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Ogmios and the Eternal Word 

JOHN CAREY 

ABSTRACT. This article examines the supernatural figures Ogmios in Gaul 

and Ogmae in Ireland, similar not only in their names but also in the 

paradoxical association of each with both eloquence and physical force – 

contrasting attributes which are conjoined in the coercive power of verbal 

magic. Linguistic objections to the names being cognates are examined, and 

found not to be conclusive; and it is argued that, even if the development 

Ogmios > Ogmae is irregular, it may still have been deliberately contrived in 
a manner which can be paralleled elsewhere in Old Irish. The traditional 

association of the name Ogmae with ogam, the term for the native Irish 

writing system, is upheld; and it is contended that the former derived from the 

latter. This implies a corresponding derivation of Ogmios from an ancient 

Celtic *ogmos, and the attempt is made to surmise what this word may have 

meant. On the basis of its apparent cognates elsewhere in Indo-European, it 

is suggested that it was the name for a system of numerical notation such as 

appears to have been the basis for the development of ogam itself. 

KEYWORDS: Ogmae, Ogmios, ogam, Celtic mythology, Celtic language 

The most extended discussion of a Celtic deity in any classical source, 

and perhaps the only ancient description of a specimen of Celtic 

iconography, is the celebrated account of the god Ogmios which 
Lucian of Samosata, a second-century satirical writer whose travels 

took him to Gaul, gives us in his essay Heracles (Harmon 1913: 62-

6)1. Beginning with the statement that “the Celts name Heracles 
‘Ogmios’ in their native language; but they delineate the god’s 

appearance in an entirely different way”, Lucian goes on to provide 

details: although dressed like Heracles in a lion skin, and equipped with 
the hero’s club, bow and quiver, Ogmios is portrayed as a wizened and 

weather-beaten figure in the last extremity of old age. Still more 

strange, he is connected to a crowd of men by delicate chains of gold 

and amber, which are fastened to their ears and to the tip of his own 
tongue. His face is turned to the men, and he is smiling: he is leading 

them by the chains, and they are following him gladly. 

Lucian describes himself as having been baffled and indeed 
exasperated when he encountered this depiction; but then an eloquent 
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and learned Celt, standing nearby, offered to “solve the riddle of the 
picture”: 

We Celts do not, like you Greeks, believe eloquence (λόγος) to 

be Hermes, but represent him as Heracles, since he is much 

stronger than Hermes. And if he has been made to be an old 
man, do not be surprised; for it is only in old age that eloquence 

likes to show its utmost perfection…. And so, if this aged 

Heracles pulls along men bound by the ears to his tongue, you 
should not be surprised either, considering the kinship of ears 

and tongue. And indeed we believe that Heracles himself 

accomplished all things by eloquence, having become wise, 

and that it is persuasive men who are the most overpowering. 
And even his arrows are words, we think, sharp and well-

aimed and swift and wounding to souls, for you too say that 

words are “winged”.
 
 

We can probably take this sophisticated Celtic interlocutor with a pinch 

of salt. The notion of a barbarian god of eloquence would have had a 

special piquancy for Lucian himself. He was a Syrian by birth; and for 
all the meticulousness of his Attic style, he remained keenly aware of 

having had a barbarian language as his own mother tongue (Double 

Indictment §27; Harmon 1921: 136). But whatever private significance 

this tableau may have had for him, and however much he may have 
embellished it, there are no grounds for regarding it as his invention. 

Indeed, we have independent evidence for the existence of a god 

Ogmius in the form of two cursing tablets from Bregenz, on the 
Austrian shore of Lake Constance. The first of these seeks to defend a 

woman against her detractors, consigning the latter to death at 

Ogmius’s hand. In the second, Ogmius acts as the agent of the 

underworld god Dis Pater and of his consort, this time in order to injure 
a woman: afflicting her physically, particularly in her lower body, and 

depriving her of various of her possessions, “so that she may not be 

able to marry” (Egger 1943; cf. Wagner 1956-7: 218-19). The former 
document has been dated to the first century AD, the latter to the third, 

indicating a persistent tradition in this community associating the god 

with curses. Evidence of a corresponding goddess may be preserved on 
a fragment of pottery found in association with a coin hoard of the late 
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fourth century at the Roman fort of Richborough in Kent, where what 
appears to be a name Ogmia is inscribed beside a bit of drapery2. I am 

not aware of any other traces of the ancient deity3. 

Since at least the time of John Toland, writing in the early 

eighteenth century, this Gaulish god has been regarded as having a 
counterpart in Ogmae, one of the leaders of the Tuath Dé or ‘Tribe of 

the Gods’ of medieval Irish legend4. One and a half centuries after 

Toland, at the dawn of modern Celtic studies, Johann Kaspar Zeuss 
strongly implied that the names are cognates in the first edition of his 

Grammatica Celtica (1853: i.2 and n.3)5; and this was stated outright 

in Hermann Ebel’s second edition of 18716. Thereafter, the equation 

appears to have been taken for granted by such scholars as Sir John 
Rhŷs, Whitley Stokes and Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville7. 

The similarity of the names is striking in itself; but the grounds for 

associating the two figures go well beyond this. For one thing, as Zeuss 
noted, the role of the Gaulish Ogmios as λόγος personified seems to 

find an echo in the doctrine that the Irish Ogmae was the inventor of 

ogam, the native monumental script which serves as the medium for 
the earliest texts in the Irish language8. Thus Ogmae figures in the 

introduction to In Lebor Ogaim – a tract which Damian McManus has 

assigned to the Old Irish period, while regarding the introduction itself 

as “somewhat later” (1991: 151; cf. 185 n.8): 

The person [who invented ogam] was Ogmae son of Elatha son 

of Delbaeth, the brother of Bres; for Bres and Ogmae and 

Delbaeth were the three sons of Elatha. Ogmae, then, a man 
very knowledgeable in language and in poetry (a mberla ┐ a 

filidecht): it is he who invented ogam. 

The passage goes on to call Ogmae the father and (in Latin) the 

inuentor of ogam, as well as the source of its name ‘with regard to its 
sound’9. Lebor Bretnach, the Irish version of Historia Brittonum, 

similarly speaks of “Ogmae the brother of the king; it is he who 

invented the letters of the Irish” (Hamel 1932: 22)10; and Ogmae is 
likewise credited with the invention of the script in a poem on early 

Irish authors by Gilla in Choimded (Smith 1994: 133, 138 q. 62), and 

is included in a list of sages preserved in the Book of Ballymote (Meyer 
1901: 16). 



4 John Carey 

There is, however, another, and sharply contrasting, aspect to 
Ogmae’s profile: in the saga Cath Maige Tuired he is described as the 

‘strong-man’ (trénḟer) of the Tuath Dé (Gray 1982: 38 §59; cf. 28 §25, 

32 §36, 52 §104, 64 §138, 68 §162)11. When the youthful hero Lug 

enters the royal stronghold of Tara, Ogmae’s challenge to him is an 
inarticulate muscular display: he hurls an enormous stone through the 

wall of the hall (Gray 1982: 40 §72). Subsequently, he boasts that in 

the coming battle he will be a match for the enemy king, for “three 
nines” of his friends, and for a third of the army (Gray 1982: 52 

§105)12. On the one hand, the embodiment of physical force; on the 

other, a “man very knowledgeable in language and in poetry”, who is 

linked with the origins of Irish literacy: this oxymoronic constellation 
of traits seems to correspond perfectly to the portrayal of Ogmios 

which Lucian found so peculiar. As Rhŷs observed (1888: 20): 

The combining of the attributes of Heracles and Hermes in one 
personage, which puzzled the Greek traveller, was no passing 

whim of the Gauls. The view taken of the god by the Celts was 

even more comprehensive, for we find him in Ireland wearing 
not only the character of inventor of the Ogam alphabet, but 

also that of champion of the Tuatha Dé Danann13. 

Such a correspondence, in accounts from ancient Gaul and medieval 

Ireland, might seem too good to be true; and in fact some of the most 
eminent Celticists of the twentieth century have regarded it with 

varying degrees of scepticism. The focus of their critique has been the 

proposed connection of the names, the similarity which had suggested 
the equation in the first place. Thus Joseph Loth observed that Ogmae 

“cannot phonetically represent Ogmios, although the relationship of the 

two divinities appears probable”; but he did not elaborate further 

(1911: 490). Writing eight years later, Eoin MacNeill spelled the 
difficulties out more fully (1919: 171): 

Philologists tell us that, when g was followed by m in the early 

unrecorded stage of the Irish language, g disappeared, and the 
preceding vowel, if short, was lengthened ‘by compensation’, 

as it is called. Accordingly, an ancient name Ogmios would be 
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represented in early MS. Irish by Óme not Ogme, and in later 
Irish by Uama or Uaime not Oghma. 

Both Loth and MacNeill were presumably deferring here to the 

authority of Ernst Windisch, who had stated that, in early Irish, 

gutturals and dentals disappeared before nasals with compensatory 
lengthening; his examples included purported cases of the 

simplification of the cluster gm (1879: 16-17 §§74-7)14. When Rudolf 

Thurneysen listed consonant clusters giving rise to such compensatory 
lengthening in the first edition of his Handbuch des Alt-Irischen, gm 

was not yet one of them (1909: i.73 §122)15; but it had evidently 

become so two decades later, when he cautioned that the names Ogmae 

and Ogmios “only correspond precisely if, in the second, a vowel has 
dropped out between γ and μ” (1928: 299 n. 5). 

Thurneysen developed this argument more fully in an article which 

appeared three years before his death (1937: especially 195-6). Noting 
the contrast between the ‘athletic’ Ogmae of Cath Maige Tuired and 

the erudite and eloquent Ogmae of In Lebor Ogaim, he commented 

rather acerbically that “we must distinguish two layers, which we 
cannot treat as a mere exercise in addition”. The Ogmae “very 

knowledegable in language and in poetry” was to be regarded as an 

artificial development, with no authentic roots in native tradition: 

If it were not for Lucian’s Ὄγμιος, no one would doubt that the 
author of the ogam tract has only attributed knowledge of 

language to Ogma in order to link his name with the similarly 

sounding ogam. And I believe that one would be correct in so 
thinking. 

In fact, Thurneysen held, the very similarity of the names paradoxically 

proves that they are unrelated, on the phonological grounds already 

indicated. As evidence for the loss in Irish of original gm he pointed to 
the formulaic phrase ám thám, apparently meaning ‘hither and thither’, 

which he derived from a proto-form *agmā to-agmā: 

Accordingly, g is treated before m as it is treated before n: it 
disappears with compensatory lengthening, and the nasal is 

lenited…. It is for this reason that I have already… remarked 
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that, if the equation Ὄγμιος = Irish Ogma is to be sustained, 
then syncope of a vowel must also be postulated in the 

Continental Celtic word. 

The view of so monumental an authority, expressed with such cutting 

emphasis, has very naturally carried considerable weight; and the 
linguistic issue to which Thurneysen called attention has been a focal 

point in subsequent discussions of Ogmios and/or Ogmae. Some have 

taken the way out which Thurneysen suggested, postulating an 
unattested protoform with a vowel between the g and the m. Some have 

proposed that Ogmae’s name was imported from the Continent late 

enough not to have been subject to the sound change in question. Some 

have seen the linguistic difficulties as insuperable, and have 
consequently felt obliged to dismiss the similarity of the two names as 

no more than a coincidence. 

On all of this there is a good deal more to be said. Before engaging 
further with the linguistic aspects of the question, however, I would 

like to return to the figures of Ogmios and Ogmae themselves. Crucial 

to their identification, besides their names, is the apparent parallelism 
in their function and portrayal: in both cases, if we accept the sources 

at face value, a figure identified with linguistic skill is represented as a 

paragon of physical strength. On both the Gaulish and the Irish sides, 

however, this reading of the evidence has been questioned. In 
considering these objections we can begin in Gaul, with Ogmios. 

Several Continental scholars have challenged the identification of 

Ogmios with λόγος. For Adolphe Reinach, Lucian’s allegory of 
eloquence is merely a Gallo-Roman reinterpretation of the “ancient 

warrior fetish” of “the god of war surrounded by severed heads” (1913: 

53-4); while Jan de Vries, although he acknowledged the “remarkable 

connection with eloquence” in both the Gaulish and Irish cases, saw 
more significance in the associations with physical force and regarded 

Ogmios as a “god of war and warriors” (1961: 70)16. Yet another 

interpretation assigns priority to the testimony of the Bregenz 
inscriptions. That Ogmios is there invoked as a bringer of death, and 

associated with the infernal deity Dis Pater, has been seen as evidence 

that he is first and foremost an underworld god; on this basis, the 
picture described by Lucian has been taken to depict him as a 

psychopomp, leading souls into the hereafter17. Françoise Le Roux has 
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taken this line of speculation a step further. While concurring that 
“conducting the dead into the Beyond” was among the functions of 

Ogmios, she sees this as only one aspect of his identity as “a god 

capable of magically binding men”; accordingly, developing ideas first 

put forward by Georges Dumézil, she has compared him with the 
Germanic god Wotan and the Indic Varuṇa (1960: 160, with emphasis 

in the original; cf. Dumézil 1968-73: i.147-9, iii.275-6). 

But while the evidence of the cursing tablets is of great importance, 
I do not regard it as being in conflict with Lucian’s understanding of 

Ogmios. According to the Greek author’s Gaulish informant, the 

picture which he saw symbolized the power of language; and on the 

cursing tablets attempts are made to harness this power, to devastating 
effect. In Bregenz, Ogmius acts as the minister of Dis Pater and his 

consort: the gods of the underworld are called upon to unleash, through 

the agency of Ogmius, the virulence of the curse. Friedrich Koepp was 
not aware of the tablets when he called Ogmios a god “in whom was 

revered the magical force of speech” (… in dem man die Zaubergewalt 

der Rede verehrte; 1919: 72); but his words suit their testimony 
perfectly. 

How naturally language, magic and the underworld can fit together 

may be seen by comparing Ogmios with perhaps the most celebrated 

god of writing, the Egyptian deity Thoth, whose role as scribe for the 
underworld ruler Osiris may correspond to the relationship between 

Ogmius and Dis Pater. An inscription in the pyramid of Unas (died c. 

2345 BC) calls upon Thoth to act on Osiris’s behalf by seizing “the one 
who speaks evil against the name of Unas”18: as in the first of the 

Bregenz curses, the god of language here acts against those who speak 

harmfully; and as in the second, he is the agent of the lord of the 

underworld. In the Hellenistic period, ‘the subterranean Hermes Thoth’ 
(Ἑρμῃ καταχθονίῳ Θωούθ) was being invoked in a magical papyrus, 

in conjunction with an array of underworld deities and demons, to 

enforce an erotic binding spell (Preisendanz 1973: i.82). 
Turning now to Ogmae, we have already noted Thurneysen’s view 

that his association with the ogam script is secondary, and based on a 

coincidental similarity of name; Ogmae’s original character was in his 
opinion purely “athletic”. In dissenting from this view, I would like to 

offer some further considerations. 
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Not only in In Lebor Ogaim, but also in texts where he appears only 
in a heroic capacity, Ogmae is said to be the son of Elatha; and elada 

is a word meaning ‘art’ or ‘skill’19. Thurneysen brushed this aside, 

pointing out that Elatha appears in Cath Maige Tuired as a king of the 

sinister Fomoiri, so that Ogmae’s patronymic “is not to be understood 
as fine art, but as the personified demonic ‘art’ of the giants” (1937: 

195). On examination, however, this explanation is unsatisfactory. Not 

only are Elatha, the father of Ogmae, and Elatha, the king of the 
Fomoiri, clearly separate figures in Cath Maige Tuired, but there is 

reason to believe that the latter was a fabrication by the story’s author. 

Elsewhere, there is mention only of the Elatha who fathered various of 

the leaders of the Tuath Dé; and clann Eladan ‘the progeny of Elatha’ 
could in fact be used as a designation for the Tuath Dé as a whole, 

reflecting their collective association with the arts20. Nor does elada as 

a common noun appear to be attested as a term for magic, let alone for 
black magic, anywhere in the early literature21. Ogmae’s paternity is 

clearly meant to associate him with artistic skill, just as his brother the 

Dagda could be called not only ‘son of Elatha’ but also ‘son of all the 
arts’ (mac na n-ule ndana)22. 

The most interesting scene involving Ogmae in Cath Maige Tuired 

is an episode in the account of the battle itself (Gray 1982: 68 §162): 

In that battle, moreover, Ogmae the champion found Orna, the 
sword of Tethra king of the Fomoiri. Ogmae drew the sword 

and cleaned it. Then the sword related everything which had 

been done with it, for it was usual for swords in those days, 
when they were drawn, to reveal the deeds which were done 

with them. That is why swords have a right to the tribute of 

cleaning them after they are drawn; and that is why spells 

(brechda) are kept in swords from that time forth. Demons 
used to speak from weapons at that time, for men used to 

worship weapons then; and weapons served as sureties in those 

days23. 

Several observations could be made concerning this passage24. For 

present purposes, we need consider only the action itself, in the 

simplest of terms. Ogmae obtains a narrative from an inanimate object; 
he makes use of a kind of magic which enables lifeless things to talk. 
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This is precisely the ‘magic’ inherent in writing and reading; and I 
propose that it is Ogmae’s role as god of writing which is again being 

symbolised here. I will return to this point presently. 

A further indication, while its interpretation must remain tentative, 

may point in the same direction. Cath Maige Tuired describes how, just 
before the climactic battle, Lug circumambulated the army “with a 

single foot and a single eye” – i.e., having assumed a magical posture 

(thus Borsje 2012: 44-8) – and uttered an exhortation in arcane diction. 
Much of this speech has so far resisted translation, but I can offer a 

rendering of a bit toward the conclusion (Gray 1982: 58 §129): 

May you encounter one25 another until ogma sachu may meet, 

until heaven and earth may meet, until sun and moon may 
meet. 

The magical character of these words is confirmed in the late medieval 

tale Altram Tige Dá Medar, where a closely similar speech is presented 
as a banishing spell so potent that it cast Lucifer out of heaven and put 

the Tuath Dé beneath the earth (Duncan 1932: 190): 

He shall not come to the house from which he goes until ogham 
┐ achu be mingled together, and until heaven and earth be 

mingled together, and until sun and moon be mingled 

together26. 

In both cases, I have left the first of the three pairs untranslated. The 
wording is obscure, and even the correct reading is uncertain27; but the 

initial element appears as ogma in the earlier of the two texts. 

Conjecturally, I suggest restoring Ogma ┐ a chú (Ogmae and his 
hound)28. We are no longer in a position to recover the allusion here, 

even assuming that my guess is correct. It does seem likely, however, 

that we find Ogmae again associated with powerful verbal magic. 

Extending the dossier of Ogmios and Ogmae, accordingly, only 
serves to provide further evidence of their resemblance to one another. 

Both embody the power of the word, and are associated with its use in 

magic; and both are portrayed as excelling in bodily strength. Their 
problematically similar names must be considered against the 

background of this striking similarity of character. 
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In the face of all of this evidence, it scarcely seems possible to 
follow Thurneysen in holding that the two names are unrelated29. But 

how then are we to come to terms with the phonological problem to 

which he assigned such importance? His statement that the names 

could be cognate only if Ogmios had lost a vowel between g and m has 
led Helmut Birkhan actually to postulate an earlier *Ogomios or 

*Ogumios, which would have undergone irregular syncope similar to 

that which yielded Lugdunum from Lugudūnon (2006); but the 
plausibility of this solution is weakened by the absence of evidence for 

any such form, although the attestations for Ogmios / Ogmius / Ogmia 

are scattered from Austria to Britain and across four centuries. 

MacNeill undertook to solve the problem by supposing that “the 
name of the god must have come into the language at a very late date 

before the use of writing” (loc. cit.); and this scenario, rendered more 

specific by the assertion that the loan was from Gaul itself, has found 
further adherents30. The circumstances under which such a borrowing 

could have taken place are however difficult to visualise with any 

plausibility. In order not to be affected by the loss of gutturals before 
nasals, the name would have to have come to Ireland after that change 

had run its course; but this development appears to belong to a period 

not very long before the emergence of Old Irish as we know it, being 

probably datable to the sixth century (McManus 1991: 88-9, 96-7; cf. 
Sims-Williams 2003: 334-47). By this time Ireland was largely 

Christian, while Gaul had been so for centuries: not the ideal context 

in which to repatriate a pagan deity. Nor would the name necessarily 
have remained any more stable on the Continent, as there was a 

tendency in later Latin for gm to be pronounced as lm or um: Isidore of 

Seville was complaining of such a development in the sixth century 

(Etymologiae XX.xvi.5: Sagma quae corrupte uulgo dicitur salma); 
and there are traces of it already in the Appendix Probi, perhaps of the 

third (§85: pegma non peuma; in Baehrens 1922: 6)31. So late a 

borrowing is, in short, improbable in terms of both cultural and 
linguistic history. 

It seems therefore that the best course is to face Thurneysen’s 

phonological argument head on. When we do this, it proves to be by 
no means as robust as has been usually assumed. 

To begin with, the shift in question appears to have originated as a 

simplification of consonant clusters which had become word-final as a 
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result of the loss of final syllables, or apocope. Thus, according to 
David Greene (1976: 35), it was a development which: 

belonged originally to final syllables only, arising directly 

from the appearance at the apocope of final clusters 

unacceptable to the phonological system…. The spread of the 
new long vowels and diphthongs to positions other than final 

is therefore secondary. 

A point at which this secondary spread had not yet occurred is reflected 
in the Latinised genitive Sagrani on an inscription in Roman letters 

from St Dogmael’s in Wales, contrasting both with ogam SAGRAGNI 

on the same stone and with Sáráin in medieval Irish32. Moreover, the 

extension of the shift was not consistently applied: beside -dénai < *-
degnī we find the cluster retained in -fognai; and outside the verbal 

system there are words like dognás ‘keeping aloof’ and sognaid 

‘seemly’ (cognate with Welsh hynod ‘remarkable, illustrious’)33. Prima 
facie, then, there is no reason why Common Celtic Ogmios should not 

have yielded Old Irish Ogmae. The real difficulty is that we cannot 

account for the word ogam in the same way. If it is related to Ogmae, 
as both medieval tradition and the further considerations already 

discussed strongly indicate, then it too should derive from a stem 

*ogm-, containing a consonant cluster which would have fallen at the 

end of the word after apocope. Why then was this not simplified, 
yielding a form **óm, **uam? 

In assessing this problem, it should be noted that Thurneysen 

proposed only a single example of his postulated Irish treatment of gm: 
the phrase ‘ám thám’ which has already been mentioned. Moreover, 

this word-pair is rare, and only attested in relatively late sources (Book 

of Leinster Mesca Ulad, Watson 1941: line 367; Bruiden Da Choca, 

Toner 2007: 126 §45; Stowe Táin Bó Cuailnge, O’Rahilly 1961: lines 
4614-15). Joseph Vendryes in fact rejected Thurneysen’s etymology 

for these words (1959: s.v. ‘ám, adv.’)34; while Kim McCone (1985: 

170) has questioned his framing of the relevant phonological rule, 
taking the view that: 

the conditions governing the loss or retention of g or d before 

m in Old Irish are somewhat obscure, and much seems to me 
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to depend upon the quality of the gm, dm groups and/or that of 
the preceding vowel … I can see no objection to positing 

regular reduction of palatal -gm(-) to -m(m)(-), whereas non-

palatal -gm(-) seems to have been retained after a back vowel 

at least, to judge from ogum < *ogmos and Ogmae < Ogmios35. 

Instead of seeing Thurneysen’s rule as a reason for rejecting the 

relationship between these words, therefore, McCone regards the 

evident fact of their relationship as a basis for reformulating the rule. 
Is the entire phonological question only a red herring, then? In fact 

there is one further piece of evidence to be considered in this 

connection, and a crucial one: remarkably, it appears both to confirm 

Thurneysen’s view of the regular Old Irish development of gm, and to 
provide grounds for granting fresh credence to the idea that Ogmios 

and Ogmae are cognates. In a brief but important note, Donnchadh Ó 

Corráin has called attention to the presence in the genealogical tract De 
Forslointib Ulad of a woman named Dar Omae (v.ll. Dronae, 

Daranae, Dorona), said to have been daughter of the legendary Ulster 

king Conchobar mac Nesa and wife of the warrior Celtchar mac 
Uithechair (O’Brien 1962: 278)36. Recalling M. A. O’Brien’s inclusion 

of Dar Omae in a list of names beginning with Der-, in which O’Brien 

had understood the first element to mean ‘daughter (of)’ (1956: 178), 

Ó Corráin proposes to take the second element to be a name Ómae, 
“the normal Irish development of Celtic Ogmios…. The name Dar 

Óma would then mean ‘daughter of (the god) Ogmios’.” (1979: 165)37. 

The degree of variation in the attested forms of this name gives 
pause; all the same, the reading taken by Ó Corráin as the basis of his 

discussion is the one occurring in the oldest manuscript. If he is correct, 

the parameters of our question are substantially altered; for if it can be 

argued that a phonologically regular reflex of the name Ogmios is in 
fact attested in Ireland, while a figure strikingly reminiscent of 

Lucian’s description of Ogmios appears in Irish legend, then 

dismissing the resemblances as coincidence seems farfetched indeed. 
But we are still left with nagging questions. Why should two forms of 

the name be found? And why does one of them appear – on some 

readings of the evidence, at all events – to defy the sound laws of the 
language? 
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Ó Corráin seems to me to be on the right track when he suggests 
that “one could consider Ogma to be a learned survival or revival and 

I see no difficulty in regarding both forms as co-existent in the early 

period” (loc. cit.). But can we get any closer to the context, or the 

ideology, lying behind such a “survival or revival”? 
One scenario has been proposed by Jan de Vries, who asked 

rhetorically “Is it not then simpler to accept that the god *Ogmios and 

the script ogam belonged so closely together in Irish from the 
beginning that, under the influence of the word ogam, the old form of 

the divine name was either preserved or restored?” (1961: 70; similarly 

Birkhan 1997: 567). While I think that this emphasis on Ogmae’s 

association with ogam is well placed, a problem for the solution 
envisioned by de Vries is the disputed background of the word ogam 

itself. If it goes back, as Thurneysen held, to a proto-form *ogosmo- or 

*ugosmo- (1937: 196), then it has no etymological connection with 
Ogmios; and even the fanciful association of one of the two words with 

the other at a primitive stage of the language seems unlikely. But if 

McCone is correct in deriving ogam from a form *ogmos,38 
presumably via a post-apocope, pre-epenthesis *ogm, then ogam poses 

precisely the same phonological conundrum that Ogmae does, and 

analogy with the former cannot be used to explain the latter. 

Let us return for a moment to Ó Corráin’s proposal that the 
existence of a form Ogmae vis-à-vis Ómae can be regarded as “a 

learned survival or revival”. Although he does not say so in so many 

words, I think that we need to understand the learning in question to 
have been literate learning. It is only the fixity of a written record which 

provides an effective yardstick with which to assess changes in 

pronunciation: otherwise – at least after a generation has passed – there 

is no way of determining that the way in which we speak now is not 
the way in which we have always spoken. 

We have the ogam inscriptions themselves as evidence that Irish 

was already being written before the sound shift which, according to 
Thurneysen, was undergone by inherited gm; for the same type of 

change affected gn, transforming, for example, the suffix *-agnos to -

án. We have already seen the example of SAGRAGNI; further names 
not yet affected by apocope, and consequently also unaffected by 

compensatory lengthening, are BAIDAGNI (> Baetáin CIIC 241), 

BROCAGNI (> Broccáin 372, 478), ULCAGNI (> Olcáin 467). Other 
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inscriptions, however, reflect the state of the language after the shift 
had taken place: BRANAN (> Branáin 88), CONANN (> Conáin 74), 

RON[A]N (> Rónáin 145) (McManus 1991: 88-9, 107). 

Such forms would have illustrated the change to a contemporary 

observer at least as vividly as they do to us, particularly as ogam 
inscriptions include other conservative spellings incorporating features 

which were no longer part of the language as it was spoken. Thus in 

LUGADDON MAQI LUGUDEC (4) the loss of the genitive ending 
through apocope is shown in the case of the two names, but the ending 

has been artificially retained in the formula-word MAQI that separates 

them. Even more clearly artificial is ANM MAILE-INBIR MACI 

BROCANN (187), where the form MACI combines the loss of labial 
quality in the final consonant of the stem (Q > C), a development which 

long post-dated the apocope, with retention of the genitive ending as if 

apocope had not yet happened. There are some examples of 
hypercorrection also, such as QUNACANOS (3) with an unhistorical 

initial labiovelar contrasting e.g. with CUNACENA (199). 

It is in this context that we can consider the possibility that a 
deliberate decision was taken to continue using the old orthography for 

the name of the old writing system, and for the name of the god 

associated with it. Once cluster reduction with compensatory 

lengthening was no longer a productive process, there would no longer 
be a tendency to simplify gm, and the two words could be pronounced 

as they were written. It would have been at this point that Archaic Irish 

*ogm acquired a second syllable by epenthesis, just as *domn became 
domun ‘world’39. 

I have recently reviewed the evidence that an analogous treatment 

was accorded to the Irish word for ‘god’: when its pronunciation was 

shifting from dé, dea to dia in the course of the seventh century, the old 
form was artificially preserved with the specialised sense ‘pagan 

deity’. This doublet then continued in use throughout the Middle Ages 

(Carey 2012). In the present case as well, phonological archaism would 
have had pagan associations: Ogmae was one of the ‘Tribe of the 

Gods’; and ogam, whatever its origins may have been40, is consistently 

depicted in the literature as a phenomenon of the pre-Christian period 
(references in McManus 1991: 153-9). 

With Ogmae, though, there is also another factor: the connection 

with writing. I have already suggested that the scene in which a sword 
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tells Ogmae of the deeds which it has accomplished can be read as a 
parable of the ‘magic’ of writing, a skill which imbues lifeless things 

with the power of speech. That this is not merely a fanciful association 

on my own part is indicated by a range of passages elsewhere in the 

literature. Thus the Middle Irish text Scél na Fír Flatha includes a story 
in which a claim of ownership is confirmed by the discovery of a 

(forged) inscription, again on a sword, leading the author to comment: 

“It is then that the dead testifies against the living: when an award is 
obtained through writing” (Stokes 1891a: 201 §71). This anecdote in 

turn is based on a judgment in the legal tract Bretha Nemed Déidenach 

which invokes the power of the word in various ways, including a 

reference to an oath being bound to a sword with a spell (bricht), and 
the assertion “It is then that the dead corrected the living, in the pure 

testimony of ogam concerning them” (Carey 1992: 9-10; cf. McManus 

1991: 164). Another legal text, Findṡruth Fíthail, poses the question 
“How shall I judge between the living and the dead?”; the answers 

appear to have included “the balance and the measure” (that is, 

instruments for measuring weight and volume)41, but also “the poem 
and the letter and the ogam in the pillar-stone” (not only ogam, then, 

but writing in the Roman alphabet, as well as speech which was 

primarily or exclusively oral) (Carey 1992: 10-12). The relationship 

between authoritative language and the contact of the dead with the 
living seems further to lie behind a mysterious exhortation in the 

wisdom text Briatharthecosc Con Culainn: “Let the living be 

summoned; let them be made to live by oaths [sworn] in the place 
where the dead have dwelt” (Dillon 1953: line 275). 

If the proposition that Irish ogam and Ogmae are cognate with 

Gaulish Ogmios really entails a phonological anomaly, then, a solution 

for that anomaly can be proposed: the Irish words were purposely 
exempted from the sound change in question, both because they were 

connected with a writing system not subject to sound change and 

because they were held to belong to the pagan past. While I find this 
hypothesis attractive and persuasive, it is important to remember that 

it may not be necessary: as we have seen, the evidence for the sound 

change itself is by no means as unequivocal as the assertions of some 
scholars might lead one to suppose. 

One of the most interesting aspects of our enquiry is the 

confirmation that the ideas which the Gauls and the Irish had about 
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Ogmios/Ogmae seem to have been so closely parallel, extending even 
to the god’s portrayal as an inherently paradoxical figure. In what 

remains of this article I shall consider the possibility that there may be 

even more to say about the character of this ancient divinity. 

The main piece of evidence is his name: what did it mean? If the 
proto-form of ogam was indeed *ogmos, then Ogmios looks like the 

corresponding agent-noun: ‘the one who does *ogmos’42, or perhaps 

‘the possessor of *ogmos’43. But what is *ogmos in this context? What 
should we look for as an attribute of the god encountered by Lucian, 

invoked by the sorcerers of Bregenz, and to some extent remembered 

in medieval Ireland? 

For anyone believing that the ogam alphabet in fact derives from 
Gaul44, the answer would be quite straightforward: Ogmios would have 

been already associated with ogam or its forerunner on the Continent, 

and he and it would have come to Ireland as part of a single process. 
*Ogmos would accordingly be the original name of the script itself. 

But no valid arguments have been advanced in support of a Continental 

origin for ogam, and this scenario is now generally discounted. There 
are no traces of anything resembling ogam among the Continental 

Celts, while there are good reasons for seeing the writing system as 

having been modelled on the Roman alphabet in Ireland, or in an area 

of Irish settlement, not long before the conversion if not indeed 
subsequent to it45. 

Carl Marstrander, while himself maintaining that the inspiration for 

ogam came from Celts dwelling in the Danube region, took the original 
meaning of *ogmos to have been not some kind of script but rather 

‘scientia, ars (Irish dán)’; its use to designate a secret alphabet would 

have been a subsequent extension of this sense (1928: 136-7). All of 

this however appears to be pure conjecture on his part. The only 
etymological argument which Marstrander adduced was the suggestion 

that *ogmos is cognate with Gothic ahma ‘spirit’, a proposal suffering 

from the twofold difficulty that the meaning of the Gothic word is not 
at all close to that postulated for the Celtic one; and that ahma itself is 

of uncertain etymology, rendering this an explanation obscuri per 

obscurius46. 
Two attempts have been made to derive ogam from a Greek word 

ὄγμος, meaning ‘path’ and by extension ‘furrow, swath’. On the 

Continent, the idea originated with the proposal by Paul Monceaux that 
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Ogmios was originally an epithet of the god Lugus, meaning ‘god of 
roads’ (1887: 8)47, and it gained credibility among Celticists thanks to 

its adoption by Georges Dottin, who made the connection between 

Ogmios and ogam (1920: 276)48. But even apart from the inherent 

implausibility of a Celtic god adopting a Greek name, there are several 
specific problems with this scenario: Lucian, a Greek writer, explicitly 

states that Ogmios is a Celtic name; Ogmios (and for that matter 

Ogmae) is never attested as an epithet; and for *ogmos to be derived 
from Ogmios rather than vice versa is morphologically problematical49. 

Apparently independently, and with reference to ogam rather than 

to Ogmios/Ogmae, a derivation from Greek ὄγμος was also advocated 

by J. F. Killeen (1965). Killeen concentrated on the word’s sense 
‘furrow’, and saw its use as a term for a writing system as a reflection 

of “the metaphor of writing as ploughing derived from Latin”, which 

“became so common in the Middle Ages as even to have invaded 
popular speech”. Noting the proclivity of some Insular writers in the 

early Middle Ages to lard their Latin with Greek terminology, he 

proposed that ogam < ὄγμος is an Irish “sciolistic variant of sulcus” in 
that word’s literary sense. While ingenious, and elegantly argued, this 

hypothesis has significant weaknesses; for one thing, an origin in the 

context of early medieval Insular learning entirely fails to account for 

ogam’s evident relationship with the name Ogmios in ancient Gaul. 
There is also the difficulty, which applies equally to the hypothesis that 

Greek ὄγμος was the source of the name Ogmios, that this is a relatively 

rare word in Greek: it is best attested in Homer and in the Homeric 
Hymns, and the handful of instances in subsequent poetry probably 

reflect the cultural prestige of these earlier sources rather than the 

word’s currency in speech. I am not aware of any evidence that Greek 

ὄγμος was known in early medieval Ireland or Britain. 
The isolation of the relevant lexical items within Celtic as a whole 

means that any etymology must be more or less conjectural: indeed, 

many scholars have resisted the temptation to propose one, regarding 
the “puzzle” of the word ogam as “an irreducible ultimate” (Richardson 

1943: 96). The most persuasive derivation remains that proposed by 

Rhŷs; instead of seeing the Greek word as the Irish word’s source, he 
proposed it as a cognate (1888: 19): 
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We have probably cognate words in the Greek ὄγμος ‘any 
straight line, a furrow, a swathe in reaping, a path or orbit’; 

Sanskrit ajma-s, ‘a course, run, expedition’; ajman, which had 

the meaning of the cognate Latin agmen. 

More than a century later, this correlation’s plausibility was recognised 
by the late Calvert Watkins, as an aside to his comments on Fred Porta’s 

discovery that the proto-form shared by Greek ὄγμος and Sanskrit 

ajma- belongs to the formulaic vocabulary of Indo-European hymnody 
(1995: 16; cf. idem 2000: s.v. ag-

1
)50. The proposed cognates have 

overlapping fields of meaning: in Greek, ὄγμος can, as we have seen, 

designate a path or way of any kind, including the trajectories of 

heavenly bodies and those left behind by ploughing and reaping51; the 
Sanskrit pair ajma- and ajman are synonyms, both designating a way 

or path (of a horse, of fire, of a divinity, of one of the heavenly bodies), 

but also a military expedition; while Latin agmen means ‘a group (of 
humans, animals or things) in forward motion’, hence ‘an army’. The 

latter denotation is not reflected in attestations of ὄγμος itself, but can 

be discerned in the derived verb ογμεύω ‘march in file’. 
Can any of this assist us in speculating concerning the meaning of 

Celtic *ogmos? Rhŷs suggested that it could be understood as ‘a round 

or train of words, fluent speech or ready utterance’ (loc. cit.); and there 

is nothing to object to here. But it is difficult not to want to go further, 
and in particular difficult not to suspect that the lines and rows and 

groups designated by these purported cognates may have some 

relevance to the ogam script itself 52. 
How could this be the case, given that the word under investigation 

must lie sufficiently far back in the past to have served as the basis for 

a theonym attested in both Gaul and Ireland? That the ogam script itself 

had a Continental origin is, as I have already noted, highly unlikely. 
But what of the script’s basis? It is generally recognised that ogam was 

devised by someone literate in Latin (McManus 1991: 30-31); but the 

formal structure of this ‘linear code’ obviously bears no resemblance 
to the Roman alphabet. That the model was instead provided by 

numerical notation is now the consensus view, along lines lucidly 

summarised by Damian McManus (ibid. 11-12): 
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Scholars today are almost unanimous in seeking [ogam’s] 
origins in the domain of written numbers, particularly in the 

row numerals of the ubiquitous tally stick…. That tally 

numerals were the ‘idea’ behind the Ogam script was 

suggested by Thurneysen … and Vendryes …, both drawing 
attention to the outward similarity of the Ogam characters to 

those of the tally and pointing to the use of tally-based symbols 

for communication as distinct from counting purposes on the 
so-called ‘message sticks’ …. Menninger … described the 

Ogam characters as number symbols made ‘on the line’, 

strongly reminiscent of tally sticks, and Gerschel … set out in 

detail how he envisaged the adaptation taking place53. 

Such systems can be employed in societies which are otherwise 

illiterate; and indeed writing properly so called appears first to have 

been developed as a more sophisticated means for keeping track of 
quantities54. The earliest reference to a Gaulish document is Caesar’s 

celebrated account of the census of the Helvetian migration: inscribed 

on ‘tablets’ (tabulae) in Greek letters, this supposedly gave the names 
of 92,000 warriors as well as enumerating the non-combatant members 

of each household, yielding a total of 368,000 (De bello Gallico i.29). 

