term was
hardly used in popular traditions. The folk
beliefs are plain. Functioning as documents,
they describe a fact, something which hap-
pened in real time and place; not a dream,
not an illusion, in spite of the Church’s
unbending position. And only through this
aspect, the non-illusionary substance of the
dream or vision, can the gravity of the
hero’s action be explained. If he did not
strictly follow the instructions received in
the vision, he would be punished.

The motif of the saint as mandator,
seems to penetrate as a loan deriving from
the rich in visions and supernatural appea-
rances ecclesiastical literature and lives of
saints (Svva&ap)'®. It can also possibly de-
rive from a pre-Christian tradition, con-
verted during the Christianization that re-
placed the ethnic pagan spirits with saints.
The second case sounds more eligible, since
similar mandators already appear in ancient
times. In ancient Greece for Hercules “o
emeoaivopevog kaf’vmvovs” (who appears
during the sleep) through a vision was in-
dicating the secret place of treasures, a be-
lief expanded as soon as it is proved by an
attic narration entitled “Sophocles’ birth and
life” that is referred to the semi-god who
appeared to Sophocles in order to reveal the
spot where he could find a gold crown. The
myth was not unknown to Roman pantheon
where Hercules, as a god linked to prospe-
rity, was appearing during the sleep under
the name of Hercules somnialis™, indicating
treasure locations and the way to obtain the
content*?. The god was finally related to the
notions of prosperity, wealth, fortune,
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richness and luck, frequently having the role
of the treasures’ guardian. This connection
between a god and the treasures lying under
the earth was not an exclusive Greco-roman
phenomenon. The Ynglinga saga written by
the Icelandic poet, historian and politician
Snorri Sturluson in 12th century, mentions
that:

Odin knew all about treasure in the
ground, where it was hidden, and he
knew the charms which would open
the earth and boulders and stones and
mounds, and he bound with words a-
lone those who dwelt there [scil. super-
natural beings and/or the dead] and
went in and took what he wanted. [...]
Odin established those laws in his land
which had previously been main-tained
among the esir. Thus he established
that all dead men were to be burned on
a pyre with all their possessions. He
said that with such riches as he had
with him on the pyre each would come
to Valhalla, and those too he would
enjoy, which he had buried in the
ground®®,

The treasure-trove was thus so impor-
tant that should be regulated and controlled
by laws, established not by a human being
but by the father of the Scandinavian
pantheon. Moreover it was an act, which
was bringing closer the dead ancestors, and
their previous possessions, to the living men
through the divine mediation. During the
Byzantine Empire and the radical-massive
christianization of all these popular beliefs,
the supernatural figures of the decadent
pagan religious system were replaced by
saints who were indicating the “kexos-
menon Xrison” (keymouévov ypvodv), that
means gold hidden and stuck into the earth.
All these procedures, in a Christian context,
since the hero who was hunting the treasure,
should use the valuables not for personal

reasons but either for chari-
ties or for the construction of
a church.

IV. The treasure guardians
and the complex, multifarious nigger

In the split and dual Modern Greek
popular tradition the figures which appear
as mandators are numerous and variable.
Except from saints, we can meet dead an-
cestors, fairies, dwarfs, the Destiny or Fate,
and principally the nigger. This last form is
of a central significance in the narrations
concerning treasure-trove, a fact that was
already remarked by some Greek folklorists
and ethnologists and mostly by Politis. For
him

three are the reasons for the constitu-
tion of these presentations. Firstly the
haunt and the foundation of a treasure
or a building through sacrifice. Then
the represented dead or devil as Ethio-
pians, and finally the fear and hate,
which Ethiopians inspired to Greeks,
because of their alliance with Sara-
cines, the implacable and irreconcilable
enemies of the Greek nation, being
used at the same time as torturers and
executioners by the Turks™.

As we have already pointed out, the
word that is used in Greek is “oapdang”
(arapis) and means Arab. Other alternatives
that are used mostly in the islands are
“uodpog” or “uwpog” (mauros, moros) that
mean black man and were used as
synonyms for nigger. In popular beliefs he
appears as a man of big and usually huge —
gigantic dimensions. He keeps a stick, trails
as a revenant a heavy chain, brings on his
head a red fez, a felt hat in the shape of a
truncated cone, initially of Greek origin but
widely-used in the ottoman empire where it



became a religious and mili-

tary symbol. The nigger ap-

pears in dreams as mandator,
issuing orders, acting at the same time as a
treasure guardian par excellence. In many
cases the hero has to win in a hand-to-hand
fight, to gain the valuables. On other occa-
sions he is a shepherd wandering with his
flock of coins, which are gazing and brow-
sing.

