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Eva Po6cs and BrA VIDACS

Introduction

Most people desperately want the world to make sense, they long for certainties and
strive to dispel doubt. This is becoming especially clear these days, since as I am writ-
ing these words the Coronavirus pandemic is gaining ground worldwide, driving
home the point that doubt (about pretty much everything affecting our lives, health
and our future) is very unsettling. Although doubt need not be connected to religious
faith, it very often is. This is so in part because religion is often what provides the cer-
tainties and meaning that people are seeking in the face of doubt. The present vol-
ume primarily focuses on the relationship of religious faith and religious doubt and
the conceptualisation and role of knowledge in this relationship from the point of
view of the anthropology of religion and religious studies, which leaves us with a rich
array of topics to investigate.

The present volume grew out of an international conference, entitled Faith and
Doubt that took place at the University of Pécs in 2015 and was organized by the East-
West Research Group. The research group came into being under the aegis of a Euro-
pean Research Council grant' that Eva Pécs won to investigate religious interaction
on the boundary of East and West both from a contemporary and a historical perspec-
tive. One of the goals of the conference was to bring together the results of the mem-
bers of this multidisciplinary group of senior and junior scholars around a topic that
they could all address from the vantage point of their own disciplines, and respective
time-periods, building on the research they were carrying out within the project. The
research group comprised a wide range of disciplines and approaches from histori-
ans of antiquity and the early and high Middle Ages to scholars dealing with the early
modern era and anthropologists and folklorists studying the contemporary period
through field-based research. This is how our choice fell on the topic of faith and
doubt: it seemed to us that the relationship of the two could be of relevance to both

! Vernacular Religion on the Boundary of Eastern and Western Christianity: Continuity, Changes
and Interactions, under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7,/2007-2013)
/ ERC grant agreement Ne 324214,
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historical and contemporary research and would allow us to enter into dialogue with
each other across both time and space and across disciplines. In addition to members
of our group, the call for papers went out to external colleagues in the hope that this
would lead to further cross-fertilization of ideas among the participants and enrich
the scope of the papers.

The call for papers was purposely broad to enable participants to approach the con-
nections and disconnections of the relationship of doubt and faith from a variety of
perspectives historically, geographically and in terms of the questions raised and issues
concerned. We put the emphasis on the relationship of faith and doubt and on doubt’s
role in enhancing or undermining faith. We asked what kinds of forms did doubt take,
how the believer gained or lost conviction, what happened when attitudes of belief and
non-belief /unbelief clashed in different historical periods and finally to what degree
could doubt be regarded an intrinsic part of faith or to be a modern phenomenon.
The resulting volume demonstrates the wide-ranging topics members of our research
group have studied. The theme of the relationship of faith and doubt runs through
the chapters uniting and dividing the papers in exciting ways. The third term of the
title of the volume — knowledge — grows out of the papers, as many of the authors dis-
cuss faith and doubt in relation to knowledge. Both faith and doubt can derive from
knowledge or can be bolstered by it, lack of knowledge can lead to doubt, while acquir-
ing it can reinforce faith. Although non-believers tend to see faith as irrational or false
beliefs, most believers take their beliefs to be knowledge. Unscrupulous swindlers can
take advantage of believers if they are familiar with the beliefs even when they do not
share in them. In several of the papers different knowledge systems are seen to coexist
or clash and their resolution does not necessarily lead to the abandonment of belief
altogether, rather it can lead to the rise of new beliefs (and new doubts).

Doubt is a notoriously complex subject, one that is difficult to pin down as it seeks
its own resolution in most cases (Pelkmans 2013). In many of the cases discussed in
this volume we can also pinpoint the dynamic relationship between faith and doubt
— in most cases we witness faith overcoming doubt or to put it differently, faith being
arrived at through doubt but the processes through which this happens can vary
greatly. Doubt can simply be lurking in the background of affirmations of faith, some-
times coming to the surface only to disappear again, at other times remaining hidden
altogether (Olah, Vidacs). Sometimes people choose to adopt a new religion or set
of beliefs, which both necessitates doubting old beliefs and accepting new ones and
overcoming doubts that might come up in connection with the latter (Csaji, Csepregi,
Farkas, Kis-Halas). Or less radically, in case of distress people turn temporarily or
partially to the deities or rituals of some kind of a religious (and ethnic) Other for
regaining psychological or physical well-being or peace of mind (Losonczy, Spat).
In yet other cases, doubt is more difficult to resolve and faith and doubt coexist in
an uneasy see-saw where resolution can only be momentary or the questions remain
open, whether we are talking about determining the causes of illness or what the after-
life is like (Gy6rfy, Hesz). In several of the other studies of the volume, doubt and
faith remain in separate realms, both sides being convinced of the rightness of their
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position (Klaniczay, Téth G., Barth). But even as some items of faith may lose their rel-
evance or credibility over time, often others take their place (Kis-Halas, P6cs, Téth G.)
In practically all the cases discussed in the volume doubt does not mean unbelief, but
rather signals a search for certainty, without necessarily questioning the overall frame-
work of faith or rejecting certain aspects while embracing others.

The volume is divided into three sections. Part I contains a single paper discussing
how the Ancient Greeks conceptualized faith and doubt, which at the time did not
constitute an inevitable pair that it became under Christianity. Part II brings together
cases from different time periods and geographical areas from cultures that belong
to the circle of Abrahamic religions, more precisely, with a few exceptions, to Christi-
anity, while the papers of Part III examine cases in which people employ explanatory
frameworks that present alternatives to Christianity ranging from tdltos beliefs as they
can be traced in early modern witchcraft trials to “post-modern” angel beliefs.

Antique Doubts

We start our volume with a paper by Anna Judit Téth, a scholar of antiquity, who
demonstrates that faith and doubt may not always have constituted a pair and doubt
would not have been part of a religious paradigm among Ancient Greeks. The study
of faith is made difficult in this period by the fact that there are very few personal
documents, we cannot read about private rites, which could serve as indicators of the
degree of faith. In fact, the Ancient Greeks were much more preoccupied with ritual
action (orthopraxy) than with adherence to religious ideas (orthodoxy), so for them
doubt would not have been something to consider along with faith. The meanings of
the concepts of faith and knowledge as well as that of magic (which is in close connec-
tion with faith in Christian thinking) were quite different from those of today. Faith,
according to the discourses about it at the time, stemmed from science. Philosophers
classified every conclusion that they arrived at through rational deduction as defini-
tive knowledge — even if the result was pure theological speculation. According to the
author, it was in this context that Christianity began to place faith above knowledge
and this is what made doubt become the opposite of faith.

Jews, Christians, Muslims

Jdnos Oldh’s paper seemingly fits the least the declared purpose of the volume, the
examination of the common aspects of faith and doubt inasmuch that it only speaks
about faith. Nonetheless, in some respects it is a testament to the coexistence of faith
and doubt with its discussion of ritual meals that serve to “strengthen faith.” Faith
needs to be strengthened again and again, because the weakening of faith, the rise
of doubt can happen any time. Olah’s paper discusses the traditional festive meals of
Ashkenazi Jews in East Central Europe, with special focus on modern day Hungarian
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Jewry in particular. He provides a meticulous and thorough inventory of festive meals,
dishes and the rituals associated with them, as well as of the related religious views and
explanations that are dictated by the dietary prescriptions of the holy books of the
Torah and Kashrut. The faith of religious Jews strictly observing these rules could have
many gradations from living faith to the indifference or unbelief of those who only
keep the rules as a tradition to signal or reject their identity. The regularly repeated,
routinized festive rites can stubbornly survive in the midst of indifference, doubt or
even unbelief, but concurrently with processes of the loss of faith, there always is the
possibility of its re-emergence. This re-emerging, or as the author puts it “reinforcing,”
of faith may be aided by the food related rites repeated from Sabbath to Sabbath, from
feast to feast, which through recalling the religious symbolism of the dishes always
carry in them elements that refer to and recall the first “ad illo tempore” event and its
“original” meaning. Along with the other components of festive rites, this keeps alive
and enhances that font of religious knowledge that is an important precondition of
religious belief; the blessings, prayers, communal songs make even the unbelievers
part of the religious cult to some degree. Looking at it differently, this could mean the
decline of religious indifference, reduction of doubt and “non-belief”.

1ldiko Csepregi examines how doubt appears in miracle narratives first in Greek tem-
ples dedicated to such healing Gods as Aesclepius and later, after Christianity began to
spread, in Catholic churches where the role of the Roman/Greek God was taken over
by Catholic saints. In both settings, stories about instances of doubt were included in
the recorded miracle accounts. Csepregi maintains that in these texts doubt serves as
a narrative device to demonstrate the curing power of the centre, and to build faith
by proving the suppliants’ doubts to be wrong. Curing the doubtful is also a way to
induce their conversion, which becomes especially important in Christianity. Doubt is
shown from the point of view of the venue and the cult of the God or saint who per-
forms the miracle rather than from the point of view of the person cured. Csepregi
argues that the inclusion of doubt is meant to demonstrate the ability of the healers
to effect a cure even when the patient is not a believer. After encountering and being
cured by the healing God/saint, the doubter often began to believe.

Gabor Klaniczay takes us to the high medieval period, to the world of stigmatics,
people who display the stigmata of Jesus Christ. While manifesting the stigmata is the
ultimate proof and reward of extreme faith, their appearance throughout history has
also provoked doubt and mobilized doubters. Doubt and faith go hand in hand, those
who believe in the possibility of stigmata and those who do not are pitted against each
other and tend to maintain their positions, but the doubters are not unbelievers nec-
essarily: they might doubt the possibility of stigmata altogether or might doubt the
genuineness of the stigmata of a particular claimant, but even if they doubt the possi-
bility of stigmata this does not make them unbelievers.

Péter Toth G.’s chapter tackles the late eighteenth century period in Hungary when
witchcraft accusations and other superstitious beliefs have already been discredited
by the Enlightenment ideas propagated by Emperor Joseph II. As a result, the law
began to reclassify certain activities that had been regarded as magical offences and
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treat them either as fraud or mental illness or as something simply lying outside its
purview. The unevenness of the spread of these ideas meant that while the courts —
driven by the Enlightenment — doubted, even rejected the validity of witchcraft accu-
sations and other superstitious beliefs, certain segments of the population — especially
the lower classes — still subscribed to them, while others took advantage of the lat-
ter’s credulity. T6th argues that in some cases the scepticism of Enlightenment ideas
was undermined by the prejudices the representatives of the law had against certain
groups of the accused (in the case he analyses a large group of Roma people). This,
however, invited the ridicule of the larger international community against the Hun-
garian judges, thus showing which side consensus was on. However, just as the “old”
beliefs were undermined and being pushed to the margins, in elite circles new kinds
of spiritual movements were gaining ground.

Daniel Barth studied the activities of an eighteenth century Illyrian (Croatian) Fran-
ciscan friar in the town of Zombor (Sombor,) who came into conflict with his superi-
ors because in order to cure his parishioners he resorted to liturgical forms of exor-
cism from an earlier era that had been prohibited by the Catholic Church under
the impact of Catholic Enlightenment. The methods he employed were regarded
as superstitious “due to changes in ecclesiastic demonology”. After several warnings
from his superiors, the Archbishopric banned his activities and he was removed from
his post where he had been quite popular. However, as Barth points out the need for
his services remained acute, and the Church could not provide better answers. From
the point of view of doubt, we can witness here a double movement. While, the Cath-
olic Church began to doubt the certainties it subscribed to only a few decades ear-
lier, the lay public continued to hold the same beliefs as before and have faith in the
old methods. As Barth underlines, the Catholic Church did not reject its own tenets
wholesale, but there were certain aspects of it that they no longer held true, that they
had surpassed, thus doubt in this case too, did not mean loss of faith, but a transfor-
mation of certain elements of faith.

Agnes Hesz carried out fieldwork in a Hungarian-speaking region of Romania that
was until recently quite isolated. She writes about how her interlocutors compensate
for their lack of knowledge of what happens in the afterlife when the anthropologist
presses them on the question. They of course have several explanatory frameworks at
their disposal. In addition to the explanations of the Church, they are familiar with
the ideas emanating both from science learnt at school and from vernacular religion
in the region. They express their doubts about the validity of these frameworks by
means of a variety of dramaturgical devices. The author also considers the possibility
that their awareness of her own likely secular-scientific outlook might have induced
the sceptical attitudes of her interlocutors, but suggests that there is more to the ques-
tion than not wanting to appear backward in the eyes of the anthropologist: a genuine
feeling of uncertainty or lack of sufficient knowledge, which they indicate by the said
devices. Thus, unlike in most other cases they seem satisfied with leaving the question
open, but what resolution they veer towards is likely to vary contextually and leaves the
rituals associated with death untouched.
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Bea Vidacs's paper analyses the pronouncements of a Hungarian seer, who has had
visions of Jesus Christ for more than two decades. Since 1994, she has been reliving
the Passion of Christ on the first Friday of each month and weekly during Lent. After
s/He dies on the cross, Jesus Christ also speaks through her addressing the faithful
who come to witness her vision. The paper analyses the published text of the discourse
of the seer (purported to be the words of Jesus Christ) during Lent 2015 in which in
a series of talks she discussed doubt, fear and anxiety as preventing the believer’s fer-
vent prayer from reaching God. Some of what she says can be interpreted as the doubt
being the self-doubt of the believer as to whether she is worthy of being heard by God.
However, she also identifies the triad as a will to agency (wanting to take action to
find a solution to one’s problems) which is an indication of lack of sufficient trust in
God’s willingness or ability to solve the problems of the praying person. The solution
the seer offers is that in order for the prayer to reach the divinity, for it to be heard
and answered, the praying person has to give up agency and “open” themselves up to
allow God in. Thus, here doubt is an impediment to faith that can only be overcome
if the believer lets go of her desire for agency (of taking her own affairs into her own
hands) in other words, yields her agency to God.

Eszter Spdt's chapter deals with people seeking cures for desperate health problems
they are faced with. She describes interfaith crossover in the recent past in Northern
Iraq where different monotheistic religious communities have lived together for cen-
turies. Since Ottoman times Muslims, Christians and Yezidis (earlier, while still resid-
ing in the region, Jews as well) have shared and visited each other’s shrines, engaged
in religious practices of the Other, beseeched the Deity of the Other, sought divine
intercession at the sacred places. It transpires from her account that these practices
are centuries old and have led to some shared rituals. All combinations occur between
these groups, although in differing proportions. These are not routine actions, rather,
they happen as a last resort, when the supplicants have found no resolution to their
problem in their own (religious or secular) milieu. They usually relate to mental ill-
nesses or fertility problems. From the point of view of doubt and faith what is striking
about these visits is that they both presuppose belief in the efficacy of the Other’s ritu-
als, sacred places and saints and at the same time also imply a certain degree of doubt
in the efficacy of one’s own religious place. What is clear is that these actions indicate
a religious outlook on life, where the efficacy of divine solutions is not doubted, but
perhaps who has the answers to any given problem is.

Alternatives to Christian Belief

Anne-Marie Losonczy writes about the encounter between ethnic/mestizo South Amer-
icans and Westerners both of whom are looking to resolve their doubts through the
ritual consumption of ayahuasca with the aid of an indigenous shaman. Losonczy
argues that the two sets of doubt differ from each other. On the one hand, the indig-
enous people are seeking answers to epistemic doubts arising from encounters with
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indeterminate beings who are part of their belief systems. The foreigners who par-
take of the ritual, on the other hand, seek a way out of a sense of “personal unwell-
ness” that they attribute to past experiences and the harmful effects of their Western
urban lifestyle. Their doubts are ontological, driven by a desire for some kind of spiri-
tual certainty, for proof that “there is something out there”. The author argues that
although the nature of the doubts the members of the two groups harbour is dia-
metrically opposed and the answers they receive also differ, through creative mis-
understanding they are able to partake of a single system and feel that (at least tem-
porarily) they have put their doubts at rest. However, this reassurance tends to be
temporary and both sides repeat the ritual when their doubts arise again. In the case
of some Westerners this need for repetition may invalidate the entire experience in
which case they will abandon the ayahuasca ritual networks altogether. Those who stay
behind (both the shaman and the other participants who witness such a withdrawal)
blame evil forces for misleading such a person and therefore are able to maintain
their faith in the system.

llona Nagy’s article touches upon an aspect of the relationship of faith and doubt
that was otherwise not discussed at the conference. Her study examines some aspects
of alternative, “apocryphal” Christianity as they appear in European folklore. Church
hierarchy, as we know, regarded alternative Christianity to be anti-faith and those who
subscribed to these views could be persecuted. However, if we view the myths examined
by Ilona Nagy from the point of view of the people who told them and not from that of
the official church, they are not about the denial of faith or about scepticism but rather
about “dual faith,” the coexistence of “pagan”, non-Christian traditions with Christi-
anity. Apocryphal legends attribute pagan characteristics to God, Christ, or the Virgin
Mary or the saints of Christianity. Myths of dual creation — the creation of the world by
God and the Devil as a pair — belong here, as do the dual creation of the world by God
and a demiurge in Asian traditions. In this version, the Earth is created together by
God and a spirit being that is embodied as a hedgehog, what is more the hedgehog is
more successful at creation than God. The inferiority and ambivalence of God in these
stories allows the author to conclude that faith in traditional folk culture could equally
encompass the “official” Christian God and an ambivalent creator divinity “enhanced”
by apocryphal features, even though the latter has been completely rejected by the
ecclesiastic elite who considered it as non-belief, and even as blasphemous heresy.

FEva Pécs also examines early modern witch trial documents. She concentrates on
the figure of the tdltos, who are magical specialists: weather magicians protecting the
community against hail, but also seen to be capable of seeing treasure, as well as of
healing or as unwitchers. We find them in witch trials because they were at times
accused of being witches. The author writes about several kinds of doubt in her paper.
On the one hand about the doubts of the scholar who is trying to draw conclusions
about tdltos appearing in witch trials and on the other about the doubts provoked by
the fact that some of the accused claimed tdltos status either as a defence against accu-
sations of witchcraft in the trials, or to enhance their reputations in their own commu-
nities — thus putting into question whether they were “real” tdltos or only pretended
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to be taltos to gain the respect of their communities or impostors who claimed tdltos
status only to swindle people. The author also asks what we can know about the beliefs
and doubts of the accused. She demonstrates that although the genuineness of the
taltos status of some of the figures who are named tdltos in the trials is highly question-
able, their statements about tdltoshood and tdltos activities show that they (just as their
audiences) were well acquainted with the possible roles tdltos could play in the early
modern context. The cases of fraudulent tdltos, similarly to some of whom Péter Téth
G. writes about, show the interaction of doubt and faith in the rather special light of
someone who doubts but uses the belief of his contemporaries to defraud them.

Edward Bever's chapter based on trial materials examines divinatory techniques used
in sixteenth to eighteenth century cases of “scrying” and “sieve and shears” (or sieve
driving) in Early Modern Europe. These methods were used to find treasure (money),
or to identify thieves and witches. He notes that finding treasure was a temporary fad
so the bulk of the cases he is writing about were attempts at identifying witches or
thieves. Unlike many commentators, Bever is not so much interested in how these
techniques could be manipulated to find the “right” culprit, rather he shows that both
methods allowed for subjective, unconscious knowledge to surface about who might
wish to harm others. While Bever does not claim great reliability for these methods,
he suggests that given that the alternative was not modern criminology they were an
improvement over sheer guesswork. “Scrying and sieve driving to identify thieves were
used because they could tap peoples’ real awareness of other people’s unconscious
signals that they were hiding guilty secrets, a real awareness that was often difficult to
bring to consciousness and even more difficult to articulate in order to justify social
action.” Thus, Bever is writing about how doubts could be set aside and a measure of
certainty reached through divination.

Eszter Gyorfy’'s contribution stays in the same general geographical area as that of
Agnes Hesz, but her field site is a bilingual (Hungarian- and Romanian-speaking)
Transylvanian village. She follows the forty-year history and changing interpretations
of the illnesses of a now middle-aged woman. Over the course of the years, she alter-
nated between seeking biomedical and supernatural (witchcraft) explanations and
cures for her illness especially as neither the medical nor the traditional diagnoses
succeeded in pinpointing the cause of the illness(es) or in curing them. The opin-
ions of her surroundings favoured personalized (witchcraft) explanations looking for
the underlying causes in her social relationships in the form of tensions within her
extended family. In the course of the years, she modified her opinions on both explan-
atory frameworks several times, eventually deciding (for the time being at least) that
although she had been bewitched once, her illness had a purely medical explanation.
The decision in favour of a “rationalistic” explanation, however, does not mean that
she rejects the possibility of bewitchment entirely, while at the same time she has also
become more active in the Catholic Church recently, which may also have influenced
her re-interpretation of her illness. This case demonstrates that doubt and faith can
coexist and doubting a particular explanatory framework in a particular case does not
necessarily mean its wholesale rejection.
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1ldiké Tamds’s paper examines the history of the suppression and later revival of
yotking, a genre of singing among the Sami of Sweden, Norway, and Finland. Yoik-
ing was originally an intrinsic part of Sami culture with shamanistic religious con-
notations. When Scandinavians encroached on the lifeworld of the reindeer herd-
ing Sami they forbade yoiking and the shamanistic religion. With the introduction
of Christianity yoiking was rejected as deriving from the Devil, thus casting doubt on
Sami spirituality and undermining Sami identity. Eventually, the Sami adopted the
Laestadian version of Christianity, which although it incorporated some elements of
Sami culture, categorically opposed shamanism as well as yoiking. As a result, yoiking
could only survive surreptitiously into the twentieth century. The Sami lived as mar-
ginalized indigenous people who were compelled to downplay their culture and cul-
tural expression in public. This situation changed gradually beginning in the 1970s
when — partly under the impact of worldwide post-colonial indigenous movements —
yotking was revived with the purpose of making it an emblematic symbol of Sami iden-
tity. While on the whole the attempt was successful it did not happen without contro-
versy. The terms of the debate turn precisely on how to interpret yoiking, whether to
consider it a religious symbol/genre which then would contradict the current Chris-
tian worldview of many Sami or to see it as a broader emblem of Saminess. The paper
shows that casting doubt on the religion and central symbols of a culture has serious
ramifications for the identity of a people. In this case, the revival of yoiking contributes
to the strengthening of Sami identity in the twenty-first century, but doubts remain
regarding on what terms it can be done.

Judit Kis-Halas’s chapter concerns the beliefs of individuals: she examines the diverg-
ing cases of two women who have adopted a postmodern esoteric angel cult, a con-
temporary form of esoteric beliefs that are highly personalized, adaptable and flex-
ible, well suited to our post-modern age. Kis-Halas’s first case shows how a bereaved
mother was able to adapt her ideas about angels to include her recently deceased son,
who from then on acted as an advisor, helper and general sounding-board providing
continuity in her life. The second case is that of a woman who also used to have posi-
tive views of angels but has been disappointed in them. She does not in fact abandon
her belief in angels, rather, influenced by information she gleaned from the internet
and under the impact of UFO cults and galactic conspiracy theories, she has refash-
ioned them as malevolent creatures. Thus, while the first woman could reaffirm her
faith in angels, the second one began to doubt her earlier assessment of their nature.
Both examples Kis-Halas discusses demonstrate a flexible moulding of belief from a
broad range of elements, what, however, despite the doubts raised, remains constant
is the seeking of spiritual meaning in life.

Judit Farkas has carried out fieldwork among Krishna believers in Hungary and
in this paper examines the learning process of the typical convert who in the initial
phases of conversion is encouraged to ask questions and express doubts in order for
them to be explained and settled by more experienced members and teachers. They
are expected to seek answers from books written for the novice. Once they become
full-fledged members, who have been educated in the scriptures, their doubts are
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supposed to disappear though. Ldszlé Koppdny Csdji describes a small New Religious
Movement group whose members gather around a prophet spanning three coun-
tries (Romania, Hungary, and Serbia). He analyses the process whereby members are
admitted into increasingly select circles until they become full-fledged members. One
of the characteristics of this process is that knowledge about the belief system of the
group is imparted gradually, as Csdji argues purposely to help the candidates over-
come their doubts before they are given further (and more outré) information about
the tenets of the religion. Members are encouraged to ask questions, but similarly to
the Krishna believers written about by Farkas once they attain the status of insider they
are no longer expected to doubt. Both groups attempt to decrease the incidence of
doubt by endeavouring “to create common registers of knowledge”. Csdji also shows
that the graduated process he analyses allows a certain amount of leeway to “neglect”
some of the teachings by no longer talking about them, these tenets tend to be the
most far-fetched. Both are concerned with the role of doubt in building faith eventu-
ally counting on faith overcoming doubt.

Reference

Pelkmans, Mathijs. 2013. “Outline for an Ethnography of Doubt.” In Id., ed., Ethnographies of
Doubt: Faith and Uncertainty in Contemporary Societies. London: 1.B. Tauris.
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Faith and Doubt in the Culture of Classical Antiquity

This volume explores the ever-changing dynamics of the relationship between faith
and doubt throughout history. The focus of this study is an analysis of the ancient
meanings of these concepts, particularly in the religious universe of the Roman
Empire.! Due to constraints of space, this paper will focus on presenting a montage of
images from the age under discussion that provide a valuable illustration of the rela-
tionships between faith, knowledge, doubt and credulity in classical antiquity.

With a title of Faith and Doubt, most prospective readers of the volume are likely to
assume that it deals with religion, which is surprising, since ultimately we are talking
about general epistemological concepts. If a Greek philosopher announced a lecture
with a similar title, Pistis kai aporia, no one in the potential audience would expect
a religious topic. The criteria for certain, well-founded knowledge were different in
antiquity than today, a difference that had an impact on the meaning of faith and
doubt, as well as on the function it fulfilled in thinking, which, in turn, influenced
religious faith and doubt.

It is in fact due to the different connotations that the Greek translation of these
two concepts raises challenging questions. Faith in Greek is pistis and to believe is
pisteuo, this is somewhat evident; yet, mention must be made that in Greek the notion
of pistis would not have entailed any specifically religious associations. Their occur-
rence is rather connected to trust and hope: for instance, one can have good faith
in the success of a future action or in the trustworthiness of a person.” Doubt is even

! The research leading to these results was financed by the European Research Council, in accord-
ance with the ERC grant agreement nr. 324214 of the European Union’s Seventh Framework Pro-
gramme (2007-2013).

? The Liddel-Scott Lexicon, the standard dictionary of ancient Greek language gives the following
meanings of the noun pistis: ’good faith’, ’trustworthiness’, ’honesty’, ’credence’, ’credit’, "assur-
ance’, 'pledge of good faith’, ’guarantee’, 'means of persuasion’, ’argument’, 'proof’, ’political pro-
tection’; and also in a personified form it is the translation of the Latin fides. In addition, we find
the antonym of faith: 'faith, opp. sight/and knowledge’, however, it is in the terminology of Chris-
tian authors. In the case of the verbal form pisteuo, besides the meanings ’to trust’, ’to rely on’ and
so forth, it also has a connotation of ’believe that/feel confident that (a thing is)’.
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more difficult to translate into Greek. Aporia, aporeo mean uncertainty’: doubt in the
sense that we do not know what to do. Apistia and apisteuo are negations of pistis: when
we simply do not believe something. The verb Aypopteuo means ’to suspect’, ’to ques-
tion something’; amphisbéteo means 'to dispute’, 'to contest something’.? It seems that
none of these meanings cover entirely the word “doubt”, especially in opposition to
the word “faith”.

Faith and doubt are filled with meaning if we know the context in which they
appear. Whether it refers to the existence of the Holy Trinity, the usefulness of the
measles vaccine, the truth of a heliocentric or geocentric universe, the faithfulness of
a spouse, the ability to move mountains, or to whether the sky is blue is not an insig-
nificant matter. The concept of doubt is filled with further layers of content depend-
ing on what the doubters think about their doubts: do they want to have faith, do they
consider their doubts as a deficit, do they seek to strengthen their faith, or do they
want the subject of their doubt to be true? It is obvious that doubting the Eucharist,
for instance, carries a very different meaning if the parish priest of Bolsena engages in
it, or if we read it on a sceptical website.

Faith and belief are important topics of the psychology of religion in the context
of any religion; however, in relation to antiquity all this is very difficult to examine.
For one thing, very few documents remain from antiquity in which personal or subjec-
tive religiosity would be manifested. In religious texts of elite culture (such as hymns
to deities, literary texts discussing religious thoughts, sacred precepts, philosophical
texts of a theological nature, etc.) the polarity of faith and doubt is not discussed at
all. This is so simply because, due to the particularities of Greek religion and philoso-
phy described below, faith was not a religious concept or at least it was not part of the
elite religious discourse; yet, it is this elite that this study must focus on since most of
the available written sources originate from them. These features, however, do not
mean that in the context of antiquity we can declare faith to be an etic category.
Faith includes, in addition to its purely Christian meaning, the aspect of “believing
something”, which is present in every culture where people have to make decisions
in matters that need to be handled, understood and proved beyond personal com-
petencies. It is a basic psychological phenomenon that did exist in ancient times in
the context of religion; only it was not a particular focus of attention. There are two
reasons for this: firstly, as I have mentioned before, religious expectations were dif-
ferent; secondly, the definition of rational knowledge was also different from the one
we have today. The present study will examine these two attitudes that seem so differ-
ent from their current connotations. The modern history of ancient religions started
when research recognised that their essence was the practice of rituals. It was basically

w

Aporia: ’difficulty of dealing with something’, apistia: "'unbelief’, ’distrust’, occasionally ’faithless-
ness’ — especially in the sense of betrayal; hypopteuo: to be suspicious’, ’suspect’, ’guess’, 'suppose’;
amphisbeteo: *disagree’, 'dispute’; adeleo: ’to be in dark about a thing’, 'not understand’; distazo:
’doubt’, "hesitate’.

* As Giordano-Zecharya (2005, 346) does by claiming that the emic category of “belief” cannot be
found in non-monotheistic cultures.
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irrelevant whether the individual believed in the existence of the gods: a relatively
well-known example is that of Epicurus who, despite denying the immortality of the
soul, continued to perform the appropriate offerings.” It is even more widely known
that Christians who were considered atheos were not persecuted for their “faithless-
ness”, but for not performing the obligatory offerings. This, however, does not mean
that the contemporaries of the “atheist” were able to distinguish between the indi-
vidual’s religious views and behaviour. The conflict between the various definitions of
“atheism” are plain to see in the sources of the trial of Socrates, who was condemned
to death in the asebeia trial.

The word asebeia is the antonym of eusebeia: it refers to the lack of reverence due to
the gods. Although we know the details of numerous asebeia trials, the text of the rel-
evant Athenian law did not survive. According to the definition of Polybius, asebeia is
a sin committed against the gods, our parents and the dead.® Aristotle claimed that
one could commit asebeia against the gods, the daimon (the dead), our parents and the
country.” These definitions suggest that the Greek eusebeia-asebeia is ultimately a simi-
lar word pair with multiple meanings, as their Latin equivalent: the pair of pietas and
impietas. However, while in the Roman context numerous cases are encountered in
which behaviour related to the country or to blood relatives is referred to, their Greek
occurrences are typically associated with the correct or incorrect respect of the gods.
The most famous trials took place in the fifth century BC partly against philosophers
and partly in the form of show trials against the entourage of Pericles.?

We cannot speak about fundamentalism in the context of Greek religion since
there was no textual fundament to adhere to; accordingly, in the case of asabeia tri-

5 Ulucci (2011, 59) mentions numerous examples to illustrate that Epicureans and Epicurus himself
participated at ceremonial offerings.

6 Polybius 36.9.15.: doéfnua pév yap ivar 1o mept O£0dg Ko TodG YOVELS Kod ToG TefvedTAG GHOPTEVELY.

7 Aristoteles, De virtutibus 7.2. 1251a.: doéfewa pev 1 mept Ogodg TAnupéheta kai mept daipovag, i mepl
TOVG KOTOLYOHEVOLG KOl TEPL YOVELS KOl TaTpida.

8 The trials are known fundamentally for their cultural historical significance and the reputation of
the accused. It is impossible to discuss Greek asebeia trials with respect to their sociological, reli-
gious, legal and other aspects as, for instance, in the case of modern inquisition trials. There are no
legal documents; we cannot be certain what the exact charge was, even in the case of historically au-
thentic trials; the cases of asebeia are difficult to distinguish from other charges such as blasphemy,
or church robbery. In many cases, late biographical sources “spiced up” the life-stories of almost
every great author with an alleged asebeia trial, the authenticity of which is very questionable; for
instance, all three members of the great trio of tragedians were subjects of such accusations, thus,
according to their vitae not only Euripides (which is the least surprising) but also Aeschylus and
Sophocles (cf. Bauman 1990 passim and the critique by P. J. Rhodes 1992). We know barely anything
about the situation outside Athens; information about the practice of less-developed poleis would
probably transform considerably our image of enlightened Greeks. In Arcadia entering the sanctu-
ary area of Zeus was punishable by death; because entering any given open-air area was prohibited
(Borgeaud 1988, 34-38, Plutarchus Quaest. Gr. 39 = Moralia 300a—c). The law was modified by al-
lowing for the possibility of escaping death through certain rituals if the trespassing occurred inad-
vertently. During a procession of Artemis of Ephesus a golden leaf fell from the statue and a child
picked it up — he paid for it with his life.



22 ANNA JUDIT TOTH

als the subjects of the accusations covered a wide spectrum. In the 18 b—c sections of
the Apology, Socrates refers to those who had been speaking out against him, allud-
ing to the comic playwright, Aristophanes whose play, The Clouds, has a protagonist
called Socrates who promotes sophist ideas; he continues as follows: “... and accused
me without any truth, saying, “There is a certain Socrates, a wise man, a ponderer over
the things in the air and one who has investigated the things beneath the earth and
who makes the weaker argument the stronger.” ... For those who hear them think that
men who investigate these matters do not even believe in gods.’

Here he is referring to the two main branches of Pre-Socratic philosophy: natural
philosophy and sophism. The opinion attributed to “the people” does not even qual-
ify as prejudice, since sophism was undeniably atheist. In the Greek texts the English
translation’s unequivocal phrase, 'believe in gods’, is theous nomizein.

What is this nomizein, nomizein theous? The most common use of the verb is ’to have
an opinion on something’, 'to think that’; therefore, the phrase referring to the gods
could be interpreted as "he thinks that the gods exist’. In this case the sentence is
grammatically elliptic, the complete sentence would be: nomizein theous einai. This is,
however, not the only meaning of nomizein. The etymology of nomizo is clear: it stems
from nomos ’law’, ’custom’; thus its basic meaning is: "practicing something as a cus-
tom’. When the object of the verb is “the gods” it probably has to be interpreted in a
ritual sense: “practicing the cult of gods”. The two meanings are in effect at the same
time and thus it is unclear what the actual charge is: having an inappropriate opinion,
promoting that opinion, or neglecting the cult of the gods.*

Commentators on the Socrates trial can be divided into two groups based on the
interpretation they chose: whether Socrates deviated from orthodoxy or from ortho-
praxy.'' The historically credible indictmentalso includes the following phrase: okpén
enoiv adkely 100G e véoug drapbeipovta kai Ogovg 0Dg 1 TOALG vopiler ov vopilovta, Etepa
8¢ dauudio karva. (24b—c) “it states that Socrates is a wrongdoer because he corrupts
the youth and does not believe in the gods the state believes in, but in other new spir-
itual beings (daimonia).”** The sources of the trial handle the charges differently. In
Xenophon’s understanding, the charges clearly referred to the practice of cult: he
tried to refute the charges by saying that Socrates often visited oracles and partici-
pated in public and private offerings.'® This is also what the original phrasing of the

©

Socrates, Apology 18b—c. Translation from: Plato 1966.

Giordano-Zecharya 2005, 331; Ostwald 1969, 40-43. Reeve’s definition explains the meanings as
follows (Reeve 2000, 28): (nomizein theous) “through primarily a matter of giving the gods the
worship prescribed by nomos, through participating in the services, rites, and rituals sanctioned by
tradition, in fact encompasses all behavior that shows proper acknowledgment of the existence of
the gods.”

" Giordano-Zecharya 2005, 327-330 with an extended bibliography. The philosopher or the literary
historian would be inclined to agree with the first opinion because the work supporting it, Plato’s
Apology, has a defining importance in the fields of both literature and philosophy; this interpreta-
tion, however, contradicts the entire historical and religious historical context.

Translated by H. North Fowler.

Xenophon: Memorabilia 1. 1.; Giordano-Zecharya 2005, 337 is of the opinion.
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indictment seems to suggest: Socrates was not simply an atheist, he worshipped for-
eign daimons not accepted by the community.

The Socrates of the Apology, on the other hand, boldly tries to outwit the accuser.
He asks what the charge is: Socrates believes in certain gods, therefore, he is not atheos,
even if they are not the gods of the city; or he does not respect the gods at all. Mele-
tus cannot resist the temptation to come up with an even graver accusation: Socrates
does not respect any god at all. In return, Socrates points out that the person who
does not consider the sun and the moon to be gods, as others do, is not he, but Anax-
agoras.' The argument of Socrates finds Meletus unprepared because, as the accuser,
he did not specify what he meant under “theous ou nomizein”. This is far from surpris-
ing: lacking professional prosecution and defence, the Athenian democratic law func-
tioned in an amateur manner; as Robert E. Allen pointed out, the asebeia was always
what the appointed jury considered it to be."” Therefore, Giordano-Zecharya thought
that interpreting the accusation as atheism was the invention of Plato, because the
eyewitnesses (including Plato) interpreted the accusation as neglecting the cult of the
gods;'® in his opinion, Plato did not have the opportunity to change the accusation,
therefore he reinterpreted it — it is not clear, however, what Plato’s goal with this was.
Xenophon claimed that the accusation of neglecting the cult of the gods was false and
Plato had no reason to divert the discussion and defend his master against another
accusation. We have no reason to exclude the possibility that Socrates himself did so
in his failed defence."”

The Apology does not clear up one aspect of the asebeia accusation, since there was
no need to do so before the Athenian public. It is obvious that there were those who
did not believe in the existence of the gods at all; atheism in its modern sense existed
in antiquity also — the question, however, is left open as to why it should be sanctioned.
Declaring an action to be a sin is basically founded upon it being a threat to the com-
munity; and atheism could be experienced as a threat by the community of the Greek
city for two reasons. Firstly, it was possible that the deity would punish the entire com-
munity for the atheism of certain members; however, the main trigger of the gods’
wrath would probably have been the shortfall in offerings and other expected cul-
tic actions, and not atheism. The second reason is that if a considerable part of the
community becomes atheist then they would no longer respect moral rules, which
would threaten the other members of the community. Although Greek gods are not
renowned for their ethical behaviour, they are the tokens of earthly moral order, par-

Despite Anaxagoras having fled from the asebeia trial against him, his case has become a prime ex-
ample of asebeia cases. Cf. Mansfeld 1980.

Allen 1996, 6 “the elements of impiety were what a simple majority of the discasts on any given day
thought was impious”.

Giordano-Zecharya 2005, 339, 340. Mikalson (2010, 11) illustrated the duality of the expression
with the translation “to recognize the gods”.

In the Apology one of the corner stones of Socrates’s defence is that, due to the accusations of Aris-
tophanes and others, many attribute opinions to him that are not Socratic; hence the argument
that it is Anaxagoras and not he who is godless.

=
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ticularly Zeus, because they punish the sinner, and even the sinner’s environment; an
idea that already appears in Hesiod’s thinking.'® An author who renounces traditional
religion can easily draw the conclusion that only fear can compel the ignorant masses
to keep the law. This attitude is in play throughout the entirety of antiquity; even the
authors who renounce traditional religion believe that the only way to guarantee the
respect of laws by the crowd is through fear of the gods.

Whichever case we take, the end is that the community does not tolerate atheism;
the question remains, however: how do we define faithlessness? What does it mean to
believe in a Greek god? The question goes beyond the simplest level: is it sufficient to
present the offering in a hypocritical manner, or is a fear of god really necessary? The
problem goes deeper than that. In the major Christian denominations we observe a cer-
tain normative effort in specifying how much one has to believe; which philosophical
or theological concepts are compatible with Christianity and which are not; how to
interpret the truth of the holy texts, etc. These regulating functions were missing from
ancient cults; there were numerous ways to believe in ancient gods. It was not a ques-
tion of which elements of tradition the individual considered true, and which not; the
question was: what kind of cognitive attitude did the individual consider to be faith?

Did the Greeks believe in their gods? Did they believe in their myths? This topic
has been of strong interest in the modern era (a few years ago a monograph was pub-
lished with the same title)," yet it is difficult to formulate a clear answer. It is hard
to distinguish between “religious” and “irreligious” authors of antiquity. There were
early atheists, such as Democritus, and the accusation would have been justified with
most of the sophists; yet, it is in the work of the most religious authors, such as Pindar
or Herodotus, that we see the first attempts to rationalise myths, so it seems that they
retained the right not to literally believe in the truth of myths.*” The aim of the ration-
alisation of myths was to purge them of those elements that were morally incompat-
ible with the gods. This was true in the case of Pelops: in the original myth his father
cooked him and tried to feed him to the gods — Pindar claimed this was a lie, and
actually the boy was kidnapped by the paedophile Poseidon who fell in love with
him.* Although Pindar argues that decency requires to speak rightly of the gods and
to avoid the colourful lies of the myths, the original myth did not accuse the gods of
cannibalism either.

'8 Hesiod refers to this explicitly on several occasions, for instance in Works and Days, 238-41: “But
for those who practice violence and cruel deeds farseeing Zeus, the son of Cronus, ordains a pun-
ishment. Often even a whole city suffers for a bad man who sins and devises presumptuous deeds.”
248-51: “You princes, mark well this punishment, you also, for the deathless gods are near among
men; and mark all those who oppress their fellows with crooked judgements; and heed not the an-
ger of the gods.” (Translation by Hugh. G. Evelyn-White, in Hesiod 1914.)

19 Veyne 1988. We can ask similar questions in many other regards; Versnel, for instance, examines a
problem equally difficult to explore: did the Greeks believe that their Hellenistic rulers were gods
(Versnel 2011, 465-92).

2 On the very early beginnings of myth rationalisation by Hekataios and his contemporaries: Hawes
2014, 6-13.

2l Pindar, O, 1.
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Two examples, one from the early phase and one from the late period of Greek lit-
erary history, illustrate the liberty with which religious authors handled myths. In the
introduction to Theogony, Hesiod describes heroic poetry as consisting of “many lies”,
but in fact, he used creative imagination just like any other poet. It is unimaginable,
for instance, that before Hesiod all fifty Oceanids would have had names of their own
in Greek religion; after all, they did not even have a cult.”” There are no two identical
versions of the genealogy of the first gods of creation in Greek sources; therefore we
can presume that, again, Hesiod formed the family tree with a certain liberty.*> And
perhaps the most blatant example: Hesiod corrects himself regarding two myths in
his later work, Works and Days: in Theogony Eris, the goddess of discord is one, in the
introduction of Works, however, there are two, a good Eris who motivates people to
compete, and another, who is only the source of envy and hatred.?* The transforma-
tion of Pandora’s story is even more drastic. In Theogony Zeus punished humans for
Prometheus’ stealing fire from the gods; therefore he created Pandora with the other
gods, the first woman, and sent her to the men - in this case the punishment is simply
the existence of women. In the version of Works the story changes, the punishment
is related to the curiosity of Pandora, who opened the box containing troubles and
ills, which were thereby spread across the world.” These changes indicate that Hesiod
already from the seventh century, when talking about the criterion of truthfulness,
was referring to some sort of philosophical truth and not to a fundamentalist insist-
ence on inherited mythical tradition.

The other author who illustrates the liberty with which Greek writers handled
myths is Sallustius, who lived in the court of Emperor Julian in the fourth century AD.
His aim was to systemically create a sort of a pagan theology that competed with Chris-
tianity. In the introduction to his work he narrates the myth of Cybele and Attis, which
he ends with the sentence that could be considered as his definition of myth: “These
things never happened, but always are”,* implying that the plot of the myth does
not reflect actual past events, but describes the mechanism of the universe. The late
antique author interprets the love of Cybele and Attis in the context of the eternal ver-
sus the ephemeral world; but the allegoric myth for him is not only a kind of abstract
allegory like that of the baroque painters arranging Greek gods on their murals, but
it is also the subject of faith, although not in a literal sense.

The existence of Greek gods is far from being transcendent; they are parts of this
world. This may be one of the reasons, why the significance and role of miracles and
signs in strengthening faith varies between antique religions and Christianity.

The miracle and the possibility of a miracle is a central focus of Christianity.
A repeatedly reoccurring element of Christ’s miracles is the assertion “your faith has

2 Hesiod, Theogony, 243-262.

2 Kirk and Raven 1957, 11-72.

** Hesiod, Works and Days, 11-26.

° Hesiod, Theogony, 570-602; Works and Days, 59-105.
6 Sallustius, On the Gods and the World, 4.
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healed you”. Faith makes the miracle possible, which engenders stronger faith, which
is the condition of salvation. This faith conveyed by the Gospels is not an epistemo-
logical concept, but the manifestation of trust, the denomination of an interpersonal
relation. In this conceptual framework “faith” and “doubt” are emotionally charged
concepts on which the salvation of the individual stands or falls. A miracle not only
changes the life of the individual for the better, but is also evidence proving both the
truthfulness of the subject of faith and the fact that the believer possesses the faith
which is the condition of salvation. This attitude not only characterises the age of the
Apostles, but the entirety of Christianity, right up until the present day.

Miracles are also present in ancient cults, but without the function of being a “sign”.
This does not mean that Greek religion did not know the intervention of supernatural
creatures in the world of everyday rationality; or that people did not desire to expe-
rience miracles. Nonetheless, with them the manifestations of the supernatural, the
effect of the divine were practically routine phenomena. Divine intervention was reg-
ular in two instances: a) healing miracles, in a broad sense because the healing gods
were also capable, for instance, of finding missing persons;*’ and b) sending prophe-
cies, either through an inspired oracle in trance or via signs — the latter was known in
both the Roman and Greek religions. There is a third possibility that can be consid-
ered a subcategory of the second group: any human achievement or failure could be
explained with how much that person was or was not favoured by the gods. For the
people of antiquity, events occurring in nature, be they the flight of birds or natural
catastrophes, formed a mass of encoded information through which the gods tried to
communicate with humanity. All these miracles did not interrupt the process of eve-
ryday reality; they were everyday reality.

Naturally, these “miracles” were capable of strengthening someone’s faith; this,
however, was important in its impact, and not in itself: faith could enhance the legit-
imacy of a given cultic place and, thus, could increase its income.* For the individ-
ual, faith had no advantages; Apollo and the other gods did not reward faith, but the
immolated greasy ham offerings, and occasionally the respect of the moral rules they
had set; but by no means did they expect faith.

The other perspective from which the study of religious manifestations of faith and
doubt is interesting is that of knowledge and science: it is possible that the Greek prac-
tice of cults did not require faith, yet, doubting these practices might have come up in
the field of philosophy or science.

This problem was in the focus of one of the most influential works in classical
philology, The Greek and the Irrational by E. R. Dodds. Naturally, it is impossible to
exhaustively explore this issue within the framework of this short essay; even a com-

# Versnel 2011, 400-21, 401: the god’s activities and the treatment carried out by the physicians of
the sanctuary often took place simultaneously.

% Ibid., 406 the figure of the “doubter” also appears in ancient sources; cf. the study of Ildiké
Csepregi in this volume.
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plete monograph would not be sufficient for this purpose. Irrationality is the focus
of Dodds’ book and the series of lectures upon which it is based; his main goal was to
show an image of the Greek world opposite to the one inherited from classicism: the
primitive, ancient, irrational manifestations in Greek religion. One of the problems
that inspired him was the developmental trajectory specific to Greek civilisation: the
rationalisation of thinking, which peaked in the third century BC and then came to a
halt and with it the evolution of Greek science seems to have stopped. By the end of
antiquity the only thing left of the previous broad spectrum of philosophical schools
was a theologically oriented Neoplatonism. Dodds obviously considered this process,
which is hard to explain, a threat to modern scientific and technical development
where this same process could happen again, the premonitions of which he believed
he had detected in the middle of the twentieth century.”

Although there are indeed similarities between the evolutionary trajectories of the
two eras, the differences are just as significant; one of them is that antiquity never
theorized the opposition that influenced Dodds: the juxtaposition of rational and
irrational, faith and science, a “primitive and a “civilised” mentality, is a modern con-
cept.* The view according to which faith is irrational behaviour if, per definitionem, faith
means the acceptance of claims lacking a sound “scientific” justification, appeared in
modern, or rather contemporary times. The opposition of faith and knowledge is
but a few centuries old; in early modern discourse “knowledge” (which is often iden-
tified with science) is the result of rational thinking, as opposed to faith, which is
irrational. Such an interpretation of these concepts raises serious issues, because in
modern vernacular language and sometimes in (natural) scientific terminology the
word “rational” usually means that it can be known empirically — since this is the most
important characteristic of early modern science. This, however, is not the real mean-
ing of rationality; moreover, the word can even be used as the antonym of empirical.
This will have serious consequences as regards antiquity: while today we consider a
known fact to be one that can be justified empirically, in antiquity the criterion for
the same thing was logical deductibility. We do not know of any ancient attempts that
tried to develop a scientific methodology in order to deduce generally valid assertions
from information gained from the perceptible world.

Why can this become an issue of religious studies? Because it is not an imperative
to associate religion with faith in the faith-knowledge opposition. The modern oppo-
sition of religion and science could come into being only because Christianity had
defined itself with the concept of faith since the beginning; albeit they tried to com-
ply with the criteria of rationality as well. The entire history of Christianity is accompa-
nied by debates between the Church and people proclaiming doctrine that promised

¥ Dodds 1951, 237.

% Dodds does not define any of them and in certain cases he assigns labels of irrational and rational
in a non-obvious way. He puts Plotinus, for instance, among the rational philosophers on several
occasions (Dodds 1951, 246, 265, 285); but why would Plotinus be more rational than his con-
temporaries when his life goal was to achieve a mystical union with the gods and he believed that
magic worked.
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knowledge. This choice by Christianity is not even an imperative for Christianity; and
other religions are not even concerned. Many religions define or have defined them-
selves as conveyors of knowledge.

The most influential philosopher who opposed justifiable and certain knowledge
to unfounded opinions was Plato; and the split between justified knowledge (epistéme)
and simple opinion (doxa) could not be further from the modern dichotomy of faith
and science. Plato’s episteme is not founded upon empirical demonstration, but on
rational reasoning; and the source of certainty is ultimately the world of ideas; rational
induction is basically anamnésis, remembering the world of ideas that the soul had
experienced before being born.” Not every philosophical school shared Plato’s ideal-
ism, it was, nevertheless, a general view that the main criterion for scientific justifica-
tion was to present an argument complying with the formal standards of logic. The
concept of scientific experiment remained unknown in antiquity; it is typical that
until Galileo no one thought of checking Aristotle’s intuitive proposition that, when
dropped, heavier objects reach the ground faster.?* Lacking proper measuring devices
they were unable to describe mathematically or geometrically their observations,
except in the fields of astronomy and musicology; therefore they could not develop
a method in the fields of physics, medicine, etc. that would have enabled them to set
up hypotheses that could have been verified or refuted. Thus, the only measure of an
arguments’ truthfulness was the consistency of the logical argument. From this per-
spective, religions can be just as rational as any scientific field. Or, if we reverse the
assertion: while modern science has no instrument to examine the supernatural and
there are no scientific ways to justify or refute the existence of transcendence, ancient
science considered religion a subject of enquiry; which paradoxically had a nega-
tive effect on the critical approach to religion. If a philosopher developed a system
of arguments to refute the existence of the gods, another philosopher could create a
new “scientifically founded” religion. We can find numerous examples for both atti-
tudes; it was not the reasonability of the applied method, but the current intellectual
trend that determined which attitude prevailed. Epicurus renounces the immortality
of the soul and denies the possibility of the gods interfering with the earthly matters
of humans - yet, the most beautiful part of Lucretius’ epicurean educational poem is
a hymn to Venus, in which he lionises Epicurus.* The stoic considers the religion of

3

Plato, Republic, Book V, 476c-480a: episteme and doxa, VIL. 514a—18b: the allegory of the cave.

A few years ago Alejandro Amenabar made a film, Agora, about the life of a woman philosopher,
Hypatia, the anachronism of which was mostly manifested in the research of Hypatia: the Hypatia
of Amenabar discovers that the world is heliocentric and the planets have an elliptical orbit. Hypa-
tia illustrates how we would not perceive if the Earth moved under us with a clever experiment.
The reasoning that enabled Hypatia to anticipate the recognition of heliocentrism a la Kepler
(and which was ignored because of Christianity) could actually have been proposed by any Greek
intellectual six hundred years earlier, but it never happened. For the lack of experimental meth-
ods and the exceptions proving the rule, see Dodds 1951, 251.

Lucretius, De natura, 1. 1-43: Hymn to Venus, In V 8. He calls Epicuros expressis verbis a god, and
compares the good emanating from the life work of the philosopher with the gifts of the other
gods.
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his ancestors a Roman superstition — however, it would be difficult not to consider the
divine pneuma or the complicated eschatology of the Stoa, to be a religion from an
anthropological point of view. It should be noted here, that another typical charac-
teristic trait of antiquity was that the Roman intelligentsia, aristocracy and the priest-
hood did not base its worldview on traditional religion, but rather on the teachings of
philosophers. This also meant that for centuries Roman state religion and its complex
rituals were maintained by priests who did not believe in this religion.*

Over the course of the Roman Empire a process unfolded, which we could indeed
describe as the turn towards religion and transcendence of the entirety of intellectual
life. Dodds highlights two phenomena as the precursors of this: the rapid spread of
astrology from the second century BC on; and the more or less concurrent appear-
ance of the teachings on magical sympatheia;* they not only have irrationality in com-
mon, but also the fact that they vested their system with the appearances of fashionable
philosophical-scientific speculations. Dodds rejected other explanatory frameworks
for the transformation of the intellectual climate of the Roman Empire that were cur-
rent at the time he was writing, but the process he proposed instead (one he charac-
terized as a shrinking from freedom and responsibility) was much too psychologising
and transient to be verified.

It is doubtful that the Greek people were aware of exposing themselves to fatalism
when they decided to believe in astrology or magic besides or as a supplement to the
cult of the old gods. The appeal of the religious phenomena of late Hellenism and the
imperial period was neither their irrationality nor their fatalism, but rather the fact
that they confusingly resembled science — with the difference that, obviously, it was
much easier to understand them, they provided more of an experience, and invested
the individual with a power that philosophy and especially its sceptical trends had
rejected. The appeal was not the possibility of escaping responsibility, but the illusion
of acquiring power.

The deceitfulness of the most respected forms of Greek divination, those practiced
by oracles in trance was accepted by all; the divine was infallible, the oracle could
not be mistaken, but the gods refrained from giving clear answers, they could mis-
lead the person asking the question with their deceptive answers, or could cause his
downfall with the truth through self-fulfilling prophecy.®® This factor of uncertainty
is missing from astrology and magic; an eventual mistake will be blamed on the fee-
ble skills of the mediator. The Frazerian approach, considering magic as primitive

* Algra 2009, 236. Augustinus in De civitate Dei 6.5 discusses Varro’s distinction between three types
of theology: mythical, physical (i.e., philosophical) and civil theology. It is philosophical theology
that comes the closest to the true cognisance of the gods; this religion, however, does not concern
the people. Civil theology mostly concerned traditional practices of religion and rituals; and as
Varro said, it was important for the citizens, especially the clergy.

% Dodds 1951, 246.

% This thought is explicitly expressed in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes. The plot of the Oedipus
myth cycle already known by Homer cannot be imagined without the interference of the Delphic
oracle.
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science, applied to ancient magic well; only this magic did not have a precedent in
ancient Greek culture: it was a symptom of a declining culture in crisis.

Several new forms of cult and religious movements appeared, which were selling
“Knowledge”. This knowledge was by no means philosophical, and was not deduct-
ible through logical argumentation; it was rather the revelation of information, yet
it was similar to philosophy since it promised knowledge of the true nature of the
world. Having this revealed “knowledge” ensured salvation for the believer. The gnos-
tic sects already included the word knowledge in their names; such as Christian, Jew-
ish, or even pagan gnosis, which were all somewhat similar, yet evolved within differ-
ent systems.

The renewed mystery cults also developed their own scientific theology, which was
completely different from that of gnosis. The Mithras cult was the most widely-known,
the central cultic image of which, the god Mithras killing a bull, represented a star-
map or a calendar related to the celestial journey of souls, according to the current
status of research; the knowledge and understanding of which could lead to the indi-
vidual’s salvation.” Although the theology of mysteries is less well-known due to the
secret nature of cults, there are signs indicating that this approach had infiltrated
other mysteries as well.

The so-called hermetic documents follow a different trend.” Their sacred texts are
known, but we know nothing of the community that produced them, or whether the
documents were the sacred texts of religious communities. The texts were typically
written in the form of a dialogue, and they placed the source inspiring divine wisdom
in Egypt: Hermes, who in the texts introduces his son, Asclepius, and the reader into
the functioning of the world, is in fact the Egyptian Thot under a Greek name.

It is impossible to determine how many further, independent revelatory religious
texts and associated trends existed; their survival and knowledge of them was often acci-
dental. Somewhere in the second century a practicing sorcerer named Julian assem-
bled the Oracula Chaldaeica, the Chaldean Oracles or, as we should rather interpret
it, the Chaldean Revelations. In the texts the goddess of the moon, Hecate, describes
the functioning of the world and the role that man plays in this. The text probably
would have been forgotten if the Neoplatonic Porphyry had not rediscovered it and
written commentaries on it. From that moment on the text essentially functioned as a
sacred Neoplatonic text of unquestioned authority.” From a modern perspective, it is
not clear why people in antiquity recognised a philosophy in these doctrines; but we
should not forget that respected sacred texts were missing from the earlier religios-
ity of Greek and Latin territories; gaining wisdom did not happen through religious
cults.

While religion came closer to philosophy, philosophy also embraced religion. In
the first century the Pythagorean doctrine was revived, which was inclined towards

37 Beck 2006.
3 Corpus Hermeticum, 1945.
3 T6th 2013, 929-32, 934.
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mysticism even in its classical form. Its most famous representative, Apollonius of
Tyana was presented as a religious teacher and miracle maker in the famous third-
century biography by Philostratus.*’ Diogenes Laertius was still reluctant in the third
century to consider the Greek philosopher the Greek equivalent of the Indian brah-
man, the Celtic druid or the Persian magician;* and the epicurean Lucian also often
mocked the “philosophers” for posing in the role of a prophet. However, examining
the tendencies from the point of view of the anthropology of religion we find, indeed,
that philosophy becomes a religion. Neoplatonism, appearing in the third century,
completely turned towards the exploration of transcendence; and became the exclu-
sive, dominant trend on the intellectual horizon of the antique world in a previously
unknown manner.