Such records were not tally sticks themselves, but the tally stick lies 

just one step behind them. 
I suggest that a system of tally numerals existed early enough 

among the Celts that there was a term for it in Common Celtic: this was 

*ogmos, which had previously meant more generally ‘line, row, 
group’. Ogmios was the god of this system, and of its use. With the 

growth of literacy among the Gauls, it was only natural that his remit 

should extend to writing also, and that his supernatural powers should 

be associated with the magical use of writing in particular. His 
identification with eloquence in the picture seen by Lucian may have 

been a further development, an extension from the power of the written 

word to the power of language generally. 
Such an overlap of counting, writing and speaking is not just a 

conjectural construct: it confronts us explicitly in Ireland, where 

measuring instruments, texts (both ogam inscriptions and 
manuscripts), and transmitted poems are, as we have seen, all means 

whereby the dead can bear witness in the world of the living. Irish 
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tradition may even preserve traces of ogam’s basis in numerical 
notation. The opening of In Lebor Ogaim states that the very first 

message ever written in ogam consisted of seven bs sent to Lug carved 

on a twig (flesc), as a warning lest his wife be carried off seven times 

into the síd (Calder 1917: 272-4). As McManus points out (1991: 163): 

This is clearly a case of a non-alphabetic script as seven bs do 

not spell any word or message in Irish. It is the number of 

scores carved into the flesc which is relevant here and if any 
importance attaches to this instance it must surely be that it 

highlights the obvious connection between the Ogam script 

and tally numerals. 

Given the paradigmatic character generally attributed to first 
occurrences, we can perhaps go further: this story of the first ogam 

message ever written may recall the script’s numerical origins55. 

In most of what I have had to say here, I have only been revisiting 
the opinions of earlier scholars; it is my hope, however, that in doing 

so I have been able to place some of the relevant questions on a firmer 

footing. On the basis of the evidence considered, it appears evident that 
Irish Ogmae and Gaulish Ogmios are indeed cognates, and that the 

bearers of those names were versions of a single Celtic deity: a figure 

depicted as a paragon of strength and associated with writing and its 

power. The name of this deity was derived from the proto-form of the 
name of the ogam script, indicating that his identity was bound up with 

whatever notation served as the ancient basis for ogam. I suggest that 

this was a tally system, used for recording numbers. 
While these propositions are interesting for their own sake, they 

also have implications for Celtic studies as a whole. Not only was the 

same god known in very different parts of the Celtic-speaking world, 

but he appears to have been conceived in similar terms in these various 
places; we are looking at a far-flung cult, and at all that this implies for 

the relations between the societies involved. This is true whether 

Ogmios was inherited by both Gauls and Irish from their common 
ancestors, or was transplanted from one region to another at some later 

date. In considering this state of affairs, we can also ask ourselves 

whether divinities associated with skill and elite knowledge may have 
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travelled more easily than others, just as did the trained specialists who 
were their votaries; the god Lugus is perhaps another case in point56. 

A linguistic argument has been adduced against a straightforward 

correlation of the names Ogmios and Ogmae, and of both with ogam. 

We have seen that this argument is not as clear, or as strong, as has 
often been assumed; but it may nevertheless be valid. Even if it is, 

however, I have contended that this does not prevent us from 

recognising the interrelationship which appears so evident on other 
grounds: the sound change in question could have been artificially 

suspended, in a manner echoed in the archaic spellings in the ogam 

inscriptions themselves, as an expression of the culture’s recognition 

that writing serves as a bridge between past and present. This is a 
hypothesis with the potential to shed powerful light on the cultural 

politics of the Irish conversion period; but it is unnecessary if the 

linguistic argument itself cannot be sustained.  
These considerations prompt a more general observation. Linguistic 

concerns have had a prominent part, and an important one, in this 

discussion; but in the end they have not been decisive for our 
interpretation of the evidence. Where etymology has appeared to 

support the testimony of the ancient and medieval sources, support is 

all that it offered: it had no independent light to shed. And where that 

testimony appeared to clash with an Irish sound-law, in the end it was 
the law that had to yield: either it has been incorrectly formulated, or 

its operation was deliberately restricted in specific cases during the 

time when it was a productive process. To a certain extent, it does not 
matter which of these alternatives we choose: the picture of the god 

remains essentially the same. I have carried out this enquiry along lines 

rather different from those followed by Emily Lyle in her fascinating 

new book; but I am at one with her in recognising the importance of 
extra-linguistic factors when studying archaic belief systems (Lyle 

2012; especially p. 3). 

But if the discipline of linguistics can sometimes narrow our view, 
the fact of language is the indispensable vehicle of tradition, which is 

humanity’s challenge to time, forgetfulness and death. The features 

shared by Ogmios in Gaul and Ogmae in Ireland derive from a pre-
Christian tradition whose antiquity we cannot measure, but which kept 

his paradoxical symbolism fresh across the centuries. Ogmios himself, 

the god of notation, presides over the power of writing to triumph over 
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oblivion – whether it be the embryonic writing of tally sticks, or ogam 
inscriptions commemorating the dead. It is in Ogmae’s hand that the 

unliving sword bears witness. This is the power of the god: and it 

connects the medieval Irish not only with their ancient ancestors, but 

with ourselves today. The chains of gold and amber reach from him to 
us, and bind us. His face is turned to us, and he is smiling. 

This is the text of a talk presented to the Traditional Cosmology Society 

in Edinburgh, 21 October 2013. 

John Carey is senior lecturer in the Department of Early and Medieval 

Irish, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland; j.carey@ucc.ie. 

Notes 

1 Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. 

2 Bushe-Fox 1932: 185-6 and Pl. XLIII; the hoard is assigned to “the 

closing decade of the fourth century” on p. 192. Other fragments 
depict portions of various figures, one of them apparently a sun god, 

leading Anne Ross to speak of “a deity having long curling hair with 

rays proceeding from his head, holding the whip of Sol Invicta [sic], 

and accompanied by the name Ogmia” (1967: 381). Her description 

has misled some scholars into assuming that the name definitely 

belongs to this divinity (thus Birkhan 1997: 568-9). But there is 

nothing to indicate that these two fragments are parts of a single 

figure; and the name’s feminine gender indeed weighs against such 

an interpretation. 

3 Birkhan (2006) speaks of the name as also appearing “in a dedicatory 

inscription from Reims”. But as the form which appears there is  
Ogl-, there seem to be no good grounds for an identification with 

Ogmios; the inscription is reproduced in de Ricci 1909. For the 

possibility, first suggested by Rhŷs (1908: 211 n. 1), that the name of 

the obscure Efydd son of Dôn mentioned in some medieval Welsh 

sources may be a reflex of Ogmios, see Sterckx 1972. 

4 From a letter of 25 June 1718, eventually published in Toland 1815: 

75-6; cf. 72-3, 154-7. 

5 Zeuss took the name of the native alphabet ogam (see below) to 

preserve the name of Ogmios, and went on to cite John O’Donovan 
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to the effect that an early Irish text attributed the invention of ogam 

to “Ogma, Elathani filius”; cf. O’Donovan 1845: xxviii. 

O’Donovan’s source was In Lebor Ogaim, of which more 

immediately below. 

6 Zeuss 1871: 1: “Ogma ( = Ὄγμιος )”; cf. p. 166. 

7 Rhŷs speaks of Ogma as Ogmios’s “Goidelic namesake” (1877: 

315); for Stokes, Ogma “phonetically = the Gaulish Ogmios” (1891: 

128). Arbois states that “Ogmios a été comme Lugus adoré par les 

Celtes, soit Gôidels, soit Gaulois” (1904: 45). 

8 Holger Pedersen too took Ogmios and ogam to be cognates (1909-

1913: i.326); cf. Holder 1896-1913, col. 838. 

9 Edited from the copy in the Book of Ballymote (ff 167v-168r) by 

Calder 1917: 272. I have collated this with the copies in Dublin, TCD 

1337 (shelflist H.3.18), p. 26a and Dublin, NLI G53, p. 1. 

10 The king in question here is “the Dagda son of Elatha son of 
Delbaeth”. 

11 It is presumably in his capacity as proto-typical warrior that he is 

included, as Ogma Grianainech ‘Sun-face’, in the ‘muster of the 

Ulaid’ in Táin Bó Cuailnge (O’Rahilly 1976: line 3483, O’Rahilly 

1970: line 4081). The epithet assigned to him in the Táin, which has 

prompted various mythological interpretations, is otherwise found 

only in late sources: in genealogical material added to the third-

recension copy of Lebor Gabála in the Book of Lecan (Macalister 

1938-56: iv.188), in the Early Modern Irish account of the battle of 

Mag Tuired (Ó Cuív 1945: lines 274, 861, 986-7), and (as Oghma 

Griainéigis) in Geoffrey Keating’s Foras Feasa ar Éirinn (Comyn 

and Dinneen 1901-14: i.222). Toland calls him Ogma Grianann 
(1815: 75-6). 

12 On “three nines” as a typical number for a warband, see Carey 2011. 

13 Joseph Nagy has likewise seen Ogmios as illustrating the principle 

that “the often magically persuasive power of the spoken word” is 

“by no means inconsistent with that of the warrior” (1989: 207). 

Nagy’s discussion does not however include Ogmae, or the question 

of the latter’s relationship with ogam. 

14 Windisch’s examples of such a treatment of gm have not, however, 

stood the test of time. Pedersen held that word-internal g disappeared 

with compensatory lengthening before any consonant (1909-13: 
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i.102), a position difficult to square with his own view that Ogmios 

and ogam are cognates (see above). 

15 Cf. his preliminary remarks in 1883-5: 325-6. In Thurneysen 1946: 

79 §125, based on a revision completed in 1938, this treatment of gm 
and the supporting example of ám thám (see below) have been 

rendered canonical. It may be noted that Julius Pokorny regarded the 

compensatory lengthening rule as applying almost exclusively to 

cases of “stop followed by r, l, n”, confining to a note the “very 

scanty” instances involving a guttural followed by m (1914: 40-41 

§109). 

16 On the same page de Vries proposes that the men drawn after Ogmios 

are “die Gefolgschaft eines Kriegsführers. Das Bild, das Lukian 

gesehen hat, hätte dann das vertrauensvolle Verhältnis, das zwischen 

einem Herrn und seiner Gefolgschaft obwaltet, zum Ausdruck zu 

bringen versucht”. The eloquence of bards was exercised in the 
service of such allegiance. “Weiter könnte man darüber nachdenken, 

ob die Ketten, die durch die Zunge des Gottes hindurchgehen, eine 

Anspielung darauf sind, daß der Befehl des Führers seine 

Gefolgschaft ebenso bindet wie das gesprochene Wort des Barden 

die Zuhörer.” 

17 Thus Egger 1943: 127; Grenier 1947: 254-8; Birkhan 1997: 566-70. 

18 Utterance 23: Piankoff 1968: 75-6; and cf. Faulkner 1969: 4. I cite 

Piankoff’s translation. 

19 The significance of this was already noted by Windisch 1912: 98-9. 

20 See the arguments in Carey 1989-90: 55-7. 

21 Quin 1983 offers three examples of its use in this sense (s.v., col. 

104.10-12); but these are late and isolated. 

22 This designation appears in the text Immacallam in Dá Thuarad: Best 

et al. 1954-83: line 24606 (Book of Leinster); cf. Oxford, Bodleian 

MS Rawlinson B 502, f. 61va lines 27-8. The edition by Whitley 

Stokes (1905: 30 §139) does not accurately reflect the text at this 

point. Holder rendered mac Elathan as ‘filius scientiae’ (1896-1913: 

loc. cit.). 

23 As Thurneysen pointed out (1937: 194 and n. 1), this little story did 

not form part of the original tale; use of an independent object 

pronoun suggests composition in the second half of the Middle Irish 

period. 
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24 For brief discussion, in connection with a comparable passage at the 

opening of the saga Serglige Con Culainn, see Carey 1994: 77-8. 

25 Reading imm-comairsid for MS incomairsid.  

26 Brief discussion in Carey 1990: 25-6. 

27 Quin 1983 takes the second element to be achu (s.v.), but offers no 

translation. 

28 Canine associations for Ogma also appear in a gloss in the copy of 

Cethairṡlicht Athgabála in Dublin, Trinity College MS 1337, which 

mentions a dog of this name (Binchy 1978: 882.1); I am grateful to 

Fangzhe Qiu for providing me with this reference. 

29 Indeed, few seem to have done so, although many scholars are 

equally reluctant to affirm it. Typical in this regard is Bernhard 

Maier, for whom the “lautgeschichtlich problematische Verbindung” 

is “mit Vorsicht zu beurteilen” (2001: 137). A. G. van Hamel, 

however, rejected the idea unequivocally: “The similarity … is even 
misleading. Linguistic rules forbid their identification” (1934: 237). 

30 Thus Sjoestedt-Jonval 1936: 7. In many cases this scenario involves 

the yet more extravagant hypothesis that Ogmios was derived from 

Greek ὄγμος ‘track’; this will be further discussed below. 

31 On the phenomenon more generally, see Meyer 1888: 364, 

Grandgent 1907: 113-14. 

32 CIIC 449 (following the notation employed by Macalister 1945-9). 

Cf. McManus 1991: 89, 98; Sims-Williams 2003: 316. In an earlier 

discussion of this inscription, McManus observes that “the Ogam 

spelling is … traditional or archaic, but not archaising” (1986: 12). 

The name Sárán already appears as a Latinised dative singular 

Sarano in 640, in a letter written by the pope-elect John IV cited in 
Bede, Historia ecclesiastica ii.19. 

33 From so + gnáth. That the gn was not deliberately retained here in 

order to preserve the transparency of the word’s formation is evident 

on the basis of other changes in the same word: shortening of the 

vowel in the second syllable, and voicing of the final consonant. 

Indeed, the etymology was no longer evident to Míchéal Ó Cléirigh: 

Soghnaigh .i. soghnáoieach .i. gnáoi mhaith (Miller 1879-83: s.v.). 
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34 McManus has raised the possibility that the phrase may have 

originated as a misreading of áin tháin (1991: 185 n. 10); although 

in this case the lenition of the second word would be peculiar. 

35 In his own account of the phonology of early Irish, McCone omits 
gm from the list of consonant clusters that were simplified with 

compensatory lengthening, essentially returning to Thurneysen’s 

original position in the Handbuch (1996: 122; likewise Sims-

Williams 2003: 301). 

36 The same figure also appears in the Banṡenchas, where her name is 

given as Doruama, Daruamna: Dobbs 1930: 297; 1931: 173, 209. 

That Dar Ómae is Conchobar’s daughter recalls Ogmae’s place in the 

muster of the Ulaid in the Táin (cf. n. 11 above). The tract De Gabáil 

in tṠíde associates Ogmae with the síd of Aircheltra (Hull 1931-3: 

55; cf. Ó Riain et al. 2003: 34); this lay just north of the Boyne, and 

thus within the ancient fifth of Ulster (see e.g. Byrne 1973: 68-9). 

37 Some years earlier, Heinrich Wagner had made the intriguing if far-

fetched suggestion that “a form Óme, which we would expect from 

Ogmios in Irish, is not attested, but is found among the by-names of 

Óðinn (Ómi, cf Snorra Edda, Gylfaginning, §2)” (1970: 30). An 

extended, but ultimately inconclusive, argument for seeing Óðinn as 

a version of Ogmios has also been advanced by Carl Marstrander 

(1928: 167-70); cf. Françoise Le Roux’s identification of Ogmios 

with Óðinn’s Germanic counterpart Wotan, cited above. 

38 I follow McCone in assuming a masculine proto-form *ogmos, with 

reference not only to the attested gender of ogam but also to the 

potential Greek and Sanskrit cognates to be discussed below. L. J. D. 

Richardson has however pointed to an instance in In Lebor Ogaim of 
the word’s nasalising in the nominative singular, suggesting a neuter 

proto-form *ogmon (1943: p. 102 n. 11). To Richardson’s example 

(ogum n-airismech; Calder 1917: line 5815) at least two others can 

be added (ogam ndedlaide 6063, ogam n-eathrach 6132); but there 

are many counterexamples in the same text (ogam usceach 5732, 

ogam ban torrach 5774, ogam Briccrenn 5854, ogam uird 5862, 

ogam adlenfid 5876, ogam accomaltach 5903, ogam eamnach 5907, 

ogam dedenach 5958, ogam buaidir 5986, ogam imarbach 6017, 

ogam Dedad 6057, ogam Erimoin 6084, ogam airenach 6097). 

39 The second syllable of ogam is in fact taken to be epenthetic in the 

second edition of Zeuss’s Grammatica (1871: 166). Pedersen was 
less certain (1909-13: i.326); but McCone, as we have seen, likewise 

assumes a proto-form *ogmos. For evidence that *domn was, or 
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could be, still treated as a monosyllable in seventh-century verse see 

Kelly 1975: 66. 

40 See Swift 1997 for a discussion which advocates a Christian origin 

for ogam, without taking a position on the questions considered in 
the present essay. 

41 Cf. in the gnomic collection Trecheng Breth Féne the statement that 

‘a balance, a bushel, a measuring-stick’ are the ‘three dead ones who 

give testimony against the living’ (Meyer 1906: 18 §138). 

42 See Breatnach 1983. In all of Breatnach’s Irish examples the suffix 

is attached to a verbal stem, but this limitation does not apply to 

Celtic as a whole: thus Morris-Jones 1913: 233. Compare formations 

with suffixes based on Latin -ārius: ogmaire (Meyer 1910: 58.13; not 

in Quin 1983) and ogmóir. 

43 Cf. the io-stems bue ‘person with social standing’, ambue ‘outcast’, 

originally meaning ‘possessor of cattle’ and ‘person without cattle’ 
respectively: McCone 1996: 11 and n. 43. In the fourth century BC, 

a comparable epithet ἐπ-όγμιος ‘presiding over furrows’ was applied 

to Demeter by the Macedonian epigrammatist Addaeus (Anthologia 

Palatina vi.258; Paton 1916: 438). 

44 Thus Zimmer 1909: 613 (“In diesem … Ogamalphabet haben wir 

wohl den ältesten Import geistiger Güter von Westgallien nach Irland 

zu suchen”); Marstrander 1928: 145; Macalister 1937: 28; 

Richardson 1943; O’Rahilly 1946: 495. 

45 See the cogent critique of this position by McManus 1991: 19-23, 

170 nn 25-6. 

46 On ahma, used by Ulfilas to render πνεῦμα ‘breath, spirit’, see 

Lehmann 1986: 11; it is evidently derived from aha (rendering νοῦς 
‘mind’), itself of unknown etymology. It is striking that ahma has a 

suffix externally resembling that of πνεῦμα, the word which it 

translates; this suggests the possibility that it is a calque made by 

Ulfilas himself. 

47 The name was also regarded as having been originally an epithet by 

Marstrander 1928: 136. 

48 See further Benoit 1952: 108; Guyonvarc’h 1960: 47-9; Le Roux 

1960: 220. 
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49 Thus Guyonvarc’h opined that the term ogam “est bien entendu une 

simple dérivation du théonyme” (1960: 48). Contrast Holder 1896-

1913: col. 838: “ogam ogum …, von welcher vielleicht erst als 

Eponymos air. Ogma mac Elathan ‘filius scientiae’, einer der Tuatha 
Dé Danann”. 

50 For the etymology of the Greek, Latin and Sanskrit forms see further 

Pokorny 1959: 5; also Chantraine 1983-4 and Frisk 1960-70 s.v. 

ὄγμος. I am grateful to one of this article’s anonymous readers for 

calling my attention to an alternative interpretation advanced by 

Émile Benveniste, according to which ὄγμος derives, via an 

unattested proto-form *ὄκμος, from the same root as (but with 

different suffixation from) Hittite akkala ‘furrow’ (1962: 107-8). 

Benveniste’s view has not however found general acceptance: thus 

Frisk 1960-70 loc. cit. 

51 More miscellaneous usages may be figurative extensions of these: a 
row of teeth or trees, or a wrinkle (furrow) in the skin. 

52 There is indeed something arresting in Zeuss’s description of the 

stem-lines of ogam inscriptions, “quas linearum catenulas dei Ogmii 

catenulis forsan aliquis comparaverit” (1853: 2 n.). 

53 McManus’s discussion of this aspect of the subject continues to p. 

15, and includes extensive references to prior scholarship. 

54 Thus the sociologist and critic Lewis Mumford observed that “The 

written word… went along historically with the control of large 

numbers; and it is no accident that the earliest uses of writing were 

not to convey ideas, religious or otherwise, but to keep temple 

records of grain, cattle, pottery, fabricated goods, stored and 

disbursed” (1966: 192; cf. Ong 1982: 86). 

55 It is interesting that the elaborate calculation of the casualties in the 

battle of Mag Tuired is associated with Ogma in Lebor Gabála Érenn 

(Macalister 1938-56: iv.118-20, 150, 180). But it is difficult to know 

what significance to assign to this, as no such association is made in 

Cath Maige Tuired from which the passage is drawn (Gray 1982: 66 

§§146-7). 

56 Cf. Patrick Sims-Williams’s remarks concerning “the widespread 

cult of gods such as Lugus / Lug / Lleu” (2011: 7). 
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The ‘Order, Chaos, Order’ Theoretical Approach 
to Reconstructing the Mythology of a Remote 

Past 

EMILY LYLE 

ABSTRACT. The first order is that of a mythology embedded in an oral 

society, the chaos is that of the fragmentary mythological record in history, 

and the final order is that of science. This way of articulating a specific 

theoretical approach was suggested by The Measure of Reality by Alfred W. 

Crosby. Crosby demonstrates a scientific order emerging with the beginnings 

of exact quantification which he sees as replacing a qualitative view of the 

universe. Clearly the thinking had been qualitative in the pre-scientific era but 

something has been lost sight of in making a simple contrast between the 

scientific and the pre-scientific modes. This is the fact that qualitative thinking 

is found in association with quantitative thinking of a kind that is inexact in 

scientific terms but is quite adequate for the needs of an orally based society. 
This qualitative/quantitative thinking can be seen in operation in a number of 

small-scale societies that have been the subject of anthropological studies. 

These give a means of exploring the possibilities open to a society before 

writing and before the written historical records. Robin Fox speaks of 

societies in a remote past which operated within a limited temporal framework 

and could continue indefinitely to run in the cycles expressed in their kinship 

systems. Writing was one of the factors that smashed such systems, and what 

our written records give us is a chaotic range of possibilities, including the 

reflections of philosophy. Our records come from a period of mythological 

chaos, and we have the option of interpreting and reassessing them in terms 

that would have made sense in a prehistoric oral context. 

KEYWORDS: order, chaos, quantification, cosmology, mythology, age-

grading, Indo-European, reconstruction 

INTRODUCTION 

I shall begin by explaining the terminology in my title, which was 
suggested to me by a book called The Measure of Reality by Alfred W. 

Crosby. Crosby speaks of a scientific order emerging with the  
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Figure 1. The order, chaos, order sequence. 

beginnings of exact quantification which he sees as replacing a 

qualitative view of the universe (1997: x-xi, 46-9, 130). He is making 
a single sharp contrast, which is suited to his topic, between the 

scientific and the pre-scientific modes, and he is demonstrating the start 

of a particular kind of exactness at the period of the late Middle Ages 

and the Renaissance. We are not concerned with science, but I think we 
are concerned with another kind of exactness which people employed 

in organising themselves socially and conceptually when they were 

without writing. Aspects of life and the environment were quantified 
in a rougher way than in science but were measurable.  

Although there may be other factors causing the break-down of 

ordered systems, writing is a major one and, since historical records 
reach us in written form, our information drawn from them is always 

at a remove from the conceptual whole that existed before the 

interference caused by the introduction of the written mode. So when I 

speak of taking an ‘order, chaos, order’ theoretical approach, I am 
suggesting that we can see as sharp a divide between an orally based 

cosmology and the operation of a literate society as we can between 

such a literate society in the bulk of its history and the relatively recent 
scientific age that Crosby is dealing with, as shown in Figure 1. 

It is possible for scholars to work on mythology on either side of 

the line dividing the cosmology of an oral culture, which is a period of 
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order, from the fragmented record as it is received in such writings as 
ritual texts and epics, which, from the point of view of mythology, is 

one of chaos. I shall indicate that this is a specific sense of chaos by 

sometimes placing the word in quotation marks. The ‘chaos’ is not the 

total one of the beginnings which is postulated as the state before a 
coherent universe came into being (Witzel 2012: 64, 76-7). It is 

understood as a broken-down mythology which is available only in 

parts and so is ‘chaotic’ by contrast with its overall initial structure. 
Each part will, of course, have been integrated to some degree into a 

fresh cultural context and so will not seem chaotic in terms of the 

contemporary scene. 

Scholarship within the literate area is marked by a high regard for 
texts, and close study of texts has proved very illuminating for the 

kinds of questions that can be answered through this means. I am 

thinking primarily of the field of Indo-European scholarship here. This 
has been marked by refined attention to textual records for many years, 

but those working in this area are not able to point to the beginning of 

the mythology; which is lost, as one can say romantically, “in the mists 
of time”. 

Less romantically, we can say that the beginning of the mythology 

is immersed in a fog through which we find it difficult to see anything. 

However, it may not be essential to accept ignorance in this area, once 
we appreciate that the mythology in the oral phase is more likely than 

not to have been a structured, cosmological one that related to the 

social organisation and the spatiotemporal physical environment. It is 
open to us to explore an ordered state of affairs which we are able to 

glimpse through the traces that remained in the area of ‘chaos’. Not all 

scholars will wish to enter this field, but I would like to make the point 

that the methodology relevant to this study of a totality is quite different 
from the one relevant to a study which is tied to text. Textual study 

lends itself to the detailed knowledge of parts and, when attempts are 

made to create an overall picture, the parts are sometimes combined 
through the method of bricolage familiar to us through Lévi-Strauss 

(1966: 16-36); that is to say that the dismembered parts are put together 

to form a new compilation which cannot have the coherence of an 
integrated system.  

It is possible for a scholar to hold the view that we cannot reach 

back to the integrated system where the mythology cohered with 
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society, and this is a defensible position. The scholar who holds it will 
be working in the fragmented area that I have called ‘chaos’, and will 

be exerting expertise to elucidate the problems in this field. 

It is also possible for a scholar to hold the view that we do have the 

means to reach back and rebuild the integrated system, in the area I 
have called ‘order’, and this is also a defensible position, and it is the 

one taken in this paper. 

Systems may be complex, and the system that lay behind the Indo-
European cultures with their close attention to sacred rituals, is likely 

to have been a complex one. I am going to select one aspect for 

consideration and it is the one that has been explored most fully in the 

past – the functional triad. We shall find that this can be related to a 
possible way of organising society in remote prehistory. Since I have 

spoken of ‘the functional triad’, it will be no surprise that I propose to 

enter into the discussion through the work of Georges Dumézil. Let us 
see briefly what he was saying about the triad before moving on to 

contemporary theory. 

THE INDO-EUROPEAN TRIAD IN THE PERIOD OF ‘CHAOS’ AND IN THE 

PERIOD OF COSMOLOGICAL ORDER 

I take it that in this context it is sufficient to refer briefly to the work of 

Georges Dumézil who proposed an ideology of three functions which 

he saw initially as tied to the occupational groups of priests, warriors, 

and cultivators and herders, and later as concepts within an ideology 
(Littleton 1982). 

Taking a leaf out of Michael Witzel’s book (2001; 2008: 264), I 

shall refer to this as a ‘grammar’, and the question can be raised 
whether it is purely a ‘conceptual grammar’ or whether it is also a 

‘social grammar’. Dumézil argued in the 1930s in terms that included 

a ‘social grammar’. The triad elicited was marked by sequence and 

hierarchy. Conceptually it was a triad of : 1 the sacred, 2 physical force, 
and 3 prosperity and fertility, and socially it was a triad of: 1 priests, 2 

warriors, and 3 cultivators and herders. Dumézil later moved away 

from the social sequence and considered that the situation should be 
understood purely in terms of the conceptual grammar (Dubuisson 

1991: 123-40).  
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Now along came the view that the grammar might in fact have a 
social dimension that would be more in keeping with an early stage of 

society than the occupational groups of priests, warriors, and 

cultivators operative in the ‘chaos’ period, when the overall 

organisation began to be blurred. This is the view that the three 
functions were tied to life stages. I have offered studies of how this 

would have operated in a cosmological society elsewhere (Lyle 1997; 

2012a: 21-8). Here I shall simply point out that we can see a form of it 
operating in a partial way in the period of ‘chaos’ within the Hindu 

tradition in the series of āśrama. 

The stages of a ‘twice-born’ man’s life in Indian tradition as defined 

in The Laws of Manu (see Doniger and Smith 1991) are the four of: 
“the chaste student of the Veda, the householder, the forest-dweller, and 

the ascetic” (6.87), but it is recognised that it was originally a threefold 

system and that the third element was split into two components. The 
stages of life (āśrama) are an important co-ordinated set just as the 

social classes (varṇa) are, and this point can be illustrated from a 

passage in The Laws of Manu where it is said: “The king was created 
as the protector of the classes [varṇa] and the stages of life [āśrama], 

that are appointed each to its own particular duty, in proper order.” 

(7.35). Dumézil would have been aware of the parallels with the stages 

of life, of course, but he chose to emphasise the social classes that had 
given him his initial insight. Now, with an age-grade system in mind, 

it is worth looking specifically at the Indian male life sequence to see 

what it does and does not tell us. Leaving out the additional fourth 
element, we have first an ignored boyhood and then the stages of (1) 

student, (2) begetter of sons, and (3) sacrificer. Up to the time of his 

marriage, the youth is under the authority of his teacher and engages in 

study of the Veda. Marriage is the divide, and after this he enters the 
householder phase, and at this point he gains the wealth that enables 

him to sustain, not only himself, but those in the other phases as well, 

which causes the householder to be praised as the best of all (6.89). A 
man also begets children at this time, and this second phase correlates 

very well with the prosperity and fertility of the third function. The 

third phase also correlates well with the sacred of the first function for 
in it the man has abandoned his sexuality and his life in a village in 

order to concentrate on making sacrifice to the gods.  
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Figure 2. Life-stage groups with specific functions in the order period, and both life-
stage and caste groups in India in the “chaos” period.  

In the first phase, the young Hindu bachelor does what is appropriate 
to his life stage in his role of “twice-born” (a member of one of the 

three sacrificing varṇa) and spends his time in study of the Veda, but 

the appropriate activities for this life stage in a pastoral society like that 

of the Maasai of East Africa are cattle-herding and the raiding that 
correlates with the second function of physical force, and there is no 

difficulty in identifying an Indo-European warlike phase like this 

which has sometimes been discussed in terms of the Germanic 
Männerbund (West 2007: 448-51). The Hindu twice-born boy is 

separated from childhood by the Vedic initiation which takes place 

when he is at least eight and may be considerably older (Flood 1996: 

204, and cf. 61-5). 
The Indian scheme is very valuable in demonstrating the existence 

of the three stages of life in an Indo-European context and illustrating 

the abrupt breaks between the stages, but the scheme applies to the 
individual and not to a class and this limits the information it can 

provide about an archaic organisation of society. Hindu initiation 

happens at an individual ceremony rather than at one involving a total 
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group of qualified initiands and so does not give rise to the social 
contrasts between groups in different age categories that are present in 

an age-grade system. 

We find in India, then, two separate expressions of a triad, one in 

caste terms in the varṇa and the other in life-stage terms in the āśrama. 
These can be seen as the halves of an original whole which have been 

split off from a system where the life-stage categories performed 

distinct functions within the society. It is not inappropriate to use 
Dumézil’s functional series to define both the postulated initial state 

and the two separate expressions of the concept that are found in India 

(Fig. 2).  

The three aspects of the sacred, physical force, and fertility 
identified by Dumézil can now be understood as having three life 

stages at their base. These could be present in other societies besides 

the Indo-European one but, according to the present model as well to 
Dumézil’s perception, they form a tightly structured group within the 

Indo-European schema.  

THE CONCEPT OF COSMOLOGICAL ORDER BEFORE THE “CHAOS” AND 

ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR COMPARATIVE STUDY 

When attention is limited to the direct evidence of the texts known in 
historical time, the result is to exhibit a collection of disconnected 

fragments. When attention is expanded to take in the systems arrived 

at by past attempts to build on the fragments and make a coherent 
whole out of them, the result is to place stress on systems created by 

preoccupations in the historical period, which may, of course, be of 

interest in themselves as philosophical or historical systems but are 

hardly a safe guide to prehistory. Similarly, combinations resting on 
varying degrees of scholarship may be built today out of selections 

from the fragments.  

By contrast, if we study the fragments and the possible bases of total 
historical systems in the light of a theory of cosmology, we at least 

make the foundations explicit so that all those concerned can assess 

and improve on any formulations so that we may eventually be enabled 

to arrive at a valid reconstruction which approximates the prehistoric 
reality.  
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Figure 3. The order / chaos divide.  

The recombinations from the fragments belong in the “chaos” category 

along with the fragments, even though they have an internal coherence 

of a kind that could have arisen from the operation of a powerful mind 
within a particular culture in the historical period that has achieved a 

new whole relevant to the contemporary world of that time. This is a 

different matter from going back to the roots (as we ought to be able to 

do today when we have access to a vast range of fragments from the 
past) so as to arrive at a soundly based reconstruction. The possibilities 

are shown in Figure 3. 

The difference between the modes of conceptual organisation in 
oral and literate cultures has to be kept in mind (cf. Gellner 1991: 58-

62, 73-4, 91-3; Lyle 2012b). As Robin Fox has shown, an oral, kinship-

based society can replicate its structure indefinitely if there is no 
outside interference (2001; 2011: 21-6; cf. Kullanda 2002), and this 

factor makes it much more likely than it would be otherwise that we 

can recapture a prehistoric state, since it could have been stable over a  
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Figure 4. Comparing Thor and Indra (a) within the historical period, and (b) through 
going back to the prehistoric period of order where the source figure is placed 
centrally as king (K). 

very considerable period of time. Even before the advent of writing, 

there might have been forces operating that were conducive to the 

break-down of a total system, but the existence of writing would have 
made a crucial difference. 

Fragments found in our texts can be treated either within the 

historical period or just before it, or in the cosmological period of 

prehistory. In either case, comparison is the key. We locate items in 
more than one branch of the Indo-European area that exhibit 

similarities as well as differences and compare. 

I shall take as an example the correspondence between Thor in the 
Scandinavian area and Indra in the Indian one that has already been 

discussed, although, typically, there is no consensus that the 

comparison is a valid one. Turville-Petre noted that “there are as many 

differences between Indra and Thór as there are between India and 
Iceland” but he did point out a number of similarities and concluded: 

“If it is hard to believe that the two figures developed independently, it 

is almost to admit that they descend from a common original and they 
must, in this case, be part of an Indo-European heritage.” (1964: 163-

5). 
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N. J. Allen identified the epic hero Arjuna with Indra as king and 
placed him in the centre, surrounded by the four quarters (1999: 416-

17; cf. Lyle 2012a: 94), and we can place the Thor-figure of prehistory 

there as well (Lyle 2012a: 78-81). Note that we are operating within 

the cosmological period. There is no implication that Thor is a king in 
the historical period. 

Although we can draw comparisons within the Indo-European field 

in the historical period, the results are likely to be doubtful since we 
are in the area of chaos (Fig. 4a). When the point of connection is 

understood to be within the area of order, however, there can be 

reinforcement from other elements of the structure which will make the 

results much more reliable (Fig. 4b). We can study a location within a 
system where the king has a spatiotemporal context, and also has 

ancestors, siblings, and affines. There is a total network involved and 

the proposed candidate for a specific position can be studied in relation 
both to it and also to the totality. 

When we take the comparison back to the period before writing, we 

have no direct evidence, of course, but we have a great deal more to 
say because the god without a name who has some of the properties 

common to the two historically attested gods would have had to be set 

in a cosmological framework.  

CONCLUSION 

There seems every reason to explore the cosmological dimension of 
Indo-European myth. This requires attention to: the ritual year, human-

centred space, the social groupings of early humans, and, of course, the 

stories themselves. In an approach through cosmology, the various 
levels are mutually supportive. Cosmological and mythological study 

at a deep level of prehistory is likely to be very rewarding, and should 

go a long way to meeting the objections recently made by Axel 

Kristinsson (2012: 391-5, 425). While drawing on the resources of 
archaeology and historical linguistics for Indo-European 

reconstruction, Kristinsson is sceptical about the value of comparative 

mythology as a reconstructive tool. I agree with his assessment overall 
with respect to comparative mythology as practised in the past 

(although there are perhaps more secure and valuable findings than he 
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allows), but I think that the way is open to reach solider results through 
the adoption of a methodology that explicitly recognises the 

order/chaos divide and uses appropriate means to recreate the 

cosmological order. 
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The Sleeping-Beauty motif in a Singular 
Romanian Ritual Song 

ADRIAN PORUCIUC 

ABSTRACT. The present article focuses on a Romanian ‘carol’ (colindă), 

which shows a peculiar combination between the archaic maiden-and-

aurochs motif and the more widely known one of the Sleeping Beauty. By 

applying the interdisciplinary methodology of the domain now known as 

archaeomythology, this author aims to point out the correspondence – and 

even possible continuity – between certain prehistoric representations and a 

number of elements that remained ritually functional in Romanian folklore. 

KEYWORDS: Sleeping Beauty, Ariadne, etymology, Romanian colinde, 

ritual-cultual features, Caraman, aurochs symbolism 

Sleeping Beauty is not just a popular fairy-tale plot, but rather a 

widespread and perennial motif, as indicated on a detailed Wikipedia 

page1, where the motif under discussion is referred to “type 410” of the 
Aarne-Thompson classification2. The data and comments of the same 

page suggest that the best-known manifestations of the Sleeping-

Beauty motif represent the European urban-literate plane, from 
Gianbattista Basile’s tale Sun, Moon, and Talia (included in Lo cunto 

de li cunti, 1634) to Charles Perrault’s La belle au bois dormant (in 

Histoires ou contes du temps passé, 1697) and to the Grimm Brothers’ 

Dornröschen (in Kinder und Hausmärchen, 1812-1815)3. Whereas all 
these may be said to mark a shift from folkloric to ‘popular’, later 

creations, such as Tennyson’s Sleeping Beauty (1830) or even the 

recent much-discussed Australian film Sleeping Beauty (2011, directed 
by Julia Leigh) stand for ‘high-culture’ projections. 

In regard to mythology proper, the best-known classical dormant 

appears to be Ariadne4. The latter is usually remembered as the one 
who, after having helped Theseus to get out of the labyrinth5, was 

deserted by the Athenian hero on the island of Naxos (while she was 

asleep). Ariadne’s guiding thread6 may be interpreted as a “folk-tale 

motif”, as stated by Nilsson (1972: 175); and it is also Nilsson who 
leads us back to pre-Greek traditions, by the following supposition 
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(1972: 172): “Ariadne seems to be a goddess of vegetation derived 
from Minoan times.”As I have stated elsewhere (Poruciuc 2010: 130, 

endnote 99), my main interest is not in the classical legend about 

Theseus and Ariadne, but rather in the truly religious figure of Ariadne 

as bride of Dionysos. The most spectacular representation of the divine 
couple under discussion is the one on the fourth-century-BC Derveni 

Krater (from Macedonia), on which Dionysus is presented as ready to 

bestow his awakening kiss on sleeping Ariadne7.  
No credible explanation for the name of Ariadne (Ἀριάδνη) has so 

far been established. Ranke-Graves (2008: 277 and 315) appears to 

accept the etymology according to which Ariadne – “pronounced 

Ariagne” (as if related to Greek terms that refer to either “chastity” or 
“holiness”) – must have meant something like ‘the Most Holy One’. 