His origin is not clear. The historical
context and the geopolitical causes, most
specifically the long-lasting domination of
Greece by Turkey, is always a valuable
possibility but the relationship between the
nigger and the black color which was a
peculiar characteristic of many supernatural
beings, seems more plausible. The texts do
not offer any radical help on this topic. He
is usually called “stichio” (oroiyei6)®, a
term which literally means (natural) element
but was rather used in the neo-platonic and
Christian literature as genius. He is also in-
tegrated in the large category of genii loci,
being attached to a specific place and most-
ly a house as a genius domesticus, manifes-
ting the dualistic character of these entities
which live in a house being able to act
benevolently — protecting the proprietor and
his family, or malevolently — making noise
and doing pranks as Poltergeist, destroying,
killing and punishing. In whole Europe,
these latter were linked to the safekeeping
and the guard of treasures: some typical e-
xamples are the German Hinzelmann, the
French lutin, the English Brownie, the Li-
thuanian kaukas, the Greek topakas, the
Russian domovoi and his wife domikha, the
Finnish tonntu®®.

This affinity is due to the fact that both
genii domestici and genii thesauri belong
and are classified in the genii loci category,
which describe supernatural beings attached
to a specific place, usually natural, a moun-
tain, a hill, a field, a lake, a river, etc. domi-
nating it and protecting it. The famous
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Alberich (Aelfric, Alferich, Alpris) with his
Nibelungen and his Nordic variation And-
vari, the German scrat, kobold, nix, the
Scandinavian landavaetir, tomtar, the En-
glish, Welsh and lIrish pixie, ferier, fire
dearc, fire drake, leprechaun, will o’ the
wisp, piskey, trow, silky, the Lithuanian
aitvaras, the Russian kladovic, bannik,
lesovikha, kudeiar, the Estonian kratt, the
Latvian pukis and majas gars, the Albanian
stihi (and the list is much longer'’) are all
entities that could also act as guardians, and
which are more or less classified in the cate-
gory of dwarfs and elves. Other particularly
typical guardians were dead ancestors and
even more, snakes, serpents or dragons, all
being variations of the genius loci category.
In a Christianized form of these beliefs the
spirits that represent nature’s powers de-
grade and descend in the general (and gene-
ralizing) category of demons.

The capacity of the treasure spirit to be
benevolent, bringing money, and malevo-
lent, protecting the treasure with all its
forces or punishing the hero who would not
strictly follow its orders, seems important.
John Lindow supports on this point that:

(the treasure) is in the ground, avai-
lable for those with good luck to find.
Heroes may obtain it by overcoming
supernatural beings, fulfilling strange
conditions, or passing odd tests (i.e.,
holding the horns of the ox). In these
cases the treasure seems to have a
positive value, sometimes as a reward.
In most cases, however, treasure has a
negative value. It is, literally, the ma-
nure of supernatural beings, or their
junk, or leaves fallen from a tree — the
junk or trash of nature. Seeking it is
difficult, dangerous, and usually futile,
and when obtained it may lead to woe.
Thus, the attitude toward treasure is
ambivalent™.
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For him the problem is principally
owed to sociological reasons and the anthro-
pological concept of “limited good”, while
for us it has to be examined under the
criteria of folklore, ethnology and religious
studies.

V. The nigger and the incubus
as members of a narrative dualism

This dualistic character is not only re-
marked in treasure-lore narrations but in
most categories of supernatural beings that
act similarly, wavering between the edges of
death and prosperity. Thus, the nigger can
manifest this kind of double behavior,
mostly in the folk-beliefs that describe him
as a genius loci. An important narration
from Zante mentions that:

Every night a udpog (nigger) was
wandering in the house, was going to
the bed, taking the child, caressing it,
kissing it. The mother would see it
because she had a light shadow®® and
was saying nothing to no one, neither
to her husband. In the house everything
was going fine — all labor done was
successful, the son was always healthy.
One day, a friend paid them a visit, and
while chatting she says: “— How is it
going, my lady, in this house?” “-~ As
God wishes; it is a very lucky one”. “~
Oh, God, damn’it! | stayed here for six
months and | received all sorts of in-
fortunes, | received sickness, death.
Then, every night a pdpog was not let-
ting me, the damned, to sleep. | was
shouting to my husband to kill him, |
was getting up, but I could see nothing.
| fell off the stairs many times”. The
other woman was listening, remaining
silent. After a while she offered coffee
to her guest and she almost chocked
while drinking it?.