The evaluation of the Neoplatonic School has always been ambivalent. While the
great figures of the doctrine are worthy heirs of Greek philosophers and of their scien-
tific traditions, their own intellectual system is actually a theological system, and while
they seek to connect with the transcendent, they accept the crudest manifestations of
magic or religion with a shocking naiveté. For Plotinus, the main goal was unio mys-
tica: to unite with the divine in meditation. Although he considered contemplation to
be the perfect path, he did recognise the mechanism of religious-magic rituals; more-
over, he believed that prayer and magic had a near-identical mechanism of action: via
the network of sympatheia systems our actions come into contact with the “surface”
of the deity without reaching its essence, but it is sufficient to provoke a response, or
a reaction: the deity listens to the prayer, fulfils the request of the magician without
being aware of it.*?

The new generation of Neoplatonists took this one step further and made religious
rites part of philosophy. The focus is on Iamblichus because even the ancient observ-
ers thought that he was the one after whom the Neoplatonic school split into two
branches of research. For Iamblichus there is a sympathetic relationship among the
things that exist in the world (objects, living creatures, gods). He describes a magical
principle: through the manipulation of an object connected to a deity we can indi-
rectly affect the deity as well. Although meditation is the noblest way to unite with the
gods, for most people this goal can be achieved through magical rituals performed on
objects related to the deity.

The majority of Neoplatonic philosophers are characterized by an almost incom-
prehensible dichotomy: they are still representing sophisticated philosophical think-
ing, yet, they perform magic, fabricate talismans, provoke rain, etc.* Neoplatonism
is characterized by a complete openness towards the “pagan theology” of the previ-
ous three centuries; in fact, it is essentially thanks to them that we know of these tra-
ditions. The role of Porphyry in the discovery of Oracula Chaldaeica has already been

10 Dzielska 1986.

* Diogenes Laertios I:1-14.
42 Té6th 20183, 932-33.

3 Ibid., 934-48.
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mentioned; it cannot be coincidental that the modern reconstruction of the Mithras
theology would have been practically impossible without documents such as the De
antro nympharum of Porphyry.

This was the context in which Christianity appeared and spread. Dodds simply clas-
sified Christianity among the other new irrational intellectual trends that ultimately
led to the development of the medieval mentality. Although the conclusion was left
unstated, it seems as if Dodds’ opinion was that the Middle Ages would have devel-
oped a fairly similar intellectual milieu regardless of which religion or philosophy pre-
vailed.

There is a partial truth to all of this: the Christianity of late Antiquity had several
things in common with the pagan intellectual trends of the age; such as the belief that
the written word is the truth only because it is written and because it is old. Another
shared element is the almost full lack of immunity against fraud: the Greek philoso-
pher believes that it is possible to revive a statue and have it talk or move with magic;
the Christian Eusebius also suspected magic and not deception when he heard about
statues desecrating Christianity.*

Meanwhile we can find profound and fundamental differences as well; and not
only in terms of social function, or the fact that Christianity operates as an ecclesiastic
organisation. Christianity is different from all the aforementioned cults and philoso-
phies in that it has never offered knowledge, but faith to its followers. In the Gospels
it is Christ who talks about faith and this concept of faith is related to the concept of
trust according to the lexical meaning of the Greek pisteuo, which refers to an inter-
personal relation and not to the acquisition of information. Theology started to use
the concept of faith as an epistemological concept from very early on, by introduc-
ing the text of credos with it. The Nicene Fathers were not the first to start the symbo-
lon with the verbal form pisteuomen/we believe; we find the same in earlier creeds that
have sporadically survived; we find this in the Apostles’ creed; the baptismal creed of
Saint Cyrill of Jerusalem also begins with this word.*

The use of pisteuo/credo does not seem entirely necessary because the claims phrased
by the creed are theological facts, which are either expressis verbis in the Holy Scrip-
ture, or can be rationally deduced from it. Christ, who was crucified, who died and
was buried is not a matter of faith, but of knowledge, even for an atheist. However,
the battles with the gnosis have made the word “knowledge” somewhat suspicious. In
the context of the symbolon, faith has to be more than knowledge, yet this means less
from an epistemological point of view. When Christianity emphasised belief instead
of knowledge it chose an avenue that had not been typical of the religious and philo-
sophical movements of the Imperial Age, thus the opposition of knowledge and belief
played an important role in the course of the pagan-Christian polemics.

# Eusebius IX:2-3.
# The creed of Saint Cyrill of Jerusalem: Catechesis V, 12: PG 33, 521-24. Although not in a promi-
nent place, the Quicumque credo also contains the verb credamus.
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The first, partially known text qualifying as an anti-Christian pamphlet was writ-
ten by Celsus, the content of which can be reconstructed with more or less certainty
thanks to Origen who authored a monumental refutation to it. One of the focal argu-
ments of Celsus was in relation to faith: Christians lack the effort to seek to know the
world; instead of knowledge they choose unfounded faith.** Without being familiar
with Celsus’s philosophical background the modern reader can very easily misunder-
stand his argument. Celsus probably was a Platonist who accepted the existence and
the non-corporeality of God, or the existence of providence. He calls this foundation
rational knowledge, which he opposes to Christianity. A modern scientific approach
would not find fundamental differences between Celsus’ allegedly founded knowl-
edge and Origen’s unfounded faith. Origen also underlines another issue when he
approaches the problem from the perspective of everyday psychology. At the time,
there were numerous philosophical schools with many contradictory doctrines.
Origen points out that nobody chooses their worldview by first becoming acquainted
with all the available options, learning all about them and then deciding which one
has the most substantial foundation. We simply pick one that feels appropriate based
on our superficial knowledge of it and start to study it; this is the case with philosophy
also: faith comes first, then comes knowledge.*’

The transcendence of the Christian God cannot be contemplated independently
of His cognoscibility, or more precisely the lack of it; and thereby the religious atti-
tude becomes part of the coordinate system of faith and doubt; knowledge, the purely
rational cognisance or rebuttal cannot be applied in relation to the cognisance of
God. The additional consequence of this is that philosophy and theology become sep-
arable — a distinction for the establishment of which there was no appropriate termi-
nological framework in Greek culture.
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Reinforcing Faith
Traditional Ashkenazi! Food

The assertion that food plays a primordial role in the life of human beings is one that
does not need to be demonstrated. Its crucial role has seen food become the carrier of
various rites? and ritual activities.® As a result, eating, food and rituals have been asso-
ciated from the earliest of times; leading them to become a central element of various
religions and later distinctive and community-binding forces.

The establishment and axiomatic observation of dietary laws takes on meaning in
the domain of belonging and of apartness. It strengthens religious consciousness and
the bond and sense of belonging among people of the same faith. Thus, eating, which
is already closely linked to every moment of our lives, also becomes an integral part
of spiritual life.

The food we consume and introduce to our organisms is not an inconsequential
matter. This is particularly true for a Jew; since eating is a religious act, and as such, it
has its own specific rituals. There is an established set of rules and traditions for the
consumption and preparation of food that usually have a significance beyond them-
selves; they teach and reinforce faith in the creator God, the God who has chosen the
Jews, the God who gave specific and unique commandments and precepts to this one
people.

The original meaning of a symbol: sign, image; ergo the representation of some-
thing that is not present, an inner representation. Human beings define their rela-
tionship to the world in symbols that they had created. “... our mind does not settle
for accepting the different impressions, it associates and pervades every impression

I put the Hebrew words in cursive. The word Ashkenaz (133%% ) occurs in Genesis 10:23 and Chroni-
cles I, 1:6 (name of a person) and in Jeremiah 51:27 (country/people).

By rite, in this case, I mean the particular form of social behaviour, which is mainly distinguished
by the symbolic additional meaning it gains from other social activities.

Ritual activities have a religious origin, therefore in traditional societies, and thus, in observant Jew-
ish families, rituals are typically associated with God, regardless of it being a ceremony related to re-
ligion or to an event of human life. Eating habits and food represent this in a dual manner.

ro

.



40 JANOS OLAH

with the action of expression. The world of symbols and images they created is con-
fronted with what we call the objective reality of things™* — wrote Ernst Cassirer. This is
also the case with festive meals prepared according to Ashkenazi traditions.

The focus of this article is on the traditional food and dishes of the Jews in Central
and Eastern Europe and primarily in Hungary — who almost exclusively belong to the
Ashkenazi group of Jews — that either in their names (German or Yiddish), ingredi-
ents or mode of preparation refer to or teach the consumer about Judaism, about the
Jewish belief system, about Jewish faith, about God, even in a profane but necessary,
important, vital and frequent action, such as eating.

The well-known maxim applies here (even if originally it is from the nineteenth
century, from Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin®): “Tell me what you eat and I will tell you
what you are.”®

Generally, people who consume traditional Jewish food are Jews who respect tradi-
tions, that is, who are aware of their ancestors’ traditions and the commandments of
the Eternal God; or of the rules extrapolated from the commandments.

Jewish cuisine is regulated by the approximately three thousand year-old Sinaitic
laws (the laws God gave and that were written down on Mount Sinai’), such as the basic
concept of keeping kosher (Kashrut);® the roughly two thousand year-old Mishnah®
and Talmudic'’ laws and commandments (the laws also given by God on Mount Sinai
and that were redacted later'!), the detailed rules of keeping kosher (Kashrut), and

'S

Cassirer 1973, 322.

See for instance: Villeneuve and Dulaud 1952.

Dis-moi ce que tu manges, je te dirai ce que tu es. The original text can be found here: http://gallica.
bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8626673x/f16.image. Accessed 12 August 2015.

This is the “Written Torah”, or in the vocabulary of Judaism: Tanakh. The word is an abbreviation
acronym/ Notarikon of Torah + Neviim + Ketuvim = Teaching/the five books of Moses + Prophets +
Scriptures; that is, the “Old Testament” of the Protestant canon (or “Palestinian canon”) of the
Bible.

Approximately: being fit, compliant and trustworthy from a ritual point of view. See for instance
Olah 2009a, 230-42.

The meaning of the Hebrew word, Mishnah: ’study, review, teaching’. The first canonised selec-
tion of laws of the “Oral Torah” containing about five hundred years of “oral teachings” and com-
mentaries. It was redacted by the Tannaim along the works of numerous generations of scholars
at the beginning of the third century. Later it was completed with the Gemara, the analysis and
commentary to the Mishnah, with which they compose the Talmud. For more on the Mishnah see
for instance: http://zsido.com/fejezetek/misna-es-legfontosabb-kommentarjai/. Accessed 17 Sep-
tember 2015.

Talmud is a Hebrew word, it means: ’learning, teaching’. The Talmud contains the entire life of
the Jewry from the post-biblical period. When reading the Talmud we can see how ideas became
laws (Halakhah); we see the starting point: the Torah (the five books of Moses) and the laws ex-
trapolated from it (Mishnah); then the proceedings of the debate and discourse surrounding the
process of becoming laws (Gemara). The Talmud also includes the Aggadah, the ethics, biblical po-
etry, philosophy and everything of post-biblical era Jews. For more on the Talmud see for instance:
Dr. Blau 2006.

This is the “Oral Torah”, which usually refers to the oral teachings that the Holy One revealed on
Mount Sinai at the same time as the “Written Torah” (7Tanakh), which were redacted later.
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the implementation precepts extrapolated and thoroughly elaborated in detail based
on these laws and regulations among those who faithfully protect the traditions of
Judaism.

As already mentioned, the dietary customs of a Jewish person are regulated by
the Kashrut. The word kasher (in Yiddish: kosher) means ’appropriate’, "'permissible’,
‘immaculate’. It is forbidden to consume food that does not comply with the laws of
the Kashrut; it is considered terefah (Yiddish: treif).

The significance of consuming kosher food is that by keeping the culinary laws and
regulations and by practicing this behaviour on a daily basis, Jews express their fidelity
to God; they reaffirm their faith through this observance. Keeping kosher is the main
criterion of religious purity; it is what makes assimilation to divine holiness tangible
because as the Torah'? says after listing the pure and the impure, the permitted and
forbidden animals: “... you shall be holy, because I am holy.”*?

The laws of the Kashrut play an important role in the survival of the ideology of the
“holy people”,'*i.e., Jewish people, the community God chose and to whom God has
given special (also dietary) laws. According to the Kashrut, the species of the animal
world can be and are usually grouped into three categories:

— animals that live on the earth (domestic, wild, small and large animals);

— animals that live in the water;

—animals that live in the sky (birds).

The Torah writes about the kosher ear-marks of land animals as follows: “Speak to
the children of Israel, saying: These are the creatures that you may eat among all the
animals on earth: Any animal that has a cloven hoof that is completely split into dou-
ble hooves, and which brings up its cud that one you may eat.”" If one of the two ear-
marks is missing (split hoof, rumination) then the flesh of that animal is forbidden,
it is unclean from a ritual point of view (tamei). Clean (t{ahor) animals are those that
Ashkenazi Jews eat: beef and veal.

Of the things that are in the waters you can only consume fish, and only fish that
have fins and scales. The fish usually consumed by Ashkenazi Jews are: carp, pike, and
herring.

Of the animals living in the air, only birds can be eaten; except for the birds listed
by name in the Torah.'® The rabbinic tradition'’ lists various characteristics for the
birds that can be eaten (for instance, to have a crop, to have a gizzard that can be
peeled, etc.). Birds usually consumed by Ashkenazi Jews are: hen, chicken, turkey,
goose.

2 Torah = the five books of Moses.

1 Leviticus 11:45.

4 “For you are a holy people to the Lord, your God: the Lord your God has chosen you to be His
treasured people, out of all the peoples upon the face of the earth.” - Deuteronomy 7:6.

!5 Leviticus 11:2-3.

16 Leviticus 13:20; and Deuteronomy 14:12-18.

7 Talmud, Mas. Chullin 61a.
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Our sages have forbidden'® the consumption of meals that contain meat (Yiddish:
Sleishik) and dairy (Yiddish: milkhik) at the same time; this is deduced from the sen-
tence of the Torah claiming: “You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk!”"

According to the tradition of Judaism, the laid table is similar to the altar of the
Temple, and the food on it is similar to the offerings.?” Therefore the laying of the
table also takes on significance. For instance, the Sabbath (Yiddish: Shabbos) place set-
ting for the Friday dinner is as follows:

— white tablecloth;

— barkhes/ berkhes/ challah/braided (Hungarian: kaldcs) and a knife for cutting it, on
a platter (covered);

— wine and a cup;

— salt;

— candleholders with white candles in them.

The white tablecloth (usually a nice satin or atlas silk* cloth) on the table is to
remember that after the exodus from Egypt, during the wandering in the desert,
manna rained from the sky** and it was like the white hoar frost that covered the
ground and so the food provided by God’s providence did not have to be picked up
from the ground, according to the Talmud.? The Temple has perished, but for the
past two thousand years the Jewish people retained it in their memory and have been
waiting for the coming of the Mashiach (Messiah) when the Temple in Jerusalem will
be rebuilt.**

We set the barches/ berkhes or challah (Yiddish: chale), or in some places they call it
taster,” on the table covered with a white tablecloth.

The barches is made of enriched yeast dough; it is a special bread, “a cake resem-
bling braided hair”,* the taste and dough of which is more delicious than ordinary
bread. In accordance with the instructions* for the Sabbath meal we always put two
loaves of barches on the table,” because it reminds us of God’s providence, of the food
that rained down from heaven during the wandering in the desert, the manna, and of
which, according to the Torah, they could gather double portion on Friday.*

18 In detail: Talmud, Mas. Chullin 115b.

9 Exodus 23:19, 34:26; and Deuteronomy 14:21.

2 E.g., Talmud, Mas. Berachoth 55a; Mas. Chagigah 27a; and Mas. Menachoth 97a; Kitzur Shulchan Aruch
41:6 and 44:4.

The word “atlas” (0%uR) can be interpreted as an abbreviation: “Truly God is good to Israel ...” —
2X7077 230 X (779) — Psalms 73:1.

Exodus 16:35.

2 Talmud, Mas. Pesachim 100b.

2 E.g., Talmud, Mas. Megilah 17b; Jerusalem Talmud, Mas. Ma’aser sheni 5:2. (29b.); RAMBAM: Mish-
neh Torah, Laws of Kings 11:4.

In Kohlbach 2007, 123.

2 Ibid.

27 Shulchan aruch, Orach chaim 274:1.

% This custom is already mentioned in the Talmud (Mas. Shabbat 117b).

Exodus 16:22.
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A more “prosaic” explanation claims that during the week they always used to put
just one loaf of bread on the table, but this day is a day of celebration when we remem-
ber the day of rest following the creation of the world, the seventh day;* we rejoice in
the memory of God’s mighty act, and the rejoicing is coupled with an abundant meal,
with the nourishment of the body.

The barches loaves are long-shaped, similar to the twelve loaves of “showbread”
(because they were always present before God)?* representing the twelve Hebrew
tribes. The long-shaped challah loaves also represent the Hebrew vav (1) letter that is
essentially a long line, and its numerical value is six, therefore the two loaves add up
to twice six: twelve, which refers to the twelve loaves of showbread.

By the same logic, the barchesloaves are customarily braided from six strands (three
plus three) because the total number of strands, twelve, reminds us once again of the
twelve loaves of showbread.

Furthermore, the braided form of the barches also resembles an ear of wheat, which
is the symbol of life and fertility, of divine providence.

The name hallah can be found in the Torah®® and it reminds us of the gift given to
the priests of the Temple,” to the kohanim, taken from the dough made of flour.

Currently there is no Temple and the kohanim cannot carry on God’s service; but
when God will send the Mashiach (Messiah).

A few words on the denomination of this sweet bread*: popular etymology usually
traces the name barches from the Hebrew word, brachot or barakhot (Ashkenazi pronun-
ciation: brochays; Yiddish: brocheh),” because we recite a blessing to God for the nour-
ishing bread before and after consuming it.

Tamas Raj*® proffered an interesting, albeit incorrect in my opinion, explanation
of the word; namely that the Jewish population at the confluence of the Rhine knew
about the popular belief according to which the River Rhine had a fairy called Ber-
chta.’” German popular belief says that Berchta is a girl with long braided blond hair
who seduces men sailing on the Rhine. The women, as an act of defensive magic (to
ensure that their husbands do not become prey of the fairy) braided the loaf bread
modelling Berchta’s locks of hair. The local Jews took over this technique of making
challah and named it barches because of the similar sound of Berchta and brochays.®®

3

=3

Genesis 2:3.

Exodus 25:30; and Leviticus 24:5-9.

% Numbers 15:20.

3 Mishnah, Mas. Hallah 1:9.

# On the challah see for instance: http://mek.oszk.hu/02100/02115/html/2-1768.html. Accessed
27 August 2015.

For instance: Jolesz 1987, 26. Ujvari 1929, 87. Also mentions: “Philology originates the word from
the ancient German brezita (braid, twist) or from the ancient German word berchtis (related to of-
ferings).”

Tamas Raj (1940-2010). Rabbi, one of my masters who taught me much.

For instance: Berchta/Perchta was not the “fairy of the Rhine”. On Berchta/Perchta see for in-
stance: Grimm 1882, 272; Frazer 1920, 240-43; Natko 2014; Mogk 1907.

“564. A barhesz.” [The barches], in Raj 1999, 118.
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One of the most prominent Hungarian-Jewish folklorists, Bertalan Kohlbach?® asso-
ciated the barches with the hair-cutting customs of Ashkenazi women.*

Outside Europe the braided loaf prepared in this Jewish way (without milk) is
called halah everywhere; and within Europe it is only in Western Hungary that they
call it barches (berkhes) .*!

In certain areas they refer to it as faster and its variations,* which could originate
from a sentence in the Book of Proverbs: “The blessing of the Lord makes rich [ta ashir
(7W¥N)="to make rich’].”** And the fine-dough bread is a sign of wealth, which is thus
the realisation of God’s blessing, and making us aware of it.

The Ashkenazi Jews usually sprinkle the barches loaves with poppy seed before bak-
ing them. In Judaism the poppy seed represents fertility and wealth and it was also
believed to have properties to ward off bewitchment.

It is customary to cover the barches loaves with a white tablecloth because accord-
ing to commentators* the manna was embedded between two layers of dew or frost
(above and below) so that it remains clean and desirable; this is how God took care
of his people after being delivered from Egypt, and it is also ordained by the Shulchan
aruch,® the code of Jewish law.*

There is another explanation for the covering of the barches: the rules say that
before eating one should first say a blessing over the bread (in this case the barches)
and only after that should we say the blessing over the wine; however, one cannot eat
anything before reciting Kiddush over the wine on Shabbat (and on festival days);
therefore we must cover the bread so that they “do not see and hear” the blessing said
over the wine.”’

% On his life and work see for instance: Oldh 2007.

¢ Kohlbach 2007, 123-29.

! Cooper 1993, 171-94.

* For instance, in the region of Frankfurt am Main: Judentartscher.

* Proverbs 10:22.

# According to the commentary of Mechiliah and Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki/RASHI to Exodus 16:13-14.

4 Shulchan aruch, Orach chaim 271:9.

6 The meaning of the Hebrew words Shulchan aruch (T 1T7%) is 'the set table’. It is the Code of Jew-
ish Law authored in the sixteenth century summarising the rules of the halakhic rulings and the
rabbinic traditions and decisions, and which are accepted as obligatory by the entire Jewry with mi-
nor modifications. The most fundamental source of the practical halakha_is the work by Rabbi
Yosef Karo (1488-1575) relying on the codex, Arba’ah Turim (’four rows’) by Rabbi Jacob ben
Asher (1269-1344), by adopting its structure. Its parts are: 1. Orach chaim ('manner of life’: laws
concerning everyday life, Shabbats and festival days); 2. Yoreh De’ah ("Teach Knowledge’: laws of
Kashrut and other religious commandments; 3. Even Ha'ezer ("The Stone of Help’: laws of marriage
and of family matters and related issues); 4. Choshen Mishpat (’Breastplate of Judgement’: the hala-
khas of common law). The book published in 1565 in Venice took into special especially the tradi-
tional lives of Sephardic Jews (see for instance: Berenbaum and Skolnik 2007); therefore it was
completed with the commentaries of a Polish rabbi: Moshe Isserles (1525-1572); he added com-
mentaries to the Shulchan aruch from the perspective of the Ashkenazi, which was republished with
his commentaries called Hamappah (’tablecloth’) a few years later (1569-1571, 1574) in Krakow.

1 Kitzur Shulchan aruch 55:5.
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We also put salt on the table, and before eating we must salt a piece of the barches.
The salt “sanctifies” the table to become an altar because the salt is the symbol, one of
the signs of the covenant with God, as is written in the Torah: “... you shall not omit
the salt of your God’s covenant...”® The Torah says that one must offer salt on all the
sacrifices,* and now the table is like the altar of the Temple and the meal is like the
offerings;” once again, this reminds us of the destroyed Temple in Jerusalem, the sym-
bolic dwelling place of God.

Salt is also the symbol of permanence, of incorruptibility; and as such, it represents
the incorruptible covenant between God and the Jewish people.”

For breaking the barches or halah we use a sharp knife (remembering the slaughter
of the animal sacrifices offered in the Temple, because this is a rule of kosher slaugh-
tering’®), which we cover during the Kiddush so thatitis out of sight. This also reminds
us of the altar of the Lord, during the building of which one should not wield any iron
upon it, says the Torah.” The Kitzur Shulchan aruch™ says: “... iron shortens man’s life,
while the altar prolongs man’s life.”*

Before slicing the barches, one has to say a blessing over the bread in which we thank
the Lord who “brings forth bread from the earth”.® The Talmud says: “It is forbidden
for a man to enjoy anything of this world without a benediction; and if anyone enjoys
anything of this world without a benediction, he commits sacrilege. To enjoy anything
of this world without a benediction is like making personal use of things consecrated
to heaven (consume from the animal sacrificed to God), since it says: The earth is the
Lord’s and the fullness of thereof ...”"

Before saying the blessing it is customary to put both of our hands on the barches
loaves and to hold them up a little with our ten fingers. This refers to the fifteenth sen-
tence of Psalm 145 that contains exactly ten words: “Everyone’s eyes look to You with
hope, and You give them their food in its time.”*® This also reminds us of God and that

50

4 Leviticus: 2:18.

¥ E.g., Leviticus: 2:13; and Yechezkel, 43:24.

% E.g., Talmud, Mas. Berachoth 55a; Mas. Chagigah 27a; and Mas. Menachoth 97a; Kitzur Shulchan Aruch
41:6 and 44:4.

51 E.g., Numbers 18:19; and Chronicles II 13:5.

52 Shulchan aruch, Yoreh de’ah 18:1-3.

Deuteronomy 27:5.

The abbreviated Shulchan aruch, or Kitzur Shulchan aruch (the abridgement of the Shulchan aruch)

is a code of laws written by Shlomo Ganzfried (1804-1886) from Ungvar (Uzhhorod). It was trans-

lated into Hungarian and published in 1934 by Leo Singer (1877-1944), the rabbi from Var-

palota.

Kitzur Shulchan aruch 44:4.

The integral text of the blessing is: “Blessed are You, Lord, our God, King of the World, who

brings forth bread from the earth.” For the Hebrew version see for instance: http://zsido.com/

fejezetek/liturgia-az-etkezes-aldasai /. Accessed 14 August 2015.

Psalms 24:1; and Talmud, Mas. Berachoth 35a.
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he is the one who provides us with food, who nourishes the people, and we have to be
grateful to him and thank him.

There must be also wine and cups/glasses for everyone on the table. Wine is nec-
essary for the blessing and prayer sanctifying the festival day (Kiddush). Wine is always
the drink of festival days, the symbol of joy and merriment: “And wine, which cheers
man’s heart.”™ They usually fill the glass to the brim referring to the following sen-
tence of the psalm: “... my cup overflows. May only goodness and kindness pursue me
all the days of my life...”%

One of the recurring phrases of the Lord’s blessing is that he will provide grain,
wine and 0il.*! We read about the production of wine for the first time in the Torah,
in the story of Noah.”” In the time of the patriarchs wine was a well-known bever-
age.” The expression “the blood of grapes”* suggests that they were drinking mostly
red wine. Wine has always been a part of festive meals;*” it was even part of the travel
equipment.® The wine reminds us of the sacrifices offered to God to which they always
added some wine."

Besides the wine, among the Shabbat table’s ornaments and indispensable acces-
sories there are also the candles. One must light at least two candles before the start
of the Shabbat.®

The table, set traditionally by the woman of the household and the lit candles greet
the members of the family for the Shabbat dinner. The Friday Shabbat dinner within
the Hungarian Ashkenazi community usually contains the following dishes:

— fish;

— meat broth;

— meat with sauce/with garnish;

— cake and/or compote.

The woman of the household who maintains the traditions and adheres to the rules
of the Kashrut is limited in her culinary creativity. Such dietary restrictions require
ingenuity and resourcefulness on the part of the cook. This is especially the case on
the Shabbat and other festival days and holidays during the year.

Friday evening, after the Shabbat “comes in”* the early dinner begins with a fish
starter: fish jelly, gefilte fish (stuffed fish), fish with walnuts, etc. Fish is the symbol of
multiplication and fruitfulness for the Jewish people; the numerical value of the

% Psalms 104:15.

% Psalms 23:5-6.

1 E.g.: Deuteronomy 7:13; and Jeremiah 31:11.
Genesis chapter 9.

% E.g., Genesis 14: 18 and 27:25.

% E.g., Genesis 49:11; Deuteronomy 32:14; Yeshayah 63:1-3.
% E.g., Samuel II. 13:28; and Chronicles I. 12:40—41.
% Judges 19:19.

5 Exodus 29:40; Numbers 15:5; 28:7; and 14.

Kitzur Shulchan aruch chapter 75.

% Tbid.

See for instance: Genesis 48:16.
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Hebrew letters of the word fish (3 =3 +7=4=171=7) reminds us of Shabbat, the sev-
enth day of the week, when God, after having finished creation, “rested”. The con-
sumption of fish is already mentioned in the Talmud.”

Then the meal continues with a meat broth generally prepared with vegetables
(carrots, celery, etc.), garlic, onion and some beans. The onion is significant because
Shabbat dishes usually retain the taste of the manna that fell in the desert,” because in
the manna one could taste all the flavours of the earth except for the onion (and the
watermelon, the cucumber and the leek because these are harmful to pregnant and
nursing women).”

Consuming garlic on Friday evenings is an old custom; it is even recommended in
the Talmud and is attributed to Ezra, he ordained that: “the garlic be eaten on Fridays
because it increases virility”.”

The onion has seven layers of fleshy leaves that remind us of the Shabbat, the sev-
enth day of the week when the Lord rested.

It is also customary to putsliced (black) radish on the table and to dip it in salt and
eat it with the meat-broth. This is, on the one hand, a practical thing; since one can
no longer salt the soup because it is part of the cooking process and it is forbidden to
cook on Shabbat;” on the other hand, consuming radish all year round is the symbol
of God-given wealth, as is stated in the Talmud.”

The next course is the meat from the broth served with a sauce; or roast meat with
garnish (tzimmes), from the German zum essen or from the word zimt (’cinnamon’),
which usually contains some kind of sweet fruit with cinnamon). Consuming meat
is always a sign of wealth; one of the important elements of the “goods” provided by
God. As a sauce they often serve tomato sauce, horseradish sauce or garlic sauce.

The usual garnishes are: farfel (from the Yiddish word farfallen, which means: "lost’;
referring to how everyone “loses” their sins if they observe Shabbat according to the
Lord’s commandments); potato kugel or just kugel or kigli (its round shape reminds us
of the manna fallen from Heaven, the food provided by God); or mashed onion pota-
toes. The dinner is usually completed with a cake, compote and/or fruits.

The Shabbat breakfast, which is eaten around noon, after coming home from the
synagogue, is usually cakes and sweets. Such as the kichlach (sweet biscuit), delkelekh
(pastry filled with jam or cottage cheese), eier kuchen (milk challah), different cakes
and biscuits eaten with tea or coffee; before which it is customary for the men to
take a shot of palinka (brandy/firewater/schnaps/ bronfn/ slivovitz) to “burn up” God’s
potentially unfavourable judgement for the time to come; and for the women to drink

7

Talmud, Mas. Shabbath 118b.

 Numbers 11:7.

Sifrei: Numbers 11:5. A Sifrei (™12°0) is an Aramaic word meaning: books. Selection of halakhic Mid-
rash related to the fourth and fifth book of Moses made in the third century.

Talmud, Mas. Baba kama 82a refers to the third sentence of the first psalm: ,,... That bringeth forth
its fruit in its season ...”

Kitzur Shukchan aruch 80:3.

s Talmud, Mas Berachot 57b.
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a glass of something sweet to signal their desire to “sweeten” the Lord’s heavenly judg-
ment.

Lunch traditionally starts with an egg dish prepared with onion and egg and liver
(Yiddish: gehakt leber and ey aun tsibele, Hungarian Yiddish: eier laiber cibeles); followed
by the main course: cholent. The numerical value of the letters of the Hebrew word for
liver (720 =7=4=2+2 =5+ 20 = 26) is the same as the numerical value of the four
letters of the Lord’s name, the Tetragrammaton (MM =a0=5+1=6+1=5+"=10=
26), and thus, refers to God.

Eggs are, on the one hand, among the Jewish symbols of grief (according to the tra-
dition this is when Joseph, Moses (Moshe) and David died,” but since it is forbidden
to grieve on Shabbat™ we mourn “in secret” because the shape of the egg is unrecog-
nisable) and of fertility and multiplication. The egg represents the belief according to
which it has no opening, no “mouth” and the Lord will do the same in defence of his
people and will shut the mouths of those who slander them.

The main dish is the cholent, which is a one-dish meal of beans prepared with meat
(smoked beef or goose), with barley, ganef/ganev (a sort of dough kneaded into a
long shape, which absorbs the flavours and the fat) or helzel or halsli (stuffed goose
or chicken neck skin). There are several theories about the etymology of the word
cholent, the dish prepared on Friday, which is still warm for the Shabbat lunch.

A few of these theories are as follows: the origin of the word is the French chaud lit
('warm bed’); or “chaud lent” ("hot/warm slow’) because in some places they kept the
dish warm under the covers of the bed; or it comes from the German Schul ende (’end
of the synagogue (praying)’) because the cholent is eaten after the morning and noon
prayers, as the Shabbat lunch.

The last course of the lunch is the parve desserts that do not contain dairy prod-
ucts: sweets made with apple,” lokshen kugli (it is a sweet noodle pudding baked in
a cake-pan, with eggs; its round, spherical form reminds us of the manna that fell
in the desert, the food given by God) or rugelach (a cinnamon or cocoa filled pastry
crescent).

Before the Shabbat goes out (“before the Sabbath is over”), there is a third meal
ordained® to be consumed called the Seudah Shilshit (Yiddish: shalesudes), which is a
sort of afternoon snack with sweets and fish (sardines or gehakte herring: salted herring
with apple, onion and a hard-boiled egg); by eating a water-dwelling animal, which
represents wealth, we signal our expectations for the coming week to the Lord.

77 The Talmud says (Mas. Kidushin 382) that the Holy One takes back the soul of true people on the
same day that they were born.

8 Kitzur Shulchdan aruch, 219:1.

™ The apple is the old symbol of fertility; and the sentence of the Song of Songs (“As an apple tree
among the trees of the forest, so is my beloved among the sons” — 2:3) is often applied to the
Jews.

80 Kitzur Shulchan aruch, 77:16.
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During the days of Rosh Hashanah,®' the Jewish New Year, we aspire to be given a
good and sweet new year by the Lord. The food consumed during this period reflects
this aspiration: mostly sweet and “fat” (greasy) meals, representing New Year’s expec-
tations we have for the Lord who decides the fate of every living creature for the
upcoming year.®

The barches is not elongated, like on the Shabbat, but it is braided in a round shape
and instead of salt we dip it in honey; and after having said the blessing we eat it in
hope of a God-given sweet and rich year. The round shape of the challah may repre-
sent wholeness and perfection because it rounds up on itself, it has no end and no
beginning, therefore it is perfect, which is what we expect from the Holy One for the
upcoming year. The barches might also refer to the vicissitude of fate because these are
the days of judgement when the Lord passes judgement on every living creature, says
the Talmud.®

Traditionally we also eat pretty, round apples also dipped in honey for the above-
explained reasons. (It is also customary to eat desserts with apple, such as apple pie
and/or apple compote.)

It is customary to put a fish (the symbol of multiplication) with its head on the
table, referring to God’s promise: “And the Lord will set you at the head, and not at
the tail ...”**

It is also customary to eat pomegranates, which have many seeds (according to the
tradition, six-hundred and thirteen), which is also the number of commandments
God gave to man in the Torah.®

Carrots in any form (with honey, steamed, grated or sliced with cinnamon, or just
more carrots in the broth) are also on the festive table because the Hebrew conso-
nants making up the Yiddish word for carrots and the German word for multiply-
ing (mehren/Mdhren) are identical; also the consonants of the Hebrew words for car-
rot (gezer) and judgement (gezar) are identical, which indicate the good and “sweet”
judgement that they expect from the Lord for the upcoming year. The sliced carrots
resemble gold coins, which also represent wealth, the expectation and desire for the
New Year.

The traditional meal contains goose because the Yiddish word for goose (gandz)
sounds similar to the Yiddish word for whole (German: ganze), and we hope that the
New Year will be a “whole” because hopefully God decided so at Rosh Hashanah.

81 See for instance: Olah 2009b, 36—40.

82 Talmud, Mas. Rosh Hashana 16a=b.

83 Talmud Yerushalmi, Rosh Hashanah 11.5.
8 Deuteronomy 28:13.

% See for instance: Kraus 2004.
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Before the twenty-five-hour fasting of Yom Kippur*®one is required to Shemini Atzeret’
we start to say the Central Prayer® in the synagogues including the petition of rain
and this is when we start to give prayer asking God to give rain for the lands. It was also
customary to eat with the broth or separately a sort of woven/braided noodle. Accord-
ing to Bertalan Kohlbach, this noodle resembles earthworms. “The farmer returning
from the synagogue wants to see the creeping worms after a country-wide rain.”®

At the celebration of the Torah, the Simchat Torah,” the traditional meal is stuffed
cabbage or holishkes (Polish-style cabbage rolls). This day marks the conclusion of the
Torah readings in synagogues, the public reading of the scrolls containing the Lord’s
actions and commandments, and the beginning of a new cycle of readings. One cycle
ends and another begins, which is a symbol of wholeness and perfection; as are the
dumplings of the stuffed cabbage due to their shape.

At Hanukkah' during the days remembering the rededication of the Temple in
Jerusalem, we eat meals and pastries fried in oil to remember the miracle of the oil
and how God helped his people. Such pastries are doughnuts (Hebrew: sufganiyah,
in certain regions pampushka) and tarkedli/talkedli (Czech doughnut) which represent
wholeness and perfection with their round shape; pancakes (blinches); langos or fladen
and chremsel (also called hremsli/kremsli, latkes), a flat cake made of grated potato with
flour, garlic, salt, pepper fried in oil to golden brown.

Traditionally during the days of Hanukkah it is customary to consume dairy dishes
because this is when the events of one of the Apocrypha (books excluded from the
Tanakh), the Book of Judith, occurred.

It is customary to serve dairy dishes (sweet cheese delkli or delkelekh, pastry filled
with cottage cheese) during the Hanukkah period to honour the heroic act of Judith
carried out with the help of God.

At Purim,”” on the day commemorating the saving of Persian Jews, the day celebrat-
ing God’s help, one must prepare a festive meal, as did our ancestors make: “... it a
day of feasting and joy.””® The special dishes of Purim tend to be a great variety of des-
serts; however, it is also customary to eat some sort of vegetable stew; also soup with
kreplach (dumplings) and stuffed cabbage. Eating stew is the symbol of Queen Esther
having observed the rules of Kashrut, the rules set by God, even during her exile at
the Persian Royal Court.

86 See for instance: Oldh 2009b, 40-44.

87 See for instance: Ibid., 49-50.

% The eighteen blessings (77Wy 71mW) or Amidah (77%v7 n?°0n) is the central prayer recited three
times a day in which we ask from God all kinds of things related to every aspect of life, such as heal-
ing patients, punishing sinners, the return of the Messiah. See for instance: http://www.myjewish-
learning.com/article/the-amidah/. Accessed 17 September 2015; Feuer 1990.

Kohlbach 2007, 130.

9% See for instance: Olah 2009b, 64-65.

o Ibid., 65—69.

92 See for instance: Oldh 2009b, 50-52.

9 Esther 9:17.
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The cabbage leaves covering and hiding the ground meat dumplings in the soup
(kreplach) refer to the words “Purim letter”* in the Book of Esther, where the name
of the “more valued” part of the dish is concealed by the leaves, as is the name of the
Lord in this Biblical book.

Among the traditional desserts we find flodni (a sort of confection, multi-layered
with poppy, apple, walnut, and plum jam; or walnut, apple, poppy and plum jam);
kindli (walnut or poppy roll shaped like a baby wrapped in a blanket, so the dough
is pinched at the ends); kranzli (round shaped cake); lekuch or lekach/leykech (honey
cake, with walnut of which one could mould the characters in the Book of Esther); in
many places doughnuts and the most popular Purim dish is the hamantash (homentash,
ozne Haman).

The four layers of flodni (from the German Fladen [flat cake]) represent the desire
for wealth, beseeching the Lord to grant a rich harvest (Purimis usually in early spring)
and other forms of wealth.

The name of kindli (from the German word for children, Kinder) represents the
ten sons of Haman who were hanged along with their father, according to the Book of
Esther,” which is when the Jews escaped their execution in Persia.

The kranzli (from the German Kranz [wreath]) and the donut symbolize, with their
round shape, wholeness and perfection that the Lord will hopefully provide.

Hamantashen are triangular cookies filled with poppy seed or (plum) jam the shape
and consumption of which have several explanations. According to one explanation,
it is the combination of the German words for poppy seed (Mohn) and bag (Taschen)
with the Hebrew article (Ha-Mohn-Taschen), which also includes the word Haman
(Ha-Mohn). Some say that they are shaped like Haman’s cap; others claim they used
to cut the ears of those condemned to death (oznei Haman = Haman’s ear). Some
believe that the three angles remind us of the three patriarchs because God’s help
came through the merits of the ancestors (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) at Purim. The
triangular pastries filled with poppy seed or (plum) jam might also represent one of
the characteristics of the Book of Esther, namely that the essence is hidden in every-
thing: the filling of the pastry and in the Book of Esther the omnipresent but never-
mentioned God.

During Pesach,” the celebration of the exodus from Egypt, the eating habits of
observant Jewish families change completely; they eat different meals than usual;
instead of bread and barches they eat matzo/matzah/mazzoth (unleavened flatbread, Yid-
dish: matzot/matzos), for which they grind flour only used to prepare this food, accord-
ing to the commandments given by the Lord.*”

9 Esther 9:29.

5 Esther 9:14.

9% See for instance: Oldah 2009b, 53-59.
97 Leviticus 23:6.
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The night when Pesach or Passover (“comes in”) is called the Seder® when we com-
memorate God’s liberation of the Jews from Egyptian captivity with a festive dinner.
The following items are required on the festive dinner table:

— Seder plate (with symbolic foods);

— wine (at least 350 ml per person);

— glass (for everyone);

— alarge and ornate cup (Eliyahu/Elijah’s cup);

— a hard-boiled egg;

— a bowl with salt water;

— three ceremonial matzos;
festive candles (at least two).

We put a comfortable armchair at the table for the Seder leader, which indicates
that we are free people in the good will of the Lord and therefore we eat in an easy,
comfortable position (leaning to the left). Both leaning and the whole dinner honour
ancient eating customs.

On the Seder plate we put the following symbolic foods:

— on the upper left is a roasted/hard-boiled egg (beitzah).

The egg represents the holiday offering brought in the days of the Holy Temple;
but it is also the symbol of grief; the grief we feel and keep until this day for the
destruction of the Temple. (The day of commemoration and of mourning of the Tem-
ple (Tisha B’Av™) and the first day of Pesach always fall on the same day of the week.)
The egg also reminds us of human life, of transiency, fragility and the vicissitude of
fate; but also of birth with the help of God, the arrival of a new life and of rebirth.

— on the upper right side of the table a piece of roasted meat is placed (zeroa), usu-

ally chicken neck or wing.

The roast meat on the bone represents the lamb that was the special Pesachal sac-
rifice in the Temple, which had to be roasted whole without breaking a bone. The
straight wing represents the outstretched arm because: “... the Lord brought us out
from Egypt with a strong hand and with an outstretched arm ...”'%

— under the egg and the roast meat, in the middle are the bitter herbs (maror), usu-

ally horseradish.

The bitter herbs represent the bitterness of life in Egypt, which was ended with the
help of God.

— on the right, under the bitter herbs is the charoset (a sweet paste of apple, walnut/

almond/fig, cinnamon and wine).

It represents the mortar and bricks made by Jewish slaves during the Egyptian cap-
tivity. The liberation from slavery happened with the help of God.

— on the left, under the bitter herbs is another kind of vegetable (karpas).

% For more detail see: Kitzur Shulchan aruch, chapter 119.
9 See for instance: Oldh 2009b, 93-95.
1% Deuteronomy 26:8.
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It can be parsley, celery or boiled potato, which alludes to spring time, to rebirth
and to the eternal regeneration; to God renewing nature every year.

— at the bottom of the plate we put bitter herbs (maror/chazereth) again; usually

horseradish, endive or lettuce.

This will be consumed between two pieces of matzos with the charosetin commemo-
ration of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, God’s symbolic place of being.

Beside the Seder plate we put a bowl of salt water on the table, which alludes to the
tears and sweat of enslavement in Egypt, from which the Jews were liberated with the
help of God.

Under/beside the Seder plate (separately) there are three pieces of malzos that
either represent the three groups making up the Jewish people: Kohanim, Levites and
the rest (Israelites); or the three patriarchs of the Jews: Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who
faithfully carried out the Lord’s commandments. For practical reasons we always put
three breads on the table (in this case it can only be unleavened cake, which is why we
us matzos because during festive meals there has to be two whole breads present; but
since we break one we put three matzos on the table at the meal’s beginning.

Furthermore we put wine/grape juice on the table and a glass for everyone. We
have to drink wine/grape-juice four times during the dinner because the Torah men-
tions God’s help'” in escaping Egypt with four phrases.

The feeling of liberation, of freedom is the feeling of joy; and wine is the symbol of
joy because: “... wine cheers man’s heart” — states the psalm.'"?

The other (filled up) glass, the ornate cup on the table is for the prophet Eliyahu/
Eliyah because in the book of Malachi it says'® that Eliyahu will come as the forerun-
ner of the Messiah,'"* he will bring the news of the Messiah’s return and we welcome
the prophet arriving from a long journey with the beverage of joy, with wine. For this
reason it is customary in Hungary to sing the song “Szdl a kakas mar ...”*” [The rooster
crows], praying for redemption, known throughout the world; a song composed by
Rabbi Yitzhak Taub according to tradition.'®

If all these things are set on the table then, after returning from the synagogue, we
light the candles and say the Kiddush (blessing said over the wine to consecrate the
feast) and the Seder can start following the traditional order of the “script”, the hagga-
dal: first by telling the story of the exodus, then eating the symbolic foods, then eating
dinner, saying thanks and singing.

101 Exodus 6:6-7.

102 Psalms 104:15.

103 Malachi 3:23-24.

14 Mishnah, Eduyot 8:7.

% You can listen to it, for instance at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DuTuKufvgO4. Accessed
20 September 2015.

196 Rabbi Yitzhak (Eizik, Ajzik) Taub (1751-1821), the tzadik (righteous man) or rebbe (Yiddish: rabbi)
from Nagykadll6 (Yiddish: hakalever), the founder of a rabbi dynasty. http://www.geni.com/
people/Admor-Isaac-Taub-of-Kaliv-1st-Kaliver-Rebbe /6000000007016587264. Accessed 20 Sep-
tember 2015.
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Traditionally the festive Passover Seder menu is as follows: chicken broth (bouillon)
with matzo ball (kneidlach); the meat from the broth with garnish (mashed potatoes
with onions, matzah farfel); compote and matzah cake. On the second day of Pesach one
of the lunch courses is boiled (smoked) beef tongue to commemorate the turn of
“fate” with the help of God, and instead of the Jews it was the one wanting to kill the
Jews, Haman and his ten sons who were hanged that day'”” and their tongues hung
on the gallows.

In the days of the festival and the intermediary “semi-festival” (week) days, food
can only be consumed with ingredients that comply with the special Passover kosher
requirements and are labelled Kasher le Pesach (kosher for Passover); because this cer-
tification (hechsher) means that it contains no chamelz (leavened product). With this
food we complete the order of “... you shall eat unleavened cakes for a seven day
period!”,'® which the Lord commanded us to do in the Torah.

During the festival of Shavuot,'” the celebration of the “revelation” by God, of the
giving of the Torah, we eat sweet dairy dishes, the consumption of which has several
explanations. Some eat milk and honey because of the allegorical interpretation of
the following sentence alluding to the Torah: “honey and milk are under your tongue
...”"" The milk and the honey also represent the land flowing with milk and honey,
which the Torah mentions as the land God promised to the Jews.'"!

Moreover, our sages say that milk is as “sweet” as the Torah because as the milk
nourishes the infant, the words of the Holy One nourish and strengthen the Jews. The
numerological (gematria) explanation claims that the numerical value of the Hebrew
letters of milk (2%n) is forty, which refers to the period of forty years of wandering in
the desert ordered as a punishment by God;!'? and also to the forty days that Moses
spent on Mount Sinai with God''? after which he came down with the two stone tablets
and the promise of forgiveness.

Eating dairy dishes at the beginning of the dinner is explained with an interesting
observation; namely, that we read the following words in the Torah:

“...0PNYAYR M2 YT AmR...” (“... / when you offer up / a new meal offering
to the Lord, on your festival of Weeks ...), the first letters of which give the word
“25nn”, milk. They traditionally eat potato or green bean soup with sour cream; barches
‘enriched’ with butter; sweet cheese delkli or delkelekh; lokshen kugli; cheese pie; sweet
cheese noodles; cheese pancakes; pudding.

The period between the first day of the month of Av until the ninth (7isha B’Av)
is called in Yiddish nayn teg (nine days). It was during these days that the destruction
of the symbolic place of God, the Temple in Jerusalem, became widely known; the

07 See Book of Esther 9:14.

108 Teviticus 23:6.

109 See for instance: Oldh 2009b, 59-63.
0 Song of songs 4:11.

I Exodus 3:8.

12 Deuteronomy 1:3.

113 Exodus 34:28.
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Jews were not able to perform the meat and wine offerings.'* In these days tradition-
ally no meat, no meals prepared with animal fat and no wine is consumed (except for
the sanctification of Shabbat and the commanded and obligatory (mitzvah) feasts,'*s
which is why we also call it “dairy days”.

In the eating customs of observant Jewish families, family celebrations and festi-
val days play a special role. The name of the Friday evening before newborn sons are
admitted into the bond of the covenant of Abraham (brit milah''®) and marked with
the seal of the covenant with God, is Shalom Zachar, literally meaning 'welcoming the
male’ or 'peace be upon the male’. On this evening the parents give a seuda (festive
meal) and the people present eat cooked lentils, beans or peas because these crops
do not have an opening/mouth (779, the numerical value of the letters of which is 85);
and the infant has no milahyet (;772°n, the numerical value of the letters of which is also
85), which is the sign of the covenant with God.

On the night before the brit milah guests are traditionally invited again, spending
the night awake studying the Torah, praying to God for the health of the baby, the
happiness of the parents, reciting psalms; this is how they keep the evil demons away
who want to harm the infant. This night is called in Yiddish the vach nacht or vakh-
nakht ("watch night’), or with a Hebrew-Yidddish term: vaad nacht or vaadnakht (night
of the gathering). This night and the subsequent day following, the brit milah, they
often eat zocher peas (Yiddish: zocher, split peas cooked in salt water with black pepper).
The explanation for this is that the consonants of the words zachar (Yiddish: zocher)
[boy, male], and the word zecher (memory, remembrance) are identical (121); this is
the remembrance of the covenant between God and Abraham’s descendants, of the
brit milah. The spherical shape of the peas alludes to the circle that is about to start,
because the boy is soon entering the covenant between God and the Jews, the cove-
nant of many generations that never ends. Furthermore, the peais a “seed”, and thus,
it refers to the promise of God written in the Torah: “... I will greatly multiply your
seed as the stars of the heavens and as the sand that is on the seashore.”'"’

In Yiddish the brit milah is called bris (archaic: yidishen, which basically means to
‘make him a Jew’); in Latin it is called circumcision; when God and the Jewish male
infant seal a covenant and the eight day-old baby boy is marked for this occasion. After
that the parents invite the people present for a seudat mitzvah (a festive meal for the
fulfilment of a commandment), serving them deserts and wine or palinka (brandy/
firewater/schnaps/ bronfn/ slivovitz) .

According to tradition, the pidyon haben,''® the redemption ceremony of the first-
born son (since he is still God’s possession) is also performed in the framework of
the seudat mitzvah. After the ceremony the kohen blesses the child first with Jacob’s

14 See Flavius, Antiquities of the Jews, X:7. http:/ /www.church-bg.eu/blog/dokumentumok/. Accessed
20 September 2015. http://sacred-texts.com/jud/josephus/ant-10.htm. Accessed 20 April 2016.

® Kitzur Shulchan aruch, 122:8.

16 See in detail: Shulchan aruch, Yoreh De’ah chapters 260—266.

17 Genesis 22:17.

8 See in detail: Shulchan aruch, Yoreh De’ah chapter 355.
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blessing,'? followed by the kohanim benediction;' finally he pronounces a blessing
over the wine before the traditional meal of pastries mostly consisting of lekuch or
lekoch/leykech and kihli or kichlach (sweet cookies).

When they start to study God’s “doctrine” on a regular basis, that is, when they first
go to the cheder (elementary school), children bring honey cookies shaped like or dec-
orated with Hebrew letters as snacks. This “sweetened” the learning of the alef-bet, the
Hebrew alphabet.

When a girl turns twelve it is customary to have a bat mitzvah,'' the ritual of initia-
tion into adulthood. At the age of twelve a Jewish girl comes of age and she becomes
responsible for observing the negative commandments of the six hundred and thir-
teen commandments given by God in the Torah, the number of which is three hun-
dred and sixty-five, according to the Talmud:'* “All affirmative precepts limited to
time, men are liable and women are exempt; but all negative precepts are binding
upon both men and women ...”- says the Talmud.'? Usually after the initiation held
at Shavuot, according to tradition, the parents invite the people present at the cere-
mony to a Kiddush (a festive meal after having said blessing over the wine), where they
serve wine and cookies.

When aboy turns thirteen'** and becomes a fully integrated member of the commu-
nity who may be counted as a member of the minyan (the praying quorum consisting
of ten adult Jewish males) and is responsible for observing the six hundred and thir-
teen commandments of the Torah given by God, then they have his bar mitzvah. The
“initiation into adulthood” is usually performed Shabbat morning, after which the
parents invite the people present to a Kiddush where they serve wine and cookies.

19 Genesis 48:20.

120 Numbers 6:24-26.

121 The festive ritual was first introduced in a German Jewish reform congregation in 1815 along the

guidelines of Israel Jakobssohn. In Hungary, the first such ceremony was held in 1860 by Wolf Alois

Meisel, the rabbi of the Dohany Street Synagogue. The initiation, or with the archaic term: “con-

firmation” (the terminology of Protestant churches) does not always take place at the first Shavuot

after turning twelve, as it is the custom nowadays; there are precedents that the adult girl takes a

ritual vow after the morning prayer (shacharit) on the first Shabbat following her twelfth birthday.

In Hungary, before the Shoah, the Holocaust, it was often at the last class-day ceremony that the

twelve (later fourteen) year-old girls were initiated, a practice started by the rabbi of Pest and Jew-

ish amunh lerem (‘faith teacher’) Izrael Bak during the second half of the nineteenth century.

Talmud, Mas. Makkoth 23b.

123 Misna, Kiddushin 1:7.

124 The initiation or acceptance into adulthood of thirteen year-old boys is not described in the To-
rah but our sages have found several allusions to this date. For instance, they deduced it from the
numerical value of words: “This people, which (1) I formed for Myself; they shall recite My praise”
(Isaiah 43:21), the numerical value of ‘which’is 13 (W=1=6+1="7=13),, therefore man is obliged
to praise the Holy One from this age onward, this is man’s main duty. In the time of the Talmud a
thirteen year-old boy was considered a major (Talmud, Mas. Baba metziah 96a); nonetheless, it was
not until the seventh century, the age of Geonim that we saw the father praising the L-rd for being
exempted, because before that he was legally responsible for his son’s actions. (And the expres-
sion bar mitzvah is even younger, it has only been in use since the fourteenth century.)

12
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The engagement, or at least the official part'® ordained by Jewish law (halakha)
usually takes place under the chuppah (wedding canopy, in Yiddish: khupe); but in tra-
ditional families the parents organise a gathering where they sign a written agreement
stipulating the conditions of the marriage. At the feast organised for this occasion
they also serve milk and honey with the traditional pastries, alluding to the lines of
the Song of Songs: “Your lips drip flowing honey, O bride; honey and milk are under
your tongue.”!?

At a traditional Ashkenazi wedding they serve the following menu: fish (fish jelly or
stuffed fish), which is one of the Jewish symbols of multiplication, reproduction, fer-
tility; followed by a chicken soup “gilded” with saffron (Yiddish: gold zipp); cooked and
roasted meat, which indicates well-being and prosperity, one of the important things
among the “goods” God gave us; and pastries (lekuch or lekoch/leykech cakes, cookies);
and the beverages are kosher wine, pdlinka (brandy/firewater/schnaps/ bronfn/ slivo-
vitz) and (nowadays) sodas. The whole feast starts with the wedding barches, which is
sweet and sometimes enriched with raisins.

There are less joyful moments in life when someone has to mourn.'? It is custom-
ary for the mourners to go from the cemetery to the flat of the deceased where they
sit on low seats, after having finished fasting they eat hard-boiled eggs and bread rolls
or bread, which they sprinkle with ash instead of salt.

After that they usually drink a little wine, the “cup of consolation”,'* because as the
Talmud says: “Wine was created for the sole purpose of comforting mourners ....”'%
The round shape of the egg and the bread roll represent the continuity and cyclical
character of life;'* it is also a symbol of the mourner who becomes withdrawn. Sprin-
kling ash is an ancient tradition; it has been known as a sign of grief since the time of
the Tanakh.'!

According to another tradition, the mourners eat a vegetable stew made of lentils'**
or beans, remembering that just as the seeds have no opening/mouth,'* they should
also make peace with the inevitable, with the judgment of G-d, and not to feel indig-
nant and discontent about it.

As I have demonstrated, eating habits and preparation of food have their estab-
lished set of rules and traditions that usually have a significance beyond themselves.
They teach and reinforce faith in the creator God, the God who had chosen them,
the God who gave specific and unique commandments and precepts to the Jewish
people.

% See in detail: Kitzur Shulchan aruch, chapter 165.

Song of Songs 4:11.

127 See in detail: Kitzur Shulchan aruch, chapters 203—221.

% Yirmeyah 17:7.

129 Talmud, Mas. Eiruvin 65a.

130 Talmud, Mas. Baba Bathra 16b.

81 For instance: Jonah 3:6; Job 2:8; Lamentations 2:10; and so forth.
52 Commentary of RASHI to the sentence of Genesis 25:30.

133 Talmud, Mas. Mo’ed Katan 21b.
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ILDIKO CSEPREGI

The Role of Doubt in Miracle Narratives'

Miracle stories usually depict how the divine powers work within a certain cult prac-
tice or ritual. Their chief function, both religious and narrative aim, is to strengthen
the faith in the miracle itself, reaffirm the thaumaturgic capacity of a certain figure,
enhance the fame attached to some miracle working place. At first glimpse, mira-
cles are for believers and depict believers and we would hardly think that doubt and
doubters have a specific place in these accounts. Although such stories can have sev-
eral different forms, from short inscriptions to long, literary pieces, there are some
necessary elements they all have in common. Two of such motifs are the great faith of
the worshipper and the successful intervention of the miracle worker. Quite under-
standably a large number of events that could happen around a miracle worker had
never even become narratives and had never entered the collection of miracles sto-
ries. These unsuccessful attempts or failed miracles where the miracle worker’s power
was challenged, however numerous they might be, are absolutely irrelevant from the
point of view of the miraculous.

Sometimes the narration makes even a direct connection between the great faith
of the worshipper and the miraculous event. What is, then, the reason for the rather
prominent presence of doubt and doubters in miracles stories, both antique and medi-
eval? They seem to undermine the power of the miracle associated with the place or
with the miracle worker, but after a closer look their inclusion will be easier to under-
stand. In order to provide a wider range of typology I use sources partly from pre-
Christian antiquity, especially from ancient Greek miracle narratives, partly from early
Christian and medieval records. This choice of source material encompassing differ-
ent religious environments would also help to see the miracle narratives on their own,
with their characteristics often not limited to their theological background.