Actually, as Chantraine observes (1984, s.v. ἁδνόν : ἁγνόν), Greek 

ἁδνός most probably was “a fictitious term that was invented in order 
to explain Ἀριάδνη.” On the basis of other Greek lexical elements, I 

can propound the following etymology: Greek ari- (ἁρι-, presented as 

a poetic “augmentative particle” in Chantraine 1984) + adēn, from the 
root (h)ad-, which designated “satiety” and “abundance” (according to 

the same dictionary, s.v. ἅδην : ἄδην). Therefore, the name of Dionysos' 

bride could signify ‘the Over-Abundant One’, or, literally, ‘the Over-

Swollen One’. Such a meaning recalls prehistoric representations of 
plump ‘Venuses’ (to which I will return below). We can imagine a 

Proto-Ariadne who embodied abundance or fullness rather than 

chastity or holiness. 
By the very reference to a Proto-Ariadne I suggest we should go 

deeper than Antiquity, in search of prehistoric roots of magic-mythical 

sleeping beauties. At the same time, in observing the principles of 

archaeomythology8, I will assume that even recently recorded folklore 
may contain elements that prove to be closer to prehistoric finds than 

to legends written down by urban-literate ancients. I will also say that 

many Romanian ritual songs show remarkable traces of what a 
specialist in Greek religion interpreted as rituals from times “before 

gods were invented.”9 

What may be regarded as ritual folklore is represented mainly by 
combinations of song, dance and ‘folk theatre’ that are still performed 

as part of traditional festivals and celebrations in various parts of the 

world10. As for Romania, most representative of that kind of folklore 
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are the colinde, usually translated into English as ‘Christmas carols’, 
although the contents of quite many of them have nothing to do with 

either Christmas or Christian lore in general. Rather, they reflect 

spectacular perpetuation of prehistoric traditions, as I demonstrated in 

several chapters of Poruciuc 201011. Many Romanian colinde appear 
to be rooted in archaic winter-solstice rituals12. Nowadays those songs 

are used for Christmas and New Year carolling, which still is felt to be 

a ritual act in many Romanian villages. Romanian folklorists usually 
classify the colinde by dividing them into two big classes, ‘religious’ 

(that is, Christian in spirit and motifs) and ‘lay’13. A number of 

specialists suggest classifications according to the categories of 

addressees, that is, to the receivers of the well-wishing songs. Thus, in 
collections of colinde one can find ‘maidens’ carols’ (colinde de fată), 

‘young men’s carols’ (colinde de flăcău), and even ‘fishermen’s carols’ 

(colinde de pescar)14. 
Of the prehistoric relics perpetuated in Romanian folklore, many 

are to be found in colinde de fată, such as the ones I discuss in Poruciuc 

2010, chapter II, which particularly deals with ritual songs about a 
young woman seated in a swing (or cradle)15 fixed between the horns 

of an aurochs (or ox, or stag) presented as swimming across a billowy 

sea. In many variants, the young woman – while stitching a kerchief or 

a shirt – keeps warning her ‘vehicle’ that it should swim more 
smoothly, or else her brothers may come, slaughter it, and use its meat 

for her wedding party, its bones as posts for her house, its skin as a 

roof, etc. In one peculiar piece that I analysed in the above-mentioned 
chapter (pp. 21-22) the female character carried across the sea by an 

aurochs is introduced as Miţa răposata (literally ‘Miţa the dead one’)16. 

By the epithet attached to her name, Miţa recalls the peculiar character 

presented as “dead woman” in a Romanian fairytale recorded by 
Oprişan (2002: 295); the woman of that tale proves to be a kind of 

(shamanic?) prophetess, since she is able to foretell forthcoming 

events, after conversing with “a voice from above”. Whereas a 
connection between Romanian maiden-and-aurochs carols and Minoan 

representations of bull-catching and bull-sacrifice is suggested by the 

material I present in endnotes 73-74 of Poruciuc 2010: 126, a peculiar 
carol (of which I have become aware only recently) makes me go even 

further back in time, to the earliest representations of ‘incubative’ 

sleeping beauties found by archaeologists. 
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In 1933 or 1934, the lyrics of an extremely interesting Moldavian 
colindă (sung by Constantin I. Ignat, a villager of Brusturi, Neamţ 

County) were written down by an outstanding Romanian ethnologist, 

Petru Caraman. Half a century later the text under discussion was 

included – with no title and no commentary – in Caraman’s 
posthumously published collection (1982: 49). Here is the original: 

Colo sus,  

Tocmai din sus,  

– Florile dalbe –  

Este-un strat de busuioc,  

Cu cărare la mijloc.  

Dar cărarea cine-o face?  

Face-o, face boul sur,  

Cu copite potcovite,  

Cu coarnele aurite;  

Dar în coarne ce-mi mai poartă?  

Poartă-un leagăn de mătase;  

Da-n leagăn cine-i culcat?  

(Cutare), fată de-mpărat.  

Scoală-mi, fa, nu mai dormi,  

Că doar de-asară ţ-a ci!  

Că de când ai adormit,  

Iarba tătă te-o-ngrădit,  

Florile te-o năpădit;  

Şî pi gurî şî pi nas  

Şî pe dalbu-ţi de obraz,  

Şî prin sîn ţî s-o bagat,  

Scoală, fată de-mpărat. 

 

 

Either due to the striving of the caroller himself, or to Caraman’s 
intentional brushing up, the first part of the text shows standard 

Romanian, whereas the second part contains many elements of broad 

Moldavian dialect. As I aimed to analyse contents rather than forms, I 
translated the text (with some degree of approximation) into neutral 

Standard English; I decided not to try to find English equivalents for 
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the Romanian rhymes, but only to create a rhythm as close to the 
original as possible; and I preserved the original question-and-answer 

structuring. Also, in order to facilitate direct reference, I added 

successive numbers to the lines of the carol. 

Up there, 1 

High up there, 2 

– Lily-white blossom – 3 

There’s a plot of sweet basil 4 

With a path through its middle 5 

But whoever makes the path? 6 

It is the gray ox, 7 

The one with shoed hooves 8 

And with gilded horns. 9 

But what does he carry tween his horns? 10 

He carries a silken cradle. 11 

But whoever lies in the cradle? 12 

It is [a girl’s name], an emperor’s daughter. 13 

Wake up, girl, and sleep no more, 14 

For you’ve had enough since yesterday! 15 

And since you fell asleep 16 

You’ve become fenced in by grass, 17 

And flowers have grown all over you, 18 

On your mouth and nose, 19 

On your lily-white cheek, 20 

And into your bosom too. 21 

Wake up, emperor’s daughter! 22 

  

Culturally and ideologically, such a ritual song can hardly be said to 
have been conceived on Christian-Romanian soil. I assume that much 

of the substance contained in Romanian ‘lay’ carols of this kind comes 

from pre-Roman times, that is, from lost languages of Old Europe17, by 
translation and re-translation. However, there also are some specific 

Romanian aspects that deserve attention18.  

First of all, the very formula by which the central character is 

designated, fată de împărat (‘daughter of an emperor’), stands for a 
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combination of lexical elements of Vulgar Latin origin inherited in 
Romanian, with specific meanings. Romanian fată ‘girl, daughter’ 

continues Latin fēta, whose masculine counterpart, fētus, survived as 

Romanian făt, meaning ‘unborn child’ as well as ‘young man, lad, 

son’19 (best-known is Făt Frumos ‘Handsome Lad’, as the name of a 
common Romanian fairy-tale hero that approximately corresponds to 

the courtly Prince Charming of Western Europe). As for Romanian 

împărat, it reflects direct perpetuation of Latin imperator20. The 
survival of the latter in Romanian can be explained only as based on 

folk memory – that is, on a dim collective recollection of the supreme 

authority once represented by the Roman emperors of 

Constantinople21. One might say that whatever is kingly or royal in the 
rest of Europe is imperial for traditional Romanians (for whom Jesus 

Christ stands for a Heavenly Emperor, Împărat Ceresc, and the 

Kingdom of Heavens is designated as the Empire of Heavens, 
Împărăţia Cerurilor). I have insisted on imperial details not only 

because the high-up-there setting of the first two lines indicates a 

superior or even other-worldly position22, but also because a nameless 
fată de împărat commonly appears in Romanian folktales. In such tales 

an imperial father will promise to give his daughter in marriage to a 

Handsome Lad who shows himself ready for a heroic deed (such as 

killing a dragon or a couple of ogres); or the whimsical daughter will 
have her own choice of a husband, all suitors being put to tests of her 

own invention23. In the latter aspect fata de împărat is close to what I 

interpret as Proto-Europa, a character that has a commanding position 
in the most archaic variants of Romanian maidens’ carols. Other 

elements of the sleeping-beauty carol under discussion look rather pre-

Romanian in their distinctive features.  

I have marked line 3 with hyphens as it is obviously a chorus. Most 
Romanian carols have such choruses, repeated even as frequently as 

after each line, without any logical connection with the ‘story’ proper. 

Most choruses recall archaic dendrolatry or, rather, ‘phytolatry’ (since 
such verses refer to herbs and flowers more frequently than to trees). 

One best-known Romanian chorus is Florile dalbe, flori de măr (‘Lily-

white blossom, apple blossom’), as part of a thematically Christian 
colindă sung by children on Christmas Eve all over Romania.  

Lines 4-5 close the setting part of our carol, by yet another item of 

‘herbal power’, since basil – as herb with an etymologically imperial 
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name (cf. Greek basileus) – is still considered to be magic in Romania 
(as well as in other parts of South-Eastern Europe): whereas Romanian 

village lasses consider that a stalk of basil placed in one’s bosom can 

ensure erotic success, Orthodox priests will use bunches of basil for 

sprinkling holy water during religious ceremonies, such as the ones of 
Epiphany (Bobotează). 

By the question of line 6 we reach the narrative-dramatic part of the 

carol and the central cluster of motifs. The richly ornamented gray ox 
(boul sur) of lines 7-9 stands for an impressive (although usually mute) 

figure of Romanian maidens’ carols of the Proto-Europa type. As a 

particular feature, it appears that – at some time, in Old European ritual 

songs – a domestic ox (Bos taurus) began to replace the wild aurochs 
(Bos primigenius); the latter, in reality, was hunted to extinction in 

Eastern Europe towards the end of the Middle Ages24. However, some 

Romanian colinde still present a bull called bour (or buhur, as in Miţa’s 
carol), which is the obsolete Romanian term for the long extinct wild 

species25. 

The most peculiar aspect of the imperial daughter’s song recorded 
by Caraman is that, unlike other personages of the same type, the young 

lady in the swing (line 13) is not stitching and talking at all – she is just 

sleeping; and it is not a Handsome Lad’s kiss, but the caroller’s 

exhortative call26 that is expected to wake her up (see lines 14 and 22). 
Worthy of attention are also the striking images of lush overgrowth 

(lines 16-21). Such images are to be found in other Romanian maiden’s 

carols too. For example, in one carol of the same kind the “wee and 
wise” maiden carried between the horns of an aurochs appears “With 

curly grass in her arms,/ Ears of corn under her belt” (Poruciuc 2010: 

21). One cannot overlook the fact that overgrowth (of briars, which 

eventually cover the whole castle) was also associated with 
Dornröschen, one of the best-known dormeuses of European tradition. 

However, the association between a magic ox and a sleeping beauty in 

a Romanian ritual song urges us to go back to times much earlier than 
the ones reflected in German folktales. We should, in fact, go even 

deeper than the refined mythology represented by the Derveni Krater.  

One may get a glimpse of the origins of the maiden-and-
aurochsd/ox motif only by a return to prehistoric times. I assume that 

classical Dionysus and Ariadne must have developed from earlier (pre-

Greek) figures that we may label as Proto-Dionysos and Proto-
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Ariadne. Such figures can refer, for instance, to the archaic ritual in 
which women of Elis invoked Dionysos as Axié Tauré ‘Worthy Bull’, 

and to the peculiar ritual (diasparagmόs) which – among the Greeks of 

Sicily and southern Italy – implied chasing and catching of a bull in 

order to slaughter it, drink its blood and eat its meat raw. The latter 
ritual act represents, according to Robert (1998: 111) “a rite of 

communion par excellence, since in that case the bull is the god 

himself.” I would not give such details here unless Romanian maidens’ 
carols contained references to bull-sacrifice too, as already mentioned 

above. Such an aspect recalls not only Minoan representations, but also 

prehistoric ones that preceded classical Ariadne and Europa and by 

several millennia. 
Representations of sleeping goddesses (or, rather, priestesses) 

appear to have had their own Old European religious sense at least as 

early as the Neolithic. Maltese temples of the fourth millennium BC 
contained statuettes of plump “Sleeping Ladies” (Gimbutas 1991: 

288). In referring to such figurines (“all obese”), Cristina Biaggi states 

that they appear to represent “the continuation of a philosophical idea 
given visual form in the Paleolithic Age,” a well-known example being 

the ca. 32,000-year-old “Venus” of Willendorf, Austria (1994: 23). It is 

the same specialist (1994: 30) who interprets two of the Maltese 

“sleeping priestesses” as follows: “The posture of both of these 
figurines suggests that incubatio – sleeping within a sacred shrine in 

order to receive dream messages from the deity – was among the rituals 

practiced by worshippers of the Great Goddess.” 
It so happens that during approximately the same period as the one 

of the Maltese “Sleeping Ladies”, the Cucuteni-culture site of Bilcze 

Zlote (today’s western Ukraine) produced a bone plate in the shape of 

a bull’s head on which we can still see a “silhouette of the Goddess in 
her hourglass form” (Gimbutas 1991: 247). Even earlier than that, in 

the fifth millennium BC, the Chalcolithic Gumelniţa-Karanovo culture 

represented by the site of Căscioarele (central-southern Romania)27 
produced a remarkable piece of pottery that could be reconstructed as 

“a bull’s head with a female figure between its horns” (Monah 1997: 

211)28. The Căscioarele figure – represented as seated between the 
bull’s horns – is not plump, but rather virginal, such an aspect being, in 

fact, also suggested by the extremely slender waist of the hourglass-

figure of Bilcze Zlote29. Both prehistoric figures under discussion can  
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Figure 1. The maiden-and-aurochs representation from Căscioarele (fifth 
millennium BC – after Monah 1997: 211). 

be interpreted as predecessors of classical Europa; but – in spirit – they 
appear to be, rather paradoxically, closer to the maiden-in-command of 

the Romanian colinde. 

As suggested above, what is rather singular about the Romanian 

ritual song that stands for a principal item of the present article, is that 
it shows a Proto-Europa frame, but with a sleeping beauty as its central 

figure. And the aspects of overgrowth attached to that figure make it 

look like Proto-Ariadne, the Over-Abundant One. Last but not least, 
the exhortative voice of the caroller makes one become aware of the 

fact that the Romanian colinde still are part of winter-solstice 

celebrations, and that such songs echo long lost rituals. We may even 
venture to assume that Romanian maiden-and-aurochs songs represent 
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the lingering voice of the otherwise mute figures unearthed by 
archaeologists on sites such as Bilcze Zlote and Căscioarele. 

 

Adrian Poruciuc is a professor of historical linguistics and of cultural 

anthropology at Alexandru Ioan Cuza University of Iaşi, Romania; 
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Notes 

1 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sleeping_Beauty 

2 See also the updated and enlarged classification, Aarne-Thompson-

Uther, in Uther 2004. 

3 In regard to Germanic traditions, here is a statement of interest for 

this article: “Germanic mythology is full of hints of the reality of past 

practices and beliefs, from the Sleeping Beauty to the fantastic 

figures of the carnivals; from popular superstitions to surviving and 

little understood cult practices” (Owen 1960: 192).  

4 What the ancients knew about Ariadne is to be found in Ranke-
Graves (2008: 93, 308, 310). As regards the dormant aspect of the 

Ariadne-Dornröschen type, a very tempting etymological hypothesis 

would be one based on the possible connection between Greek nuos 

‘bride’ and Greek nustazō ‘to doze, to be sleepy’. In that respect I 

take into account Chantraine’s entry on nustazō (νυστάζω), where 

Baltic cognates such as Lithuanian snusti ‘to doze’ and snaudalius 

‘sleepy’ are given. 

5 There are possible ritual-cultural implications of the classical legend 

about Theseus and Ariadne. In that respect, Ranke-Graves observes 

(2008: 315) that a labyrinth-dance appears to have been known 

among “East Mediterranean peasants” as early as the third 
millennium BC, and that labyrinthine representations have been 

found in various parts of Europe. Worth mentioning at this point is 

also a statement made by Owen (in his presentation of prehistoric 

“religious symbols” that were to survive in Germanic traditions – 

1960: 188): “Such a symbol as that of the horseshoe and its 

labyrinthine forms may be regarded as a symbol of the moon, and the 

moon is associated with the worship of Mother Earth.”. 
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6 Very interesting paragraphs on folk beliefs about “thread as a bridge 

to the otherworld” are to be found in Mirjam Mencej’s article (2011: 

62-65) on the symbolic implications of spinning and weaving.  

7 See photo in Barr-Sharrar 1982: 15; see also Castor 2009 for a 
detailed review of the book on the Derveni Krater published by Beryl 

Barr-Sharrar in 2008.  

8 In the present article (as in previously published ones), what I take 

into consideration, theoretically, are mainly the interdisciplinary 

criteria first propounded by the founder of archaeomythology, Marija 

Gimbutas (1989: XVIII). Those criteria were subsequently furthered 

by Joan Marler (2000: 2-4) and by other representatives of the 

Institute of Archaeomythology (Sebastopol, CA). 

9 At various points of his volume on Greek religion, Robert (1998: 52, 

60, 81) argues that rituals preceded mythology, and that gods (that is, 

anthropomorphic divinities with personal biographies) were actually 
invented in order to explain ritual-cultual acts. 

10 Robert (1998: 42) observes that Greek sacrificial practices “are 

attended by songs [...] and by dances, by rhythmical motions, which 

certainly do not represent mere entertainment or games.” 

11 The collections of Romanian folk songs used – as sources of 

illustrative examples – in the making of both Poruciuc 2010 and the 

present article are the following (in alphabetical order): Caraman 

1982, Căliman and Veselău 1996, Herţea 2000, Ilin 1985, Moanţă 

2002, Şerb 1967 and, last but not least, Teodorescu 1985 (1885). 

12 In fact, the Romanian plural form colinde is translated into English 

as “winter-solstice songs” in the subtitle of Brătulescu 1981. 

13 See the formula colinde laice ‘lay carols’ in the subtitle of Brătulescu 
1964. 

14 In Teodorescu’s collection of Romanian “folk poems” (first 

published in 1885), there are larger thematic groupings of colinde, 

such as “traditional and hunting carols” and “domestic carols.” More 

recent authors have propounded more sophisticated principles of 

classification: for instance, Filip’s synthetic and well-informed book 

on the Romanian colinde (1999) reflects an attempt at a balance 

between scholarly-archetypal principles and motif-oriented ones (as 

subchapters such as the ones on “chaos and cosmos” or on 

“anthropogenesis” appear side by side with subchapters on “the 
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swing hanging from a tree” or “the binding of the lion”). Of the 

motif-oriented classifications of the Romanian colinde probably the 

best-known is the one of Brătulescu 1981. 

15 The Romanian word leagăn may mean either ‘swing’ or ‘cradle’. 
Whole cycles in collections of Romanian colinde contain the motif 

known as leagăn de mătase ‘silken swing’, which certainly is related 

to the ritual “spring swinging” still practiced in both Romania and 

Bulgaria. In discussing a study by Caraman on Southest European 

ritual swinging, Ciubotaru (1997: 400) mentions what a Greek 

ethnologist, Georgios Spyridakis had to say (in 1973) on the ancient 

origin of Greek aiora (‘swing’) as inducer of fertility. 

16 The colindă about Miţa first appeared in collection of Romanian 

winter-solstice ritual songs published by N.I. Dumitraşcu in 1928, 

and it was subsequently included in Stancu Ilin’s Poezia obiceiurilor 

de iarnă (1985: 74).  

17 Take into consideration not only Thracian, Dacian, Getian, 

Dardanian, etc. (mentioned as spoken in South-Eastern Europe in 

ancient times), but also nameless prehistoric languages from which 

an important amount of elements survived in historical languages of 

the same area. In that respect, see all paragraphs on the substratal 

vocabulary of Greek in Haarmann 2011. 

18 By ‘specific’ I refer to features that are not pan-Romance, but rather 

Romanian-only, such features including semantic shifts and/or 

phonetic changes that marked the very passage from Vulgar Latin to 

earliest Romanian. 

19 See the etymological dictionary Ciorănescu 2001, s.v. făt and fată. 

20 Whereas Romanian împărat is an inherited term, Albanian mbret 
‘king’ reflects a very early borrowing of Latin imperator (see 

Vătăşescu 1997: 426). 

21 Worth mentioning at this point is the Medieval-Latin terms in which 

the twelfth-century Hungarian chronicler known as Anonymus 

Notarius formulated the answer of Menumorout of Byhor (today’s 

Bihor, in western Romania) to Arpad’s demand for land. Whatever 

his source, Anonymus Notarius presents Menumorout as rejecting 

the demand, mainly since he felt his land to be protected by the 

imperial authority of Constantinople – per gratiam domini mei 

imperatoris constantinopolitani (cf. Popa-Lisseanu 2001: 43).  
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22 In fact, in Romanian many pieces of folklore, fairies (good and/or 

evil) are usually called zâne, but they may also be (cautiously) 

addressed by endearing-flattering titles, such as domniţe (a plural 

diminutive from Romanian doamnă, from Latin domina) or crăiese 
(from obsolete Romanian crăiasă ‘queen’, from crai ‘king’, which 

is a South-Slavic loan).  

23 Ciubotaru (1982: XVIII) mentions a Romanian folktale – of the ones 

recorded by Caraman – in which, while waiting for her suitors, fata 

de împărat is seated “in a swing hanging from the top of a tall fir”. 

24 The recent interdisciplinary article of Wyatt and Wyatt 2013 is bound 

to stir the interest of specialists concerned with “bovine 

iconography” of all times (beginning with Palaeolithic cave 

paintings). The two authors pay special attention to the aurochs (Bos 

primigenius), which “originally ranged in a huge swathe across 

Eurasia […], the last known specimen, a female, dying in Poland as 
recently as 1620” (p. 419). In regard to the perpetuation and 

spreading of bovine symbolism, Wyatt and Wyatt consider that “there 

remains the question of contiguity and continuity between different 

cultures” (p. 440). There certainly are many more things to say in 

that respect, especially from an ethnographic perspective.  

25 Etymologists have interpreted Romanian bour as derived from Latin 

bubalus. Worth mentioning is also that an aurochs’s head (cap de 

bour) is the central element in the coat of arms of the medieval 

principality of Moldavia. 

26 Not only is the call of the caroller exhortative, but it also makes use 

of a rather harsh element (in line 14): today’s urban Romanians may 

feel the interjectional element fa (as an abbreviation of fată ‘girl’) to 
be a much too rustic form of address to a young woman (not to speak 

of an imperial daughter). 

27 Căscioarele preserved traces of a “burned temple”, according to 

Gimbutas 1991: 94. 

28 The parts of the Căscioarele representation that had to be 

reconstructed were the tips of the aurochs’ horns and the upper part 

of the female figure.  

29 The figures of Bilcze Zlote and Căscioarele may have represented 

the virginal-slender aspect (or stage) of divine womanhood. But, as 

regards the connection I propound between the sleeping beauty of 

the Romanian carol above and Ariadne as bearer of a name which 
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originally referred to over-abundance, I will mention that rural 

Romania still remembers the ideal of female beauty expressed by the 

phrase grasă şi frumoasă (literally “fat and beautiful”). As a peculiar 

example, I will also mention that, during WW II, the Romanian 
sociologist and ethnologist Anton Golopenţia had the opportunity to 

record archaic folklore among the heirs of the Romanian peasants 

colonized by the Russian Empire in territories east of the Bug. In 

Golopenţia’s collection, the traditional Romanian formula grasă şi 

frumoasă occurs, as designation of “wholesomeness”, in two charms: 

one was meant to heal a woman, the other a cow (see Golopenţia 

2006: 188 and 235, respectively). 
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ABSTRACT. This article focuses on popular conceptions about the Lutheran 

Church and its sacredness in the 19th century Finnish folk belief tradition. Today, 

religious life is increasingly studied as a whole in which local and Christian traits 

merge. Folklore materials from Lutheran Finland show explicit opposition 

between the local and Christian especially in the areas of otherworldly imagery, 

ethical principles, and authority. Archived interviews and written reminiscences 
about Christian customs indicate a strong legacy of Lutheran orthodoxy, but 

belief legends and ritual descriptions show a more ambiguous relationship 

between the official and vernacular. In Church life, sacredness was constructed 

by ritual behaviour, which reflected the parishioners’ conformity to the Church. 

The Church was the core of shared values and sacred order. In folk belief 

tradition, in turn, the domestic sphere was the centre of values. The Church 

represented ambiguous otherness; both a blessing and a threat. Christian symbols 

gave protection from otherworldly threats, but in some contexts, the Church itself 

was approached with protective rituals. Belief narratives described its 

supernatural character which could be fatal to visitors especially at night. 

Portrayed as contagious and teeming with little beings in folk belief tradition, the 
church building belonged to the folk paradigm of otherness together with the 

wilderness and underworld.  
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This article deals with nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century discourses 
on folk Lutheranism and folk belief as comment on the Church in Finland. 

Finland was part of the realm of Sweden from the Middle Ages until 1809; 

during this period, the Reformation took place in the sixteenth century and 

from the seventeenth a strict Church discipline was observed, based on a 
very narrow Lutheran orthodoxy. Christianity, and its Lutheran 

interpretation, became a central part of the world view within folk belief, 

and the Church maintained its position as the focus of the public life of 
rural communities up to the early twentieth century. The everyday life of 

the peasantry was coloured by the Christian world view; but alongside 

this, especially as regards means of welfare, belief traditions handed down 
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from antiquity and the authority of folk-belief specialist practitioners 

(tietäjät) vied for position. From Church documents the Church’s 
judgemental view of folk belief, and an equating of beings of folk belief 

with devils, in accordance with the Christian conceptual system, have 

spread to historical writings. The peasantry too interpreted the Church and 

its symbols through its own conceptual system, which has remained less 
well-known in scholarly discourse. In this piece, I explain the sort of 

meanings ascribed in folk belief to the Lutheran Church, to its authorities 

and symbols, and how sacredness is constructed and given significance 
within the nineteenth-century folk world view. I compare Church life, in 

which public Christianity directed by the clergy and its accommodation to 

everyday life in the home are united, and folklore which comments on the 
Church and Christian belief, such as belief legends, beliefs and rituals. 

RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE: FROM SUPERSTITION TO FOLK PIETY  

Lived folk belief and its relationship to the Church have been approached 

in research in varying ways, and the conceptual framework has also 

varied. Within folkloristics, the terms ‘folk belief’ and ‘folk religion’ have 
been predominant. These may indicate pre-Christian belief, non-Christian 

materials existing alongside Christianity or a form of folk religion in 

which elements of different origin unite (Koski and Enges 2004; Yoder 
1974: 12-15). The first steps in the research tradition set religion and 

superstition in opposition. The first Finnish treatises on folk belief in the 

late eighteenth century investigated ‘superstition’ and ‘witchcraft’ 

(Kajanto 1982: 39-41). The same vocabulary belonged to Church 
discourse, and research into Church history which described this similarly 

made use of these terms derived from the sources. I use the term 

superstition (taikausko) here when I refer to the perspective of Lutheran 
orthodoxy. The nineteenth-century evolutionary research approach saw 

Christianity and folk belief as chronologically sequential phenomena. 

Interest in folk belief in Finland was historical and nationalistic. The 
purest forms of ancient belief were tracked down by peeling away the 

Christian layers (e.g. Krohn 1914: 9). 

From an ethnographic perspective, however, folk belief and 

Christianity are not so much chronologically sequential phenomena as 
forms of religious activity that exist and have existed alongside each other 
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for centuries. Instead of focusing on them in mutual opposition, emphasis 

is placed on the exchange that takes place between Christian materials and 
those inherited from the distant past, between written and oral culture and 

between a system which strives for doctrinal unity and interpretations 

which vary according to circumstances. Folk religion has, since the 

nineteenth century, been examined as a world view in which Christian and 
non-Christian features form a functional whole. In Finland such research 

has focused particularly on Karelian Orthodox communities, where folk 

belief has accommodated many Christian influences (Järvinen 2004: 17-
21; Stark 2002: 181). However, it can also be seen as Christian belief 

which has accommodated many local influences. For example, folk 

pilgrimages or processions with icons to a river for the blessing of the 
waters in spring may be examined, depending on the researcher’s point of 

view, as either folk religion or folk Christianity. In the anthropology of 

Christianity, the object of research is defined in the latter manner, and is 

named ‘popular faith’. The research focuses, for example, on the popular 
faith of European communities and its relationship to religious orthodoxy 

(e.g. Badone 1990: 6-9). Anthropologists have been criticised for the 

tendency to explain away Christian belief and expunge it from 
presentations of the modes of thought of the communities under 

consideration; Joel Robbins has called it “producing the ethnographic 

absence of Christianity” (Robbins 2007: 7). In evolutionism it was a direct 
aim, but the view of Christianity and folk belief has changed considerably 

over the last century or so. Thus whereas Finnish researchers of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, closely bound up with the 

Lutheran thought world, saw the Orthodox Veps religious rituals as pure 
paganism, the same religious expression may be examined in the 2000s as 

a form of locally coloured Christianity (Heikkinen 2006: 235-6). 

In Europe, research into folk Christianity has focused primarily on 
Catholic and Orthodox communities. One explanation has been the 

alternative and less hierarchical structure of Protestant communities, as a 

result of which folk practices differing from the official have had no reason 

to arise (Badone 1990: 21; Brandes 1990: 188). It is not, however, the case 
that in nineteenth-century Finland folk rituals and practices were more 

widespread in more strictly regulated and controlled communities. 

Because of Lutheran Church discipline, there were few locally coloured 
rituals, whereas in neighbouring areas the Orthodox Church provided 

noticeably more room for individual interpretations and local ritual 
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activity. In the Lutheran area, which from the seventeenth century 

comprised almost the whole Swedish realm, contacts between Church and 
folk belief appeared not in melded rituals, but rather in accusations of and 

reprimands for witchcraft. The Swedish empire of the seventeenth century 

had adopted an ideal of a uniform confession. This, in addition to control 

and hierarchy, was an important reason why Lutheran folk culture had 
neither permission nor room for public ritual expressions of folk 

interpretation and creativity. 

A lack of overt public forms of folk piety does not mean that the people 
did not depart from Church teaching significantly. Church ceremonies, 

artefacts and sanctity were given folk interpretations, and private ritual 

acts were associated with them. Additionally, in everyday life a belief in 
the departed, in guardian spirits, wealth accumulators, seers and magic 

powers persisted, and is thought, indeed, to have been strengthened by the 

striving after Lutheran orthodoxy. Sermons, texts, interrogations, assizes 

and severe judgements taught people that customs and superstitions learnt 
from their ancestors were sinful. But the vigour with which the clergy 

opposed them also indicated to people that they had to be strong and 

effective (Granberg 1971: 235-7; Issakainen 2012: 80; Laiho 1939). 
Instead of a Christian culture absorbing folk customs, I see in nineteenth-

century Lutheran Finland two parallel discourses, partly overlapping and 

competing, of Christian and folk belief, which were exploited and knit 
together according to circumstances. 

Materials recorded from the end of the nineteenth century onwards 

indicate that the peasantry recognised a gap and conflict between the two 

different world views, reflected on it and made choices under the pressure 
of the demands upon them. The most important differences between folk 

Christianity and folk belief were in areas of the delineation of the 

supernatural, ethical principles and religious authority. The supernatural 
included not only supernatural agents affecting human beings, but also the 

concept of holiness and supernatural or magical influences. Ethical 

principles involve the question of the conflict between spiritual and 

material goals as well as between a collective Christian responsibility and 
acts carried out for an individual’s own survival (e.g. Stark 2006: 229). On 

the status of authority, representatives of the Church contended with folk-

belief specialists (tietäjä)1 and customs inherited from the ancestors. 
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SOURCES FOR RESEARCH INTO CHURCH LIFE AND FOLK BELIEF 

My research relies on three different groups of materials, mainly treated 

hitherto separately in Finland, which illuminate different aspects of life. 

The first consists of Church history documents such as account books of 
church assemblies, directions issued to clergy and parish archives and 

examination books. These form the basis for research on how Church law 

was applied in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, how directions and 

orders were carried out in parishes and what Church life was in practice. 
Directions, warnings and punishments tell of the conflicts existing 

between the people and the ideals of the authorities and the Church’s 

means of controlling the situation. I utilise Finnish Church history 
research on this set of sources. The second group of sources consists of 

oral and written reminiscences of ecclesiastical life, recorded in the 

twentieth century through questionnaires and interviews. Church tradition 

has been archived, for example, in the collections of the Cultural Research 
archive of Turku University (Viljo-Kustaa Kuuliala’s collections from 

1953: VKK) and in the Folklore Archive of the Finnish Literature 

Society2, but part of the surveys undertaken have been used only in 
publications describing folk life (e.g. Kuuliala 1939), and the original 

materials are unavailable. Ethnological research on the Church has been 

carried out rather more in Sweden than Finland. In this research, the idea 
of a harmonious and united behavioural culture emerges (e.g. Pleijel 1970: 

13-14). Whereas general descriptions of customs show the passage of life 

as taking place in the way it was supposed to have done, the Church history 

documents and folklore materials emphatically highlight conflicts and 
breaches. The third corpus of materials I have examined is belief tradition, 

which in Finnish folkloristics until recent decades was primarily 

considered separately from the Christian world view of the time3. I have 
used the collections of the Finnish Literature Society’s Folklore Archive, 

where narratives, accounts of beliefs and descriptions of rituals have been 

deposited mainly from the late nineteenth century to the 1960s. Belief 
tradition is not a unified discourse, although it is founded on fairly unified 

ontological assumptions differing from Christianity and on a traditional 

depiction of the supernatural. There are clear differences in attitude 

towards contacts with the supernatural between the ritual and narrative 
traditions and between the different genres of narrative. I have previously 

contrasted different discourses representing different genres of tradition 
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(Koski 2008a). Here, however, I deal with folklore materials by relating 

them to the other two groups to form a whole, which illuminates the folk 
world view’s relationship to Christianity and the conflict, multivocalism 

and forms of symbolic expression inherent in this relationship. As an 

example, belief legends may follow and corroborate the norms of Church 

life or question the Church’s authority fiercely. 
Roughly the same peasant communities acted as sources for oral 

traditions describing Church life and for belief materials recorded as 

folklore, nor is there a great separation in time between the materials. A 
divergence emerges mainly from the genre features: oral tradition 

describes the situation in force and strives for the realistic, whereas folk 

legends and depictions of rituals tend to describe exceptional situations, 
and the style may be fabulous or symbolic. The gathering of the materials 

under the aegis of two different organisations, the Church and the Folklore 

Archive, also brought about a divergence between the source materials. 

Sources which have come into being in these ways complement and 
contextualise each other. 

CHURCH LIFE AND CONTROL 

From 1686 to 1869 the so-called Caroline Church law was in force in 

Finland: this formed the framework for public religious life. The formative 
years of the law were characterised by the creation of a centralised and 

strictly controlled unified culture and a harsh Church discipline. The 

objective was to instil in the peasantry an obedience to the hierarchical 

values of class-society and to the authorities, and a correct interpretation 
of the Christian faith. The seventeenth century was the zenith of Lutheran 

orthodoxy. At this time began a more concerted effort than hitherto to root 

out superstition. Features derived both from paganism and Catholicism 
were considered superstitious. The authorities intervened most keenly in 

any superstitious activity which was linked with Church life and mixed 

the pure Lutheran faith with pagan or Catholic ideas. Means of guiding 
people onto the straight and narrow consisted mainly of instruction and 

sermons: church attendance was obligatory, with the threat of a fine, and 

learning of the catechism was regularly examined. If instruction and 

reprimand did not suffice, Church punishments were on offer (Juva 1956: 
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35; Laasonen 1967: 83-5; Laasonen 1977: 69, 200-4; Laine and Laine 

2010: 267, 297). 
Through the severity of punishments the authorities made the 

importance of respect for the Church, the word of God and holy days very 

clear. For repeated swearing someone could, according to a provision 

appended to the Church law in 1687, be expelled from the parish, and for 
serious blasphemy at its worst the death sentence could be imposed. For 

both swearing and quarrelling the severest punishments were set out for 

when the offence took place in church. For work done on the Sabbath, and 
especially during services, heavy fines were also imposed (Kircko-laki ja 

ordningi 1686: 64-71). Assize books indicate that severe sentences were 

also actualised. For example, in the parish of Liperi in eastern Finland the 
death sentence for fighting during divine service was carried out in 1729. 

For throwing up in church a sentence of a remarkable fine was, due to 

poverty, implemented as 16 days in prison on bread and water in 1761 

(Manninen 1917: 72-3). Behaviour in church was more often kept in check 
over small matters. For example, church offences around 1700 were 

reckoned to include arguments over pews, leaving church before the end 

of the service, talking loudly in the church or laughing during the 
ceremonies. In part the acts that were punished manifested a 

rebelliousness towards the class-hierarchy and the Church’s authority 

(Koskimies 1908: 169-71, 181). For example, in 1710 at the Lapua assizes 
in western Finland a woman previously suspected of witchcraft was tried: 

her angry outbursts against the Christian faith over a long period of time 

were brought up in evidence against her. Among other things, she hinted 

things had been better in the kingdom during the Catholic times, or “when 
people just read the Our Father”, and didn’t all read from books; she also 

pronounced on the pointlessness of prayer, criticised the clergy’s salaries 

and accused them of preaching on “cow and sheep dung”. The woman was 
sentenced to death for blasphemy and witchcraft (Koskimies 1908: 167-

8). 

In addition to Church officials, the control system also included 

stewards selected for villages, whose task was to prevent swearing and 
desecrating the Sabbath, to report wrongdoing and watch over behaviour 

in church (Laasonen 1977: 195-6). During the time of Lutheran orthodoxy, 

the motivation for obedience stemmed not only from punishments but also 
from social pressure. Moses’ law was interpreted to mean that the sins of 

the individual visited God’s wrath on the whole community, if the guilty 
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sinner was not punished severely. Hence piety had to be collective, and 

the activities of the individual were the concern of everyone. 
Correspondingly, obedience was seen as bringing a blessing, which was 

manifest also in worldly well-being, wealth and peace (Juva 1956: 36-7; 

Pleijel 1970: 21-2). This old Lutheran attitude is evident in folk religiosity 

still in the nineteenth century, although ideological changes were 
springing up already in the previous century (Koski 2011b: 10-11). 

The Church’s position in the life of the people varied in different parts 

of Finland. On the western littoral and in south-western Finland, Church 
life was established already in the Catholic period. By contrast, in eastern 

and north-eastern Finland, where parishes were founded only as habitation 

increased in the seventeenth century, conditions were unstable still in the 
nineteenth century. Church discipline was lax and clergy who were weaker 

in intellect and more negligent ended up in those parishes (Laasonen 1967: 

26-7). In eastern and northern Finland settlement was also more thinly 

spread, living conditions more difficult and parishioners’ contact with the 
Church was scarcer. It took time for the peasantry to learn to trust the 

Church and judiciary, to comply to transport their bodies from their 

villages to the consecrated church land and to pay the burial fee, and to 
begin to regard church-going as important (Manninen 1917: 20-2, 52). The 

attitude towards observing Christian norms was looser in all respects. 