The text continues des-
cribing the guest’s misfor-
tunes and how the wife of
the house respected the nigger keeping
silence about his presence in the house;
because of that she was granted a fortunate
life. The nigger is a spirit, which lives in the
house. Being well treated by the proprietor,
it acts benevolently, mostly towards the
family’s children. At the same time it is
malevolent against those whom he dislikes;
specifically the neighbor. He brings bad-
luck, sickness, death and poverty, and main-
ly suffocates its victims, not letting them
sleep. This action of suffocating during the
sleep is linked to one specific supernatural
being, the nightmare, which sits in the chest
of its unlucky victim causing choking, suf-
focation, paralysis and even death. Moreo-
ver the name of the nigger here corroborates
the speculation about an affinity between
the nigger and the nightmare. He is called
pdpog, which can be linked through a com-
plicated linguistic procedure to the adjective
black, patvpog, but which can be also linked
to the word pdpa as its masculine form;
uopo. in Greek describes the demon “night-
mare”. The fact that the nigger here is a
spirit of the house and a nightmare at the
same time must not confuse us; all over
Europe the nightmare was very usually des-
cribed as a genius domesticus.

If we run to the Encyclopedia of
Diderot and d’Alambert now, to the entry
incubo written by the 18" French scholar
Louis de Jaucourt, we read:

This word (incubo), which can only be
expressed by periphrasis, signified for
the Latins, a familiar demon, a guar-
dian genius of treasures of the earth.

The rural people of Rome believed that
the hidden treasures in the depths of
the earth, were guarded by spirits,
named incubones and which had little
hats, that they (the Romans) had to



grab, after which, if they had

the luck to achieve it, they

would become their master
and they (the spirits) would be con-
strained to declare and to discover
where those treasures were kept: they
called the spirit’s hat, the hat of Fortu-
natus. Perhaps the Roman mine direc-
tors had spread these fairytales in order
to hide in a more sufficient manner
their operations®.

The entry is rather surprising. The in-
cubus, which is normally a supernatural
being that, as its name evidences, lies upon
his victim having sexual intercourse with
her (when the victim is feminine the de-
monic entity is called succubus), is here a
roman genius thesauri. In addition it is
described as a spirit with a bonnet of which
the possession can bring money.

The belief that the nightmare or the
incubus wears a bonnet, mostly red, gold or
of another color is a European topos. In
Greece, the nightmare (uwpo, epiditne or
Ppoyvag) is described as a kid or a lamia with
a bonnet, which can bring money. The oldest
document where this belief is manifested is
Petronius’ Satyricon. There the roman author
mentions “quum modo incuboni pileum
rapuisset, thesaurum invenit” (when he stole
incubus’ bonnet, he found treasures) .

It is consequently possible that the
scholars who underlined the representation
of incubus (or here incubo) as a treasure
spirit, simply transformed the initial refe-
rence to an incubus the hat of which can
bring money. This latter is not a treasure
guardian though and the motif is not linked
with the treasure-lore narrations. Héguin de
Guerle, the Satyricon translator and com-
mentator, supports that this belief which can
be also found in Virgil’s Georgica, where
we read “Condit opes alius, defossoque
incubat auro” % is due to the spirits’ act:
thesauro incubantes.
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A similar tradition can be found in the
12" book of Martial’s epigrams, where the
guardian is a dragon, a genius loci par
excellence.

Though you have the money and
wealth only a citizen here and there
owns, you bestow nothing, Paternus,
and brood over your treasure like the
great dragon that poets sing of as guar-
dian once of the Scythian grove. But
the reason, as you report, and yourself
repeat, is a son of dreadful rapa-
ciousness. Are you looking, then, for
simpletons and ignoramuses to delude
and rob of sense? To this vice you have
always been a father.?*

In one way or another, the tradition was
repeated by some scholars. Collin de Plancy,
the 19th century French occultist, in his
Infernal Dictionary®® considers Incubo as a
genius and guardian of treasures. If finally
between the incubus — or its variations such
as the nigger, the treasure-trove and sleep,
the existence of a common basis is plausible,
we are against a complex affinity.

Another entry of Diderot and d’Alam-
bert’s Encyclopedia, incube, mentions that:

incube (is a) name given by the Demo-
nologists to the demon when he takes
the form of a man in order to have
sexual intercourse with a woman.
Delrio, treating this material, poses as
an incontestable axiom that the witches
used to have sexual relations with de-
mons and intensively blames Chytrée,
Wyer, Biermann, Godelman, to have
been of a contrary opinion, as well as
Cardan & Jean-Baptiste Porta, who re-
garded these sexual relations as a pure
illusion?®.

The name incubus, which was fre-
quently used by the Catholic Church as a
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synonym for demon, due to the common
action of the sexual intercourse with the
victim, was for several demonologists just
an illusion, created by demonic forces. The
folk beliefs almost never present Nightmare
or Incubus as an illusion. Like the nigger of
the visions, he comes during the sleep, but
not in the context of an illusionary dream. It
is a reality placed in time and space. This
phenomenon according to which we treat
this material as a fact and document, must
constitute the starting-point in our future
research.
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