! Conference paper, originally delivered at the symposium on Faith and Doubt. Conference on the
anthropology of religion, 16-18 October 2015, at the Pécs Committee of the Hungarian Academy
of Sciences. The conference and this paper is part of the research carried out with funding from
the European Research Council under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme
(FP7/2007-2013) / ERC grant agreement Ne 324214.
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Types of Doubt and Doubters in the Miracle Stories

Doubt in the actual miracle-working

The following miracle comes from the lamata inscriptions, Epidaurus, Greece, fourth
century BC:

A man whose fingers ... were paralyzed, came as a suppliant to the god. While
looking at the tablets in the temple he expressed incredulity regarding the cures
and scoffed at the inscriptions. But in his sleep he saw a vision. It seemed to him
that, as he was playing at dice below the temple and was about to cast a dice, the
god appeared, sprang upon his hand, and stretched out his fingers. When the god
had stepped aside it seemed to him that he bent his hand and stretched out all
his fingers one by one. When he had straightened them all, the god asked him if
he would still be incredulous of the inscriptions on the tablets in the Temple. He
answered that he would not. “Since, then, formerly you were incredulous of the
cures, though they were not incredible, for the future,” he said, “your name shall
be ‘Incredulous’.” When day dawned he walked out sound.?

The story shows several key elements that characterize this particular miracle-working
cult. First of all, it attests that the god Asclepius turns also to those who are doubting
his powers. Its second characteristic is that instead of keeping silent about it or dimin-
ishing it, the story focuses on the incredulity and makes it the core of the narrative. In
addition it also illustrates that becoming a believer in the divine power from a doubter
is a miracle itself, just as much as becoming healthy from being sick. And finally, we
learn that the man’s former incredulity should be remembered, not just on site, on a
miracle record but also during his whole future life, back in his home. Changing his
name does not sound like a punishment, however, rather it offers an occasion for the
man to explain, telling and retelling his miracle story again and again.

Ambrosia of Athens, blind of one eye. She came as a suppliant to the god. As she
walked about in the Temple she laughed at some of the cures as incredible and
impossible, that the lame and the blind should be healed by merely seeing a dream,
in her sleep she had a vision. It seemed to her that the god stood by her and said
that he would cure her, that in payment he would ask her to dedicate to the Tem-
ple asilver pig as a memorial of her ignorance. After saying this, he cut the diseased
eyeball and poured in some drug. When day came she walked out sound.’

This narrative depicts a timeless tension at any miraculous healing cult site: that the
sick ones come as suppliants and they are ready to undergo the ritual, yet they do not
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really believe. Furthermore, their incredulity in the text is termed ignorance by the
miracle worker, a frequent connotation between doubt and the lack of knowledge,
instead of the lack of faith! Another ever present problem is also described in this
story: That the miracle stories told, heard, read at the cult place, which are to confirm
the suppliants’ faith by telling the most wonderful miracles, precisely because of such
exaggerations could have the opposite effect. The miracle writer calls them “incred-
ible and impossible”, accommodating the view of the sceptical patient.

The stories at the same time offer the solution, and illustrate well how a doubter
can actually confirm the miracle-working power and this “doubter ashamed” theme
should be remembered, both with the help of a material memorial and by their
becoming a story in the miracle collection.

Doubt from outsiders: incredulity of others

A man came as a suppliant to the god. He was so blind that of one of his eyes he
had only the eyelids left — within them was nothing, but they were entirely empty.
Some of those in the Temple laughed at his silliness to think that he could recover
his sight when one of his eyes had not even a trace of the ball, but only the socket.
As he slept a vision appeared to him. It seemed to him that the god prepared some
drug, then, opening his eyelids, poured it into them. When day came he departed
with the sight of both eyes restored.*

In this story the doubters are outsiders and the emphasized impossibility of the man’s
conditions renders the miracle even greater. It also depicts a sort of gradation in
believing in the god’s power: the other suppliants in the temple generally believed in
the miraculous power of Asclepius (this is why they were themselves in the sanctuary)
but they doubted that the divine power could perform a miracle on such a dire physi-
cal condition.

Avery different doubt and a different miraculous solution are described in the fol-
lowing story:

The goblet. A porter, upon coming up to the Temple, fell when he was near the
ten stadia stone. When he had gotten up he opened his bag and looked at the bro-
ken vessels. When he saw that the goblet from which his master was accustomed to
drink was also broken, he was in great distress and sat down to try to fit the pieces
together again. But a passer-by saw him and said: “Foolish fellow, why do you put
the goblet together in vain? For this one not even Asclepius of Epidaurus could
put to rights again.” The boy, hearing this, put the pieces back in the bag and went
on to the Temple. When he got there he opened the bag and brought the gob-
let out of it, and it was entirely whole; and he related to his master what had hap-
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pened and what had been said; when he (the master) heard that, he dedicated
the goblet to the god.’

Nothing is too small for a divine being to attest his powers — this is one of the lessons
this story teaches, while the real focus of the miracle is doubt itself, completely realis-
tic and well-founded doubt, expressed even in a joking way. In this story, nothing was
at stake, no actual offence was made against the deity, his abilities were not really chal-
lenged, his miracle working power was used as a metaphor for the impossibility. Yet,
Asclepius was ready to intervene to repel any shadow of doubt.

Punishment of unbelief

Another common motif when doubt is included in the miracle narrative is that of the
punishment of incredulity. Unlike the protagonists of the first quoted stories, who
came to Asclepius and only remained skeptical at the most incredible stories read in
the Temple, there are people who generally question the god’s power and come to the
ritual place only out of curiosity.

The punishment of doubt can offer two different endings to the miracle stories:
the doubter is either punished by the miracle worker in a way which is clearly and
only a retribution for the offence. For example, in the most serious cases, the one who
refuses to believe in the miracle worker’s power could be put to death. Elsewhere an
offender, who did not believe that the god could actually know about his past experi-
ences and was ready to cheat on him had to wear lifelong scars on his forehead. The
most frequent punishment in the context of ritual healing is making the doubter ill,
either for good or only temporarily, to force him or her to acknowledge the healer’s
powers. And this leads us to the motif when doubt is turned into belief:

A doubter becomes a worshipper

Aeschines, when the suppliants were already asleep, climbed up a tree and tried to
see into the Abaton. But he fell from the tree on to some fencing and his eyes were
injured. In a pitiable state of blindness, he came as a suppliant to the god and slept
in the Temple and was healed.®

One of the important characteristics of the Epidaurian inscriptions is that they are
not just a random collection of votive texts but they underwent a redaction, an edi-
torial process, done by the temple personnel. The original plaques that covered the
temple walls, when they were taken down, were rewritten, divided into groups. One of
the guiding principles behind this process was to establish thematic unities and place
miracles with a similar theme next to each other. That the stories 423.9-10-11 form a
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group, just as the miracles 423.3—4 come after each other, shows that the temple per-
sonnel, the redactors of these stories were aware of the narrative function of doubt
and its punishment and treated these features as characteristic motifs of such texts.

Here we have what is probably at the core of this paper: the real, practical role of
writing about doubt. Besides its narrative role, doubt is present in stories of conver-
sion, when a doubter becomes a believer, which is the real and concrete aim of mira-
cle stories in general.

Doubt in the origin and nature of the religious experience

Another area for scepticism is to question where the miracle working powers come
from not their efficacy. Such events can be best observed when the religious climate
changes, at the confrontation of different belief-systems. With the arrival of Christian-
ity and especially with the formation of the organized Church many elements changed
also in the realm of miracles, even if rituals and miracle narratives often retained their
pagan background along with the radically altered theological message. Regarding
the issue of doubt the significant changes in Christian miracles was the expression of
doubt that concerned not the miracle itself but the origin of the miracle. The early
apologists did not discredit a miraculous event per se but attributed it to demons. The
Greeks, likewise, offered alternative explanations for Christ’s deeds:

And again when they [ =the gentiles] learned about the prophecies to the effect
that He [Christ] would heal every disease and would raise the dead, they brought
forward Asclepius.”

A somewhat similar issue comes up in the case of rivalry between cults of different cult
sites of the same miracle worker. Doubt about which miracle worker worked better
was often formulated in the clash of different religions, like the example cited above,
between Christ and Asclepius. It is also frequent in cases when a newcomer replaces a
previous miracle worker, with the suppliant clearly hesitating which healer to address,
the old or the new one or simply does not believe that the previous miracle worker
no longer functions at that site. In Christian times, with the proliferation of relics and
the multiplication of cult sites, the question of which one was the better, became even
more pressing. (And in hagiographic records we read about such men in doubt who
address or even visit several different saints in a row.)

Another issue regarding doubt about the origin and nature of the ritual experi-
ence often comes up in miracles involving dreams. On such occasions we often read
about the dreamers’ scepticism, who are prone to discard the dream as mere phanta-
sia. Classical and Hellenistic Greek dream interpreters knew several methods of dis-
tinguishing between true and false dreams, as well as between real dreams and mere
imaginations, for example based on the clarity of the appearance, its being shiny,
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and being easily recognizable. From elaborate dream books to medical diagnostic
dreams and divination and to the everyday dreams of ordinary men it was of tower-
ing importance to tell apart the true dreams from the false ones beyond doubt. In this
respect, although dream interpretation was not exactly viewed favourably, even Chris-
tians stayed on guard and in early Byzantine miracle accounts we also find doubt aris-
ing about the nature of dreams. We encounter claims that the vision was a phantasia
instead of the real dream appearance — such affirmations figure, for example, among
the sixth—-seventh century miracles of Saints Cosmas and Damian.

Another frequent motif involving doubt about the source of the miraculous is
when the miraculous remedy or advice is so bizarre that even the believers doubt that
it could come from the saints (e.g., to drink poison as remedy). Such dubious saintly
prescriptions were so incredible on purpose and served to test the faith of the sick
worshippers.

From the types of doubt in miracle accounts we arrived to the doubting figures:
who are those, who question the miracles? In what follows I will give a brief sketch of
such persons, mainly those unbelievers who are sceptical in face of the miraculous
because of their worldview, religion, medical or scientific expertise.

Doubting figures

In the Christian miracle collections, there are several groups of non-Christians who
turn to the saints, with different motivations and with different outcomes. The most
simple group involves those about whom we know only that they were “pagans”, that
is Hellenes who had not yet been converted to Christianity. A more frequently men-
tioned set is the learned Greeks: professors, philosophers, sophists and rhetors, who
questioned their entire cultural knowledge with the saints’ power. They may also be
physicians, who are thus challenging divine healing as heirs to the Hippocratic and
Galenic traditions.

Just like the diversity of these groups, the saints’ attitude in the face of their
doubts also varies — from nonchalance or attempts at persuasion to anger and vio-
lence. The outcome of the confrontation likewise could be various: it could happen
that the healed pagan returned to his fellow-believers and recounted his miraculous
recovery and they also converted. Turning to the saint may have been a final step in
the emerging interest in the new faith on the part of the unbeliever, who may have
been already familiar with Christians and Christian rituals. It was quite common that a
sick Greek approached the saints only out of extreme necessity, under the pressure of
illness alone, not firmly convinced about the miracle working powers. The presence
of such unbelievers at the cult place was presumably connected to the fact that in some
cases the relatively quick Christian replacement of the previous (pagan) healer of the
site resulted in the new, Christian saint along with the cult place and the healing ritual
inheriting some of the pilgrims as well, these being those who had wanted to turn to
the earlier healer. The presence of various non-Christian groups n the stories presup-
poses that they were still an active part of the collective memory after Christianity con-
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quered the area. Moreover, the narrative role these real or fictitious doubters played
served also as a model for the target audience, for those hesitant or recalcitrant or
sceptical Christians who did not necessarily number among the “pagans” of the mira-
cles yet who in the same way represented the theological adversary — both in the sto-
ries and in real life. In what follows, I identify those categories of miracle stories in
which non-Christians could play a narrative role in the miracle stories and point out
some instances of the underlying social reality.

Pagans versus Christians

This confrontation might be between generations, spouses, or lord and servant. What
makes the evocation of this context fascinating, beyond the colour it brings to the
narrative, is that the adherents of the old faith in this way confront not only the saint
but those near to them. In the fifth century miracle collections of Saint Thecla, such
was the case of the grandmother in a family where her children were already Chris-
tians, and she turned to the previous pagan healer of the cult site, Sarpedonios to seek
cure for her grandchild. The new owner, Saint Thecla, healed the boy as a reward of
the parents’ faith, nevertheless the grandmother did not start believing in a Chris-
tian saint.® The daughter of a tolerant pagan family was healed and thus won for
Christianity,” and the pagan husband of a devotedly Christian wife was converted as a
reward for the woman’s faith.'” Here, as all over in the Byzantine collections of mirac-
ulous healing, doubt and believing take on the context and terminology of illness;
when a Christian wife prayed to Thecla for the conversion of her pagan husband,
Thecla, to achieve this, made the husband ill, that is, manifested the illness of his
soul in bodily pains, and this illness she then healed miraculously. A Christian servant
may also teach a lesson to his master, as so often in the collections the same miracle
involves a rich and a poor man together. The rich Maximo, a sceptical pagan, turned
Christian after witnessing the miraculous cure of one of his servants,'" while Thecla
elsewhere proved her wonderworking capacity to a doubting Christian by healing his
sick horse.” A Christian friend could also familiarize a pagan Greek with the idea of
conversion; the stages of such decision-making are described in the KDM 10, where
the not-yet-believing pagan man went regularly to pray for a vision or illumination
that would eventually bring him to a decision to convert.

It could happen that the Christian ritual experience was viewed by the unbeliever
as authentic manifestation of his own faith. That is, and this brings us back to the type
of doubt discussed earlier, a suppliant may acknowledge the miracle but doubt that
it came from the miracle worker in place and instead attributes it to another source.
Thus the pagan Sophist Aretarchos stubbornly interpreted his healing by Thecla as
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having been performed by Sarpedonios, and the hagiographer, still at home in both
worlds, used the mystery vocabulary in describing how the patient after experiencing
a miraculous cure defined himself as a follower of Sarpedonios, “his suppliant and

worshipper and initiate and lover”."?

Men of learning as doubters

Those Greeks who did not embrace Christianity were not the saints’ enemies; on the
contrary, they were a challenge, both in the narrative as well as in the eschatologi-
cal sense. They often represented the hagiographers’ own ideal of manhood: nobil-
ity, education, and fidelity to a tradition even if it was fated to decline. In the case of
Thecla’s hagiographer, this positive attitude is easy to understand. He converted to
Christianity but never dreamt of giving up what had made him a man of culture; he
rather depicted Saint Thecla as quoting Homer, just as he was quoting Greek authors.
One of the doubting figures of the collection is the famous rhetor Isocasios, who also
benefitted from Thecla’s miracle working power and still refused to convert to Chris-
tianity. Did his visit (even if incredulous) contribute to the fame of Thecla’s church?
Did the hagiographer want to portray Thecla as learned and tolerant, not withhold-
ing her curative powers from anyone even if they doubted? Or was the famous rhetor
more important to the rhetor-hagiographer as a narrative figure, a doubter, to be
placed next to himself, a believer? In any case, Thecla was happy to have him in her
church, no less than the other pagan rhetor Aretarchos, mentioned above, who like-
wise remained firm about attributing the miraculous cure to Sarpedonios and not to
Thecla. We meet another Greek Sophist called Stephanos in the miracle collection of
Saints Cosmas and Damian, who knew the philosophers well, and what was more, was
the author of “pagan books” (ethnika biblia) and was described as a rhetor of Tarsus.
But he was blind — both physically in his eyes and symbolically in his heresy — and
when healed he earned praise only when he put his talent to the service of the saints,
when he wrote a book about them in an act of gratitude.'* The other learned pagan
of this collection, though he still believed to be carried to the healing sanctuary of
the Dioscuroi, Castor and Pollux, recognizing the saints as the new healers, converted
and advertised the miracle among his pagan friends as it were done by Saints Cosmas
and Damian."

Doctors also belong to this category of learned Greek pagans and were often rep-
resented in the healing stories. They voice accurately their doubts concerning the
miraculous healing in medical terms. To reply to their doubts, the miracle workers
often dedicate special attention to them, either by involving them in performing the
miracle or openly confronting their medical knowledge with their own miraculous
remedies. In this context, overcoming the challenge of the doctors’ doubts results in
confirming the efficacy of the saintly medicines.
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Conclusion

Doubt and doubters in miracle stories first and foremost have a narrative role. The
stories of doubters always find a narrative solution of confirming the miracle workers’
powers and authority, either in a positive way (the doubter is convinced) or in a nega-
tive way (the doubter is put to shame, or punished). Besides this, openly challenging
doubters and clearly voicing arguments against them had an important role as the-
ological propaganda. The spectrum of such issues ranges from a particular cult site
establishing credibility over its rivals, to the confession of a certain credo or the right
way to take the Eucharist. Including doubters into theological propaganda can work
in two directions: on the one hand, enlarging the healer’s clientele by showing that
he or she works miracles even on those who do not firmly believe; on the other hand,
it can also limit the group of potential worshippers by clearly outlining the condi-
tions regarding the faith of those who wish to turn to the miracle worker. A third rea-
son for including doubt in the miracle accounts could be to reach the potential audi-
ence and clients, as doubters are always among the targets of the writers of miracles.
And last, the stories involving incredulity, doubters convinced or punished, or stories
about testing faith had a strong entertainment factor, a narrative variant that pro-
duces memorable stories, things to remember especially because they are so bizarre
or difficult to believe.
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GABOR KLANICZAY

Doubts in the Reality of Stigmata
Stigmata as a Weapon against Doubt

The most famous case of doubt in the stigmata is of course the episode from the Gos-
pel of John (20:24-29):

Thomas (also known as Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples
when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” But
he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where
the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe”. 26 A week later his
disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors
were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 27
Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand
and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” 28 Thomas said to him, “My
Lord and my God!” 29 Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have
believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

Though Jesus admonished his followers to believe even without seeing and touch-
ing the signs, the habit to be only convinced by such signa persists till our days. One
of the most extreme miracles in medieval and modern Christianity, the stigmatiza-
tion, i.e., the appearance of the holy wounds of Christ, the stigmata on the body of the
devout, in a supernatural manner, was naturally subject to doubts, controversies, deni-
als; often a “doubting Thomas” appeared who challenged the possibility of such an
occurrence. This paper presents some of the most spectacular cases in these debates.

It is natural to start with the first, paradigmatic such event, the stigmatization of
Saint Francis, discussed in a host of excellent studies and monographs.' This “new and
unique miracle” was first announced by Elias of Cortona, vicar general of the Minor
Brethren, after the death of the saint, in a letter addressed to Gregory of Naples, the
provincial minister of France:

! Vauchez 1968; 2012; Schmucki 1991; Yarom 1992; Frugoni 1993; Dalarun 2006; Benfatti 2011.



70 GABOR KLANICZAY

I announce to you a great joy and a novelty among miracles. Throughout the ages
such a sign has not been heard of, except in the Son of God, who is Christ the Lord.
Not long before death our brother and father appeared crucified, bearing in his
body the five wounds which are in truth the stigmata of Christ: for his hands and
feet had as it were the punctures of nails pierced through on either side, retaining
the scars and showing the blackness of nails; his side appeared to have been lanced
and often oozed blood.”

Recent studies have insisted that the Christlike scars on the body of the deceased
Francis, however unique they seemed to Elias of Cortona, were not unprecedented:
such bodily imitation of Christ had been developing among the self-flagellating reli-
gious ascetics of the eleventh and the twelfth centuries.? The real novelty attributed
to Francis was that the reception of the stigmata, the “stigmatization” was attributed
to a miraculous supernatural intervention.* This attribution was made by Thomas of
Celano the author of the first life of Francis, written around or shortly after the can-
onization.” While Elias only mentioned that the stigmata appeared “not long before
death”, Thomas related this event to a vision Francis received on Mount La Verna on
14 September, in 1224, a vision Francis never talked about to anybody, so what Thomas
wrote could only be his own reconstruction attempt or, to echo Chiara Frugoni, an
invention.

... he had a vision from God. There appeared to him a man, like a Seraph with
six wings, standing above him, with his hands extended and feet joined, fixed to a
cross. ... He anxiously meditated on what the vision could mean, and for this rea-
son his spirit was greatly troubled. While he was unable to come to any understand-
ing of it and his heart was entirely preoccupied with it, this is what happened: the
marks of the nails began to appear in his hands and feet just as he had seen them
before in the crucified man above him. His hands and feet seemed to be pierced
through the middle by nails, with the heads of the nails appearing in the inner
side of the hands and on the upper sides of the feet and their pointed ends on the
opposite sides ...°

It took a century for the Franciscan order to authenticate, accommodate and reinter-
pret this extraordinary miracle. An initial uncertainty is reflected by the contradictory
report on the stigmata by Roger of Wendover, transcribed by Matthew Paris, which
still ignores the vision of the seraph, dates the stigmatization to two weeks before the

2 Menesto e Brufani 1995, 254; Benfatti 2011, 17-30.
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death of Francis, who, according to Roger, did show his wounds in public, and they
had perfectly healed before his death.”

The debates around the stigmata also influenced the iconography of this mira-
cle, which became a popular theme of late medieval painting and book illumination.
The oldest panel painting is that by Bonaventura Berlinghieri, representing the stig-
matization as a miracle episode on his altarpiece for Pescia (1235), and framing the
event as a parallel to Christ’s vision on the Mount of Olives (an appropriate way to see
Francis as “Alter Christus”).® The illus4tration in the autograph copy of the Cronica
maiora of Mathew Paris,” prepared by the chronicler himself after 1236, provides a dif-
ferent suggestion. Contradicting the narrative of Roger of Wendover, included in a
preceding part of Matthew’s chronicle, he certainly used Thomas of Celano’s legend,
so he included in the illustration the seraph. Nevertheless, in opposition to Thomas,
he depicts the vision according to the dream-convention: Francis is shown in a reclin-
ing position, asleep on a green patch of grass, while the red stigmata become visible
on his hands, feet and his side.!” The confusion surrounding the stigmata illustration,
as shown by Chiara Frugoni, continued for several decades: for instance, in the Book
of Hours from Carpentras (ca. 1250), instead of the mountain wilderness, the scene is
set in a church where the seraph appears on the altar.!!

In the meantime one could witness the creation of a new series of legends of Saint
Francis, nourished by the controversies and tensions between the Spiritual and the
Conventual branch of the order — the Assisi Compilation, the Legend of the Three Com-
panions (1240), the Vita secunda by Thomas of Celano (the Memoriale 1246-1247), sup-
plemented with a Tractatus de Miraculis (1251-1253, composed at the request of Min-
ister General John of Parma),'? and finally that by Bonaventure of Bagnoregio, whose
Legenda maior put an end to the controversy, in a rather drastic way: all previous leg-
ends had to be destroyed in the Franciscan convents."” Needless to say, one of the prin-
cipal points of disagreement was precisely around the modalities of Francis’s stigmata,
and the growing need to bring additional convincing proofs for their veracity.

While Pope Gregory IX might have alluded to the stigmata of Francis in his can-
onization bull Mira circa nos of 19 July, 1228, he certainly avoided mentioning them. It
took nine years, until he decided to take an open stand for the stigmata in his bull Con-
Sessor Domini dated 5 April, 1237."* In the bull Usque ad terminos, issued the same year,
we are informed that his newly acquired conviction (supported by an apparition of
Francis to him in a dream) was also a reaction to the doubts circulating around these

7 Hewlett 1886-1889, I1:328-33; Robson 2015, 86-88.
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stigmata, above all in the circle of the Cistercians and the Dominicans, the two prin-
cipal rivals of the Franciscans. Robertus de Anglia, the Cistercian bishop of Olomouc
(Bohemia) strongly opposed this new cult, saying that “Because the son of the eter-
nal Father alone was crucified for the salvation of mankind, and the Christian reli-
gion ought to adore his wounds alone with suppliant devotion, neither blessed Fran-
cis nor any other of the saints is to be depicted with stigmata in the Church of God,
and who asserts the contrary, sins.” Gregory IX suspended him from his episcopal
see for this statement. In the same bull, he also condemns a Dominican friar named
Evechardus, preaching in Oppava (Moravia) against the authenticity of the stigmata
of Saint Francis and labelling the Franciscans as “false preachers”.”

While in the rather rushed canonization examination of Francis and his first leg-
end ocular and judicial testimonies on the stigmata were curiously missing, in the
1230s they started to multiply, to attest the veracity of the stigmata in the eyes of those
who have doubts in it. In 1236 a notarial list of 36 ocular testimonies was compiled
in Assisi.'® The Tractatus de Miraculis (the second part of the Memoriale) by Thomas of
Celano makes a special place for John Frangipani, the son of Lady Jacoba, who by
that time had become proconsul of the Romans, and who was one of the first peo-
ple to have had the privilege of seeing and touching the sacred wounds immediately
after the death of Francis.'” The treatise also enumerates a series of further miracu-
lous events attesting to the miracle: a doubting cleric of Potenza who is punished by
having similar wounds on his hand; a noble woman in Rome, on whose devotional
image of Francis the stigmata did appear; a doubting Franciscan friar, to whom Fran-
cis appears in a dream and lets him touch his wounds; and a mortally wounded man
saved and healed by an apparition of Saint Francis, who touched the mortal wounds
with his own stigmatic wounds."®

All these proofs were supported by the testimony and above all the most precious
relic of Leo, the closest companion of Francis, who had been there with Francis on
Mount La Verna, and had received a parchment with the autograph words of the
hymn Laudes Dei Altissimi composed and written down by Francis after his vision of the
Seraph. Leo had added a brief factual note concerning this donation, stressing that
he received it “after the vision and the allocution of the Seraph and the impression of
the stigmata of Christ into his body”.!” Though the precise date of this note is much
debated, it seems clear that at least from the 1240s on Leo had also agreed to appear
as the principal witness to the stigmata.*

The Legenda Maior by Bonaventura, while giving a new, more complete and theo-
logically elaborated account of the vision received by Saint Francis and the causality
of his bodily transformation, also added a further list of ocular testimonies to the stig-
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mata, among them a certain Brother Illuminatus, who convinced Francis to reveal his
“great secret” by reminding him that “at times the divine sacraments are revealed to
you not for yourself alone but also for others”.#

The authority of Bonaventura, and the 1266 order of the destruction of the other
legends did not fully eliminate the question marks around the stigmata of Francis.
The ongoing interrogations are reflected by the fact that in 1282 a curious docu-
ment is produced by Philip, minister of Tuscia entitled Instrumentum de stigmatibus beati
Francisci. This is a protocol on the visions of a lay brother, Giovanni di Castiglione,
who made a pilgrimage to Mount La Verna in 1281, where Saint Francis appeared to
him when called upon. The lay brother interrogated him in detail, how precisely the
reception of the stigmata took place, with the same kind of inquisitorial meticulous-
ness, as the witnesses of canonization investigations are questioned.?

Chiara Frugoni,” Arnold Davidson** and Hans Belting® also analysed the parallel
iconographic evolution, where a similar change of interpretations could be observed
as in the texts. It was Giotto who elaborated the new iconographic canon, based on
Bonaventure’s text, but with several fascinating novelties. One of these was of the cru-
cified seraph “impressing” the stigmata by means of five luminous rays emanating
from the wounds of Christ and piercing the body of Saint Francis. A further develop-
ment of this motif is that while on the Assisi and the Louvre paintings the rays impress
the wounds as if coming from a mirror-image (from the left hand of Christ to the right
one of Saint Francis, and so forth), the Bardi Chapel fresco corrects this by an even
further bodily identification: the wounds on the left hand and feet are beamed to the
left ones of Saint Francis and the right ones to the right: thus Francis is not “mirror-
ing” Christ, but becomes simply identical with him.?

This strong claim then became the principal source of the identity of the Francis-
can order. Despite the vicissitudes of the order during the persecutions from Pope
John XXII, the uniqueness of Francis was further bolstered in the fourteenth century
by the broad popular reading of his legends, new compilations such as the Actus beati
Francisci (ca. 1320), the Speculum Perfectionis, and their new vernacular versions, above
all the Fioretti, and the attached anonymous treatise, Considerazioni sulle stigmate” In
1390 Bartolomeo da Pisa could resume this tradition in a magisterial, two volume
work: De conformitate vitae Beati Francisci ad Vitam Domini Jesu.*® No wonder that this
claim also provoked strong counter-reactions.

As already mentioned, those who were the most reluctant to accept the attribution
of this prestigious emblem to Saint Francis, were the two rival religious orders of the
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age, the Cistercians and the Dominicans. This is exemplified in the anecdote included
in the Actus beati Francisciwhere a Dominican friar, angered by a fresco depicting Saint
Francis’s stigmatization, tried to erase the stigmata from the painting, but these stig-
mata miraculously reappeared.

... when the friar sat down at table, he looked at the picture of Saint Francis and
he saw those sacred Stigmata seeming more beautiful and new than they had ever
appeared before. ... And he said to himself: “By God, I am going to erase those
Stigmata so that they will never appear again!” ... Then with intense fury he took
a knife and dug the marks of the Stigmata out of the picture, cutting out the color
and the stone. But just as he finished digging, blood began to flow from the open-
ings and it gushed out violently and stained the friar’s face and hands and habit.*

Another, less aggressive way to express doubts concerning the divine origin of Fran-
cis’s stigmata was represented by the famous Dominican preacher and legend-writer
James of Voragine (1230-1298), who related in one of the four sermons he had dedi-
cated to the stigmata of Francis:

His ardent imagination (vehemens imaginatio) imprinted the stigmata on his body as
is evident in two examples which are in Jerome’s writings. The first is the account of
a certain woman who gave birth to an Ethiopian baby, because of this she was sus-
pected by her husband of having an affair; but it was discovered that this happened
to her as a result of a certain image of an Ethiopian which she could not get out of
her mind. ... If therefore, Francis in a vision had imagined the crucified Seraph, so
great was his imagination that it impresses the wound of the passion on his flesh.*

Despite all the praises heaped by James of Voragine on Saint Francis, one must admit,
this is quite a frivolous parallel to the grand miracle of the Franciscans, which, inci-
dentally, undermines their explanation of the supernatural nature of these precious
signa.

The Franciscans retorted as best they could. They took issue with the hypothesis of
“vehemens imagination” being the cause of the stigmata of Francis, in a quodlibet questio
by Petrus Thomae, a Franciscan master in Paris, around 1320. The treatise ends with
the refutation of the interpretation proposed by James of Voragine: Francis “could
not have his stigmata in a natural way” (non potuit habere Stigmata per naturam).* This
interpretation — the precursor of the modern psycho-somatic explanation of stigmata
— persisted. Itis in this vein that Petrarch wrote his famous letter to a humanist doctor
friend of his, Tommaso Garbo in 1366:
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Concerning the stigmata of St. Francis, this is certainly the origin: so assiduous and
profound was his meditation on the death of Christ that his soul was filled up with
it, and appearing to himself to be also crucified with his Lord, the force of that
thought was able to pass from the soul into the body and leave visibly impressed in
it the traces.”

We subsequently find the same argument in the famous critical treatise De incanta-
tionibus (On the Enchantments) of Pietro Pomponazzi (1462-1524), published post-
humously, in 1567. He also refers to how the imagination of women leaves a mark on
the foetus thus suggesting that it seems also reasonable that Saint Francis had his stig-
mata “not by miracle” but by “some natural force”.?® This explanation of the stigmata
of Saint Francis persists to this day.

% ok ok

While these polemics continued, repeated attempts emerged to appropriate this spe-
cial sign of perfection. These attempts came precisely from the two religious orders
that we have already seen to pronounce sceptical views about the stigmatization of
Saint Francis: the Cistercians and the Dominicans, or rather from lay Beguines patron-
ized and advised by them. It might be worthy to observe at the outset that almost all
these stigmatic rivals of Francis were women — stigmatization became a specific, privi-
leged aspect of the bodily expression of late medieval female spirituality.**

The first spectacular example of a new female stigmatic, with detailed documen-
tation came from this milieu, the Low Countries. In 1267 Philip of Clairvaux, from
the Cistercian abbey of Herkenrode, diocese of Li¢ge, reported that a Beguine living
nearby in the village of Spalbeek, named Elizabeth, “bore most openly the stigmata of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that is, in her hands, feet, and side, without ambiguous simu-
lation or doubtful fraud. The visibly open, fresh wounds are bleeding frequently and
especially on Fridays.” Abbot Philip raises the question of how the divine choice for
representing “this glorious victory, this wonderful virtue” could fall upon “a represent-
ative of the feeble feminine sex”, and tries to justify it with eloquent arguments.

In the male sex, namely in the person of Saint Francis, God has revealed himself
already. So that both sexes not only by the testimony of the Scriptures, but also
by living examples of the human condition, may perceive on Christ’s cross what
should be honored, venerated, adored, imitated, and loved... in the members and
the body of this girl as a vivid and unmistakable Veronica, a living image and an ani-
mated history of redemption ... could be read, even by the illiterate.*
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An indignant response to this claim came from Guibert of Tournai, a Franciscan mas-
ter of Paris, who gave an account of this attempt to steal the privilege of stigmatization
from Saint Francis in his treatise “On the Scandals of the Church” (Collectio de scanda-
lis Ecclesiae), and expressed his conviction that it was a fraud.*

Almost simultaneously, in the Rhinelands there emerged another stigmatic
Beguine: Christina of Stommeln (1242-1312), a devout laywoman near Cologne, dis-
covered and promoted by Peter of Dacia, a Dominican friar from Gotland. He met
Christina in 1267 who already bore the stigmata in her body then; Peter visited her
thirteen times before leaving for Paris in 1269, and he provided a detailed descrip-
tion of the divine experiences of Cristina, the appearance of bleeding stigmata on
her body, and the diabolic tribulations that tortured her.*® From our point of view it
is of special interest that the Beguines of Cologne, with whom Christina of Stommeln
spent several years, had little appreciation for her positive and negative supernatural
experiences, and considered her simply an epileptic and a fool (fatua).”

A third noteworthy case is from the beginning of the fourteenth century, that of the
Italian Augustinian nun, Clare of Montefalco (1268-1308).*’ She bore the signs of the
suffering Christ not on the outside of her body but inside her heart. She saw the suf-
fering Christ in several visions. One of these visions was narrated by a fellow nun dur-
ing her canonization process:

She heard from the aforesaid Clare that Christ appeared to her in the form of a
man with a rather large cross on his neck ... Christ seemed very tired, and said to
Saint Clare, “I am searching for a strong place to establish this cross in the earth,
and here I found an apt place for it”. And the witness said that she believed that
Christ left the aforementioned signs of the Passion and sent them into Saint Clare’s
heart at the time of this vision, just as they were found existing in Clare’s heart after
her death.*!

The nuns wanted tangible proof of this miracle. After the death of Clare, without
asking the assistance of a professional physician, they extracted the heart from the
corpse, cutitin two, and discovered there indeed all those arma Christi: the Cross, the
nails, the lance, the sponge, the Crown of Thorns, the scourge and the column.*

In 1318-19, during her canonization process, there was a lengthy interrogation
on these miraculous signa in her heart. A feature of special interest from the point of
view of faith and doubt is that there was also a negative testimony recorded. Among
the witnesses there was a “doubting Thomas”, a Franciscan friar, called Tommaso
Boni da Foligno (what a coincidence of names!). He stated he heard from another
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friar, Giovanni Pulcino da Bevagna, that the signa in Clare’s heart were created by the
nuns. He also added that Clare’s spirituality was suspicious because she had close rela-
tions with heretics of the Free Spirit. He also accused her of only pretending to fast
all the while eating secretly. Finally, he recounted that her ecstasies were fake since
she was an epileptic ...*» One wonders how such a negative testimony could find its
way into the carefully selected set of documents compiled to support the canoniza-
tion initiative — maybe Clare’s saintly reputation seemed too strong for the inquisi-
tors, so, they decided confidently that even this defamation could be included. In any
case, the suspicion about the truthfulness of such extraordinary miraculous signs was
“officially” there.**

Throughout the fourteenth century the Dominicans made renewed attempts to
have a stigmatized saint of their own. In the second half of the century news spread
among Italian Dominicans that their first “official” female candidate for beatifica-
tion, Margaret of Hungary (1242-1270), daughter of King Béla IV, whose canoniza-
tion process began with the investigations between 1273 and 1276,% had received the
stigmata. She was represented in a number of Dominican convents as receiving this
divine grace, like Saint Francis, from a seraph; the stigmatization episode was even
added to one of her legends.*®

The same expectation of having a stigmatized Dominican saint was fulfilled, how-
ever, by the greatest spiritual authority of the order, the mystic and visionary tertiary
(mantellata) Catherine of Siena.*” According to the report we can read in The Life of
Saint Catherine of Siena by Raymond of Capua, Catherine obtained the stigmata in 1375
in Pisa, in the circle of her devout followers, during an ecstatic rapture:

... Suddenly, before our eyes, her emaciated body, which had been prostrate on
the ground, rose up to a kneeling position; she stretched out her arms and hands
to their full length; her face grew radiant. For a long time, she knelt like that, bolt
upright, her eyes closed. Then, while we still looked on, all of a sudden she pitched
forward on the ground as if she had received a mortal wound. A few minutes later
she returned to her senses. In a little while, she sent for me, and spoke to me pri-
vately apart from the others. “Father,” she said, “I must tell you that, by his mercy,
I now bear the stigmata of the Lord Jesus in my body.” ... “I saw our Lord fastened
to the cross, coming down upon me in a blaze of light. With that, as my spirit
leaped to meet its Creator, this poor body was pulled upright. Then I saw, spring-
ing from the marks of his most sacred wounds, five blood-red rays coming down
upon me, directed towards my hands and feet and heart. Realizing the meaning of
this mystery, I promptly cried out: “Ah, Lord God, my God, I implore you not to let
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the marks show outwardly on my body.” While these words were still upon my lips,
before the rays had reached me, their blood-red colour changed from blood red
to radiant brightness, and it was in the form of clearest light that they fell upon the
five points of my body — hands, feet and heart ...*

These stigmata became at least as controversial as those of Saint Francis and, not sur-
prisingly, the arguments against the miracle were coming this time from the Francis-
cans. The apology of these wounds was elaborated by Tommaso di Antonio da Siena,
called “Caffarini” (1350-1434), from San Giovanni e Paolo in Venice, in a way as a
Dominican response to the De conformitate of Bartolomeo da Pisa. Caffarini worked
for decades to gather supportive materials for the canonisation of Catherine, he com-
piled a Libellus de Supplemento to the legends of Saint Catherine between 1412 and
1417, where he added further documentation to her hagiographic material as well as
an entire chapter on the phenomenon of the stigmata.*

His critical approach was to challenge the claim of the Franciscans for the unique-
ness of Francis in this domain by assembling a record on other stigmatics, as pre-
cursors to the stigmatization of Catherine. He also took care to dissipate possible
doubts in these cases by making inquiries on their authenticity. It is likely for this
reason that he entered into correspondence with Gregory, prior provincial of the
Hungarian Dominicans, concerning the stigmatic fame of Margaret of Hungary. And
when Gregory responded in 1409 that this renown was undeserved, because in the
oldest legend and the canonization acts of Margaret her stigmata are not mentioned,
Caffarini took care to include this negative testimony in the Libellus. More than this,
he initiated the removal of the images of Margaret’s stigmatization in Dominican con-
vents, including his own, so as not to perpetuate the story.”

As well as denying Margaret’s stigmatization, the Hungarian Dominicans also pro-
vided Caffarini with another piece of precious information, they sent him the leg-
end of Blessed Helen of Hungary, the magistra of Margaret, who was “indeed” stigma-
tized.” Historical research raised serious doubts about the authenticity of this account
of the stigmatization of Helen that should have occurred in the 1230s, shortly after
that of Saint Francis, but of which the legend that surfaced in 1409 is the only testi-
mony.*? But for Caffarini this earliest Dominican-patronized stigmatic fitted well into
his documentation of precedents, just like the story of a thirteenth century Domini-
can friar, Walter of Strasbourg who, while contemplating a crucifix, received the pains
of the stigmata though his wounds remained invisible; Caffarini cites the description
from Gerard of Frachet’s Vitas fratrum (c. 1265).5
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Caffarini had thus, besides Catherine, two more Dominicans to put up against
Saint Francis, and he made a comparative analysis of their special way of receiving
the stigmata, and even had it illustrated.”* More than this, he broadened the notion
of stigmata to any kind of bodily injury received through Passion-centred penitential
practice.” This brought Catherine into an advantageous position in comparison to
Francis, since her stigmata was the culmination of an impressive series of other signa:
diabolic vexations, bloody self-flagellation, reception of the Crown of Thorns, the stig-
matization of one hand with the nail of the Passion, and the miraculous exchange of
hearts with Christ.

Despite all his efforts, including when he organized in 1411 an irregular canoniza-
tion hearing, the Processo castellano,’® Caffarini could not achieve the initiation of the
proceedings for Catherine. A prominent figure of the Dominican order, Giovanni
Dominici spoke on her behalf in vain at the Council of Constance,”” where important
authorities, such as the Paris Chancellor Jean Gerson were strongly against this kind
of female, mystical, ecstatic spirituality, closely related to such bodily signs.”® Even
in the Order of the Preachers there was a growing resistance against female mys-
tics. Eberhard Mardach, Prior of the Nuremberg Dominican convent (a centre of the
observant movement) wrote in 1421 a Sendbrief von wahren Andacht, in which he wrote
of such religious women that “These things are not true signs of sanctity” (Dise ding
sind dennoch nit ware zeichen der heiligkeit) .

Mardach’s successor in Nuremberg, Johannes Nider had a similar attitude. He
had a serious conflict when he wanted to reform in 1428 the Saint Catherine con-
vent of Dominican nuns, and later, in 1437 in his great exempla-collection the For-
micarius, a “bestseller” produced in the turmoil of the Council of Basel around 1435,
he expressed very sceptical views on female ecstatics, their miraculous bodily mani-
festations and “fake visions”.®” For a cautious interpretation of the female visionary
experience, he wrote according to the genre of the “discernment of spirits” (discretio
spirituum), a tradition recently revived by Nider’s one-time teacher, Heinrich von Lan-
genstein and Jean Gerson.®

Nider describes, for instance, an incident that happened just before the Council
of Constance, in the nearby town of Radolfzell. A saintly recluse living there “often
lay prostrate in a state of ecstasy, and when she came to herself, described the secret
revelations that she had received ... One day, they started spreading the news that
the five wounds of Christ would appear on her hands, feet and side on a particular
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day.” A great throng of the curious gathered for the occasion; they found her lying
on the floor of her cell, “motionless in her rapture, and quite beside herself”, but the
stigmata failed to appear, to the great consternation of all those who had believed in
the woman’s enigmatic teachings and revelations. Among those present was Hein-
rich von Rheinfelden (11433), a Dominican friar and professor of theology, who took
advantage of the occasion to preach a sermon about the dangers of believing in “fool-
ishness” of this sort. Not much later, the fraudulent woman (ipsa fictrix) was obliged
to appear before an ecclesiastical court; here she retracted her claims, and repented
of her sins.*

Another story narrated by Nider is reminiscent of long-time Dominican scepticism
towards Franciscan claims of ecstasy and stigmata. Magdalen of Fribourg (Magdalena
Beutlerin) from the order of the Poor Clares became famous for her frequent rap-
tures. Her most famous prophecy was pronounced before Christmas 1430, when she
stated she would die during the following Epiphany. Her devoted followers could
assist at this spectacle and thereby escape the tortures of Hell. Nider provides a vivid
description of the failure, when the event arranged in the convent church, honoured
by the presence of various secular and ecclesiastic notabilities, urban authorities, and
also a professional physician whose role was to confirm whether Magdalen was dead
or not. When she got out of the staged sarcophagus alive, her status in the eyes of the
bystanders was lost.%®

Yet, one has to be cautious with such sceptic and rationalist narratives. Nider’s
sarcastic account remains silent on the second half of the story that we know from
another source. In a brief biography on her the same series of events is narrated in a
positive, hagiographic tone, describing how she finally got out of the sarcophagus only
because she had been insistently asked to do so by the Provincial of the order. The
following day, “when the Passion of Our Lord was read ... when they read, ‘All things
are complete; Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit’, she cried out ‘O woe, woe,
how my foot pains me!” and her foot was shown to those who stood by. Then a wound
broke out on her foot, from which fresh blood ran out onto the ground, and the same
thing happened to her hands. This was seen by the people who had been sent by the
city council as witnesses.”

This biography then adds that, despite this miracle, “her holy, blessed life was
scoffed at and denied by many sinful people, and it was often taken as a sign that she
was a sorceress”.**

It should be mentioned at this juncture that the most conspicuous confrontation of
belief and doubt in the years when Nider wrote his Formicarius was around a visionary
(though not a stigmatic): Joan of Arc. The apparitions she referred to (and strongly
believed in) were instrumental in defeating the English and restoring the French king-
dom. On the other hand, they were condemned as fake by an infamous expert opinion
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of the Paris University masters, and were called diabolically inspired by her judges® —
Nider adhered to this latter qualification of her, he called her a witch (maga).*

Returning to the issue of the appreciation of Catherine’s stigmata, they are passed
over in complete silence by her confrere Nider, who otherwise praises her merits.”
When in 1461 the Sienese pope Pius II (Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini) finally canon-
ized Catherine, a controversy was immediately generated among the Franciscans, con-
cerning her stigmata. The festive mass after the canonization, in Santa Maria Sopra
Minerva, was delivered by the Franciscan bishop Roberto Caracciolo da Lecce. After
having read out the entire text on Catherine’s stigmatization from the legend of Ray-
mond of Capua, Caracciolo continued with the following malicious words:

. on the basis of this vision of hers, in many places Saint Catherine had been
depicted as receiving the stigmata from Christ. This was probably done with the
intention of making the invisible things known by the visible, and by this painting
indicate the real, uncontrollable pain — all this could probably be tolerated, despite
the error which followed from this: to make believe that she had in fact received
visible stigmata. I have seen and read several such writings praising this saint, but
I was unable to find anything else in them than the pain she suffered from during
her ecstatic rapture, without any further signs. And even if we want to call this pain
by the name of stigmata, it does not contain nor imply the same miraculous condi-
tions as the stigmata of Saint Francis ... This does not diminish in any way the sanc-
tity of Catherine.®

When a decade later a pope, Sixtus IV, came from the Franciscan order, this conflict
worsened considerably. In the bull Spectat ad Romani of September 1472 he prohibited
the representations of Saint Catherine “cum stigmatibus Christi ad instar beati Francisc?”
and even the mentioning of it in sermons, and this prohibition was repeated in 1475
and 1478.%

To prove the truthfulness of Saint Catherine’s stigmata, in the 1490s a host of new
stigmatized Dominican tertiaries appeared: a series of charismatic women of an unu-
sual vigour, such as Osanna Andreasi of Mantova (11505), Stefana Quinzani di Son-
cino (1457-1530). The greatest celebrity was Lucia Brocadelli (of Narni) (1476-1544),
who lived for a while in Rome in the same house where her role model, Catherine of
Siena had stayed more than a century earlier.” On 25 February, 1496, on Good Friday,
in the city of Viterbo, stigmata appeared on her hands, feet and side. She later said
she was publicly exposing her bleeding wounds to an admonition received from Saint
Catherine, as a testimony to the veracity to her invisible stigmata. This event attracted
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great publicity: investigating commissions were sent to her by Pope Alexander VI, and
three years later, in 1499 she was smuggled out of the city of Viterbo (which prohib-
ited her departure) by Duke Ercole I d’Este, to live beside his palace in Ferrara, in the
Saint Catherine convent of Dominican mantellatae specially founded for her.”

At the same time, her stigmata were contested by many. Felino Sandei, a humanist
friend of Ercole tried to dissuade him from believing in her stigmata in 1498: “I find
that they are, sadly fraudulent, without any truth” (#rovo che é cosa finta e de gran tristicia,
senza alcuna verita). The bishop of Viterbo, who saw the bleeding wounds, expressed
his doubts, whether they were “indeed from God”. He referred to other witnesses who
stated that many of the relic handkerchiefs stained with five drops of blood, allegedly
from her stigmata, were stained rather from the blood from somebody’s nose.” While
already in Ferrara, new accusations arose against Lucia: some sisters of her convent
asserted to have observed her through a keyhole in her cell, she was tearing open
her stigmatic wounds with a needle. The four medical-inquisitorial investigations of
the wounds of Lucia were intended to silence these doubts. Nevertheless, the same
doubts re-emerged, when in 1505, after the death of Lucia’s mighty protector, Ercole
d’Este, Lucia’s stigmata suddenly disappeared, the wounds healed. In those years, the
strivings of “Savonarola’s women” lost the battle within the Dominican Order: Lucia
was constrained to full reclusion for the rest of her life (almost four more decades).”
At the same time, the Franciscan Samuele Cassini published a long treatise in 1508
on the stigmata of Saint Francis, explaining why it was impossible that a “mulier, licet
sanctissima” could receive stigmata.™

Stigmatic male Dominicans did not fare better either: in 1509 three Dominican fri-
ars were burnt in Bern at the stake for having fraudulently, by “diabolic instigation”
painted fake stigmata on a fellow friar, Hans Jetzer.”

From these decades onwards, the problem of “simulated sanctity” (affettata santita)
became a special category in the reorganized activities of the Roman and the Span-
ish Inquisition,” and with a broader circle of female mystics, beatas, stigmatics were
frequently accused of faking these precious signa, often combined with the allegation
that this happened through diabolic instigation and amounted to witchcraft. Peter
Dinzelbacher provided a general overview of this problem.” The scandals concerning
the Cordoba Poor Clares’ abbess Magdalena de la Cruz (1487-1560), revered as a stig-
matic, but subsequently condemned as a witch, was analysed by Maurice Garcon, Isa-
belle Poutrin, and Maria del Mar Grana Cid.” An equally notorious scandal exploded
around the Dominican prioress, Sor Maria de la Visitacién (b. 1551), the “Nun of
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Lisbon”, first becoming famous for her stigmata, and very influential in the court of
King Philip II, then unmasked as a fraud by the Inquisition and condemned to per-
petual seclusion.”™ Fake stigmatics were also condemned in Naples, such as Alfonsina
Rispoli (1553-1611), analysed by Giovanni Romeo and Jean-Michel Sallmann.*

The history of the seventeenth-century Theatine abbess, Benedetta Carlini (1591-
1661) became very popular with the book by Judith Brown, titled: Immodest Acts. The
Life of a Lesbian Nun in Renaissance Italy. Within the complex of visions, diabolic pos-
sessions and related reprehensible sexual practices with her cell-mate Bartolomea, a
fellow nun assigned to be with her to protect her from the anxiety of diabolic vexa-
tions, she also claimed to be stigmatized. The trial held against her resulted in her
removal from the rank of abbess and imprisonment for 35 years, until the end of her
life. There were also three detailed testimonies from fellow nuns who observed her
through the keyhole scratching and opening her stigmatic wounds — this tends to
become an inquisitorial stereotype in these times.®!

The generalized suspicion concerning female mystics and their bodily miracles did
not prevent the emergence of cults based around some spectacular mystics and stig-
matics: the Carmelite Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) with her transverberated heart,
another Carmelite, Maria Magdalena dei Pazzi (1566-1607) with her forty days vision-
ary sequence,” the invisible stigmata causing spectacular suffering in the life of Marie
del I'Incarnation (Madame Acarie) (1566-1618),% or the greatest stigmatic of early
modern times, the Capuchin sister Veronica Giuliani (1660-1727), stigmatized five
times, also receiving the instruments of Passion in her heart, the Crown of Thorns
and many other insignia.*

From the point of view of the relationship of faith and doubt, we can observe an
interesting process. On the one hand, there is a growth in institutional, inquisito-
rial, and rationalist control of such ecstatic forms of manifestation, like the stigmata,
and, on the other, an increasingly explicit articulation of doubt which allows faith to
impose itself by means of some spectacular breakthroughs where scepticism is refuted
and defeated. Nineteenth-century examples, for which there is no space to discuss
here, testify even more eloquently to this same process.

The most famous German stigmatic of the age, Anna Katherina Emmerich (1774—
1824), an Augustinian nun secularized in Napoleonic times became a public celeb-
rity after 1812, when the bloody marks of the Passion appeared on her body. She was,
on the one hand, accused in the press of self-mutilation, and also as a victim of “ani-
mal magnetism” a la Mesmer, on the other, she had a deeply religious doctor Franz-
Wilhelm Wesener, who observed her daily over six years and wrote a detailed medical
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diary of the miraculous bodily manifestations. More than that, the famous romantic
poet, Clemens Brentano, who visited her in 1817, was so deeply impressed by her,
that he spent the following seven years, until the death of Emmerich, at her bedside,
recording her visions, and subsequently publishing them as new revelations.*

Louise Lateau (1850-1883) was a Belgian seamstress stigmatized at the age of
eighteen. Her village house became a pilgrimage sanctuary because of her repeated
Friday ecstasies, when she lived and re-enacted the Passion, with her stigmatic wounds
breaking open, to heal again from Saturday to Wednesday, over fifteen years. Her
wounds were closely observed, examined and documented by dozens of prestigious
doctors (sceptics and believers among them), there was even a debate on the phe-
nomena in the Belgian Royal academy.?” Désirée Magloire Bourneville, a colleague of
Jean-Martin Charcot at the Paris Hopital de la Salpétriere interpreted this as a typi-
cal manifestation of hysteria, “une malheureuse hystérique, martyr des fanatiques
religieux”.® A partisan and deeply religious doctor, Antoine Imbert-Gourbeyre, who
came all the way to observe her stigmata from Clermont-Ferrand and was one of the
first to publish a book on her, considered these stigmata as a response to the “libre-
penseurs” of the age, and became an assiduous collector of all historical data on the
stigmatized, compiling the first and to date most complete encyclopedia of stigmatics,
amassing 321 cases.®

The story did not end at this point: the twentieth century added dozens of stig-
matics to this impressive number, among them the Capuchin friar Pio da Pietralcina,
known as Padre Pio (1887-1968), stigmatized in 1918, canonized in 2002, and becom-
ing now the most popular Italian saint of our times. But the discussion of these con-
temporary phenomena is beyond our possibilities here. What we can conclude from
our — foremost late medieval - historical overview is that doubt and faith went hand in
hand in this field of extraordinary bodily manifestations of devotion. They continually
reinforced and reinvigorated one another, in essence maintaining a dialogue through
which they have preserved their position throughout history.
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Swindlers, Lunatics and “Losers”
On the Margins of the Fight against Superstition
in Hungary under Emperor Joseph II (1780-1790)

At the end of the reign of Queen Maria Theresa it seemed that the enlightened abso-
lutist state no longer had any patience with witch-hunting in law, or with superstitions
in religion and with beliefs born of ignorance in the everyday life of the people. None-
theless, numerous cases demonstrated the survival of such “superstitions” — as they
called them then — and the societal demand (or necessity) that made magical activities
lucrative for some and that kept beliefs related to them alive. Thus, the “fight” against
superstition had not come to an end; on the contrary, it only began with Joseph II's
accession to the throne. From a contemporary perspective, battles, fought on sev-
eral fronts and with countless weapons of intellectual persuasion, were taking place
at the end of the eighteenth century when the creaking of the old order indicated
the structural transformation of the state. Some of these fronts were of particular
importance, such as the escalation of polemics around religion both inside and out-
side the Church; the judicial doubts of the law, especially criminal law that occasion-
ally decided over life and death and that determined the norms of social coexistence;
the increasing role physicians played with the arrival of the Enlightenment, includ-
ing dilemmas about public health; and the emergence of new structures of the public
sphere, as well as the bickering of its protagonists.'

In 1781 Jakob Plenck (1735-1807), professor of medicine from Buda published
a handbook of forensic medicine, entitled Elementa medicinae et chirurgiae forensic. He
examined in this book the magical crimes of his time from a medical police perspec-
tive, primarily in terms of the applicable law. His work went into a second edition in
1786, and an extended German edition in 1793, both of which became the most used
textbooks of public medicine in Hungary. Since magical crimes had disappeared from
the everyday practice of criminal law, or rather, they had been transferred to the field
of medicine and medicine enforcement, the typology laid down in this book pro-
vided a useful aid for the official management of the magical phenomena continu-

! Hajdu 1982, 172-207.
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ing to appear among the common people. Plenck’s work dedicated a chapter to the
signs of magic (signa magiae) and to the categorisation of magical acts. In this chap-
ter, he explained that in compliance with prevailing medical explanations there must
be a distinction between: (1) “real” magic (magia vera); (2) “pretended” or simulated
magic (magia simulata); (3) “artificial” magic (magia artificialis); (4) “illusory” magic
(magia imaginaria); and finally (5) “attributed” magic (magia imputata).?

Although Plenck discussed the matters of witchcraft, spirit beliefs, the revenant
dead and vampirism as cases delegated to the Holy See, leaving it with, and refer-
ring it back to the field of theology instead of that of secular law, in every case he
noted the medical and judicial interpretation of these. Accordingly, he discussed the
treatment of the diabolically possessed and cases of diabolical magicians. He claimed
that the magicians and those who were diabolically possessed (magia et daemonia vera)
should be treated by priests; the simulating, fake demoniacs (magia et daemonia simu-
lata) should be put in prison; the sick, mentally deranged demoniacs, those who suf-
fered from convulsive hallucinations, melancholy, mania and female hysteria (hypo-
chondria, melancholia, mania, hystaeria) should be admitted into mental asylums. That
is to say, Plenck essentially separated the clerical and medical spheres and gave the
right to intervene to physicians and medical police, who in these cases were the rep-
resentatives of the law.?

This study examines the cases that concern magical activities during the reign of
Joseph II in Hungary, according to the categories defined by Plenck. It transpires
from the testimony of the files that ended up at the judicial and medical forums that
the authorities continued to be in doubt as to how to treat magical activities. Despite
enlightened anti-superstition ideas proposed from above, the common people still
continued to see magical activities as criminal matters and insisted on their treatment
as such, while it remained difficult to establish bewitchment and magic as facts with
the available judicial tools.

Plenck’s five categories delineate a zone in-between the roles of criminal and victim
as well as between the two poles of magical activities, in which we can find equally the
punishable criminal character and the innocent person who had to appear in front of
the tribunal (but who in the absence of a crime could not be given a punishment.) In
the intermediate positions, we find the swindler who used magic (or its appearance)
for actual fraud and deserved punishment; as well as the quacks who used magic as a
tool, who might be punished for their dubious activities as well as the lunatics of “illu-
sory” magic who made themselves believe what others would not believe.