According to clerical inspection accounts, eastern Finnish parishes in the 
seventeenth century still observed festivities in which saints were linked 

to the means of sustenance in an agrarian culture, but the local clergy were 

unwilling to intervene in the matter. Magic was but seldom tried in the 

assizes (Laasonen 1967: 84-5). In western Finland trials based on magic 
or witchcraft were noticeably more common at the turn of the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. It was not a matter of the extent of superstition 

or even of the degree of enthusiasm on the part of the clergy to root it out, 
but of parishioners, used to the assize system, exploiting magic trials 

widely for the settling of personal grudges (Koskimies 1908: 162-5). In 

western Finland, where new ideas took hold more quickly, church-going 

was already on the decline in the nineteenth century. Secularisation spread 
from the cities only slowly into rural parishes (Ojanen 1966: 39-44). 

Parish life as a heritage of Lutheran orthodoxy was closely intertwined 

with communal life; an individual’s eligibility in the community was 
measured on religious criteria. Church laws defined a Christian’s duty to 

learn to read and master the most important chapters of instruction. These 
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were still being checked in the nineteenth century, usually in occasions 

called kinkerit, in which catechism was taught but above all examined. 
Proficiency was a prerequisite for full competency in the community. The 

non-proficient were not admitted to communion, which until 1910 was a 

requirement, for example, for getting a passport, for certain professions 

and for matrimony (Laine E. 2002: 20, 26-30; Laine E. and T. 2010: 297-
9). The difference in status between good and bad Christians was 

persistent, given that the destitute did not necessarily wish to apply 

themselves to reading and a life of piety instead of work, or to getting hold 
of an alphabet book and the catechism. The differences also varied on a 

micro-geographical scale, since the Church’s training and supervision 

were noticeably more effective in the centre of parishes than on their 
peripheries (Laasonen 1967: 299). The further one lived from the church, 

the smaller the role of the Church and the public life connected with it in 

life’s struggles. The Church’s declared objectives could be experienced as 

trying demands for whose fulfilment there were realistically no means. 
Oral tradition often recounts the punishments meted out at kinkerit, the 

fear of and hiding away from the kinkerit. Church documents relate that 

the peasantry commonly avoided visitations by the bishop or dean in fear 
of the tests and for shame. Skivers were caught up with afterwards for 

private tests, though as the nineteenth century progressed a blind eye was 

more often turned (Laine E. 2002: 22-5). 
Finland was annexed in 1809 to Orthodox Russia. The Tsar, however, 

preserved the position of the Lutheran Church in Finland, since its role as 

maintainer of unified order and as a social authority was central 

(Kortekangas 1980: 137; Murtorinne 1992: 15-18). In 1869 a new Church 
law came into force, which terminated the Church’s responsibility for folk 

education and at the same time lightened the checks and Church discipline. 

The Church’s position in the community and its old ways were long 
preserved in out-of-the-way regions when the need to abandon them was 

clear to those who had adopted new ideas. The Christian customs handed 

down in homes and families changed slowly, especially in rural parishes, 

which were bound up with social norms and status. The catechism 
examinations or kinkerit, testing knowledge of reading, were still 

significant, godliness was viewed as a sign of a respectable person, and 

still in the early twentieth century an unchristian life stood in the way, for 
example, of a respectable funeral (Koski 2011b: 11-12; Pirinen 1985: 165-

8, 174). 
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SOCIAL CATEGORISATION AND THE SACRED 

The values of the sacred within the Lutheran culture vehemently directed 

by the authorities were linked with the social order, which I examine on 

the basis of the theories of the sacred outlined by William Paden, Edward 
Shils and Murray Milner. In anthropology and sociology, the sacred is a 

social value category, which is considered on the one hand as 

otherworldly, as a supernatural characteristic, and on the other as a value 

which relates precisely to the social order.  
William Paden has emphasised that research has usually concentrated 

only on the aspect of supernatural power in the construction of the sacred. 

He calls this the mana model. However, in a religious system dealing with 
supernatural powers, social order itself and its inviolability may be a 

sacred value. In such a conception of the sacred, which Paden calls the 

sacred-order model, holiness is not alterity but integrity. Central to this is 

the protection of the community’s own territory, tradition, honour and 
authority from concrete and moral injuries. (Paden 1996: 3-5) The sacred-

order model well represents Lutheran orthodoxy, an important aspect of 

which was the doctrine of the three estates and respect for authority, even 
if God as a super-human agent is central to Christian faith. 

Edward Shils has emphasised that the status of sacred is given within 

society only to those authorities, institutions and elites which form its core, 
which represent the community’s central values. Although values are 

common, their significance and adherence to them lessen as one moves 

from the centre towards the periphery. At a distance from the centre the 

central value systems may be only partially approved or attenuated, and 
alongside them there may exist other value systems (Shils 1975: 4-5, 10). 

Shils’s model describes the differing status of Christian values between 

the Finnish church villages and peripheral areas, and between the good 
and bad portions of a community. Folk belief and magic were, from the 

perspective of the common Christian values, alternative value systems 

which existed most strongly on the social periphery. 
Murray Milner defines the sacred as high status, which represents 

otherness from the perspective of worshippers. The status of the sacred is 

maintained by conformity, which signifies above all a following of norms, 

an association which includes deference and at the same time also 
improves the status of worshippers (Milner 1994). In Lutheran Finland the 

status of parishioners was constructed in just this way. A Christian life, 



Folk Belief and the Lutheran Church in Nineteenth-Century Finland 75 

 

devoted attendance at church and practice of Christian doctrine made 

individuals both better Christians and more valued members of the 
community. The authorities and elite which maintained the sacred order 

represented to the peasantry a social otherness while at the same time God 

and the church building, along with the magical features that accompanied 

folk belief, represented a supernatural otherness. 
The categories of the sacred in Finnish folk belief have been 

characterised in quite different ways, representing the sacred of Paden’s 

mana model, based on otherworldly power. The ethnologist Asko Vilkuna 
defined the category of the sacred of folk apotropaic rules and of Finnish 

folk belief as a phenomenon separated from the mundane in view of its 

particularly social status, something both to be avoided and to be cherished 
and protected. This sort of sacredness is above all unclean and dangerous. 

Its distinctive force that shows its value, väki, may be controlled and 

exploited by people but it also puts them into serious peril (Vilkuna 1956: 

36, 125-6, 189-93). In Finnish, väki means power, but also a group of 
people or inhabitants. In belief tradition it manifested as a force perceived 

as mechanical or supernatural, which could appear in an invisible or 

visible form. It was found particularly in phenomena which were not 
entirely under the control of the community or individual, and which also 

possessed dangerous potency. Such phenomena were treated cautiously, 

but they could be exploited ritually if there was the capability and daring. 
Such forces were, for example, the väki of the forest, water, fire, rock and 

iron (Koski 2011b: 18-23). A corresponding force existed in humans too. 

Effects have been mentioned, for example, between mother-in-law and 

daughter-in-law, representatives of different descent within the same 
family; a strong power quality was linked to fertile women also in relation 

to the environment and to men (Stark-Arola 1998: 156, 163-4). Seers 

(tietäjät) had their own particularly strong väki, by means of which they 
controlled other väkis and spirits (Siikala 2002: 250-2). Death and the dead 

too had their own powerful and dangerous forces: and so too did the 

church. In Lutheran Finland the väki features of death and the church were 

long united in the concept of church väki (Koski 2008a). Veikko Anttonen 
linked Vilkuna’s observations on the sacred to the separation and boundary 

between a community’s inner realm and the outside area, alien to it. The 

breaking of a community’s boundaries, perceived as intact, signifies the 
ingress of alien forces and influences, väkis. The väkis are forces which 

threaten order, but they also have the potential for healthy change and 
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growth, if there is the skill to use them. The sacred is therefore anomalous 

and bipolar, and respect, danger and power intermingle within it. Anttonen 
sees the sacred as a twin category. It encompasses an area defined as 

positive and representing the central values of society, but also an area 

representing the polluted and the destructive. The categorisation is 

flexible, and different aspects of the sacred may be emphasised in different 
situations (Anttonen 1993: 36-7, 58-9; 1996: 49, 76-9; Bataille 1988a: 

104, 106-10; 1988b: 118-22). 

The models I have presented seem contrary to each other: while the 
models I have linked with Church life place the sacred at the heart of the 

community, the source of bipolar sacrality lies outside the community. The 

contrariness is, however, only apparent. The Christian sacred order is 
fundamentally founded on divinity, which with respect to the community 

is supernatural otherness. The tying of Church life to the system of 

government, however, moved the emphasis onto the secular hierarchy. 

Moreover, the phenomena set apart from everyday life and defined in folk 
belief as sacred were vital from the perspective of the community’s 

welfare. An important distinction is the bipolarity of the folk concept of 

the sacred, by which the dark and dangerous was also linked with the holy. 
The old Finnish model of the sacred places the sacredness of the church 

too in the outer realm, in opposition to the everyday sphere, and any link 

with it could be either threatening or fruitful, depending on the 
circumstances and the ritual preparedness of the individual. In Finnish 

belief materials various examples show the dangerous potency of the 

Church and its control by means of rituals or seers’ powers (Koski 2011a: 

125-6). 

RESPECT FOR THE SACRED AND THE STATUS OF THE CHRISTIAN IN 

NINETEENTH-CENTURY FOLK CULTURE 

In promoting Christian values, Christian folk culture unites respect for the 

sacred, based on central Christian values, with utilisation of the catalogue 
of folk belief tradition. I focus here on examining two overlapping features 

of Christian folk culture: the first is the showing of respect towards the 

Church and its symbols; the second is the status of the respectable 

Christian, which in practice signified full acceptance in the community. 
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The ways of manifesting the sacredness of the word of God and the 

Church’s symbols was connected both with church services and everyday 
life. Respect was shown to church buildings and bells, for example by 

doffing one’s hat or invoking a blessing. Even on weekdays there was an 

old custom of baring one’s head, interrupting work and observing silence 

when the church bells rang (VKK Tampere III/Kuorevesi/Alma Autio 
5:10; VKK Kuopio/Keitele/Kusti Heimonen 5:10; Hurmerinta 1982: 6; 

Uotila 1982: 48). The sacredness and special nature of trips to church were 

shown for example by dressing in better clothes. Church dress was the best 
costume of the wearer, and if possible it was not used anywhere else than 

on trips to church (Uotila 1982: 10-12). Indications of piety and respect 

preserved in church services up to the mid-nineteenth century included 
kneeling in prayer on entering the church and bowing or curtsying in the 

service at every mention of the name of Jesus (e.g. VKK Tampere 

III/Kuorevesi/Alma Autio 4:2; VKK Kuopio/Keitele/Kusti Heimonen 4:2; 

Hurmerinta 1982: 11-12, 16-18). These customs demanded by the old 
Church law were performative; they did not merely derive from the 

church’s holiness but constructed it. One informant observed 

disapprovingly in 1953: ‘Not once is kneeling taught now. No wonder the 
church is despised these days when that isn’t carried out piously’ (VKK 

TampereII/Orimattila/anon.). 

The church was not just visited for religious purposes: trips to church 
offered recreation and the opportunity to meet other people and take care 

of practical matters. Post was distributed at church and the most important 

local announcements were disseminated. (Kuuliala 1939: 6-7) Preparation 

for the trip to church therefore paid respect both to the sacredness of the 
church and the services and to the Christian order and community within 

which upright Christians showed their worth. Meaningful conduct in 

church and respectable church dress signified an appropriate appearance 
in the public sphere. 

Through Lutheran values the rural populace identified itself with the 

Christian parish, with their own church district and the local church. Parish 

property and the church building were maintained collectively; here the 
parishioners’ conformity and solidarity were weighed up, and their status 

was forged. A small or miserable church building weakened the parish’s 

image. Derogatory words about churches were commonplace where men 
from different parishes met. ‘Wooden church men’ were worse than ‘stone 

church men’, and the whole population of a district could be called names 
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on the basis of a broken church bell or wonky bell tower (VKK Tampere 

II/Orimattila. Juho Mairioja 3:10.). 
Continuous valuation thus affected both individuals and communities. 

The strong display of hierarchy in Church circles was based on class and 

wealth as well as one’s own efforts. The gentry had different benches or 

entrances in church from the peasantry, and in catechism meetings only 
‘better people’ were offered food (VKK TampereII/Kangasala/Martta 

Kurkiniemi 1:10. Hurmerinta 1982: 9, 26; Ojanen 1966: 45-6). The 

destitute had no clothes suitable for church and had to borrow them from 
neighbours. In areas distant from the church there might be but one or two 

costumes suitable for church in the whole village (VKK 

TampereII/Padasjoki/M. Myyrä 2:2; VKK TampereII/Orimattila/Antero 
Ronnila 2:2; Uotila 1982: 13, 19-22). Against this background, it is 

understandable that questions about the Christian life, full membership of 

society and what it meant to be a person were much discussed in peasant 

tradition. 
In folk sayings and tradition, Christian manners and a godly life 

distinguish respectable people from the beasts. Children might be told: 

‘Bless your food, so you don’t go like the calves and sheep to eat’ (VKK 
Kurikka/August Järvinen 1:2). Those who neglected their Christian 

doctrinal duties, who through incapability were not admitted to 

communion, were despised and compared to animals across Finland. They 
were generally called bull-calves or sometimes calves or wolves (VKK 

Kangasala. Martta Kurkiniemi 4:10; VKK Somerniemi/Oskari Savonen 

4:10; VKK Ilmajoki/Maria Äijö 4:10; VKK Pyhäjärvi/ Aleksandra 

Klemola 4:10; Haverinen 1980: 66-7). 
The Christian faith also distinguished humans from supernatural 

beings which belief tradition placed on the fringes of everyday life. Many 

of the beings described in narratives or spoken of in charms can be 
interpreted from the viewpoint of defining the community: they are mirror 

images or mirages of the community, opposed to right order. There were 

two sides to avoiding these beings: protecting oneself against the threat of 

them and avoiding being like them. The Christian faith protected 
parishioners from the threat instigated by non-human beings: otherworldly 

beings could be dispersed by blessing, praying, reading the Bible or 

chanting a hymn (Koski 2011a: 270-1)4. Rituals protecting against evil can 
be examined as a magical use of Christian symbols, but at the same time 

resorting to them can be interpreted as a strengthening of the bond to the 
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Christian community and God’s protection; this is Murray Milner’s (1994) 

‘association’. Taking refuge in Christian symbols makes explicit what side 
of the boundary a person is on and under whose protection. This is clearly 

evident in belief legends, in which a witch or devil cannot harm someone 

who is taking rest because they are ‘behind three locks’, having protected 

themselves in the name of the Trinity (Koski 2011b: 19). In healing charms 
too it was normal to construct a separation between a baptised Christian 

and the cursed, unbaptised or pagan causer of illness, and to argue that the 

illness had no right to infect a Christian (Hästesko 1910). The belief 
tradition, with its supply of supernatural threats, thus provided an effective 

argument for the importance of being bound to a Christian community. As 

a reflection of the community, supernatural beings were an undesired role 
model. Differences within the Christian community were conceptualised 

symbolically as supernatural otherness, as in legends describing giants: 

these are huge erstwhile inhabitants of the district, sometimes depicted just 

as powerful and backward, sometimes as demonic non-humans, who fear 
Christianity and flee at the sound of church bells to out-of-the-way areas 

and mountain caves. Stories of giants who try to destroy a church by 

throwing a huge stone at it are known internationally. Giants unite the past, 
paganism, the demoniac, super-human power and the wilderness of out-

of-the-way districts in contrast to the Christian ‘modernity’ of nineteenth-

century village culture. From a Lutheran perspective the giant was a 
convenient figure symbolising both paganism and insufficient spiritual 

charge. The narratives argue that those who flee the church bells do not 

belong to the society of Christians but are non-humans of a sort that 

belong, in fact, to the past (Koski 2011b: 19). 
Supernatural agents, especially the dead and guardian spirits, were in 

folk belief also in a position of authority, and watched over the 

maintenance of social norms. In the nineteenth century the vast majority 
of such norms were Christian. The Christian community recruited 

superstitious beings to watch over the prohibition against Sabbath work, 

for example. Although the likely entity to warn against Sabbath work was 

the devil, picking berries on Sunday could also get a reprimand from the 
forest’s guardian spirit, and trying to run the mill on a holy day from the 

mill’s guardian spirit (Koski 2011b: 16-18). 
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THE CHURCH AS AN EXTERNAL SPHERE AND AS OTHERWORLDLY 

In folk belief tradition the significant social categories form into two 

opposing spheres, the internal and the external. In a Christian outlook a 

significant distinction is made between the Christian (or human) and non-
Christians defined as non-human. Other sorts of affiliation appear in 

folklore materials, however. For example, Laura Stark’s research on magic 

rituals practised by women shows that rural women’s primary object of 

identity and internal sphere was their own farm household. The external 
spheres that threatened this were mainly the forest, in which both natural 

and supernatural dangers threatened the cattle under a woman’s care, and 

next other houses, which as economic units competed for the limited 
supply of well-being with her own house, and thirdly the village with its 

social connections, which predisposed someone not only to the evil eye, 

but also to temptations. Crossing the boundaries into these three alien 

regions, the external sphere, required protective rituals (Stark-Arola 1998: 
161-2). In folk poetry the various external spheres are paralleled to the 

otherworld and to each other. Finnish and Karelian folklore manifests in a 

ritual or metaphorical manner the distinction between the positive life 
sphere of humans and phenomena opposed to it in various ways. Among 

other things, alien families, going on a journey, spiteful neighbours, 

antisocial behaviour, harmful animals and the dead along with other 
supernatural beings were part of social oppositions. The forest too was 

handled by social terms: on the one hand, its inhabitants or väki were 

spoken to; on the other hand, being in the forest was perceived as a state 

of being outside the society (e.g. Koski 2011a: 78; Koski 2012; Tarkka 
2005: 328). Physical elements like water, fire, earth and iron, which could 

be incensed by bad treatment and whose väkis could be ill-disposed both 

to people and to each other, might also require ritual attention. Their 
mutual ill-will could be exploited in charms for example by driving out a 

contagion caught from a graveyard with the väki of fire or iron. 

Within the folk categorisation of the external and internal spheres, the 
church too is placed in the external sphere from the perspective of the 

home environment. Like the village, the church represents public life. It 

presents the norms given from on high, which were not always in 

accordance with mundane objectives. The precise ritualisation of church-
going and behaviour, promoted by the Church law, emphasised the 

Church’s distinctness from the mundane in public life. Within the 
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framework of the bipolar folk concept of the sacred, the Church’s power 

was both a blessing and a threat. The threat was made manifest by the 
aggressive beings that occupied the church, especially at night, and the 

infections and disturbances that sprang from the church and church 

objects. Examples are found in narratives in which accidental touching of 

the church wall caused bad skin chaps (SKS. KRA. T. Nurmi 604. 1938) 
and planks from an old church were haunted after being put to other uses 

(SKS. KRA. Porin tyttölyseo. Sylvia Hakala 4733. 1938). The blessing 

was understood not only according to Church doctrine as a welfare and 
protection springing from the obedience and association to the Church. It 

was also seen concretely as a positive effect derived from the Christian 

symbols and objects blessed or residing in the church, and books 
containing the word of God. People wished to exploit and channel this 

effect through objects associated with the church, even though the 

Lutheran clergy regarded this as Catholic superstition. The particular 

judgementalism towards the superstitious use of church objects merely 
increased their reputation in the eyes of the people. Among the most 

controversial of magical church objects was the communion bread. 

According to a widespread narrative and belief motif, a gun could be 
charmed to strike its target by first shooting a communion wafer from it. 

In a morally fine-tuned narrative, as it is shot the bread changes into 

Christ’s bleeding body and the marksman goes mad (Issakainen 2012: 83-
6). The role of these legends is to use interesting rumours and metaphorical 

arguments to oppose the performance of magic: the shooting legend 

presents the ritual performance as violence against the Church and Christ 

himself (represented by the communion wafer), with fateful consequences 
(Issakainen 2012: 85). The contentious purloining of holy objects is not 

included in rituals in which the powerful effect of the divine service is 

exploited. For example, it was advised to keep snares under the church 
threshold during the service to gain better hunting luck (Varonen 1891: 

109). 

The magical use of communion bread and threats connected in folk 

belief tradition with the church can, in fact, be examined with the sacred-
order model. Fateful consequences are the punishment for offending 

against central values. The viability of both interpretations is evident in 

the following examples: 
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A man made a bet that he would cut off the beard of the departed 

minister, whose body lay buried beneath the church floor, with 
shears. He goes about his business at night. In the morning the 

man was found fallen across the coffin, the shears deep in his 

breast.  
(SKS. KRA. Jalmari Saario 36. 1904) 

 

The minister needed some communion wine at night and ordered 

his maid to go to fetch it from the church cellar. But a farmhand 

went ahead to the cellar with a white sheet over him to frighten 
the girl. And the devil ripped the farmhand to pieces so that in the 

morning there was nothing left but pieces of bone and the shreds 

of the sheet. 
(SKS. KRA. Raakel Saario KRK 55:97. 1935) 

Belief legends relate the baleful effect of the inviolability of the dead and 

of the church’s holiness, which result in punishment. These also manifest 

the fact, emphasised in other connections within belief tradition, that the 
church is particularly dangerous at night, when it is populated by demons, 

church guardian spirits or the departed. The ambivalence of the church’s 

sacredness is shown most clearly in rites which protect against the evil 
effect of the church and in narratives in which tietäjät ritually exploit the 

church’s menacing potency. The following example presents a protective 

ritual in a situation where church-going by the mother of a small child 

could be dangerous because of the evil that could infect someone there: 

 

When I complained that I couldn’t go to church because of the 

child, an old woman advised: Push the door open with your head 

when you enter the church, and when you leave kick it with your 
foot, so that the church demons don’t come with you on your 

journey.  
(SKS. KRA. Sirkka Korhonen 574. 1950) 

 
Sometimes beings were believed to set off from the church and follow 
someone without any particular reason. To prevent this it was 
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recommended that a charm should be recited quietly to oneself on the way 

to the church when the church became visible:  

 
Hail to you, hail to us, 

Hail, Lord’s temple. 

Peace to the dead, open a way for the living, 
You who are blessed in the name of Jesus. 
(SKS. KRA. Väinö Laajala 73. 1936) 

 
From this example the sacredness of the church and the departed appears 
as intertwined. The departed were interred in and around the church and 

they were settled in the church area set apart as holy. The concept of 

church väki generally relates also to the departed and to graveyards (see 

Koski 2008a). Oral church tradition also indicates the importance of 
carrying out rituals for church trips, although prayer takes the place of 

charms in Christian discourse. In many districts it was related that as soon 

as the church became visible while making a church trip a blessing or Our 
Father should be recited (Uotila 1982: 48). A ritual greeting as one moved 

from the sphere of the home towards the church prevented evil influences. 

A greeting was also important on returning back home from church. Most 
common was ‘greetings from the church’, but in some places a charm-like 

‘siek sauk from the church’ occurred, the first part of which was, through 

some distortions, based on the words ‘Jeesus auta’ (‘Jesus help’) (SKVR 

VII: 724; Z.S. 1882: 104). A similar ritualisation affected the movement 
between home and sauna, the sanctity of which was compared explicitly 

in folk culture with that of the church (SKVR VIII: 690-5). 

The threatening side of the church’s sacredness is most dramatically 
evident in belief legends describing the church at night, in which a living 

person ends up surrounded by aggressive beings in the church. Legends 

of a living person ending up inadvertently at the divine service of the dead 
on a festival night in the church are international. In the northern lands 

they have developed into horror stories in which the living person only 

narrowly survives an onslaught by attacking skeletons. The legends 

present the old idea of the departed moving around on festival nights but 
they also show the fear of the dead and of the church edifice at night 

(Johansson 1991; Koski 2011a: 280-8; Köhler 1987: 934-44). In Finland, 

certain legends of seers (tietäjät) belong to the same narrative world: here 
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the specialist of folk belief, the tietäjä, forces his way into the nightly 

church by the power of his ritual skills in order to converse with the dead, 
the guardian spirits or demons there. The objective of the ritual is healing, 

the tracing of stolen goods or sometimes also the demonstration of the 

seer’s powers. Although a layperson might die in a nightly church, the seer 

imposes a ritual space on the threatening otherworld there, in which he is 
able to exploit the malicious and dangerous beings. Although the majority 

of these tales are dramatic and entertaining, the narratives also present the 

personal experiences on the part of patients or clients of these rituals being 
carried out or attempted (Koski 2008b: 345-7; Koski 2011a: 288-96). The 

Finnish tietäjä institution is considered to be a continuation of shamanism, 

and in folk poetry descriptions are found of the tietäjä’s visits to the dead 
in the otherworld, for example to acquire information or means of healing 

(Siikala 2002). Forcing one’s way into a church occupied by the departed 

may be interpreted as continuing this tradition within Lutheran village 

culture. 

SOCIAL PROBLEMS AND ETHICAL QUESTIONS 

Religious life and the world view in the nineteenth century were closely 

bound up with social conditions. The Church law was based on the ideals 

of the doctrine of the three estates, and Church order strengthened and 
confirmed social value distinctions. The problems were aggravated in the 

great famine of the 1860s. Both causes and solutions to the famine were 

sought on a supernatural level. The Christian faith helped people deal with 

the misfortune that had befallen the people, but in the face of the shocking 
events people also resorted to the models of explanation provided by folk 

belief. Competition for scarce resources and livelihood and the breaking 

down of the reciprocal solidarity of local communities and neighbourly 
aid were conceived within a framework of magical theft and revenge 

(Häkkinen 1991: 248-9; Stark 2005: 88). 

Laura Stark has examined harmful magic as a moral system in which 
the ethical attitude is opposed to Christian belief. The ideal of this moral 

system is the readiness of the individual to defend him or herself and 

avenge any wrongs experienced. Whereas morality in Lutheran orthodoxy 

is firmly a matter for the whole community, in magic the significant unit 
is the person him or herself, and the boundary between one’s own and the 
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alien passes between one’s own body and the outside. In place of 

sympathy and forgiveness, hatred, and its concrete channelling into who 
is thought of as enemies, is the decisive force. Hatred was viewed as 

sometimes causing automatic harm to the objects of rage. One’s own 

injuries could thus be interpreted as caused by hateful neighbours (Stark 

2005: 84-5, 87). In Stark’s examples, the seers invited to solve problems 
represent the moral system of magic and work on the precondition that 

harm is to be sent back to its instigator. Many tietäjä clients refused, in the 

spirit of Christian ethics, to avenge evil with evil. Others, however, 
accepted it, since counter-magic would not harm the innocent, and it could 

be considered the only certain means of revealing the guilty. Magic was 

therefore linked to the communal system of morality, in which there 
existed crimes and punishments. In the manner of Christianity, here too 

existed the hope that the guilty would be punished by supernatural means. 

Forgiveness and awaiting God’s punishment for the guilty would delay the 

moral solution and allow the sinner to continue to commit evil in the 
community (Stark 2005: 92-100). In belief legends recorded in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries magical methods are despised as a 

means of securing one’s own advantage and seizing well-being from 
others for oneself, which was a crime in both Christian and social 

behaviour. Magic was also sinful because people should humbly put up 

with God’s will and accept what was given without trying to improve the 
situation oneself (Piispanen 2009: 186-7, 259). 

In the eyes of the authorities, acts defined as magic were not only a 

doctrinally erroneous contact with the supernatural, but also a self-willed 

attempt to affect threatening or unsatisfactory living conditions. Leaving 
aside doctrinal reasons, behind the seventeenth-century increase in 

accusations of magic lay the authorities’ attempt to keep people’s lives in 

check. It was therefore a matter of authority: of abasement to the system 
put in place by God, the Church, the authorities, in place of one’s own 

inclinations or the different moral system of the tietäjä. In the social and 

ecological conditions of nineteenth-century Finland, however, the 

government could not guarantee safety and well-being. Resorting to magic 
which disseminated hatred and revenge was an accommodation to living 

conditions and to the struggle for scarce resources and means to survive 

(Stark 2005: 88). 
Christianity and folk belief were not areas of religious life separate 

from each other in nineteenth-century Lutheran Finland; interchange 



86 Kaarina Koski 

 

between them was profound. The expression of folk belief was 

reminiscent of Christian morality, and Christian symbols coloured the rites 
based on the world view of folk belief. Yet conflicts between the 

procedures offered by folk belief and the explanatory models and 

Christian life were so great that it is ill-conceived to examine the folk 

religious life of Lutheran Finland as just a locally coloured form of 
Christian belief. The examination of both Christian and folk belief is vital 

if we are to construct an overall picture. 

 
Kaarina Koski is university lecturer at the School of History, Culture and 
Arts Studies, University of Turku; kaakos@utu.fi 

Notes 

1 Tietäjä means literally ‘the one who knows’. These specialists were both 

appreciated and feared for their ability to see unseen things, to control 

supernatural beings and powers and to heal as well as to cause illnesses. 

Some tietäjäs practiced their skills occasionally within their own 

community, but the more renowned ones also received clients from other 

parishes (See e.g. Siikala 2002; Stark 2006). 

2 Various qualitative and even quantitative surveys of the subject area have 

been made on the basis of a general questionnaire on Church folk culture 
preserved in the Folklore Archive (e.g. Haverinen 1980; Hurmerinta 

1982; Uotila 1982). 

3 The significance of the Christian faith as the context of the tradition of 

belief has been noted in Finland’s Swedish-language folkloristics (e.g. 

Wolf-Knuts 1991). 

4 However, Christian symbols are exploited in folk belief alongside and in 

conjunction with other apotropaic elements, such as fire and water, iron, 

direct aggression and the inversion of order (Koski 2011a: 265–73). 
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Cosmological Aspects of Traditional Games 

LAURENT SÉBASTIEN FOURNIER  

ABSTRACT. This article deals with the relations between traditional games 

and cosmology. Firstly, it looks backwards to some of the earlier works 

concerning traditional games in anthropology and folklore. In the earlier 

researches the games were connected with the computation of time or with 
overarching dualist schemes, which clearly put them in relation with 

cosmology. Secondly, the article examines more recent works which criticise 

such a relation and rely on more sociological interpretations. After World War 

II, traditional games started to arouse the interest of sociologists and educators 

more than folklorists or anthropologists. While folklorists and anthropologists 

used to focus on hidden symbols and structures, sociologists and educators try 

to determine the social functions of traditional customs. Games are then cut 

off from their old cosmological asset. Lastly, the article focuses on the example 

of different contemporary ball games, both in Great Britain and in France, 

featuring a general mêlée. In spite of their chaotic aspect, the mêlées reflect a 

very precise order. They obviously refer to “the world or universe as an ordered 
system” and can therefore be analysed within the field of cosmology. The 

article eventually suggests paying attention both to the sociology and to the 

cosmological values of traditional games. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this article I would like to build upon some material coming from the 
history of folklore and on some more recently collected ethnographic 

data as well. My key question will concern the relations between 

traditional games and cosmology. I won’t refer to a specific cosmology, 

but to the idea of cosmology itself or to some features usually connected 
with cosmology. To this end, I will use the broadest definition possible 

of cosmology. Following A. Barnard and J. Spencer in the 

Encyclopaedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology (Barnard and 
Spencer 1996: 129-31), I will understand it as referring to “the world or 

universe as an ordered system”. From this definition, I will be interested 

in the ways traditional games are connected with the native theories of 
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the universe taken as an ordered whole and with the general laws which 

govern it. Do traditional games (and which games?) relate to given 

representations of the cosmos (and which ones?)? As I will show, the 
answer to this question was a clear ‘yes’ in the eyes of the first 

anthropologists and folklorists, especially as they strongly focused on 

the magic or on the religious value of games as part of rituals, but it 
then became a clear ‘no’ for sociologists and educators who have 

insisted in more recent years on the individual and on the profane parts 

of the same games and on other games as well. However, in my opinion 

and according to some contemporary ethnographic case studies, the 
answer to such a question is not clear. I would rather suggest that games 

are both (1) a moment of periodical freedom, when the players go wild, 

which is a way to escape to the usual order of things and has little to do 
with cosmology or with any “ordered system”, and (2) a means of 

ritually reinforcing the order of things, through the rules that the games 

impose, which has much more to do with my definition of cosmology.  

In this perspective, all the different games have both a ‘wild’ part 
and a more ‘ordered’ or ritualistic part. They take place when the usual 

order of things and the accepted representations of the cosmos are 

deeply challenged. In order to better understand the nature of the 
problem, I will first look backwards to some of the earlier works 

concerning traditional games in anthropology and folklore. Then, I will 

examine more recent studies which deal not only with traditional 
games, but also with other games and sports. Lastly, I will present a few 

examples fit to build up a reflection on the cosmological aspects of 

traditional games. 

EARLY WORKS AND CONTROVERSIES 

Looking back at some old collections of folklore, the book of Lady 
Alice Bertha Gomme, The traditional games of England, Scotland and 

Ireland (1964; 1st edition 1894-1898), seems unavoidable. In her 

inventory of traditional children’s games, she describes a lot of games 
which have a “divinatory function”, for instance the “Keppy-ball” game 

(Gomme 1964: 297-8). This game was played in Newcastle for Easter 

and Whitsuntide by maidens who believed it had a divinatory function. 

The ball was thrown among the girls who sang “one a maiden, two a 
wife, three a maiden, four a wife, etc.” According to the moment when 
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they loosed the ball, they got the omen either of getting married or 

staying alone. As one can note from this example, the divination 

concerns the idea of fertility/fecundity associated with the idea of 
marriage. The game is also connected with the numeration of even and 

uneven numbers, respectively having the meaning of a pair and of a 

single, themselves serving as metaphors for the fact of getting married 
or remaining bachelors. In the same collection, Lady Gomme describes 

another game called “Monday” (1964: 389-90). It is still a ball game 

with divinatory functions, according to Lady Gomme, although the idea 

of marriage is not present anymore. In this case, seven players each take 
the name of a day. Sunday begins; he throws the ball on a wall; Monday 

has to catch it. If he misses, the first player tries to hit one of the six 

other players with the ball. If he succeeds he throws again the ball on 
the wall and calls another player in. If somebody is hit three times he’s 

out. The winner is the one who has been hit the least or who stays the 

longest. The game is also played by twelve players having the months’ 

names. In this case, the game has a relation with the computation of 
time, which is usually identified as a key theme in traditional 

cosmology. 

If these games have a divinatory function, it means that they are 
supposed to help the player to communicate with a hidden part of the 

reality. In the examples given by Lady Gomme, this hidden part is 

accessible through specific numbers: two, in the first case; seven or 
twelve in the second case. To put it in other words, these games enable 

a communication between the action of the people actually playing the 

game and a more general structure enclosed in numbers connected with 

the computation of time (in the second case) or with an overarching 
dualist scheme (in the first case). The hypothesis here would then be 

that it is the divinatory function which enables a connection between 

games and cosmology. 
For other researchers this connection takes a different form. This is, 

for instance, the case when games are interpreted as “mimetic 

struggles” featuring battles between good and evil. According to 
Georges Foucart, in his book Histoire des religions et méthode 

comparative (1912), dualism belongs to religion and has been 

connected as such with cosmology as far back as in the old Semitic and 

Egyptian polytheistic systems. According to the Semites, a struggle 
between order and disorder was at the origin of the universe (Foucart 
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1912: 368). In Egypt, there would be a natural origin of dualism, 

because of the opposition between the Nile valley and the desert and 

because of the seasonal dimorphism in this region (Foucart 1912: 371-
2). According to hyper-diffusionist theories, which were quite common 

by the time Foucart wrote his book, all the games and ritual contests 

opposing two teams could be interpreted in this way. The hypothesis 
here is that it is the idea of a struggle which connects games and 

cosmology. 

However, the views of Foucart and other diffusionists were already 

fought against when this book was published. A recent research on the 
work of Marcel Mauss, who had been strongly influenced by his uncle 

Emile Durkheim and the sociological perspective, has shown how 

critical he could be towards the comparative views in the study of 
religion. In his book L’atelier de Marcel Mauss, Jean-François Bert 

(2012: 94-5) tells us about his finding of a handwritten note in Marcel 

Mauss’s copy of the book from Max Müller, Nouvelles études de 

mythologie (1898). The note simply reads: “ridiculous comparison with 
the Shrove Tuesday pancakes” (“ridicule comparaison des crêpes du 

Mardi Gras”). What is it about? In his book, Max Müller compares the 

ritual tossing of the pancakes in Westminster school and an archaic 
Vedic ritual, where pancakes were offered to deity Rudra Tryanbaka: 

“Nothing more natural,” says Müller, “to bring together this custom and 

the one, well known and still alive in Westminster school: for Shrove 
Tuesday, the cook has to throw a pancake over a beam of the roof and 

catch it before the pupils manage to eat it” (“Rien de plus naturel,” dit 

Müller, “que de rapprocher cet usage d’une coutume bien connue et 

vivante encore à l’école de Westminster: le Mardi Gras, le cuisinier doit 
lancer une crêpe en l’air par-dessus une poutre du toit et la rattraper 

avant que les élèves aient pu la manger”) (quoted by Bert 2012: 94, our 

translation). 
This custom of “tossing the pancake” has been well documented 

since then by English folklorists. For instance, A. R. Wright gives a two 

page description and a picture in the first volume of his British Calendar 
Customs (1936: 12-13). However, he emphasizes the playful aspect of 

the game more than its religious or ritual meaning. According to 

Wright’s description, based on 1860 and 1934 accounts, at the centre of 

the custom is a struggle between the boys who try to grab the pancake. 
The ritual is described as “a vigorous struggle, as strenuous as many of 
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the achievements on a Rugby football field” (Wright 1936: 12). It is 

also called a “mêlée”, a “greeze”, or a “scrimmage”. After the fight, the 

winner can eventually claim for a guinea.  
From this description, there is, of course, very little evidence of a 

connection between the pancake greeze in Westminster and the ancient 

Vedic rituals studied by Max Müller. We would therefore easily agree 
with Mauss and be sceptical about the relevance of such a large span 

comparison. But does this mean that the pancake greeze has nothing to 

do at all with religion? If Wright describes it as a profane ritual only, 

the date when the ritual is performed is an important one in the Christian 
calendar, and the ritual itself uses different elements connected with 

other carnivalesque rituals. First, the pancake has a strong connection 

with this time of the year and has been interpreted by Claude Gaignebet 
in Le carnaval (1973) as a metaphor of the full moon, bringing together 

Shrove Tuesday and the celebration of a major cosmic symbol in 

traditional European folklore. Second, the struggle has several 

equivalents in different village games featuring a general mêlée at this 
time of the year. These games principally include the “folk-football”, 

“mass-football” and other “hug-football” (also known as “ba’ games” 

in Great Britain) and their French equivalents “la soule” or “la choule”, 
but also different Carnival struggling games using different artefacts 

like fishes (in Dunkerque, France), oranges (in Ivrea, Italy), or sticks 

(in Haxey, Lincolnshire, England) instead of balls. I will come back to 
these examples in the last part of this article.  