Here I will investigate three groups from among the above-mentioned categories:
I will primarily present those groups that were categorized as falling under the pur-
view of criminal courts despite the fact that the Enlightenment had cast doubt upon
the “reality” of crimes that were related to popular beliefs, magic and superstition. In
other words, I will present the cases in which magical activities remained under the

2 Plenck 1786, 128-33.
% Ibid., 133-36.
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jurisdiction of criminal courts precisely as part of the fight against superstition. Thus,
despite the diminished prestige of magic, its loss of meaning, and the strong doubts
about witchcraft, they did not disappear, but rather they were redefined. Besides
criminals of “real” magic, I will discuss the swindlers of “pretended” magic, the men-
tally unstable “lunatics” of “imagined” magic, as well as the marginalised “losers” of
the system.

The Beginning of the End

In the winter of 1789, the ailing Emperor Joseph returned to Vienna. Belgium was
in revolt, the Prussians had made an alliance with the Turks against him, the Hun-
garians were discontent. The Hungarian nobility demanded redress for their griev-
ances and the restoration of the laws that had been in place during the time of Queen
Maria Theresa. The dismantling of traditional public administration generated enor-
mous indignation and discontent, which was only aggravated by the unsuccessful war
against the Ottoman Empire. Among the nobility — as a sign of protest — it became
fashionable to use the national language and national ethnic dress, as well as to pro-
test imperial measures. As Joseph’s death was approaching, a general malaise took
over the entire empire. The ailing emperor made a radical decision on 28 January
1790. With one desperate “stroke of a pen” he withdrew all his earlier decrees, except
for the ones about serfdom and about religious tolerance, and he restored the Hun-
garian Constitution to its 1780 state. He died on 20 February 1790, in the belief that
his life’s work had collapsed.*

In the months following the emperor’s death, several satirical pamphlets were
written personally mocking Joseph. The timing was not a coincidence because the
General Assembly of the Estates called for June 1790 was full of expectations. The
motivations behind the publication of the pamphlets were varied, but above all they
were a reaction to Joseph’s policies. One of the satirical poems published on 29 Feb-
ruary 1790 in Vienna, for instance, discussed the origin of the, by then, deceased
emperor as the “apostle of Luciper”. The anonymous author praised the emperor’s
mother, but considered Joseph a degenerate, “godless offspring”, who would hasten
Judgement Day, the Antichrist himself. Joseph was the archenemy, the principal devil,
the “altar raider”, the “mercenary of Hell” who disgraced the Church, who subverted
public order, moreover, who removed the hope of the future by dissolving monastic
orders and, by extension, their schools. Therefore, struck by the judgment of God and
as a fulfilment of the Church’s excommunication curse he had to end his life disfig-
ured by syphilis. In a harsh and unsympathetic tone, the author wished to amplify the
emperor’s death by adding otherworldly suffering and punishments of the most ter-
rible hellish kind.?

* Barta 1978; 2012; H. Baldzs 1989.
> Hajdu 1982, 479-81, No. 10/A; Hajdu 1983, 5.
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Social unrest escalated to a point that the hatred of Josephinism resulted in absurd
reactions. For instance, in several provinces in the empire, the house numbers painted
on buildings on the orders of Joseph were scraped off because they allegedly attracted
Evil and thus endangered the residents of such houses.’® In the north of Hungary,
referring to the drought as divine punishment, there were several incidents of “witch-
bathing”, that is, people suspected of witchcraft were put through a water ordeal.
A clerk, Imre Vitéz related one such incident in a letter to the famous Hungarian
writer, Ferenc Kazinczy, on 10 June 1790:

They are bathing witches everywhere ... and the judges go through village by vil-
lage and take the women for bathing. They claim that they command the elements.
Everyone is praying in the diocese of Eger for a positive outcome of the General
Assembly. This, in our eyes, is exactly like bathing witches.”

Imre Vitéz was nominated royal commissioner on 4 December 1789, to locally enforce
the emperor’s ordinances. Due to the death of the emperor, however, he never began
his work. On 20 April 1790, with the withdrawal of the imperial ordinances, the office
he fulfilled lost its purpose. Vitéz regularly corresponded with Kazinczy’s and often
discussed current political issues with him. At this point, some of the counties were
openly expediting new royal elections because Joseph had earlier broken the impe-
rial pact with the estates and went openly against the Hungarian constitution. They
also demanded that at the upcoming General Assembly of the Estates the relationship
between the new emperor and the nation be laid upon new and clear foundations.
After an intermission of a quarter of a century, the Hungarian Parliament was con-
vened on 6 June 1790. Firstin Buda, then they settled in for a longer session in Pozsony
(Pressburg, Bratislava). This happened at the same time Vitéz reported to Kazinczy on
the witch-bathing in the Eger diocese. At this time, the diocese was ruled by Bishop
Karoly Eszterhazy who — out of loyalty to Rome, rather than to Vienna - rejected every
change concerning the Catholic Church proposed by Josephinism. Eszterhdzy went
sharply against the politics of enlightened absolutism; he resented the directive of
independence from Rome and the shift towards a secular state. At the General Assem-
bly of 1790-1791, as the leader of the Roman Catholic party, he opposed the renewal
of the recognition of the rights of Protestants and openly demanded the repeal of the
entire Patent of Toleration. It was, perhaps, no coincidence that Eszterhazy saw the
power of the Church in the revival of public Catholic processions banned by Joseph,
especially considering the effect of processions on the common people. During the
time of the drought, in cooperation with secular authorities, the Bishop surely did
not object to the practice of witch-bathing considered as public exorcism, although
he did not support it openly. The processions, being mass events organised by the
Church, provided opportunities for believers pleading for rain to pronounce their

® Miskolczy 2015, 74.
7 Kazinczy 1891, 1I1:70-71, No. 315.



SWINDLERS, LUNATICS AND “LOSERS” 95

prayers; in other words, an opportunity for the revival of the forms of religious liturgy
banned by Joseph II, and for the demonstration of the bishop’s political intentions.
The bishop had a chance to show the force of his party with organised mass events.
And Eszterhazy used this opportunity cleverly. He opened up space for the repressed
religious needs of the public, handled the emotions perturbing public order resulting
from the drought while also fulfilling his political ambitions.?

Such things happened not only in the north-eastern region of Eger; there were
similar reactions after the death of the emperor in Central Hungary. In June 1790,
along the Danube, the conservative forces also set themselves in motion. Since this
part of the country was also struck by severe drought, the Dunapentele magistrate
of Fejér County convened the “Association of Scholars”, founded by the County’s
elite, in order to analyse the reasons for the natural disaster. When the authorities
inquired about the criteria for the identification of witchcraft, the answer was the fol-
lowing: the drought was caused by a witch who “weighs seven pounds”.® Therefore,
every woman of the municipality was publicly weighed. The news spread quickly from
Pentele inhabited mostly by Hungarian Catholic settlers. The rapporteur from Székes-
fehérvar of the Politisches Journal related the incident to the Hamburg-based journal
on 29 June. Thus, in the 1790 September issue, besides the news from Russia, Poland
and Munich, the German-speaking readers could read about the seemingly absurd
incidents of Hungarian witch-weighing.

In the period between the death of the emperor and the inauguration of the new
monarch, it seemed as if the entire public administration had been thinking “with-
out a head”. So, in legally uncertain times local political forces seized control, see-
ing an opportunity for a fast restoration. To this end, they considered every instru-
ment deployable that Joseph II and his predecessor Maria Theresa had banned in
the name of the principles of the Enlightenment, but which had proved to be effec-
tive in previous constellations of power. This way, they could probe questions without
consequences, questions that were raised by political uncertainty and reinforced by
the drought that according to many constituted a sign. This explains why the news of
the witch-weighings and -bathings seemed plausible to the Hungarian and the Euro-
pean public.

The Hungarian figures of the Catholic Church might have been influenced by
events coming from abroad. The first news of the imprisonment in Rome of Count
Cagliostro (Giuseppe Balsamo, 1743-1795), the magician and necromancer, proving
the still active and real power of the Holy See’s Inquisition, reached Hungary in Jan-
uary 1790. This incident is a good example of the ambivalent attitude of the Church
to magic, which was stimulated by the Enlightenment and, in its wake, the French
revolution. Banning and burning Cagliostro’s works at the stake only escalated the
public excitement developing around his person. The Hungarian public had the
same reaction. Although the average reader did not read his works, his life was an

8 Sugdr 1965; Antal 2007, 48—49.
9 Politisches Jowrnal (Hamburg), 29 June 1792, 733.
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open secret. The inner circles of the Church were actively concerned about scandals
that they considered to be a threat to the Church itself. The Vatican informed the
highest representatives of the Church about dangerous individuals and their banned
books. Meanwhile public opinion had to be satisfied with morsels of information
from newspapers.

The most interesting are, perhaps, the letters in which Bishop Karoly Eszterhazy
was informed of Cagliostro’s books being condemned to be burned at the stake, or
an earlier one informing the archbishop of Esztergom, J6zsef Batthyany, about the
details of the count’s imprisonment.' Eszterhazy received letters on 7 and 16 April
and 3 May from his agent in Rome, Giorgio Merenda, who wrote to him explaining
that the Pope convicted Cagliostro to be burned at the stake with his wife, and then
out of mercy, changed the punishment to lifelong imprisonment. The reason for this
unusually severe punishment was Cagliostro’s book on Egyptian freemasonry (Magon-
nerie Egyptienne). The offices of ecclesiastical and state censorship considered his work
so harmful that the burning of the books took place publicly in the street. But was
Giuseppe Balsano really such an important personality that news of him would reach
the Bishop of Eger practically the same day? What could have motivated Eszterhazy’s
agent, to add a set of books to his urgent letter with a warning to the recipient? He
himself provided the answer: he was sending a secret copy of the burnt work to Esz-
terhazy, one of the leaders of the Hungarian opposition against Joseph II’s religious
reforms. He had to inform Eszterhazy that the book he was sending had already been
indexed, and its author was a pariah excommunicated by the Holy Inquisition. This
information, in the eye of Eszterhazy, confirmed the strength of the Church. Through-
out Joseph II’s reign, Eszterhazy had maintained a close and regular relationship with
the Pope, despite (or rather because of) growing Josephinist aspirations to control
state-church relations."!

The news, however, had a different impact on wider public opinion. The Vienna-
based newspaper, Hadi és Mds Nevezetes Torténetek (War and Other Notable Stories) dis-
cussed the arrest of the count and his inquisition procedure in several articles. The
first news report was published in the 22 January 1790 issue:

... no one was able so far to find out where he came from, and from where he gets
all that money to finance his travels. ... By taking part in secret activities he gave
away information about himself that gave rise to various opinions of uncertain ori-
gins. Word has it that he conversed with souls, that he is a devil, the Antichrist him-
self, an illusionist, a charming sorcerer; and that he was already alive when the wed-
ding at Cana took place, he was even present at the event."

19 Bénis 1964, 349, 392.

" Antal 2007, 48-49.

12 Hadi és Mas Nevezetes Torténetek [War and other notable stories], 22 January 1790, section II, book 6,
108-12.
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Cagliostro claimed his performance to be of Egyptian origin; he referred to himself
as the “Grand Kofta” representing the independent masonic lodge he had founded.
In the 1780s he could make people believe that he was ruling the spirit world, that he
was able to produce gold, had the power to give people back their youth, and that his
disciples would live for 5557 years if they did a six-week cure every fifty years follow-
ing his instructions. Cagliostro was born Giuseppe Balsamo in 1743 in Palermo, in
Sicily. He used to perform séances with his wife all across Europe; he conjured spir-
its with the help of a young virgin and mirrors.'* In 1785, he was accused of having
participated in a conspiracy against the French queen Marie Antoinette (the sister of
Emperor Joseph II), in the “Affair of the Diamond Necklace”. Despite having cleared
himself, he had to go. The count, relocated to England, predicted the outbreak of
the French Revolution, as a “response” to which the French revealed Cagliostro’s con-
cealed peasant origin. Then he fled to Rome, but he was arrested by the men of
the Inquisition in 1789 for his freemason past. Hungarian readers could read about
the end of his trial on 29 April 1791:

The final verdict of Cagliostro was pronounced on 7 April. The committee, consti-
tuted of cardinals and judges whose task was to investigate and judge his case, sen-
tenced him to death, but his Holiness the Pope changed the fatal punishment to
eternal captivity. The location of his captivity became the castle of Saint Leo."

Karoly Eszterhdzy, the bishop of Eger, had already received this information two weeks
earlier with the help of his agent in Rome. The agents basically fulfilled two functions:
on the one hand, as delegated rapporteurs they sent back the most recent news and
the newest papal ordinances. On the other, their task was to investigate relics and treas-
ures for their commissioners. Bishop Eszterhdzy considered Saint Charles Borromeo
(1538-1584) as a role model; therefore, he had his sacred relics and portrait trans-
ferred to Eger. Since he had been working his whole life on restoring the leading
role of the Catholic Church and to reconsolidate Hungarian Catholicism, it is not
surprising that his contemporaries called him Saint Charles Borromeo the Second.
Through Bishop Eszterhdzy the Hungarian clergy was immediately informed, and a
few weeks later Hungarian public opinion also learned about the trial of Cagliostro,
the new “Antichrist”, the outcome of which proclaimed the glory of the pope and the
Church."

Cagliostro died in prison in August 1795. Even though at his death they ordered
a public prayer, they denied a church ceremony for his funeral because he died an
excommunicated, unrepentant sinner. The conservative forces within the Church
were only able to benefit from this fact for a short time. In 1789, on the orders of

¥ Findel 1909, 306-9; Seligmann 1987, 300-5; Goodrick-Clarke 2008, 147-51.

" Hadi és Mds Nevezetes Torténetek [War and other notable stories], 26 April 1791, section IV, book 33,
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15 Tbid., 20 May 1791, section IV, book 40, 628.
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1 Advertisement for a séance of Phylidor, magician and stage conjurer (Paul de Philipsthal),
creator of the first phantasmagoria show, performed in Vienna on 13 April 1791
Contemporary print (Wien: S. Oettermann und S. Spiegel,
Bio-Bibliographisches Lexikon der Zauberkiinstler [Offenbach am Main, 2004], 263)

General Napoleon Bonaparte the French captured Pope Pius VI and brought him to
Valence in France, where he died in captivity on 29 August 1799. Bishop Karoly Eszter-
hazy did not live to witness this outcome: he died in Eger on 15 March 1799.

The writer and publicist Istvain Sandor (1750-1815) published his essays between
1796 and 1815 with the title Sokféle (*various’). In his writings, Sdndor revisited the
1780s and the 1790s and recalled the most famous magicians, tricksters, illusionists of
Vienna and Buda, who seem to have followed in the footsteps of Cagliostro, whom he
also named in the article. These performers appeared as alter egos of Cagliostro, and
entertained the eager public by scaring them. Sandor also mentions the Jewish magi-
cian Philadelphia who appeared in the court of Maria Theresa, as well as Jonas the
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cartomancer, Georg Schropfer who performed laterna magica and Paul Phylidor, the
magician from Augsburg who was very popular in the 1790s.'®

Georg Schropfer (1738-1774) was a freemason, occultist illusionist, famous in
his time, who performed in Vienna and Leipzig. On several occasions he arranged
spiritualist séances in his “manége” of Vienna around 1770 sometimes lasting twenty-
four hours. Not incidentally, he also appeared in the court circles of Maria Theresa.
During his shows the drinking of punch and use of narcotic smoke was ubiquitous.'”
The inebriated audience probably saw the misty smoke figures as ghosts in the dark-
ened room."

Paul de Philipsthal alias “Physicus Phylidor” (1760?-1828) performed in Vienna
in the 1790s, he was an illusionist and an actor who pursued the ‘infamous Schrop-
feresque ghost illusions’ (Schropferesque Geisterscheinings). Istvan Sandor saw Phylidor
about five times around 1791 and wrote about his shows enthusiastically." The former
actor also showed up in Hungary. His Opticum theatrum was seen by Jozsef Keresz-
tesi (1748-1812), a Lutheran pastor from Bihar County, in Buda on 20 September
1790, around the same time that the Assembly of the General Estates reconvened to
discuss the postJoseph II era.® Philidor’s theatre was in Josephstadt, next to Auer-
sperg Palace, where the walls were covered by black drapes from the outside and were
decorated with white, glowing skulls recalling Masonic symbols. Inside, the “magi-
cal spheres” already set the mood, and when the images projected on the billowing
smoke “moved” — the shadows of the past, such as Maria Theresa, Emperor Joseph,
Transylvanian Prince Ferenc Rakoczi II (1676-1735) or even the incubi of the witches’
Sabbath, appeared — the women in the audience fell down in a faint in the arms of
their companions.?!

Istvan Sandor’s articles not only describe the world of magicians who had become
illusionists in an amusing way, but also tell us of the demand that first appeared among
the court elite, and later among the urban bourgeoisie. And this demand was the
intensified interest in communicating with the dead, which was well reflected in the
increasing number of spiritualist séances. During the time of the “fight against super-
stition” overseen by Joseph II, the growing distance from beliefs and magical customs
coexisted with a new type of societal fascination with such beliefs. The elite was partly
discovering it and publicly rejecting it; partly rethinking, recreating the superstitious
topics stirred up in the debates of the Enlightenment. While they were openly mak-
ing fun of magical practices, in secret they still practiced them. Several scientists were
researching the harmful or, by then, fabulous beliefs and customs appearing among
the common people; journalists were searching for topics in the dark corners of the

15 Ipolyi 1987 [1854], 444.

17 Liesegang 1986, 17; Rauschgatt 1995, 12; Heard 2006, 57.

8 Sandor 1796, IV:72-76, No. 35.

19 Tbid.

20 Keresztesi 1868, 318-19.

In 1793 Phylidor already worked in revolutionary Paris, but because of his diabolic game and ghost-
raising he also ended up in London. Liesegang 1986, 17; Rauschgatt 1995, 12; Heard 2006, 57.
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public sphere or in the scandalous past of the elite and of celebrities; meanwhile
the uncertainty of everyday life, the fears and inevitable life situations still presented
the individual with very real challenges.

Reading the list above gives the impression that Joseph II’s fight to eliminate super-
stition had almost a greater effect and counter effect on Hungarian society than Maria
Theresa’s edicts to prohibit witchcraft trials during her reign. The period following
the death of Joseph, especially the few months from February to November 1790,
were uncertain enough for his contemporaries not to be able to formulate an impar-
tial judgment about his decade-long reign. Many of his followers became disillusioned
and abandoning their role of actively shaping politics and public life, became solitary
thinkers, while the opponents of Joseph’s policies gained ground.

Thus, we can see that the anti-superstition fight had a great impact; discourses about
superstitions had equally high stakes among the higher echelons of society and on the
micro-levels of everyday life. The cases discussed below, which concern the supersti-
tious customs of the “common people” are embedded in this broader discourse. I will
talk of the “victims” of the fight against superstition who remained unintentionally in
the increasingly marginal, marginalising zones of the magical world, and who became
the losers rather than the winners, of the elite’s change of perspective regarding pop-
ular beliefs. In other words, I will primarily describe the fate not of those who, upon
the prohibition of witch persecutions were no longer threatened by the fears of the
public and the judges of the tribunal, but the fate of those who remained under threat
despite the ban. Firstly, I speak of the people who saw an opportunity in the changing
social structure of the “superstitious world” and were hoping to profit as “cheating”
magicians; and who were punished by the law when they were caught. Secondly, I dis-
cuss those, considered “lunatics” by their contemporaries, who tried to continue the
discourse of an already “bygone era” by using witchcraft accusations before the tribu-
nals, as it used to be before witch-hunting was prohibited; and who failed to recognize
the fact that the rules of social coexistence were already dictating different things.
Thirdly, I will discuss the “losers” of magical activities who were pushed into the mar-
ginal category of the “superstitious” as defined by the Enlightenment due precisely to
their birth and legal status, and were thus crowded out of the civilised world of com-
mon sense. I will outline the last case through the example of late-eighteenth-century
Gypsies in Hungary.

The Swindlers of Magic

The “dragon-pulling incident in Cs6km&” took place sometime at the beginning of
1787, an event that became famous as a broadside in the nineteenth century as a satiri-
cal story poking fun at villages. The village of Cs6km6 is located in South Eastern Hun-
gary, in Békés County. Under Maria Theresa’s reign it was a serf village paying taxes to
their lord. The settlement was unable to produce the tax assessments despite their best
efforts. This is when Ferenc Csuba (also Ferké or Ferke in the sources) appeared on
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the scene; he initially claimed to be the companion of tdltos, then a real tdltos.?* From
1794 on he had the reputation of a tdltos who had tricked and damaged many with his
treasure-digging and money-seeing activities. According to nineteenth-century poetic
narratives about the Cs6kmé incident, he was called a “seeing blind beggar”, which
suggests that his “blindness” was also bogus, serving the act of illusion.?

Csuba hid larger animal bones in the swamp on the outskirts of the village, then
lured the judges of the village to a specific location claiming that there, at the “drag-
on’s ranch”, they would find buried treasure. The judges started digging. They were
very excited to find the “dragon bones” because they took this as a favourable sign.
Csuba, however, forbade them to continue the work, claiming that the treasure was
guarded by another, still living dragon. For five hundred forints, he volunteered to
tie up the beast with a rope. The shrewd swindler took the end of the rope into the
bush and tied it to a tree. He hung empty cans on the branches of the tree so that
they would make a howling sound in the strong wind. Csuba made the magistrates of
the village stand on the other end of the rope with the instruction to pull on it when-
ever they heard the dragon’s sound. The wind rose and the cans started to howl, but
the judges were so terrified that they rather ran away. Only a man called Jenei stayed
in his place, but he was also too scared to pull the dragon out from the swamp all by
himself. Csuba sent him back to the village to spread the word that the upset dragon
would destroy the village. He promised, nonetheless, that he, Ferk6é Csuba, would stay
put as long as he could, acting as a “dragon shepherd”. The following day, however, he
disappeared with the five hundred forints he had been given.

The story became public knowledge from the 1820s on in Debrecen, Nagyvarad
(Oradea) and the vicinity of Kecskemét, and on the market squares of Bihar and
Békés counties. Manuscript copies were included in the curriculum as educational
material thanks to the Calvinist College of Debrecen. Ferké Csuba’s story became the
exemplar of the “dumb”, “stupid” and most of all “superstitious” country bumpkin.
Apparently, the appearance of a compelling and shrewd individual was enough for
the dragon to step out of the world of tales and imagination into the tangible, real
world; and, through the figure of our protagonist, enough for reality to become part
of amusing stories. The case, however, had a real judicial foundation, which places
our swindler between 1787 and 1800. His criminal trial was conducted by the Békés
County tribunal according to the report dated 11 September 1789; but before his trial
the judges from Szeghalom collected a large quantity of evidence from the humili-
ated witnesses.**

There is nothing surprising about Békés County peasants being fooled by Csuba,
since in the same century, about twenty-thirty years earlier, the educated county judges
were still burning witches in Fiizesgyarmat and Szeghalom. Given that the population

2 In the past, the “real” ldltos were magicians who could influence the weather and could “see”
treasure.

% Banner 1926, 1-3.

# Domotor 1934.
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of the region was living in deep poverty, seeking treasure had a considerable audi-
ence, Csuba’s calculations paid off. The kinds of things he tried to do in order to
extort money from people are well reflected in the protocol taken on 30 January 1788
in Vészt6. It transpires from this that he had been banned from begging in Szentes
already in 1787. After that, Csuba chose to look for a new profession of larger calibre.
Despite having been condemned to sixty lashes with a stick, he did not break. The tale
of having found treasure seemed to be a good venture, which is also proved by the fact
that he got a trained partner, Adim Sz{ics from Szentes, who convinced the credulous
people by fabricating fake certificates. In Vészt6, to appear more convincing, he pre-
tended to be “God’s servant” (“preacher officer”). Whenever he found a suitable “vic-
tim” he upped the ante and claimed to be a “member of the tdltos order”. We can find
out about this “order”, in which Csuba claimed membership, from the protocol of the
Békés County trial on 30 January 1788:

The tdltos gather every year on the day of Saint George and on that of Saint Michael,
and line up in five groups and hold a tribunal there, and those who do not carry
out their obligations are punished. The five groups have five kinds of obligations.
Which are healing, money seeing, preaching, begging and farming. He was one of
the money seers.?

Whenever Csuba thought that he could make more of an impression as a tdltos, he
took on that role later as well. In the statement of facts (species facti) of 9 May 1794 one
of the victims, a man from Derecske, described how they held him up on the road with
the following words:

My friend, I can do good for you, because I am a real tdltos and I was an apprentice
of other tdaltos for six years.?

Csuba also changed his religion to fit his interests. At his first interrogation, Csuba
claimed to be a Calvinist; in the protocol recorded in 1794, however, he said he was
a Catholic.”” He surely needed to appear Catholic before the Calvinists and Calvinist
before the Catholics for his new dealings, thus the “preaching” role of the tdltos also
sounded more credible. He also had the opportunity to present himself as an illusion-
ist “physician” at certain fairs, to heal the people and to enhance his own reputation
as a tdltos and as a healer.

The certificates dated 17 June 1788 written in Nagyvarad (Oradea) to Simuel Jenei
in Furta that later became part of the judicial evidence, were written at the beginning
of Csuba’s activities as a swindler. The letters served to convince the targeted victims

% Hajnal 1878, 59.
% Nagy 1957, 302.
27 Ibid.
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and to advertise his money seeing. With the letters, Csuba wanted to give the impres-
sion of being able to find buried treasure with his secret knowledge.*

Csuba was in prison from August 1789 until he finished his sentence in the autumn
of 1791.% His case was tried by the local court on 25 August 1790, and at the court of
appeal on 7 May 1791. The last trial produced its verdict on 7 May, according to which,
taking into consideration the time he spent on remand, he was sentenced to be jailed
for three years and, counting from the day of the verdict, he was to be beaten monthly,
ninety lashes with stick each time. Lacking sufficient funds, the court did not estab-
lish indemnification for his victims.* In the dungeon of Gyula, Csuba was not broken;
on the contrary, he came up with new plans. One of his fellow convicts, Balazs Imre,
became his accomplice. After his release, he committed fraud again with the cover
story of money seeing in Derecske and Berettyoujfalu. Therefore, the judges of Békés
called for the re-capture of “blind” Ferenc Csuba on 16 August 1792.%!

From today’s perspective, one might recognise in his person the poor man’s Count
Cagliostro who, following the example of the masonic lodges reserved for the elite,
was going to establish the secret society of tdltos, which was more familiar to the com-
mon people. He built his tdltos career with “marketing tools”, careful of details. As
the tollkeeper of gullibility, he was a well-known figure of his age, who later even
became a popular character in pulp literature. Through him, we might also get an
idea of contemporary public opinion relating to him, or rather in relation to the role
he had “invented”. The “superstitious” beliefs activated by his character shed light on
the duality of how the public considered something plausible that the judicial repre-
sentatives regarded as fraud. Apparently, the beggar as a character living on the mar-
gins of society, through sheer force of personality, could become a successful figure
who galvanized emotions, fear and greed, at least until he was unmasked as a “swin-
dler”. Such luck in the superstitious universe, however, was only momentary. Besides
charismatic characters like him, there were many others in the 1780s who had no
hope of advancement.

Almost at the same time as Csuba’s activities, a docket was produced relating that
an individual called Alajos Diés appeared on New Year’s Eve, 31 December 1789, in
Kecskemét claiming to have come from the “Crimean Khatane”. A citizen named
Jozsef Tetd reported a complaint about him at the town magistrate, claiming that
when he was away from home because of a pig killing, the said person appeared at his
house and frightened his wife “as a taltos”. The taltos threatened the woman by saying
that if she did not give him food and drink he would bewitch her. Without waiting for
an answer “he made himself master of the house and made her bring him food and
wine”. The woman was only saved from the violent beggar by the arrival of her hus-
band, and the intruder was finally captured with the help of the authorities. Di6s then

# Tbid., 298-300.
# TIbid., 301.

0 Ibid., 301-2.

1 TIbid., 302.
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confessed that he only pretended to be a tdltos because he was hungry and his threats
helped him to get food and beverage. He was sentenced to fifteen lashes with a switch
and was sent back to his original place of residence, Gydongyds.*

The above-mentioned cases show that the incidents of fraud based upon tdltos
beliefs were devoid of any sacrilegious aspect. This kind of belief and approach to
magic no longer qualified as a sacrilege, as it had up until the 1760s, it was considered
as simple fraud or illusionism; cases of “pretended magic” (similar to what was illus-
trated by Michel Foucault in his Madness and Civilization). Such occurrences exempli-
fied not sin, but immorality and stupidity; they were simply instruments of gullibility
and misdirection. In this case, the communal management of the offenders and the
social solution of the phenomenon were unequivocal: the gullible should be edu-
cated, and the illusionists punished. The punishment, including incarceration and
corporal punishment, could only be administered with a pedagogical intent.*® Pre-
cisely because the magical act was reclassified as an offence of fraud and not a cat-
egory of sin in the eye of the elite, it was downgraded to become the subject of ridi-
cule. And their success among the broader public could only last as long as they were
taken seriously.

The Lunatics of Magic

The characters of the previous examples chose freely how they wanted to shape their
lives relying on contemporary beliefs. There were people, however, perhaps even the
majority, who talked about witchcraft or their experiences of malefactor demons and
diabolical individuals, not as a sovereign decision, but rather as “prisoners” of their own
magical worlds and especially of their fears. On 15 March 1782, Konrad Frekk, a tanner
from Bataszék, and his wife made a desperate testimony before the notary of the mar-
ket town Tolna in Southern Hungary, Gyorgy Szelle, and his juror, Mihdly Majer:

My lords, we are repulsed to even tell you this but we are forced by necessity and
fear to relate the damages we suffered. Our money, food, flour has all been lost
from our house, our white geese apparently perished, we could never find out
where all of our things went. But now this Gypsy girl confessed to us where it all
went. You only have to call for her, she will not deny anything because she claims to
be registered with the Association of Witches.*

The said Gypsy girl was no other than Konrad Frekk’s foster daughter whom they
had brought up as a 'new citizen’ (neocolona), “neo-Hungarian”, separated from her
parents by force, in return for a small compensation from the County. In reality, Eva

* Ivanyosi-Szab6 1998, 323.
3 Foucault 1989, 160.
3 Szilagyi 1987 504.
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2 Representation of the Witches’ Sabbath in Rudolf Zacharias Becker Bavarian educator’s
educational book (1788, 39/307) and its Hungarianized version by Janos Komlei
(Rudolf Zacharias Becker, Sziikségben segitd kinyv [Helpful Book in need]

[Pest: Stahel J6’sef és Kilian konyvaros, 17901, 39/350, 46/388)

Frekkin was cheap labour and a servant in the household of the tanner. One of the
children who were resettled with non-Gypsy parents between 1773 and 1790 to make
them forget their Gypsy identity and their families. Maria Theresa issued an ordi-
nance concerning Gypsies on 22 February 1773. The goal was to separate twelve-year-
old Gypsy children from their wandering Gypsy parents and ensuring that they should
switch lifestyles, forget their mother tongue and become proficient in tilling the land.
The most important objective was to turn them into useful subjects of the ruler. The
re-education of Eva was probably unsuccessful; although her former Gypsy identity
had faded, her “neo-Hungarian” identity had not yet developed at the time of our
story. The above quote, however, suggests that Eva did — at least on a narrative level —
belong to a community, and accordingly, had her own identity. To get to the bottom of
this, the authorities also saw it fit to launch an investigation, since Eva’s “Association of
Witches” seemed to be a highly suspicious, even dangerous criminal gang.

The magistrate of the market town, after having heard the accusations of the par-
ents, arrested Eva Frekkin so that she could confirm the authenticity of the story about
the thefts and the unnatural perishing of animals before the tribunal. The girl did just
that, gave a detailed account of her actions, not failing to mention that she had been
encouraged to destroy her landlady by the adult neighbours and village acquaint-
ances: they promised her a “pretty dress” in exchange for stealing, “when she grew
up”. The harassments inciting crime, as it transpires from the account, were not lim-
ited to stealing money and food. Eva, as her foster parents “suspected”, was in fact part
of the “Association of Witches” that targeted poor and rich, powerful and weak alike.

According to Eva’s account, the company travelled huge distances, they even vis-
ited the German settlement from which Eva’s German foster parents hailed. Eva her-
self “went to” cause harm at the homeland of her foster parents in order to annoy
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them and undermine their self-confidence and thus call attention to her grievances
against them. The frivolous feasts of the witches spread from the stable of the foster
mother to the chambers of other houses, the local manor house’s pantry, even to cer-
tain military installations, such as the barracks and the gunpowder tower. While their
self-confidence grew, fear spread all over the neighbourhood.

Eva’s vision journeys and smaller side-trips to loot and steal with the witches always
started out from the girl’s home; their aim was to do damage, especially to ruin her
foster parents. Besides killing animals and spoiling food they turned the residence of
the Catholic family, stripped of its sacraments, into a witches’ den where life became
unliveable as Eva readily acknowledged it:

Then they entered into the house of my foster mother, they had me take away eve-
rything from there, they opened the locked armoire. We took anything that we
liked. They made me pour out the holy water, they had me pour the water of the
Three Wise Men in the middle of the street, and pour simple water to replace it so
that there would be no holy water in the house.

The calvary of the German settler family had only begun. They had to face the great-
est tragedy: losing their biological child who was bewitched by the witches (and admit-
tedly by Eva) so that even holy water could not help her. The Association, according
to Eva’s account, also encountered the “Evil Spirit” itself who appeared before them
with a white face, flame-coloured wings, goat legs, wearing a green velvet dress and
with a chain around its waist. Satan conversed in German — a language unknown to
the girl — and encouraged the company to participate in sexual acts. The young girl
Eva was not spared this sexual orgy. The Evil did “that” to her as well, what he did “to
anyone of them”.

The first thing to capture the attention of today’s reader after hearing Eva’s story
is perhaps not the witchcraft aspect but the marginal situation of the child within the
family. The teenage girl is present, she takes care of her dying foster brother, she bears
the accusations of her foster parents and the neighbours of causing their material
ruin, in her nightmares she is fighting the adult women of the village who harm her,
because they incite her to destroy her foster parents against her will. But from another
perspective, the story is also about the discovery of sexuality. It is unknown whether
the things said in court were suggested by the parents in their despair, blaming their
foster daughter for the death of their child, or whether this is how the girl wished to
share with the public her suffering, hardships, her feelings of rejection and vulnera-
bility. It is certain, however, that to both parties, the victim’s foster parents and the girl
who caused moral and material damage, the public narration of their accounts was of
particular importance.

Both parties were only able to settle the serious conflict within the family by involv-
ing the public. The public discussion of the incident, however, had to be communi-

% Szilagyi 1987, 504-8.
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cated in a form meaningful to a wider audience. The bewitchment and witchcraft
narratives apparently provided a very suitable framework for this. The magistrate of
the market town Bataszék and later the county court sitting in Szekszard were of a dif-
ferent opinion. They accused the girl of gossiping, confabulation and lying. But the
investigating magistrate also tried to calm down the victims:

Itis only a “fable”, if she says so, you do not have to believe it. In today’s world peo-
ple will laugh at her if she said something about witches.?

And finally, the judge only had advice to give Eva as well:

... perhaps you are only dreaming, and you do not pray before going to sleep and
that is why you have foolish dreams. You should just go on and pray, you will see,
that you will no longer have those silly dreams!

The case was eventually dismissed and the girl held in county jail was released. The
magistrate of the market town and the tribunal had a very sceptical attitude towards
both the maleficium narratives of the tragedies related by the parents and the girl’s
visions about the witches’ Sabbath. The incident had another questionable aspect
that undermined the status of the authorities conducting the proceedings. Even thirty
years earlier the tribunals should not have handled such cases as criminal cases, but
still this is what they did. It was as if the judges had recognised — as could the reader —
that despite the ban on witch-hunting, village communities still needed the conflict
resolution afforded by the social institution of witchcraft and the usefulness of witch
narratives in explaining misfortune.”’

According to Michel Foucault, by the second half of the eighteenth century a
whole series of magical acts and sacrilegious behaviour were seen as pathological, first
from a medical, then from a legal point of view. One would think, Foucault suggests,
that this happened when the given culture no longer recognised the effectiveness of
magic and certain sacraments. The “shift” to the pathological sphere did not happen
immediately, but as part of a lengthy transition.* Essentially, the Bataszék incident was
also part of the process in the course of which the participants of the event regarded
witchcraft from different interpretative angles, and accordingly experienced differ-
ent dimensions. The foster parents socialised in the beliefs and fears of witchcraft had
seen and experienced entirely different aspects of reality than the educated repre-
sentatives of the authorities who doubted such beliefs, while the young girl professed
the same beliefs as her foster parents she might also have been subconsciously relying
on their fears when using witchcraft discourse as a threat. This was not yet the time
when a conflict between an individual and the family would become a private mat-

3 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
% Foucault 1989, 160.
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ter and/or manifest itself as a psychological issue. Only from the nineteenth century
on would this problem result in a family conflict considered to impact public order,*
attended to by institutions, the establishments of mental asylums and by mechanisms
encouraging the confinement of these individuals. In the case of Eva Frekkin, the
hellish family situation was related in the “language” of magic and witchcraft. The
tragedy of the Gypsy girl was that, although many understood this “language”, fewer
and fewer spoke it. And those who understood it, approached the issue from the per-
spective of the narrative and not from that of faith.

Incidents of domestic violence becoming the secret of certain family members, just
as the classification of love magic as madness that threatens public order, must have
been the result of a long process. The fact that this process was present in Hungary
in the 1780s, and can be traced through certain judicial files, is demonstrated by the
above examples, and by those that follow.

The “Losers” of Magic

The unique tragedy of Eva Frekkin, the protagonist of the above-described exam-
ple, was that she lived in a world that she barely understood herself, and which she
could only describe with the hellish visions of witchcraft. Her life story, however, was
not so unique. She shared this fate with thousands of other Gypsy children who were
assigned to new parents between 1770 and 1800. The period of Joseph II's reign car-
ries the weight of a genocide-like trauma affecting the entire Gypsy population.

In 1782 the authorities of Hont County arrested a large group of Gypsy suspects for
burglary. They all admitted to the break-ins and to having committed further minor
incidents of theft. Over the course of the investigation they also unexpectedly con-
fessed to having committed a murder. The County tried to find the body of the vic-
tim, but the corpus delicti was never discovered. Another unexpected turn of events
was when the suspects, “without any coercion”, explained the “disappearance” of the
corpse by saying that they dismembered, cooked and ate their victim. A hysterical
process similar to a blood-libel accusation began; the County captured an alleged
Gypsy criminal gang led by Gyorgy Sarkozi. The arrested suspects admitted to further,
earlier cases of murder, the circumstances of which were not investigated. Once again,
they did not find the bodies and, once again, the Gypsies confessed to having eaten
their victims. Based on almost a hundred and thirty confessions, the arrested individ-
uals were found guilty. Forty-one accused among them were sentenced to death on
10 August 1782: three men were sentenced to being quartered, six men to the break-
ing wheel, and sixteen to be hanged. Sixteen women, who allegedly participated in
these acts and were the cooks of the cannibal feasts, were sentenced to decapitation.
Those whose lives were spared were sentenced to several years of imprisonment with
hard labour, and the children of the executed were given to foster parents.*

3 Porter 2002, 42—43.
* Vajna 1907, 11:268.
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The memory of this horrific incident must have contributed greatly and hastened
the later abolition of capital punishment and to the consolidation of criminal legisla-
tion based on the principle of incarceration. This incident shed light on the supersti-
tious fears prevalent within the administration of justice. It appeared that the noble
prerogative of the Hungarian county elite to continue the legislative procedure were
more important than the enlightened views of the emperor, according to which, capi-
tal punishment, torture or absurd accusations such as cannibalism had no place.*

In an attempt to normalise the situation, Joseph Il issued a patent — initially, to test
its impact, only in the Transylvanian Principality — to regulate the nomadic Gypsy pop-
ulation. His considerations were humane, with some restrictions, nonetheless, they
sought to achieve the full assimilation of the “Gypsy nation” (natio).* In his later pat-
ents issued in Hungary Joseph II prohibited the public nakedness of Gypsy children
(purdé) and the sharing of a bed among opposite sex children. He forbade the pres-
ence of Gypsies at fairs; he even threatened with caning those who spoke the Gypsy
language. He issued ordinances about the census of Gypsies, about submitting them
to religious, linguistic and work-related local regulations intended to force them to
perform agricultural work, and also about the education and clothing of their chil-
dren. The 7 December issue of the newspaper Magyar Hirmondd also reported on the
ordinance as breaking news.* Since the calming of tensions was very slow, there were
newer and newer “Gypsy regulations”.*

The issue of the Roma population was not only a “hot” topic in tribunals, the Coun-
cil of Governors (Helytartotandcs) meetings or at the court. Public opinion and schol-
arly societies were also preoccupied with them. In 1783 Heinrich Moritz Gottlieb
Grellmann, a professor from Gottingen, in the spirit of the Enlightenment, published
a volume on European Gypsies. The monograph, the first of its kind, discussed the
group of people about which rulers (such as Maria Theresa and Joseph II) got excited
with a certain admiration and acceptance, yet at times with a lot of sarcasm and dis-
missiveness: “the Gypsies are a people of the East, and they have an eastern way of thinking”
— he wrote in his introduction. He also emphasised that since they are reluctant to
adapt to anything new, they “steal”, “do commerce”, “do not work”, live from fraud
and tricks, fortune-telling and selling amulets.*

It is typical of Grellmann’s work that he borrowed mostly the negative ideas from
his main source, the book of Francesco Griselini on the Banat of Temes (1780). He
presented Gypsies as a people with no religion, while Griselini emphasised precisely
that they always joined the majority congregation in a given settlement.*

The scholarly work of Griselini wished to aid the success of the colonisation of the
Banat and of the assimilation of Gypsies, mentioning the elimination of superstitious

1 Vajna 1906, I:311.
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customs was central to its message. But Grellman approached the subject of his inquiry
with the arrogant and icy hatred of a civilised burgher. He thought it was a pity that
in Europe no one else followed the — sometimes humane, sometimes quite severe
— Gypsy ordinances of Joseph II. This group of people — wrote Grellmann — “are in
such ignorance that they barely deserve to be considered human”. Gypsies are descendants of
Cain and therefore are “Jews” — was his rather theological than enlightened conclu-
sion.*” Grellmann, unlike the Hungarian nobility, was a supporter of forced civilisa-
tion; although later he remarked with a certain sarcasm and regret:

Here, Gypsies are what they had been, here they are smiths, there they are horse
dealers, or over here they are musicians, over there they are thieves and fortune-
tellers, but wherever they are they are useless half-humans. I keep saying: Gypsies
are the caricature of Hungarians.*

Grellmann blamed the failure of the imperial Gypsy policy on the Hungarian nobility
when he recalled Joseph II's scornful question upon visiting Hont County as to whether
the “cannibals” were at home. According to Grellmann he should have asked:

. is this the land of the gullible people who believe in cannibalism and execute
people out of gullibility?*

Grellman wrote with the arrogance of a “civilized man” about Hungarian nobles and
Gypsies alike. He did not recognise the humanity of either. Or rather, what he recog-
nised were the “ignorant” and “superstitious people” that he so much despised, who
were unable to improve their lot.”

Therefore, it is not beside the point that one of the last instances of the judicial
“docket production” related to magical activities was in the form of a circular letter
sent from Vienna on 11 June 1785 calling upon, among others, the captain of Jaszkun
District to report and, if necessary, to arrest and exile in the most decided manner the
trickster (fascinatores), cheating and magician Gypsies (zingaros) living in the region.
This was basically the last of the imperial ordinances that discussed at all the criminal
category labelled “magical crimes” (except for the ones about quackery). Although
the ordinance was directed against Gypsies (or, more precisely, against one of their
activities), it is not incidental that it regulated that very activity separately as well.”!

4 Grellmann 1783, 72-73.
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The Fight against and for Superstitions

The failed attempts of the clergy, led by Pope Pius VI, to influence Joseph II's reform
of the Church also had a stimulating and emboldening effect upon political litera-
ture. Following European trends —as an example of the structural changes the pub-
lic sphere was undergoing and as a precursor of the French Revolution—political
satire appeared as a successful genre not only in Europe but in Hungary too. Under
the impact of Josephinism and the relaxation of censorship some writers and jour-
nalists occasionally felt emboldened. While in official and censored journals (Magyar
Hirmondo, Magyar Kurir) they could only call attention to the abuses known to occur
within the Church or promote the ordinances of the emperor aimed at Church
reform, on the pages of underground journals, bypassing censorship, they attacked
religion itself, perhaps without reflecting on the fact that religion could also ensure
the peace of mind of the public. These — today we would call them “samizdat” — pub-
lications occasionally went beyond the intentions of the emperor and could result in
unpleasant situations in Hungary even before the French Revolution. But at this time,
they often played into the hands of the monarch, as they influenced the general pop-
ulation against the noble estates. For instance, the peasant revolt of Horea and Closca
in Transylvania was a reminder to the West about the possible harm the angry masses
could cause. This is why many identified the Enlightenment as the main cause of the
peasant revolt. This is also why Joseph II’s reign was later treated with so much disdain
among those who were aspiring to public peace, because they blamed the emperor for
the bloody episode of the 1784 peasant revolt.

However, before the French Revolution, many considered the satirical publications
attacking the Church and religion as mere polemics. Several among the authors of
these writings saw religion as the main impediment to the spread of the Enlighten-
ment. The satire, “Iz¢, purgdtériumba valo utazdasa” [The “thing”s’ journey to the Purga-
tory], was one of the most frivolous literary products of the time. It was presumably
translated from the German by Sandor Szacsvay, the editor of the journal Magyar Kurir,
in Vienna. Joseph II believed that the role of the press was to promote the emperor’s
ordinances. Moreover, the supervision and evaluation of the state administration (the
activities of public administrators) was also the press’s responsibility. Szacsvay’s work —
in keeping with this expectation — was permeated by his commitment to Josephinism.
Two decades after his retirement from journalism he said the following:

A good journalist promotes the objectives of the monarch and his government;
he not only publishes his wise ordinances, but calls out those who make a mistake

against him and praises those who follow him.*

The witty and clever language of the “anonymous” author of “Izé, purgdtériumba valo
utazdsa® surpassed that of his contemporaries. The attitude, with which he attacked

52 Kékay 1979, 90.
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Catholic doctrines, however, was considered insulting by his peers. The sarcasm he
used as a weapon managed to provoke the sentiments of even those who encour-
aged the reformation of religion in the spirit of Enlightenment. The narrator (that
is, the author) makes a journey to Hell and to Purgatory with Saint Peter’s passport.
The gates of Hell are guarded by a Jesuit who sends our protagonist straight to Hell
(since he died without confession and without being given the Last Rites) but with
the privileged passport of Saint Peter he still gets into Purgatory. At its gates, there is a
huge brawl underway. Those who try to enter by force are people who had devoted a
lot of resources to monasteries, altars and masses, thereby often receiving absolution,
because they paid good money for it, in other words, they diligently practiced all the
sacred acts. Unfortunately, this is not enough, this would not save a mortal from Hell.
Purgatory — the walls of which are constructed from papal bulls and letters of indul-
gence — is swarming with priests, as is Hell. The popes are all there as well; moreover,
they are subjected to even worse torture by the devils than the ordinary souls. But
there exists a mighty ruler on Earth (this would be Joseph II) who dissolves monastic
orders, takes their goods, eliminates the abuses of religion, and therefore there is a
risk of Purgatory and Hell becoming empty.*

While the original of “/z¢” was written in German, the article “Zakkaridsnak a papa
titkos iro-dedkjanak Romaitol kolt levelei” [The letters from Rome of Zachary, the secret
scribe of the Pope] — which might also have been authored by Szacsvay — was trans-
lated from an Italian pamphlet. Zachary was the secret scribe of the Pope who, after
observing the impact of the Enlightenment in the Austrian provinces, tried to con-
vince his friend, Joseph II, the wayward emperor, with letters written from Rome.

The language of the article, printed in Gy6r and most likely bypassing censorship,
was intentionally plebeian. The author demonstrates his witty logic by claiming to be
the “secret” scribe of the Pope so that all of his statements have to be interpreted in
the opposite sense. He pretends to be horrified by the troubling consequences of the
Enlightenment; but he does so with the clear intention of convincing the readers of
the opposite by making them complicit in outwitting the censors. In one of his letters,
for instance, he reproached Joseph II for liberating the press to such a degree that
faithlessness could “spread increasingly”. Then he attacked those who wanted to abol-
ish confession in the name of the Enlightenment.** Zachary blamed all the calamities
on the “cursed” Enlightenment, for instance, that the images of saints are “now only
considered as the works of a worthless illustrator whose work makes a mockery of the
art of drawing”, or that the Purgatory is on its way to ruin and therefore people do
not make offerings at the holy mass which will inevitably lead to the collapse of the
Church.” Finally, Zachary gives the following advice to Joseph II:

% Szacsvay 1787; Ballagi 1888, 169, 201, 611.
% Ballagi 1888, 172.
% Ibid., 173.



SWINDLERS, LUNATICS AND “LOSERS” 113

3 Lecture by Etienne-Gaspard Robert (1763-1837) alias “Robertson”, Belgian physicist,
stage magician and the best known developer of phantasmagoria-spectacle in Paris in 1797
(Gravure de Mémoires récréatifs, scientifiques et anecdotiques du physicien-aéronaute E. G. Robertson:

connu par ses expériences de fantasmagorie, el par ses ascensions aérostatiques dans les principales villes
de UEurope: ex-professeur de physique au College central du ci-devant départment de ’Ourthe, membre de
la Société Galvanique de Paris, de la Société des arts and des sciences de Hambourg,
et de la Société d’émulation de Liége, 1831)

You should send Enlightenment into exile from your Empire; put monks back to
their monasteries; build them more monasteries; hang presents on the altars; give
many gifts to the churches; let the belief in superstitions grow to its full strength
and, according to the old, ingrained mistaken dogma, subject yourself to the
Holy Pope.*

With these thoughts we have arrived back to where we began our discussion: to the
embarrassing questions of the 1790s and to the arguments attacking and defend-
ing Joseph II and his policies. The above political pamphlet galvanised the anti-Jose-
phinist nobility into action. Antal Maria Szaitz (1746-1792, known by his monastic
name: Leo), a friar of the Order of Servites, actively publishing in the court of Count
Karoly Eszterhdzy under the pseudonym Istvin Madriafi, exposed the anti-Church
authors one by one. Mariafi presented his work as if it had been written in Paris
and Berlin; however, in reality the book was financed by the bishop of Eger and the

% Szacsvay 1786; Ballagi 1888, 171; Kékay 1979, 89-96.
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printing house was also in Eger.*” This liberal-minded author, who was initially recep-
tive to the idea of state reforms, eventually rejected Joseph II's Church policies, with
the backing of the bishop of Eger, Count Karoly Eszterhdzy and primate of Eszter-
gom, Jozsef Batthyany.”® The author of the above satire, Szacsvay, was also exposed
by Mariafi. What he did not reckon with, however, was that pillorying the satires and
their authors would only bring greater popularity to them than the original authors
had ever hoped.”

The fight against superstition and the “superstitious” Church, thus, became a cen-
tral topic of the clergy and its circles, an important point of reference of the polem-
ics taking place in a semi-public sphere. This is also why, despite all their atavism,
the news of witch-bathing and witch-weighing taking place in the summer of 1790
appeared to be stories of key importance that shed light on the situation and mutu-
ally discredited both sides of the polemic. The key figures of the Church — perhaps
the most charismatic of them all being Count Karoly Eszterhdzy and his circle —, by
invoking the common people, wanted to preserve all that the Josephinist policies
wanted to do away with: public processions, networks of monastic and clerical insti-
tutions established with Baroque splendour and operating with the force of specta-
cle, the unconditional worship of relics, the grand pilgrimages and the potential for
clerical propaganda underlying the cult of Mary. This was perhaps the reason why the
clergy wanted to hold onto the canonical and/or secular legal instruments that could
demonstrate the power of the Church, such as the news of the semi-legal incidents
of witch-bathing executed by noble judges (iudex nobilium, Stuhlrichter). From the
perspective of Church propaganda, it almost seems indifferent whether these were
“fake” or real events. It was important to keep up appearances, that is, for the Church
— or rather what was left of it — to remain a stable stronghold regardless of what hap-
pened to Joseph II's state.

6 Open-ended Answers

Joseph II's reign lasted nine and a half years commencing with great expectations and
ending in panic. An ambitious career that began from such a height rapidly nosedived
for Joseph II. He relied a lot on the solutions of the state apparatus of the model states
of his empire, while he tried to eliminate those elements of the local legislative regu-
lations and the state apparatus that he found unsuitable. One of the reasons for his
downfall was precisely that, although he could win over a considerable number of sup-
porters to Josephinism, he basically never made an effort to find supporters for him-
self. Using his reign for the public good was an article of faith for him.

7 Mariafi 1785, I; Mariafi 1788, II; Mariafi 1789, III.
% Mdriafi 1789, 111:44-45.
% Ballagi 1888, 172.
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In the name of enlightened absolutism Joseph II focused on creating a uniform
system of law, instead of the fragmented, mosaic-like structure of particular (urban,
local) law then prevailing. As a foundational principle of the state he tried to establish
and run the justice system and legislation as a uniform system applicable to all tax-
payers. At the end of the eighteenth century, the legal uncertainty of feudal criminal
law, the wide discretion of the judge could no longer be harmonised with either the
ideas of absolutist monarchs or with enlightenment ideas. Therefore it was necessary
to limit judicial arbitrariness and, not incidentally in order to protect all taxpayers, to
consolidate the judicial system. The idea that the judge cannot apply any other pun-
ishment (nulla poena sine lege) than what the law prescribed appeared for the first time
in 1764 in a publication of an Italian lawyer, Cesare Beccaria, “On crimes and Punish-
ments” (Dei delitti e delle pene). Aspects of customary law had to be detached from the
structure formed by laws; and then as much as possible rules regulating the current
practice had to be integrated into this structure.®® Moreover, a basic principle came
into being according to which only acts criminalised by law could be punished (nul-
lum crimen sine lege).

Beccaria’s book basically provided the foundation for the establishment of the prin-
ciples of modern criminal law, which took shape first through the Austrian (1787),
later through the French (1791 and 1810) and then the Bavarian (1813) codification.
The Josephinist system applied in Hungary and Transylvania, however, was only in
effect for three years between 1787 and 1790. Under the reign of Leopold II the legal
institutions were once again appropriated by the authorities of the estates; although
they did not return entirely to the earlier, “stricter” principles of criminal law.*! From
1791, all traces of torture disappeared from judicial practices for good. The length
of detention decreased and the penitentiaries, workhouses and prisons, in general,
were more interested in rehabilitating the convicts than in breaking them.® The legal
categories and definitions of magical activities were transformed, as was their mean-
ing and the punishments assigned to them. Under the impact of the Theresan and
Josephinist ordinances, magical activities — just like crimes against God, from 1784 —
were no longer considered crimes, but insanity or false imaginings, or illness. From
here on, fraud was punished with monetary compensation for the victim and corpo-
ral punishment; diabolic possession and superstition were treated in lunatic asylums;
blasphemy related to an alleged pact with the Devil entailed corporal punishment;
and quackery was handled with verbal admonition, fines, or in extreme cases, with
corporal punishment.

Joseph Il issued patents to introduce the new criminal law. The great merit of the
Penal Code, made for the hereditary provinces and revised for the Kingdom of Hun-
gary, was the abolition of capital punishment, the permanent elimination of torture,
and the establishment of operating conditions for correctional facilities and prisons

% Gangé 1993.
%1 Varga és Veres 1989, 111.
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subordinated to the state. Since Joseph II withdrew the law book before he died it
did not have a significant impact on legal practice — it is another matter that the new
General Assembly of the Estates convened after his death would not have maintained
it anyhow. Or it did, perhaps, after all, if we consider the laws Leopold II approved at
the General Assembly.®

It was troubling that the deep strata of religion — no longer understood very well
by the elite — but stirred up by the Enlightenment, remained exposed and vulnerable.
According to Pierre Chaunu, it was under the civilisational pressure of the represent-
atives of the Enlightenment that those forms of local religiosity that the elite consid-
ered “excessive” or rejected were pushed out from the cities and allowed to continue
on the periphery, on the edge of the woods and swamps.®* This was precisely where
Ferke Csuba, Eva Frekkin and their peers conducted their activities. This is also what
Robert Mandrou discussed when, in relation to witchcraft, he wrote about the change
in the “mental structures” (structures mentales) of enlightened judges; that is, when the
elite, keeping its distance, was no longer answering to the desires and wishes of the
common people.” Chaunu, however, also noted that it was exactly when it seemed
that civilisation had burned all bridges connected to magical and diabolical territo-
ries that new communities appeared in the centre, which although they rejected ear-
lier traditions of religiosity, were fed up with and tired of the Enlightenment and were
open to new spiritual movements. Mystics, “degenerate” Catholics, Quakers, adven-
turers in the northern cities of Europe could come together in associations founded
by Swedenborg and other “seekers” (Francke, Count Zinzendorf, Hamann, Oetinger,
Klopstock) where they could browse and interpret the Holy Scripture freely and the
members conversed with the dead, similarly to the witch of Endor or the magicians
of the Bible.® In Southern and Central Europe Mesmer tried to place classical astrol-
ogy under the aegis of Newton and organised mesmerising and mystical séances. Free-
masons and Rosicrucians, representatives of increasingly popular spiritual currents
moved from the court lodges to bourgeois salons.®” Cagliostro and the magicians fol-
lowing in his footsteps stirred up the circles of public opinion sensitive to spirituality.®®
These new spiritual currents must have had a fertilising effect on the old-new beliefs
and customs of common people. Only from a judicial perspective were these “swin-
dlers” of magic crooks. In the undiscovered places where they could continue to oper-
ate they had followers and fans who sought their company with an almost religious
faith, until they got caught.

And what happened at the tribunals and on the margins of civilisation? Although
the central authority within the Habsburg Empire did put an end, in an authoritative
manner, to witch-hunting in the 1770s, it did not repeal the legal measures that allowed

% Hajdu 1985, 332.

6 Chaunu 1998, 235.

% Mandrou 1968.

5 Goodrick-Clarke 2008, 174-89.
67 Chaunu 1998, 236.

8 Mund 2007.

=



SWINDLERS, LUNATICS AND “LOSERS” 117

the initiation of litigation, if no other way, then by civil lawsuits. Central instruction
also failed to forbid that the suits involve the civil world in the procedure. Thus, even
after the said ordinances, witchcraft cases could appear before a court of law.*

Maria Theresa’s and Joseph’s attitude towards Gypsies (and “foreigners” in gen-
eral) has not really changed either. The integration of this nomadic group of peo-
ple into society by administrative fiat remained an unresolved issue. In their case, the
tribunal continued not to question the factuality of charges of undesirable magical
activities. In any case, by comparison with the rest of the population they were dis-
proportionately represented in courts of law for various criminal offences. Follow-
ing the passing of regulations forbidding persecution, the number of Gypsies among
those accused of witchcraft, magic, money-seeing or illusions was significantly higher
than earlier. It did not make things easier for them that the accusations, due to the
limitations placed on the regulations and the lack of judicial assistance, had less at
stake. Thus, the social prestige of popular superstitions, beliefs and magical practices
referred to in the trials decreased and certain accusations became ridiculous.” In this
regard too, Gypsies fell victim to the transformations of the judicial attitude towards
magical activities. In the eyes of the authorities this group of people was still a commu-
nity of childish, inept and socially immature simpletons. In their view Gypsies repre-
sented “crooks”, “illusionists”, and often “swindlers”, but they were also characterized
as “delusional” and mentally retarded.”

Some magical activities still remained in the category of criminal law. These were
mostly described as “fraud”; this is the most common accusation found in the cases
brought to court in the 1780s. Among the ones issued for Bohemia we find only one
ordinance in which the Royal Chambers discussed something that was left out of the
Kriminalgerichtsordnung when the judge was faced with the dilemma of how to handle
crimes of magic, witchcraft and fortune-telling — Zauberei, Hexerei, und Wahrsagerei — if
the current criminal law no longer discussed it. The ordinance issued on 19 May 1787
likened witchcraft and fortune-telling to political crimes, and assigned them to the
criminal category of “fraud”.” The judgment of magic, treasure-digging, money-see-
ing remained unchanged as well, since they might have entailed the illegal exposure
of graves, desecration of dead bodies and the use of human bones for magic. They
could equally justify the strict prohibition with the impact of medicalisation on atti-
tudes to dead bodies and illness or with the transcendent fear of epidemics, as well as
with moral reasons.

The “fight” to eradicate superstitions at the time of the Enlightenment sheds light
on a process of cultural reconfiguration in which cultural erosion and social decay
could be observed simultaneously with the assumption of new roles by the state and
its intentions of building social equality. The policies of Joseph II were characterised
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by this same duality. In his time, for instance, social “checks” inhibiting persecution
were already in place. Thanks to the long-term impact of education there was an
increase in the number of people who thought sceptically of the fears stemming from
beliefs, or even completely dissociated themselves from them. Scientific critique was
encouraged and the inadequacies of the law eliminated. With the help of the authori-
ties and the renewed Church the anxiety of the once persecuting communities also
appeared to be appeased. At least this was the intention of the monarch. Meanwhile,
the state was only marginally able to fulfil its duty of providing public health care.
A large proportion of the population was excluded from the network, the law still dis-
tinguished between privileged people and those with no prerogative. The state was
unable to adopt the role of a unified service provider in the fields of justice and edu-
cation, while the Church had already reduced and reorganised its networks earlier
active in these fields.

The conflicts the policies of Joseph Il solved or were thought to have solved resulted
in at least as many new ones. Joseph’s religious policy turned the clergy against him,
the language regulations alienated the wider public and the administrative reforms
and abridgments of privileges antagonized the entire political elite. Consolidation,
both in the fields of international and national politics, was left to his brother, his suc-
cessor on the throne, Leopold II, who accomplished the task successfully during his
short reign and who re-established the constitutional foundations of Hungary. Per-
haps not with as much fanfare as before, nevertheless this consolidation also had an
anti-superstitious edge; however, from this point on the issue was pushed to the mar-
gins of public life.
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DANTEL BARTH

Enthusiasm and Rationality
Changes in Catholic Ecclesiastical Thinking
on Exorcism in the Second Half
of the Eighteenth Century

Exorcism between Faith and Doubt

The history of Christian exorcism has been accompanied by doubt from the very
beginning. Since the very first exorcism performed by Christ, uncertainty surrounded
the practice. This ambivalence can be traced to two sources: one, the medieval debate
concerning the differing forms of diabolical possession and how to discern between
them (discretio spirituum) and two, the complex distinction between magic and (real)
religion.! Amidst the immense intellectual transformation of the past two millennia
one can only cautiously and conditionally point out any caesurae in thinking related
to Christian exorcism. Although from the point of view of demonic possession and
exorcism there is no real caesura between antiquity and the Middle Ages, the major-
ity of historians studying these phenomena tend to adapt the divisions common to
political history, and treat the two periods separately. Almost everyone agrees that in
the Western Church, the phenomena of exorcism treating diabolical possession saw
significant changes from the early modern centuries on.? In the sixteenth and seven-
teenth century spectacular cases occurred across Europe (and through missionaries,
increasingly across the world), a change brought about, at least in part, by the evolu-
tion of the demonological doctrines of the Church, the Roman Catholic response to
the Reformation through missions, and in part by the spread of the persecution of
witches.? Not only did the number of exorcisms increase during this period, but the
underlying liturgical forms also offered a hitherto unknown variety of “weaponry” to
priests fighting the Devil.* While in the western regions of Europe, the second half
of the seventeenth century saw a fall in the practice, in the central, east-central and
southern regions of the continent they continued to resort to exorcism on a massive

! Some of the important overviews of the topic: Bocher 1972; Twelftree 1985; Pécs 2001; Caciola
2003; Sluhovsky 2007; Scala 2012; Levack 2013.

2 Ernst 1972; Almond 2004; Ferber 2004; Lederer 2005; Levack 2013.

% Clark 1997; Levi 1985; Ferber 2004; Waardt et al. 2005; Sluhovsky 2007.

* Franz 1909, II: 514-615; Chave-Mahir 2011; Probst 2008; Scala 2012.
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scale. The German examples from the second half of the eighteenth century, espe-
cially the activities of the very popular Johann Joseph Gassner (1727-1779) and their
social reception, signal the changes that led to the rise in scepticism displayed towards
demonic possession and exorcism with the arrival of the Enlightenment, which mean-
while became a dominant ideology.” Rationalism influenced not only secular philo-
sophical thought, but resulted also in a significant change of attitude within the inner
circles of Catholic and Protestant churches.® The concept of the “Catholic Enlighten-
ment”, which is the focus of our study, is only seemingly contradictory: just as the con-
cepts of faith and doubt are not exclusive opposites, the impact of the Enlightenment
can be clearly recognised in eighteenth-century Catholicism.

Leading scholars working on German, French and English material have attempted
to capture the concept and essence of the Catholic Enlightenment.” Some research-
ers are also interested in the problematics of the relationship between the intellec-
tual movement itself and popular culture.® The topic of the present study belongs to
the latter, narrower field. The main question is the attitude of certain groups within
the clergy, in the second half of the eighteenth century, towards exorcism as the eccle-
siastic remedy against demonic possession.” Were there differences in attitudes to the
practice between the lower clergy and the leading dignitaries of the Church? How did
the monastic clergy relate to this, in so far as they have always been more inclined to
serve popular needs? How are we to interpret faith and doubt in the face of exorcism
(and the underlying notion of demonic possession)?

We attempt to answer these questions through a Southern Hungarian case study.
In the Franciscan friary of Zombor (Sombor) where a dozen friars lived, a certain
friar named Rochus Szmendrovich came to the attention of his superiors between
1766 and 1769 by conducting exorcism procedures illegally and in an unorthodox
way on local adherents of the Catholic and Greek Orthodox faith. I have written sev-
eral articles and a monograph on this incident, however, the focus of the current
paper is on the relationship of doubt and faith, which is not something I have hith-
erto considered.'

Midelfort 2005; Levack 2013, 215-39.

Cf. Bausinger 1992; Scharfe 2004.

7 About the concept: Plongeron 1969; Kovdcs 1979; Klueting 1993; Schneider 1998; Lehner 2010,
Bendel und Spannenberger 2015.

Goy 1969; Hartinger 1985; 2003; 2004; Drascek 1997; Kimminich 1989.

In certain regards in more detail: Barth 2014; 2015.

1 For more details of the story see for instance: Barth 2005, 2008, 2014, 2015. The present study is
partially based upon the data of these antecedents. A more abundant and more specific source ref-
erence and the bibliographical apparatus of the context of the events can also be found in these
and in my book: Barth 2016.
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The Outline of a Story

The exorcist, healing and preaching activities of a Croatian friar are at the centre of
this incident that took place in the second half of the 1760s. Rochus Szmendrovich,"!
was the “Illyrian festive preacher” of the Franciscan friary in the free royal town of
Zombor (Sombor) in Bacska (Backa) district. Our protagonist was born Petrus Szmen-
drovich around 1727 in one of the villages of Turpolje near Zagreb, Velika Mlaka. The
descendant of the wealthy Szmendrovich family chose the modestly lucrative career
path of a priest. He studied at the episcopal seminary of Zagreb and was consecrated
as a priest in 1753."2 He then worked at Slavonian parishes, first as a chaplain, then
from 1756 as the parish priest of Sesvete, close to Pozega.” It transpires from the
visitations that he was a hard-working young parish priest'* who, at the age of thir-
ty-six, suddenly had the idea to leave his secular clerical career and join a religious
order. Hesitating somewhat between the Jesuits and the Franciscans of Pozega, he
finally decided to join the latter: following one year of novitiate the order accepted
him as a full member in 1763 at the Sarengrad friary of the order of Saint Francis."®
This is when he chose Rochus as his name in religion. He stayed at Slavonian friar-
ies, the last being NasSice after which he ended up on the other side of the Danube,
in Zombor (Sombor) in 1766, where, for three years, he served primarily the South-
ern Slav Catholic believers of the town. After the scandal, detailed below, he left the
territory of the Kalocsa diocese and was sent back to friaries in the Zagreb diocese.
He stayed in Diakovar (Dakovo) only for a few years.'® From there he made a pilgrim-
age to Rome, after which he settled down in the village of his birth. In 1774 he asked
the Episcopal See of Zagreb in a long letter to let him pursue his activities of teaching
children and of dealing with the catechesis of adults in the region of Turpolje."” His
superiors ordered him to return to one of the friaries of his order but he did not obey
them. We know little about the last few years of his life, the only information available
is indirect and comes from correspondence related to the foundations he had estab-
lished. According to monastic registers, he passed away in 1782 in Drdvaszentmihaly
(Mihovljan) near Cakovec; his body was laid to eternal rest in the crypt of the Francis-
can church in Csiktornya (Cakovec).'s

For the family names I used the spelling commonly used in the sources. In the case of first names,

I consistently maintained the Latin spelling throughout.

'2 Nadbiskupijski Archiv u Zagrebu (hereafter: NAZ) B. III. 9. b. Liber ordinatorum (1752-1830),
11-13.

13 Cf. Buturac 1977, 183.

4 NAZ B. I. Kanonske Vizitacije 30/1I. (1757) 369-81; 31/1III. (1761), 192-99.

From the rich literature on the Franciscan order’s contemporary activities in Croatia and Backa

see for instance: Hosko 2001.

16 MFL, documents of Kapisztran Province, Tabulae... 1771-1773.

17 NAZ B. II. Officium dioecesanum, Prothocollum 7. (1773-1774), 408; Acta Officii Dioecesani

(Series Centralis) Fasc. XI. Anno 1774.

MFL Syllabus Religiosorum Provinciae Bosnae quondam Argentinae... 1784.
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What made this Croatian Franciscan stand out from among hundreds of other fel-
low friars, who shared the monotonous and challenging life of eighteenth-century
monasticism? Our interest in tracking down the fragments of his biography was trig-
gered by the rich documentation from the time of Szmendrovich’s Zombor activ-
ities." Firstly, from the source material of the investigation launched in response
to the “inappropriate” method of performing exorcism, among these the lengthy
letters written in the tiny handwriting of our Franciscan protagonist are especially
significant; these letters provide an abundance of data to analyse the motivations,
intentions and arguments of Szmendrovich. Also important ego-documents® are the
letters and testimonies of primarily Roman Catholic Southern Slav burghers, which
not only highlight the positive aspects of the Franciscan’s activities, but also articulate
“popular needs”.

Due to his successful pastoral practice at his earlier postings, and, the healing-ex-
orcising associated with it, the believers of Zombor approached the new priest soon
after his arrival in the late autumn of 1766. The first patient taken to him was a local
woman called Anna who suffered from demonic possession, at least according to
those around her. The signs observed during the preliminary exorcism convinced
Father Rochus of the genuineness of the possession of the woman. He began a two-
week battle against the Evil inside the woman, during which he not only used the
liturgical ordinances and prayers of the official and effective service-book (Rituale
Romano-Colocense, 1738), but included several alternative handbooks and their various
and semi- (and sometimes un-)official toolkit as well. His struggle and efforts were
finally successful: the woman was rid of the demon called “Hassan” who had possessed
her, her symptoms disappeared and her religious life resumed.?! This sometimes inev-
itably loud ritual performed in the Franciscan church of Zombor attracted many.
Among the bystanders there were Orthodox Serbs, as well as Lutherans.” Among the
former, it was rumoured that they could expect the presence of the “efficient circum-
stances of grace” within the Catholic Church, or put simply: the presence of a “strong”
priest who could successfully heal with a prayer. Of the several dozens of allegedly
“possessed” Orthodox individuals seeking his help over the course of the winter he
deemed many, nineteen in total, to be “genuine”. Subsequently, he performed the rit-
ual in groups, which attracted an even larger audience of Catholics and other faiths

9 The nucleus of this is an approximately fifty-page, mostly Latin file of documents that was pre-
served among the documents related to Franciscans in the Kalocsa Archives of the Archdiocese
of Kalocsa 1. KEL Church government files (1. a.) Ordines religiosi, Franciscans, Zombor 1761-
1787.

2 In relation to the concept cf. Schulze 1996.

2l For more detail see: Barth 2008.

2 A strong diversity of ethnicities and religions characterised the eighteenth-century population of
Zombor. — Muhi 1944. The largest group living in the town was that of Catholic Southern Slavs who
were referred to with the contemporary denomination of “Illyrians”. The rest of the population
was mostly Catholic, as well as some Lutheran Hungarians and Germans, and Orthodox Serbs. The
latter had twelve Orthodox priests and two churches at the time of this particular incident. — KEL
Vol. 1. e. Prothocollum Canonicae Visitationis Districtus Superioris Bacsiensis a. 1767, 215—46.
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in the Franciscan church. Because of the crowds, he constructed a scaffolding from
broken benches and made the possessed stand on them with candles in their hands.
A reliable witness recalled seeing the crowds chant texts beginning with the words,
“Get thee behind me, Satan, get thee behind me unclean spirit; may you be obliter-
ated by the Passion of Christ, may his sacred blood crush you” in the “Illyrian” (Serbo-
Croat) language. Some regarded the scaffolding as a stage and interpreted it as such
in their reports to their superiors.?

We do not know exactly who denounced Father Rochus to the archbishopric of
Kalocsa. However, certain high-ranking secular individuals and some of his fellow fri-
ars did not approve of this spectacle, which was increasingly centred on the charisma
and growing popularity of the Franciscan who had taken a vow of humility. He per-
sonally explained it in his later letters as the jealousy of some of his colleagues. At
any rate, in the early spring of 1767 the case came before the Consistory of Kalocsa,
which ordered an investigation led by the competent dean.?* The investigation estab-
lished irregular practices and forbade Szmendrovich to perform such ceremonies in
public. Nevertheless, they did authorise exorcisms if they were carried out in private,
in the presence of two witnesses, and on condition that minutes recording the symp-
toms of possession were kept, which were then to be sent to Kalocsa where they had to
be approved. A further condition stipulated that the ritual be performed exclusively
from the official ceremonial book.?” Over the course of the year, in August and Sep-
tember the first lengthy protocol arrived at Kalocsa, containing, among others, the
description of the examination and the exorcism of a Catholic, Southern Slav woman
from Szabadka (Subotica), a certain Lucia Markojevich.*® The dozens of symptoms
listed in the description (the possessed person understood and spoke Latin during
the exorcism; twisted into unnatural body postures; “fell into a trance”; her eyes rolled
back; she cried and laughed for a long time; suddenly blushed or lost all colour; kept
seeing secret and hidden things; had an aversion to sacred objects; screamed, raged,
tore her clothes, pulled out her hair, etc.) were supposed to convince the ecclesiastical
authorities of the need for exorcism; for us, however, they also afford an opportunity
to gain an insight into the foundations of thinking about demonology at the time.

The period between the autumn of 1767 and the spring of 1768 was quieter.
Szmendrovich continued his activities as an Illyrian festive preacher, and only rarely
came to the attention of his superiors. Father Rochus not only excelled as a preacher,
but as a catechist both of the young and of adults. During his 1767 visitation, canon
Gabor Glaser spoke admiringly of him for organizing catechist groups among South-
ern Slavic Catholics. Glaser acknowledged and included in the protocol that the list
of “Illyrian” catechist groups of Zombor (Distributio turmarum cathecheticarum nationis
Lllyricae) was prepared by the goodwill of Father Rochus, and had been shown to him

» KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor (8 April 1767).

2t KEL Vol. 1. e. Protocollum Consistoriale 1766-1969 (14 March 1767).
5 KEL Vol. 1. e. Protocollum Consistoriale 17661969 (29 April 1767).
% KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor (August 1767).
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on the occasion of his visitation. The canon’s positive impression was further bol-
stered by the fact that the task accomplished in an exemplary manner by the friar was
far from easy. Recording on which streets the Illyrians lived was complicated by the cir-
cumstance of their houses being scattered, located randomly in the town, set among
the dwellings of those of other religions and nationalities.?” In this same protocol they
mention negatively the abuses (abusus) of the “Illyrians” (the Bunjevci and the Sokci)
related to marital customs and certain traditions that should be abolished similarly
to other North Bdcska settlements (such as Kolluth, Szantova, etc.). It was naturally
Szmendrovich who was commissioned by the “visitator” to list them. In the Zombor
protocol the abuses were mentioned after the section discussing the life and morals of
the believers. It transpires from the protocol that the Illyrians were not marrying off
their daughters, but were practically selling them. The luxurious feasts lasting for days
on the occasions of engagements, weddings and funerals caused serious financial dif-
ficulties and spiritual harm. “We commission — through the guardian — Father Rochus
to describe in detail and to catalogue accurately all this, and after receiving it we will
implement the appropriate treatment for that great evil.” — says the protocol.?®
There are no data concerning the efficiency of the Franciscan in this matter. How-
ever, the town magistrate later praised him for his preaching skills and catechist vir-
tues.? The friar also played his part in overseeing other pastoral duties. It can be
assumed from indirect sources that with his exceptional personality he also attracted
people wishing to confess. In later letters many lauded his talents as a confessor. The
local Franciscan history only mentions his name once: according to the entry on
10 November 1767, Szmendrovich provided spiritual consolation and thereby con-
verted a Greek Orthodox, Serbian convict named Stephanus Marinkovics, before his
execution.? Besides the obvious reason of his flair for exorcism, the charismatic friar’s
other gifts probably also contributed to the admiration that surrounded him, but his
popularity and appeal lay unequivocally in the healing practice he pursued in secret.
The sources mention very few details about this; the letters of praise are also silent
about it, despite the fact that the practice was the basis of all the accusations made
against him. By healing activities, we are not only referring to the exorcism rituals;
but also to the clandestine prayers, the benediction practice of medieval origins that
the friar often performed to console believers struggling with physical problems. It is
not a coincidence that Rochus was extremely popular with relatives of the dying. The
majority of people asking for the last rites asked specifically for him. (Unlike his fellow
friars, he allegedly stepped into the house smiling and the patient felt better already
by the sight of him.) People also turned to him in case of serious illnesses. The friar
did not refuse these requests. He discussed his position on this in several of his let-

27 KEL Vol. 1. e. Prothocollum Canonicae Visitationis Districtus Superioris Bacsiensis a. 1767, 229.

2 Ibid., 223.

2 KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor. The testimonial letter of the magistrate of Zom-
bor (26 June 1769).

0 Muhi 1944. 135.
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ters, claiming that the Devil often possessed his victims disguised as seemingly obvi-
ous diseases. As a result of these beliefs concerning the source of some diseases, the
Friar’s healing method frequently consisted of benedictions and exorcism.* Appar-
ently, he only performed public exorcisms in severe cases of demonstrable diaboli-
cal possession that was also manifested in mental symptoms. Therefore, the above
mentioned spectacular exorcisms were the only visible manifestations of his otherwise
secret, clandestine healing activities.*

The series of events that led to the ending of Szmendrovich’s activities in Zombor
began in the late spring of 1769. The news arrived at the Consistory of Kalocsa in May:
the Franciscans in Zombor were exorcising again. This time a local man and a woman
were the subjects of the ritual. Three fellow friars gave testimonial letters to confirm
the diabolical possession of the two Catholic Slavs.?® The archbishop J6zsef Batthyany
also contributed to the case, ordering that the diabolical possession of these people
should be confirmed in front of the Consistory and that they should be confined until
the truth was discovered. The impatient tone of Batthyany’s letter suggests that he was
becoming increasingly exasperated with the activities of the “often mentioned” Fran-
ciscan friar.**

The Consistory investigation, which made the final decision in the case, took place
in the archiepiscopal capital in May 1769.%° The sick man was carried in a coach: he
lay with his eyes closed, twitching, choking, and grinding his teeth. After the county
doctor had examined him, he opened his eyes and presented his lengthy and con-
fused story. His name was Stephanus Mandich and he was from Slavonia. The woman
named Anna Buday alias Balatinac also told her story of her diabolical possession in
which she included the encounter with the Franciscan friar. After this, one of the
canons of the Consistory made an attempt to exorcise her, but the woman showed
no sign of being diabolically possessed during the ceremony conducted according to
the regulations of the official Roman Ritual. When they asked her what she felt dur-
ing the exorcism, she said that besides the usual strain on her heart she felt nothing.
Next, it was the turn of Rochus — who thus far had only been a spectator at the event
— to perform the exorcism. First, there were no visible signs; then in the second half
of the ceremony, in the afternoon, she manifested some signs (distortion, seizures,
grinding of teeth, screaming, trembling); nonetheless, the Church leaders were not
convinced. They were already disturbed by the fact that the friar had performed this
part of the exorcism in barely audible whispers. It was already evening by the time
they started exorcising the man. He claimed that his hand was mysteriously restrained
by some force whenever he wanted to cross himself. He also felt a terrible pain when
he heard somebody praying. To confirm this they started to pray, first in Croatian

81 Cf. Barth 2010.

22 KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor.

# TIbid., Certificates (9—14 May 1769).

4+ KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor. Batthyany Jézsef érsek levele (16 May 1769).
% See the records: KEL Vols. 1. e. Protocollum Consistoriale 17661969 (18-19 May 1769).
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and then in Latin. The man was squirming in agony from the pain. The members of
the Consistory tricked him by gradually changing the text of the Latin prayer into a
profane, unreligious text. The man naturally felt the same pain. His deception was
uncovered.

The following morning, they heard two witnesses. The two women, Anna Ranich
in her fifties and Anna Riberich in her forties, told them that the “possessed” woman
threw herself on the ground from time to time, in a convulsive state and she foamed
at the mouth. They considered these to be unequivocal signs of demonic possession.
However, the Consistory issued a resolution establishing that the two allegedly pos-
sessed persons were in fact suffering from natural diseases. The man was insane (mani-
acus) and the woman epileptic. The pinpointing of the diseases was based on the offi-
cial medical records of the examination conducted by the county doctor Henricus
Kerschner.?® However, this was not the reason why they rejected the possibility of dia-
bolical possession. The members of the Consistory reached their conclusion based on
the fact that the woman showed no symptoms that would have proven unambiguously
the presence of harmful supernatural forces during either the exorcism by the Con-
sistory canon or the threefold exorcism by the Franciscan friar.

The resolution did not favour the Franciscan. They declared that through the exor-
cisms he had violated the previous resolutions of the Consistory concerning him; the
exorcism had incited a scandal among the Greek Orthodox; and the holy rituals had
become a subject of ridicule among the people. For all this, he had to face a double
punishment: they banned him from performing any kind of exorcism, and revoked
his confessor’s license. The leader of the friary went even further: he relieved him of
all his duties as a priest and confined him within the walls of the friary.

The banning of their “favourite” friar from all interaction with his followers sparked
an enormous upheaval in the town. The dignitaries launched a new, desperate assault
to fight the resolution. The Consistory of Kalocsa received a great many testimonies
and letters requesting and begging for the reinstatement of the monk. The honest
and often passionate tone of the letters demonstrates just how fond the public figures
of the town were of Father Rochus. In an interrogation protocol they mention ten
cases related to him highlighting his activities in healing and comforting the sick. It
also becomes clear from the document why his supporters bemoaned the banning of
the friar from confessions.*” On 17 June 1769 town notary Ignatius Parcsetics certified
the protocol taken by two citizens, the aim of which was to prove the benign activi-
ties of the banned friar based on the testimonies. The ten people who testified were
mostly members of the local Illyrian (Catholic South Slavs: Bunjevci) community.
Although the descriptions do not allow us to identify the specific illnesses, the super-
ficial accounts do afford us insights into the cases in which the believers were count-
ing on the transcendent-oriented medicinal assistance of the monastic clergy. The
descriptions include “fright”; “inner illness”; “tremors” with shaking of body parts,

36 KF:L 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor. Certificate of Henricus Kerschner (19 May 1769).
% KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor (13-16 June 1769).
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and eyes being rolled back; women’s barrenness; children’s “fright”; febrile seizure,
etc. According to the testimonies, there was only one member of the friary who was
able to heal these ailments successfully: Father Rochus. The faithful requested him
specifically because they were convinced that if the friary sent someone else, he would
not succeed. In several cases the stubbornness of the provost (i.e., that he would not
let Szmendrovich go to the patients) resulted in fatalities. The testimonies give a very
brief account of the friar’s healing procedures: he prayed on the patient or over the
patient. With regard to the treatment of the barren woman it turns out that the Fran-
ciscan emphasised to her the paramount role of divine mercy in resolving her severe
problem. Following his advice, the woman fasted on three Wednesdays to honour
Saint Martha (or Margaret); then recited the Lord’s Prayer four times as well as four
Hail Marys; finally she gave a general confession about her life and then piously took
Holy Communion. Subsequently, she conceived and gave birth to her child.?®

Their entreaties, however, had the opposite effect to what was intended. The
Church leaders were only more convinced of the correctness of their decision to ask
the superiors of the scandalously popular Franciscan friar to remove him. His transfer
to another diocese was encouraged by the archbishop himself.

Possible Interpretations

There is a conflict at the centre of the above story: on the one side we find the Fran-
ciscan exorcist friar of enthusiastic character, energised by missionary zeal; and on
the other a suspicious, rationalistic ecclesiastical magistrate touched by the spirit of
Catholic Enlightenment. Our protagonist represents an attitude that characterised
the missionary practices accepted or even encouraged during Ottoman rule and the
restoration period following it. The basic instrument of evangelisation and conver-
sion was the miracle, which usually became manifest at shrines or through the mis-
sionary sacraments (blessings, sacred objects and exorcisms).* In the second half of
the century, however, ecclesiastic leaders limited the “arsenal” of popular missions to
the catechism, preaching and the promoting of sacraments (especially confession,
communion and confirmation). The Catholic Enlightenment reconsidered its atti-
tude towards miracles and vigorously challenged “pseudo-miracles”.* This attitudi-
nal change had several known consequences: the process of approving shrines slowed
down, the number of pilgrimages decreased (and pilgrimages became relegated to
the field of popular religiosity), canonisation procedures lengthened, etc.*' Parallel
to this, the semi-official benediction practices, which had medieval foundations and

3 KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor (17 June 1769).

¥ Téth 2001; Molnar 2005, 144—48; Sieber 2005; Johnson 2005; Lederer 2005; Samerski 2006; Mat’a
2006.

4 Plongeron 1969; Goy 1969.

41 Cf. Barth 2015.
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provided a wide store of benediction-malediction texts, especially in the early mod-
ern monastic practices, gradually disappeared for good.*? As part of this process, pre-
viously popular and diversified manifestations of the liturgical forms of exorcism were
also prohibited. An important step in this process of “purging” was the outlawing of
the 1614 edition of the exorcist ceremonial book, the Rituale Romanum, followed by
other popular alternative handbooks. The texts in which the role of the officiating
priest was overemphasised disappeared from the official liturgy and the procedures
that qualified as “superstitiosus” for their irrational nature and magical analogies were
also banned.® These processes that had been ongoing for some time, eventually led
to open conflict in the second half of the eighteenth century, when figures connected
to the “counter-Enlightenment” emerged and resorted to earlier practices.** Rochus
Szmendrovich, and his noted German counterpart, Johann Joseph Gassner, both used
alternative handbooks that had been on index in the Vatican.* Their charismatic per-
sonalities contributed to their success; this also went against the view that the per-
son of the exorcist should not become central. These two became celebrities in their
respective milieus and the public nature of their interventions only reinforced this.
There were crowds of curious bystanders present at these ceremonies. Their ecclesias-
tical superiors were particularly bothered by the spectacle they created: in the second
half of the eighteenth century none of the church leaders wished to make churches
venues for spectacles.*® Especially not in the multiethnic and multi-confessional com-
munity of Zombor where the coexistence of Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic
believers already created a certain amount of volatility. While the Catholic Southern
Slav municipal leaders appreciated the missionary activities of the “strong priest”, the
church leaders did not see a place for such activities in an increasingly tolerant con-
text. Rather, the members of the Consistory in Kalocsa were afraid that Catholic ritu-
als would be mocked and ridiculed.

Partly, the conflict was due to changes in ecclesiastical thinking on demonology.
In this respect the Catholic Enlightenment brought significant changes: the notion
that demons and their earthly helpers (witches) could be the direct cause of illness or
bewitchment faded and the impact of Evil was increasingly seen as the abstract idea
of Satan’s “temptations” (incitement to commit sin, falling into sin).*” Parallel to this,
the possibility of a circumsessio-type, “surrounding” demonic possession was taken less
and less seriously.*® Although the possibility of full bodily possession (possessio) was not
excluded, its occurrence was only imaginable exceptionally (and under no circum-
stances were they conceived of as mass possessions). Szmendrovich and Gassner went
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radically against the evolving view by detecting in dozens (or in the case of Gassner,
in hundreds) of patients symptoms of the third form of diabolical possession, called
obsessio, a forceful external attack, which targeted one specific individual; both were
inclined to consider the great majority of these physical illnesses as directly or indi-
rectly caused by demons. The key to their success was exactly this approach.*

The story is cloaked in different kinds of ambiguities. The strongest contrast was
between local “enthusiasm” for the figure of the Franciscan exorcist and the “ration-
ality” of the views of religious leaders who coldly rejected the attitude of the locals.
It would seem logical to identify the opposition of “enthusiasm and rationality” with
that of “faith and doubt”. This could be easily confirmed by the dual nature of the
attitudes related to diabolical possession: on the one hand, for Szmendrovich and his
supporters the possession of certain women from Zombor and its vicinity was a fact
and a palpable reality because they believed in it. Their ecclesiastical superiors (the
dean and the local potentates), on the other hand, doubled the reality of possession
and, from a rational perspective, they considered the cases to be illness or outright
fraud. The county physician representing official science and the official ceremonial
order of exorcism itself played a crucial role in unmasking these cases. The clash of
these two sides could have only one outcome: the defeat of the Franciscan. It would
be misleading to generalise too broadly the scepticism of the ecclesiastical leadership
and to place them firmly in opposition to faith. This is obviously not a case of juxta-
posing doubt with faith (in God and the demons) in general, but rather that of reject-
ing certain variants of faith or deviations from it. In fact, the Catholic Enlightenment
sought to establish a superior and more elaborate religious experience (faith). The
spread of the ideal of an individual, elitist, intellectual religious faith was paralleled
by an increase in doubt about earlier religious forms and towards suspicious (“super-
stitious”, “magical”) rituals. In this case, the more elaborate the faith, the greater the
scepticism. It is telling in many regards that while in the first half of the eighteenth
century the ecclesiastical vocabulary still included the word “zeal” (zelus) in places, in
the second half of the century it was increasingly replaced by prudence (prudentia)
and learning (studiositas) when evaluating clerical virtues.”” It is not a coincidence
that Szmendrovich, in keeping with his missionary mentality, regularly refers to zeal
in his letters. It was still during his days as a parish priest in Sesvete that the superior
visitatorwhen testing his knowledge in moral theology warned him that it was impor-
tant to couple zeal with knowledge (scientia), because the two could only flourish
together; zeal without knowledge could easily lead one astray or to exaggeration.”
It was as if, in 1758, the perceptive recommendation had anticipated the conflicts to
come a decade later.

4 Cf. Barth 2014.
0 Cf. GOzsy 2013.
51 NAZ B. I. Kanonske vizitacije 30/11. 376.
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The Multifaceted Nature of Reality and the Persona of the Historian

From the second half of the eighteenth century, public and unofficial procedures of
exorcism were becoming less common in the everyday practice of western Christi-
anity.”” Nonetheless, within a closed and strictly regulated framework the ceremony
itself has survived to this day. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries only a few
“scandalous” cases indicate that the practice continues to survive. Tabloid journal-
ism and lay public opinion, especially because they were so successfully concealed,
treated such cases, when they came to be exposed, as thrilling sensations.” Fatalities
involving exorcised individuals sometimes resulted in criminal lawsuits followed with
great interest by the public.’* In the last decades of the twentieth century exorcism
has become a popular topic of horror movies building on elemental fears. This is pre-
cisely why many were caught by surprise when in 1999, under the pontificate of John
Paul II, a renewed version of the official Roman exorcist handbook was published®
It was an even greater surprise for public opinion that at the dawn of the twenty-first
century the Vatican still had its official exorcist. Father Gabriele Amorth deployed his
arguments in a bestselling series of books explaining the timelessness of the proce-
dure, the recurrence of diabolical possession and the application of the ecclesiastical
remedies.” In the past few decades in various corners of the Catholic world, from Italy
to America the practice of exorcism — reflecting demand on the part of believers — has
been revived in several places.” An increasing number of dioceses keep an officially
appointed exorcist. There are several very serious theological discourses underlying
the related internal debates of which it is perhaps sufficient to mention the questions
raised about whether the Devil is a substantial reality or merely an abstract notion.”®
On the one hand, many caution against — and not without basis — the Church entering
the esoteric-magical market. Would it not reduce the two-thousand-year-old practice,
emulating Christ’s example, to a circus act if the Church were to enter the same space
that has become dominated in recent decades by neatly combed, suit-and-tie-wearing
preacher-healers, as well as by an armada of esoteric healers capitalising on the oppor-
tunities provided by the internet to offer “exorcism” on demand? On the other hand,
those who support the expansion of the practice (who are often at the same time rep-
resentatives of “Catholic Charismatic Movements”) urge the conversion of sinners
and unbelievers, along with the reinforcement of faith and a traditional engagement
with the Church. Among others, they explain the multiplication of demonic posses-
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sion cases with the spread of esotericism built upon syncretic foundations and that
of eastern practices qualified as magic (for instance yoga; but many others such as
Satanist rock music, drugs, liberalism, etc.).

Historians often have the impression that “there is nothing new under the sun”: we
merely see the revival, further nuancing and continuation of old disputes. Anthropol-
ogists do not really deal with the supply side of exorcism because these structures are
just as constant as the elemental human needs that arise every time the inexplicable
(such as illness) needs an explanation. The patients have to believe in the treatment
or the healer who heals them: be it official medical science, a therapist applying alter-
native methods, a village healer, a preacher or a priest. In the case ofillness, everyone
chooses a course of action, and the choice is based upon “faith” representing a rela-
tionship of trust.”

If we examine the story of the Franciscan friar of Zombor from a historical-an-
thropological perspective, we must be alive to the possibility of the infinitely multi-
faceted nature of reality. One can observe a sort of polemic in the literature discuss-
ing the history of demonic possession and exorcism.” Some make a sport of exposing
ancient “frauds” by (mis)interpreting the position of “science” with extreme rationali-
ty.! Ruling out the existence of demons (and gods) and the reality of diabolic posses-
sion from the outset, they also consider the associated religious ritual to be a ceremo-
nial manifestation of “false consciousness”. The other extreme represents an exclusive
internal view, which, as the “knower of secrets”, assumes that this topic can only be
studied credibly by historians (and anthropologists) who have already had personal
experience (as exorcist, patient or observer) of similar mysteries. From this point of
view, the reality of Christ’s healing-exorcising miracles recorded in the Bible is an
irrevocable fact; as for the historical cases, in line with an authoritarian mentality, they
take the position of superior decision makers.®® The most recent historical-anthropo-
logical overviews of the issue, however, — especially in the interpretation of early mod-
ern cases — emphasise the socio-cultural context in which certain needs along with
responses to them emerge, as well as the performative nature of the actions and the
importance of studying symbolic patterns.®

During the writing of my book on this case, I have walked into a trap countless
times when my own rational and scholarly attitude made me prone to record only
facts perceived by logical reason and treat them as historical realities. I found myself
approaching events from the perspective of the official religious leaders. This was
especially noticeable when interpreting the case of the above Consistory investiga-
tion (18-19 May 1769). I presented the two-and-a-half-day-long investigation of the
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allegedly possessed woman and man from the perspective of the Consistory protocol,
which established reassuringly that both individuals were suffering from natural dis-
eases, and that Szmendrovich saw demons even when there were none.

Our scholarly habit based upon rationality disposes us to look for such reassuring
end points. There is, nonetheless, another contemporary description of these same
few days, which describes the events taking place before the Consistory in the context
of the possessed woman’s life story.”* In this we read the following:

... the woman from Zombor had been suffering from an illness for approximately
twenty-six years, which occasionally tormented her accompanied by her mutter-
ing. In such cases she tore at her clothes and pulled out her own hair, she mauled
her body with her fingers, and turned around like a wheel, she fell to the ground
wounding her head. She often found herself in the tavern where she got drunk
after scarcely drinking anything, and the other guests often beat her. Sometimes
she ended up in neighbouring villages and her husband could not find her. She suf-
fered from several painful illnesses; for instance, her entire body was covered with
aching, burning blisters. She had no appetite, she barely ate or drank, but remained
fat nonetheless. Meanwhile — without going into detail — the author of the docu-
ment mentions that from time to time, she was scared by monsters appearing to
her; she hated the church, she was at war with her husband and feared priests.

Finally, this year (1769) she started to shout out, terribly, all kinds of wondrous
things. Father Rochus recounted that several signs led him to believe that she was
indeed possessed by Evil: namely, that she understood and spoke several languages
and she uncovered several secrets. The latter was also confirmed by her neigh-
bourhood women. The Father prayed over her for six days while he had plenty
of time to test these signs. As a result of almost a week’s work, he managed to
calm down the woman (to everyone’s relief); however, at this point the ban from
the dean arrived, most likely prompted by accusations made by certain priests.
Then the woman’s state became even more tragic; she upset the entire town with
her constant running around and shouting; she chased the Catholic and Ortho-
dox inhabitants who fled their houses in fear, she often disturbed them at their
tables. She pushed as many as three or four women who got in her way to the
ground, stomped on them and ruined them until they turned black, until they
started bleeding. In the night she did unsettling things, she walked the streets, she
went from house to house, knocked on the windows accompanied by frightening
screams, waking up the sleeping residents (both Catholics and Orthodox). In some
houses she broke plates and cups. The neighbours, who were affected rather nega-
tively by all this, sought out their spiritual father (i.e., the parish priest-guardian)
three or four times who encouraged them to tolerate the ill woman and sent them

6 KEL 1. a. Ordines religiosi. Franciscans, Zombor. (Vita miserrima Annae Balatinac aliter Buday,
13 June 1769. Signed by Josephus Szontay).
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away without consolation. Since the disturbances did not cease, the neighbours,
once again, went to see the judge, but he rejected their request saying that it con-
cerned the parish priest. Finally, they ran back to Father Rochus who, seeing that
they did not get any help, gave them some sort of letter of recommendation to take
to the Consistory (of Kalocsa). The woman did leave for the journey as a patient
indeed, accompanied by two of her loyal neighbours and a man strongly suspected
of being possessed. First, they went to the Virgin Mother of Hajés. Her compan-
ions related that the woman performed her usual torment, screaming and foolish-
ness; she only calmed down in front of the Consistory, as if she were not the same
person, even though she had to undergo varied tests. Her chaperons heard as she
talked to the above-mentioned man and had a demonic consultation: “we should
act and behave so that we don’t give ourselves away, let’s not show ourselves, you
should pretend to be crazy and I will brace myself to be silent, and so we will trick
the Consistory!” Later the woman, barely out of the sight of the consistory, within
earshot of the other women, she muttered to them (using a masculine first-person
singular form): “I would be foolish (stultus!) to give myself away so that they can
fight against me, or commissioning someone else to fight against me and my many
siblings who hide within human bodies. We would lose a lot if I presented myself
here. It is easy to fight against them, but it is difficult to fight Rochus, it is hard to
hide from him. I almost broke under the torture when he prayed over me before
the Consistory; hearing his terrifying voice almost made me present myself; luckily
the Consistory did not believe him.” The women companions also related that on
their way back the woman (and the demon within her, talking through her) contin-
ued the appalling acts and words. In Hajés she almost threw a Gypsy man into the
river (saying: “my brother’s inside of him, let him swim!”), then ran away declar-
ing that she did not want to go home, she would rather go back to Kalocsa where
they do not believe in its existence (i.e., in the demon’s existence); there she could
continue pretending “far away from poor black Rochus” whose traces stink from a
distance. With that, she ran in the direction of Miske, and her companions being
weary and exhausted were unable to follow her so they went home to Zombor.
The unfortunate woman finally arrived home after seven days. She claimed that
her illness took her first through Kalocsa to another Calvinist village, then back to
Kalocsa, then she went to the Transdanubian region travelling through several vil-
lages, then, traversing Gemenc, she arrived to Gytd. On her way, she was denied
entry to the church everywhere. The priests of Gytid later told a man from Zombor
that the woman who left abruptly, almost flying away, was indeed possessed. She
arrived home to Zombor in a terrible physical state. But she did not find any help
there either because she was chased away from the church with a whip and they did
not let Father Rochus to her to talk to her or to listen to her, and no other priest
wanted to help her because they were afraid to go against the will of their superiors.
So she was only chased and going around, she even aborted/killed her own con-
ceived foetus, which was confirmed by obvious bloody stains that she left behind
her wherever she went and the entire house was sullied by blood for several days.
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Who could describe the poor woman’s hunger and thirst after not eating and
drinking for days; who could describe the anxious suffering and pain of her hus-
band who was exposed to continuous harassment; who could describe the misery
of her children, three sons and one daughter, who were quite young and who were
terrified, scared by her, they could not eat or drink from the terror. One of them
saw as their mother’s face transformed and turned black, he was terrified by night-
mares. At the complaints of the neighbours she was jailed for a while, but due to
her screams and shouts (bringing up the wrongdoing of others) they had to let her
go. Now she screams, weeps, alarms others in the streets and on roads (she scared
several women and children). Schismatics and Catholics gather around her, some
laugh others cry. Some pray while beating their chests, lamenting their sins wailing
and shouting: “the Devil is really working among us!” There are further miracu-
lous events that are difficult to explain. For instance, once a woman named Anna
brought home five eggs that she gave to her husband, who cooked them for a long
time but the eggs remained uncooked and raw; he then cooked them some more
until their shells cracked, but they were still raw. What else is this if not a diabolical
act? The author of the document does not enter in detail about several things; for
instance, that she was found beside wells where she almost hung herself; she was so
bloated she almost exploded and her throat was compressed as if it had been sliced
and it became completely black.

This interpretation presents a very different reality: the reality of an especially life-
like and active (even talkative) variant of demonic belief. Which — we must admit — is
quite disturbing. What does a historian, trained on source criticism, do? Submit the
document to detailed critique: the handwriting is not that of Szmendrovich, in terms
of content and vocabulary, however, it does seem as if he was involved somehow in its
writing. The document tendentiously seeks to highlight the virtues of the Franciscan.
The demonic belief reflected in the document is in perfect harmony with the ele-
ments shown in the letters of Szmendrovich. Which brings us to an explanation: this
is Father Rochus’s “internal” reality.

This reality, evidently, was in close correlation with the conceptions and experi-
ences of local Southern Slav believers. Whether we believe it or not, in the 1760s faith
in the reality of demons was not only based on the personal, everyday experiences of
an “eccentric” Franciscan, but that of many inhabitants of the town. These occasion-
ally took spectacular forms: human lives were ruined, matriarchs abandoned “normal-
ity”, communities were frightened or scandalized by “abnormal” behaviour. The devi-
ance experienced on the level of smaller or larger communities required an urgent
and efficient solution. In this regard there was only one priest who offered an effi-
cient remedy there and then to the possessed, their relatives, their neighbours and,
ultimately, the entire town. It is not a coincidence that in the autumn of 1766, when
Szmendrovich arrived to Zombor, these sort of cases found him quickly. His reputa-
tion preceded him. This, however, would not have been sufficient for his success. He
had to carry out the first, successful exorcism publicly so that the result could be even
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more spectacular. The two-week-long battle was seen by almost everyone who visited
the Catholic Church. There must have been an entire series of stories that circulated
about the demon leaving in the form of a black fly. The activities of Szmendrovich
became the subject of public discourse. This is how the fanaticism began, at the peak
of which, years later, the certifications authenticated by the town magistrate lauded
his healing powers and virtues. Could a similar situation have come about if, similarly
to the Franciscan, the majority of the locals had not believed in the direct power of
demonic impact, if the resulting fears had not been an integral part of their everyday
thinking? It is difficult to think so.

A historian interested in popular culture must always keep in mind the possibil-
ity of a “reading from below” in relation to every past event. A particularly rich set
of source materials is needed in order to be able to discover such parallel realities.
Through the letters of the exorcist Franciscan from Zombor and the accompanying
documents inspired by him we encounter data that place the constructions of the real-
ity, subsequently believed to be objective, in a peculiar light. Thus, the challenges of
faith and doubt present not only the contemporary characters with severe dilemmas,
but also the historians wanting to interpret this subject centuries later. The excite-
ment occasioned by this type of contemplation is definitely the most rewarding part
of this work.
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AGNES HESZ

Uncertainty and the Conceptualizations
of Life after Death in a Transylvanian Catholic
Village Community'

“Well, there is a lot of interesting stuff I read in the Bible,
but there are so many ways to interpret everything, aren’t there?”

Introduction

In his 1995 Huxley Memorial Lecture entitled A Kernel of Doubt and delivered in hon-
our of the English zoologist T. H. Huxley, who had coined the term “agnostic”, Jack
Goody argued that religious scepticism, rather than being the product of the Euro-
pean Enlightenment or the Renaissance, had long been present in every religion, dog-
matic or non-dogmatic, with evidence going back, in some cases, as far as Antiquity.
He attributed the ubiquitous nature of doubt, a natural concomitant of religion as
he puts it, to the cognitive contradiction that arises from the fact that people have to
express their experiences of the world with the help of language.?

Goody argued that — although doubt has always been present in oral cultures —
it was literacy that contributed to its formation into a body of tradition. However,
researchers exploring European folklore, mostly held to be an oral tradition, have
also pointed out that a tradition of doubt may also emerge in connection with beliefs
that mostly exist in orality. Timothy Corrigan Corell, for instance, examined attitudes
concerning fairies and fairy magicians in Ireland and proved convincingly that such
ideas had already been contested in peasant communities long before the enlight-
ening efforts of lay and clerical authorities. The collections he studied contained a
plethora of references suggesting that audiences were divided when it came to assess-
ing the veracity of stories about fairies, and there were at least as many arguments
levelled against people’s accounts of fairies as in their favour. Moreover, expressions
of doubt took similarly regular and recurring forms and employed the same motifs

! The research leading to these results has received funding from the European Research Coun-
cil under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-2013) / ERC grant
agreement No. 324214.

? Goody 1996, 678-79.
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as the corroborations of these beliefs.? Seeing the regularities in expressions of dis-
belief, several folklorists speak, paralleling the “tradition of faith” about “the tradi-
tion of disbelief”.” The two expressions essentially point to the same thing: disbelief is
also part of the knowledge-base of a community, and its expressions are passed on in
the same forms and on the same occasions, such as personal communication and the
recounting of stories, as the narratives that confirm faith. In a work on the attitude
of elderly urban women to their dead, Gillian Bennet describes how her informants
were equally aware of beliefs relating to the dead and their refutations and they were
well acquainted with the arguments and rhetoric of both attitudes. In other words,
“rational” thinking and belief in the supernatural are present as two rival discourses
that enlist arguments and narrative patterns that are passed down along the genera-
tions offering people a kind of cultural option.®

Despite the presence of such arguments in anthropological thinking, the prob-
lematic of doubt and disbelief appears less emphatically in works on religion, even
though references to their existence are frequently made. This is not surprising, since
traditionally the main interest of researchers was to see what people actually believed
in. The goal was to collect and examine ideas and practices relating to the supernatu-
ral, and thus to explore religious systems regardless of whether they constituted a dog-
matic religion or not.” As regards the historicist or reconstruction-focussed approach
that has characterised Hungarian folklore studies, the research question itself renders
it unnecessary to examine the attitude to religious knowledge, as ideas about the
supernatural are equally well contained in statements that do not reflect active faith
or deny the relevant claims outright.?

By contrast, problems of faith and faithlessness received heightened attention in
works where religious notions were approached by the researcher from the point

* Corell 2005, 15.

* Hufford 1982, quoted by Corell 2005, 3.

5 Bennett 1999, 33.

¢ Ibid., 39.

7 Upon reading Hungarian collections of beliefs, it is remarkable, for instance, how rarely we come
across accounts that contain rejection or even doubt concerning the ideas voiced. We must assume
that such a predominance of ideas that substantiate the beliefs or at least refrain from evaluating
the ideas in question are at least partly due to selection principles employed by the scholars and
collectors (for more on this see Landgraf 2006). It is also quite probable that the technical condi-
tions of collecting (the absence of sound recording or the need to economise on recording tape)
also did not favour the publication of responses that contained negation or doubt — I thank Zoltian
Nagy for pointing this out to me. Even less commonly does doubt appear in examinations of the
practice of the Christian faith among rural populations.

% On the predominantly historical focus and atheoretical nature of Hungarian folkloristics see Vidacs
2005.
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of view of belief in the supernatural.” The question took the form of exploring the
extent to which verbal representation, the form of expression most readily available
and accessible to researchers, reflects the interlocutor’s actual state of faith. In other
words, how far do informants consider the expressed conceptualizations credible and
accepted by the community? Folklorists generally assumed that the degree of faith
was closely linked to the genre of narratives, and that memorats — accounts of personal
experience by the speakers or their close acquaintances — were the truest reflections
of what people actually believed in. However, as it has become an axiom of folklore
research that both the interview situation and the person of the researcher considera-
bly influence the quality of the material obtained, answering these questions becomes
more complex. Folklorists analyse the narrative context and investigate the explicit
and implicit layers of the texts in order to understand the relationship of the inform-
ants to the supernatural.' Academic writings that probe into the faith content of such
belief texts usually speak of two possible attitudes: speakers either believe in what they
are relating and consider it true, or they reject it. There also exists, however, a third
attitude which, in my judgement, appears less emphatically in most analyses and this
is the sense of uncertainty, in other words, doubt or scepticism.!" Speaking of the tra-
dition of faith and doubt, Gillian Bennett marks out two cultural options and says that
narrators are free to choose between the two standpoints. What often happens, how-
ever, is that they do not or cannot choose, either during their verbal account or, one
may assume, during their internal, non-verbalised reflections over the supernatural.

I myself met with this uncertainty during my fieldwork that began in 2003 and
aimed to explore the richly interwoven relations between the living and the dead.' In
the first few months of my stay I was quite unnerved by the high degree of uncertainty
that most of my informants displayed when speaking about their ideas on the dead
and the other world. In this paper, I explore this uncertainty and apparent ambivalent

 In Hungarian research into popular belief, the first comprehensive and theoretically oriented
exploration of the connections between belief system and text was Zoltan Fejos’s study of 1985
(Fejos 1985). In the past few decades, scholars connected to the Department of Ethnography at
the Babes-Bolyai University in Cluj (Romania) published the most on questions of the representa-
tion of beliefs — often also touching upon problems relating to the belief content of texts, albeit to
varying depths. (While a full inventory is impossible, see e.g., Keszeg 1999; Czégényi 2001). For a
work dedicated expressly to the appearance of faith and doubt in the texts see e.g., Emese Bartha-
Balog 2001. Eva Pécs has also addressed the problem of expressions of belief or disbelief and nar-
rative genres: see P6cs 2008.

0 See e.g., Bennett 1999; Bartha-Balog 2001.

I would like to emphasise at this point that expressing doubt and scepticism is not tantamount to

denying the verity of a religious dogma or notion, it only means that the individual is unable to

prove its truth content.

The site of my fieldwork was a settlement in the Eastern Carpathians with a population of 5227,

the majority of whom were Hungarian Roman Catholics. As the region has been populated both

by Hungarian and Romanian settlers from the eighteenth century, several villagers I worked with

had Orthodox/Greek Catholic kinship relations. As the result of the collapsing socialist industry

in nearby cities where many of the villagers had been employed before, most families earned their

income by raising cattle and selling (often illegally logged) timber at the time of my research.
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attitude to knowledge about the supernatural. I will present the villagers’ continuous
attempts to interpret questions relating to death: on what bases, with what kind of
logic do they (or do they not) envision existence after death; how do they talk about
the various conceptualizations about the dead and the afterlife springing from a vari-
ety of sources; and what kinds of verbal strategies do they employ in this process of
trying to convince themselves and others? Finally, I also seek to answer the question
whether the uncertainty evident in our conversations is also present at the level of reli-
gious practice and whether it effectively influences individuals’ actions and conduct.

Methodological Considerations

When dealing with matters of faith and doubt, the question becomes unavoidable
whether the anthropologist/ethnographer is at all able to ascertain the actual state of
faith of her interlocutors and to find out whether or not her informants truly believe
in what they are relating. This extremely complex epistemological problem has been
one of the central issues of research in the anthropology of religion that I only wish
to touch upon very briefly here. The most extreme stance on the question holds that
all a researcher can find out for certain is that the community in question adheres to
a particular dogma, but not whether its members actually believe in it, since dogmatic
knowledge and ritual practice can exist without faith.'® This position is based on the
approach according to which faith is an “internal state”, a kind of personal spiritual
factor that is unattainable and unknowable for the outside observer.'* Others, how-
ever, think that anthropologists who have lived with a community for considerable
lengths of time can identify with convincing methodological consistency which are
the dogmas that are deferred to merely as a formality and which are respected from
inner conviction. This is possible when we are able to observe and compare people’s
behaviour and the various manifestations of religious notions over a long period of
time and in a wide range of different situations.'” Besides this, the methods men-
tioned in the introduction from the areas of linguistic anthropology and discourse
analysis can help the researcher explore people’s attitudes to various beliefs, at least
as they are valid in the given situation. In short, we do in fact have methodological
devices that allow us to explore faith, summed up as the totality of various cognitive

¥ This is the view held by Leach according to his critics (for more on this see Southwold 1979,
628-29), who argued in the late 1960s debate surrounding the dogma of virgin birth, that the Aus-
tralian peoples who believe in this dogma according to certain anthropologists, are aware of the
biological nature and facts of conception (Leach 1966, 40). According to his critics, Leach thereby
suggests that they do not consider the dogma valid.

To go even further, this concept of faith is primarily characteristic of modern, predominantly per-
sonal Catholic Christian belief, as was pointed out by Talal Asad (Asad 1983), and thus cannot nec-
essarily be applied to describing the religious practise of other cultures, or even, the entirety of the
Catholic Christian world.

1> Southwold 1979, 637-38.
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approaches, and by applying these approaches methodically, we may be able to get
closer to an understanding of the nature of religious belief.'® My knowledge regarding
the notions held by the people of this village concerning the dead and the other world
mostly come from semi-structured interviews recorded a number of years ago — a fact
which does indicate the limitations of the material and its analysis. In today’s anthro-
pological/folklore studies it goes without saying that the material collected is the joint
product of the interlocutor and the anthropologist which is largely determined by
the dynamics of the relationship of the researcher and those “being studied”, not to
mention the effect of the personality of the researcher. This is of particular signifi-
cance for my own choice of topic, since the object of my investigation — uncertainty
concerning the notions in question —, is one that may in many cases be seen to be the
result of the interview situation itself. Thus, for instance, we cannot ignore the possi-
bility that my informants showed doubt concerning notions about death because they
were aware of the differences in social prestige associated with the worldview seen as
rational and educated, and, the view which accepts the existence of the supernatu-
ral, and thus wished to distance themselves from the material they were relating. In
such cases then it is not so much a question of not believing or not believing so much
in certain concepts, but rather of wanting to project an image about themselves that
they thought would meet the approval of the listener.'” During my fieldwork I came
across several situations that implied the presence of such a motivation, for example
several times my interlocutors first rejected the possibility of communicating with the
dead, yet somewhat later related a specific story in which a dead person appeared in a
dream or in some other fashion, without any noticeable sign of doubt. However, I has-
ten to add that explicit rejection of these beliefs combined with their implicit accept-
ance may not necessarily be addressed to the anthropologist, rather it may at least in
part be due to the fact, often emphasised in the anthropology of religion, that the
religiosity of specific individuals never constitutes a consistent, seamless system free of
contradictions.'® Religious manifestations, whether they be verbal or non-verbal, are
always dependent on their context, and thus denying or discarding an idea in one sit-
uation does not mean that the idea is negated in general; just as a statement indicat-
ing the acceptance of an idea does not mean that it is accepted absolutely. During my
fieldwork I had the opportunity, even outside the interview situations, to observe the
apparent inconsistencies of individual religious ideas/conceptualizations. Thus, the
contradictions observable in the conversations with the anthropologist cannot auto-
matically be classified as consequences of the interview situation.

The sense of uncertainty observed in the material may also stem from the fact —and
this is again a consequence of the interview situation — that during our conversations
I encouraged my interlocutors to reflect on matters they had not been in the habit

16 Tbid 632.

17 Cf. Bartha-Balog 2001, 54.

8 For more on this see e.g., Davies 1997; Lewis 1986; Geertz 1960; Huntington and Metcalf 1991,
86-90; Knuuttila 2001, 21; Southwold 1979, 632; on this community see: Hesz 2008; 2012b.
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of pondering before, or asked them to verbalise knowledge that they would not have
put into words for themselves. It is important to consider that knowledge concerning
the supernatural exists and is passed on not only in verbal or quasi-linguistic systems
but also in embodied practices and emotional registers.!? All of the latter is hard to
express through linguistic means, and informants do not usually feel the need to do
s0.2° This is clearly observable in the following interview excerpt.

And how do you imagine heaven?