Such elements lead us to consider that ritual games, like the tossing 

of pancakes for Shrove Tuesday and the connected customs, have 

indeed a cosmological value, even if the relation between these games 
and cosmology is not as simple as the earlier anthropologists and 

folklorists used to see it. In a similar way, the games which have a 

divinatory function require an explanation which is necessarily beyond 
their immediate practical and functional aspects. In the next sections, I 

will report on some recent works on traditional games and show that an 

empirical approach is not always sufficient to understand what the 
games try to tell us about. 
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RECENT WORKS AND CERTAINTIES 

Old examples and old interpretations are always interesting. They teach 
us about the ways our predecessors tried to explain things. Looking at 

a broader sample of case studies, it becomes obvious that Lady Gomme 

or George Foucart were not isolated individuals. On the contrary, 
symbolism and interpretativism can be considered as major trends in 

the early anthropological study of games. Mauss himself, when 

studying the “tug of war” game among the Innu in his famous Essai sur 

les variations saisonnières des sociétés Eskimo (Mauss 1950 [1904]), 
was interested in the way the game would reflect their seasonal 

dimorphism and beliefs, which implies a close look at the relation 

between the games and cosmology. 
After World War II, a lot of dictionaries of folklore still emphasised 

the symbolism of traditional games, more or less connecting them with 

some hidden cosmological patterns. In the foreword to Charles Galtier’s 
dictionary of Provence games, the prominent folklorist and Hellenist 

Fernand Benoît suggests that “the origin of games goes back to the 

mists of times, and very often they are a survival of Antique ceremonies 

whose magical meaning has been forgotten” (“l’origine des jeux se perd 
dans la nuit des temps et bien souvent sont-ils la survivance de 

cérémonies antiques, dont le caractère magique s’est effacé”) (Galtier 

1952: 9, our translation). As other specialists, he takes several examples 
of games with divinatory or fertility/fecundity functions, and insists on 

the seasonal aspects of some games: running games and competitions, 

as he says for instance, used to be performed in Provence in the Spring 

because “they would magically accelerate the coming of the good 
season” (“ils avaient la vertu magique de hâter le retour de la belle 

saison”) (ibid.). 

However, in the 1950s, there is some evidence that such statements 
were already outdated. In his own introduction, the author of the same 

dictionary, from a younger generation, develops some new arguments. 

The aim of Galtier when collecting traditional games was to go against 
standardisation in this post-war era of general modernisation. To this 

end, he decided to present the games easily enough to be practised by 

children. By this time, people seemed to have been concerned by the 

fact that the traditional games could die out, which would eventually 
lead to cultural amnesia and death. In this sense, it became something 
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comparable to a moral duty to collect and to revive the traditional games 

and to pass them down to the children and to the next generations. This 

idea of a moral duty radically differs from the humanistic or even 
aesthetic point of view which commanded the study and the collections 

of folklore in the previous generations. From then on it became 

important to find some usefulness to the results of folkloric researches. 
It was no longer the time for sophistication or speculative views on the 

meanings of things past. On the contrary, science, and human science 

as well, now had to be applied to solve concrete social problems, which 

led to a strong sociological turn in humanities.  
In such a context, traditional games began to interest sociologists 

and educators more than folklorists or anthropologists. In France, this 

shift is clearly reflected in the big Dictionnaire des jeux (1964). The 
opening words of this dictionary make the following statement:  

Economists, philosophers and sociologists have condemned the 

damages of our industrial civilisation, the anxiety and 

sometimes the distress it brings. Psychologists have shown the 
tediousness of specialised labour. But we also know the 

freedom the machines can give if, by reducing the working 

time, they give the opportunity to accede to leisure, man’s finest 
conquest.  

(Les économistes, les philosophes, les sociologues ont dénoncé 

les méfaits de notre civilisation industrielle, l’inquiétude et 
parfois l’angoisse qu’elle fait naître. Les psychologues ont 

montré le caractère ennuyeux, voire dégradant, des tâches 

parcellaires engendrées par une spécialisation excessive. Mais 

on sait aussi quelle libération peut représenter la machine si, 
en permettant de réduire le nombre des heures de travail, elle 

donne à l’homme la possibilité d’accéder au loisir, sa plus belle 

conquête.)  
(Rabecq-Maillard 1964: 1, our translation)  

It is evident from this sentence and from others that games in the post-

World War II world had a role to play in the transformation of both the 
social structure and the working system. With these sort of reflections, 

the post-war world suddenly became conscious that traditional elements 

such as games and rituals shouldn’t be simply forgotten, because they 
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imply a relation with leisure and therefore help to preserve “man’s finest 

conquest” (ibid.). The practice of games and the conquest of a longer 

leisure time were identified as a part of social progress and therefore 
met clear political implications. The safeguard and the preservation of 

traditional games were no longer suspected of conservatism: they were 

not only important for man in general but they also became a means of 
emancipation for subaltern or peripheral communities. 

While folklorists and anthropologists used to focus on hidden 

symbols and structures, sociologists and educators tried to determine 

the social functions of traditional customs. Such an evolution of the 
status of traditional games in the general setting of social sciences and 

humanities helps to understand why the games remained an accepted 

topic long after the old folklore had been sharply criticised by new 
generations of scholars. From the 1960s onwards, new studies were 

launched. However, the interpretative and symbolical dimensions were 

almost forgotten and replaced by more descriptive ones. The Opie 

collection of children’s games marked a turning point when it tried to 
identify the games through the different actions they involve. In Iona 

and Peter Opie’s Children’s Games in Street and Playground (1969), 

games are classified in “chasing games”, “catching games”, “seeking 
games”, “hunting games”, “racing games”, “duelling games”, “exerting 

games”, “daring games”, “guessing games”, “acting games” and 

“pretending games”. In the book, the Opies also try to understand the 
children’s own logic in the games, and insist on the permanent renewal 

of games among them. These choices have enabled a great deal of 

progress in games studies, but they imply to look at the games as purely 

profane productions. They also seem to look at the games out of their 
traditional context, for instance by focusing on children’s games or on 

sports. The emphasis is put on the action and the actors, in a pragmatic 

and empirical view, more than on the symbolical and the cultural 
meanings of the games. As a result, games are cut off from their old 

cosmological asset in the researcher’s point of view, even if the 

performers often keep thinking with the old cosmological 
interpretations which had been popularised by previous generations of 

researchers.  

In a similar way, the Irish collection of children games by Eilis 

Brady (2009 [1984]) pays much attention to the social context within 
which the games were performed, in Dublin’s popular suburbs, but not 
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so much to their symbolic meanings or their relation to any form of 

sacredness. When the notions of order and disorder are discussed in her 

book, for instance, it is in relation with the children’s worldview, not 
with the idea of an ordered external whole, i.e. a cosmology. 

Contemporary studies on games become both more precise in 

ethnography and less interpretative. For instance, when Julie Delalande 
proposed the ethnography of a French school’s playground in La cour 

de récréation (Delalande 2001), her main effort consisted of trying to 

understand the children’s own logics. However, by doing so she slowly 

moves out of the accepted anthropological interpretation and out of the 
traditional games example and she gets into the new field of educational 

studies. 

Contemporary theories of games reflect this situation. In Brian 
Sutton-Smith’s The Ambiguity of Play (1997), several “rhetorics of 

play” are identified. However, none of them really take into account the 

old heritage of the first folkloric and anthropological interpretations. 

Games are seen as connected with oneself more than with the outside 
world. Because of psychological, cognitive and behaviourist 

preconceptions, playing is considered as “a model of adaptative 

variability” (Sutton-Smith 1997: 229) and the idea that games could 
reflect the structure of the universe is not really taken into account. By 

focusing on new ideas and trying to connect games with “the self” and 

other psychological notions, the most recent theories of games don’t 
pay attention to cosmology any more. Of course, it is accepted that 

games have a lot to do with fate, but it isn’t clear here if fate really 

relates to any organised system of beliefs. Similarly, the last book of 

Roberte Hamayon, Jouer: une étude anthropologique (2012) focuses 
on the playing process itself more than it takes into account the 

hypothesis of a structural relation between the games and the 

surrounding world or cosmos. Of course, the shamanistic rituals studied 
in the book constantly show this sort of relation. But in a post-

structuralist and postmodern context, the action of playing always 

remains dependent on the player’s point of view and its cultural 
construction, so it can hardly be connected to the idea of cosmology.  
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WHAT TO DO WITH THE COSMOS? 

Building on these different trends in research, I would suggest that the 
evolution in the way humanities and social sciences have dealt with 

games in general, and with traditional games in particular, clearly 

reflects the evolutions of our world itself. Indeed, entering modernity 
means being concerned with “serious matters” such as social, 

psychological or educational issues. This might be the reason why, in 

my opinion, recent research on traditional games have focused on such 

issues and have given a larger place to children’s games. For their part, 
traditional games have in many cases been replaced by sports; they have 

been codified, institutionalised, and have become much more serious in 

a way. But at the same time, they have lost the connections they had 
with the surrounding world in the traditional system. In their famous 

book on the birth of modern sports, Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning 

(1986) emphasise some of the specificities of sport. Traditional games 
were usually performed in streets and playgrounds, whereas sports are 

performed in separated places like stadiums. While the players of 

traditional games were mainly locals, the teams in modern sports are 

composed of professionals who are selected for their technical skills 
more than for being locals. In sports, the rules and the ruling institutions 

are the same everywhere. The sports calendars are independent from 

the other ritual calendars, even if they sometimes overlap. The media 
offer worldwide, immediate coverage of all the sport events, reinforcing 

the standardisation process in which sports have been caught since the 

19th century. But does this mean that we are all becoming the same 

people and that we all share the same representations of the cosmos? Or 
does it just mean that the games, when becoming sports, are cut off from 

any overarching order? Here I would like to suggest that some of the 

remaining traditional games still have a strong connection with 
cosmology and cosmological patterns in the eyes of their performers. 

Although it is more and more difficult to focus on these aspects when 

the mainstream research focuses on educational and social matters only, 
I would like to uphold the importance of cosmology in order not to cut 

the contemporary social sciences from the older anthropological 

interpretations. To illustrate this point, I would like to present some 

ethnographic examples. 
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In the first section of this article I have already mentioned the 

existence of different village ball games, both in Great Britain and in 

France, featuring a general mêlée. These games traditionally take place 
once a year, between Christmas and Easter, and especially around 

Shrove Tuesday. The research I’ve been carrying out on these games, 

after other researchers (Lyle 1990; Martin 2007), shows both a great 
formal simplicity and a great structural complexity (Fournier 2012). 

From an outsider’s point of view, the mêlée has a very appalling look. 

It is only a rough, even violent scrimmage, lasting for hours, exhausting 

the participants and sometimes hurting them, if not killing a few of 
them. Most of the media agree that all these games are savage, 

barbarian, meaningless, and rely only on the aggressiveness and the 

brutality of the lower class people. Paradoxically, this aggressiveness 
can be regarded as an essential part in the success of the games today, 

when they are precisely looked at as genuine remains of an age-old 

savagery.  

But the ethnography of these games brings quite different results. 
Indeed, from an insider’s point of view, the mêlées appear to be 

extremely sophisticated and complex. In spite of their roughness, they 

reflect a very precise order. This order is known only by the people 
performing the games. In the games, the villagers are divided into two 

teams, usually called “uppies” and “downies”. Depending on the 

different villages, the division can be a territorial one, leading the 
people living on the local hills to take part in the “uppie” team and the 

people from the lower places to get enrolled in the “downie” team. The 

division can also be a professional one, for instance between the farmers 

uphill and the fishers downhill. It can also be a political one, for instance 
in Kirkwall, Orkney, between the people fighting for the local earl on 

the upper side and the ones fighting for the bishop on the lower side. In 

other places like in Duns, Roxburghshire or in Tricot, Picardy, the 
division is between the married men and the single men. 

Much more divisions can be observed when looking at the game in 

its context. This type of game occurs at a given date of the year, dividing 
the calendar into two halves. It usually concerns the locals only, which 

implies a supplementary division between “us” and “the others” who 

can participate but who will hardly be able to win a ball. It is regarded 

as a ritual, opposed to everyday life: the time when disorder and 
savagery are for once permitted among the community. It also proceeds 
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to the election of one or two yearly champions, who are then cut off 

from the other players and gain a certain amount of prestige at a local 

level. Altogether, I counted more than a dozen of different sorts of 
divisions in this type of game, which I have reported in Appendix 1. 

Although it is possible to make some differences between all the 

different variants of the game in the twenty different villages or so 
which still play it, the unusual number of divisions can be considered 

as a common feature for all the games, but as a quite uncommon feature 

when you compare it to simpler games. What is at stake here is that 

these games that are apparently so brutal are, in reality, connected with 
an “ordered system” enabling the participants to think and to express 

several sorts of divisions at once. In this respect, and because this type 

of game obviously refers to “the world or universe as an ordered 
system”, I would like to suggest that it has to be analysed in the field of 

cosmology. In suggesting so, I don’t want to trace back to the 

misinterpretations of my early predecessors in anthropology and 

folklore. I only want to stress the idea that the new sociological and the 
educational approach of games doesn’t necessarily oppose the old 

symbolical or interpretative works. On the contrary, I would advocate a 

complementary approach, suggesting that the old and the new works on 
games need to be combined in order to reach a new level of 

understanding of the studied phenomena. I would say that we can use 

the more recent works concerning children’s games or sports in order 
to understand better the traditional games, their old interpretations and 

their recent changes. In the case of these ritual village ball games in 

particular, and in the case of traditional games in general, it is important 

to keep an eye on both sides. On the one hand, the game is a social event 
and understanding it properly requires paying attention to the sociology 

of the participants and to the transmission of the ritual as a performance. 

On the other hand, it has a symbolic meaning which can be traced 
through the numerous divisions and connected with the ways the 

participants consider their environment and the world around them. In 

other terms, this sort of game appears as both a profane and a sacred 
practice. As a profane practice it can be grasped with the methods 

coined by sociologists, psychologists and educators. But, being 

perceived as a ‘sacred’ or a ‘ritual’ practice by a lot of participants, it 

also refers to something else than the game itself, which stirs up the 
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need to understand precisely what this ‘something else’ is and what the 

people involved think about it. 

CONCLUSION 

In this article I have adopted a minimal definition of cosmology, and I 
have looked only at a very limited number of examples. At this stage of 

my research I cannot therefore really give a definite answer to the 

question of the introduction concerning the relations between the 

different types of traditional games and the representations of the 
cosmos. A great amount of fieldwork would be needed here to compare 

different sorts of games in different societies and connect them with the 

different cosmologies, before being able to answer this question and to 
map these relations. However, the review of some of the major trends 

in research and the example of the traditional village ball games already 

enable some conclusions to be drawn. 
First, the relation between traditional games and cosmology 

supposes we consider games as being somehow connected with 

religion, with symbolism, with the sacred, or at least with rituals and 

rituality. If traditional games are considered as profane activities only, 
then there would be no relevance to connect them with any overarching 

ordered system and with cosmology. 

Second, the relation between traditional games and cosmology 
seems to be dependent on the general trends of the research in the field 

of humanities and social sciences. Stressing the social and the 

educational aspects of the games can lead to lessening the importance 
given to the cosmological dimension of the games, while stressing their 

symbolical dimensions can open the research to the idea of cosmology. 

In this sense, cosmology might have more to do with epistemology than 

with the facts themselves. If we recognise the cosmological background 
of ethnographic data, it gives us the opportunity to think about the 

question. On the contrary, looking only at the facts will prevent the 

researcher from questioning any cosmological matters. Cosmology, in 
its broadest sense, could then be conceived as a global hypothesis 

concerning the ability of the people to conceptualise what they are 

doing and to relate it to classifications and other ordered interpretations. 

Third, the survey of the traditional village ball games example 
shows clearly that even in the cases where the rules of the games are 
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minimal, the games can hide a very complex structure and relate to a 

great amount of cosmological elements. In our example, the mêlée 

hides the cosmos, which leads us to consider the situation both as a 
moment of sudden freedom and as a moment when the local values and 

classifications are reaffirmed. The mêlée, as a moment when the 

profane is totally mixed with the sacred, enables us to get around the 
scholarly opposition between empiricism and interpretativism. It might 

then be possible to say that the cosmological aspects of traditional 

games appear best in the moments when the people are totally unaware 

of them. To check this hypothesis, more fieldwork would certainly be 
needed in more formal games, to see if there is a relation between the 

level of formalism in the games and the complexity of the cosmological 

structures which lie behind. In any case, the example seems intriguing 
enough to encourage the researcher to pay attention systematically both 

to the facts and the interpretations when studying traditional games.  
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Appendix 1 

 

The system of structuring divisions in the game of folk-football 
(Kirkwall, Orkney Islands). 

 

1 Divisions Directly Expressed in the Game 

 

Teams «Uppies» ; «Easties» «Downies» ; «Westies» 

Matrimonial status Single men Married men 

Socioprofessional 

groups 

Farmers (potatoes) Fishers (herrings) 

Political 

belongings 

The Earl’s men The Bishop’s men 

Communal 

territory 

Earth; Countryside; 

Up 

Sea; Village; Down 

Relation to nature Day Night 

Cardinal points South; East North; West 

   

2 Other Divisions Connected with the Game 
 

Age groups Young people  

(«boy’s ba’») 

Adults («men’s ba’») 

Gender Men Women 

Social solidarities Champions Teams 

Political 

hierarchies 

Lords, ball throwers People, players 

Local identity Us Them, the others 

Social time Celebration time Everyday life time 

Seasonal rhythm Winter Summer 

Order of the world Wildernesss, savagery Civilisation 

Cosmology Order Disorder 
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Squaring the Circle: an Anthropological 
Interpretation of Chitimacha Indian Weaving 

Traditions 

MAX CAROCCI 

ABSTRACT. South-east Indian baskets have been recognised as the most 

vibrant and resilient art forms produced by Native American peoples. 

Bringing together available evidence from archaeology and anthropology, the 

present investigation aims at expanding existing interpretations of this 

typology of objects to explore metaphorical and implicit meanings woven into 

the fabric of these intricate artefacts. The article shows how both shapes and 

manufacturing processes embody in baskets fundamental principles at the 

core of age-old South-eastern cosmologies and perceptions of the world. 

 
KEYWORDS: Native Americans, Chitimacha, Material Culture, Baskets, 

Cosmology 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In their overview of Native North American arts published in 1998, 
Janet Berlo and Ruth Phillips with reference to the world-famous 

Chitimacha baskets suggested that their forms and traditions may have 

origins in Mississippian cultures, which developed in the Eastern 

woodlands of North America between 900 AD and the early 18th 
century (Berlo and Phillips 1998: 87, fig. 57). That the Chitimacha, like 

all other historic and contemporary South-eastern peoples descend 

from pre-colonial Mississippian chiefdoms has been widely accepted 
(cf. Bailey 2004; Ethridge and Shuck-Hall 2009; Kniffen, Gregory and 

Stokes 1987; Neuman 1984). Archaeologists have identified 

Chitimacha historical roots in local variations of the so-called 
Plaquemine culture of the Lower Mississippi valley sometime after 

1500 AD (Brain 1971: 219; Rees 2010a: 177). Evidence of this legacy 

can be found not only in the archaeological record, but also in common 

oral traditions (Swanton 1907), ethno-historical accounts collected 
among many South-eastern and woodlands groups, in widely shared 
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cultural practices, social structures, kinship systems (Haas 1939), and 
religious ideologies (Galloway 1989; Medford 1977; Swanton 1911). 

The earliest written references about this tribe can be found in 

French historiography starting from the 18th century (Brightman 2004; 

Swanton 1911). Often victims of slaving raids and incursions of 
neighbouring enemy tribes throughout the colonial era, the Chitimacha 

managed to maintain their agricultural practices until recently, but 

historically also hunted local fauna that populated the swamps around 
their homeland by the Mississippi delta. Despite heavy population 

decline and the increasing erosion of their beliefs, anthropologist John 

Swanton recorded customs and oral traditions from Chitimacha tribal 

chief Benjamin Paul in the early twentieth century. By this time the 
tribe’s social organisation had radically changed from the hierarchical 

society known historically; they had become a tribe with elected chiefs 

largely based on a network of extended families. Most of what can be 
known of Chitimacha cosmology, and its links with material culture at 

the centre of this research, is directly derived from Swanton’s 

ethnography and later comparatives studies compiled by Mary Haas 
(1939). Like any tribe living in the Mississippi delta, the Chitimacha 

have historically produced elaborate baskets decorated with designs 

and motifs that despite a great deal of popular attention have not been 

properly studied in relation to cosmological ideas.  
Material culture and iconographies expressed through the 

production of baskets and mats by Indians of this region, offer an 

intriguing window into processes of cultural continuity, resistance to 
change, dynamics of adaptation, and the construction of identity 

(Darden 1999; Gregory and Webb 2004; Sense 2012). For the purpose 

of this article, however, the focus will be on woven iconographies of 

the Chitimacha with the objective of teasing out the inherent potential 
of baskets to communicate deeper, hitherto unexplored cultural 

meanings, and to visualise cosmological messages whose roots dig into 

Mississippian times. The analysis offers possible interpretations about 
communicative processes among peoples with oral culture.  

That we should put so much emphasis on the communicative 

potential of baskets is, of course, the result of historical contingencies. 
Past Chitimacha material culture was much more extensive than what 

survived into the 21st century. For example, pottery making 

increasingly declined in favour of basketry after the second half of the 
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19th century, and so did most of the industries related to traditional 
economies such as hunting, fishing and harvesting, as well as the 

production of cooking implements, and dance regalia1. 

 Comparisons with other South-eastern groups show that the range 

of pre-Columbian cultural practices was varied and extremely rich in 
both form and content. Techniques, typologies, and formal qualities 

such as design and decoration of South-eastern fibre arts have been 

extensively covered in specialised literature (Jackson 2000; Gettys 
1984; Greene 1983; Medford 1977, 1990; Petersen 1996; Porter 1988; 

Swanton 1911; Turnbaugh and Turnbaugh 2004). This scholarship 

mostly highlights how social changes affect the circulation and 

diffusion of artefacts and styles over time but the evidence used to 
support these processes, it is argued here, can also offer a useful 

springboard for illustrating how expressive material forms embed 

fundamental principles and beliefs of great antiquity. In line with 
current archaeological and anthropological arguments that champion 

the necessity to look beyond historical correlations, influences, and 

formal relationships between objects, the present study supports the 
notion that material culture is a vehicle for the diffusion of entire 

worldviews by means of artefacts, manufacturing processes, 

techniques, materials, designs, and iconographies. In other words, as 

put by Elizabeth de Marrais and other archaeologists, objects are the 
product of a process of “materialization”, that is, the “transformation 

of ideas, values, stories, myths [...] into a physical reality [...] a 

symbolic object, a monument, or a writing system” (De Marrais et al. 
1996: 16; but see also De Marrais 2004).  

Studies of technologies that permit the translation of indigenous 

American peoples’ values and ideas into systematic visual systems 

were comprehensively organised by Colonel Garrick Mallery in the 
19th century in his monumental work on picture writing (Mallery 

1893). In this study, however, he excluded baskets and other three-

dimensional expressive forms. His focus was on bi-dimensional, 
graphic translations of ideas and messages from North, Central, 

Caribbean and South America, which he studied as textual 

technologies based on their ideographic potential assembled in 
predictable linear, narrative structures. His work, inspired by research 

on hieroglyphics, was based on the assumption that form and meaning 

had direct, literal correspondence. This framework, inevitably 
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disregarded other systems of communication used by indigenous 
peoples across the Americas beyond familiar narrative graphisms2. 

Later on, anthropologist Franz Boas followed on the paradigmatic 

division between the visual and the written in his studies of North 

American Indian graphic systems, which formed part of his interest in 
‘primitive art’ (Boas 1955). In the chapter on symbolism Boas includes 

a discussion of North American Indian basket motifs, but his analysis 

stops with the denotative character of icons. In other words, individual 
designs are taken to ‘represent’ in geometric form natural phenomena, 

animals, or plants, but symbols used to denote them are interpreted as 

either decorative, or at best apotropaic. While his synoptic, 

comparative exercise undoubtedly opened up the anthropological study 
of art, it is not until the work of the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss 

in the mid-twentieth century that art, and by extension graphic systems, 

became holistically studied. He postulated that graphic arts made by 
peoples without writing can be traced back to deeper structures of the 

human mind, which are mirrored in social organisation, as well as 

being implicit, yet detectable, in mythology (Lévi-Strauss 1958). This 
view somewhat reflects what Clifford Geertz named a ‘cultural system’ 

some twenty years later, that is a configuration of cultural elements and 

symbols whose meaning and social significance are inextricably 

interlinked in a whole, and ought to be so interpreted (Geertz 1976). In 
European art history written and other visual forms have been usually 

considered discrete domains and this paradigm still largely dominates 

current treatments of Native North American art. Although visual 
technologies frequently overlap with what we understand as writing, 

these two forms of communication are considered diametrically 

opposed as a result of the development of the mechanisation of printing 

and the establishment of visual arts as a separate form of expression 
distinct from literature (Goody 1987; Hunt et al. 2010; Ingold 2007; 

Ong 1986). 

In the evaluation of Native American graphic ‘arts’ this separation 
has been particularly useful in the study of Native American 

pictographic and mnemonic systems such as the narrative counts, 

ledgers, and biographical vignettes developed among Plains peoples 
between the late 18th and 20th century (Greene 2001; Petersen 1971). 

Contrary to Mallery’s assumption about the direct correspondence of 

form and meaning, however, it appears that not all North American 
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visual expressions operate by way of systematic lexicons ordered 
syntactically through the use of signs into discrete units underpinned 

by a conventional grammar. Several North American Indian expressive 

cultures, including that of the Chitimacha, while still equally 

communicative, employ signs, symbols or other indexes (e.g. form, 
shape, or materials) in a more fluid, elusive, and diffused fashion. This 

semiotic inventory does not constitute a lexicon that translates 

sentences or ideas into phrases, but rather establishes a set of indexical 
interventions by way of material means that order experience in 

dynamic allusions and citations to concepts, and a multiplicity of 

agents such as humans, animals, plants, and other-than-human beings. 

In this system, which could be aptly called ‘inter-semiotic’ (after 
Barcelos Neto 2011), particular combinations evoke sets of meanings 

that can make sense in the Chitimacha context, but they can hardly be 

considered narrative. Much of this argument is supported by evidence 
from other oral cultures of the Americas, where the visual is a mode or 

expression that can function in synaesthetic combination with other 

registers of communication such as spoken word, sounds, gestures, and 
smell, by indexing a multiplicity of references obvious to culturally 

competent agents (Barcelos Neto 2011; Classen 1990; Gebhart-Seyer 

1985; Maire 2012; Mixco 1992; Sekaquaptewa and Washburn 2004; 

Wallis 2013). 
Some scholars of material culture have convincingly demonstrated 

that metaphor and metonymy guide the production of objects and other 

technologies as different as hair ornaments, scarification, or tattoo, and 
that these are fundamental elements for the social expression of ideas, 

ideological subtexts, social structures, moral principles, values, and 

beliefs of great complexity (D’Alleva 2001; Drewal 1988; Geertz 

1976; Gell 1993). A wealth of examples further confirms how social 
and cultural meanings can be visually conveyed, and concretely 

transmitted through objects and appropriately crafted conventional 

visual languages. What we have come to call ‘material culture’ is, then, 
one of the many forms of communication based on the extensive use 

of metaphor in a variety of media either consciously or unconsciously 

(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1985; Tilley 1999, 2002; Witherspoon 1993). 
Additional studies concerned with material and visual expressions also 

indicate that the very manufacturing procedures involved in the 

production of objects are a fundamental function of how human groups 
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perceive and theorise the world in cognitive, social, and ontological 
terms (Boivin 2009; Gell 1993; Ingold 2000; Küchler 1999; Ortman 

2000; Pauketat 2004; Washburn and Crowe 2004; Were 2010; Whitley 

2008; Wright and Russell 2011). These theories can be useful for new 

interpretations of Chitimacha baskets and their imagery because they 
show how designs, shapes, and technologies cannot be fully 

understood unless we understand the complex interconnections of the 

ways in which they simultaneously work in mapping and referencing 
elements of the Chitimacha world way beyond the objects themselves. 

Comparisons between pre-colonial, historic, and ethnographic 

weaving technologies from the Eastern woodlands show a remarkable 

continuity in styles and motifs that suggest how the employment of 
specific themes and techniques reflects deeply-rooted beliefs and 

ideologies (Trevelyan 1989; Giles 2013; Wallis 2013). The technique 

of double-faced warp twining used to create cross-hatched effects and 
hourglass figures in Mississippian textiles, for example, has been 

explained as a conscious choice to embed in woodlands’ historic fibre 

artefacts the figure of the Thunderbird (Drooker 1992; Phillips 1984: 
27). This essentially became a recognisable convention around which 

developed an entire iconographic corpus based on the figure X, which 

dates back to imagery developed between the tenth and seventeenth 

century AD among groups under the Oneota area of influence (Berres 
2001; Dubin 1999: 222-3; Lenik 2012)3. Similarly, the use of scrolls 

and spirals on objects such as sashes and baldrics made by historic 

South-eastern Choctaw (Dubin 1999: 208-10), has been directly linked 
to ancient references to water and water beings shared by many groups 

from prehistoric Woodlands period through proto-historic 

Mississippian societies (1000 BC – 1700 AD) (Emerson 1989; Power 

2004; Reilly III and Garber 2007; Townsend 2004). Although regional 
differences are clearly detectable in local variations of major 

archaeological horizons within both Woodland and Mississippian eras, 

remarkable similarities can be identified in the cosmological 
configurations shared by Eastern and South-eastern peoples throughout 

the historic period (Hall 1989). 

Archaeological cultures east of the Mississippi river shared the 
notion that humans dwelled in the middle plane of a three-tiered 

universe in which the world above and the one below were inhabited 
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Figure 1. Max Carocci, Schematic Rendition of the Mississippian Cosmos. The 
middle plane inhabited by humans is crossed by the axis mundi that connects upper 
and lower planes. The circle in the square represents the area inhabited by humans, 
which is culturally limited by the four directions represented by the cross.  

by sky and underwater beings respectively. Throughout the 

Mississippian period major attention was put on humans’ mediation 
between these levels of the universe. This was done by ceremonialists 

who managed rituals of renewal in which fire was believed to be 

representative of the sun on earth, and the four directions limited the 

cultural world inhabited by humans. Most of these concepts were 
visualised through spatial metaphors and visual puns that made 

extensive use of geometric themes and motives such as the cross in 

circle (simultaneously representing fire, the four directions, or the 
earthly plane), squares (simultaneously representing ritual grounds, 

dance choreographies, or social structures), and poles (simultaneously 

representing the axis mundi, sun dials, and dance posts) (Fig. 1) (Hall 
1997; 2004: 98-100; Lankford 2004; 2007; 2007a).  

Since 1911, the year when anthropologist John Swanton produced 

a complete list of names of Chitimacha designs, artists of this tribe have 

regularly used these patterns following old traditions (Bowker Lee and 
Gregory 2006; Darden 1999; Gregory and Webb 1984; Medford 1977; 

1990; Sense 2012). That these motifs are now only divided 

thematically, or by simply indexing recognisable elements (e.g. eyes, 
entrails, tracks, feet etc.) constitutes no proof that in ancient times they 

did not share cultural references associated with cosmological beliefs 

popular across the region. Some Chitimacha motifs indeed clearly 
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reference ancient iconographies that archaeologists have associated 
with sacred landscapes, ritual spaces, supernatural beings, and cosmic 

maps of the skies and the universe. Ogees for examples are associated 

with the portals to the realms of the dead and are clearly visible, albeit 

under a different name, in Chitimacha visual production. The 
ubiquitous circles and squares that characterise this tribe’s basket 

shapes and designs too can trace back their origins in Mississippian 

ceremonial spaces based on sacred maps in which cardinal directions, 
and poles marked points of contact between the three universal planes 

in which the cosmos was believed to be divided (Pauketat 2004).  

In the case of iconography too, as with other areas of cultural and 

social life, historical changes resulted in radical losses that among 
Chitimacha produced the disassociation of specific design names from 

symbolic meanings. Iconographies today classified according to name, 

in the Mississippian past would have been integrated into a more 
complex inter-semiotic system of cultural references to oral traditions, 

rituals, ceremonial practices, and beliefs that archaeologists today call 

the ‘Mississippian Iconographic Interaction Sphere’ (henceforth MIIS) 
(Reilly III and Garber 2007). 

In Mississippian times, symbols were integrated into a network of 

mutually-informing references that underpinned ideologies, rites, and 

socially-shared values (Hall 1989). This greatly expanded 
iconography’s communicative potential giving designs and motifs 

cultural gravitas and social significance. By the seventeenth century 

Mississippian societies had fragmented, and common symbols and 
ideologies associated with rituals and ceremonies had gradually lost 

their cultural vitality. As a result of the dramatic population decline and 

social, economic, and political realignments experienced by South-

eastern groups (cf. Ethridge and Shuck-Hall 2009; Wood 1989), many 
of the meanings associated with individual symbols were lost to 

historical upheavals, communities’ fragmentation, and erosion of 

religious beliefs. 
Chitimacha were among the many groups that developed in 

Mississippian times and, like other societies from the same region, they 

had to adjust to changing circumstances, which resulted in a fine 
balance between cultural loss and continuity. If Mississippian 

iconography’s content progressively lost its cultural impact due to the 

breakdown of infrastructures that could sustain its persuasive messages 
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and socially cohesive strength, forms and icons retained the power to 
transmit other meanings that had gradually emerged as strategic 

solutions to face the instability of rapid historical changes. So although 

imagery and material forms derived from Mississippian times 

continued almost uninterrupted for centuries, they began to denote 
cultural identity, championed community belonging, and reinforced 

social unity, adding to pre-existing models, exceeding, or entirely 

replacing old schemes and references.  
Contrary to interpretations against designs’ intrinsic symbolic 

meanings, this article proposes that visual elements used by 

Chitimacha artists on their baskets and mats such as stripes, nested 

circles, scrolls, rhomboids, chevrons, and meandering lines should be 
taken as the visible traces of much richer and deeply entrenched belief 

system transmitted through visible symbols that are now buried in the 

deep past. Much in the same way as other vessels employed throughout 
the Mississippian period, Chitimacha woven containers would have 

been used for a variety of socially meaningful purposes and contexts, 

including domestic life, festivals, exchange relations, rites, and 
ceremonies. Fibre arts would have been holistically integrated in social 

relationships with both visible and invisible agents (spirits, other-than-

human beings, ancestors etc.) performing culturally significant tasks 

such as covering temple structures, containing ancestral remains, 
transporting domestic and ritual substances, or helping in everyday 

chores, among other functions. Seen as part of complex cultural 

landscapes, woven materials would have marked social distinctions 
carrying, displaying, creating, or facilitating the transmission of 

important cultural messages embedded in the minds of their makers. 

The rich inventory of Chitimacha basket forms, themes, colours, and 

motifs was and is the product of distinct cultural choices that by far 
exceed simply functional explanations. Technical acumen, skill, and 

expertise articulate complex mental operations, concepts, and 

processes that find their way through objects into the social life of 
specific groups (Boivin 2009; Gell 1993; Küchler 1999; Renfrew and 

Scarre 1988).  

To date, the most complete and thorough analysis of historic 
Chitimacha fibre arts remain the contributions collected in Dayna 

Bowker Lee and Hiram Gregory’s book on split cane basketry of the 

South-East (2006). In this collection the authors gather data from living 
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practitioners, oral traditions, and archaeology that reveal both the 
historical depth and the complexities of South-eastern weaving and 

textile techniques. Bowker Lee and Gregory’s work presents a valuable 

and meticulous summary of this expressive culture, but apart from an 

overview of historic art forms’ archaeological antecedents, the authors 
do not engage with the exegesis and possible links between Chitimacha 

arts and Mississippian symbolism and iconography. The following 

examination therefore aims at complementing this seminal work by 
offering additional interpretations that augment the meanings 

expressed by the voices collected in their book, with the hope of 

contributing further to a better understanding of the social significance, 

communicative potential, and historical legacy of these cultural 
expressions.  

SQUARES, CIRCLES, AND COLOURED BANDS  

The inventory of Chitimacha fibre arts is extremely rich and varied. 

Recognised among some of the Native North American peoples’ most 
refined cultural expressions, Chitimacha baskets, mats, and woven 

utensils display exquisite craftsmanship, creative skill, extensive 

inventiveness, and technological refinement. Artists from this tribe 
have achieved results of notable dexterity by bending raw materials to 

desired purposes fully exploring their potential in unparalleled ways. 

Within the range of finite possibilities offered by the commonly known 

river cane (Arundinaria gigantea) mostly used to produce containers 
and other implements, Chitimacha artisans have consistently selected 

a large, yet limited, number of forms, designs, and shapes that, while 

often being distinctive trademarks of tribal provenance, also share 
several characteristics with similar items from neighbouring regions. 

Technical variations in finishing details such as rims, thickness of 

strands, colour combinations, and size, frequently indicate 

geographical and historical distinctions between groups (Medford 
1977; Poulsen 2006). Provenance and ethnic attribution can be more 

confidently given for later historic and ethnographic specimens, but the 

same process cannot be applied to ancient cultures due to a number of 
reasons. Shifting ethnic boundaries, historical changes in social and 

political arrangements, and trade, among other factors, render it 
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difficult to postulate direct and unbroken genealogies between ancient 
populations, contemporary tribal peoples, and their arts. Formal 

elements and techniques have been at the centre of yet unresolved 

debates about the positive attribution of ethnic origin, issues of 

geographical provenance, and determination of ancient chronologies 
and sequences among anthropologists, art historians, and 

archaeologists alike (Petersen 1996; but also Macfarlan and 

Henrickson 2010). 
It is precisely the indeterminacy with which we can confidently 

attribute baskets’ provenance and ethnic affiliation the farther we go 

back in time that guides the present focus on similarities rather than on 

the different signatures elected to mark tribal boundaries between 
historic groups. For the purpose of this study, a concern with formal 

parallels between South-eastern groups will be limited to general 

shapes, iconographies, and aesthetic choices. This focus explicitly 
follows methodological considerations made in previously published 

studies of other areas of North America such as the South-West, which 

like the region considered here, is also characterised by widespread 
thematic commonalities (Wright and Russell 2011). In the South-

eastern context, such commonalities show not only that cultural 

exchanges occurred between woodland, riverine, and coastal 

populations under the MIIS, but also how specific themes are distinctly 
filtered through localised idioms and technical choices.  

In the specific case of Louisiana, MIIS would have variably 

impacted populations that predate the historical Chitimacha from the 
West, through Caddoan-speaking peoples’ networks surrounding the 

Spiro centre in Oklahoma. From the North, it affected them through 

the reverberations of large urban developments such as Cahokia that 

had powerful cultural and political influence over the whole 
Mississippi river basin and beyond (Brain 1971: 219-20; Kniffen, 

Gregory and Stokes 1987: 34). Finally, in a later period cultural 

influences reached the Chitimacha from the last surviving 
Mississippian culture, the Natchez, which considered them their 

‘brothers’ (Medford 1977: 58-9; Swanton 1911: 185)4. Indeed, as 

James Brown has explicitly suggested “one should look at the 
Chitimacha basketry of the Mississippi lowlands to recognise aspects 

of what was present at Spiro” (Brown 1976: 2). Similarities between 

Caddoan Mississippian material expressions and Chitimacha basketry 
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have been pointed out in specialised scholarship both with reference to 
conventional templates and specific shapes such as those of square-

bottomed vessels (Brown 1976: 8; Kniffen, Gregory and Stokes 1987: 

150).  