Well, heaven, according to the Scriptures, the way we read it in the Bible and eve-
rywhere, where heaven is and that it exists, I think I don’t know what to say, how
I could imagine it. Well, on the right-hand side of God sit the good people, that’s
how they tell you, and there on his left stand the evil ones and... I don’t know what
to say, how I would imagine it, like a kind of ... well, not a ..., not like a landscape
out there or whatever; I don’t know how I’d imagine it... like a place where all the
good ones are sitting in a circle and pray as if, well, just like in the church, like you
do when you are part of the congregation. This is how I could imagine it, I don’t
know ... [F 33]%

The uncertainty that she states repeatedly and explicitly, and her use of the condi-
tional all indicate that my interviewee, although aware of the conceptualizations of
heaven available in the community, and relying on them under the pressure of having
to provide an answer to the anthropologist, is not really in the habit of thinking about
this question, nor does she have an idea of this part of the otherworld that she could
accept without reservations.

However, the uncertainty evident in the interview cannot in all cases be attributed
to the reaction given to the anthropologist’s presence. During my stay, I witnessed sev-
eral conversations of the villagers about the dead and life after death, showing recur-
ring dilemmas that some of them had, both in or outside of interview situations. This
convinced me that the question of life after death was in fact preoccupying people
and the doubt they demonstrated actually revealed, in many cases, that they were not
convinced of either the truth or the falsity of the conceptualizations available to them.
During a conversation involving several participants, I was able to record how a mid-
dle aged woman and her young female friend disputed with some passion whether the
dead were constantly present among the living. The woman believed they were, and
supported this view with a dream experience, while her conversation partner seemed
sceptical all along and insisted on the view that the dead only visited home around All
Saints Day (known as “the day of the dead”).** The topic repeatedly resurfaced many

19 Mitchell 1997, 79-80.

2 On the nature of religious knowledge as something impossible to verbalise see for example Loson-
czy 2012.

At the end of each excerpt, I include the gender and age of the informants. I include my own in-
terventions in square brackets. The personal names in the texts are all pseudonyms.

2 For a more detailed description of this case, see Hesz 2012b.
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times when we met this young woman, even, when we were talking with her not long
after her father’s death. She was palpably pre-occupied with the question, but still
could not make up her mind what to believe:

And do you feel he can see what all of you are doing?

I don’t know, I think a lot about this, whether he really is visiting home or whether
he can see us or ... I don’t know. I don’t know. They say that three days before the
Day of the Dead the dead are at home. But then I don’t know. [F 24]

In light of the above, I think that if on methodological grounds we were never to
“take seriously” such expressions of uncertainty, (i.e., if we did not suppose that there
were genuine doubts underlying them), we would be committing a similar error as
when disregarding the possible effects of the fieldwork situation on our results or our
informants’ difficulties in verbalising certain kinds of knowledge.

Traditions of “Faith”

In the present study, I examine attitudes toward conceptualizations of various domains
of the otherworld, the otherworldly life of the dead and the relations of the living to
the dead, as well as toward the rites surrounding them. I do not have sufficient space
here to describe these notions and rites in detail, but some characteristics of the tradi-
tion of faith need to be discussed, nonetheless. In this community, conceptualizations
and practices relating to the dead follow the teachings and protocols of the Roman
Catholic Church, supplemented, to some extent, with the traditions of the Orthodox,
formerly Greek Catholic, community present in considerable numbers, as well as with
local vernacular ideas and practices. Thus, “the tradition of faith” actually consists of
at least two traditions that contradict each other in certain questions and differ in
their mentality and their evaluation by society. Vernacular ideas and resulting ritual
practice show a far more “down-to-earth” and materialistic image of the otherworld
than do the teachings of the Church. These meet a number of needs which clerical
practice does not cater for, such as communication between the living and the dead
or the protection of the living from the returning dead.

On the level of local practice, official and vernacular traditions constitute a single
system in the functional sense, i.e., together they define what individuals think about
the afterlife and what sort of rituals are required to guarantee a dead person’s ascent
to the otherworld. At the same time, due to the Church’s long-standing fight against
“superstition”, the locals are quite aware of the difference between the two traditions
and the negative evaluation of vernacular notions. Characteristically, however, they
draw the boundary between official teachings and “superstition” elsewhere than the
representatives of the Church do and the official or vernacular status of a notion is
not paramount in their evaluation of the truth-value or correctness of individual con-
ceptualizations or rituals.
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Thus, multiple cultural options and the occasional conflicts between the knowledge
acquired from members of the clergy and from the community frequently force peo-
ple to make choices already within the tradition of faith, regardless of whether they
follow the Church teachings in drawing the line between acceptable and unacceptable
ideas and practices or not. Added to this is the presence of what we might call the
rational, scientific discourse within the community, which in some respects puts into
question the credibility of religious notions even in the eyes of people who claim to
be religious.

Forms of Doubt

Although I observed a range of attitudes to the conceptualizations of life after death
from acceptance to rejection in the community, I found that the majority of opinions
fell somewhere between the two in the range I refer to as uncertainty or doubt. Talk-
ing of questions of the otherworld, most speakers emphasised that life after death was
unknowable:

I have pondered this so much, how it is all going to be and nobody knows, because
no one has ever come back to report to us what it is like over there. [F 77]

Conceptualizing the other world as unknowable is in keeping with the teachings of
the Catholic Church that mention, among other things, that the union with God in
heaven of those partaking of salvation is something that is impossible for the human
mind to comprehend, or imagine, and that “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,
... nor the human heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him”.%
Several of my interlocutors alluded in our conversations to the Church’s view on the
unknowability of the otherworld. This is how one woman put it, for instance, when she

expressed doubt regarding ideas about the possibility of the return of the dead:

They say about the dead that their souls come home. But no one has seen that. ...
We’ve heard it too, but never seen it, they said no one knew the secret of God, not
even the saints in heaven, well, then we cannot know it, either. [F 57]

The most commonly voiced argument is, however, the one used in the first quotation
—namely that no one has come back yet from the other world.

How it’s all going to be over there, when the time comes, in the other world, nobody

knows. No. Neither you, nor I, ‘cause no one has come back from there yet to let
us know what we are going to be stepping into. [F 81]

2 1 Corinthians 2,9, NRSVCE.
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Besides this formulaic, axiomatic statement that is almost always made in conversa-
tions about the afterlife — which is not at all limited to this village — the members of the
community can also rely on such stories and dreams, rooted in legends, which sup-
port the idea of the unknowability of the afterlife or in some cases the denial of the
notion of the return of the dead. One old woman related, in support of this idea that
she and her husband had agreed in vain that whoever died first would tell the other
how he or she was faring in the other world: the communication never took place,
even though a number of years had now passed since her husband’s death.?* Another
woman recounted that a dead relative who appeared to her in her dream, was not
allowed to talk about the otherworld:

Then they brought him home and they buried him, we buried him. And in the
evening when the funeral was over, that night I dreamt about it.

Yes.

I dreamt about him. And I asked him, tell me, Godfather, what is the otherworld
like.

Yes.

I dreamt about you, so you can tell me what the otherworld is like. And he said
to me, you know what, Veronka, he said, don’t you go asking about that, because
I cannot tell you because I am not allowed to tell you. When you come here, too,
that’s when you’ll find out what the otherworld is like. And so he just faded away
again gently, he was just the way he had been in his coffin and the sound just came
out. His voice through his mouth, so I was going to ask him some more to tell me
what it was like in that other world. And whether his soul was suffering, and he said,
leave it off, my dear, don’t ask, because one day you’ll end up here, too, and then
you will see what the other word is like. [F 50]

Thus we can argue that the idea that one cannot know anything certain about the oth-
erworld is a part of the cultural knowledge about the otherworld and life after death.
At the same time, both the teachings of the Church and the divergent tradition of ver-
nacular religion offer a plethora of ideas based on which individuals can formulate
their knowledge of the otherworld. Even though the teachings of the Church speak
about the otherworld being fundamentally unknowable, during its existence the
Catholic Church has mediated a whole range of different ideas about it, sometimes
formulated in specific terms, at others put in more abstract formulations, and used
a whole list of devices to do so. In this community, the most direct channel for the
transmission of such knowledge capable of reaching the highest number of people
were catechism classes and the sermons offered regularly during mass. In addition,
religious pictorial representations of various parts of the otherworld and of individual
judgement after death are widely known among members of the community (often

# For belief legend parallels see Kérner B. VII. 35 (Kérner 1970, 71).
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from Orthodox sources), just as are a wide range of stories on life after death from a
very rich religious chapbook tradition often inspired by the Church. When speaking
about the otherworld, locals often explicitly referred to the Church or the Scriptures
as the source of their knowledge, just as they did to “the old people”, “our forebears”,
or quite simply to communal knowledge. However, the fact that they almost always

” o«

name some kind of a source, “this is how we learnt it from our forebears”, “accord-
ing to the Holy Scripture”, “we only know it from the priests”, “they say”, indicates a
degree of separation from whatever is being said. This, once again, is a sign of uncer-
tainty about the ideas offered, even if one does not specifically go into analysing their
truth value. What frequently happens, however, is that directly after describing the
beliefs they attach doubt to their verifiability, placing all that was said into quotation

marks, as it were, even if they are based on clerical teachings.

What is the soul?

Well, that’s how they say it, isn’t it, that his soul has departed, when someone dies,
yes, they say, his soul has left, but then one can’t ever know ...The Scripture, or
whatever, the laws, they say that the soul goes to heaven or goes to hell, if you were
a sinner or not, but then no one has seen that, no one knows, it is just ... the way
they say it. [F 80]

Or:

And do you imagine in some way where people go after they die?

A: When they die? Well, I can’t, if you get me. I cannot imagine it and I am often
sad that I can’t.

B: No one has come back from there to tell us ... [they laugh]

A: Well, no, but who knows what it’s like. There are, you know, pictures here and
there, we have one where if they have a sin, there is a fire burning, so they burn.
[B: in hell] in hell, you know, and that’s how. And that is so terrible, don’t you
know, and then afterwards, well, who knows, you cannot know, only the Good Lord
knows, but not people like us who walk on earth. So there. [A: F 71; B: M 74]

The attitude of uncertainty regarding teachings and conceptualizations of the other-
world also appears in the choice of words. As the above quote shows, villagers use a
number of different words to describe their attitude to these ideas. Commonly used
phrases include “this is what we hold” “this is how we say it” or use of the same expres-
sions with an indefinite pronoun. Less frequently, they will say “this is how we learnt
it”, “this is what we’ve read”, “this is what we’ve heard”. Even less common is the phrase
“this is what we believe”, while sometimes, probably as a result of the phrasing of my
questions, the formula “this is how I imagine it” also appears. Earlier I mentioned how
reference to the source of information, implied in the use of verbs such as we learnt, we
read, we heard, served to indicate the speaker’s attitude to what is being said. The Hun-
garian verb tart ('to hold’) has numerous semantic fields, two of which may appear
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in the present context. 1. to preserve the authenticity, influence and power of a tra-
dition, belief or news, 2. to think, judge or consider someone or something to be of
a certain nature or quality.® A synonym to these semantic fields may be the verb Aisz
(’to believe’),* which has the following meanings relevant to our subject matter: “1. to
believe something to be true, in accordance with the truth, 2. to consider somebody
or something to be existing without it being verifiable, 3. having faith in God, 4. being
trustful or hopeful of something”.?” The word “believe” thus partly means that we accept
something as true, but partly conveys that this conviction is based on information that
cannot be validated — and this last connotation also applies to the word “to hold” (tart)
and to their common synonyms such as gondol (’to think’) and vél (to deem’).*® An even
greater distance from truth and reality is suggested by the phrases igy mondjuk (’this is
how we say it’), igy mondjdk (’this is how they say it’), particularly if we take into account
those explicit statements that declare that talk, or the act of talking about something, is
not identical with reality: az csak egy beszéd (it is only talk’), a beszédbe igy van, de ki tudja,
hogy van (’this is how they say it, but who knows how itis’). We can see that when speak-
ing about conceptualizations of the otherworld, the villagers only use phrases that in
some way refer to the lack of evidence, unlike the verb tud (’to know’) which, however,
occurred almost exclusively in the negated form in our conversations.

In summary, we may conclude that the sceptical attitude of the informants con-
cerning conceptualizations of life after death is the result of their having accepted the
basic tenet of the teachings of the Church, according to which, we cannot have verifi-
able knowledge about the otherworld. In other words, it seems that given the choice
between a tradition of disbelief and a tradition of faith, they choose the latter, but this
does inevitably contain a certain degree of doubt and the acceptance of the limita-
tions of human understanding. Although this is probably the case for some individu-
als, I am also convinced that the situation is more complex than this and the use of
linguistic devices indicating doubt represents more than hollow, formulaic repetition.
The situation is more complex in that an already divided tradition of faith, which
often contains mutually contradictory ideas, is not accepted or rejected in equal meas-
ure by all. Some tenets are held to be true by almost all, while others are accepted
only in certain situations; there are some that are never accepted and yet others that
are usually treated with doubt. Whether we may discern some clear tendency in this
respect is something I attempt to answer at the end of the paper. At this point, I would
like to draw attention to another aspect of this complex situation. Namely, that most
people do not accept passively the positions that follow from teachings or tradition,
rather they continually attempt to interpret them: they seek to find answers, points of
reference and arguments and at times compare their insights with those of others to
help them make up their minds.

% Csabi 2003, 1312.

% See: Czuczor és Fogarasi 1864, 1599-1600.
27 Csabi 2003, 524.

# Eo6ry 2007, 521, 1728.
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We can observe several different strategies locals follow when formulating their
opinions from relying on earlier experience and first-hand knowledge to conclu-
sions based on scientific or religious learning. When evaluating various beliefs and
rites people commonly juxtapose them with obvious empirical evidence. Thus, for
instance, speaking of the widespread practice of putting a candle in the hand of a
dying person at the moment of death, a middle-aged woman explained to me the reli-
gious origin of this rite according to which, the candle grants the deceased eternal
light in the other world. She instantly added that she did not know whether all of this
was actually necessary, as many people die without candles and “something happens
to them too”. Others are inspired to engage in similar reflexion by observing different
customs related to the dying in other communities. One young woman, during our
conversation about local death-related rites, wondered about what happens to people
who die in cities where no rosary, candle or personal objects are placed in their cof-
fins. Her sister-in-law replied, with considerable self-reflexion and, in the act, demot-
ing the customs in question to the rank of superstition, relativizing it by pointing out
that they were not observed everywhere thus casting doubt on the truth claim of the
conceptualizations they imply.

Well, the way I thought of this, Zséfi, is that you know, we know this superstition
and we keep to it, but those who don’t keep to it, God granted them different, so
... [F 36].

Another young woman, once again talking about a lack of consequences after not
observing the ritual, referred not just to principle, but firsthand personal experi-
ence when she declared that the custom of keeping the electric lights on for six weeks
after death in a dead person’s house was a superstition — or more accurately, its local
explanation was. This quotation is also interesting because it clearly reflects my inter-
locutor’s uncertainty.

And why do you say you do this [keep the lights on]?

That the soul keeps returning ... [text unintelligible]

You don’t believe in it?

[laughing] I don’t know.

But do people say that you can hear it or see it or anything like that?

Well, I have never seen it. Orisitto ... er ... so that the light should shine for them?
I think that is just superstition. I don’t know; this is how you inherit it from your
forebears, but... When my father-in-law died, nobody stayed in the house, and we
left the little light on, but then I don’t know if one week went by or three, we saw
that the lightbulb had been knocked out and the light was no longer on, and we
did not do anything after that. So from that time on it wasn’t burning and I did not
see anyone or hear anyone, nor did I see anything in my dreams, to say that that
was wrong, so I think it is a superstitious thing. [F 35]
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Besides fairly straightforward conclusions like those above, there are also examples
of someone actively comparing different pieces of knowledge coming from diverse
sources and thus coming to accept or reject certain views. The old woman speaking
in the following interview excerpt, for instance, used her empirical observations and
the generally accepted idea in the community according to which the human soul is
akin to breath, to conclude that the otherworld was on earth, among the living, in
a form that we could only indirectly perceive. She told me this after she had come
back to my question with a quip that the otherworld was in America, because after all
that was what we had on the other side of the earth. The question of the location and
characteristics of the otherworld clearly intrigued her and she repeatedly expressed
the views cited below during a series of conversations we had, sometimes in the pres-
ence of others. The reactions of the audience suggested that her opinion was not
unknown to them. The excerpt below is a quote from a one on one conversation.

Well, er ..., the other world is when we die and our soul ... our soul, well, it is where
it goes. The way I imagine it is that we are here in the air. Isn’t that right? I imagine
that we are here in the air. Because the soul is like the air. We don’t see the air, we
don’t see the soul. This is how I imagine it. So... this is it and this is how it must be.
And does that mean that the dead are now here with us?

Yes, here, yes.

And can you sense somehow that they are here, or do they give some kind of a sign?

Well, they don’t give a sign, but it is likely that they are here. What we see in our
dreams, those are ghosts, too. Those are also souls, this is how I imagine it, because
it is true that even animals dream. For I have noticed, that a little baby calf will
be sleeping and then it will go “eeeeh, eeeeh”, just like humans, crying like. Well,
that is how they work away in their dreams, too. That they also dream. This is how
I imagine it, how I think about it. [F 67]

Later in the same conversation, we returned to the issue after my interlocutor told
me that during her father-in-law’s funeral there was a strong wind, which, in her inter-
pretation, signalled that her father-in-law was returning home. At this point, she pro-
duced a further argument to justify the idea that the dead were living amongst us in
the air: she reasoned that there would be no room for the otherworld and the tremen-
dous number of people who had died in the past anywhere else.

During a conversation on a different occasion, the woman’s husband even referred
to science to substantiate the idea, known and accepted by many in the community
that the dead keep returning during the first six weeks after their death:

M: Even science recognises that for six weeks there is a ghost ... you do hear things
like that.

F: Well, yes they do say you need to keep the candles burning for six weeks. [F 67;
M 69]



158 AGNES HESZ

Besides personal experiences, vernacular views and scientific arguments, clerical
teachings also represent a possible point of departure for shaping an individual’s per-
sonal views regarding existence after death. One young woman, for instance, after
having mentioned volcanoes as a possible locus of hell citing religious literature ven-
tured the idea that the grave itself could be hell. She justified this by reference to
Christ’s visit to hell in the period between his death and his resurrection, but she did
not appear entirely convinced. In fact, with regard to the place where the soul itself
resides, she seemed downright uncertain.

And you said hell was that they lower them into the grave...

Well, that is what I say, it must be, for, you see, Jesus died, too, didn’t he, and then
on the third day the dead man rose, and he had been as far as the gates of hell, as
they say, so that everything, as they say, the ground, it must be down there, in the
underworld, or I have no idea where it is.

And then does the soul also descend into the grave?

Well, then it must stay here, I don’t know how that works. It goes to God, it must
stay here, so the soul breaks away here, the body is put inside the grave, but the
soul stays here on the face of the earth; it must stay here because this is where
the soul breaks away. Because if you don’t go on breathing, once you are dead, it
must stay here on the face of the earth.

Because the soul — is your breath?

Well yes, your soul. It is just like you give a blow, just like this, and then we don’t see
it, the soul is air. [N 34]

Although the interlocutors of the last few quotes cited arguments to support the vari-
ous notions, whether collective or personal, the passages do not reflect full certainty.
At several points the excerpts I quote from the interviews contain the phrase “it must
be so”, “that must be how it is”, which, although seemingly definitive statements, can-
not be considered as synonymous with the statement “this is how it is”; much rather,
instead of indicating a sense of firm conviction, they express the desire to persuade
or be persuaded.

Even though the villagers do fundamentally accept that life after death cannot be
known, their verbal and non-verbal expressions suggest that they view dreams about
the dead as a way of getting a glimpse of the other world, and they look for certainty
in the knowledge they think dreams thus convey. Many people in the community con-
sider dreams to be spontaneous, genuine experiences and attribute a similar truth
value to dream experiences as to waking experiences. During our conversations, they
recounted dreams of their own or those of others and talked about the details of
life in the otherworld reflected in them: that the dead can see everything; that they
need to work even in the otherworld; that they are missing something, etc. Several
of them described dreams in which their experiences contradicted the teachings of
the Church; dreams about suicides who attained salvation belonged to this category.
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The context and the way in which dreams about the dead surfaced in our conver-
sations — and here I must emphasise that this was not only in interview situations —
render it quite obvious that dreams are treated as valid sources of information and
can, on occasion, play a persuasive role.

And where do you think the soul goes then [after death]?

F: Well... [Her husband: that is beyond what we can know] that is beyond what we
can know. If we are sinners, what usually happens is that [the soul] goes to purga-
tory, because I once saw the old man next door, after he’d died, in my dream...
Yes?

F: After years, after years.

Years after he died?

Yes, a long time after he died. I dreamt that I was going along and saw that he was
home. So I said good day to him and asked him, how are you, Uncle Joe, and so
he said, I am fine, he did. And then my son, my younger one, he was still a small
child and then he [the dead man] said, come, little Steve, come to me. And then,
in my dream, I was so scared, I grabbed the child so that, no, the dead man must
not touch him because they say he will take him away and he’ll die. So then I started
asking him, what’s it like over there, Uncle Joe, and how is it going for you and what
do you all do, and he said, well, the way it goes over there is that everyone who ever
dies must once go through the fires of purgatory. So you go through and you suffer
and then, then he did not say where he had gone, he just said that it was time to go,
he said, because I was just on leave, and my leave is up, so I must go back now.

M: If nothing else, even there they discipline people.

F: Even there they give them orders I am sure. [F 56; M 64]

During the rest of the conversation when I questioned her about the meaning of the
dream she repeatedly questioned the truth value of the dream and not only of this
particular one, but of dreams in general. In this case, however, I must indicate my sus-
picion that her scepticism may well have been a gesture addressed to the researcher
and the interview situation. I think so because during our subsequent conversations
she talked more about her dreams related to the dead and did so without any signs
of doubt. What is more, living as I did in her direct neighbourhood and chatting with
her relatives it gradually became clear to me that some of her dreams were known to
a somewhat wider circle and people looked to them as sources of knowledge about
the otherworld and as messages from the dead. In fact it was from her daughter-in-law
that I heard many of the dreams she had had about the man next door in the dream
narrative. The daughter-in-law also told me that these dreams convinced her mother-
in-law about the existence of the other world and of life after death.

... my mother-in-law always said, too, that coming back really did exist, that he [the
dead neighbour], too, must have come back to see and to know that Erzsi [his wife]
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had remarried. He must know then. My mother-in-law was always going on about
this, that there really was an eternal life, because then he must have come back,
come home and find out about everything. [F 33]

However, not everyone considers dreams as an experience with truth value, at least
not every time and not in the case of every dream. It is not so much that certain peo-
ple believe in dreams whereas others do not, rather people try to make up their minds
about the truth value of a given dream depending on the context, at times also con-
sulting with others about it. It does appear, however, that dreams about the dead
are considered meaningful and, therefore, worthy of attention far more often than
dreams that are omens.

Dreams are viewed as the channel through which most of the communication
between the living and the dead takes place. People perceive the connection of the
two groups essentially along the teachings of the Catholic Church, where the idea
of atonement in purgatory after death is a central element. An essential part of this
process is that the living have the capacity to shorten the suffering of the dead in the
fires of purgatory for instance by praying for them, having mass said for them, giving
alms or fasting. People draw their inspiration to do so partly from the teachings and
expectations of the Church and partly from the fact that they perceive themselves as
indebted to certain dead persons. Thus the relationship of the two groups is seen as
an exchange where the living are duty bound to take care of the dead in exchange for
help received in the latter’s lifetime or for wealth inherited after their death.

Thus, it is mostly through dreams that the living learn about the fate and wishes
of their deceased loved ones in the otherworld, and this information helps them has-
ten their salvation. Often they follow the instructions they receive in the dreams even
when they are not fully convinced of their credibility. This raises the question whether
there are discernible trends in the differences in attitudes towards the various con-
ceptualizations of the otherworld, and whether the uncertainty appearing in such dis-
courses is reflected in ritual practices concerning the dead.

Practice

As Iindicated above, the scepticism observable in the interviews is not uniform in the
sense that most people do not consistently doubt the truth-value of all ideas concern-
ing life after death. In the following interview excerpt, my interlocutor offers some-
thing very close to an inventory of what we can and what we cannot know about life
after death:

You cannot know where [the other world] is. But you can, or I do believe, that it
exists somewhere, but then how big it is, well, I think, it can be a separate planet,
like the planet we have here, just so there can be a planet there, or who knows
how big it is, they say there are seven solar system. [Yes.] So. Is that true then?
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I am sure you’ve heard about it, too. How big the world is is something we cannot
know. Not even the greatest scientists. We know that this planet is here, but how
many more planets are up there? Some have been extinguished, but it is possible
there is another living planet, we cannot know, but we do know that our Lord Jesus
rose from the dead and went up to heaven, but where heaven is is something that
nobody knows. But he did rise. And even this thing here [the television] has shown
how he rose to heaven. And we also learnt at school, when we went to Bible class,
we did go to Bible class and we learned how that man, after he had shown himself
to the disciples, rose and went to heaven. We know that. The Holy Scriptures write
about it. But where it is, we don’t know. We just know that there is something, that
much is certain. [M 55]

The picture that generally emerges from these conversations is in line with what the
above quotation reflects, namely that the basic religious tenets enjoy general accept-
ance: resurrection exists, the otherworld exists and, ultimately, God exists, too. What-
ever doubt one does encounter mostly concerns the details of these conceptualiza-
tions and the connected rituals; and in this respect there is no difference between
how the official clerical dogma and the vernacular local notions and practices are
evaluated. People are equally likely to question the vernacular rites surrounding the
clerical funeral ceremony, the beliefs about the occasional visitation or constant pres-
ence of the dead as the church images about the various domains of the otherworld
or the idea of helping the dead currently suffering in purgatory. As one of my interloc-
utors, the most sceptical of all towards the teachings of the Church, observed, “well,
I do at least believe in the resurrection, but I wonder in what form that will happen?”
It remains a question to what extent the doubt about the verbally expressed beliefs
becomes manifest on the level of practice, i.e., of people’s behaviour in the context of
death-related rites and attitudes to the dead. Apart from the strictly choreographed
movements of the Church funeral, burial rites in the village vary widely; in fact one
could say with little exaggeration that there are no two households where people fol-
low the same steps in preparing the deceased, making preparations for the funeral
and actually conducting the burial itself. Funerals may even vary within one and the
same family — certain rituals may be omitted in the case of one death, while in another
case a new custom may be added to the ritual sequence. In one family, for instance,
when the grandmother was buried, a roll of linen was placed in her coffin on her spe-
cial request. In the Greek Catholic and the Orthodox traditions this represents the
plank over which the dead access the otherworld, that is to say, it is a crucial means
of reaching otherworldly life. A few years later, however, when the grandfather died,
the same ritual was omitted. The circumstances surrounding the death do not always
make it possible to execute all of the rituals to the last detail, and often the family
members and those assisting around the funeral are unable to attend to every little
element, but this is very rarely experienced as a tragedy. What does, however, seem a
uniform and widely pursued practice is that of ensuring the welfare of the dead in the
other world in the sense that hardly any families neglect to comply with their duties
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toward the deceased. Even people who otherwise voice scepticism regarding the util-
ity of alms after death or the needs of the dead in the other world will observe these
customs.

Observing and performing death-related rites may be fuelled by a range of differ-
ent motivations. On the one hand, many people are inspired to do so purely by their
adherence to the laws of faith and religion.

Don’t people tell you why you need to do this [place a candle in the dying person’s hand]?
Well, the way this was explained by faith and the law, by faith, not the law, our faith,
the faith the way it is held, that it will shine a light for them in the otherworld, this
is the kind of beliefs that are held round here. [N 80]

Observance of death-related rituals is also inspired by local, vernacular beliefs accord-
ing to which, improperly executed death-rituals or the neglect of the memory or sal-
vation of the deceased can result in the dead returning or may incur their wrath that
will seriously harm the living. Besides religious tradition, social expectations also play
a considerable role in adherence to customs and rituals. Neglecting your duty toward
the dead is interpreted in the community along the lines of the logic of exchange
between the living and the dead, and is seen as a sign of selfishness or stinginess. This
is part of the reason why a local parish priest’s attempts to curb the custom of crip-
plingly costly burial feasts have rem ained futile to this day.

In addition, some people have a “better safe than sorry” attitude. One man, for
instance, gave the following reply to my question about what his dream about his dead
father may have meant,

And does this dream mean that he is now in a good place?

Well, I think it does. I do often pray for him, too, I don’t know, if it is actually as the
Scripture says it is, I may help him with his sins, because he was in the war for a long
time, in the 44 war. And he said he had shot a lot of soldiers, Russians at that time.
Well, he was on the front. [M 55]

The same idea inspires some people to adhere to the prescribed Christian way of life:

I'said, all right, let us pray, and ... this is the way we live, trying to turn the right way
because these priests, what they teach us is not bad teaching at any rate. It is better
to live this way than to live in selfindulgence, and truly, if what the books say and
the priests teach us is true, then it is better to die without having done anything evil
than dying as someone who had done ... all the bad things in the world. [N 80]

Uncertainty then does not necessarily lead to discontinuing rituals or ignoring the
rules. Logically, uncertainty itself may become the motivation for adhering to
the norms when the individual is unable to make up his or her mind about the truth
value of the various religious conceptualizations and teachings.
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Conclusion

I have presented above the element of uncertainty surrounding conceptualizations of
life after death that are manifest in the verbal utterances of my interlocutors, as well
as its possible causes and interpretations. I have argued that the scepticism expressed
in connection with these ideas is not merely the outcome of the interview situation,
of difficulties in articulating ideas about the subject or the church’s teachings that
declare the sphere beyond death to be unknowable, but rather it is fuelled, at least in
certain cases, by genuine uncertainty. This is an uncertainty that some individuals try
to overcome by comparing and analysing the knowledge and experiences available
to them in order to reach a conclusion about the truth-value of the various notions.
After examining the villagers’ strategies of interpretation I have argued that they do
not arrive at their conclusions by consistently applying the teachings of the Church or
of science — although both influence their thinking — and in many cases they seem to
be content with not arriving at a conclusion at all. Nevertheless, these indeterminacies
do not influence ritual practice significantly since the uncertainty itself contributes to
the villagers’ adherence to rituals.
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Faith and Doubt in the Light of Sincerity and Agency
in the 2015 Lenten Teachings of a Hungarian Seer'

The paper addresses the relationship of faith and doubt through a close reading of
the series of talks delivered during Lent 2015 by a Hungarian (Catholic) seer, whose
words are supposed to come directly from Jesus Christ. Fear, doubt and anxiety are
recurring themes of these texts. Looking at the discourses as representative of a Chris-
tian worldview, I argue that their understanding of doubt is diametrically opposed to
the consensus of secular thinkers which regards doubt as a productive and creative
force, a gateway to agency.? The seer suggests that doubt (along with fear and anxiety)
are indicators of lack of sufficient trust in the divinity and as such act as impediments
to the efficacy of prayer, blocking the believers’ desire to commune with God. The
negative feelings they harbour make their prayer insincere and therefore inefficient.
The desired communication can only be reached through sincerity — opening one-
self to the divinity. But this can only take place if the believer is willing to give up her
bid for control, her agency granting it to God — what Hirokazu Miyazaki® has termed
“putting agency into abeyance.” While a secular reading would celebrate the open-
ing that doubt creates as achieving agency, in this view the desire for agency (doubt)
is a will to power that rather than liberating the individual, renders her powerless
and frustrated of her desire to reach God. Paradoxically, the way to achieve agency is
though giving it up, which in turn re-grants agency to the believer on a higher plane.

Where is the blessing of the Living Holy Spirit? How can it work in me and on
me? Because, My Lord, I believe, I recognized it, I think I accepted it, I think that
Iaccepted it, but I cannot get rid of the anxiety of fear, doubt, and then I cannot live

The research leading to these results has received funding from the European Research Coun-
cil under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7,/2007-2013) / ERC grant
agreement Ne 324214,

Blanes and Oustinova-Stjepanovic 2015, Goody 1996, Haynes 2019, Keane 1997a, Pelkmans
2013a.

Miyazaki 2000.
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and move on in my daily life [ mindennapjaimban] with love. Because then it is pos-
sible that in the first part of the day I am embraced by joy and happiness, but if the
anxiety of fear, doubt is inside me, then the middle of the day [sic] again radiates
from me that I should give myself over to the anxiety of this fear, doubt. So, then
I am again terrified, I tremble: “What will happen? How can this be solved? What
can I expect? How should I live and what should I do?” Then the last part of the
day, before the Sun goes down, then I try to excitedly, nervously, tremblingly pray
in such a way that if it were possible I would almost take apart my rosary, because
I am praying now, and I must convey this, this must reach the Sacred Heart! (Third
Lenten Teaching 2015)

These words were uttered on the third Friday of Lent 2015 in a southern Hungarian
village by Jesus Christ conveyed through a Hungarian seer,* who relives the Passion
of Christ every first Friday of the month and every Friday during Lent. After the seer,
Erzsike,® experiences the passion and dies as Jesus Christ, Jesus speaks through her
in the wee hours of the morning and conveys what they call teachings or messages.
Though this takes place every time the seer experiences the passion, the “Lenten
teachings” constitute a single unit, a set of six messages conveyed after the appari-
tions of each Friday during Lent. So much so, that while the monthly teachings are
sold for a nominal price in a pamphlet beginning about two weeks after each vision,
the Lenten teachings are also gathered together as a separate “volume” under the
title Lenten teachings (Nagybojti tanitdsok), thus they form a special subset among the

* Seers or holy people have been part of the landscape of Hungarian vernacular religion for a long
time. We know of such activities since the sixteenth century to the present (Balint 1942, Grynacus
1974, Kulls és Sandor 2012, Kullés 2001, Pécs 1998, 2008, 2010, Szigeti 2006, Voigt 1998). Holy
people or peasant prophets have often been rejected and persecuted by both the church and the
secular establishment as they often challenge these powers and are seen as troublemakers or else as
frauds. During the socialist period they were often persecuted both in Hungary and in Romania all
the more so as they often questioned directly or indirectly the inevitability and longevity of the po-
litical system (Gagyi 1998, 2004, Peti 2006, 2012, Pozsony 1998). Since the end of socialism a more
lenient attitude has prevailed and several seers have risen to prominence in Hungary and in the
Hungarian-speaking areas in neighbouring countries. Especially famous was the seer of Székefalva
(Seuca) who had Marian visions (between 1998 and 2005) and attracted pilgrims from three eth-
nic groups. The majority of prominent visionaries most commonly had Marian visions all over
the world and in Hungary as well (Zimdars-Swartz 1991, Hermkens, Jansen, and Notermans 2009,
Margry 2009). Sister Natdlia (1901-1992) a Hungarian nun, who is often presented as the precur-
sor of Erzsike by the latter’s followers, had visions of (and conversations with) both the Virgin Mary
and Jesus Christ, but her visions never became broadly public as Erzsike’s did, and we only know of
them from her diaries, which mostly came to light after her death (Fogas 1993). Erzsike is unusual
both in that she exclusively sees Jesus Christ and especially her dramatic re-enactment of the Pas-
sion of Christ is unique to her among Hungarian seers, as is the extent and sheer volume of what
she hears from him and imparts to her followers as well as the length of time she has been publicly
active. She also makes herself available to her followers outside of the visions and provides advice,
solace both in her capacity as a “chosen” person and through offering prayers and supplications on
behalf of those who seek her out.

® Erzsike is a pseudonym.
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larger body of teachings. The combined length of the booklet is about 32 pages. One
of the recurring themes of the Lenten teachings of 2015 was the question of fear,
doubt and anxiety.

It is clear from the words of the quote above that although they may be uttered
by Jesus, through Erzsike, he is citing the ordinary believer who is struggling to keep
her® faith and experiences fear, anxiety and doubt regarding her daily activities, which
make it impossible for her to live her life “with love”, and ultimately for her prayer to
reach and be heard by God. Fear, doubt and anxiety act as obstacles to fully attaining
communication with the Lord and the blissfulness that this contact would bring.

This paper reflects on the connection between doubt and faith through examining
the utterances of the seer/Jesus Christ in the Lenten Teachings of 2015. Discussions
of faith and doubt in the social sciences tend to look at both from a secular perspec-
tive, hailing doubt as an antidote to faith (the religious worldview) that opens up alter-
native frameworks of seeing the world productively and creatively.” By concentrating
on the seer’s discourse on fear, anxiety and doubt I attempt to take seriously the reli-
gious point of view and show that through the seer’s optic doubt stands in the way of
creativity and productivity. In her conception, just as in the case of the secular view-
point, doubt is a claim for agency, however, she perceives it as self-defeating when the
believer desires it for herself and argues that the very agency that the believer desires
can only be achieved through yielding it to God. Thus, the two viewpoints offer dia-
metrically opposed interpretations of what doubt means. I will pursue the religious
viewpoint through analysing Erzsike’s/Jesus Christ’s pronouncements, also hoping to
bring us nearer to understanding what faith means to the believer. I should state at the
outset that I am a non-believer, so what follows is a “classic” anthropological attempt
to try to understand the “native’s point of view”.® I should also state, however, that the
experience of attending Erzsike’s apparitions and listening to the “teachings,” as well
as talking to and interacting with the pilgrims in the course of my fieldwork have not
left me unaffected, but that is a topic for another paper.

A search of the various ways the concepts of faith and doubt have been paired
with each other leads us to a range of opinions: most commentators would argue
that the one is necessary for the other.? For example Geddes MacGregor points out
that “Doubt and scepticism, although popularly accounted antithetical to religious

Similarly to many religious groups today, the majority of the followers of the seer are women, there-
fore I will use the feminine version of the third person singular pronoun (ske) throughout to refer
to the “generic” follower. Since the pronouncements that I am analyzing are supposed to be those
of Jesus Christ spoken through a female seer, when this is the case I will use the synthetic third per-
son pronoun “s/He” to indicate the duality of the speaker to her listeners. In the Hungarian lan-
guage there is no grammatical gender, thus the question of what pronoun to use does not arise in
the life of the group, therefore I cannot follow the “emic” solution to the problem. Suffice it to say
that the followers of the seer are convinced that the messages are spoken by Jesus through her.
Haynes 2019; Blanes and Oustinova-Stjepanovic 2015; Pelkmans 2013b.

Malinowski 1978 [1922], 19.

MacGregor 1987; Pelkmans 2013b.
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belief and alien to the religious attitude, are in fact inseparable from every deeply reli-
gious disposition. ... All authentic religious faith, indeed, may be viewed as a descant
on doubt”.'” Others (such as at least some versions of Catholicism) are adamant that
faith and doubt are contradictory and cannot coexist. For example, the on-line New
Advent Catholic Encyclopedia’s entry on Doubt republishes Alfred Sharpe’s 1909 entry
who declared quite unequivocally: “... whereas a philosophical or scientific opinion
may be held provisionally and subject to an unresolved doubt, no such position can be
held towards the doctrines of Christianity; their authority must be either accepted or
rejected. The unconditional, interior assent which the Church demands to the Divine
authority of revelation is incompatible with any doubt as to its validity”."" Yet others
admit that they have had doubt crop up even as they maintain their faith. I think some
of the differences can be accounted for if we realize (as the Catholic Encyclopaedia
points out) that those who accept (even posit) the coexistence of doubt and faith tend
to be engaged in theoretical arguments, while those who posit a rigid either or divi-
sion between the two tend to write from a doctrinal point of view. But it is also true
that besides “popular opinion” referred to above by MacGregor, which I take to be
a reference to people outside of religious circles, some religious people (often those
labelled fundamentalists) also subscribe to either/or positions in which doubt is tan-
tamount to disbelief but even there it is rare to find absolutes.'

Our Hungarian seer’s, Erzsike’s, views fall into the third, more forgiving mould.
I will argue that in her interpretation, doubt and faith are also interconnected, but
while doubt does not necessarily negate faith completely, overcoming it leads to the
ability to experience faith more fully and more joyfully, by ultimately getting closer to
God. Before going into detail I want to note that at least in connection with Christian-
ity our (and I primarily mean secular academics although most likely we could include
secular people in general) everyday, unreflexive thinking about doubt and faith are
quite inadequate to capture the reality of ordinary believers. This is so mostly because
we tend to unthinkingly subscribe to the second view, the one I labelled Catholic,
and assume that having faith or doubt is an either/or question. Among others, Tanya
Luhrmann®? calls attention to the fact that non-believers are often surprised by the
idea that believers have doubts because they take belief to be an either/or question.'
This is a complex issue because on the one hand there does indeed seem to be a point
at which one does have to declare that one either believe or not, or at least has to take
a stance, but in the everyday reality of people’s lives there are shades or degrees of
faith. Perhaps the same cannot be said of doubt, but as Pelkmans'® and others'® have
noted doubt in many languages literally means being at two minds about something,

10 MacGregor 1987, 424.

' Sharpe 1909.

12" Crapanzano 2000.

¥ Luhrmann 2012.

* Cf. Blanes and Oustinova-Stjepanovic 2015; Claverie et Fedele 2014.
15 Pelkmans 2013b.

® For example MacGregor 1987.
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that is to say, doubt wavers, so there are at least traces of faith in it, or to put it differ-
ently utter certainty is only possible in the presence of the shadow of doubt. Belief is
perhaps more of an either/or proposition, but if so it is a relatively recent one and
peculiar to Christianity."”

When talking about doubt, Erzsike is talking about communicating with the divine
through prayer, giving her audience a glimpse of both the believer’s longing to be
near the divinity, the joy it may bring when achieved and the obstacles she might face
in trying to fulfil this longing. These obstacles are caused by doubt (accompanied
by fear and anxiety) and can be paralysing. As I will show doubt in Erzsike’s inter-
pretation raises the question of who the believer endows with agency, does she stay
in charge or does she yield it to the divinity. There is a real tension here, even if the
solution the seer suggests unequivocally points to the necessity of yielding for faith
to be fully lived, the characteristic human desire to remain in control is a hard one to
overcome. Accordingly, I will interpret Erzsike’s discourse on fear, doubt and anxiety
within the framework established by the Anthropology of Christianity with regard to
sincerity and agency. As well-known this approach has been mostly formulated in con-
nection with Protestantism, but I hope to show that it can be fruitfully used in the case
of the Catholic seer (whose religiosity nonetheless shows some charismatic elements).
Drawing upon the work of Niloofar Haeri'® I argue that as Erzsike presents it, sincer-
ity is not necessarily about the power of words only, not merely a question of mean-
ing, but just as importantly is about the believer’s relationship to God, in other words
about an emotional state of being, the willingness and ability to open up to the divin-
ity. Seen in this light, the notion of agency needs to be reconceptualised as well and
Iargue — with Hirokazu Miyazaki' — that for the religious person agency paradoxically
involves yielding it to the divinity.

The paper has five sections. I start with a brief description of the history of the seer
and the context in which she works and in which the teachings are conveyed. Next
I turn to how doubt in general and religious doubt in particular has been treated in
the anthropological literature. In the third part I discuss Erzsike’s conceptualization of
prayer and will compare it with that of Tanya Luhrmann® in a recent writing on prayer
as a metacognitive activity. In the next two sections, examining further passages of the
Lenten teachings I will analyse Erzsike’s understanding of sincerity, arguing that in her
treatment, sincerity requires an openness to the divine, which is only possible if the
believer is willing to yield or relinquish her agency to the divine while paradoxically this
relinquishing is what accomplishes the full communication with God that the believer
desires. Thus, doubt, which can be conceptualized as self-doubt or as a will to be in con-
trol in one’s own affairs acts as an impediment to achieving grace through “commun-
ion” with the divine. I will conclude the paper with a brief summary of the argument.

7 Pouillon 2016 [1982], Ruel 2002 [1982].
8 Haeri 2017a and b.

9 Miyazaki 2000.

20 Luhrmann 2018.
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The Seer and Her Context

Erzsike is a woman in her early 60s who has had visions of Jesus Christ since April 1993.
Her first vision took place in a football field in a neighbouring small town, where an
American preacher was speaking. After she returned home her visions continued and
soon a group of enthusiastic followers came together around her, many of whom are
still among her inner circle. She was born into a large family in a nearby village. Upon
completing eight years of primary schooling she started working in a factory, but she
was so sickly that according to accounts, she spent more time on sick leave than at
work. She married someone from a neighbouring village and settled there upon mar-
riage, sharing a compound with her in-laws to this day. The couple has had two chil-
dren, who are grown by now. At the time of her first vision she was awaiting a serious
operation, but her illnesses were miraculously cured during that first vision. She is
also reported to have been a very shy person, of a retiring disposition, who was rather
inarticulate. Over the years this has changed and her transformation into a very effec-
tive, seasoned speaker is attributed to divine grace and considered to be proof of her
chosen status by her followers. Such transformation from unremarkable to remarka-
ble of course is one of the main characteristics of seers everywhere and serves to legiti-
mate them in the eyes of their followers.?' Almost all commentators note about seers,
and in her case I have done so too, that one of their most extraordinary characteristics
is how ordinary they tend to be.

After her initial more general visions of Christ, from Lent 1994 on Erzsike began
to have visions of His Passion; ever since she has been reliving Jesus Christ’s suffering
(or walking the Golgotha as they call it) each first Friday of the month, and weekly
during Lent. On these occasions some 100 to 140 pilgrims gather, some from nearby
settlements, others arriving from all corners of the country and even from beyond the
borders. They pray and sing together in the chapel that had been built in the family
courtyard, some may also walk the open-air Way of the Cross, which is also part of the
complex. At 6 p.m. there is mass, held by an ordained priest.

Finding a priest is no easy matter as the Catholic Church has not accepted Erzsike’s
visions as being credible® and has on several occasions expressly forbidden its priests
to visit the seer (let alone hold mass in her chapel).” Consequently, for the past fif-
teen or so years only priests from outside the borders of Hungary have come to cel-
ebrate mass and take confession. Mass is followed around 9 pm by Erzsike’s “appari-

o

! Apolito 1998; Bromley and Bobbitt 2011; Christian 1996; Davis and Boles 2003; Farra-Haddad
2013; Laycock 2014; Matter 2001; Zimdars-Swartz 1991.

Her followers claim that her case has never been properly examined by the Church, and certainly
the Bishop of the nearby town issues statements from time to time that explicitly forbid Catho-
lics to attend the apparitions at her compound. These statements are to be read at mass in all
churches. Especially forceful, according to my informants, have been the instructions to priests to
keep away from her.

The community of followers constructed a chapel on the compound of Erzsike’s in-laws along with
the Way of the Cross. The chapel has not been consecrated by the Hungarian Catholic authorities.

23



FAITH AND DOUBT IN THE LIGHT OF SINCERITY AND AGENCY 171

tion” in the course of which she relives the last few days of the life of Jesus Christ (for
the most part following the Book of John). This takes place in a marquee that was the
first structure the group constructed for itself and they consider it to be a Holy place.
During the vision she is in the Holy Land and is an eyewitness to the last few days of
the life of Christ, however, she becomes much more than an eyewitness as over the
course of the roughly three-hour long vision she increasingly identifies with Jesus to
the point that she feels His physical pain and eventually dies along with Him on the
cross. From this point on s/He begins talking as Jesus Christ in the first person singu-
lar, in this capacity s/He appoints three people to give testimony in the chapel. Mean-
while, her trusted helpers — referred to as “bastions” — carry her/His unconscious
body into her house from where, following the testimonies, lying, her eyes closed,
tucked up in her bed s/He delivers the “teachings” or “messages” of Jesus Christ,
which is broadcast on a screen to the faithful in the chapel. Her audience is convinced
that it is Jesus who speaks through her. After the teachings, the congregation partakes
of a second mass, which ends about 2:30 am, subsequently most of those gathered for
the event leave by a chartered “pilgrim bus” that takes them to Budapest, the capital
city, or by car while the rest wait in the chapel singing, praying (or sleeping) until the
“regular” bus service resumes in the morning.

The declared purpose of the apparitions is to atone for the sins of mankind, in
keeping with the widespread atonement movements in the world in our age. The pro-
totype of these kinds of movements is the Fatima vision where the Virgin informed the
shepherd children that to avert the wrath of God mankind needed to pray constant-
ly.** Erzsike conceives of the task similarly — the original request of Jesus from Erzsike
to undertake the Passion was to atone for the sins of “priests”, later s/He amended
this to include “youth” and eventually the atonement became all encompassing, cov-
ering mankind in its entirety. Witnessing the apparition reminds the faithful of Jesus’s
sacrifice for mankind, forces them to contemplate its meaning monthly and brings
them to participate vicariously in the Passion, thereby understanding it more in depth
and thus deepening their faith. Even when speaking as Jesus Christ Erzsike broadens
the scope of the messages to include reflections (one could almost say a blueprint) for
what constitutes a meaningful life (for example the need for forgiveness or the neces-
sity of living purposefully are among the recurring themes s/He discusses.)

Doubt

Although arguably all of us encounter doubt among our interlocutors (not to men-
tion the doubts we, as anthropologists, have to contend with both in the field and
in the course of “writing up”,) doubt is not a common topic for anthropologists to
investigate directly, because it is not quite possible to set out to study it. This is so
partly, because it is a rather fleeting thing as people strive to resolve it, as Mathijs

2 Apolito 1998; Turner and Turner 1978; Zimdars-Swartz 1991; Matter 2001.
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Pelkmans puts it: “catching doubt in midair is ... far from a straightforward task”.*
Partly because it is not necessarily predictable when and how it will occur, and in any
case anthropologists, steeped in positivism as they were, were interested in what peo-
ple believed in rather than in what they did not believe in or what they doubted.?
Arguably, the reflexive turn of the 1980s and the overall post-modern sensibility that
has permeated much of the discipline in the past few decades laid the groundwork
for more systematic attention to doubt both among anthropologists and the people
they study/work with.

Even then, it was only in 2013 that the first edited volume meeting doubt head on
by anthropologists was published: a collection of papers entitled Ethnographies of Doubt
edited by Mathijs Pelkmans.?” His volume primarily concentrates on lived or experi-
enced doubt, not exclusively of a religious nature. In the introduction to the volume
Pelkmans® provides a thorough overview of some of the most important questions that
the concept gives rise to, but his overview is purposely broad and thus does not deal
much with religious doubt as such directly. Both prior to Pelkmans’s volume and in its
wake there have been some occasional articles on doubt® as well as some special issues
of journals in which the articles relate to such close relatives of doubt as scepticism,
reflexivity, secularism or uncertainty,” some others came not long thereafter.”' Despite
this seeming abundance it is quite evident that doubt remains an elusive subject that
has not been adequately explored in Anthropology or the social sciences in general.

Doubt among religious subjects has been studied even less often, and one has
to agree with Matthew Engelke when he remarks: “it is surprising how infrequently
scholars in the social sciences treat uncertainty in the religious subject (Christian or
otherwise) ... Uncertainty in the religious subject is something else altogether: It sig-
nals the doubts, misgivings, hesitations, and confusions that accompany life under
any “sacred canopy” (Berger 1967)”.%2 He is writing about Johane Masowe, who was
a church founder in Southern Africa during the 1930s, carefully reconstructing the
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Pelkmans 2013b, 5.

I thank Agnes Hesz for calling my attention to this point, see also Hesz this volume and Blanes and
Oustinova-Stjepanovic 2015, 8.

Pelkmans 2013a.

% Pelkmans 2013b.

% Correll 2005; Engelke 2002; Gable 2002; Goody 1996; to mention just a few.

% Hojbjerg 2002; Kapferer 2001.

Claverie et Fedele 2014; Blanes and Oustinova-Stjepanovic 2015; Haeri 2017a. The journal Social
Anthropology published two special issues in consecutive years that deal directly or indirectly with
questions relating to doubt and faith, on Secularism in 2001 and on Religious Reflexivity in 2002
(respectively Kapferer 2001; and Hojbjerg 2002). The trend continued after the publication of
Pelkmans’s volume, too: cf. the special section of Social Compass entitled Uncertainty in vernacu-
lar religion edited by Elisabeth Claverie and Anna Fedele (Claverie et Fedele 2014); as well as the
special section of Social Analysis on “godlessness” (Blanes and Oustinova-Stjepanovic 2015) and
most recently in the journal HAU a propos of sincerity the contributors touch upon doubt as well
(Haeri 2017).

32 Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion. (New York: Anchor
Books, 2017) cited by Engelke 2005, 783.
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evolution of Masowe’s thinking including doubts, hesitations, and wrong turns he was
faced with while “he learnt to organize and express his religious mission as he went
along”.?® Some of these hesitations led to the fissioning of the church he had origi-
nally founded, because some of his congregation would not follow him as his ideas
were transformed in the process. Alas, I do not have independent accounts of Erzsike’s
early days or about her doubts about her own calling (then or now). She is not talk-
ing about her own hesitations or revisions of her thinking in the Lenten Teachings of
2015, but rather she addresses the doubts that the believer is struggling with, which
indeed do fall under the category of “uncertainty in the religious subject”.

It is possible that Erzsike/Jesus may be talking about the self-doubt of the believer.
S/He does give a brief glimpse that suggests that the believer might be doubtful
whether her prayer achieves its goal, reaches its destination. During Lent 2015 Jesus
Christ said the following through Erzsike:

And in the present prayer is important, the one that comes from the heart, ... that
I do not shut off ... that I perhaps just say, but I am not sure whether it reaches where
I would like it to reach .... (Third Lenten Teaching 2015, emphasis added)

S/He does not elaborate, but the statement is out there. This doubt does not question
the petitioner’s belief in God, it only concerns her uncertainty whether she is doing
“it” right, whether her prayer reaches its desired destination, whether she is praying
properly, or perhaps even whether she is worthy of being heard. Engelke — reacting
to Tanya Luhrmann’s 2012 article where she attributes the playful way in which her
interlocutors relate that they think they can have a “date” with Jesus to their awareness
of the secular world around them that would find such claims outrageous — suggests
that this behaviour could rather “be the doubt of particular persons, unsure whether
they get it — not whether there is something to be got in the first place”.** I will return
to this question when discussing sincerity in a later section of this paper. The self-
doubt is also likely to be fuelled by the claims of some to have achieved the special
connection with God Erzsike outlines as the goal of prayer, which for someone who
has not been able to attain it may feel like a personal failing.?® It certainly seems to
me likely that such unequal distribution of grace may contribute to self-doubt of the
type Engelke is talking about among Erzsike’s followers. Regardless of the egalitarian
ethos of her group (everyone is a “sibling”) there is a hierarchy here, which despite
all attempts to the contrary® may feed the fervour of the prayer of a given individual —

Engelke 2005, 805.

Engelke 2012, 385.

Cf. Luhrmann 2012; who shows that a similar sense of “inadequacy by comparison” (or self-doubt)
might be part of the striving of her informants to enter into conversations with God.

One such attempt to downplay the differences in the amount of grace certain people have been
given while others have not was Jesus Christ’s injunction that the songs that had been “received”
by certain individuals in the early days of the life of the group should be published anonymously
rather than with the name of the person who wrote them down under divine inspiration.
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the vey fervour that in Erzsike’s/Jesus’s telling is an impediment to the openness that
is required for prayer to reach its destination.

Going back to the first excerpt of the paper, let us look at what kind of doubts
the seer/Jesus Christ is talking about. Erzsike/Jesus puts the following questions in
the mouth of the believer: “What will happen? How can this be solved? What can
I expect? How should I live and what should I do?” These are pragmatic questions
that are asking what course of action the person should take to resolve practical prob-
lems. They should sound familiar to us from our own lives, they are the kind of doubts
that besiege most of us at least some of the time, that lead to sleepless nights of anxi-
ety and can at times be debilitating. These are what is referred to as lived (or expe-
rienced) doubt. Regarding lived doubt (which is the focus of the volume he edited,)
Mathijs Pelkmans argues that it: “... points also (and sometimes more pressingly) to
pragmatic referents, to the question ‘what to do?’”.*” The doubts that the hypotheti-
cal believer Erzsike cites in the passage quoted above is struggling with concern pre-
cisely the question of “what to do”. There is nothing particularly religious about these
doubts, they are what one could call run of the mill apprehensions that imply uncer-
tainty about the course of action one should take and about one’s ability to find a solu-
tion to one’s problems; just as familiar should be the accompanying fears and anxie-
ties regarding the consequences of not finding the right solution. What makes these
religious doubts is the framework into which Erzsike/Jesus places them.

Prayer

S/he locates the questions of the anxious believer in a religious framework, that of
the act of praying, in which fear, doubt and anxiety prevent the believer from reach-
ing her goal of praying successfully. Let us stop for a moment at this triad; practi-
cally every time s/He talks about doubt during the Lenten Teachings Erzsike/Jesus
Christ uses all three words as a sequence. In my view, by doing this s/He is making a
point about fear and anxiety, which may seem unrelated to doubt or to religion. By
bringing them together consistently s/He transforms these sentiments into a ques-
tion of faith, a religious matter — because they undermine belief in a fundamental way.
Despite what many a theoretician (both religious and non-religious) says about doubt
and faith being implicated in each other, or being two sides of the same coin, it is not
only unbelievers who tend to think that doubt is the opposite of belief, as I indicated
above many ordinary believers hold this view. Arguably Erzsike’s followers are aware
that they should have unwavering belief and keep away from doubt, after all at every
prayer meeting they reaffirm their faith by reciting the Credo, and most of them pray
regularly and fervently. But in the act of discursively removing everyday lived doubt
from its daily context into a religious one, in the Lenten Teachings Erzsike/Jesus is
pointing out that the fears and anxieties that disturb her followers signal religious

% Pelkmans 2013b, 2.
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doubt. These fears and anxieties and the lived doubts together would be normal (if
at times neurotic) parts of the life of believer and non-believer alike, but by switch-
ing the context to a religious one, Erzsike/Jesus is showing that they indicate that
the person praying has insufficient trust in God’s ability and/or willingness to take
care of His “children”. This is not ontological doubt, s/He does not suggest that her
audience/followers would explicitly doubt the reality or the benevolence of God, but
rather points out that this lack of trust manifested in their fear, doubt and anxiety
(about how to act, about what to do or whether a problem will be resolved) signals
a lack of sufficient faith in God. The way s/He frames it, the doubts, fear and anxiety
stand in the way of the prayer of the believer, stop it from being able to reach its des-
tination, stand in the way of the openness required to reach the divine and thus pre-
vents achieving bliss.

The believer hypothesized by Erzsike/Jesus could in fact be expected to ask for
help with the problems that cause her anxiety, doubt and fear that block her prayer,
but does not. Though Erzsike/Jesus does not state it, logically she should ask, because
as long as she is distracted by her problem she is not able to pray properly. While not
asking for help can be mere “momentary forgetfulness” on the part of the believer, it
can also be a desire for agency: for being in charge of one’s affairs (a sort of “will to
power”), which indicates a lack of trust in God (who by definition should be able
to help solve any problem). As we shall see, it is critical to Erzsike’s/Christ’s argument
that the believer should relinquish her desire to be in control of her affairs and trust
God to take care of them.

Let me give an example of what I mean by momentary forgetfulness. One of
Erzsike’s followers recounted a story according to which, she was looking for some-
thing and could not find it. When her husband inquired whether she had asked for
it she did not at first get his drift and he had to pointedly repeat his question for her
to understand that he was inquiring whether she had asked Jesus to help her find the
item. When she told me about it, she was laughing bashfully at how even though she
knows that Jesus is there she did not think to ask. Although she saw the story as funny,
it was also for her an indication of a momentary lapse of faith.