Historical antecedents of Chitimacha basketry can however be 
found in much earlier archaeological records. Woven material dating 

back to earlier than 2000 BC, found at various sites in Louisiana, show 

extensive use of techniques and designs still widely employed today 
(Neuman 2006). Most of these archaeological finds are flat weaves, 

likely used as matting for walls, room partitions, tapestries, or floor 

coverings. Ethno-historical evidence reveals that South-eastern tribes 

consistently used mats and matting to cover temple roofs and outer 
daubed walls throughout the eighteenth century (Wilson 1963)5. Early 

commentators were impressed by indigenous religious architecture and 

ceremonial structures covered with mural paintings, wooden effigies 
of animals and birds, and matting. They also frequently commented on 

South-eastern Indians’ vibrant visual and material expressions such as 

decorated sculptures, posts and poles, as well as their extensive body 
and face painting, and the use of tattoos whose imagery may have 

shared themes with other media (Swanton 1946: 613-24). Mats 

covering temples among South-eastern peoples may have performed 

the same function as South-western ancestral Pueblos’ murals found in 
the subterranean ritual chambers called kiva. This form of religious 

mural paintings referenced cosmological meanings through a panoply 

of compositions that today can only make sense by accessing the 
metaphorical level of communication given by language (Ortman 

2000; Sekaquaptewa and Washburn 2004; Whitley 2008)6. Although, 

reportedly, the Chitimacha by the early 20th century only retained 

ceremonial dwellings that contained few ritual objects, musical 
instruments and paint (Swanton 1911: 352), this limited inventory was 

likely the result of a long process of cultural loss due to enslavement, 

population decline, conversion, socioeconomic adaptations, and the 
introduction of new technologies (Kniffen, Gregory and Stokes 1987). 

The application of Chitimacha weaving techniques to a wide range of 

different objects, in any case, indicates that this technology formed an 
essential part of their cultural world throughout the colonial and post-

colonial period. Communication of values and ideas, consequently, 
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must have been filtered through forms such as baskets or mats 
produced in large quantities since antiquity. 

Imagery that decorates these woven remains can be instructive 

about ancient South-eastern peoples’ ideologies and beliefs. Ancient 

weaving patterns anticipate historical specimens, which also display 
deliberate choices in the separation of different registers through 

texture and colour. This technique would result in visually discrete 

sections on the artefacts’ surface that created interesting effects likely 
enhanced by chromatic contrasts that in most cases are no longer 

visible. Colours in Mississippian times were crucial for symbolic 

coding. Commonly used colours were red, white, and black, which 

were employed to convey a variety of meanings from notions of 
complementarity, difference, and social belonging, to ideas of balance, 

cosmic equilibrium, cyclical time and palingenesis (Lankford 2007). 

Among the Chitimacha, the use of these colours for ritual purposes was 
recorded until the early twentieth century. These were vermillion, in 

Chitimacha language called ha’apt, ku’ps translated as black paint, and 

white pigment or kúpshes (Swanton 1911: 352).  
The most commonly recognisable designs found on early fragments 

that have emerged from Louisiana excavations are intertwined scrolls, 

spirals, coils, alongside chevrons, parallel bands, rectangles, diamonds, 

bird heads, and eyes. The imagery is consistent with a large archive of 
pre-colonial abstract and figurative iconographies widespread in the 

Eastern woodlands (Galloway 1989; Brose et al. 1985; Pauketat 2004; 

Power 2004; Reilly III and Garber 2007; Townsend 2004). Most of 
these motifs continued un-altered through the historic period of 

Chitimacha basket production, and they can be associated with animals 

found in stories that have cosmological significance. For example, bird 

heads decorating fragments of old mats from lower Louisiana dating 
around AD 850-100 (Neuman 2006: 9) may be the visual 

representation of mythical birds ubiquitously present in Mississippian 

iconography. Buzzards, falcons, hawks, turkeys, cranes, and 
woodpeckers among other species, appear both in the archaeological 

record and in oral history among many South-eastern tribes (Swanton 

1917). Among the Chitimacha buzzards, woodpeckers and doves are 
protagonists of myths, the latter being the mythical earth-divers that 

brought the first grain of sand, which was transformed into the earth 

plane after the original flood (Swanton 1907: 286)7. 
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Mississippian iconography operated through an extensive use of 
allegory, metaphor, and metonymy, which either independently or in 

combination could convey a multiplicity of explicit and implicit 

meanings. Objects’ material qualities such as texture, reflectivity, 

hardness, or malleability determined their value (e.g. pearls, mica, 
abalone). Emphasis on physical characteristics turned specific objects 

into agents of connection between groups (e.g. through trade, 

exchange, and barter), between beings (human and other-than-human), 
and simultaneously into communicative channels that linked cosmic 

planes and/or different registers of reality (Saunders 1998). In the case 

of Chitimacha and other groups using river cane (e.g. Cherokee, 

Koasati, Alibamu, Muskogee Creek, Choctaw), the plant itself might 
have embodied special ideas and metaphorical associations determined 

by its physical qualities. For example, in previous research I suggested 

that South-eastern peoples that historically used Spanish moss 
(Tillandsia usneoides) for clothing and ritual textiles may have 

employed this plant not only for its versatility, but also in virtue of its 

metaphorical association with water, growth, and human hair (Carocci 
2010). Indeed, other scholars agree that direct analogies between 

cognitive domains furnish the funding principles for metaphor in 

culture, which determine their social value, ultimately materialised in 

objects (Boivin 2009; D’Alleva 2001; Mixco 1992; Ortman 2000; 
Reichel-Dolmatoff 1985; Sekaquaptewa and Washburn 2004; Tilley 

1999).  

Direct citation, allusions, and chromatic references were employed 
by Mississippians in a wide variety of media that constituted and 

sustained a coherent ideological apparatus. Complex images could be 

deconstructed and re-arranged in a variety of different combinations 

that took meaning from the surrounding context (Emerson 1997: 193-
223). Chevrons, for example, could be employed to represent 

realistically the rattlesnake tail’s ridges on shells pendants, plaques, 

and pectorals. Separated from realistic imagery chevrons were equally 
used in more abstract decorations on the neck of clay vessels to denote 

reptiles’ association with water and chthonic powers, usually depicted 

in forms of meandering scrolls and swirls on vases and other containers 
(Power 2004: 176-7, fig. 39). Chevrons were commonly used by 

Chitimacha in their basketry, but the name for this pattern today refers 
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Figure 2. Max Carocci, Sketch of ‘Heart Basket’. So-called ‘heart-baskets’ might 
have been inspired by ceremonial scalp locks or ritual aprons worn by dancers 
represented in Mississippian iconography. 

to fish scales. References to snakes nonetheless appear on Chitimacha 

basketry, but in form of complex curvilinear designs (Gregory and 

Webb 1984: 47). This would confirm the cultural importance of this 

animal traditionally considered by the Chitimacha to be humans’ friend 
and protector (Swanton 1907: 286; Swanton 1911: 357). 

Some of the most common elements of this visual inventory might 

have changed name over time, but remained in the iconographic 
vocabulary of historic peoples’ descendants of Mississippian 

chiefdoms, in some cases only retaining some of the earlier 

connotations. One instructing example is the so-called ‘bellow-shaped’ 
apron, which appears on human figures depicted on Mississippian 

period whelk shells, and other prestigious items such as embossed 

copper sheets. Interesting parallels can be drawn between 

Mississippian bellow–shaped aprons and Chitimacha’s distinctive 
‘heart baskets’ (Fig 2). The shape of these containers is clearly 

reminiscent of the inverted drop shape found in Mississippian 

iconography and although no direct correspondence can be found 
between the meanings behind the two designs, the similarity between 
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old and new shapes may suggest ancient cultural influences on the 
production of historic period baskets8. 

Probably because of their incredible versatility, many designs 

endured with remarkable resilience, adopting new nuances and 

references in spite of radical and often dramatic cultural changes 
experienced by South-eastern Indians during their troubled histories. 

Names such as the ‘cattle eye’ (Chitmacha wa’ctîk-ka’ni) applied to 

circles with a central dot may have been introduced during colonial 
times, but the existence of the motif is extremely ancient as is testified 

by many examples from the Mississippian period (Townsend 2004; 

Waring and Holder 1945). Indeed, in ancient times, this motif may have 

developed with reference to the eyes of the native buffalos that freely 
roamed the coastal plains of Louisiana9. 

The sedimentation of several denotative and connotative layers 

makes these designs polysemic clusters of meaning with multiple 
interpretative possibilities, each respectively relevant to any specific 

historical and cultural context. Chitimacha historic and contemporary 

designs, although inevitably limited, are varied and consistent enough 
to allow direct comparisons with Mississippian antecedents, as 

suggested by Berlo and Phillips in their overview of Native North 

American arts. Whereas parallel developments are detectable in other 

South-eastern peoples such as Choctaw, Cherokee, Alibamu, and 
Koasati weaving techniques, Chitimacha material displays the most 

complete array of variations in both thematic choices and formal 

diversity that can facilitate an analysis guided by the hypothesis about 
the continuity between old themes and historic designs (Gettys 1984). 

Indeed, Chitimacha basketry (kakxt) uses a remarkable range of 

geometric forms both two and three-dimensional that, independently 

or in combination, display visible references to designs, and motifs of 
the MIIS. The juxtaposition of one or more of these patterns on any 

one item, and their occurrence on some of Chitimacha’s most 

characteristic basket shapes are too evidently deliberate to be 
coincidental, as the following analysis will demonstrate.  

Starting from the most common designs, it is possible to draw some 

interesting parallels to iconographies of MIIS. Direct, explicit 
similarities between Caddoan geometric designs from 1000 AD and the 

Chitimacha ‘little trout’ or ‘little perch’ motif are an instructive 

example of some of these cultural connections. The name refers to a 
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diamond with a central dot used in Chitimacha weaves. This shape is 
found on old decorations, and in past variations, like in the case of the 

‘eye of cattle’, it might have had a different name. Indeed, woven 

versions of the ‘little trout’ motif may simply be stylised variations of 

motifs found in Coles Creek period ceramics dated to between 800 and 
1000 AD (Kniffen et al. 1987: 150). Many objects of the MIIS display 

the ogee, which had deep cosmological references as it was believed to 

be the portal to the cosmos’ three layers (Lankford 2004: 208). The 
famous statue of a sitting warrior excavated at Spiro, Oklahoma (AD 

1100-1200), for example, wears this symbol on a round frontlet, which 

possibly represents the popular plates incised with cosmological 

themes part of elite accoutrements recovered archaeologically (Reilly 
III 2004: 132, fig.13; King 2004: 159, fig. 15 d). Ethnographic 

evidence confirms that copper plates of this kind were worn by 

Chitimacha chiefs on their forehead in the same fashion as the Spiro 
statue (Swanton 1911: 345). More intriguingly, historically recorded 

Chitimacha mats that display the little trout motif appear in 

combination with chequered designs, which are known to have been 
historically used by the Chitimacha in their burial practices to wrap war 

chiefs’ bones (Swanton 1911: 350). The presence of the little trout 

pattern on chequered mats would then make sense if we entertained the 

possibility that this design is a historical variation of the Mississippian 
ogee, the portal that enabled souls to enter the spirit world. No better 

fitting motif could be used on coverings that wrapped dead people’s 

bones, widely believed to contain a person’s soul under the MIIS’s 
sphere of influence (Lankford 2007a). After a while the bones were 

burned and the ashes were subsequently deposited in an oblong 

covered basket received by the dead person’s relatives for safekeeping. 

These baskets, continued to be made until the early twentieth century, 
but they likely lost their original purpose under the influence of 

Christianity by the mid 19th century when the last person was buried 

according to the old religion (Swanton 1911: 350, 353). 
Motifs found on these baskets may have had social significance that 

was reiterated by the use of designs in a variety of media. Chitimacha 

chief Benjamin Paul interviewed by John Swanton in the early 20th 
century revealed that their basket designs were the same as those found 

on clay vessels made in the tribe until around the 1830s (Swanton 1911: 

347). The direct link between pottery and basketry iconographies 
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instructively reveals culturally guided choices that determined the 
number and shape of motifs irrespective of medium or technical 

limitations. Quite obviously, Chitimacha artists reproduced through 

weaving and moulding iconographies derived from a repertoire of 

images that was deliberately adopted for its cultural meanings and 
significance, and not because it was easy to reproduce mechanically. 

Only if Chitimacha had used two different iconographic sets in clay 

and basketry could we hypothesise the existence of a list of designs 
determined by a given technology’s inherent potentials and limitations. 

The correspondence between pottery and basketry iconography further 

confirms the interdependence of media in what can be understood as a 

synergic cross-referencing between related meanings. 
The design names collected by Swanton at the beginning of the 20th 

century were popular at the time, and today they are integrated in 

contemporary production. Some Chitimacha baskets motifs still in use 
are the popular ‘fish scales’ (makc-nakc), ‘black-bird’s eye’ (tcext-

kani), ‘worm-tracks’ (tci’cmic), crosses (apcta’nkenic), and straight 

lines (kastpx). Such names are descriptive, but in addition to literal 
visual analogies that appear self-explanatory, the very choice of the 

names can be revealing about their cultural value. Design names might 

have been chosen because they directly referenced common things that 

populated the swamps and marshes inhabited by the Chitimacha. While 
some of these names can be contested, or may have variations and 

alternatives (cf. Gregory and Webb 1984: 47), their persistence over 

time does not explain why they were selected among the many 
analogies that could be drawn between natural forms and designs. 

Apart from purely abstract motifs, Chitimacha design names include 

several allusion to birds and animals such as rabbits, alligators, and 

rattlesnakes, which can either be related to the MIIS, or appear as 
protagonists of historically recorded stories (Swanton 1917).  

Other patterns have been lost, or deliberately abandoned. Former 

curator and director of the Coushatta Museum of Louisiana, Claude 
Medford, for example, suggested that the sun pattern was no longer 

used because the template was lost, but it would be tempting to see this 

‘loss’ as a more probable conscious effort not to associate this design 
with the much maligned swastika after World War II (Medford 1977: 

61). According to the Chitimacha, the sun was female and, contrary to 

the male moon, it acquired its brilliance following the necessary 
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purification sweat baths that made it clean and shiny. In the cyclical 
chasing between it and the moon, this figure essentially established 

cultural norms of propriety and gender relations, and indeed, it may 

have decorated baskets made for specific rituals in which the sun or 

gendered meanings had special significance (Swanton 1907: 286; 
Swanton 1928a: 209)10. 

Material production of the MIIS shows that cosmological motifs are 

extremely prominent on vases and any other flat surfaces that could be 
decorated such as copper plates, maces, shells, and rock boulders. It is 

therefore not surprising to learn that visual references to religious 

characters, spiritual figures, or cosmological themes found their way 

into Chitimacha basketry too. Baskets for the Chitimacha were the gifts 
of supernatural beings. Oral traditions collected among the last fluent 

speakers of their language reveal that this typology of objects directly 

linked natural and supernatural registers of reality (Bowker Lee and 
Gregory 2006: 1-3). 

Although some visual references can be literally associated with 

cosmological meanings, other formal aspects of Chitimacha baskets 
require a more careful analysis as their cultural and social significance 

can be found in hidden metaphorical, or metonymic relationship with 

recorded customs, oral, or ritual traditions. One of the most intriguing 

aspects of Chitimacha baskets is the relationship between form and 
content of nested baskets. The name originates with the historical 

practice of making several baskets of different sizes that could 

comfortably fit into one another (Medford 1977: 58). The notion of 
nested baskets can comparatively function as the familiar art historical 

concept of mise en abyme, whereby a representation contains or 

references itself ad infinitum (Davis 2008). Whether or not this concept 

explicitly conveys guiding principles of Chitimacha religious thinking 
can only be speculated, yet it nonetheless positively resonates with the 

cosmological notion of layering and layers visibly articulated in MIIS 

and even older cultural expressions. This concept is equally manifested 
in the common division of the visual field in multiple registers on both 

Chitimacha baskets and pre-Columbian clay vessels such as those from 

the Hopewell sphere of influence dating back to 200 BC (e.g. King 
1999: 21). Nested baskets are additionally interesting for other formal 

qualities. Also called ‘square’ containers, these items are, in fact, not 

entirely square (Fig 3). Whereas the base is quadrangular,  
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Figure 3. Max Carocci, Example of Nested, Square-bottomed Basket. Smaller 
baskets of the same shape would be contained in it inside each other. The square 

base turns into a cylinder so that the opening forms a circle contained inside the 
quadrangle. 

the body of the container gradually becomes round (or oval) as it 

develops vertically. Working the splints into a loosely conical or 
tubular form results in an object that is simultaneously quadrilateral 

and cylindrical. The shape of these baskets is culturally determined to 

emphasise the relationship between the circle and the square. The 
juxtaposition of these two geometric forms is of great antiquity, and 

can be found most notably on shell gorgets (breast plates) used by ritual 

specialists, among other ceremonial articles, since Mississippian times 
(Lankford 2007). Interpreted to be both the visual rendition of 

cosmological maps and ritual dance choreographies, this combination 

indexes a clearly recognisable aesthetic principle in which three-

dimensional conceptual domains are translated onto bi-dimensional 
objects and vice versa (Lankford 2004; Reilly III 2004). Chitimacha 

appear to render cognitive domains such as spatial perception in three-

dimensional form, which in this specific case is exemplified by square-
bottomed baskets. Producing such containers, then, can be interpreted 
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as a deliberate choice to call attention to the interplay between rounds 
and squares visually elaborated in Mississippian times11. 

Further comparisons between archaeological vases found in 

Louisiana and Chitimacha baskets reveal additional intriguing 

ideological connections between them and their Mississippian 
ancestors. Pre-Columbian Indians of the South-east believed that the 

three-tiered world humans inhabit was framed by four cardinal points, 

and at the centre of this ideal square there was the pivot that connected 
all three layers. In ancient and historic times this spiritual landscape 

was reproduced in the ceremonial square at the centre of which a sacred 

fire was lit in particular seasons of the year to invoke the power of the 

sun. This rite, today called green-corn ceremony, is still practiced 
among several South-eastern groups. These fundamental religious 

ideas were distilled in a design that can be seen on many pre-

Columbian objects: the cross in the circle, enclosed by a square (Fig. 
1). Interestingly, pots recovered from archaeological sites of relative 

antiquity (AD 1200 to 1600) mirror this shape, yet in a three-

dimensional form. Late Caddoan vases of the Keno Trailed type 
produced between 1600 and 1800 AD, for example, clearly show how 

this cosmic geography with prehistoric antecedents could take a three 

dimensional form (Lankford 2007). These ceramic jars show uncanny 

volumetric similarities with split-cane containers produced by historic 
Chitimacha (Townsend and Walker 2004; Gregory and Webb 1984) 

(Fig. 4). Commonly, these archaeological specimens have a square 

base, which gradually develops into a cylinder that ends in a round 
opening usually smaller than the bottom. If seen from the top, these 

vessels embody the same principle of the circle in the square, and most 

significantly, they are covered in meanders that evoke water swirls and 

waves. Interestingly, Chitimacha and other South-eastern Indian 
baskets have the same shape, and make extensive use of winding lines 

around the body of the basket (Figs 3 and 5). 

Squaring the circle is the materialisation of an abstraction directly 
referenced from real life, which can show important correspondences 

between early and late forms. Further analysis can disclose additional 

meanings hidden in the baskets’ composition and the division of the 
visual fields. Spatial symbolism is among the most frequent and least 

interpreted aspects of Chitimacha basketry. In addition to the square-

circle nexus, common visual references to quadripartite separations of  
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Figure 4. Max Carocci, Example of Keno Type Vessel with Meanders. Note the 
volumetric similarities between this vase and the Chitimacha basket in figure 3. 

space, and the use of transversal bands indicate subtle visual references 
to MIIS cosmological plans that clearly mirror the process of 

materialisation of ideology shown above, and discussed in other 

cultural and archaeological contexts (De Marrais et al. 1996). Fanner 
baskets, whose flat surface’s decorations are clearly visible from the 

top, are usually divided into four quadrants that analogically evoke 

sacred landscapes widely conceptualised across the region (Lankford 
2007: 19; Reilly III 2004: 127). Most significantly in Chitimacha oral 

traditions, this quadripartite division of space may mirror the cardinal 

quadrants marked by the four sacred trees that limited their territories 

(Swanton 1911: 354). As a multiple of two, the number four at the base 
of the quadripartite division of fanner baskets’ surface can alternatively 

be interpreted as a visual play on the complementarity of dual 

opposites, in the Chitimacha case most clearly identified with the 
division of society into aristocracy and commoners (Brain 1971; 

Brightman 2004; Haas 1939).  
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Figure 5. Max Carocci, Square-Bottomed Basket Decorated with Meandering Lines, 
and Slanted Coloured Bands. Aquatic animals such as alligators or snakes are here 
indexed through the sinuous motif. The slanted bands are reminiscent of designs 

found on ceremonial poles that symbolised the cosmic axis mundi. 

The notion of complementarity can also be seen in the frequent use of 
colour pairings, which in Chitimacha baskets of the historic period 

results in the black/red juxtaposition. While this combination is not 

unique to the Chitimacha, the fact that it appears on their square-based 

baskets may be indicative of further links with MIIS. The unique 
combination of basket shape and colour in one object opens up the 

intriguing possibility that this typology of vessels could be the visual 

and material rendition of existing ceremonial grounds based on shared 
pre-Columbian templates. In a fascinating analysis of Mississippian 

iconography archaeologist George Lankford demonstrates how 

cosmological motifs can be variably detected in simple geometric units 
that form complex scenes. One of the most compelling explanations 

regards the notion of the cosmic axis that connects different planes of 

the universe, visually rendered as a pole wrapped in slanted bands of 

alternating colours similar to a barbershop’s sign, or alternatively 
decorated with spiralling vines (Lankford 2007: 29-38; but also Hall 

2004: 98-100). This decorative feature is often employed as 

background in a variety of baskets made by the Chitimacha. The 
contrast created by the overlay of slanted coloured bands and lighter 

patterns creates unique optical effects that give a dazzling dynamism 

to the object. When utilised on tall square-bottomed baskets, the 
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slanted coloured strips wrap the whole body of the vessel. The 
combination of the vertical banded axis, visualised through alternating 

coloured bands, with the squared circle, materialised through the 

bottom and body of the basket, emerge as the woven model of a 

cosmogram of the pre-Columbian universe conceptualised across the 
MIIS (Fig. 1). In this case, the convergence of these formal elements 

into one object ought to be taken as the concrete articulation of a 

process in which religious ideas are indexically referenced by way of 
material means. This translation can be applied to other areas of 

cultural production and, what is more, it is consistent with other 

examples from different parts of the Americas where, as it has been 

referred to above, material objects are one element of complex cultural 
articulations based on the inter-semiotic cross-referencing of signs 

operating between oral (stories, songs, invocations), performative 

(dancing, drama, ceremonies), and other experiential domains such as 
different registers of reality constituted by dream, visions, or trance.  

CONCLUSION 

The present study has demonstrated a remarkable degree of cultural 

continuity between Chitimacha baskets and weaving traditions rooted 
in the pre-Columbian past. Drawing on archaeological and 

anthropological studies on material culture, this examination of split-

cane baskets showed the potential of objects to transmit culturally 

established messages by way of metaphorical processes. The analysis 
of a selection of a number of shapes, patterns, and designs has revealed 

how old and new meanings connect Chitimacha weaving technologies 

to Mississippian cosmologies on a continuum that goes from direct 
citation to indexical referencing echoing other communicative 

processes recorded among several indigenous American groups, both 

past and present. Theorised as an element of an inter-semiotic network 

of meanings in which a series of related ideas converge into things, 
Chitimacha baskets materially translate values into objects that are 

filtered through local, contingent experiences.  

Strategic adjustments to ever evolving historical predicaments 
explained the fractured, incomplete, and often contradictory nature of 

patterns’ symbolism, which scholars to this date have interpreted as a 
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simple inventory of geometric motifs with literal, if limited, references 
to animals and birds. When examined at the cross-roads between 

cultural changes and formal analysis in diachronic perspective, 

Chitimacha baskets, however, reveal how material expressions are the 

translation of concepts that constitute an artistic apparatus necessary 
for social reproduction. Notions of balance, order, harmony and 

layering expressed in Chitimacha basketry show the essential function 

of certain notions in this process, which explains their remarkable 
stability over the centuries. Spatial and colour symbolism, references 

to a panoply of different beings, visual renditions of complementarity 

and equilibrium, but also the very gestures and actions involved in the 

production of baskets embody a set of meaningful relationships 
through the cyclical reproduction of the creative act. The tangible 

quality of gesture gives shape to relationships that, whether 

consciously acknowledged or simply mechanically reproduced, 
constitute the invisible bridge that connects different registers of 

reality. This can be as much a direct link with teachers and trainers in 

the present, as it can be an indirect reference to ancestral worlds, past 
traditions, or long-forgotten cosmological themes sedimented in visual 

indexes and conventional motifs. Evidence presented here suggests 

that Chitimacha designs and motifs appear to be formal elements of an 

iconographic language that, however fragmented and adapted, still 
manages to maintain a socially binding force thus displaying a high 

degree of cultural malleability and versatility. 

If the hypothesis presented here is correct, Chitimacha baskets can 
be comparatively understood as a materialisation of cultural and social 

relations that, in other cultural contexts, has been called a technology 

of relatedness, or in other words, a material product that embodies 

principles and values of social significance that bind individuals 
sharing the same culture (Were 2010: 9). The range of means through 

which material cultures make visible ethereal and intangible notions or 

relationships tells us that what exists in the mind, oral repertoires, or in 
the realm of the sacred can often find a concrete correspondence in 

man-made objects. Additional cases from other oral cultures indicates 

that what Chitimacha have been doing with their baskets all along is, 
after all, not unique, but rather follows a pattern according to which 

material culture reinforces and in turn is informed by culturally 

established organisational principles. Perhaps the multiple connections 
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that find their way into the impressive inventory of Chitimacha basket 
forms are what sustain the resilience and strength that have enabled this 

expressive form to endure centuries of social upheavals and cultural 

disruption. 
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Notes 

1 The inventory of Chitimacha material in ethnological collections is 

varied and diverse. Except basketry, however, most of the material 

collected from this tribe in public collections such as the National 

Museum of the American Indian, and the National Anthropological 
Archives, stops after the first half of the 20th century. The collections 

of the Williamson Museum in Natchitoches, Louisiana, are 

instructive in this regard as they contain only few items made by the 

Chitimacha after 1930 (Medford 1990). 

2 The different systems used by indigenous Americans to record 

speeches, ritual formulae and historical events show an extensive use 

of technologies that exploit the metaphorical, analogical, and 

indexical potential of images, icons, hieroglyphics, knots, as well as 

alphabetic and syllabic writing (Déléage 2009, 2010; Hill Boone 

2012; Severi 2004). 
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3 Oneota is an archaeological complex that belongs to cultural 

developments conventionally gathered under the heading 

‘Mississippian’ (ca. AD 1000-1700). It developed west of North 

America’s Great Lakes as a result of social and political 
reconfigurations emerged at the fragmentation of regional 

chiefdoms. While showing cultural distinctiveness, Oneota material 

culture displays iconographies that directly link it to shared 

cosmological themes of earlier times such as sky and underwater 

beings, as well as thunderbirds, and heroes recorded in oral traditions 

of the historic period. 

4 Historical links between the Natchez and Chitimacha have been 

found in kinship terms and social organisation (Brain 1971; Haas 

1939). These shared cultural traits have led some scholars to suggest 

a common origin for the two tribes, but such links are still speculative 

(Brightman 2004). 

5 South-eastern religious architecture was noted by early explorers 

who left visual records of their shape. Usually round, temples, 

sanctuaries of shrines were frequently topped by dome-shaped roofs. 

They were usually built on mounds that could be as low as a few feet, 

or as tall as 100 feet (30 meters) such as in the case of Cahokia’s 

Monks Mound in Illinois. Chitimacha ritual dwellings seemed to 

have been unusually square cabins placed on much lower 

earthworks. 

6 Archaeological research has brought to the fore the importance of 

metaphorical thinking in shaping the tangible world. Ortman’s study 

on cognitive metaphor among ancestral Pueblos, for example, has 

revealed the funding function of analogy in the production and 
decoration of pots and containers, conceived on the basis of the 

perception of the cosmos as an inverted bowl (Ortman 2000). 

7 Consistent with other ethnographic cases, the Chitimacha had a 

special class of people called the ‘Turkey Buzzard Men’ designed to 

clean dead people’s bones and managed reburials of human remains 

(Brightman 2004: 648; Swanton 1911: 351). Ancient depictions of 

bird heads on mats and other woven materials may be related to these 

common mortuary customs. 

8 Some archaeologists interpret bellow-shaped aprons as depictions of 

sacred ceremonial scalps. Over time, this shape became more and 

more stylised turning into abstract keyhole or carrot shape motifs that 
are found on pots from the latter part of the Mississippian period 
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known as Craig and Braden styles (AD 1300-1600) (Brown 2007; 

Walker 2004: 221, fig. 6). This shape retained its association with 

hair through the similarly shaped ‘roach-spreader’ used by 

Woodland, Plains, and Prairie peoples, and more recently integrated 
as part of pow-wow regalia (Carocci 2012: 40-41). 

9 I thank Dayna Bowker Lee for this insightful suggestion. 

10 It may be relevant to highlight here that the Chitimacha kept a 

perpetual fire in their charnel houses, which may be consistent with 

Mississippians’ belief that it was the earthly version of the sun 

(Brightman 2004: 648).  

11 By comparison, it is interesting to note that equally skilled artisans 

from other regions such as the Salish tribes of the Northwest continue 

to produce entirely square containers, which they make alongside 

entirely round ones (Smith and Leadbeater 1949; Turnbaugh and 

Turnbaugh 2004). 

12 Among the Chitimacha, additional ceremonies in which sacred fires 

had special cultural significance were recorded in the early 20th 

century with reference to initiation rituals (Haas 1939: 603-4). 
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Ritual Dance among Western Slavs in Early 
Middle Ages 

KAMIL KAJKOWSKI 

ABSTRACT. In examining the religiosity of the pre-Christian Slavs the main 

emphasis of the researchers is on attempts to reconstruct the appearance of 

sacral buildings and statues, their symbolism and their function or role in the 
religious system. Far less attention is paid to the ritual, and, above all, to the 

symbolism of the individual, specific actions and any items used. Ritual 

requires not only the appropriate place and time, but also use of characteristic 

items. It seems that research on these issues can significantly help to enlarge 

our knowledge of the religiosity and mythology of Western Slavs of the pagan 

period. According to researchers, ritual is a religious form, much sturdier than 

myth, thus the research on ceremonial behaviour can help the attempt to 

reconstruct the mythological imagery of past societies. Most agree that myth 

and ritual are closely linked and appear as forms of communication. In this 

text the author's attention is focused on one element of the ceremonial activity, 

namely ritual dance. On the basis of written sources, archaeological and 

ethnographic data, an attempt is made to answer the question as to whether, 
and to what extent, the ritual dance was practiced by Western Slavs in 

religious ceremonies.  

KEYWORDS: pagan religion, Western Slavs, religious ceremonies, ritualism, 

ritual dance  

 

The origin of the dance is derived by some scholars from the Paleolithic 
period (Zubrow et al. 2001: 112). It is seen in the oldest cave paintings, 

where people shown in movement can, in fact, be shown performing 

dance. We must of course realise that the modern meaning of the word 

‘dance’ need not, and probably does not, correspond to what it meant 
in the past. Undoubtedly, the first ‘instrument’ used in exploring and 

responding to the world was the human body (Kowalska 1991: 13; see 

Gardeła and Kajkowski 2013). In the earliest forms of symbolic 
thinking dancing, as well as singing or music making, was regarded as 

being descended from the world of nature. In a way, these activities 

creatively interpreted, adapted or mimicked the sounds and movements 

of plants or animals (Taylor 1909: 261-66; Kowalska 1991: 48). Man, 
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existing in a remarkable symbiotic relationship with nature, 
automatically took some characteristic behavior typical of animals: 

movements and gestures, and sense of rhythm. Most probably the 

rhythm was originally created by hand clapping; this might be 

confirmed by the terminology relating to dance: Polish plęs, plesati, 
whose etymology is derived from hand-clapping (Konarska-Zimnicka 

2009: 34). Investigators seeking the origin of the dance as a collective 

phenomenon, were looking for it as the quintessence of human nature 
– highly connected with the eternal laws of nature, and later, evolving 

towards religious rites (according to the theory that each form of art 

has its genesis religion) (Carpenter 1920: 167). Lurker wrote that 

dance, next to the making of sacrifices, is one of the oldest activities 
concerning cult (2011: 340). Any form of movement was regarded as 

a symptom of life and, in consequence, stagnation was associated with 

death (Kowalska 1991: 61). To dance means to move, and movement 
is a statement of life. It is often believed that along with the 

development of symbolic thinking, various ritual actions – including a 

characteristic way of moving – became a form of expression connected 
with the supernatural forces or beings (Carpenter 1920: 167). As 

Kowalska argued:  

In acts connected with religion, dance, alongside with 

meditation, prayer and hallucinogenic substances (…) was one 
of the ways that were supposed to lead to uniting oneself with 

god.  
(1991: 85)  

It is worth mentioning that some scholars of religion explicitly define 

dance as a form of prayer (Leeuw 1978: 422-3; Kowalska 1991: 20; 

Konarska-Zimnicka 2009: 36). Dance was also an integral part of ritual 
performances connected with the reconstruction of a mythical past, an 

in illo tempore period of the community’s existence (Eliade 1974: 86). 

Sometimes the dance movements were attributed to the power of 
creation. It is reflected, for example, in the Rig Veda. In accordance 

with the posted message there, the gods, holding hands, had to create a 

circle-dance, and as a result, the Sun appeared and the world was 

created (Schröder 1909). It can be assumed that it was also a non-verbal 
form of communication between participants in the religious ceremony 
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and/or ritual acts (Goździak 1983: 52; Fillipou et al. 2003: 107; Hagen 
and Bryant 2003: 21). The dance, which was often practiced by a 

specific group of people (or maybe by a group of people specifically 

designated for that purpose), had to signal meanings which would be 

understandable to other participants in religious celebration. 
Undoubtedly music and humming were also important elements of 

non-verbal communication which were connected with dancing. 

However, in the case of the studied early medieval period and the role 
of dance in religious practices, the majority of sources that we have at 

hand refer only to dancing. In this text I will therefore focus on the 

ritual dance as an element of the ceremonial activity. On the basis of 

written sources, archaeological and ethnographic data, I will concern 
myself with a question whether, and to what extent, the ritual dance 

was practiced by Western Slavs in religious ceremonies.  

Probably a celebration of some pagan festival could be observed in 
Gallus Anonymous’ (I, 4) description of legendary events (I, 4). The 

chronicler mentioned a feast which involved the ceremonial hair-

cutting (Polish. postrzyzyny) of Mieszko I, the future ruler of Poland 
(Banaszkiewicz 1997: 37). According to Gallus, the celebrations 

involved dancing and hand-clapping. Further information about 

dancing in the area of Pomerania may be encountered in the vitae of St 

Otto of Bamberg. During his missionary journey to Pomerania 
(Northern Poland), in June 1124, the bishop Otto, together with his 

attendants, reached the stronghold in Pyrzyce. Interestingly, exactly at 

the same time, religious ceremonies were held in the town and an 
exceptionally large (for this period in time) number of participants took 

part in them. As is said in Herbordi vita Ottonis episcopi 

babenbergensis:  

two to four thousand people came from the whole province 
(…) Some pagan festival was held there which the rampant 

crowd celebrated with fun, frolics and singing  
(translated by Kamil Kajkowski after Modzelewski 2004: 376) 

The religious ceremonies in Wolin (Western Pomerania, northern 

Poland), which were recorded by Ebo (III, 1) during the second 

missionary visit of Otto in 1128, also gathered crowds and had an 
atmosphere of elation. An interesting detail was the fact that during the 
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celebrations miniature idols were shown to the gathered crowd – 
according to the chronicler it was done ad antiguum poganizandi ritum 

impulerunt. 

However, for our considerations the most interesting aspects are the 

words of Ebo who wrote that the celebrations were connected with the 
tripudio – probably a form of triumphant or war dance (Kajkowski 

2010: 239), perhaps performed in the vicinity of the so-called ‘Julius 

Caesar’s spear’ (see Kuczkowski 2008: 408-21; Rosik 2010: 239-46). 
A war dance is also mentioned in the annals of Jan Długosz (IV, 7) who 

described the victory of the army of prince Świętopełk over the 

Teutonic Knights in 1224).  

When we take into consideration these two textual accounts it 
seems clear that dances and similar activities were an integral part of 

numerous religious celebrations. However, none of the chroniclers 

specified what the exact role of the dance was – whether it was an 
inherent part of the meaning-content of the ritual ceremony, or whether 

it was a form of ecstatic behaviour which, although accompanying the 

cultic practices (see Bourguignon 1968: 15), nonetheless were not 
directly associated with the ritual scenario. Also, Saxo Grammaticus 

(XIV, 33) does not specify these notions while describing the religious 

customs of the pagan Rugians. However, another chronicler named 

Helmold mentioned in his Chronicle of the Slavs (I, 52) that the folk 
played and feasted (according to the sources dance was an integral part 

of the cult feasts) after conducting the ritual ceremonies.  

Further textual sources regarding the topic explored here are 
relatively late – this fact, however, does not make them less valuable. 

Worthy of particular attention is the account of the above-mentioned 

Jan Długosz, concerning a feast (Polish stado) celebrated on Łysiec 

(Góra Łysiec – Eng. ‘Bald Mountain’ – located in southern Poland). 
Jan Długosz wrote that the Poles:  

in particularly frequented places celebrated the rites and 

prayers and had the ceremonies which involved masses, where 
men, women and children were gathered. They made offerings 

for their gods there (…) In their honor games were established 

and organized at certain times of the year for which crowds of 
people of both sexes were gathered in villages and towns. The 

games were performed through shameless and lewd chants and 
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movements, and by clapping hands and by bending their 
bodies in sexually stimulating ways or by singing love-songs, 

clapping and other deeds (…) The practices which these games 

involved, or rather their remnants, can still be encountered 

among the Poles in contemporary times – despite the fact that 
they had been converted to Christianity five hundred years ago 

– and they are performed each year during Pentecost and they 

are reminiscent of ancient pagan superstitions by the yearly 
game, known in Polish as stado. 
(Kajkowski and Kuczkowski 2010: 134) 

In 1468, as the result of the protests of monks, the local authorities 
prohibited organized fairs on Łysa Góra (Wojciechowska 1991: 97). 

Despite this fact, the stado was celebrated on the Łysa Góra at least 

until the 19th century (Gąssowski 2004: 24). This information, from Jan 

Długosz, has been repeated and confirmed by Maciej of Miechów in 
his Chronica Polonorum (1519) (Gieysztor 2006: 199). The custom of 

calling pagan deities by singing songs, clapping hands and dancing, 

was heavily criticised by the official Church statutes from the first half 
of 15th century (Gieysztor 2006: 192). Moreover, dancing – perceived 

as a reminiscence of paganism – was reviled by the Church since the 

beginning of the evangelisation activities. According to Liber 
fundationis claustri sanctae Mariae Virginis in Heinrichow from the 

second half of the 12th century:  

If these dances are repeated from generation to generation and 

become a social habit, it will be a formidable danger which 
may lead to loosing many souls (…) 
(Margul 1983: 287-8)  

In Russian church sources, in the so-called piry and igliszcza – the 
equivalents of West-Slavic igry (games) were often regarded as an 

explicit recurrence of pagan practices (Kostiashov 2004: 163). 