The same point was driven home to me by another one of Erzsike’s followers in a
testimony during Lent 2015 (that is to say responding in public to the Lenten mes-
sages.) She recounted how ashamed she felt, when - reflecting upon the words of
Jesus Christ about fear, doubt, and anxiety — she recalled that on the occasion of a pil-
grimage trip she participated in with some members of the group, instead of trusting
God, she was worried about what would happen to her ailing child while she was away.
She identified her fear and anxiety as a lack of sufficient faith and noted with astonish-
ment that after more than twenty years of being a member of the group she still had
so little faith and so much to learn. So both not asking for help and worrying about a
problem instead of trusting that God will bring a resolution are or can be seen as lack
of sufficient faith on the part of the believer.

Doubtand the insufficient faith itindexes has the consequence that prayer becomes
inefficient and we get the frustrated, fearful person described by Erzsike/Jesus Christ
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at the beginning of this paper. The praying person’s lived doubt, her daily worries
turn out to be more than indicators of a hard life and difficult choices, it signals of
lack of trust in God or divine providence. They point to the failure of faith, a failure
of trust (in God).

How can it be that Erzsike’s followers, who are sincere believers some of whom
have been her adherents for more than twenty years, still have doubt, or at the very
least their belief is insufficient for the level of trust needed? I would like to suggest
that what we are dealing with is a failure of nerve, and here we enter into the murky
area of what exactly belief is. Leaving aside the debate about whether belief is a uni-
versal category that carries the same meaning across space and time,* and talking as
an outsider (I am after all a non-believer,) belief requires a leap of faith® that is well-
nigh impossible to make for the non-believer, but as the discourse of Erzsike shows it
is also a stretch for the believer.

Religious belief as conceived by Christians is not a static but an active frame of mind
that requires effort and constant re-affirmation. MacGregor points out that ‘When
the authentic believer says “I believe”, he omits a hidden qualifier — “Nevertheless,
Ibelieve™.* The statement is part of the evidence he marshals to prove that faith
and doubt are intimately interconnected but the remark also speaks to the mechan-
ics of how belief works. The way I see it, the believer needs to re-affirm her belief in
divine goodness practically every time she has a problem and the affirmation is a leap
because there are no assurances that this is the case. Others have also noted this. For
example, Luhrmann insightfully remarks that “Faith is hard because it is a decision to
live as if a set of claims are real, even when one doubts: in the Christian case, that the
world is good; that love endures; that you should live your life as if the promise of joy
were at least a possibility”.* Paul Ricoeur, cited by Miyazaki,* who went on to write a
book about hope,* expresses something quite similar when he states: “[Faith] could
be called ‘unconditional trust’ to say that it is inseparable from a movement of hope
that makes its way in spite of the contradictions of experience and that turns reasons
for despair into reasons for hope”.* These are all instances of the believer managing
to make the leap, being able to hold on to or perhaps achieve belief.

Erzsike/Jesus Christ too is circling in on this “unconditional trust” as a necessary
element of faith. However, when Erzsike/Jesus is talking about doubt, anxiety and
fear s/He is talking about the other side of the coin, about what happens when the
believer — for whatever reason — does not or cannot make the leap. This is what I have

o
-3

Cf. Ruel 2002; Pouillon 2016.

The phrase “leap of faith” is mistakenly attributed to Soren Kierkegaard, it appears he never wrote
it, nor anything comparable (McKinnon 1993; Nientied 2014).

1 MacGregor 1987, 429.

41 Luhrmann 2012, xiv.
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Paul Ricoeur, “Philosophy and Religious Language”, in Id., Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative
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called a failure of nerve, which — unlike in the situations described by Luhrmann and
Ricoeur — can be regarded as failure of trust. In another part of the teachings Erzsike/
Jesus explains what faith is: unconditional belief, trust and hope. Using the example
of Abraham as an analogy, s/He argues that similarly to how he turned to the Father
for mercy, the believer of today turns to Jesus. S/he presents doubt and trust as oppo-
sites, and associates belief and trust with each other: along with hope they form an
almost permanent triad. By doing this Erzsike /Jesus shows what is at stake in overcom-
ing fear, doubt and anxiety:

“My Lord, Jesus” — You turn to me, because you can/are able to believe and trust and
hope. Because so long as these are present in your heart, so long as they live in this
heart, and in this body, you don’t have to be afraid, you don’t have to doubt, and
you don’t have to be anxious. (Lenten Teachings 2015 2/ X Emphasis added)

Consequently, belief, trust and hope cancel out fear, doubt and anxiety and enable
the believer to make the leap, to reach God.

But arguably the messages also talk to a different level of the relationship to God.
Ultimately, Erzsike’s/Jesus Christ’s words are about prayer, which is perhaps the most
important way the individual believer can reach God. In the Lenten teachings of
Erzsike/Jesus the primary purpose of prayer is achieving communication or at the
very least a direct connection to God, reaching him and basking in His “light,” good-
ness and benevolence, thus indeed, s/He is talking about the efficacy of prayer and
the grace one receives when prayer reaches its destination.

Erzsike/Jesus Christ casts fear, doubt and anxiety as what stand in the way of reach-
ing God and being heard by him, or put differently, preventing communication with
the divine. She is talking about the impediments to this communication and how to
remove them, more precisely about how to pray and what stands in the way of prayer
reaching its goal, and how to overcome the obstacles. Once the impediments are
removed, the promise of joy (that is arguably the ultimate goal or rather result of
strong belief) is fulfilled. She also goes on to give an image of what happens when fear,
doubt and anxiety are overcome, when prayer is successful. Stressing the importance
of belief, trust and hope s/He gives her listeners a glimpse of the bliss of realizing that
it is possible to vanquish doubt, fear and anxiety and the joy of receiving the gift of
grace and communicating with the divine.

... We return today too, don’t we: fear, doubt and anxiety. In this time of repent-
ance besides prayer these three things [belief, trust and hope] are important that
they should be present from week to week, that you feel the touch, you feel the caress,
Jeel the rising [’lifting up’ — felemelkedést] in the embrace, because it is then that you’ll
understand what this teaching wants to say [ mondanivaldjat] in its simplicity. Since,
if you ask, if you beg, if you are hoping, if the trust of your faith remains, and is
not shaken, and you do not throw it away with the doubt of your fear, with its anxi-
ety, then you can believe, trust and hope that: “Help can arrive in the gift of grace,
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it can come to me, embrace me and can show me too that wonderful grace in the
security, that ‘Yes, my Lord, you heard my beseeching voice [ felkidlté szavamat], my
request!”” (Lenten Teachings 2015 2/3, emphasis added)

Not only does this image of grace reassure the believer that her prayer reaches God,
but also that it is heard. Erzsike’s description of making the contact is tactile and
kinetic, almost sensuous and promises enormous joy and relief. To my mind, the relief
is so palpable in the last triumphant exclamation of the quote that it recalls the pos-
sibility of self-doubt Erzsike raised when s/He mentioned that the believer might not
be sure whether her prayer would reach its destination. The threat of the obstruction
caused by the triad of fear, doubt and anxiety to this communication undermining the
efficacy of prayer and depriving the believer of experiencing the divine is still there,
making the contrast all the greater.

Erzsike’s characterization of what the believer is trying to achieve through prayer
is eerily similar to how MacGregor describes the meaning of the Greek word pistis
(faith) and especially the connotation of trust associated with it “[it] often has the
older connotation of intellectual conviction alongside the notion of trust, the bend-
ing of one’s whole being to God in complete confidence in his infinite goodness and
in his ability to guard and to guide one’s entire life in the best possible way”.* The
similarity also underlines the significance Erzsike/Jesus Christ attributes to trust in
her/his conception of faith.

In fact, prayer has been a pre-occupation of Erzsike’s (or Jesus Christ’s) from the
beginning. In the early days of her activity as a seer, Jesus Christ visited Erzsike and her
circle of followers and instructed them on praying The Lord’s Prayer “properly”. For
Christians, The Lord’s Prayer of course is “the” prayer, the one that Jesus Christ taught
His disciples, so its significance is unquestionable. So important it is to Erzsike /Jesus
that on various occasions s/He repeats the instruction, which also includes explana-
tions on the meaning and significance of the prayer. Thus for example, s/He has
repeated it in several teachings following the “regular” First Friday Golgothas, and
on several occasions s/He began the Lenten teachings of a given year with it. Jesus’s
instruction consisted in teaching the seer’s followers how to pray with feeling and sin-
cerity, articulating the words clearly and meaning every one of them. S/He also laid
emphasis on saying it in unison, not helterskelter, and that they should be totally
present in the prayer, not be distracted by other thoughts. As one of my informants
explained to me once “you cannot be praying and thinking of what you will be buying

 MacGregor 1987, 426. MacGregor proffers this explanation while attempting to clarify the relation
between faith and belief. His full remark is as follows: “[in] medieval usage the Latin fides (’faith’)
generally means both. Even in the New Testament the distinction between the two is not entirely
clear for the Greek word pistis ("faith’) often has the older connotation of intellectual conviction
alongside the notion of trust, the bending of one’s whole being to God in complete confidence in
his infinite goodness and in his ability to guard and to guide one’s entire life in the best possible
way” (MacGregor 1987, 426).
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at the store at the same time”. Teaching prayer is not unique to Erzsike, it is often part
of what visionaries do.*

In a recent contribution Tanya Luhrmann*’ discusses prayer as a metacognitive
activity that helps believers reflect upon their “inner experience” in a way that includes
both the past and the future, and thus imagine a desirable future for themselves. She
frames prayer as a metacognitive practice that — much like cognitive behavioural ther-
apy helps the patient — helps the believer reorient their reality and as a result gain
some form of inner peace. She comments: “To pray is to make hope external, and the
mere act of doing so can still panic in the face of uncertainty”*® with the result that
“the private fears of midnight dissipate”.*

Luhrmann closes her chapter with listing the factors which make the practice of
prayer contribute to emotional well-being “and to our ability to deal with sorrow and
buffer pain”.* Her entire chapter describes an ideal case scenario for what — when it
works — prayer can achieve. In addition to contributing to reframing how a praying
person sees their world, the act of prayer, and the “effort” the believer exerts in that
act, contributes to her or his emotional well-being. Luhrmann stresses that despite all
these benefits — and similarly to behavioural therapy which she maintains is the most
successful form of therapy — prayer works only for some people some of the time.”
She concentrates on what prayer can contribute when it is successful and she is not
concerned here with how or why prayer does not work when it does not.

While Luhrmann shows that through these steps equanimity is reached, Erzsike/
Jesus Christ primarily looks at when the attempt fails. S/he calls attention to what hap-
pens when these steps are not taken but also offers guidelines on how to arrive at these
steps and also holds out images of bliss if they are. Thus, Erzsike’s/Jesus’s discourse
encompasses both ends of the spectrum, but s/He mostly focuses on the occasions
when (and the people for whom) prayer does not work and pinpoints fear, doubt and
anxiety as impediments to prayer. In the opening citation of this paper Jesus Christ,
speaking through Erzsike, describes the terrified and miserable person who is bogged
down with fear, anxiety and doubt and no matter how much she tries to pray, her
prayer does not reach its destination, God. I have discussed above what s/He had to

4 Cf. Apolito 1998.

7 Luhrmann 2018.

* TIbid., 305.

* TIbid., 314.

5% Ibid. Luhrmann lists the following features: 1) Shifting of attention, 2) The act of hope, 3) Ab-
sorption, 4) Detachment, 5) Catharsis, 6) Story, 7) Attachment, and the creation of positive emo-
tional relationship.

Luhrmann remarks wryly: “Therapy helps, for some people, to some extent and at some times.
The same is no doubt true for prayer ...” (2018, 316), in other words, despite clearly considering
prayer to be a powerful tool for the believer, she does not claim that its power is all-encompassing,
which of course sets her apart from Erzsike and other believers. However, Erzsike’s insistence that
fear, anxiety and doubt can prevent prayer from achieving its goal also means that there is the pos-
sibility that prayer may not work all the time (but this would mean that something is not done as
it should be done.)
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say about the bliss that awaits the believer if only she can defeat her fear, doubt and
anxiety. But Erzsike/Jesus does not stop here, s/He also tells her audience what they
need to do to achieve the desired result.

And in the present prayer is important, the one that comes from the heart, ... that1 do
not shut off ... that I perhaps just say, but I am not sure whether it reaches where
I'would like it to reach — this is why this too has to be changed. And this can only be
done if you are free and open, and if you understand what it means to open my heart
and give up all from it, what is inside me, and I am no longer afraid, I am no longer
doubting, and I am not full of anxieties. And then the gift of the grace of penitence
is working in its love, in its recognition and in the gift of joy. (Third Lenten Teach-
ing 2015, emphasis added)

I already quoted a shorter section of this text in connection with self-doubt, but it
deserves further attention, because here Erzsike/Jesus characterizes the frame of
mind necessary for being able to overcome doubt. This is a different angle from the
one s/He pursued earlier, instead of trust, belief and hope s/He is calling upon the
believer to be “free and open” to “open [the] heart and give up all from it”. The
reward for doing so will again be “joy”. In the next two sections I want to pursue what
these thoughts mean for the relationship of doubt and faith through the anthropo-
logical lens of sincerity and agency.

Sincerity

Erzsike’s/Jesus Christ’s call for openness can be seen as a call for sincerity, by which
s/He means that the prayer should be coming “from the heart”, but her/His call for
openness (do not shut off, be open and free, open my heart and give up all from it)
indicates both receptiveness and a willingness to offer oneself to the divinity. The
impediment to this openness, one could call it a flow, is to be sought in fear, doubt
and anxiety.

Sincerity is a theme anthropologists of Christianity have often discussed especially
among Protestants and in connection to prayer. It is a common view that formulaic
prayer is not as sincere as spontaneous prayer.”? As I discussed it earlier, teaching the
recitation of The Lord’s Prayer has been a recurring element of Erzsike’s discourses.
While it can be seen as an “homage” to The Lord’s Prayer, the move of the seer/Jesus
to teach her followers to recite The Lord’s Prayer “properly” can be seen as an attempt
to counter the formulaic nature of the prayer. “S/He” may not have said so, but it
sounds as if s/He were enjoining them to recite the prayer every time as if they were
saying it for the first time. Paradoxically then (or in keeping with her “charismatic”
bent), when Erzsike/Jesus is teaching her followers to pray The Lord’s Prayer, s/He

2 Cf. Bielo 2011; Keane 1997a; 1997b; Shoaps 2002.
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is encouraging them to be more spontaneous (and thus, more sincere,) even when
praying formulaically. In the case of the Lenten teachings under discussion, however,
s/He is talking about the more clearly spontaneous, free-style invocation-type prayers,
when the person performing the prayer attempts to communicate with God directly
and achieving this goal depends largely on her sincerity.

The question of sincerity of course has a large literature in the anthropology of
Christianity. Webb Keane defines it (following Trilling) as “a way of characterizing a
relationship between words and interior states”,” where nothing but what is inside
a person (as thought) is what comes out (as words). The notion gains special impor-
tance in prayer, as at least in the Western view of Christianity the resulting trans-
parency is a condition of the prayer being heard. Keane also argues that “sincerity
seeks to locate the authority for words in the speaker”.”* Thus, he associates sincer-
ity with agency, which I will discuss in the next section, after reflecting some more
on sincerity.

In a 1997 article on sincerity and agency Keane contrasts the linguistic ideologies
that guide the attitudes of his informants on the Indonesian island of Sumba, some of
whom have converted to Dutch Calvinism during the twentieth century, while others
have retained their traditional faith (marapu) which as Keane notes was the majority
of the population into the 1980s. In their rituals the followers of the traditional beliefs
attempt to repeat verbatim the words of the ancestors, with the result that to the Prot-
estant observer, their ritual language does not seem sincere because it is not spontane-
ous, does not come “from the heart”. However, in their own perception what they are
doing is putting responsibility on the words of the ancestors, seen as more sacred than
anything they could be saying by themselves. In contrast, what Protestants consider to
be sincere prayer, speaking spontaneously, is seen by the marapu followers as insincere
because they use their own words. Thus, both sides question each other’s sincerity.

Writing in a special section of the journal HAU on sincerity Niloofar Haeri® and
her collaborators have convincingly argued that the concept is far from being unique
to Protestants. One of the aims of the collection is precisely to show that sincerity is an
issue and aspiration for the adherents of other religions as well (the collection brings
together articles on Iranian Shiite Muslims, ultra-Orthodox Jews in New York, Russian
Orthodox Christians and only one of the contributors is writing about a Protestant
group, Lutherans in Papua New Guinea.) Erzsike and her followers are Catholic and
as I hope to have shown above they too are concerned with sincerity.

Not only are Erzsike’s followers Catholics, they are devout Catholics, so at least in
the common sense meaning of the word sincere, they are sincere indeed. But what
Erzsike/Jesus points to is that their negative sentiments prevent their sincere words
not so much from turning from internal speech into corresponding external speech
(as Keane would have it), but from reaching their divine (external) destination, thus

% Keane 2002, 74.
5 Ibid, 74.
% Haeri 2017a.
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giving the lie to their sincere words. Consequently, these sentiments render their
speech inauthentic, insincere and ineffectual. Instead of believing, trusting and hop-
ing they are afraid, they have doubts and they are anxious, thus demonstrating a lack
of sufficient faith.

In light of this, I find Haeri’s formulation that sincerity can be seen “as an anx-
iety about the quality of one’s relationship to the divine...”” to be a more useful
take on the concept. To my mind this take on sincerity opens up the notion to what
feels more like the lived experience of religion as I observed it in the field rather
than the rather clinical and technical sounding definition(s) of Keane do. Such as
his statement that “[t]he concept of sincerity thus seems to assume a clear distinc-
tion between words and thought, as parallel discourses (interior and exterior) such
that they either could or could not match up”.*” Writing about Shi’a women’s experi-
ences with prayer Haeri makes a similar observation stating that Keane’s emphasis on
“speech and thoughts” ... “seems to ignore how emotions and silence are, at least, at
times part and parcel of sincere enactments of worship”.”® Using Haeri’s idea of link-
ing sincerity to the believer’s relationship to the divine has the advantage of conveying
three aspects of what Erzsike’s discourse brings out about the connection of prayer,
sincerity and doubt (and ultimately agency). First, by acknowledging the relevance of
emotions, it highlights the believer’s desire to be heard by God, to be close to him, to
be basking in his light, all of which point to the emotional aspects of sincere religious
experience. The second aspect is that by concentrating on the believer’s relationship
to the divine the formulation brings to the fore and allows us to consider the possibil-
ity that the doubt Erzsike is talking about is (at least partly) self-doubt as I discussed it
above. Finally, the definition also brings into focus that the fear and the anxiety har-
boured by the person trying to pray are manifestations of doubt that the believer is
not even aware of, thus that it is “negative agency” undermining the efficacy of prayer.
The harm inflicted by the believer is to herself.

Agency

In the conclusion of his 1997 article on sincerity and agency, comparing marapu and
Calvinist religious discourses on the island of Sumba, Webb Keane argues that despite
their differences the two groups share the trait that they “grant agency to non-human
agents”. He explains that “[n]either accepts the proposition that human beings sim-
ply make themselves, and both impose significant limits on human agency — locating
it ... with other non-human agents altogether”.”” He continues to muse on the ques-
tion of different conceptions, or rather attributions, of agency and asks:

5 Haeri 2017b, 134.
7 Keane 2002, 74.

8 Haeri 2017c¢, 153.
9 Keane 1997a, 690.
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If the agency of others is predicated in part on their own beliefs and on the notions
of agency immanent in their practices, how are we, if we are secular scholars, to rec-
oncile their attribution of agency to divine subjects with our desire that they recog-
nize that agency lies within their own hands? And, to the extent that the value West-
ern scholars place on self-transformation is itself a product of our own genealogy,
what does it mean for us to insist on the self-transforming powers of others?®

What strikes me as curious about Keane’s questions is that they posit an absolute divide
between “us” and “them”, western and non-western conceptions of agency (human
and non-human) and by extension also between our beliefs and theirs. At the same
time he blurs the categories of Westerners and secular scholars somewhat, whereas
it is quite clear that there also exist non-secular scholars (and non-scholars) in the
West who would equally attribute agency to non-human agents either exclusively or at
least some of the time. The contrast he sets up is too sharp, in fact non-Western and
Western believers both count on non-human or divine agents. But what also bothers
me about this formulation is that my sense is that the religious person does not think
of granting agency to non-human (divine) agents as giving up his or her autonomy,
instead, she sees it as a sign of strength rather than of weakness (as secular people
would). She is likely to look upon relying on non-human agents as normal and desir-
able, even absolutely necessary, nothing can be achieved without the support of God.
What seems to the secular-minded to be an unwarranted giving away of agency, seems
to the believer to be more than a reasonable use of all available resources, it is a neces-
sity that ensures, even guarantees, additional agency for the believer, agency that is
simply not available to the non-believer.”!

But I think it goes deeper than this. What Erzsike/Jesus Christ is signalling in
the Lenten teachings is that while fear, doubt and anxiety will make it impossible to
achieve the goal of communicating with God, their opposites: trust, belief and hope
will help the believer accomplish it. Similarly to Hirokazu Miyazaki’s notion of faith
being the “capacity to place one’s agency in abeyance”,* what Erzsike /Jesus proposes
is that insisting on having agency is working against the person trying to reach the
divine, the way to achieving their desire to reach God is through relinquishing agency.
To receive divine grace one has to be able to let go. Accordingly, in this sense too, to
the believer granting agency to non-human agents is thought of as a strength rather
than as a weakness. Paradoxically of course, by this logic reaching the divine is only
possible through placing agency in abeyance but this very act (re)grants agency to
the believer (and arguably a more potent one than otherwise possible.) This is what
Erzsike/Jesus Christ is advocating for in the quote at the end of the last section when
s/He argues that in order to overcome doubt and receive the gift or grace and joy, the

6 Tbid.

61 Cf. Christian Jr 1991; for an insightful description of how such marshalling of resources happens
in a real life situation.

52 Miyazaki 2000, 32.
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believer needs to be free and open when praying, that it is important for the praying
person not to “shut off”, “open the heart and give up all from it”. Above I character-
ized these expressions as indicating the need for sincerity, but I also noted they were
also about receptivity and in light of Miyazaki’s notion it could also be seen as laying
oneself bare and giving up all agency, which is of course also an ultimate form of trust
in God.

Erzsike’s own example is telling, she is considered to be a visionary, a chosen per-
son, whose authority is due to the fact that she yields agency to the divine. And, indeed
she fashions her trance state as being that of someone who opens her heart wide and
thus lets the divine enter. The mere “fact” that Jesus Christ speaks through her is
proof that she opens herself completely, she sometimes even uses the expression emp-
tying herself out (in the sense of draining). Consequently, without necessarily saying
so, she serves as an example to her followers. Even if this does not mean an invitation
to assume her role, her willingness (and ability) “to open her heart” gives her special
authority, empowers her in the eyes of her followers.

Conclusion

Identifying Erzsike/Jesus Christ’s Lenten discourse about fear, doubt and anxiety to
be about prayer I have argued that s/He posits these sentiments as signifying insuffi-
cient trust and thus insufficient faith in God. In this interpretation doubt acts to block
prayer, and prevents communication with God, or to put it differently it undermines
both the praying person’s prayer being heard (and her wishes granted) and her just
as important desire to be experiencing bliss or communion with the divinity through
prayer. In light of this, doubt can be seen as “negative agency”, taking away agency
from the religious person, preventing her from achieving her desire to reach God.
For this to happen doubt needs to be overcome and Erzsike/Jesus Christ proposes
that this can happen through a sincere opening up to God. Taking up Haeri’s idea
that sincerity has to do with the believer’s anxiety about her relationship to the divine
I propose that to the religious person — unlike secular interpretations (such as that
of Keane) — granting agency to non-human agents or in Miyazaki’s terms relinquish-
ing agency is a means to reaching God and as a result paradoxically a way to not only
“communing” with God, but also to re-gaining agency of a higher order. Ultimately
the paper speaks to the differences between the secular and the religious worldview,
Erzsike’s/Jesus Christ’s discourse on fear, doubt and anxiety is about faith, and in
her/His view doubt rather than being a productive force that propels people forward
as the secular view would have it, holds them back, what is productive is overcoming
doubt and that can only be done through faith.
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Religious Crossover in Northern Iraq:
Interfaith Practices of Beseeching the Supernatural’

Religious or interfaith crossover is a phenomenon which can be found all over the
former Ottoman Empire and indeed wherever Muslims and religious Others coexist.?
The practice of visiting other religions’ sacred places, and imitating or appropriating
the rituals enacted in those sacred places, all with the aim of appealing for help from
the supernatural, reflect important points of contact between the dominant Muslim
and various minority groups.

This article looks at how interfaith pilgrimages and shared ritual practices for
beseeching the supernatural reveal the complex nature of inter-communal relations
between different confessional groups — Muslims, Christians and Yezidis —in Northern
Iraq.? While today the media is filled with the horrors ISIS and other Islamist groups
have perpetrated on such religious minorities as the Yezidis and Christians in the
region, evidence of continued religious crossovers, of sharing and visiting each oth-
er’s ritual places and practices stands as living proof that relations between majority
(Sunni) Muslims and minority ethnoreligious groups have not always been so fatally
inimical in the region. This is not to say that during the centuries the different reli-
gious minorities did not suffer their share of intermittent persecutions, or that they
were on an equal social and legal footing with Sunni Muslims. The written history as
well as the oral memory of the different religious minorities testify to the troubled
past of these communities. However, the tradition of visiting the religious Other’s

The material for this article was collected during field research supported by generous grants
from the Hungarian Research and Science Foundation (OTKA PD 83921) and the Gerda Henkel
Research Foundation [AZ 28_F_10]. I would also like to express my gratitude to George Soros for
funding the Central European University, providing a space for my research.

For the use of this term in the context of interreligious pilgrimage, see Albera and Fliche 2012.
For a short introduction on the Christians of Iraqi Kurdistan see Hunter 2014. For more on Yezidis
see Kreyenbroek 1995; and Spat 2005. This article focuses primarily on the Yezidi community living
cast of the Tigris, in the Iraqi Kurdistan Region and its vicinity. Sinjari Yezidis, living in a different
cultural environment on the Syrian-Iraqi border, have developed their own distinctive customs.
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sacred places and sharing their rituals in order to procure divine intercession implies
that a certain degree of tolerance and even mutual respect for each other’s beliefs and
saints or holy beings has always existed. It is this tolerance and respect that has ulti-
mately contributed to the continued existence of religious minorities.

In the regions of the former Ottoman Empire, Muslims and Jews, as well as Mus-
lims and Christians, have for long shared sacred space or visited each other’s sacred
places and partaken in one another’s rituals.* The same could be said of Iraqi Kurdis-
tan today, with the slight modification that Jews,” once very much a part of the Kurdish
landscape, are gone (forced into migration in 1951), while Yezidis, the third most pop-
ulous confessional group in the region, have a somewhat unusual position. Yezidis fol-
low a religion that relies on oral tradition rather than on a sacred book. Consequently,
they are not considered Akl al-Kitab or “People of the Book.” In fact, Muslims tradi-
tionally regarded Yezidis as heretics, kafirs (‘infidels’) without a revealed book, and
even devil-worshippers. Yezidis are also considered to be unclean, both in the physi-
cal and the religious sense. Even today, many Muslims refuse to eat food cooked by
Yezidis, or consume the meat of animals slaughtered by them. On the other hand, Yez-
idis claim that Muslims are their eternal enemies, who have always persecuted them.
Many Yezidis say that they respect every prophet, except Mohamed, whom they con-
sider a false prophet, and they like every religion except Islam, which they consider
violent. While Yezidis, at least today, tend to consider Christians their cousins, both in
the religious and social sense, it is not unusual to hear Christians (even from mixed
regions) say that Yezidis worship the devil, or at least, they look upon Yezidis as a peo-
ple without a real religion. Thus, it is somewhat surprising to find members of the
other religious groups, especially Muslims, visiting Yezidi holy places.® This still seems
to be the case, at least on occasion, indicating that the relationship between these eth-
no-religious communities is more complex than everyday discourse suggests.”

Before examining in detail religious crossover in Northern Iraq, it must be empha-
sized that painting an exact picture of interfaith pilgrimage and shared ritual prac-
tices in pilgrimage places is made difficult by the painful lack of data. My own field

'S

See Hasluck 1929; Meri 2002; Albera and Couroucli 2012; Cormack 2013; Bowman 2012b.

Jews must also be mentioned here. Though they were to all practical purposes expelled in 1951,
they used to be an important part of the religious landscape. For more on the Jews of Kurdistan see
the classical work by Brauer—Patai 1993; and Ammann 2014.

® Here I am specifically talking about the practice of ziyaret (from Arabic ziyarat), that is, visiting a
sacred place with the intention of asking for supernatural intercession on behalf of the pilgrim or
a family member. I do not include sefres, that is, ’outings’, when people, especially Muslims, visit the
scenic sacred spots of other religious groups merely to have a picnic in a pleasant setting. As for
visiting the religious Other’s sacred places to take part in religious festivities, this does not seem to
be a part of the religious map in Northern Iraq today.

It must be added that several tribal confederations of the past included both Yezidi and Muslim
tribes, while some tribes (at least in the Sinjar region) included both Yezidi and Muslims sections.
Yezidis also traditionally chose Muslim kerifs or “godfathers” when their sons were circumcised,
forming strong ties based on mutual obligations between Muslim and Yezidi families (cf. Kreyen-
broek, 2005, 12).
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research concentrated primarily on Yezidis, but I soon realized that comparison of
the ritual practices of the different groups was indispensable for a thorough compre-
hension of the Yezidi religious system and its place in the wider socio-cultural con-
text. However, while it is Yezidis who are routinely referred to in the media as a hardly
known, mysterious people, I soon came to realize that the Christians and Muslims of
Kurdistan, and especially of Iraqi Kurdistan, have attracted even less scholarly atten-
tion, despite the richness and singular nature of their local culture. (A culture, more-
over, which is today fast disappearing, due to intense urbanization, modernization,
and in the case of Christians exodus to the West.) I tried to rectify this woeful lack
of data by making enquiries about Christian and Muslim traditions, but as the time
I could spend on this “secondary” research topic was limited, my knowledge of the
healing rituals of the other groups is necessarily sketchier than that of Yezidi shrines
and rituals. I must also add that it is not so easy to collect evidence of interfaith pil-
grimage and shared ritual practice, as people usually deny visiting each other’s sacred
places. That is, Yezidis openly admit to visiting Christian churches, or even boast of it,
as they see this as a sign of their strong connection to Christians — and thus to the West
— but they deny visiting Sunni Muslim places.® Christians and Muslims both claim that
the Others visit their sacred places (in fact, such pilgrimages by the Other are the very
proof of the power and spiritual authenticity of any sacred place), but that they them-
selves would never visit the places of the other religions. What is more, Muslims in the
Duhok region, where I primarily carried out my research, deny visiting sacred places at
all, considering it a superstitious, un-Islamic practice, something that may have been
done in the past, but “now we know better.” This may be due to the fact the major-
ity of Duhok’s Muslim residents has no roots in the city — and therefore no shrines or
other sacred spaces associated with religious and healing practices. Duhok was just a
few decades ago a small town, of about 200 houses, inhabited mostly by Christians,
with a few Jews and (non-tribal) Muslims. Duhok was also a small trading centre for
the members of the neighbouring Doski and Mizuri tribes, who either brought their
goods to Duhok, or had to pass through Duhok on their way to Mosul. According to
locals, in the *60s and ’70s, with the slow onset of urbanization in Kurdistan, members
of these tribes started settling in Duhok. The great influx of people, however, came
from the mid-1970s and 1980s. During these decades of warfare between the state and
the Ba’athist regime, Saddam repeatedly ordered the destruction of Kurdish villages
in the mountains and moved their inhabitants into towns, easier to control, lest they
support the Kurdish peshmerga. As they were forbidden to return, the newcomers soon
lost connection to their villages, along with their traditions, including that of visiting
the graves of local Muslim (Sufi) “saints”.? Furthermore, the unravelling of traditional
social life and religious culture made the newcomers susceptible to the influence of

8 The situation may be different regarding minority Shi‘ia sacred sites in the Sinjar region. See
footnote 18.

9 This view was also put forward by some native inhabitants of Duhok to explain why traditions like
visiting tombs and shrines no longer existed among the people of Duhok.
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Islamist missionaries, who preached a new, austere, puritanical form of Islam which
rejected all such traditional customs as superstition or even as blasphemy. During the
years of economic hardship caused by the embargo imposed on Iraq, these missionar-
ies, backed by the generous financial support of Saudi Arabia and other Gulf States,
exerted a considerable influence on religious life in Duhok. The influence of Salafi-
inspired puritan Islam proved so strong that even though Duhok itself and some of
the surrounding villages (now incorporated into the town) used to have some Sufi
tombs, these local shrines have also been relegated to oblivion. Though some people
claim the tombs are still there, they are so well hidden by the new buildings erected
over them that no one visits them any longer. In fact, the majority of younger people
have not even heard of them."

The picture is already quite different in Mosul some 80 kilometres to the south,
with its mixed population of Arabs, Kurds and Christians. Despite its reputation today
as a town of Islamic fundamentalists, Mosul is also a town where visiting shrines and
the tombs of Sufi figures has had a long tradition. To go on a pilgrimage to places
dedicated to the “saints (lit. friends) of God” (evliya Xwedé in Kurdish) was a normal
practice for many Mosul residents, one which has declined only in the past decade
due to the appearance of militant Islamist groups who strongly disapprove of such
practices.!! As one of my informants, (herself a “refugee” from Mosul) told me in
2013, people no longer dare to go, as Islamists with Salafi-inspired ideologies have
forbidden such visits. However, before the recent rise of extremism, pilgrimage used
to enjoy such respect among Mosulis that, according to the same informant, if some-
one visited the tomb of Nebi Yunis (Prophet Jonah) seven times, that was considered
equal to having gone on a pilgrimage or Hajj to Mecca.'” What is more, she attrib-
uted the origin of this idea to the Prophet Mohamed himself. Similarly, in the plains
inhabited by the Kurdish Goran tribes, just south of the Duhok mountain range (and
east of Mosul), Sufi tombs are still venerated by many. A few years ago a member of
the Kurdistan Islamic Union, a political party affiliated with the Muslim-Brotherhood,
nearly came to grief when enraged locals wanted to attack him for agitating against
the ziyarets or visits to Sufi tombs in Goran territory.

The findings of my field research indicate that religious crossover between the
different groups does take place, despite people’s claims to the contrary. Even some
Muslims from Duhok take part in such practices under certain circumstances. There

1" A similar process has been going on in neighboring Turkey. The Tappers, working in the Central

Anatolian town of Egirdir in the 1980s, also found that such sacred sites as saints’ tombs, sacred
springs, etc., had vanished and that townspeople even seemed unaware of their existence (Tap-
per and Tapper 1987). In a Turkish village, where such “folk” practices had similarly disappeared
by the early 2000s’, “villagers reluctantly admitted that ‘in the past’ they ‘might’ have engaged in
some of them.” Hart 2009.

According to my informants, Christians from or living around Mosul (for example in Beshiqe,
Bartella, Qaraqosh) are also said to observe more traditional pilgrimages and associated healing
rituals than those living in Duhok and its environments.

The tomb of Nebi Yunis and the shrine built over it was blown up by ISIS in June 2014.
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is a certain asymmetrical pattern to interfaith pilgrimages, a pattern also noticed else-
where, reflecting the complex nature of interaction between the Muslim majority and
the minority communities. It appears that Muslims, secure in their social and numeri-
cal superiority, were traditionally more inclined to visit the sacred places of the “infe-
rior Other” without fear of pollution."” Although, as stated above, Muslims today seem
to categorically deny the idea of visiting the shrines of others, the number of claims
by Christians and Yezidis of Muslims coming to visit their sacred places indicates that
this must happen at least from time to time. Some accounts of such religious cross-
overs contain too many concrete details to let us dismiss them as mere fantasies or
generic stories.'* Thus, for example, some Chaldean Christian women claimed that
the big Chaldean church in Duhok, housing the grave of an early martyr of the Chris-
tian faith, “helped” Muslims more than Christians. According to them, the church was
built over the body of a former deacon (shamesa) of the church, called Isallah, an early
martyr of the Church. Isallah was captured by the Persians and taken to Erbil (Arbela
at the time) along with five hundred other Christian bishops, priests and church serv-
ants. They were all put to death in Erbil. However, Isallah requested that he be killed
in Duhok. Accordingly, he was crucified in Duhok and a church was later built over
his grave. Now he serves as a focus of miraculous healing from his tomb. Just the week
before our conversation took place, the women said, a visit to the church (with the
tomb under it) had cured a son from the family of the Doski agha (the leader of the
powerful Doski tribe). “He was taken to Austria [to see doctors]... all his children
here went to the church and started crying there, in fact he had cancer... but then
the doctor said, inshallah, you will not die. He was cured. The doctor said, you will live
twenty-five years. They say, this cure, it was thanks to this church.” When asked what
induced members of a Muslim agha family to go to a Christian church to appeal for
divine help, the women answered: “They know that this church helps the Muslims.
This family, the family of Diwali agha, they had already taken their sick to this church
three times previously. They sacrificed a sheep and they were all cured. Muslims go
there for help more than Christians.” Of course, it is not possible to verify the details

13- As Maria Couroucli writes of Ottoman times: “In Anatolia as elsewhere, Muslims visited Christian
shrines with a certain system of belief where the Christian ‘other’ is both familiar and inferior, and
this is why entering Christian sanctuaries implies no ritual pollution.” Couroucli 2012a, 54.

" Though I never personally witnessed Muslims visiting a Yezidi (or Christian) sacred place for
religious purposes, I was more than once present when Muslims (always in family groups) came to
see Yezidi religious specialists about their problems. I witnessed several Muslims visit Yezidi “seers”
(on Yezidi seers see below), who gave them earth from Yezidi sacred sites, sugar or a dezi or sacred
thread (functioning much like a protective amulet), along with ritual instructions just like the
ones given to Yezidi clients. I also met a Muslim family visiting a Yezidi sheikh who specialized in
making written amulets from the purported Yezidi sacred book “Book of the Angel Sheikh Sin”,
written by the incarnated Yezidi Angel Sheikh Hassan (Sheikh Sin), the ancestor of his lineage.
The sheikh was asked to prepare a number of amulets for different family members, and he also
promised to lift the nazar or evil eye put on the family “by a jealous female relative”. These visits to
Yezidi religious experts, along with the examples quoted below, indicate that visits to Yezidi sacred
places must also occur (even if possibly less frequently than in the past).
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of this story. However, it is reasonable to assume that such a detailed account about a
family well-known to all in Duhoki society is unlikely to be a fabrication, at least as far
as such a public visit to the church is concerned. (My informants also claimed that not
only Muslims, and of course Christians, went to the church seeking miraculous cures,
but so did Yezidis and Jews.)

Confirmation that at least in some places Muslims do indeed visit Yezidi shrines
(and may then encourage Muslims from other regions to do so as well) came from a
Kurdish Muslim woman living in Bardaresh, a township in the Goran plains'® roughly
half way between Duhok and Erbil. In her immediate district there were no Yezidis,
but her sister had married a man who lived near to the Yezidi twin villages of Beshiqe-
Behzani (not far from Mosul.) These two villages are famous for their shrines,'® which
are allegedly also visited by many Muslims, especially those from the surrounding vil-
lages. This claim was verified by the young Muslim woman in question. As she told
me, once, by mistake, she visited a Yezidi shrine with her small daughter. The little
girl suffered from painful stomach aches, and while on a visit to her sister living near
Beshige-Behzani, the brother-in-law, a native of the region, advised her to take the
child to one of the shrines. Not being familiar with the area or with Yezidis, she first
thought that this was the tomb or shrine of some Muslim holy man. (Visiting Sufi
tombs is still a custom in the Bardaresh area, though the woman claimed that she her-
self never went.) She took the child to the shrine, where the little one even had her
forehead and chest anointed with sacred earth (taken from the holy place) by the
guardian of the shrine, as is the Yezidi custom. Later on, the mother came to realize
her mistake, and she refused to take the child back there again.!” According to her,
however, the brother-in-law as well as other Muslims in the vicinity routinely visited
these Yezidi shrines. (Incidentally, the husband of the same woman had previously
denied that a Muslim would ever visit a Yezidi shrine.)

As regards Yezidis, as has been pointed out above, they freely visit Christian
churches, especially those who live in mixed districts. However, the same is not true
for Muslim sacred places. This may be attributed to numerous factors. First, espe-
cially these days, Yezidis may lack knowledge about such places. More importantly,
we may assume that as a minority held in contempt by Muslims, they may be wary of
visiting Muslim sites. They have reason to fear causing offence with their “unclean”
presence,'® and even more reason to be afraid of the threat of forced conversion

!5 Territory of the Goran tribe or rather tribal confederation. It is a few kilometres east of Mount
Meqlub, while the Yezidi villages, Beshiqe and Behzani lie just at the southern foot of the mountain.
These shrines were destroyed by ISIS in 2014, but have since been rebuilt.

7 Ritual healing among Yezidis often necessitates three visits on consecutive Wednesdays or Fridays
to the holy place.

Asvarious researchers working on the phenomenon of “shared sacra” in the Eastern Mediterranean
have pointed out, the most frequent configuration is that of (dominant) Muslims crossing into
Christian (and presumably other minority) territory. Crossing in the opposite direction is less
frequent. We must also take into account that entering Muslim mosques was forbidden to the
non-Muslim minorities of the Ottoman Empire (see Couroucli 2012¢, 131), though the same may
not have applied to shrines and tekkes or tekiyes, as Hasluck’s description demonstrates (Hasluck
1929, 75-97).



RELIGIOUS CROSSOVER IN NORTHERN IRAQ 195

(or even of the mere gossip of their conversion, as this may lead to social ostracism
in their own community.)! Nonetheless, when in trouble a fair number of Yezidis,
both from the Kurdistan Region and Sinjar, turn to such Muslim religious specialists
as sayyids (descendants of Mohamed), sheikhs (Sufi leaders, though sayyids may also be
referred to as sheikhs) and mullahs, all of whom may specialize in ritual healing. They
also make use of Muslim amulet makers®* (many of whom are mullahs.) Typical is the
case of a middle-aged Yezidi man, in a family I formed close contact with during my
field research. He started suffering from severe mental disturbances in his late teens.
First, he displayed serious symptoms of persecution mania, which eventually turned
into physical aggression. When I came to know him, some two decades later, he was
totally withdrawn from the world, not communicating with anybody, sitting around
talking to himself and smoking incessantly. After long months of acquaintance with
his family, I learnt from chance remarks that this young man had been taken not only
to doctors, numerous Yezidi shrines and various types of Yezidi ritual healers, but also
to Muslim mullahs and sayyids, that is, Muslim religious experts specializing in exorcis-
ing the jinn. (Incidentally, both Yezidi and Muslims ritual experts were of the opinion
that his madness was due to jinn. To be more exact, to his having married a female
jinn, and having begotten children with her — it was assumed he was talking with these
jinn children when speaking to himself. Both Yezidi and Muslim experts agreed that
he would not recover unless he agreed to reveal the name of his wife — something he
clearly refused to do.)

Though far less frequent than Muslims visiting the sacred places of the other groups,
there are still instances of the (inferior) non-Muslim Other visiting Muslim shrines.
The sheikh of a Sufi tekiye or ’convent’ housing the tomb of Abdul Aziz Gilani* in
Aqre claimed that not only Muslims but also Christians and Yezidis visited the tomb,
as had the Jews before their expulsion.?? He told the story of a Yezidi man who came
from the Yezidi village of Beshiqe every year, bringing as a gift for the tekiye and for the
sheikhly family bottles of olive oil (a product Beshiqe is famed for). This gift was a way
of giving thanks to Aziz Gilani, because his mother had conceived him after a visit to

¥ Tt must be mentioned that the situation may be different in the Sinjar region, where minority Shi ‘ias
have long existed alongside Yezidis. Some Yezidis from Sinjar reported on Yezidis traditionally
taking part in the feast Khidir Ilyas (a holy figure revered by many religious communities in the
Middle East) at the shrine dedicated to him, near the town of Telefer. They also go there to
pray for children in case of infertility. Though the guardians of the shrine are Shiia Turkomans,
these Yezidis did not see the shrine of Khidir Ilyas as specifically or exclusively Muslim. Benjamin
Rassbach, presently a PhD student of the University of Leipzig, heard from Sinjari Yezidi refugees
during his field research that they used to visit the Shiia shrine of Pir Zeker in the mixed town
of Sinjar (on the southern side of the mountain range). Personal communication by Benjamin
Rassbach.

These days both Muslims and Yezidis visit in secret, as such activity is forbidden by both the Iraqi
and the Kurdish state.

The son of Abdul Qadir Gilani, the founder of the Qadiri Sufi order.

It must be stressed that this is not a mosque. A ftekiye or Sufi “convent” is built next to the tomb
and this is where religious rituals take place. Inside the little building housing the tomb itself only
private prayers are performed, but no public rituals.
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the saint’s tomb. The sheikh also recounted how the tomb was visited a few years pre-
viously by an Israeli man from Tiberias. This Jewish man was called, amazingly, Der-
vish. The parents of this man were originally from Aqre and his mother, after having
longed for a son in vain for a long time, conceived him after praying to the saint for
intercession, hence this unusual choice of name for a Jew. Again, it is hard to verify the
truth content of this story, but later, reading a book on the Jewish art of Kurdistan,*
I found that one of those who contributed important information to this volume is a
man of Jewish Kurdish descent, living in the Israeli city of Tiberias and going by the
name of Nahum Darvish.** An internet article indicated that his father had left Kurdis-
tan in 1968, and Nahum returned to visit the land of his forefathers’ after the fall of
Saddam.? Though neither the book nor the article make any mention of how he (or
rather his father) came by the name of Darvish, the above details appear to bear out
the sheikh’s account, though he attributed the name Darvish and the story of his nam-
ing to the son, instead of the father.

Seeking Help

As can be seen from the above examples, visiting the religious Other’s sacred places
and beseeching aid from the powers of the Other is not an everyday event, but rather
one that people turn to as a final recourse. As Maria Couroucli writes: “sharing is not
an everyday practice: itis an exceptional modality... related to borders and margins.”?
Though when speaking of the blurring of margins, Couroucli refers to the margins
“of institutions, village territories, or even customs,” we may also state that people
resort to such an exceptional modality in situations when they have to face the out of
the ordinary. The blurring of otherwise rigid social and religious boundaries usually
occurs in cases of extreme need — usually connected with physical and mental health
as well as fertility.

All the ethnoreligious communities of Kurdistan traditionally believe that serious
physical and mental illness, as well as difficulties in having children, can generally
be attributed to supernatural causes. Some afflictions may be brought on by divine
wrath (as a retribution for sins) or by the inscrutable will of God. Yezidis may equally
attribute illnesses, especially “mysterious” pains, to their holy beings (khas), who mete
out punishment for infringements of taboos or negligence of religious duties. Thus,
for example, someone told me how her elderly grandmother used to complain of a
pain in her leg so insufferable that she could hardly walk. She was convinced that she

2 Shwartz-Be’eri 2000.

# Traditionally no family names existed in the Middle East, instead people took (and take) their
father’s name as their last name. So Nahum Darvish’s father probably had Darvish as his given
name.

® http://lhvnews.com/en/news/5395/barzanis-role-in-israels-presence-in-irags-kurdistan. Accessed
21 March 2015.

26 Couroucli 2012b, 6.

o
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had been kicked in the leg by the horse of one of the khas as a chastisement because
that year she failed to go to Lalish, the Yezidi holy valley, with other people from her
village to “do service” (khizmetkari), that is to help clean the holy valley. She even
claimed to have seen a white knight on a white horse (the appearance people usually
associate with Yezidi holy beings when manifesting themselves to people) who asked
her why she had not gone to Lalish to “do service.” People suffering from such unex-
plainable ailments attributed to the khaswere traditionally even referred to as makhum
or “condemned ones” (i.e., condemned or found guilty by the holy beings).

In all three communities some complaints may be attributed to more “profane”
but all the same supernatural causes. One is the evil eye, which enjoys a uniform pop-
ularity all over the region. Belief in the power of the evil eye is so deeply rooted that
even many educated people may attribute all kinds of ill fortune to it, claiming that it
is caused by the “rays” of the (jealous) human stare. I have heard university students,
future English teachers declare that the evil eye is a real phenomenon and that they
had been taught about it in psychology class. Similarly, many believe in the existence
of the jinn, invisible creatures made of smokeless fire, who have taken the place of
the numerous daemons and evil spirits of the antique Near East. (Since the Qur’an
mentions the jinn as one of the three sapient creations of God, even many educated
Muslims are wary of denying their existence, though sceptical ones may carefully add
“I' have never seen one.”) People traditionally ascribe many afflictions, especially mad-
ness, as well as the death of unborn or newly born children, to the jinn. It is believed
that some jinn (especially those belonging to another faith) are hostile to mankind
and are out to hurt men. Most jinn, however, are neutral toward humans, and may
attack them only when (even inadvertently) hurt by them. As humans cannot see
the jinn, this may easily happen. Therefore, people are careful to utter a prayer or a
pious warning before throwing out hot water, lest they scald a jinn child and draw the
revenge of the parents on themselves. Yezidi custom forbids playing with scissors for
similar reasons. Finally, there is also black magic, usually conceived of these days as the
result of malevolent written charms, or nivishti/nivishki.

The two maladies that seem to cause the greatest distress, and thus make people
seek the help of the supernatural wherever they can, including among other, “infe-
rior” religious groups, are mental affliction and barrenness.

Different forms of mental affliction, which include depression, anxiety, insomnia
and various stress-related complaints as well as serious cases of madness, are often attrib-
uted to jinn possession. Curing madness therefore, in its various forms, requires chasing
away the invading jinn or evil spirits. All three religions have special places for healing
jinn-induced madness, often associated with tombs or caves (or the two may be com-
bined, as in the case of Mar Behnam, as will be shown below.) What is more, the houses
of certain Yezidi families (who descend from priestly lineages specializing in curing
jinn possession) may also act as sacred spaces when it comes to curing jinn possession.?

¥ Many of these families belong to the lineage of the Shemseni sheikhs, believed to descend from
Sheikh Shems, the overlord of the jinn.
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This is due to the fact that these families have their own jinn servants who live in the
house and around it in the yard, and just like loyal family dogs (an often-made compari-
son), they chase away strange jinn, or even kill them, should they approach their terri-
tory. They do so regardless of the religious affiliation of the person affected by the jinn.
As one expert, descending from a family lineage famous for curing jinn possession,
explained: “A Muslim family came to me. They had a child, seven-year-old. He could
not walk and could not feed himself. He spent six months in Baghdad, but the doctors,
good doctors, could not heal him. He lay three hours in our yard, and he stood and
could control his hands. He was healed.” The jinn of the family had obviously chased
away the jinn that was retarding the little Muslim boy’s development.

The case described above included a Muslim patient and a Yezidi healer, but in the
case of madness (or jinn possession) crossovers occur the other way around as well.
I have already mentioned above the case of the severely disturbed young man who
was taken to Muslim mullahs and sayyids after both modern science and Yezidi healers
and healing places had failed him. Similarly, a female Yezidi seer was taken to a Mus-
lim expert early on in her “career” as a seer. Yezidi seers are people who communicate
with the supernatural world directly, with the help of a delil or supernatural guide.
The most frequent form of this communication is a kind of trance state. The ability to
reach such a trance state is usually preceded by strange, unexplainable fits or attacks.
These are considered to be the first attempts on the part of a seer’s supernatural guide
to communicate, the forerunners of the trance state so to speak. However, in the
early stage the true origin of these fits is hard to recognize, and they are often attrib-
uted to jinn possession. (It usually takes another seer to recognize the true nature of
the symptoms.) As this seer told me, for years after she was married off by her family
(against her wishes), she suffered from some mysterious sickness, which manifested
itself in spells of dizziness as well as epilepsy-like episodes. Sometimes she had such
serious attacks that when they were out driving, her husband was afraid that their car
would overturn, she was throwing herself around with such a violence. Her husband’s
family took her to doctors and Yezidi holy places, as well as to a Muslim mullah, in the
belief that she was possessed by jinn. This mullah was a well-known expert in exorcis-
ing jinn. He seems to have practiced the traditional Muslim method of healing jinn
afflictions — combining the reading of the Qur’an with beating the possessed person
until the jinn fled. The mullah promptly administered her a sound beating (though in
this case to no avail, as she was not possessed by jinn, but was being protected by her
delil from feeling any pain.)

In several Yezidi shrines dedicated to curing jinn-induced madness, the guardi-
ans claimed that Muslims (as well as Christians) also regularly brought patients seek-
ing their help. At my enquiring how it was possible that Yezidis and Muslims visited
each other’s healers and sacred places despite the fact that both groups loudly dis-
paraged the other’s religion, a Yezidi sheikh (who had inherited the power to heal
jinn-induced madness from his family lineage and who claimed to have cured many
people afflicted by the jinn) answered, showing a deep understanding of the human
psyche: “if you are sick, you go to the doctor. If that does not help, you go to the priest,
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you go, you come to me, you come to someone else... but you have to go around and
try everybody.” While a younger, university educated man present at our conversation
added in English: “if a member of your family is sick, you will go and see even a thou-
sand doctors, in order to find the best one.”

Just like madness, the inability to have children is considered a great calamity.
People without children are pitied and seen as “lacking” by the others, while women
who cannot produce a child (or a male child) face the prospect of divorce, or hav-
ing to accept a co-wife. Thus, barrenness is the other great cause prompting religious
crossovers among people who are ready to try anything (and any religion) in order
to conceive a child. The tomb of Abdul Aziz Gilani in Aqre, and the story of Jews and
Yezidis going there to pray for a son has already been mentioned above. Ariel Sabar,
the son of the linguist Yonah Sabar, describes in his book My Father’s Paradise how his
grandmother living in the Jewish district of Zakho® and desperate for a son, “needed
help. She wanted to go where other Zakho women had gone in times of distress: to
the Shrine of the Prophet Yona,” that is, the tomb of the Prophet Jonah, Nebi Yunis
for Muslims. The building standing above the alleged grave of this Jewish prophet
was a Muslim mosque, but it was visited by followers of the other religions as well. At
the grave Miryam prayed “‘If you grant me a boy, dear Yona’ she said ‘I will name him
after you.””%

One of the most interesting and well-known stories (also told by Yezidis) concerns
Saddam’s brother-in-law, who had wished for children for years. After having sought
the help of doctors in vain, he finally went to the Syriac Orthodox monastery of Mar
Matti. Mar Matti, the fourth century monk who is said to have settled here, is a pow-
erful saint and his monastery is famous for healing and especially for helping barren
women. Women who wish for a child must climb up to the monastery on foot, follow-
ing a steep, winding path from the valley, as a form of somatic sacrifice to the saint.
This is what Saddam’s sister and brother-in-law are said to have done, and their wish
was duly granted by Mar Matti. To express his gratitude, Saddam’s brother-in-law had
a brand new asphalt road built leading up to the monastery. These days this is what
most pilgrims and picnickers use. Only women who come to ask the saint’s interces-
sion to help them conceive still climb the ancient path, leaving their cars at the bot-
tom of the mountain. Of course, there is no way of telling how much of the story
about Saddam’s brother-in-law is true, but the fact that it is being told, and what is
more being told by Yezidis as well, is certainly significant.

Many Yezidis also told stories of Muslims who, yearning for children in vain, asked
their Yezidi friends or acquaintances to take them to Yezidi holy places — not just to
shrines dedicated to Yezidi holy beings, but even to places with a strong touch of
“pagan” nature worship. As a Yezidi man now in his mid-thirties told me, as a child
they had a neighbour in Duhok who came from the Mizuri tribe. The man and his
wife could not have children. They even went to Germany to consult doctors, but in

% A Kurdish town in Northern Iraq, near the Turkish border.
2 Sabar 2009, 46—47.
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vain. Finally, they asked their Yezidi neighbours (or more likely were advised by them)
to take them to the dara miraza or Tree of Wishes, in Lalish. This tree is in fact a stone
column inside the cave dedicated to the holy being Mem Shivan (though some claim
itis a petrified tree). Pilgrims try to hug the “tree” (see plate 1 in the Gallery). Should
their fingers touch in front of the column, their wish will come true. This dara miraza
is said to be very popular among people wishing for children, and it is to it that the
Muslim couple turned as a last resort. The most fascinating part of the story is the
fact that the Muslim couple of the (probably true) story came from the Mizuri tribe.
Mizuris, living in the mountains east of Duhok, are remembered for their enmity
toward the neighbouring Yezidis. Yezidis claim that many villages in Mizuri territory
used to be Yezidi villages, but that their original inhabitants were chased away by
the Mizuris, some of them as late as the beginning of the twentieth century. On the
other hand, a descendant of a sayyid family from the Mizuri tribe described how his
ancestor had been invited to the district by the prince of Amadiya (overlord of the
whole Bahdinan region from the fourteenth to the mid-nineteenth century) to con-
vert local Yezidis to Islam. According to him, the district was indeed Yezidi in the dis-
tant past and “they were very bad”, oppressing Muslims. However, according to him,
the Yezidi inhabitants were not chased away, but rather converted thanks to his fore-
bears’ administrations, centuries ago. In other words, it is not merely the religious
Other, but rather the enemy himself, a man from a tribe traditionally hostile toward
Yezidi faith, who finally resorted to supplicating the supernatural powers of the “devil-
worshippers”. To do so, he had to cross not only traditional social and religio-legal
boundaries, but psychological ones as well when he embraced the belief in the power
of a Yezidi sacred place.

Hostility or at the least deep-seated suspicion against Yezidis similarly had to be
overcome in another case where modern medicine failed to help. This story too
illustrates the psychological immensity of crossovers, for it indicates that such an act
also necessitates belief in the sacred powers of the religious Other, however counter-
intuitive this may be. An elderly and pious Muslim man, whose son (belonging to
a different, less religious and more tolerant generation) was friends with a Yezidi
informant’s family, suffered from a bad case of skin infection, which doctors failed to
cure. Even though like most men of his generation and social position he was con-
vinced that Yezidis worshipped the Devil, when all else failed, he was persuaded by the
Yezidi friends of his son to go to the shrine of the Yezidi holy being, Sheikh Shems in
Beshiqe. However, on his first and second visit, the guardian of the shrine refused to
“treat” him, saying that he could see in the eyes of the old man that he did not believe
in Sheikh Shems. When he came to the shrine a third time, the guardian said, “Now
I can see that you believe”, smeared mud from the shrine on his skin and said the req-
uisite prayer. The procedure was repeated two more times on consecutive Wednes-
days, the holy day of the Yezidis, as is the custom. The old man’s skin problem then
allegedly disappeared. It all hinged, as both Muslims and Yezidis saw it, on his ability
and willingness to believe in the power of a Yezidi holy being and in the sacred space
suffused with his power.
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Obviously, beliefin the rituals of the religious Other also implies a belief'in the pow-
ers revered by the (often inferior or despised) Other.*® This also explains why most
people deny that they would ever visit the sacred places of the other religious groups,
and why such religious crossovers figure so frequently in accounts of the miraculous
powers of such places, as well as different types of religious healers. They serve to dem-
onstrate the indisputable power and spiritual authenticity of the religious group as
well as of the particular place, shrine, family or expert.