However, it is interesting that in the Diocesan and Archdiocesan 
statutes there are no records about any penalties for attending such 

celebrations (Bylina 2002: 124-5).  

For the Christian priests another extremely demoralising relic of the 
past beliefs was the celebration of the summer solstice, so-called 
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sobótka or kupała (Łydkowska-Sowina 1980: 168). Thomas Kantzow 
(1505-1542) mentioned it in his chronicle (I, 112) and he noted with 

clear disgust that it was celebrated in Wolin after the first 

Christianisation mission carried out by Otto of Bamberg. The author 

wrote “the whole nation had a tendency to gather to eat, drink and enjoy 
many obnoxious things”. It is hard to believe that, 400 years after the 

formal Christianization of Pomerania, Kantzow could know facts 

which cannot be found in the accounts of the biographers of St Otto of 
Bamberg. Rather, it is more likely that this fragment of his account was 

an interpolation based on first-hand experiences of celebrations of such 

ludic holidays or games. Similar celebrations were regarded as strictly 

devilish things by Marcin of Urzędowo (1562), who wrote that these 
feasts involved dancing and singing (Gieysztor 2006: 243). 

Still in the 17th century kupała was uproariously celebrated on the 

eastern edges of Slavland. Similar events also took place in the 19th 
century in southern Poland (Gieysztor 2006: 245). In the process of 

analysing the above-quoted accounts, it is interesting to notice that 

whenever the nature of the dance is described with more precision, its 
participants are holding hands and dancing in a circle. Koło (korowód, 

khorovod, kolo, khoro) – known in all parts of the Slavonic lands and 

among other Indo-European cultures – is considered to be the oldest 

known form of dance (Konarska-Zimnicka 2009: 45). In the studies on 
religious symbolism, the circle is considered as being associated with 

the representation of the Cosmos. Its reflection may be found in the 

ritual actions, in which the macrocosm reality is transformed into 
microcosm. Such a transformation is intended to reflect:  

some cosmic event, but not only as its representation but rather 

as its identification; it repeats that what has already happened 

(…) Its function is not only to imitate, but to allow active 
participation.  
(Huizinga 1995: 30)  

Dancing in a circle causes isolation and during the rite it also separates 

that which is internal (sacred) from that which is outside (Kowalski 

1998: 231). Circle-dance is regarded as being exceptional, because all 

of its participants constantly remained in an equal distance from their  
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Figure 1. Światowid of Zbrucz (Kajkowski 2010: 243). 

partners on either side, but also from the centre. Additionally, the centre 

had a symbolic meaning and the function of a point which fused all that  
was important. It is probable that, within the circle created by the 

dancers, a particular object, or objects, were enclosed – these objects 

may have been things that personified or symbolised the deity or 
supernatural being(s) or generally the sacrum (Leeuv 1978: 412). 

Among them, for example, could be an idol or some of its attributes. 

According to the words of Gregory the Great, the Germans 

immediately after making a sacrifice had to dance around it and sing 
the carmen nefandum1. According to Gesta Abbatum Trudoniensimum 

(1133) the ritual dance of the Norsemen took place around the ship 

(Kobyliński 1988: 193) – an item which had strong associations with 
the sacred in their worldview.  

A confirmation of the importance of a circle-dance in the spiritual 

culture of the pagan Slavs may perhaps be found in the iconographic 
sources. These come in the form of various decorations on 

archaeological artifacts dated to the early medieval period. 

Unfortunately, their scarce number is a problem and, so far, only a few 

items which may be relevant to our discussion have been discovered.  
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Figure 2. The figure in the central part of so-called Światowid of Zbruch. 
Archaeological Museum in Kraków. Photo: K. Kajkowski. 

Among them, in my view, is a scene carved in the middle part of the 
so-called Światowid of Zbruch. This scene could be interpreted as a 

representation of a circle-dance. 

This monument, rich in symbolic content, has been widely 
discussed in the academic literature. However, most of these works 

usually focused on confirming its authenticity (which has, at times, 

been questioned), genesis or the interpretation of the very rich 

iconography that covers the surface of this idol (Łapiński 1987: 135). 
While the upper part of the statue has been interpreted as a 

representation of a deity or deities of a heavenly nature and the lower 

part as a three-headed representation of chthonic supernatural being – 
the middle section of the idol is attributed to the earthly sphere.  

Despite some interpretations according to which the characters 

imagined in the middle section should be seen as the supernatural 
beings or spirits of the dead, as implied by their disproportionate bodies 

(Szymański 1996: 290) the majority of scholars actually tend to 

perceive them as representations of human beings (e.g. Słupecki 1993: 

62). In my view, if these characters were to be supernatural beings or 
spirits of the dead, they should rather be placed in the lowest section of 

the idol. The arrangement of the hands of these characters – which are  
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Figure 3. Cedynia, West Pomerania Voivodeship, early medieval ceramic vessel 
(from Kajkowski 2010: 245). 

spread out and slightly bent at the elbows with thumbs pointing 
downwards – strengthens the likelihood that the sculptor indeed 

wanted to show dancing people.  

Showing both a female and male further indicates that the dance 

was a form of celebration, which was attended by all members of the 
community. This is also confirmed by the above quoted textual 

descriptions of huge numbers of people of both sexes, which 

participated in the celebration of religious ceremonies. The inclusion 
of such a scene in the central part of the Zbruch statue, between the 

images of deities, may suggest that the dance was a form of homage to 

the gods. This interpretation may be supported by the passage included 

in the Word of St Gregory about idolatry (dated to the 11th or 12th 
century), where among the heathen gods and other supernatural there 

appeared the name of Perepłut with a brief note on how pagans 

worshipped this deity. This was done by turning in circles and making 
a toast with drinking horns to him (Gieysztor 2006: 188-9, 204). The 

Światowid of Zbruch statue is a unique monument – unprecedented as 

yet. Despite the fact that most researchers attribute it to the Eastern 
Slavs, we should not exclude the possibility that the Slavic peoples had 

a common ideological model and similar beliefs2. Perhaps similarly 

themed iconographic scenes were reconciled with other objects 

associated with the sacrum - for example, on the walls of the north-
Slavic temples (e.g. Słupecki 2008: 256; Kajkowski 2012: 203).  
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Figure 4. Wilanowiec, Great Poland, early medieval ceramic vessel (Kajkowski 

2010: 246). 

Figure 5. Wilanowiec, Great Poland, early medieval ceramic vessel – expanded 
decorative motif (Kajkowski 2010: 247). 

In the Western Slavic area the ideas associated with the dance are rare 

and, so far, known only from the decorative motifs on ceramic vessels 
(e.g. Gieysztor 2006: 214). These representations are schematic and do 

not show dancing people in a direct way. This should not come as a 

surprise, because, in general, anthropomorphic figures are very rarely 
carved on ceramic vessels (Buko 1988: 103). According to Witold 

Hensel (1976) a circle-dance may have been represented in the 

figurative scenes incised on the ceramic vessels found in Cedynia 

(Western Pomernia) and Wilanowiec (Greater Poland).  
While, in the case of the vessel from Cedynia, the scene represented 

on its surface could show schematically imagined people, perhaps in 

the act of dancing (Fig. 3), the interpretation of the vessel from 
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Wilanowiec is not so straightforward. The figures imagined in such a 
way do not offer any basis for perceiving them as representations of 

human beings. In my opinion it seems more plausible to interpret these 

images as trees or as a representation of a forest (e.g. le Bon 1995: 177-

8). 
The circle-dance (dance in a circle) seems also to be an integral part 

of some of the magical rituals that have survived in folklore to modern 

times (e.g. Kittler 1934). The rites associated with vegetation recorded 
by ethnographers in Belarus may be reminiscent of pagan rituals. One 

of them focused on a young woman, dressed in a white robe (and seated 

on a horse of the same colour) who was supposed to symbolise a Jarylo 

– an alleged East Slavic deity. Interestingly, such a celebration was 
recorded in the second half of the 18th century in Russia and it was 

performed also in other parts of the East Slavic area at least until the 

19th century (Łowmiański 1986: 108ff; see also Zaroff 2002: 14-15). 
In the context of my research it is interesting to note that in 1908 in 

Serbia a special rite against snakes was noted. The whole rite involved 

various ritual activities and among them is one in which the 
participants gather around the fire to form vrzino kolo – a spinning 

circle (Gieysztor 2006: 106). 

In Eastern Moravia, among the fertility rites held after the recently 

concluded marriage, was a ritual dance that mimicked sexual 
intercourse – so-called žabská (Gura 2005: 148). From the area of 

Poland there are also dances which were performed during divinatory 

rites. Movement round the water and looking into its depths has the 
effect of causing hallucinations (Kowalska 1991: 90). A relatively large 

amount of information associated with the issues explored in this 

article may also be found in the details of funeral customs. One of the 

often quoted textual accounts which mentions such rituals in the West 
Slavic lands in the Middle Ages is the Chronica Boëmorum. Its author, 

Cosmas, while describing the advantages of Duke Bretislaus, recalls a 

decree issued by the monarch immediately after taking his rule in 1092. 
The decree prohibits burying the dead in the fields and in the woods. 

We also learn from the account of Cosmas that these funeral dances 

took place: 

according to old customs, at two or three crossing roads, as if 

they were intended to calm the spirit. There were also unholy 
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feasts, which they celebrated over their dead, by dancing in 
masks that covered their faces and by summoning the shadows 

of the dead. 
(Cosmas III, 1)  

Similar celebrations had been practiced throughout almost all of 

medieval Europe long after Christianisation. Its pagan origins are 

indirectly confirmed by Catholic Church sources. Burchard of Worms 

(9th century) referred to them as being performed:  

according to the pagan rite (…) these jumps were invented by 

the pagans and inspired by the Devil himself.  
(Olszewski 2002: 38, footnote 110) 

In a strikingly similar way such celebrations were characterised 400 

years later by Stanisław of Skarbimierz who mentions that women and 

girls meet at the trysts periodically, where they clap hands, play, sing 
and dance, and by doing so they are similar to pagans (Olszewski 2002: 

169, 183). Celebrated in the fields and woods, after formal 

Christianisation, dancing and chanting in honour of the dead had been 

transferred to the church cemeteries, and sometimes to the interior of 
the temples as well. The first prohibitions of such practices appeared 

most likely in the 8th century, though the mere fact of their celebration 

can be dated to an earlier period. Caesarius of Arles (470/71-543) 
mentions that some regular church visitors during the mass were not 

only occupied with their private affairs, but they were also: 

drinking until they vomit, and when they are already drunk, 
they begin to rampage and (...) dance in a devilish way, jump, 

sing hideous words, lascivious and lewd.  
(Olszewski 2002: 22)  

Intensification of this kind of behavior in churches had to appear in 

Europe from the beginning of the 13th century, which is shown by 

numerous resolutions of the church Councils (Trier 1227, 1310), 

Leodium (1287), Würzburg (1298), Paris (1212 or 1213), Rouen 
(1231), Pond – Audemar (1257) and other (Potkowski 1973: 66). In 

1348 we hear about such prohibitions in Germany, and in 1638 in the 

British Isles (Biegeleisen 1929: 271). Participants of these celebrations 
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were often representatives of local church authorities. As was rightly 
pointed out by A. Vauchez: “in reality, (...) the spirituality of the 

believers and the clergy in this epoch does not belong to two separate 

worlds. Except for a small elite of bishops and abbots (...) the clergy 

participated in the same culture (...) in which the laymen did and it was 
influenced by the same environment” (2004: 20). Actually, it must be 

noted that the lower classes of the clergy originated mostly from this 

environment. Moreover, these clerics also wore the masks mentioned 
earlier by Cosmas (as I believe for the same or similar reason as the 

pagans). Following the reasoning of the Czech chronicler these masks 

evoke the dead, and, according to some researchers, the dead ancestors 

take a part and participate in such ceremonies (Szczepanik 2012). 
Hence the strict prohibition of participation in such games by priests 

appeared in the provisions of the ecumenical councils (Gromnicki 

1885: 254, 259; Baron and Pietras 2007: 581). A belief in the 
participation of the dead in ceremonies devoted to their worship is 

derived from the pagan eschatology. In Celtic countries, the dead have 

also come out on the surface of the graves to dance with the participants 
of the rite (Bonwick 1894: 87; Thompson 2005: 194). In this context, 

it is worth recalling an interesting custom known in Romania. In the 

course of crossing the bridge3, the two men removed corpses from a 

coffin to dance with them (Barber 1988: 59). It is noteworthy to add 
that a magical rite called the “dance of the dead” was recorded in 

ethnographic studies carried out at the end of the 19th century in 

Ukraine. Dances and libations during the watching of the corpses, in 
the so-called “empty nights” were certified by numerous ethnographic 

sources collected in the Slavic lands (Fischer 1921; Biegeleisen 1929). 

According to researchers of folklore the ritual activities containing the 

dance were aimed at stripping death or evil spirits and releasing the 
living from fear (Fischer 1921: 398; Lange 1978: 45). 

On the basis of the above-mentioned information, it is tempting to 

try to systematise the goals which may have been achieved through 
dancing during ceremonies in the past. In religious and magical 

practices it was aimed at worshipping and honouring the presence of a 

deity or a supernatural being and establishing a direct contact with the 
sacral world (ecstasy), temporary inclusion in the sphere of the activity 

of cosmic forces (reconstruction of myths), warding off the powers evil 
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to man (e.g. death), summoning the dead or influencing the vegetation 
or fauna. Finally, it was also used in broadly understood folk medicine.  

It is hard to tell if, in the case of the West Slavic area, there existed 

some kind of war or initiatory dance in early Middle Ages, so 

characteristic of other neighboring peoples (e.g. Carpenter 1920: 169; 
Duczko 2002; Price 2002: 370-2; Speidel 2002: 273-4). Perhaps its 

existence may be suggested by the already-mentioned tripudio which 

followed the holy spear in Wolin, but there is no conclusive evidence 
to prove that. The sedentary way of life, the developing economy and 

stabilisation of life as well as constant mental and emotional 

development all contributed to performing dances in a purely mundane 

way without a ‘sacral context’ (e.g. as a pastime or a performance) – in 
the academic literature such processes are labeled as the 

‘secularisation’ of dance. Over time, under the influence of missionary 

activities and clerical teaching, the ritual dance began to be identified 
with the domain of impure forces – the Devil, demons, sorcerers, and 

witches (Kowalska 1991: 134). The rites which involved dances were 

conducted outside the oikumene – orbis exterior, in the wastelands, 
forests, treeless mountains as evidenced by the numerous legends 

related to, for example, the witches’ sabbaths (e.g. Der 

Hexentanzplatz). Other dances, primarily those associated with magic, 

have taken on the characteristics of, first and foremost, folklore 
features. The former objective of implementation of the dance, 

associated with obtaining specific benefits became fun, which, as a 

result, are to experience related to human society (Pełka 1986: 359, 
365). However, despite the reduction in its importance, it seems that 

dance-fun for a long time was embedded in the realities of religious 

experience (Huizinga 1995: 16; Caillois 1995: 178, 184). As Leeuw 

wrote: “Each form of fun bound by rules is a rite, investigation, 
possession.” (1978: 390). 

On the basis of the information gathered here and despite its relative 

scarcity, we can see quite clearly that the religious and magical rites 
had to have appropriate choreography. It seems that in addition to 

religious attributes (in the form of the impersonation of deities or 

supernatural beings and offerings) dance and probably also singing, 
making specific sounds or noise had to have an important role 

(Kajkowski 2010). They were all ritual elements, which “are nothing 

else than the rules of behavior in the presence of the sacred things” 
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(Buchowski 1993: 84). Numerous drafts, annals, documents and 
records, as well as ethnographic data indicate that the celebration of 

holidays was conducted in the symbolic central place of the local 

community. In the historical period examined in this article, such 

places were often associated with religious activity. In the early 
medieval times, when the pagan belief system was dominant, such 

places often included sanctuaries, shrines, temples and cemeteries, in 

late Middle Ages – after the introduction of Christianity – churches or 
churchyard cemeteries while in later times probably the centres of 

villages (Fischer 1932: 28; cf. Valk 2003: 573). 
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Notes 

1 Some scholars, however, have argued that the information quoted by 
the Pope (which had a clearly moralizing tone) did not have to be 

based on actual actions of the barbarians, but rather taken from the 

Old Testament (Pohl 2000: 50). 

2 This could be indirectly suggested by the occurrence and symbolism 

of the dance known in Polish as koło, whose name is roughly similar 

in other Slavic languages. 

3 In many cultures the land of the dead is located beyond the water (cf. 

Kajkowski 2006: 108-10). 
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The Ancient Sky Map Of The Macedonian 

People  

GJORE CENEV 

ABSTRACT. A map is one of the most original ways that ancient civilizations 

used to transfer the information they had about the Earth, the Sky, the Celestial 
objects, as well as accepted cosmogony. The ancient sky map of Macedonia is 

constructed based on data obtained from ethnoastronomical research carried 

out in Macedonia from 1982 until today. This paper provides an overview of 

the constellations known among the people as part of their visualisation of the 

sky. Moreover, it provides information on the cosmological image of 

Macedonian people in a wider sense. A brief summary is also given on the 

correlation of these people’s images and mythologies regarding the sky with 

same or similar images and mythologies about sky known among neighbouring 

nations. 

KEYWORDS: sky map, ancient constellations, ethnoastronomy, cultural 

astronomy, cosmology, cosmogony, polytheistic religion 

INTRODUCTION 

It may sound paradoxical but the contemporary scientific findings 

actually present the Earth as specifically selected, predetermined or in 

one word “blessed” for the emergence and maintenance of the living 
form of matter. On one hand, the physical characteristics of the planet 

such as its dimensions, internal structure, mass and gravity, its distance 

from the Sun, the rotation speed and stable orbit, favourable surface 
temperature and presence of huge amounts of water contributed to the 

occurrence of animals and plants. On the other hand, the existence of a 

transparent atmosphere and the possibility of observing the movement 

of the Sun, the Moon and the Planets, as well as the appearance and 
arrangement of the starry sky were fundamental to the emergence of 

man as a conscious and intelligent form of life. The ability to ask 

questions and to search for answers is one of the fundamental human 
characteristics. The interpretation of the reasons for the emergence and 

the survival of the Earth, humanity, sky and celestial objects is the credo 

of every religious system, but also the fundamental goal of any modern 
science. The answers to these questions historically attest to the level of 
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individual and collective consciousness, but also to the level of 

civilization of the human communities that existed at a specific time. 

The search for evidence testifying to the continuity in the 
development of human civilization over a very long time period is not 

an easy task or simple operation. Thanks to extensive archaeological 

research, science today has considerable evidence of the material 
culture of people who lived in a particular area, in a particular historic 

period. However, that is only a part of the testimony about the 

complexity of the life and creativity of people. Evidence of spiritual 

culture is very hard to find, especially in cases where no written source 
or artwork is present. Even in cases when such works exist, it is very 

difficult to reconstruct and correctly interpret religious systems and 

basic human communication with the Universe. It is especially difficult 
to interpret the symbolic and mythological way of thought and 

behaviour of individuals and communities as a whole. 

In recent decades, a number of comparative analyses related to the 

cultures of nations that existed or still exist, in a border geographic area 
and over long time periods, have been produced. As the famous 

sociologist of culture, Robert Wuthnow says, “it seems that cultural 

analyses are in the focus of the social sciences” (1992: 2). The main 
feature of these analyses is that they have an interdisciplinary character. 

Methods and findings of specific sciences such as anthropology, history 

of religions, ethnology, philosophy, psychology, history, literary 
criticism, art history, etc., are used in the process of confirming findings 

of actual cultural analyses. 

In the last decade, two sciences have a special role in scientific 

research. The first is linguistics or more precisely the semantic analysis 
of the vocabulary (Wierzbicka 1997: 1). This is based on the opinions 

that (1) “language is a symbolic guide to culture”, (2) “vocabulary is a 

very sensitive index of the culture of a people” and (3) “linguistics is of 
strategic importance for the methodology of social science” (Sapir 

1949: 162, 27, 166). It is obvious that in the past, and even today, strong 

correlation can be found between social organisation, people’s lives and 
the vocabulary they use. Culture and language are not static features of 

human civilisation. Historically, they have changed, faster or slower, 

influenced by many other factors. Therefore, the comparative analyses 

attempt to define keywords that through their frequency and “cultural 
elaboration” in the vocabulary have a special role in the culture.  
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The second science that has an important role in comparative culture 

analyses is cultural astronomy. In fact, this name encompasses two 

scientific disciplines i.e. ethnoastronomy and archaeoastronomy. 
Ethnoastronomers focus their attention on collection and analysis of 

people’s beliefs, customs, rituals, myths, names and symbols associated 

with celestial objects and phenomena, as well as the creation and 
function of the entire Cosmos. Special attention is given to cosmogonic 

myths that provide answers to the questions where and why people and 

the Cosmos were created. The development of maps is one original 

form of the ancient civilizations to transfer known information about 
Earth, Sky, celestial objects and accepted cosmogony. Viewed in its 

development through time, the map details the changing thought of the 

human race, and few works seem to be such an excellent indicator of 
culture and civilisation (Thrower 2008: 1-2). McLuhan agrees that the 

map is one of a select group of communications media without which 

“the world of modern science and technologies would hardly exist” 

(1994: 157-8). 
 Archaeoastronomers study all kinds of material culture that have a 

proven or assumed relationship to performed observations and study of 

the sky appearance and celestial objects’ movement. Thus, special 
attention is given to evidence that testifies to the methods for 

development and usage of calendars which play an extremely important 

role in the organisation of religious life and performance of agricultural 
and livestock work. Today there is general agreement that the 

observation and study of the appearance of sky and celestial objects’ 

movements are an integral part of world culture and are represented in 

all spheres of human creative activities from astronomy to art (Kuzman 
2001: 1045). 

Through the above mentioned sciences it becomes evident that the 

words transferred by folk oral tradition, as well as objects of material 
culture, full of symbolic and mythological significance, have much 

more influence on the social and religious life of the community, than 

was previously thought. For all prehistoric and illiterate societies, their 
oral tradition is a treasury of collective social and religious memory and 

a system for transferring knowledge and cultural values through the 

ages. This oral tradition recognises three groups of collective memory 

(Kristiansen and Larsson 2005: 254-5):  
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 Memories: 

are a set of orally transferred information and knowledge within 

a family. In their original form, they are stored for a period of 

several generations. Such information often does not have 
much social or religious significance to the wider community, 

and mostly they are associated with concrete or specific events, 

people, places or objects. 
 

 Genealogical and historical stories:  

by telling these stories from generation to generation, crucial 

information passes about the social organisation and the 

importance of hierarchy. By sharing the data related to royalty 
and by sharing stories of the heroic deeds of ancestors, social 

and community structure is justified, as well as the importance 

of protecting and respecting the royal family. These stories in 
their unaltered form can usually persist for 500 to 700 years. 

 

 Cosmogony and other myths: 

the most stable and conserved information in oral tradition. 
Cosmogony myths are passed through priests and are the basis 

of the religious life of the community. They are accepted and 

respected by all and therefore persist in time periods measured 

in thousands of years. For example, the cosmogony myths 
which are the foundations of major religions such as Hinduism, 

Buddhism, Christianity, Islam etc. 

 
Recognising the importance of ethnoastronomy and archaeoastronomy 
in relation to cultural studies, as well as the importance of the 

appearance of the sky and celestial objects’ movements as world 

cultural heritage, UNESCO’s experts in 2004 adopted a 
recommendation by which all member states should perform 

ethnoastronomical and archaeoastronomical research on their territory 

and among their population (Iwaniszewski 2005: 1-9). This 

recommendation specifically highlights the urgent need to carry out 
ethnoastronomical research due to the specific cosmogonic myths, 

rituals and customs that are rapidly disappearing as a result of the 

“contemporary” way of living which does not provide elderly 
inhabitants of the villages with an opportunity to orally transfer their  
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Figure 1. Nikola Cenev, Ancient Sky Map of the Macedonian People 

knowledge to younger generations.  
In the book ‘The Way of Myth’, Joseph Campbell writes the 

following: “Myths and religions have always been guided by some 

basic archetypes which are basically phylogenetic and same in all 

cultures, so it cannot be owned by only one nation or only one religion” 
(2002: 3). Furthermore, he recognises the reality and says that in the 

modern high-civilised world, ratio has the highest value, and that 

knowledge amounts to simply collecting and transferring information. 
Therefore, the real religious beliefs are left with just their blank forms.  

ETHNOASTRONOMICAL RESEARCH CARRIED OUT AMONG 

MACEDONIAN PEOPLE  

Ethnoastronomical research among the Macedonian people began in 
1982, organised by the Planetarium at the Youth Cultural Centre. In the 

past years, around 140 villages in the Republic of Macedonia have been 

visited and over 1500 inhabitants have been interviewed and surveyed. 

All collected information from the population has been published in the 
book ‘Sky over Macedonia’ (Cenev 2004: 1-184). An integral part of 
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this book is the Sky map of the Macedonian people (fig. 1) which has 

been reconstructed based on the descriptions of constellations known to 

elderly inhabitants of Macedonian villages (Cenev 2000: 1). 
Starting from the fact that these cosmogonic myths and rituals 

among Macedonian people have been recorded in written form for the 

first time with this project, and that they have been orally transferred 
from one generation to another, it is surprising that these myths and 

rituals have survived so long. Myths about the creation of the World, 

about the Earth as the Great Mother Goddess, the God Sun and Solar 

Mountain, about the Moon as it comes down to Earth and turns into a 
Cow, about the presentation of the months as deities, about the original 

division of the sky on constellations etc., have nothing in common with 

the existing Christian religion of the population. Data of certain 
cosmogonic myths that has been recorded among Macedonian people 

can also be found in the works of other authors (Chausidis 2007: 84-5; 

Vrazhinovski 2001: 78-95; Lafazanovski 2000: 23-130). 

These myths have much deeper roots, which reach to prehistory. The 
fact that they survived among the people despite various invaders – 

ancient Romans and Turks ruled for hundreds of years in this region and 

despite the impact of various religions such as Roman, Islamic and 
Christian, speaks to the vitality and to how deep they are engraved in 

the collective consciousness of the people. The impression is that 

concerning the communication with the Cosmos, Macedonian villagers 
developed and accepted two parallel and equal systems of values. They 

believe in the Holy Bible and Jesus Christ and at the same time, they 

believe that the Earth, the Sun, and the Moon are divinities that 

significantly affect not only their lives, but also the lives of animals and 
plants. This state in the religion of the local inhabitants was noticed by 

the famous ethnologist Josef Obrebski who was one of the first 

researchers to conduct anthropological research in the Macedonian 
village of Volche, in region Poreche in 1932-33. Following his research, 

Obrebski called this category of religion pagan Orthodoxy, or simply, 

folk religion (Risteski 2011: 854). 
It can be said that they are actually remains of the ancient 

polytheistic religion and cosmogonic myths, whose presence in these 

geographic areas has roots reaching to prehistory. It is known that the 

societies of the Bronze Age had cosmological structure (Kristiansen and 
Larsson 2005: 251-3), and that polytheistic religion knows three 
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spheres or dimensions of divine presence and religious experience: (1) 

cosmic dimension of divine manifestation, (2) cultic dimension and (3) 

mythical or narrative dimension (Assmann 2007: 18). Polytheistic 
cosmology views the Cosmos as a cooperative process: the deities 

cooperate in creating and maintaining the world. Cosmogonic myths 

from that time show that the gods live, act, and display their 
personalities and characters in interaction, not only or even primarily 

with humans, but with one another, in relation to other gods, in 

“constellations” that find their expression in myth, genealogies, 

epithets, names – in short, in everything that can be said about a deity. 
The relation between the divine and the human and the human world is 

anthropomorphic rather than anthropocentric. The history of religions 

shows that religious traditions are long-living and persistent. Religious 
traditions are further permutative and highly adaptive – they may adopt 

and add new elements, or take away certain elements in the process of 

modernisation or religious reformation. In this way, we can understand 

the presence of ancient religious traditions in agricultural communities 
in Macedonian villages. 

THE SKY MAP OF THE MACEDONIAN PEOPLE 

The visualisation of the sky without doubt has mythological basis. 

Every ancient culture or civilisation, in accordance with its own 
cosmology, created specific “images” first of all about the stellar 

background which is part of the general cosmological presentation of 

each prehistoric community. Today in astronomy, in the so-called first 
approximation of our presentation of the Universe, the visual 

representation of the constellations with characters and names that are 

internationally standardised is retained. The history of the nomenclature 

for the stars and constellations is complex, involving Babylonian, 
Greek, Arabic, and Medieval Latin traditions. In many details, this 

history is imperfectly known. Formulating constellations and naming 

stars, of course, are not scientific activities. Perhaps this was a 
psychological prerequisite for scientific astronomy (Evans 1998: 39).  

The representation of celestial bodies (stars, planets, comets and 

other extraterrestrial phenomena) has been an important part of 

cartography for millennia. Depending on the content presented in the 
sky maps, they are divided between constellation maps and 
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cosmological maps (Kanas 2007: 1-5). We decided to develop a sky 

map, which will present names and visual representations of people’s 

constellations. We also included other celestial bodies, that are known 
to the people and for which we had registered names, visual images and 

mythological interpretations. Of course, in the past this map was much 

richer. As confirmed by all surveyed residents of the villages, there were 
many more constellations, but this published map encompasses only 

those constellations that people could remember and that could be 

reliably determined by their position in the sky. As empirical evidence 

in this paper, I will quote data collected from the inhabitants of 
Macedonian villages in the period 1982-1986.  

Usually, sky maps are presented in circular form, but for this 

occasion, we decided, in compliance with the people’s perception and 
division of the sky, to develop a map consisting of three parts. 

According to the claims of all interviewed elderly people living in 

Macedonian villages, one calendar year used to be divided only in to 

two seasons: winter and summer. The winter stared on 7th of November, 
a day known among the people as Mitrovden (or St. Dimitry’s Day) and 

ended on 6th of May, a day known as Gjurgjovden (St. George’s Day) 

(female, 70 years, Mesheishta, male, 85 years, Klimeshtani). 
Accordingly, summer started on Gjurgjovden and ended on Mitrovden. 

Therefore, people recognise constellations of the winter and of the 

summer sky, which are adequately presented in the sky map. Research 
revealed people’s familiarity with constellations positioned around the 

North Star (in Macedonian Severnica or Sredozemna Dzvezda) and with 

their circular movement in the sky, as well as the fact that these stars do 

not rise or set in the course of the year. Thus, part of the sky around the 
North Star is presented as separate part of the sky map.  

WINTER SKY CONSTELLATIONS  

In astronomy, there is an opinion that the winter sky has the most 

beautiful appearance as it contains a great number of bright stars and 
star clusters. These bright stars can be easily recognised and thus it is 

not surprising that they were the basis for development of the images of 

the sky and images of the constellations. As elsewhere, we recorded  
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Figure 2. Nikola Cenev, Winter Sky Constellations 

among Macedonian people a great amount of data concerning the 
winter sky constellations (fig. 2).  

Mother Hen (Kvachka) is the best-known constellation, which is 

recognised by all the elderly people in Macedonian villages, without 

any exception (fig. 3). This is the name people use for the star cluster 
Pleiades. People assert that there are three main markers in the sky that 

always, but especially in the morning, should be searched for. Those 

three markers in order are the following: Mother Hen (Kvachka) or in 
astronomical language the star cluster Pleiades, Morning Star (Denica), 

the name people use for the planet Venus, and the Ploughman (Orach), 

the name people use for the bright star Betelgeuse in the astronomical 
constellation Orion. People use these markers in summer and at the 

beginning of the autumn to determine the time for waking up and  
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Figure 3. Nikola Cenev, First Part of the Winter Sky Constellations 

starting agricultural work. Usually people say: "When the Mother Hen 

rises on the east, it is around two o’clock after midnight. That is the time 
when the housewives wake up and mould bread for the workers in the 

fields.” (male, 90 years, Marvinci; male, 87 years, Krivogashtani; male, 

78 years, Sopotnica). Then, on an interval of one goad (osten or wooden 
stick for prodding cattle, which is around 2 meters of length) the 

Ploughman will appear on the east horizon. Then it is around 3 o’clock 

after midnight, time when all ploughmen wake up and prepare to go to 
the fields. Finally, the Morning Star’s rise announces that the Sun will 

also rise very soon, and when the Sun rises all people should be already 

on their fields performing various agricultural activities (Cenev 2004). 

Villagers most frequently describe Mother Hen as one hen-mother 
surrounded by six or seven chickens. Star cluster Pleiades, 

astronomically speaking, is part of the winter sky, so depending on the 

geographical coordinates and actual location of the villages in 
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Macedonia, it will have a different visibility in the sky. In April and 

May, Pleiades cannot be seen in the sky, but in early June, Pleiades starts 

appearing above the east horizon before the sunrise. In late autumn, 
Pleiades starts disappearing from the morning sky and starts rising 

above the east horizon in the evening after the sunset. Such visibility or 

pattern of appearance of the Mother Hen is well known to the 
inhabitants of Macedonian villages. In the villages in Southeast 

Macedonia, we recorded beliefs that all types of plants with grains must 

be collected from the fields before Mother Hen appears in the sky. In 

summer when it appears in the morning hours it is very low on the 
horizon, so villagers believe that the Mother Hen could come very 

easily to the Earth with its hungry chickens and eat everything from the 

fields: 

The day dedicated to Emperor Constantine [3rd of June] is the 

last day for harvesting of sesame. Everyone until that day 

should harvest sesame, because on that day, for the first time in 

the year, Mother Hen with her chicken occurs in the sky. When 
Mother Hen appears in the sky for the first time it is very low, 

near to the ground and can get on the ground and can eat all the 

sesame.  
(male, 90 years, Marvinci)  

In some villages, magical rituals associated with Mother Hen, have 

been recorded. For example in village of Nezhilovo, people used to say:  

When the Mother Hen is seen for the first time before St. 

Peter’s Day [Petrovden, 12th of July] one should say: Mother 

Hen have sleep in your eyes and let me have clear eyes! People 
believe that they should say this because they need to sleep less 

than usual, as that is time of the year when they have a lot of 

work in the fields. 
(female, 80 years) 

In the village Rakotinci people are advised the following:  

Before St. Peter’s Day it is good to see the Mother Hen so not 

to catch frequently fever! 
(male, 82 years) 
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On the day when Mother Hen appears in the sky “lambs are closed 

indoor so not to catch some disease” (female, 68 years, Tlmince). 

Ethnoastronomical and ethnological researches conducted on the 
broader region of the Balkan Peninsula, have shown that the star cluster 

Pleiades is known among all nations under the names of Mother Hen or 

Hen with chickens (Mladenova 2006: 109). Yet, in the territory of 
Serbia (Jankovic 1951: 139; Djordjevic 1958: 53-4) and in West and 

Southwest Bulgaria (Mladenova 2006: 109) Pleiades is known under 

the names such as Vlach (Vlashi or Vlashichi) and are described as 

group of seven Vlachs or Aromas (Vlasi or Aromani) (Djordjevic 1958: 
53-4, Dimitrova–Todorova 1983: 402). 

Other stars and constellations known among people under different 

names of animals, which are closely connected to the life of the hen, 
surround Mother Hen as one of the main markers of the sky. Therefore, 

in its surrounding we can find following constellations: 

 

 Rooster (Petel): “Rooster is bright star a little bit further from 

the Mother Hen.” (male, 57 years, Krivogashtani). Upon 
detailed examination, it can be said that this name is used for the 

star Nat fom the Auriga astronomical constellation. 

 Hawk (Јastreb): “Hawk, as one of the most famous enemies of 

Mother Hen and the Rooster, is right above them in an attacking 
position. Hawk is one bright star above the Mother Hen and the 

chicken and wants to catch them!” (male, 82 years, Rakotonci). 

Bright star Capella (Kapela) from the Auriga astronomical 
constellation is actually known among people as Hawk. 

 Fox (Lisica): Fox is the second in importance as a natural enemy 

of the Mother Hen and the Rooster so it is obvious why people 

also ‘see’ it in the sky. The red colour of the bright star 

Aldebaran from the Bull astronomical constellation is the 
reasons why people perceive it as a fox ready to attack the 

Mother Hen and the Rooster. In the village of Negorci for 

example people say: “Fox goes after the Mother Hen so to catch 
it!” (male, 90 years). 

 

Mother Hen’s surroundings can be presented as an ordinary yard of 
a typical village house. For this reason, people in its surrounding also 

see following constellations: 
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 Pigs (Svinji): Near to the Mother Hen, people noticed the star 

cluster Hyades in the sky. People associated the scattered 

appearance of the stars of this cluster with the image of pigs in 
a village yard, and so it is called Pigs. The brightest star in the 

star cluster Hyades people named Swineherd (Svinjar), and the 

other stars as pigs. In the village of Murtino people say: “That is 
Pigman with his pigs!” (male, 80 years). 

 Yoke (Jarem): People recognise the group of stars in the Perseus 

astronomical constellation by this name: “The Yoke is close to 

the Mother Hen and is seen from St Peter’s Day (Petrovden) 

until St. George’s Day (Gjurgjovden)” (female, 60 years, 
Dobrovnica). Yoke for the oxen is usually found in village yards 

so that is why, as in previous constellation, it is evidence of the 

general image of people and purpose given to this part of the 
sky. 

 

A little bit further from the Mother Hen and the image of the village 

yard, we record the second group of constellations known among the 
people, which create the general image of the work in the villages’ fields 

(fig. 4). Here, on this part of the sky people recognise the following 

constellations: 
 

 Ploughman (Orach): Previously we mentioned that the 

Ploughman is one of the three main markers in the sky. It is the 

name people gave to the bright star Betelgeuse in the Orion 
astronomical constellation. Excepting Betelgeuse, in building 

the image of this folk constellation, some weaker and less 

bright stars from the surroundings are also taken into account, 

because people say that the Ploughman is the image of a person 
with a goad as he returns home. “That is the Ploughman who 

went to plough but forgot the belt. So he went home to take it 

so to continue with the ploughing.” (male, 82 years, Logunci).
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 Plough with Oxen (Ralo so volovi): Astronomical constellation 
Orion with its numerous bright stars and distinctive pattern 

dominates the winter sky and can be easily found. People from 

Macedonian villages usually point at the region around Orion’s 

belt saying that three bright stars and surrounding less bright 
stars create an image of a wooden  

 Plough with two yoked oxen: “That is the plough with two oxen 

left in the field, when the Ploughman returned home.” (male, 

85 years, Bogomila). 

 Wolves (Volci): Near to the plough with oxen, which are left in 

a field, people see two wolves as well. “Wolves are a bit behind 

the plough with the oxen and they want to attack the oxen left 

in the field.” (male 85 years, Bogomila). According to the 

description, it can be said that wolves are the bright stars Sirius 

 

Figure 4. Nikola Cenev, Second Part of the Winter Sky Constellations 



The Ancient Sky Map of the Macedonian People 181 

 

in the Canis Major astronomical constellation and Procion in 

the Canis Minor astronomical constellation. 

 
The Ploughman, Plough with Oxen and Wolves are part of one bigger 
image. A summary description of this image is the following: 

Early in the morning the Ploughman went to plough but when 

he got to the field he noticed that he has forgotten the belt for 
the oxen. He decided to return and take the belt. That is the 

reason why he is a little bit further from the Plough and Oxen 

that he left in the field. 
(male, 82 years, Logunci)  

When Wolves noticed that oxen are left alone in the field, they 
started to group and sneak, to attack them. 
(male, 85 years, Bogomila) 

According to the existing ethnological and ethnoastronomical literature 

found in some neighbouring countries (Djordjevic 1958: 53-4; Jankovic 

1951: 139; Kolev and Koleva 1998: 68-78) as well as in considered 

texts from the broader region (Mladenova 2006: 117-27) it can be said 
that the images of the Ploughman, Plough, Oxen and Wolves are known 

all over the Balkan Peninsula. Very often among people we can record 

derived names from the roots of these words or description of the 
plough’s parts, but they only enrich the image of this winter sky region 

as an image of the rural farm where ordinary agricultural activities are 

performed.  
People talk about one other constellation, which at first seems to 

deviate from the general image of this part of the winter sky. That 

constellation is the Libra (Теrezii). In the village Pobozhje, this 

constellation is described as follows: “They are three stars in a straight 
line under the plough and other three stars that are under them.” (female, 

80 years, Pobozhje). In line with the people’s description, this 

constellation is composed of two bright stars Rigel and Saiph and one 
weaker star from the Orion astronomical constellation, as well as a 

group of stars that are weaker in brightness from the Lepus astronomical 

constellation. Existence of this constellation on the winter sky can be  
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Figure 5. Nikola Cenev, Summer Sky Constellations 

interpreted on two ways. The first one is to accept the fact that this 
constellation is part of an older and richer image of the winter sky and 

its division in constellations. The second way is to accept that this is a 

symbol of the winter period when people are not occupied with 
agricultural works, but with mutual trade.  

SUMMER SKY CONSTELLATIONS  

Priest’s Straw (Popova Slama) – our galaxy’s Milky Way is dominant 

in its appearance in the summer sky (fig. 5). People have noticed its 

shape and built up their own myths about this occurrence in the sky (fig. 
6). Consistent with the most frequently narrated myth (Cenev 2004), 

one very cold winter night some priest stayed out without straw for the 

cattle. He decided to steal some from his Godson. For example, in the 
village Marvinci we recorded the following description: “The priest was 

stealing straw from his Godson and placed that straw in a bag. But, he 

did not tied the bag and the straw felt out of the bag as he was running, 

leaving a trace that led to the thief.” (male, 90 years). The relation  
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Figure 6. Nikola Cenev, First Part of the Summer Sky Constellations 

between Godson and Godfather is perceived as very close one among 

Macedonian people, so stealing from the Godson is considered as a 

great sin. In the villages in West Macedonia is it often said that a 
Godfather was stealing from his Godson.  

Some Godfather was stealing at night a straw from his Godson. 

When he returned to the car, the wind started flowing the straw, 

the straw raised up to the sky and marked the path, and that is 
how the thief was found. The straw was left in the sky as an 

eternal memory of this great sin. 
(male, 75 years, Sopotnica) 
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Based on this legend in western parts of Macedonia very often the 

Priest’s straw is called Godfather’s Straw (Kumova Slama). In addition, 

the following constellations are linked to the Priest’s straw myth: 

 Threshing Floor (Gumno): Circular and foggy appearance of 

the Andromeda’s galaxy (М31) evoked people to see the 

threshing floor with straw from where the Priest was stealing 

from his Godson. “In the Threshing Floor there are small and 
compact starts as bundles of grain, and around them it is white. 

Threshing Floor is before the Mother Hen. Straw that was 

stolen by the Priest [which was stolen from his Godson] can be 

found up to the Threshing Floor.” (male, 84 years, Pirava). 

 Cross (Krst): Complementary to the people’s belief, when the 

Priest-thief saw God’s might he started running in panic and 

lost his cross on the way. So next to the Priest’s Straw there is 

the Cross. “The priest was stealing straw from his Godson, and 
by car he was trying to get home unnoticed. But, as he was 

rushing he lost his cross. Thus, today we can see the Cross and 

the Straw so close on the sky.” (male, 84 years, Blatec). By this, 

people explain the name of four stars from the small 
astronomical constellation Delphinus. Due to its dimensions, 

people used to say Small Cross or Priest’s Small Cross. In the 

existing literature, found in the neighbouring countries, we 
trace the existence of Big Cross constellation (Mladenova 

2006: 184-5) referring to the astronomical constellation 

Cygnus. 

 Ears (Ushi): By this common word used as jargon, Macedonian 

villagers mark part of the wooden plough that goes into the soil, 

used for plowing. With the term ‘Ears’, people name the image 

created by several bright and several not so bright stars from 

the astronomical constellation Cassiopeia. “Ears are part of the 
plough. They are in the Priest Straw and close to the Threshing 

Floor.” (male, 65 years, Opila). Ears and the Threshing Floor 

are both people’s constellations, which are part of a broader 
image of a yard that can be found in every Macedonian village. 

 

In ethnological and ethnoastronomical literature of all nations living on 
the Balkan Peninsula very often names used for our galaxy include the 

word straw such as Priest’s Straw, Godfather’s Straw, Straw Way,  
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Figure 7. Nikola Cenev, Second Part of the Summer Sky Constellations 

the Straw, etc. (Mladenova 2006: 149-66). In Northern Greece very 
often people talk about Priest’s Straw (Abbot G.F. 1903: 69), while in 

the other parts of Greece as well as in Western European countries we 

have the name ‘Milky Way’. Even so, analyses have shown that the 
word straw is part of the name of our galaxy used in a broader region 

that stretches from the Balkan Peninsula through Asia Minor and 

reaches Egypt (Mladenova 2006: 342). 

When people describe the summer sky, they indicate as a separate 
group the following constellations (fig. 7): 

 Trivet (Pirustija): The trivet is a metal device with three legs 

(tripod), which fits over the fireplace to support pans and kettles 

while preparing food. The trivet is one of the most popular 
constellations among the people. “Trivet is outside and ahead 

the Godfathers’ straw.” (male, 85 years, Krivogashtani). People 

use this name to describe the triangle shaped of the bright star 
Vega and two not so bright starts from the Lyra astronomical 

constellation.  
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 Tongs (Mashi): The Tongs are used for the fire where the trivet 

is. Thus, the people’s constellation Tongs is very close to the 

constellation Trivet. “There is a Trivet and close to it there is 

Tongs!” (male 82 years, Rakotinci). The Tongs are three stars 
of the Lyra constellation forming an isosceles triangle. 

 Low round wooden dining table (Sofra): Typical semi-circular 

shape of the astronomical constellation Corona Borealis 

evoked the image of a wooden round table called sofra. This 
constellation “…is seen in the middle of the sky, in summer, 

right after the Sunset” (male, 76 years, Djidimirci). It is part of 

the sky where “there are so many small stars in a circle around 

one bigger star” (male, 82 years, Logunci). Sofra is the place 
where the entire family gathers in the evening to have dinner, 

thus often people say that in the past this constellation had a 

richer description “with people sitting round the table and a 
young bride serving them” (male, 78 years, Govrlevo). 

 

As in the case of the winter sky, for the summer sky people use a 

description of another typical constellation that at first seems to have 
no connection with other people’s constellations. That constellation is 

the Auger (Svrdel). People say that this is a very big drill used for 

construction of the houses and is found inside the Priest’s Straw. “Auger 
is seen together with the Godfather’s Straw. It is in it!” (male, 75 years, 

Sopotnica), “it can be seen in summer time, right in the middle of the 

sky and has handles.” (male, 85 years, Bogomila). Actually, with the 
constellation Auger, people describe the typical pattern of the bright 

stars from the astronomical constellation Cygnus. As in the case of the 

constellation Scales (Теrezii), for the Auger we can also assume that it 

is a symbol of the time during the year when it is seen in the sky. 
Namely, Auger appears in the sky in spring, a time when people start 

constructing houses, before they become engaged with major 

agricultural works. 

NORTH SKY CONSTELLATIONS 

The north sky (fig. 8) occupies just a small part of the people’s division 

of the sky. Here, people describe only one constellation, but of course,  
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Figure 8. Nikola Cenev, North Sky Constellations 

they know about the North Star (Severnica) which is often called 

Midland Star (Sredozemna Dzvezda): 
 

 Thieves (Aramii): The famous astronomical constellation Ursa 

Major among the people is described as a group of thieves. 

“Thieves are seven stars that never set. They are called as such 
because they do not sleep an entire night as thieves are awake.” 

(male, 86 years, Gjavato). People are also familiar with the 

double star Mizar. Moreover, the weaker star Alcor is called 
small thief, i.e. a child that has been kidnapped by the thieves 

and taught how to become one of them. For example, in the 

village of Bistrica people say: “Those are the Thieves with the 

small thief!” (male, 89 years, Bistrica), and in the village 
Gurubinci people provide more detailed description: “Thieves 

are seven stars. Four are in front and three are at the back. There 

is also one small, that is one small star next to them, which has 
been kidnapped and made to be a thief.” (male, 73 years, 

Gurubinci). In more recent times, this constellation was called 

Komiti – fighters for freedom against Turkish occupation. 

People say that the seven stars of the Ursa Major are like seven 
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komiti- fighters who are preparing themselves to attack the 

Turks. “They are called komiti – fighters – because at night the 

fighter were orienting by them." (male, 80 years, Stojakovo). 

The Ursa Major astronomical constellation is known among all nations, 

but in most cases, it has different names. Names such Aramii, Ajduci or 

Hajduci are used in Macedonia, parts of Bulgaria, Greece, Serbia, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (Mladenova 2006: 80-4). However, very often 

this constellation is described as Big Carriage or Carriage with Oxen 

(Djordjevic 1958) or Volovari (Mladenova 2006: 84). 

CONCLUSIONS  

Specific grouping of people’s constellations, their names and 
supporting mythology lead us to the conclusion that the Macedonian 

villager copied his entire world onto the sky. Many elderly residents 

confirmed this simply by saying: “Whatever is found on Earth can be 
found on the sky.” (male, 84 years, Bogomila). That is how the 

Macedonian villager imagines his sky house, which in summer is right 

above his real house on the Earth. The Trivet and the Tongs are placed 

by the fireplace, and together with the Low Round Wooden Dining 
Table they have the central position in every village house. If we 

remember that the Lyra astronomical constellation in summer is close 

to the zenith, then the desire of the villager to connect his sky and real 
house becomes obvious. This is the case especially in summer when the 

harvest from the fields is collected. This very important period 

guarantees his survival until the next year. According to this, it seems 
that the Macedonian villager sets his heart on living in the centre of the 

world. According to the opinion of a great number of anthropologists 

and religious historians, a religious man tries to live in the centre of the 

world, which enables him to communicate with the Gods. The 
importance of the line body – house – Cosmos is perceived even in the 

early stages of the development of all known cultures and is built in as 

archaic religiousness in all human religions (Eliade 1959: 172-3). “The 
symbolism of the Centre of the World – whose immense dissemination 

we have seen – likewise illustrates the importance of celestial 

symbolism; for it is at a centre that communication with the sky is 
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effected, and the sky constitutes the paradigmatic image of 

transcendence” as Eliade said (1959: 128-9).  

Our research has shown that the Macedonian villager feels a deep 
connection to the stars. All surveyed residents of the villages confirmed 

the popular belief that “when a person is born then a star is also born”. 

The glitter of the star determines the life and destiny of man. “When a 
child is born, a star is also born. If the star is bright and big then the 

child will become a great man. If the star is barely seen, then the entire 

life this person will be poor” (male, 82 years, Slepche; male, 83 years, 

Mesheishta). That is why “no one must lift a finger to point at the stars 
for if he hits his star he will die. The stars are to be shown with the entire 

(open) hand.” (male, 78 years, Sopotnica; male 87 years, 

Krivogashtani). As Eliade said: “… religious man lives in an open 
cosmos and … he is open to the world. This means (a) that he is in 

communication with the gods; (b) that he shares in the sanctity of the 

world.” (1959: 172). 

In summary, it can be concluded that people’s constellations that 
have been found and taken out from the collective memory of the 

people are just part of one much richer perception of the sky traced 

among Macedonian people, as one very important part of their culture. 
In addition, it can be confirmed that this people’s image of the sky 

together with the names and mythology related to people’s 

constellations correlates to similar divisions and mythologies found in 
neighbouring countries. Therefore, one should ask the questions when 

and where was the birth of the Balkan religious traditions as a base for 

the peoples’ spiritual culture.  

Based on the sky division and names given to the people’s 
constellations, as well as the symbolism and mythology they contain, it 

can be concluded that their roots are in the early agricultural 

communities that existed in the Neolith period in the Balkan area. The 
question of where these religious traditions appeared first has no 

importance if we take into account the fact of the uniformity of the 

numerous Neolith cultures that are constituents of a so-called Balkan-
Anatolian complex (Chausidis 1996: 251-2). Questions with more 

importance are those referring to how and by whose interference these 

myths and traditions survived several thousands of years and are still 

present in the culture of all Balkan nations. In future this should be 
answered by comparative analyses and cooperation among specialists 
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religions and linguistics. 
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Islands in the Sky: The Four-Dimensional Journey of Odysseus through 

Space and Time, by Rose Hammond. Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012. 

xxvii + 378 pages. ISBN 978-1-4438-4018-7.  

Islands in the Sky explores the well-known fact that Odysseus’ return 

journey from Troy is no ordinary cruising trip in the Mediterranean. At 

Cape Maleia a supernatural storm blows Odysseus’ ship off course into a 

mythical geography. Rose Hammond submits that the Odyssey does not 

describe a recognizable Mediterranean landscape because it actually 

conveys a spiritual journey through the ecliptic, across sun doors to the 

Milky Way, and up to heavenly dwellings beyond Time. According to 

Hammond, this symbolic narrative is a particular instance of the hero-

journey “monomyth” that recounts a path to knowledge and self-

fulfillment via trials and painful rebirth, with the cosmos serving as the 

great theater of this transformation. 

At the foundation of this book is the reconstruction of a prehistoric 

model of cosmos and its recognized ways to the afterlife. Besides Homer 

and an array of classic Greek and Latin authors, Hammond taps sources 

from Vedic India, ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, plus data regarding 

Maya and Aztec cosmologies. These variegated sources, Hammond 

presumes, reflect an archaic shamanic view of cosmos. It is relevant that 

pictorial data from Lascaux and other Paleolithic sites suggests that archaic 

cultures were interested in the same star patterns found in the examined 

religious and epic sources. For most of their time on Earth, human beings 

had to find their bearings by means of the sun and stars; reckoning time 

and space involved, in other words, examining the earthly and heavenly 

planes indivisibly. Little wonder, then, that so many mythological stories 

have been projected into the starry plane, and (as this book argues) the stars 

are immanent in mythological stories. According to the archaic cosmology 

that Hammond recognizes in latter-day sources, the ways to the afterlife 

involve circling the ecliptic, changing trains at solstitial portals to the Milky 

Way, and eventually reaching a faraway northern realm beyond the sun 

circle. Hammond is not the first author to draw attention to the fact that 

well-known Indian and Latin texts convey clear variants of this model. 

What she does here, however, is bring together a wide array of sources and 

skillfully show that these were intently focused on a few glaring 

astronomical patterns. 
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Based on this rich background, Hammond proceeds to suggest that The 

Odyssey is (like the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh) the soul-journey of 

a culture hero. She submits that the Homeric expression “wine-dark sea” 
refers to the dark cosmic sea crossed by Odysseus in shamanic fashion. The 

cosmological subtext of the Odyssey, she proposes, is about an ascent in 

three phases (punctuated by storms) from the familiar Mediterranean sea 

up to the ecliptic circle, then up to the timeless hyperborean land of the 

blessed—and on to Ithaca (aka the Pleiades). There is certainly much 

manifest cosmic lore in this trip (recall the rising-sun island of Circe, the 

descent into Hades, the cattle of the Sun, Calypso’s cave at the navel of the 

sea), and Hammond excels in unravelling latent cosmic features by means 

of judicious comparisons. The author is keen on pattern, too – her reading 

of Odysseus’ overall cosmic journey according to the model of two paths 

to the afterlife succinctly summarized in the description of Ithaca’s cave of 

nymphs (according to neoplatonist readings, confirmed by Indian texts) is 

nothing if not ingenious. 
But the devil is in the details. Take one instance. Hammond submits that 

“a cosmic wine-dark sea would go far to help resolve the poet’s 

contradictory geography” – and she states, “descriptions of the Heavens 

involving wine and the sea are not an exclusively Greek occurrence” (52). 

However, she actually fails to provide a single association between wine 

and the sea that refers to heaven. And one might ask, why would a poet 

bent on a cosmic metaphor emphasize that Charybdis sucks salt-sea water? 

Indeed, why would Homer stress that the whirlwind (which is, for 

Hammond, an axial force that elevates “into the skies,” 256) risks carrying 

Odysseus out on the sea where the fish swarm? Why would Homer stress 

that as shipwrecked Odysseus arrives at Scheria – Hammond’s purported 

high heaven – “his very heart was sick with salt water …. the salt water 

crusted stiffly in his mouth and nostrils” (Lattimore’s translation)? When 

Hammond argues that the river Oceanus is in Heaven, she acknowledges 

that this point is central to her thesis that Odysseus “travelled the Heavens, 

not the oceans” (54). As she remarks that “when Homer chose Okeanos as 

‘the first of all’, he cannot have been thinking of salt water as a medium 

for creation” (259), she may well be right. But, precisely, Homer calls the 

ordinary sea “barren salt water” and keeps mentioning salt water 

throughout Odysseus’ journey. The poet has Circe tell Odysseus that she 

knows all the pains he has suffered on the sea where the fish swarm; he also 

shows Teiresias warning Odysseus that in the end he will have to make 

amends to the god of the sea, Poseidon, as soon as he meets a race of people 

who know nothing of the sea and never season their food with salt. Again, 
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this injunction intimates that the journey in which Odysseus affronts 

Poseidon happens in the sea of which salt is a qualifier. Homer’s pointed 

references to salt-sea water would seemingly deserve some discussion, but 

no such discussion is offered. More such issues could be mentioned, but 

this is a task best left for Homer specialists. 
Despite possible shortcomings in this complex book, Islands in the Sky 

is an astounding piece of imaginative scholarship that brings together with 

brio various fields of inquiry. Hammond provides illuminating discussions 

and offers a rewarding intellectual journey. Even if you cannot bring 

yourself to accept that Odysseus travels in the cosmic sea, this bold book 

still stands as a valuable exploration of the connections between mythology 

and astronomy (in the wake of Giorgio de Santillana and Hertha von 

Dechend’s trailblazer work on astronomical observation and mythical 

thought, Hamlet’s Mill). If you yearn for an innovative reading of the 

Odyssey that brims with insights, are interested in the intricate bonds 

between sky observations and mythology, or want to read about symbolism 

in ancient literature and iconography (following a trend opened by Ananda 

Coomaraswamy and René Guénon) this book may be for you. 
(Francisco Vaz da Silva) 

Celtic Myth and Religion: A Study of Traditional Belief, with Newly 

Translated Prayers, Poems and Songs. Sharon Paice MacLeod. Jefferson, 
NC & London: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2012. ISBN: 978-0-7864-6476-

0. 235 pp. 

It must be said that for an academic used to writing for other academics, 

writing for the general public is another kind of challenge altogether. How 

does one provide complete information without getting bogged down in the 

details of scholarly debates? How does one explain foreign concepts while 

still making the text interesting and readable? How, in short, does one 

balance accuracy and simplicity? This is what Sharon Paice MacLeod sets 

out to do in Celtic Myth and Religion. 

MacLeod splits the book into three sections: ‘Religion and Mythology’, 

‘Celtic Shamanism and Wisdom Traditions’, and ‘Celtic Legends and 

Folklore’. In the first chapter she covers ideas such as Celtic polytheism, 

the motif of the sacred center and ancestor worship, among others. Next, 

she distinguishes between Classical, archaeological and medieval sources 

of information on the peoples conventionally designated ‘Celts’. Chapter 

three covers the roles of the Celtic spiritual leaders. The fourth chapter 

explores the Celtic ‘Otherworld’, and the fifth and sixth describe deities 

found in Celtic Gaul, Britain and Ireland. 
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The second section begins with a general chapter on shamanism. The 

following chapter discusses shape-shifting, spirit allies and the madness of 

the geilt, also known as the 'Celtic wild man'. In chapter ten MacLeod 

considers the subjects of shamanic journeys, rituals, dreams, and the power 

of words. Chapter eleven explores cosmological concepts – sacred time and 

sacred space, among others. Next, MacLeod moves into Celtic wisdom 

traditions; chapter thirteen covers knowledge associated with trees, and 

fourteen describes animal symbolism. 

The final section, as noted, encompasses Celtic legends and folklore. In 

the first chapter of this section MacLeod looks at the importance of human 

and divine geneologies. The next two cover specific legends: first, those of 

King Arthur, then those of the quartet of Middle Welsh tales called 

Mabinogi. Chapter eighteen discusses belief in fairies, healing, and 

prophetic folklore. The subsequent two chapters look at folklore associated 

with the seasons. In the final chapter MacLeod discusses what she hopes 

to have accomplished in writing this volume. 

MacLeod also includes three appendices: one examines the status of 

women in early Ireland, the second offers translations of a range of 

folksongs, and the third a list of suggested reading. 

MacLeod does succeed in packing a great deal of information into a 

book of just over two hundred pages, and does so in a readable manner. 

However, all of the information is not equally credible. MacLeod displays 

a tendency to oversimplify – understandable in a work of this type, but 

regrettable when the result is misleading. Most of the misrepresentations 

seem to stem from MacLeod’s presenting her own theories in a manner that 

a casual reader might believe to be matters of fact rather than of individual 

interpretation. For example, in her discussion of Celtic spiritual leaders she 

uses Classical authors' descriptions as evidence that there were separate 

classes of spiritual leaders in Gaul, though many Celticists hold the 

(equally justifiable) opinion that these are actually different levels within 

the one class – that is, druids. Where the problem is most obvious, however, 

is in her discussion of shamanism. There are too many issues to cover in 

detail here; I will confine myself to a few major points. 

Shamanism is a difficult and complex concept to discuss in modern 

academia. It has become so fashionable to compare any pagan spiritual 

practice to shamanism that, in some ways, the term has almost lost its 

meaning – a tendency MacLeod states she is trying to remedy. However, 

she relies exclusively on Mircea Eliade's Shamanism (first published in 

1951) for her definition of the phenomenon – apparently eschewing more 

recent research – and even then seems to cherry-pick which elements to 
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present to her readers while ignoring others that Eliade stressed. Many of 

the characteristics which she argues point to druids being shamanistic – 

invoking deities, performing magic, intimate knowledge of the cosmos – 

are equally present in pagan priesthoods. Eliade himself draws a sharp 

contrast between shamans and priests. He also draws a definite line 

between shamans and warriors who journey to the Otherworld – and yet 

MacLeod uses Cú Chulainn's Otherworld adventure arising from a 

‘wasting sickness’ as evidence for shamanism as well. Similarly, she uses 

the madness of the geilt as further support for this idea; although, as 

Alexandra Bergholm has recently emphasized, this form of madness seems 

to stem from cowardice on the battlefield, and therefore would not be 

adequate support for shamanism among the Celts.1  

MacLeod furthermore attempts to graft the shamanic triple-tiered 

cosmology (with lower/underground, middle and upper/celestial worlds) 

onto Celtic ideology. However, there is little evidence that the Celts 

believed in a celestial spiritual realm. Celtic gods were largely cthonic, 

though some were associated with weather. The one striking exception is 

Sirona ('star-goddess'), of whom there is only continental evidence and that 

mostly concentrated in Eastern Europe. Nowhere does there appear to be 

evidence of deities associated with the sun or moon, which would be the 

obvious celestial bodies to worship if, indeed, the Celts did believe in 

celestial-dwelling deities.  

When comparing religious systems, it is important to remember to look 

at not only the individual elements of the systems, but also at the societal 

roles of its principal actors. Not only Eliade, but more recent studies, stress 

that the role of the shaman was to intervene with the spirit-world on behalf 

of society 2 . Few if any of MacLeod's specific examples meet this 

requirement. As for the druids, we have no way of knowing whether they 

embarked on the type of ecstatic soul-journey which is the core of 

shamanism; none of our sources mention it, nor should they – it is exactly 

the type of thing the druidic class would wish to keep hidden, if they did it 

at all. 

For these reasons, I cannot recommend Celtic Myth and Religion for 

anyone who is making a purely casual foray into Celtic studies. For those 

                                                             
1 For this and further discussion of the geilt, see Bergholm, Alexandra 2012, 

From Shaman to Saint: Interpretive strategies in the study Buile Shuibhne, 

Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia Academia Scientiarum Fennica, Helsinki. 

2 Vitebsky, Piers 1995, Shamanism, University of Oklahoma Press, Norman, 

p. 110. 
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interested in making a more in-depth study of Celticism or Irish ethnology, 

however, the first and third sections could make a useful starting point. 

(Heather Key) 

 
When Baba Lifts her Skirt. Space and Time in the Folklore of Karst (Ko Baba 

dvigne krilo. Prostor in čas v folklori Krasa), Katja Hrobat 

Znanstvenoraziskovalni Inštitut Filozofske Fakultete, Univerza v Ljubljani, 

Ljubljana 2010. 312 pp, 52 colour photos, drawings and maps; 17 x 24 cm, 

paperback, ISBN 978-961-237-403-7. 

The book is a result of interdisciplinary research (archaeology and folklore 

studies) of oral tradition of Karst region in Slovenia. The book is actually 

Katja Hrobat’s PhD thesis written at University of Ljubljana under the 

supervision of Mirjam Mencej and presents Hrobat’s continuation of 

research into similar topics (Hrobat 2007). The title When Baba Lifts her 
Skirt directs us immediately to the main focus of the book: oral tradition. 

The title paraphrases a folk belief, which in its original form reads: “Baba 

has lifted her skirt, the sky is clear, there will be no rain!” (p. 186). This 

belief is connected to stone monoliths spread across Europe that are mostly 

called baba (“old lady”) or dida (“old man”). They are connected to many 

different practices and beliefs concerning livestock protection and calling 

for rain in the dry season. Hrobat has considered the European context of 

these stone monoliths in much more detail in her later work (see Hrobat 

Virloget 2013). Her analysis of space and time in the folklore of Karst 

region divides the book into four chapters. In these four chapters she 

observes the conceptualization of lived space through oral tradition that is 

based on the binary structuring axes of “human” and “supernatural”, 

“domestic” and “foreign”, “cultural” and “wild”. In this structural logic, 

according to Hrobat, the boundary is not a border-line, but a third element 

within the system that takes the form of a mediator between these 

oppositions (p. 180). After extensive ethnographic research, Hrobat argues 

that space is not conceptualized as a three dimensional system, according 

to the Western model, since it includes a fourth dimension: “the world 

beyond”. As a coping mechanism in this unpredictable space, man has 

constructed rules that ensure some place of entrance for the “supernatural” 

into “our” world (p. 179). Hrobat’s conceptualization of space is based on 

anthropological theories according to which space is a social construct 

being created, shaped, changed and used by community (p. 61). Material 

surroundings represent the social context in which social relationships are 
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placed; it also carries values, ideas and emotions, and it can be observed by 

archaeologist and anthropologist as a record of the community (p. 62).  

The book opens with a discussion of fieldwork experiences of 

collecting oral tradition and the author’s relationship with informants. 

Besides interviews, ethnographic research and written sources, the author 

has used maps and archive sources from French cadastre (p. 20). The next 

chapter highlights the interconnection between memory and landscape in 

connection with time. Hrobat tries to answer how the “ancient” memory of 

a community is created, transferred and re-created through oral tradition 

and archaeological remains scattered around the landscape. The main focus 

of this chapter is on the human categorization of past events, interweaving 

historical and miraculous events that took place in that past, and how these 

become embedded into the landscape and reflected in memories of “longue 

dureé” (p. 17). In the third part of the book, she focuses on the 

conceptualization of space reflected in oral traditions about landscape. She 

uses the notion of a border as the main concept and observes the 

concurrence of lines marking geographical divisions on the map with lines 

drawn between different traditional practices as well as the structuring of 

villages in real space by means of folklore motives (snake, foreigners, 

women, etc.). In the fourth and last part of the book, Hrobat deals with the 

aforementioned figure of baba as a mythical element that materializes in 

the Karst landscape. She observes this phenomenon through comparative 

analysis of folklore motives, their embodiment in material culture and 

landscape, and by analysing their specific spatial context. The end of the 

book is reserved for a catalogue of recorded oral traditions, which is not 

used in the book itself, and for excerpts from French cadastres of 1819.  

This book represents a valuable contribution to interdisciplinary 

research that continue to exist predominantly on the declarative level, while 

in practice many disciplines carry on underestimating the approaches, 

analyses and results of others. Katja Hrobat has shown how the two 

disciplines of archaeology and folklore studies can, by sharing data and 

knowledge, help each other to move forward in terms of research. Although 

Hrobat does not link her work to anthropology, it is obvious that she uses 

anthropological literature and theoretical discussion, so I would dare say 

that this book is the result of three disciplines and approaches all coming 

together. This book is one more indicator of the recent “spatial turn” within 

the humanities’ interest in the constructions, meanings and uses of place, 

space and landscape. Because of its interdisciplinary approach, innovative 

observations of “traditional” space and time, and very appealing way of 

writing, this book is a genuine contribution to ethnological, 
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anthropological, archaeological and folklore research. Personally, I would 

recommend it to any scholars dealing with space.  

(Mario Katić) 

 
Cladistics in the study of world mythologies: A review of E. J. Michael 

Witzel, The Origins of the World’s Mythologies. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2012, ISBN-10: 0199812853; ISBN-13: 978-0199812851, 665pp. 

 
Anyone who works with the evolution of religion will agree that this is one 

of the most important and exciting challenges of the field. Having been all 

but given up by historians of religions during the first decades of the 20th 

century, the recent resurgence of interest fueled by evolutionary 

psychology, the cognitive sciences, evolutionary biology, prehistoric 

archaeology and genetics has led to a fabulous array of hypotheses, 

scientific articles and popular books. Most of the hypotheses of the 

founding fathers of the cognitive science of religion have been formulated 

within the framework of evolution. Historians, anthropologists and 

sociologists have recently picked up on the early work of German 

philosopher and psychiatrist Karl Jaspers and are now interested in the 

cultural evolution of religion, especially the axial age. The former have 

focused on the cognitive and mental mechanisms upon which religious 

ideas and behaviors have thrived. The latter have focused on the functional 

roles of population size, moral gods and urban complexity. 

Although the topic of mythology is touched upon here and there in the 

above-mentioned, most hypotheses have concentrated on theological 

conceptions as evidenced in the earliest texts and religious iconography. 

And although there are myriad theories of mythology that have been 

promulgated in a variety of disciplines since the early 19th century, 

attempts at evolutionary studies of mythology led a precarious existence 

during the early 20th century in the guise of among others neo-Freudian 

and neo-Marxist ethnographers. Structural studies, on the other hand, have 

attempted to identify the mechanisms of mythology, but, again, not within 

an evolutionary framework. This book by Sanskritist E. J. Michael Witzel 

from Harvard University attempts to grapple with this issue, and he 

presents the startling hypothesis that he can identify three basic narrative 

traditions in human history and prehistory. The two most recent ones arose 

out of a common source from around 130,000 years ago. 

What has he discovered? By comparing “complete mythologies” of 

various peoples, he has discovered more or less cohesive “story lines” that 

differ geographically. The third and most recent mythological system, as 
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he calls it, is termed the “Laurasian” system, a term borrowed from geology 

and biology. This system covers Eurasia and the Americas and can be 

traced back to about 40,000 years ago. The second system is the Afro-

Australian system which he calls “Gondwana”, again borrowing from 

geology, and can be traced back to our African ancestors some 65,000 years 

ago. A comparison of these two systems, Witzel argues, indicate that the 

third system grew out of the second system. The comparison, however, also 

indicates that they both have grown out of an earlier first system held by 

the so-called genetic African Eve group about 130,000 years ago. This is 

called the “Pan Gaean” system. 

Before I take a closer look at how Witzel has come to these astonishing 

discoveries, let me briefly characterize the three systems. The Laurasian 

mythology is characterized by a narrative scheme 

…that encompasses the ultimate origins of the world, subsequent 

generations of the gods, an age of semidivine heroes, the 

emergence of humans, and later on in time, even the origins of 

“noble” lineages. It frequently includes a violent end to our present 

world, sometimes with the hope for a new world emerging out of 

the ashes. Ultimately…the universe is seen as a living body, in 

analogy to the human one: it is born (sometimes from primordial 

incest), grows, develops, comes of age, and has to undergo final 

decay and death. (19-20) 

 

The Gondwana system on the other hand includes 

…the lack of creation myths that tell of the origin as well as the 

end of the world, as well as the preference for improvised magical 

spells that disregard the power of “true,” well-formulated, secretly 

transmitted magical poetry, so typical of much of Laurasia. 

Instead, Gondwana mythologies generally are confined to the 

description of the emergence of humans and their culture in a 

preexisting world. (5) 

 

Finally, the first, original system of the Pan Gaeans, which can be seen in 

fragmentary remnants, deals “with the creation of humans by a distant, 

otiose god of the sky, with the hubris and misdeeds of early humans, and 

the emergence of death that looms large in all human (and ape) experience” 

(6). 



202 Reviews 

Cosmos 30 (2014) 

Now, how did Witzel identify these three lines or systems of 

mythology? He claims that his work uses a neglected method of study, 

namely a combined historical and comparative approach (xi). Neither of 

these methods is new nor neglected, but Witzel is talking about something 

quite different than what we usually associate with historical and 

comparative methods. This new approach is not concerned with diffusion 

or human universals. It attempts instead to identify a common origin and 

establish a cladistic family tree of myths, in the same way that botanists, 

geneticists, linguists and others have done (3). His comparisons, however, 

are of whole systems of myths (16). Thus, with reference to linguistics, it 

would be like comparing whole grammars rather than words or other 

smaller units: 

We are not merely comparing small mythological items such as 

mythemes; nor do we study just some archetypes such as the 

attempted return of a beloved person from the world of the dead 

(Orpheus and Eurydike); we also do not compare, even 

worldwide, single myths such as that of the Great Flood. Instead, 

we will investigate something held in common by all the 

mythologies studied: a structure or framework, indeed an 

underlying system that is shared by most Eurasian and American 

mythologies. (16) 

 

More importantly he mentions a three-step process: 

 

…first a provisional, heuristic general reconstruction of the 

complete mythological structure is attempted. It is based on the 

observation of a large number of obvious similarities. Second, 

account is taken of the structure and actual extent of the various 

local mythologies. Finally, while looking at all such common 

features, the reconstruction of a coherent original mythology is 

established. (18-19) 

 

Witzel is not referring to multivariate and principal component analyses 

which are the bases of cladistic analysis in the sciences. He does not deny 

their importance, but, he argues that a comparative historical approach 

must accompany such analyses. This would involve archaeology, for 

instance, which would help identify points of origin (38). Elsewhere he 
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claims that the comparative method must move beyond qualitative and 

quantitative approaches (43). 

Witzel mentions several times, that he is presenting a heuristic model 

that can be tested or disproved by new facts and their interpretations. It is 

a model that should be tested (xiv). Let me state up front that I am very 

sympathetic to his project. I think he is on the right track, and, indeed, the 

dating of the traditions that are based on archaeological and genetic 

findings make sense, allowing us to assume an alternative to the diffusion-

universals dichotomy. It makes a lot of sense that similarities between, say, 

Indo-European myths and American Indian myths could have been carried 

into the Americas by emigrant groups some 20,000 years ago. 

I believe that Witzel’s intentions are scientific. But I have no way of 

testing his results. What constitutes a falsification of the model? How does 

one go about disproving the hypothesis of the three traditions? Witzel 

addresses the problem himself. He lists a series of possible objections but 

rejects them all for various reasons (95-101). Basically, he will only admit 

“certain small changes” in the details of his heuristic account (275). More 

worryingly, he states, “Contradiction and negative proof would thus hinge 

on successfully showing that the underlying principle of Laurasian 

mythology, its story line arrangement from the creation to the destruction 

of the world, is found outside the Laurasian area” (279). But he also states 

that “disagreements in incidental points, such as the quasi-universal spread 

of the flood myth, will not be sufficient to obliterate the theory, which is 

predicted on the story line from creation to destruction of the world” (283), 

nor does “circumstantial counterevidence…suffice to bring down the 

theory” (283). Without going into his naïve notions of the relations between 

theory and evidence, Witzel has effectively made his heuristic model 

immune to falsification. 

In my opinion, there is only one way to deal with this situation: 

quantitative analyses such as Julien d’Huy’s use of a phylogenetic 

algorithm called Bio-Neighbor-Joining in his analysis of the Pygmalion 

mythological family (d’Huy 2013) or Jamshid J. Tehrani’s use of cladistics, 

Bayesian inference and NeighbourNet in his analysis of the phylogeny of 

Little Red Riding Hood (Tehrani 2013). Similar quantitative analyses have 

been applied to the Bloody Mary urban legend (Stubbersfield & Tehrani 

2013) and the folktale “The Kind and the Unkind Girls” (Ross et al. 2013), 

but also to languages (Atkinson 2011; Gray et al. 2009; Kitchen et al. 

2009), manuscript traditions (Barbrook et al. 1998), material culture 

(Buchanan & Collard 2008) and ritual forms (Atkinson & Whitehouse 

2011). 
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The major obstacle in Witzel’s analysis, of course, is that of “cherry-

picking”. This problem has plagued the usefulness and legitimacy of many 

studies in humanities research. Witzel acknowledges that “obvious 

similarities are necessarily those that heuristically appear as such to the 

investigator” (51). Thus, the highly problematic search for “obvious 

similarities” (how often have biologists discovered family relations 

between creatures with no obvious similarities?) is further complicated by 

the subjective inferences of the investigator. The problem becomes more 

crucial during the unfolding of his analysis when we are presented with 

statements presented as bald facts that cannot be checked. For instance, in 

discussing the similarities found in Eurasian and American Indian myths, 

he states, “these isolated members of the family have preserved many items 

that are lost in Eurasia or that were superimposed by later developments” 

(61). He discovers “isolated archaisms in geographically and temporally 

widely dispersed areas” (52) and uses them as a short cut into early 

systems. But how does he know they are isolates? These are simply 

symptomatic of a large number of such statements. He argues that his 

model is a “working hypothesis”, but uses it to move up and down the 

family tree (the model determines the comparison, 52), and, in cases where 

material is missing, draw “informed guesses based on internal 
reconstruction” (52). He draws huge conclusions that cannot be checked in 

any other way than by quantitative analysis. 

Basically Witzel exhibits a more or less restrained comparativism based 

on similarities. Unlike similar problems in Jungian comparativism, he is 

bound by a historical framework. The framework seems to be well-argued 

in terms of linguistics, prehistoric archaeology, genetic analysis and so on. 

The trick of the matter is proving that the three lists of traits that he has put 

together into “story lines” actually correlate with the prehistoric evidence. 

As he rightly notes, we cannot hope to find undiscovered prehistorical 

mythical sources that would support or disprove his claims (279). 

The book has other weaknesses, such as tedious repetition, a 

meandering style of argument and jumping from ritual to myth as if they 

were the same analytical units. Furthermore, he is victim to romantic 

stereotypes such as those of the so-called “Dreamtime” or of the Hopi 

language. But the book constitutes a good story in itself. It is a fast-paced 

roller-coaster ride through motifs, languages, gods, rituals, genes, geology 

and ancient history. Don’t hope for the possibility of maintaining critical 

equilibrium! There are only two ways of contradicting Witzel: either 

practice what he has been doing for the past 15 years or develop a database 
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with which one can test opposing hypotheses. Until then, “caution is 

advised” (98), and enjoy the grand story. 
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