Crossover and Shared Rituals

Shared rituals, that is, similar rituals performed at the sacred places of the differ-
ent groups, perhaps provide an even more eloquent and reliable testimony of the
long-term tradition of religious crossover, than the (often second-hand) accounts
(which may reflect wishful thinking as much as everyday reality.) When people visit
the shrines of others renowned for their healing abilities, they usually also perform
the rituals particular to that holy place. The similarities of the various rituals associ-
ated with beseeching the supernatural in the sacred places of the various communi-
ties clearly indicates that religious crossovers, or interfaith pilgrimages and visits are
not a new phenomenon but one that is centuries long, which has led to the develop-
ment of a common stock of rituals observed by the different faith groups.

Blood sacrifice (qurban) is the most universal and common element of pilgrimages
made to sacred places in order to ask for the intercession of a higher being. As all over
the Eastern Mediterranean, the blood sacrifice is seen as the highest form of sacrifice:
the sacrificial animal may be a sheep, a goat or a lamb, or for those with little money
even a chicken (see plate 2 in the Gallery). Others, with lesser means or less weighty
supplications (or besides the blood sacrifice), may offer cooked food, freshly baked
bread or just sweets. It is a common sight to meet people inviting others to partake
of their food or distributing sweets at sacred places. Similarly, even in big cities it is
not unusual to see children going around and taking the neighbours fresh bread — a
sort of votive gift usually performed when making a wish or after having it fulfilled.
In Yezidi villages even cooked food may be taken around — usually at the suggestion
of a seer — following a pilgrimage to a sacred place. It may be worth mentioning that
unlike in Europe, the Christians of Kurdistan also perform blood sacrifices — usually
in gratitude for miraculous healing. This sacrifice, according to my informants, is
performed behind the church — preferably on the feast day of the patron saint of the

% The importance of “belief” in the ability of the religious Other to petition the supernatural suc-
cessfully is also mentioned by Susan Sered. Writing of old Iraqi Jewish women in Jerusalem, she
draws attention to the importance they attribute to the concept “to believe” which is not limited
to their own religious groups. As an Iraqi Jewish woman explains: “This Arab woman in Iraq who
couldn’t have children, and she asked one of us, the Jews, for an amulet. The hacham scribbled
something on a paper, folded the paper and gave it to her. She got pregnant because she believed.
Belief is the biggest thing” Sered 1998, 50.
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church. Those sufficiently affluent sacrifice a sheep; others sacrifice a chicken, or if
poor, simply distribute bread and iprak (dolma, stuffed grape leaves). Failing to distrib-
ute food, especially the meat of a sacrificial animal, may have serious consequences:
A Kurdish woman who used to live in Mosul and told me about the various pilgrimage
places in and around Mosul, also related to me the story how at the shrine of Sheikh
Mahmud, a “saint of God”, a family sacrificed a sheep, but failed to share its meat with
the poor — the earth then opened and swallowed their children alive.

If a person’s wish is granted it is a common custom to express one’s gratitude
annually with an appropriate sacrifice. Thus, a Yezidi man told me how his father
had lost two wives in childbirth. When he took a third wife and she became preg-
nant, someone suggested that he sacrifice a sheep to Karajal, the Yezidi holy being
protecting a nearby village, whose mountain-top shrine attracts huge crowds from all
over the region on his feast day or tiwaf. The third wife then successfully gave birth
to a son and survived the birth herself. The husband continued to sacrifice a sheep
to Karajal every year on his feast day. Since the death of the father, the son has car-
ried on the yearly sacrifice, even though other people from his village do not sacri-
fice to Karajal (the protector of his own village is Sheikh Shems, and it is on his feast
day that the villagers normally perform a sacrifice.) Similarly, a Christian family from
Duhok told me how their daughter suffered from an affliction known as “smallness
of the moon” (kéma heyvé). This mysterious sickness, which usually afflicts children,
is universally associated with the new moon. The family made a pilgrimage to the
church of Mar Amadisho, the child was duly cured and the family sacrificed a sheep
and gave money to the church. However, they intended this to be a one-time thanks-
giving, until they were roundly rebuked by an acquaintance, who told them that they
should express their thanks to the saint annually. Since then they return for every
shanader (the feast day of the church and the saint protecting it) taking qurban and
some monetary gift.

People may also leave some money when visiting sacred places. No Yezidi would
visit a shrine without placing at least one bank note, even if of a small denomina-
tion, on the threshold of the shrine. During tiwafs, or shrine festivals, some guardians
stand by the shrine with nylon sacks full of such bank notes. The grave of Abdul Aziz
Gilani in Aqre attests to both this practice among Muslims and to the changing times.
It is covered by a glass case, presumably to stop devoted pilgrims throwing money
(and candy) through the elaborate cage decorating the tomb. The glass cage is prob-
ably a concession to Salafi-inspired Islamic Puritanism, which is exerting a growing
influence in the region and which frowns upon such practices as leaving money at
a tomb as pure idolatry. However, the bank notes and small candies on and around
the tomb indicate that this practice was recently still alive, and would probably still be
continued if it were not for the glass forming an insurmountable barrier. In Christian
churches one meets with Western-type collection boxes at the door. Naturally, larger
donations, usually given when some wish or cure is granted, are handed to the person
in charge of the holy place, whether Christian priest, Muslim sheikh or Yezidi mijawir
(guardian of a shrine). This may be a substantial sum of money, even gold coins, or
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lengths of coloured cloth, like the ones put on holy tombs. Christians (or those visit-
ing a Christian shrine) donate candles as well.

Besides expressing gratitude for wishes fulfilled, there are many rituals which con-
vey the wishes of the pilgrim, and which are sometimes believed to be a kind of direct
communication with the sacred. These rituals, more than anything, show the close
contact between the different groups. Thus, there can be little doubt that the Yez-
idi practice of circumambulating seven times the tomb of Sheikh Adi, their most
important holy being, in the Central Sanctuary in Lalish, can be directly traced to
the Muslim practice of tawaf, or the ritual circumambulation of the Kaaba during
Hajj. The ritual of circumambulation is not restricted to the Kaaba alone, but can
also be performed as part of local Muslim cults. At many Sufi shrines Muslim pilgrims
walk around the tomb, praying and beseeching the saint for his intercession on their
behalf. (I have, for example, observed this at the tomb of Abdul Aziz Gilani, where pil-
grims all took seven turns around the tomb. Some pilgrims, mainly women with sick
children, prayed loudly, interspersing the formal prayer with supplication to the saint
for help.) Interestingly, Yezidis even call the yearly feasts held in honour of the shrines
tiwaf, though at most shrines such circumambulations are not practiced today — as
the space housing the (usually only symbolic) tomb is often too small for pilgrims to
enter. However, at the shrines of Shahsé Baté pilgrims ritually circumambulate (three
times) the stones marking a circle said to symbolize the tent of Shahsé Baté, next to
the shrine dedicated to this holy being (see plate 3 in the Gallery). The other place
where I observed this practice was, curiously, a brand new shrine dedicated to Sheikh
Shems, in the old village of Girébani. The original shrine, destroyed by Saddam in
1986 when the villagers were forcibly moved to a collective village, was merely a small
stone structure resembling a hut.*® When it was rebuilt a few years after the 2003 war,
a proper shrine with the conical spire (which has become a symbol of Yezidism) was
raised, with a small tomb inside. Though people knew that the tomb did not have an
occupant (in fact, it was constructed too small to foster any such belief), they still per-
formed the ritual circumambulation around the symbolic tomb, which formerly was
not a part of the tiwaf.

Countless rituals performed at sacred places, specifically aimed at fulfilling suppli-
cants’ wishes, reflect centuries of interaction leading to shared notions for beseeching
the supernatural for aid. Anybody who has ever travelled in the Middle East, or even
simply the Balkans, will be familiar with the sight of trees with little pieces of cloth
tied around their branches, evidence of a request to the sacred power residing in or
near the tree that a wish be fulfilled. This is yet another custom shared by all the reli-
gious groups of Iraqi Kurdistan, and trees near the sacred spots of all religious groups
often sport hundreds of small ribbons — including some made of chocolate and bub-
ble gum wrappers, elastic hair bands, nylon socks and even sticker labels from water
bottles (see plate 4 in the Gallery).

1 Many traditional Yezidi shrines (or mezars, i.e., graves).
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There are also many other little rituals, most of them rather playful and amusing,
whose aim is to aid in the successful fulfilment of one’s wishes. These playful rituals
fulfil a double function: while the pilgrims see them as a quasi-magical means to real-
izing their wishes, on a deeper level they also promote communal solidarity among
the pilgrims. Through creating laughter and a feeling of easy camaraderie, they bring
to life what the anthropologist Victor Turner referred to as communitas,* a spontane-
ous and shared sense of belonging among strangers of diverse backgrounds brought
together by pilgrimage.

Deep inside the Paresigeh, the Yezidi Central Sanctuary of Sheikh Adi in Lalish,
in a tunnel-like room dug into the mountain-side, where jars of sacred olive oil for
the lamps are kept, pilgrims, their eyes closed, try to throw a homespun cloth over a
rather phallic looking piece of rock jutting out at the end of the room (see plates 5-6
in the Gallery). Each pilgrim has three tries, and if the cloth falls on the tip of the
rock, sticking there, his or her secret wish will come true. During festivals long queues
await their turn, while strangers cheer each other on. For them this is mostly an occa-
sion for laughter, but for those who come to pray for help in a difficult situation, the
ritual becomes one of great significance.* A Yezidi friend was enchanted to discover a
similar practice in the Christian monasteries of Mar Matti, and of Raban Hormuzd in
Alqosh,* when we visited together. In both places, in rooms dug deep into the moun-
tain, pilgrims try to throw colourful handkerchiefs high in the air, hoping that they
will get caught in the cracks and crags of the wall — a sign that their secret wish will
come true.

In the shrine of Mehmed (or Mém) Reshan at the foot of Meqlub Mountain, Yez-
idi pilgrims close their eyes, raise their arms before them and try to make a straight
line to the opposite wall in the hope that they will be able to put their hands in a little
niche blackened by the smoke of the sacred oil lamp burning there. In an inner cham-
ber of the shrine, a member of the guardian family opens and closes the door three
times, letting the same woman through each time. Both rituals are for wishes. In other
places pilgrims have to balance three stones on each other, or else the guardian does
it for them (see plate 7 in the Gallery). Hugging the “tree of wishes” has already been
mentioned. All these rituals have their counterparts in Muslim and Christian places of
pilgrimage. Not far from Erbil, on the road leading north to Duhok, a small cliff con-
ceals a cave visited by many pilgrims (there are always cars standing in the small park-
ing area below.) The cave is a kind of Muslim shrine dedicated to the revered founder
of the Qadri Sufi order, Abdul Qadir Gilani, who is said to have hidden in this cave
from his enemies for years. Left of the entrance, there are shallow holes in the blue-
painted wall of the cave. Pilgrims try to balance small stones to make them stay in the

32 Turner and Turner 1978, 250-53.

% And elderly Yezidi woman who came to pray for her sick daughter, happily told her family afterwards
how each time the cloth fell square on the rock — in reality she missed the first two times, and the
cloth found its target only at the last try.

3 The former is a Syriac Orthodox and the latter is a Chaldean Catholic monastery.
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holes of the wall to obtain the secret wishes of their heart (see plate 8 in the Gallery).
Christians practice similar rituals in many of their churches. In the lower church in
Alqosh there is said to be a cross carved into the wall. Pilgrims have to approach it with
eyes closed and try to touch it — rather like pilgrims do in the Yezidi shrine of Mehmed
Reshan. In the church of Mar Behnam pilgrims stick “gold” coins on the wall. If they
do not fall, their wish will be granted.® I have also observed similar rituals in Eastern
Turkey (Turkish Kurdistan.) In a pilgrimage place on the shore on Lake Van, for
example, one had to throw small stones so that they stayed on a shelf in the rock face.
Placing rounded stones on top of each other is said by informants from the region
to be another widespread custom. The list of such shared little rituals could be con-
tinued ad infinitum, and they indicate the prevalence and lasting influence of inter-
religious contact among the different groups.

The above rituals are usually practiced during ordinary visits to sacred places, when
people may simply come for a picnic, or as part of a holiday cycle, and they may or may
not be taken seriously by the pilgrims. There are special rituals, however, for those
who go to a holy place specifically to beseech the supernatural for help in cases of seri-
ous sickness or affliction. The methods of approaching the divine in such cases again
reflect the strong contact, both diachronic and synchronic, among religious groups.

Some of the healing rituals connected with holy places can be traced back centu-
ries, probably to late antiquity. One such ritual is incubation, that is, the practice of
sleeping at a shrine. It was an important part of the cult of Asclepius, though it was
also practiced in the case of other deities associated with healing.* After the arrival of
Christianity, the sanctuaries of Asclepius and other pagan deities were taken over by
the so-called healing-saints in the Eastern Mediterranean. The healing-saints inher-
ited not only their roles as miraculous healers from the cult of their pagan predeces-
sors, but also a number of other motifs, including the ritual of incubation.’” Incuba-
tion was later also practiced at the tomb of various medieval saints.” Just as in the
case of pagan temples, incubation at the shrines of healing-saints cured a range of ill-
nesses. However, a new, special feature also appeared: the curing of demoniacs in the
churches.” Demonic possession was a common complaint, including not only a list
of different mental illnesses, but also epilepsy, as well as paralysis and aphasia caused
by a stroke.*” The sufferers were taken to the church to have the demons causing the
affliction driven out. Medieval writers giving an account of the miracles taking place
at the churches of healing-saints even claimed to have personally seen “the evil spirits

% For pressing and sticking coins against a wall or rock in Christian places of worship in Istanbul and

the Black Sea region, especially in the past, see Couroucli 2012¢, 129 and 131.

It was practiced, for example, in the cults of Isis, Serapis, Dionysos, Amphiaraos, Pluto, or the
Dioscuri. Hamilton 1906; Meier 1996; Hart, G. D. 2000.

7 Hamilton 1906, 110-15; Gregory 1986; Esbroeck 1981; Vikan 1984; Hart 2000, 210-11; see also
Ildik6 Csepregi’s paper in this volume.

Talbot 2002, 15373, passim.

Hamilton 1906, 116.

Talbot 2002, 158.
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leaving the man when the saint drove them forth”.* The cure of people possessed by
evil spirits became a regular practice in churches, so much so that demonic possession
was the most common complaint for seeking a miraculous cure in a holy place,* and
churches became asylums for the insane.*?

One of the few places where this ancient practice of incubation is still continued,
primarily for curing afflictions believed to have been caused by jinn or evil spirits, is
Iraqi Kurdistan. These include, as noted above, not only mental disorders, from mad-
ness to depression and insomnia, but also inexplicable fits and sometimes paralysis
caused by stroke. Christians have numerous places known for curing madness that are
also visited, so they say, by Muslims. One of the most famous and intriguing of these is
the church of Mar Behnam,* in the vicinity of the Christian town of Qaraqosh. Saint
Behnam is a sort of “chtonian saint”, an early martyr of Christianity, whose miracu-
lous power emanates from under the earth concealing him. According to local leg-
end, Behnam was the son of Nimrod, the pagan king who became the symbol of
idolatry in the legends of the Middle East. Behnam’s sister, Sara suffered from a mys-
terious skin disease. When the siblings heard how Mar Matti (that is, Saint Matti), who
had settled on Mount Meqlub east of Mosul, preached the faith of Jesus and cured
people through prayer, they went to see him. Mar Matti cured Sara, and she and her
brother Behnam came to believe in Jesus and became baptized. Upon learning this,
their father King Nimrod was seized by such a rage that he wanted to kill them. The
siblings and forty of their friends fled, but Nimrod sent his army after them and they
were caught and cut down where Behnam’s church stands to this day, in the village
of Khidir Ilyas (a Muslim village today). Their vindictive father wanted to burn their
bodies to deny them the honour of a burial, but the earth opened and swallowed up
the bodies of Behnam, Sara and their forty friends. They are still under the earth
there,® and Behnam, now Mar Behnam, sends forth his healing powers from there.
In the church raised where the bodies disappeared, there is a small room, and people
suffering from mental disease must sleep inside this room for one night in order to
be cured. Though lacking the legend of a similar chtonian saint, people also practice
incubation at Mar Matti monastery. They sleep for a night or two in the church or in
what they refer to as the cemetery, but what in reality is a room with an intricate ceil-
ing carved into the mountainside, containing the ossuaries. If Mar Matti appears to

4

Hamilton 1906, 116. These testimonies resemble the accounts according to which some Yezidis
suffering from jinn possession claimed to have seen their torturers being killed by good jinn serv-
ing Yezidi holy beings and the families associated with them.

According to Talbot, in Byzantium in the eight to tenth centuries, approximately one-third of the
individuals seeking healing suffered from demonic possession. Talbot 2002, 158.

Hamilton 1906, 116.

The church and monastery were overrun by ISIS in the summer of 2014. According to videos
posted on the web on 19 March 2015, ISIS blew up the tomb and part of the monastery.
According to my informant, their mother, Shirin also believed in Jesus and she made a tunnel from
her room to the place of her children’s grave. The tunnel is still there.
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the supplicants in their dream, yet another ancient motif of incubation and dream-
healing, they will be cured.*

The practice of incubation did not end with the arrival of Islam, and it probably
influenced the development of some non-orthodox practices among Muslims. The
ritual of sleeping at the tomb of Sufi saints in search of a cure? is still practiced in
Kurdistan, just as in many other traditional parts of the Muslim world.* In the moun-
tains not far from Duhok, there is a mosque that houses the tomb of the Sufi saint
Sheikh Nuradin Brifkani. Today it is mostly people from the south, especially from
the traditional villages of the Goran plain and from Erbil, who come on pilgrimage
here.* However, an old woman who grew up in an adjacent village told me that in
her youth, before the “Islami” came (that is before Salafism, or Puritan Islamic move-
ments) and told people to go to the doctor if they were sick, local people also came
here seeking the saint’s help.” Primarily, she said, it was used for curing mad people,
who were made to sleep there and would then be cured, if God was willing. This infor-
mation was confirmed by the mullah of the mosque. According to him, majnun, that
is, people driven mad by the jinn, still come here, though less frequently, as most pil-
grims have to come from afar. They come with their families, who make a sacrifice
and say prayers, after which the afflicted man has to sleep by the tomb. Some stay for
the whole night, others just for a while. In any case, if the patient falls asleep it is con-
sidered a good sign. The tomb also gives aid to pregnant women and those suffering
from cancer; however, these do not practice incubation. Incubation at the shrine of
Sufi saints is also said to be widely practiced in the region of the Goran tribes, who are
famous for the veneration they pay to Sufi tombs.”

A monk of the monastery claimed that all people, including Muslims, come and pray to the saint
for intercession, but only Christians sleep there. Or rather, only Christians may sleep there. This
may, however, be a recent development, reflecting the growing tension between the different
communities. I heard that for years after the 2003 war local Christian police, manning the
checkpoints leading to the shrine, allowed no Muslims to make a visit, though by 2011 Muslim
visitors from Mosul were back. Admittedly, most of them seemed to have come for an outing in an
idyllic place rather than for religious reasons.

A practice much frowned upon by those who want to cleanse Islam of such “exogenous and
superstitious accretions”.

Green 2003.

During one of my visits to the mosque a family from Erbil arrived. First they claimed to have come
only for a picnic, but eventually they admitted that they also came to pray to the saint to make the
pregnancy of one of the women in the group safe and easy. Interestingly they seemed embarrassed
about declaring the real reason for their visit, though it was unclear whether this was because
talking about pregnancy is still a sensitive topic in the region, or because they felt a Westerner
would disapprove of such a practice.

She had to leave the village, just as did everybody else in all the villages here during the ’80s, and
was living in Duhok. She and her family were visiting their land near Brifke to pick some fruit, and
gave me a lift. They did not visit the mosque in Brifke.

The veneration of Sufi saints in the so-called Goran territory (not to be confused with Gorani
speakers in Iran) is so far a completely un-researched topic. In Turkey I have encountered incuba-
tion at shrines of saints among Alevis (considered a Twelver-Shiite religious minority), though lo-
cal Sunni Muslims also visit these Alevi places seeking miraculous cures.
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Incubation to cure jinn-induced madness is also a well-known ritual among the Yez-
idis. Those seeking a cure must spend the night, or at least sleep, at the shrines dedi-
cated to holy beings or khas specializing in curing madness.”® Alternatively, they may
have to sleep at the house of the members of the lineage believed to be descended
from such khas. As has already been said above, Yezidis believe that such places have
their own good jinn, serving the holy being and its descendants. Should some strange
jinn approach their place, they attack and chase away or even Kkill these malignant
jinn. These Yezidi khas themselves are said to be able to command the jinn, and not
only their own, but even strange ones, so that even if their jinn familiars are them-
selves not strong enough, the khas may still be able to achieve a cure by commanding
the hostile jinn to leave their victim alone. (Accordingly, “strange”, that is non-Yezidi
and especially Muslim and Jewish jinn may cause more trouble, as they are less likely
to heed the word of the Yezidi holy beings.) Though there are stories about mad peo-
ple being cured by merely stepping within such sacred precincts (and then being set
upon again by the hostile jinn upon leaving), the accepted practice is for the patient
to spend a length of time at sites endowed with such healing powers. Most people
agree that the afflicted person has to sleep on the sacred ground for the khas and his
jinn servants to be able to exercise their curative power.”® Each shrine curing mad-
ness has a special place where the afflicted person should be laid down. If there is no
shrine, then the afflicted person has to sleep in the house of the descendant of the
khas, under a special sack hanging on the wall. This sack contains the sacred objects
of the lineage as well as earth from the khas’ shrine. There are differing opinions and
customs as to the exact duration and period of the sleep required: the ideal, usually
mentioned, is to stay the whole night. However, several shrine guardians were of the
opinion that it is enough if the sufferer falls asleep for a while, whatever time of the
day and for however long.**

According to Yezidis, madmen who display violent behaviour are best treated at
the shrine of Piré Khejal. When such a madman is taken to Piré Khejal, his feet are
bound by special iron manacles or cuffs, and he is ceremonially beaten with a sacred
stick three times. After this (or so they say), he should fall asleep, and next day he is
cured — provided God wills it so. Thus, for example, the mentally disturbed brother
of my friends, mentioned at the beginning of this paper, was taken to Piré Khejal’s

? Such shrines are often built above or near caves.

For a more detailed list of such Yezidi sites see Spat 2013.

® One member of the guardian family of Sakré Jinn claimed that if the sufferer fell asleep for an
hour, or even a quarter of an hour, he would be cured. If he did not fall asleep, but started crying,
that was a good sign as well. He claimed that only “very mad” people needed to spend the entire
night at one of the three places dedicated to Sakré Jinn. The guardian of the shrine of Piré Khejal
in Sinjar showed the place where madmen had to sleep, inside the cave, but he insisted that the
madmen didn’t actually have to fall asleep, it was enough that they lay down while their family con-
sumed the ritual meal in front of the shrine. Local people, however, believed that in order to be
cured one had to fall asleep, and those who failed to do so were not cured.
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place” in Baadre, during the violent phase of his sickness. Here he was tied up, ritu-
ally beaten with the stick, stayed for the night and was then sent home with the strict
instruction not to wash for a week (an instruction often given at such Yezidi sacred
sites — perhaps as a form of bodily sacrifice) or to see anybody. Unfortunately, he was
not healed, which his family attributed to the fact that the latter instruction could
not be observed: his father died in an accident five days later and the house was filled
with people coming to take part in the traditional mourning ceremony. In another
case, that of a little boy, the visit to the site of Piré Khejal in Baadra and undergoing
his rituals was perceived to have helped the child — at least according to the grand-
mother, my informant. The five-year-old child was a recent refugee in Germany, where
he joined his father. Both of them reached the EU with the help of smugglers — a roar-
ing trade in the region. After a few months, he started manifesting strange symptoms.
As his grandmother described, he was always afraid and his body was seized with shak-
ing from time to time. The local doctor could not help him, but told them — or so
the grandmother claimed - that if they had been Christians he would have suggested
taking the child to a church. It is somewhat doubtful if a German doctor would (and
could) really give such advice, but in any case the parents brought the child back to
Kurdistan.?® He was taken to the shrine of Sit Habibi in Behzani, then to the shrine of
Sakré Jinn in Bozan, both much-visited places for curing jinn possession, but neither
helped. Then he was taken to the house of Piré Khejal in Baadre. His feet were tied
together with iron cuffs, and he had to lie like that the whole night in the room dedi-
cated to healing. He was also told not to wash himself for a week. When I spoke with
the grandmother, two months after the event, she insisted that the child’s condition
had improved greatly following the visit to Pir Khejal and that his attacks or strange
fits of shaking had become much less frequent. He had not had a fit in the last fifteen
days, she reported.

Iron manacles or collars fixed to the ends of chains are also used for similar pur-
poses by Christians. I have seen pilgrims in the monasteries of both Mar Matti and
of Alkosh put an iron collar, chained to the wall, around their neck in a wishing rit-
ual. However, the real use of these iron collars is for healing sick people, especially
the mad. As a Christian woman, originally from Alkosh reported, the iron collar in
the monastery is put around the neck of the mentally ill individual, who is then left

% The sites dedicated to Piré Khejal are not necessarily shrines in the formal sense of the word. In
Baadre his “place” is a special building next to the house of the guardian of Piré Khejal, much like
the diwan or guest room of community leaders, (though people claim that somewhere under it
there is a cave, and one can occasionally hear the voices of the jinn coming from it.) In the village
of Kheter, Piré Khejal’s place is effectively in the guest room of the guardian family; this is where
the patient has to lie down, next to the sterk or small, altarlike construction dedicated to Piré
Khejal. Itis only in the Sinjar Mountain that Piré Khejal was honored with a shrine — but even here,
what really counts is the cave under the shrine. The cave has a separate entrance, and the shrine
seems to be a recent addition.

% Though theoretically this would mean losing their status as refugees, there are well-tested ways to
avoid having an Iraqi stamp put in one’s passport.
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sitting or lying there. If the collar falls open of its own accord, the madman will be
cured. According to Christian informants, similar collars for curing sickness (and ful-
filling wishes) exist in other Christian churches as well (for example in the church
of Saint George in Mosul).”” That Yezidis also make pilgrimages to these Christian
sites to undergo the ritual of the iron collar is demonstrated by the recollections of a
female Yezidi seer in her late forties. When around the age of eight she first started
suffering from strange afflictions that are usually the harbingers of a person becom-
ing a seer, her father, believing her to be possessed by the jinn, took her to Alkosh.
(It must be mentioned that she is from the Sinjar Mountain, quite far from Alkosh.)
Here she spent, or so she remembers, an hour with the chain around her neck, while
the Christian priest prayed. The priest also gave her some soil, though she claims that
he did so at the request of her father. Using earth taken from a sacred place for pro-
curing a blessing and healing is widespread practice among Yezidis,” and it is possible
that the priest merely acted on the impulse of satisfying a supplicant from a different
religio-cultural background, a fascinating thought, but the practice is not unknown
among Christians either, as we shall see below (though I have not heard it reported
from Alkosh.)

The Power of Sacred Soil

The notion that divine power is tangibly accessible and in fact commodifiable in the
form of soil or dust taken from places associated with saintly or supernatural figures
can be found in one form or another in the popular religious culture of the various
communities. The practice of using soil from a sacred place for procuring a blessing
and affecting a cure is based on the belief that the earth itself around such places has
been imbued with the power of the holy personage. The power emanating from such
earth can even be transported.

57 A similar ritual practice was observed by Cicek Ilengiz in a former Armenian village in the Der-
sim region of Turkey. At the sacred spot dedicated to Yesil Evliya (“Green Saint”), people suffering
from what is perceived as madness are tied to a tree. If the ropes open of their own accord while
the family performs a blood sacrifice and consumes the meat of the animal, the sufferer is believed
to have been cured. Sometimes the afflicted person is left there all night, in the hope that the
ropes may unravel. Personal communication by Cicek Ilengiz (Max Planck Institute, Gotttingen).
See also “wonder-working” chains in Wolper 2014, 386. Bowman reports that in the Mar Elyas
monastery near Bethlehem people would queue up in front of a large icon of St George during
the feast of the Prophet Elijah, visited by both Muslims and Christians. The attraction, as Bowman
says, is not the icon, but the length of chain looped before it, which people then pass over their
heads and bodies. Both Christians and Muslims agreed that they had come to receive a prophylac-
tic blessing from the chain, but while Christians believed that the ritual is efficacious because Elias
or Saint George acts through the chain, Muslims argued that “the chain simply worked to warn off
madness, other illnesses and bad fortune” Bowman 2012a, 14.

% See more below.
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The use (and transportation) of soil taken from sacred places can be traced back to
at least the earliest centuries of Christianity. Syriac sources, especially hagiographies,
write about the miraculous power attributed to the dust collected from the dwelling
place or tomb of a saint, to which a “blessing” was conveyed through contact with the
saint. This dust was known as hnana.”® Hnana was used to anoint the body, or occa-
sionally was drunk mixed with water. It cured even the most baffling and serious of
illnesses, chased away demons and protected one against all kind of calamities. Some
people carried hnana with them as a blessing and as a way to ward off evil.* The use
of sacred dust from the tomb of a saint seems to have survived, at least in the church
of St Behnam, among the Christians of Northern Iraq.®! In this church, there is*® a
subterraneous room with a hole in its floor. During the feast of St Behnam, dust is
taken from this hole and is sprinkled on people’s heads as a blessing and a prophylac-
tic against diseases. If someone is sick, and cannot attend, he or she may ask someone
else to bring some of the dust.

The notion that the barakat (blessing or supernatural power) of “holy men” was
somehow transmitted to the soil can also be found among Muslims. In some of the vil-
lages of the Kurdish mountains of Iraq, the soil from the tomb of the local saint used
to be consumed as a kind of panacea against all ills.”® It is uncertain, though, whether
this custom has survived the forced relocations and urbanization of the Ba’ath era,
when most mountain villages were abandoned, along with the tombs of local saints
and associated rituals.®

Soil from sacred places still carries great importance in Yezidi religious culture.
Yezidis believe that the soil of a holy place or shrine is impregnated by the power of
the khas or holy being to whom the place is dedicated. Thus, the earth from a sacred
site is believed to possess supernatural properties, and has a prominent place in a
number of rituals associated with ziyaret places. Pilgrims visiting holy places have a
small spot of mud — earth from the place, mixed with water — smeared on their faces,
and sometimes on their upper chest as well, by a member of the guardian family. This
is a mishan, a sign that they have made a pilgrimage, while at the same time it secures
a blessing and selamet®™ for the pilgrim. Most guardians also keep a container filled
with soil from the shrine close at hand (in some shrines there is even a special niche
for this purpose carved into the wall near the door.) This sacred soil is called toberga,

59

The dust/earth from the place or tomb of a saint could also be called manna or eulogia. Eulogia, lit-
erally ‘blessing’ in Greek, was also used to refer to oil and holy water from a church. All three were
believed to have great prophylactic power. See Vikan 1984, 68-73.

For a more detailed treatment of hnana as well as Yezidi toberga and berat see Spat 2013, 120-24.
As the church was built above the spot where St Behnam’s body was swallowed up by the earth, it
is, to all purposes, the martyr’s tomb, and the earth under the church is sanctified by the “pres-
ence” of the saint.

Or rather, sadly, there used to be.

% Kaya, 2006.

% The soil of Kerbala is also widely believed to have special powers due to the blood of martyrs.
This word is hard to translate. Literally, it means ’security’, or 'well-being’; in this context it can
best be translated as ’blessing’ or 'protection against all ills’.
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and many pilgrims ask for small packages of toberga to take home, wrapped up in the
corner of a woman’s scarf, or these days more often in transparent plastic bags or
coloured pieces of paper. Such packages may be gifts for family members or neigh-
bours who were unable to make the pilgrimage, or may even be sent to relatives living
in the Western diaspora. Many take home toberga as a kind of medicine to cure sick-
ness. According to an elderly woman (who grew up in Sinjar), when she was a young
girl back home, toberga was administered to a sick person in the following way: in the
morning, when the sun rose, a young unmarried girl mixed the soil with water, using a
wooden spoon. Then she turned toward the sun,* saying: “Oh Sheikh Shems, protect
us, lift this sickness from this sick person.” Then she anointed first the forehead of the
sick person, then the forehead of other family members, and a chicken was sacrificed.
Sometimes, on the advice of the guardian of a shrine or of a seer,”” the sick person
had to drink the toberga mixed with water. This ritual is still followed by some people,
though these days most sick people would consume the toberga without their whole
family participating in the ritual. In other cases, people smear the mud obtained by
mixing the earth from a sacred place with water (preferably from a sacred spring) on
the sick body part. The greatest power is attributed to the soil of Lalish, the sacred val-
ley of the Yezidis. Soil from Lalish protects against every illness and problem. This is
distributed not only as a toberga, but also in the form of small balls, called berat. Berats
are made from the soil collected in a small cave in Lalish, mixed with sacred water and
some salt and covered in gypsum. The berat brings blessing, protects against all kind
of calamities, and can be found in every Yezidi household. Even some Yezidis living in
the Western diaspora are known to carry this berat around with them in order that it
save them from all kind of disasters. Drinking three times from a glass of water with a
berat dropped in it is part of the marriage ceremony.*”® People are buried with berat in
their mouth and over their eyes.

Conclusion

The numerous striking similarities and common details in the rituals of the different
religious communities of Northern Iraq beseeching the supernatural for help attest to
the fact that interfaith pilgrimage — that is, visiting each others’ sacred places and par-
ticipating in each other’s rituals — is a centuries-old practice. As Glenn Bowman writes,
“Knowing that certain visits and the rituals involved therein have worked for neigh-

% Other Yezidis have said they turn toward Lalish.

7 Seers tell their clients which shrine to go to with their problem, and what to do with the earth
and possibly spring water brought from there. This may include consuming the soil, drinking the
water, making mud to smear on the aching parts, or putting the earth in a small pouch worn as an
amulet around the neck or hidden in the clothing.

This is the ritual of making a “brother/sister of the hereafter”, which has to take place before a
Yezidi can be wed. See Spit, “Displacement, Loss and Transformation: Yezidi Ritual Life in Iraq”,
forthcoming.
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bours of other religions, they mimic those activities ... in the hope that such copying
will produce the same effects for them, despite confessional differences.”® This mim-
icking may lead, in the long run, to the adoption of the religious Other’s ritual within
the framework of one’s own pilgrimage traditions, as is demonstrated by the exam-
ples above. While common rituals stand to prove that crossing boundaries is an inher-
ent feature of the religious landscape of Northern Iraq, the phenomenon of religious
crossover itself reflects on the complex and mutually fertile relationship between the
different communities. The historical relationship between the different communi-
ties is often perceived as antagonistic, or at least conceived within a framework of
social inferiority and superiority, and the followers of the different groups may today
claim (and believe) that their religious traditions are mutually exclusive. However, the
above cases of religious crossover tell a different story, demonstrating that crossing
religious boundaries in the hope of receiving succour from the supernatural power(s)
revered by the religious Other was, and remains, a lasting feature of the religious and
social landscape of Iraqi Kurdistan (see plate 9 in the Gallery).
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ANNE-MARIE LOosoNCZY

Dealing with Doubt through
Performative Misunderstandings

The ethnographic theme developed in this article concerns the international aya-
huasca itineraries that connect Europe and South America. It rests on the analysis of
interactional and communicative processes that produce, support, and feed the dis-
courses, practices, and rituals that connect the ritualized consumption of ayahuasca
to the activation of the category of “shamanism.” Within this frame, ayahuasca and its
rituals have become one of the most prominent shamanic practices linking Europe
and South America.

Our approach is based on multi-sited fieldwork conducted by Silvia Mesturini
Cappo in shamanic localities representative of western shamanic tourism in both
Europe and South America from 2004 to 2010, and on the fieldwork conducted by
Anne-Marie Losonczy in Medellin (Colombia) and Bogota (2006-2012).! It incorpo-
rates a theoretical thought-in-progress, which aims to understand the articulation of
representation, discourse, and ritual in different settings and situations where ethnic,
mestizo, and international ritual experts meet each other and offer services to those
who belong to these equally different cultural and social backgrounds.

The purpose of this text is to present a hypothesis that can shed some light on the
nature of the interactions supporting and feeding a particular relational field resulting
from the internationalization of rituals and discourses labelled as “shamanic”, particu-
larly those centred around the ritualized consumption of ayahuasca. Confronted with
the bipolarity of discursive categories such as “Western” and “Indigenous”, we shall
suggest an analysis elucidating the patterns at work in many successful intercultural
communication settings that we have observed during fieldwork. Our argumentation

! Most localities in Europe were linked to a middle-high class population residing in the capital cit-
ies of Belgium, France, Holland, and Spain. As far as South America is concerned, following the
shamanic label had led to two main hot spots of the “shamanic” ayahuasca rituality: Iquitos and
Cusco (Peru). Nevertheless, the triple frontier of Northern Peru, Brazil, and Colombia, the Ama-
zonian borderzone between Peru and Ecuador, and capital cities such as Lima (Peru), Medellin
(Colombia), and Buenos Aires (Argentina) have also permitted pertinent fieldwork.
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is rooted in the classic thought of Marshall Sahlins concerning “working misunder-
standing” between different cultural systems.? It is also inspired by the innovative work
of Veronique and Christine Servais® that has illuminated a particular communication
pattern, based on misunderstanding, by challenging the classical definition of “good”
and/or “successful” communication as the exact decoding of a transmitted message
through the study of interpersonal interactions between humans and dolphins.

Our work investigates the manner in which ritualized interactions centred on the
collective consumption of ayahuasca become “stabilized metalinguistic devices”.

In fact, together with the metalinguistic effect of ritual action, explicit verbal com-
munication may also contribute to the production or consolidation of misunder-
standing. In this case, misunderstanding would arise from, and rest on, explicit ver-
bal exchanges concerning what it is possible to agree on and what is not, and what is
translatable, omissible, or synonymous and what is not.

These ritualized devices, both metalinguistic and verbal, allow for the joint con-
struction of a third category of conversational partners, which may be referred to as
“spirits” or “inner selves”. The misunderstanding that emerges from our ethnographic
material stands exclusively around and within a ritualization process and is inscribed
and framed by larger cultural and social codes whose restraints can push the partners’
misunderstanding beyond the acceptable limits and therefore lead to a communica-
tion breaking point. These cultural and social codes, which reproduce historical ine-
qualities and asymmetries, constitute what we shall analyze here as “context”.

Ritualized misunderstanding stages an historical “working misunderstanding™
between “Westerners” and “Natives” and therefore creates new intercultural contexts.
Itis, at the same time, the means by which an agreement is made concerning the con-
tent of ritual action. It is also what allows for the ritual action to take place and what
constructs and establishes its effectiveness. Because of what it allows to create and
to legitimate the type of misunderstanding we will be treating here is not entirely a
“working misunderstanding” in Sahlins’ manner, nor a structural misunderstanding
as it appears in Servais and Servais’ model, but a performative one, both ritually co-con-
structed and verbally negotiated, between partners who both find their own benefit in
misunderstanding one another in order to agree with one another.

In a first and basic misunderstanding setting, supporting the interactions observed
in the field, we have identified two different doubting logics each of which responds
to a different uncertainty register. The analysis of these two logics throws light upon
the way “ritualized misunderstanding” creates and supports interaction and commu-
nication between actors who incarnate these different ways of doubting.

2 Sahlins 1982, 73-102.
3 Servais et Servais 2009.
4 Sahlins 1982, 73-102.
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Healing “Fright” or Searching for Proof of Spirit Existence?

The emergence of uncertainty
between ontological doubt and epistemic doubt

What drives diverse populations to approach ayahuasqueros and to drink ayahuasca?
Beyond the various expressions of these motivations in the international landscape of
shamanism, a common quest seems to underlie and bind ayahuasca drinkers despite
their social and cultural differences. Studying this questleads us to consider the notion
of “uncertainty”, and the “search for a way out of uncertainty”, as central to the com-
prehension of the communication dynamics that permit an ethnic and traditional
version of ayahuasca rituality and an internationalized one to coexist. The common
search for a way out of uncertainty reveals the existence of two main cultural logics.

Numerous Amazonian shamanic systems are based on an implicit theory of meta-
morphosis relating all beings evoked in myths and cosmogonies: humans, spirits, ani-
mals, and plants. The possibility of “reversible transformation” is part of this metamor-
phosis and translates into a temporary change of bodily form and appearance. This
capacity is consubstantial to the spirits, and, through apprenticeship, becomes a skill
of the initiated shaman. The sharing of this competence between the shaman and the
spirits is an essential part of the shamanic identity and its specificity.” It also allows for
the emergence of narratives concerning the multiple encounters, casual or wished
for, with beings whose identities have yet to be determined.

Animal tutelary spirits are likely to appear to hunters and fishers during the day-
time, particularly in wild places within the local geography, and in either animal or
human form. Experienced shamans can, during ritual celebrations or after their
death, leave their human appearance and take on that of various predatory animals.
In the nocturnal dreamtime of the non-shamans, unidentified living forms, spirits or
shamans appear. Their encounters are often loaded with danger for the dreamer’s
life and soul. In this manner, narratives belonging to ordinary everyday conversations
may evoke daytime or dreamtime encounters with beings whose identities and inten-
tions are uncertain, and which often predict illness for the individual and misfor-
tune for the family. Thus, a permanent uncertainty emerges regarding the meaning
of those encounters as well as the identity and intentions of the encountered beings.
If the being has predatory features, the physical and psychological impact left by the
encounter can turn into something called “the fright”® in vernacular languages.

Identification of the encountered figures, clarification of their intentions, and a
diagnosis of their impact, together with the management of the interactions taking
place between the person and those beings, are primordial motives for the solicita-
tion of shamanic competences, and also for the ritual drinking of ayahuasca. Thus, the
task falls upon the shaman to offer a way out of the uncertainty by assigning a specific

5 See on this matter Chaumeil 1988; Losonczy 2006.
¢ Deshayes 2002.
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identity to the encountered form, elucidating its purposes and effects, and determin-
ing the ways appropriate to restore well-being. In Amazonian societies where aya-
huasca consumption has long been a local custom, or where it may have only recently
become such, the shaman fulfils his or her task through the interpretation of physical
symptoms and of the visions induced by the consumption of the substance.

In the context of the international itineraries binding Europe and South America
through the circulation of a commercial supply and demand of ayahuasca rituality, the
primary approach of the users tends to include an initial phase involving consultation
of testimonial literature or shamanic websites and forums. We have argued in previ-
ous writings that this discursive approach to the ayahuasca experience creates a set of
preformatted expectations that the ritual experts must manage and which will influ-
ence the actual lived experiences.” Within the frame of this seemingly formatted and
homogenous discourse, the most evoked themes concern a personal unwellness con-
nected with past experiences, or with what are regarded as the consequences of a fun-
damentally damaging Western urban life style. In this context, the search that leads
to ayahuasca and its experts binds individual physical, psycho-emotional, and/or rela-
tional issues with an underlying existentialist ontological uncertainty concerning the
possibility of believing that “there is something out there”, that spirits may actually be
“real” or that there could be such thing as a “soul” or as a “spiritual world”. Such are
the uncertainties with which this particular public approaches the ayahuasca milieu
and for which the consumption of the beverage and the participation in the ritual
space must represent some kind of a “way out”. The visions achieved during the ses-
sions, the physical effects that appear as a purge and purification and the interpreta-
tions of shamans and those of other participants all contribute to the construction of
a new ontological and existentialist certitude.

As presented previously, the uncertainty characterizing the ethnic search for aya-
huasca rituality emerges from a certainty background that concerns the existence of
spirits, the potential impact of their powers, and the control that the shaman can have
over them. Unlike the Western adepts, their doubt is related to the identities of those
who are seen in dreamlike states — in savage zones, or during ayahuasca sessions — and
the impact of these encounters on the resources, the relationships, and the health of
those meeting them. All these elements suggest the existence of an underlying epis-
temic doubt.

In contrast, in the second logic, the primary uncertainty concerns the existence
and the “reality” of beings and entities that cannot be perceived through ordinary
perception. This doubt leads to the quest for an ontological certainty. Within this logic,
once this basic certainty is constructed and validated by both the individual and the
collective, the visionary ayahuasca experience and the spirits are represented as having
stable forms, identities, purposes, and appearances. These entities are often seen as
closely related to typical Christian figures — such as the Devil, or demons and angels —
that reactivate the binary logic dividing “good” from “evil”. When the spirits are seen

7 See Cappo 2010; Losonczy et Cappo 2011.
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as animal spirits or plant spirits inspired by the Amazonian cosmogonies, the identity
and the intentions of these entities are described as totally stable, exclusively positive,
totally certain, and far more powerful than any shaman.

In these two sociologically and culturally different frames, ayahuasca appears as a
ritualized, mobile apparatus that is likely to offer a way out of uncertainty. This occurs
even though, in the first case, it represents a powerful means of handling the possi-
ble relationship between humans and spirits and, in the second case, it becomes a pri-
mary means of validating their existence. Nevertheless, this common cognitive func-
tion related to uncertainty allows for communication between Amazonian shamans
and Western clients. This gets condensed in the sharing of common images, such as
those of plant and animal spirits, although the meaning given to these terms is differ-
ent. The misunderstanding setting materializes each time an indigenous or mestizo
shaman holds an ayahuasca session for the Western urban public. Thanks to shared
emotions and common speech, they can both interact, thereby creating an agreement
whose condition of performance rests on the fact that the actors involved do not actu-
ally understand each other.

The divergences in the agencies of doubt within the two logics pointed out above
do not exclude the idea that the existence of doubt itself can create a conduit between
the two, a bridge made of common speech items and similar sentiment of doubt and
anguish. We might then conclude that each partner reads the other’s doubts in the
light of his own.

“Epistemic doubt” — proper to ethnic and mestizo milieus — rests on a tacit knowl-
edge of myths that narrate the birth of those entities, and also on the numerous nar-
ratives that belong to everyday conversation about casual encounters with them. Since
such encounters are considered common, the epistemic doubt that they awaken goes
together with everyday life events. Time and time again, it leads to consulting the sha-
man, thus producing and validating the ritual and the shamanic interpretative system.
“Ontological doubt” —which we have also called “existential doubt” — is what pushes
the Western audience towards shamanic rituals and ayahuasca drinking. The vision-
ary experience and its shamanic interpretation in terms of “spirit presence” imply, for
participants, the validation of an ontological system and the emergence of a certainty,
which is not partial, but global. Because of this, the Western public shows a common
tendency to look for a renewed experience of transcendence through “spirits”, who
represent an alternative to the divine entity of the monotheist religions of their cul-
tures of origin; an entity in which, it seems, they no longer manage to “believe” and
who is fundamentally characterized by a sort of “speechlessness”, or at least, by the
absence of relational competence and discursive exchange.

For the Western audience as well as for the ethnic and mestizo milieus, those doubts,
always renewed, form a sort of ritual residue that leads both parties to a periodic
repetition of ritual action.® Doubt and certainty function as interdependent part-
ners assessing the reproduction of ritual interaction. Even so, the reappearance of

8 Losonczy 1988.
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ontological doubt among the Western audience can cause for them an invalidation
of the shamanic system as a whole, and eventually the abandonment of the ayahuasca
networks. For those who witness such an exit and for the shamans themselves who
“stay behind”, the invalidation of the whole system leads to a type of interpretation in
which evil spirits or dark forces are accused of misleading the person; an interpreta-
tion that preserves the validity of the system as a whole.

What is a Spirit?
Dealing with Doubts of Misfortune between Sorcery and Psychology

Seeking recourse in ayahuasca or in shamanic ritual work in ethnic, mestizo or West-
ern milieus is almost always prompted by the emergence of a disorder in the daily
life of the individual, the family, or the collective. This disorder often appears in the
ethnic and mestizo milieus as an accumulation of negative events regarding the body
or the possessions of individuals and/or their close family members. This sequence
of negative events, which classical British ethnology has united under the concept
of “misfortune”,’ has become the foundation for a sorcery-based interpretation that
points to human malevolence as the origin of such sequences. The discourse of West-
ern urban users often evokes a diffuse unwellness as a recourse motivation, one that is
often described in psycho-emotional terms even when it includes physical symptoms.
Therefore, this interpretation situates the source of malady inside everyone’s interior
individual realm.

Fieldwork has shown how local Amazonian ayahuasqueros do not separate their
comprehension and use of ayahuasca from the task of protecting their local clients
and family members from magical or supernatural attacks originating in the malevo-
lence of spirits, who wander in the surrounding environment or are sent by another
ayahuasquero acting in the interest of a rival social group or individual. In a more
strictly Amazonian ethnic context, the collective and periodical ingestion of the sub-
stance, along with the visions that it generates, is used by the group members to learn
how to master the fear caused by forest encounters with unidentified entities whose
intentions are unclear, or how to handle the confrontation with animal protector spir-
its during hunting expeditions. However, in both these contexts, the power of the sha-
man and the power of the spirits — including the power of the ayahuasca — are repre-
sented as being as much at the service of protection and misfortune reparation as they
are of malevolent aggression.

In contrast, the Western audience tends to refuse to interpret any feeling of unwell-
ness as the result of a voluntary malevolence of others, and longs instead for an inter-
pretation of ayahuasca rituality based on individual experience and on the possibility

9 Evans-Pritchard 1965.
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of transcending individual psychological blocks or emotional traumas due to negative
past experiences.

This confronts two different causality frameworks and two different interpretations
of ayahuasca usage: on the one hand, we have a sorcery-based interpretation in which
ayahuasca is a means of looking beyond that which is ordinarily visible in order to
evacuate malevolent spirits from the person’s body or environment through a dream-
state magical combat led exclusively by the shaman. On the other, this same dream-
state is evoked as a field of experimentation, as a search for personal psychological
issues, and as a field of transcendence and resolution of those same issues. This search
appears as an exercise led individually by each participant, during which the shaman
is merely asked to perform the role of guide and counsellor.

These two interpretations seem to have found a translation compromise, owing to
the idea, or the image, that each person must lead his own combat against his own
issues. These images are sometimes interpreted, or translated, as malevolent spirits
inhabiting the person’s body and mind. Thanks to a “synonymy effect”, full of ambi-
guity and blurriness, which puts spirits and sorcery on the same plane as psychological
and emotional states, a metaphorical continuum seems to be created between those
two frameworks, which are then able to communicate. The visions that emerge dur-
ing the ayahuasca session, often preformatted by the recent literature and the numer-
ous web sites on the subject, confront Western users with entities interpreted by the
shaman as either figures that incarnate psycho-emotional states such as fear, sadness,
sorrow, and guilt or as custodial entities of “good” and “evil” inspired by Christianity
such as angels, demons, devils, etc.

Within this process, psychological states often related to traumatic past experi-
ences become “third party communicational partners”, against whom the battle can
be fought with the help of the shaman and of the ayahuasca. In this frame, ayahuasca
plays the role of an exclusively benevolent entity that is collaborating in a process of
psychological and physical purging conducted under the surveillance of a shaman,
who tends to be perceived as a transcended and enlightened human being.

However, if this shifting of meaning and interpretation seems functional as far as
the encounter and sharing between local ayahuasqueros and foreigners is concerned,
it refers to the permanence of fundamentally divergent ways of conceiving the social
environment as well as one’s place and role within this environment. The sorcery-
based interpretation reveals itself as highly competent at handling long-term genea-
logical and social relations within a context of relatively steady and settled communi-
ties. In contrast, the psychologically based framework seems particularly well adapted
to handle socially isolated individuals coming from a highly urbanized context.

The designation of third party disorder “agents”, which are incarnated in figures
that the Western public manages to treat as “real” thanks to the experience of aya-
huasca drinking and to the shamanic discourse surrounding it, is a point of conver-
gence between these two logics. The notion of “spirits” — a Spanish and Portuguese
term (espiritus) commonly adopted by regional mestizo shamanism — is used by West-
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ern, mestizo, and indigenous experts and users alike. The shared usage of this notion
helps to conceal divergence regarding, on the one hand, the profiles of indigenous
supernatural entities belonging to a realm co-extensive with humans and, on the other
hand, those belonging to the individual’s psycho-emotional realm, which nevertheless
persist as part of everyone’s psychic space.

In both interpretations, the ayahuasca appears as an entity enabling those who
drink it to see other entities, and to interact with them. Nonetheless, what is being
perceived, and the answers that the visions and the experience are supposed to bring
about, are additional manifestations of divergence and misunderstanding. In the
Western conception, experimentation with this substance is supposed to deliver an
answer to an ontological quest which ultimately concerns what is “real” and what is
“beyond” the commonly perceived reality. Once again, a divergence appears when we
compare this type of fundamental search for a unique, universal reality with the local
request for solutions to pragmatic everyday life problems.

This divergence is followed by another regarding the temporality of reference
evoked in the explanation of malady and misfortune. In indigenous and mestizo
interpretation, the causes for disorder are commonly linked with conflicting inter-
ests and hostilities associated with the current local, social, and relational context. In
contrast, the Western discourse that underlies the quest for ayahuasca drinking frames
the causes of the present situation of being or feeling unwell within the realm of past
experience.

Therefore, the preservation of doubt and uncertainty as of a communicational
blur concerning the nature of spirits, their possible or impossible ambivalence, and
the regimes of causality that can be evoked to explain and justify each individual life
situation, effectively produce a permanent misunderstanding which makes interac-
tion possible and which preserves both the freedom of interpretation and the core of
each individual’s cultural code and the motivation for ritual repetition in both inter-
pretation registers. Nevertheless, mestizo shamanic practice and its intertwining with
popular Christian practices creates an interfacing set of representations which allow
for a ritualized transformation of “angels” and “demons” into “spirits”, as well as open-
ing the way to the transformation of “fears” and “traumas” into “spirits”. The perma-
nent shifting, typical of mestizo practice, between these different entities constructs a
space of mediation between indigenous representations and those underlying West-
ern expectations. The verbal dimension of the ritualized misunderstanding, which
rests on the management of these synonymy effects, obeys the “circular discourse”
logic. Therefore, the verbal exchanges also become ritualized devices, which progres-
sively construct potentially shared and ritually functional meanings and legitimate the
enunciating and acting position of both parties.
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Conclusions

Multi-sited ethnography has shown that, no matter how different the speech and prac-
tices surrounding ayahuasca may be, this beverage seems to function as a ritual device
capable of opening a relational field that allows people who were previously spatially
separated to meet and interact in a common ritual frame while remaining cultur-
ally and socially distinct. This meeting stimulates a process of communication and
exchange that rests on ritually framed mutual misunderstandings that create, time
and time again, the perception of a mutual agreement, expressed in shared ritual
action. And it is precisely the existence of incomprehension regarding various aspects
of the cultural patterns at stake that creates concatenated misunderstandings. These
misunderstandings — fed by the obliteration, the unspoken, and the blurriness caused
by synonymy effects, or, additionally, by the intervention of superhuman partners —
are at the core of the mutual satisfaction of the communication partners and lead
to the reproduction of ritual interaction. The underlying motivation that leads to
communication and to performative misunderstanding processes is grounded in the
framing of uncertainty and in the resolution of doubt. Notwithstanding the differ-
ence of cultural codes that translate into different doubting logics, the capacity of
ritual action to reabsorb uncertainty and doubt seems at the core of ritual enhance-
ment and repetition. Furthermore, the expression of doubt is part of the shared dis-
course of ritual participants and as such, it participates in the creation of subjectively
felt effectiveness.

The blur that allows for a shifting among the categories of “spirits”, “traumas”,
“psychic states”, and “psychic entities” leads to a constant creation and redefinition
of third parties’ partners who are available for interaction during the ritual sessions.
These interactions always take place through the management of emotion, and this
represents, once again, a communicational field where different cultural logics are at
work.

It is possible to demonstrate that, although “misunderstanding” as a communi-
cational structure can be detected in most human interactions,'’ the intercultural
encounter settings — hosting practices, objects, or discourses related to shamanic aya-
huasca rituality — construct certain specific patterns of misunderstanding. These pat-
terns all contribute to the performativity of ritualized misunderstanding, pertinent for the
analysis of other modalities of intercultural encounter. In this sense, the present text
offers only a preliminary illustration of the utility of this approach.

We have shown how misunderstanding disperses into various complementary regis-
ters. Starting from a cosmological misunderstanding between two types of uncertainty
and doubt as preliminary conditions for the ritual encounter, we have shown that ritu-
alization functions as a stabilizer for misunderstanding by opening up different expres-
sive dimensions. Firstly, the emergence of a third party interlocutor, who is meta-em-
pirical, and who articulates both the agreement and the divergence. Secondly, the

10 Servais et Servais 2009.
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“psychologization of spirits”, together with the “spiritualization of psycho-emotional
states”, which creates the necessary blur that allows for a successful communication and
permeability between different logics. The misunderstanding, shaped by this particu-
lar language, shows two divergent representations of misfortune, of its causes and of
its relations with the society of origin. The analysis of uncertainty and doubt logics has
therefore shown its analytical efficacy as it allows us to see what distinguishes, and yet
what translates, between different ways of perceiving the world and one’s place in it.
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Irona NAGy

The Creation of the Earth:
Dilemmas of the Creator God!

The dualistic conception of the creation of the Earth is well known in the broad zone
East of the Hungarian language territory to the Eastern shores of Asia, and Native
Americans are also familiar with it. The various earth-diver creation myths have at
their heart a common core, namely that God did not create the Earth alone, but that
he had a helper whom He sent to the bottom of the sea to bring up bits of mud or
sand with which God made the Earth as we know it. The first opinions on how this
myth came into being and how its diversified system of motifs developed were pro-
posed by late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century researchers; only recently, after
along silence, has interest in the myth and its written version, the Apocryphal The Sea
of Tiberias received new impetus.” My earlier papers were attempts to explore, from
a Hungarian perspective, the results of this renewed interest in terms of Hungarian
variants of the myth.? By now, this work needs to be supplemented, because, among
others, the motifs of the myth in question appear in other myth typologies, thereby
connecting different creation myths and establishing new branches of thought worth
exploring.

The idea of a piece of sand from under the water becoming the Earth has been
imagined in various forms. A Vepsian text, for instance, states: “An old grandmother —
may she rest in peace — told me that before there was an earth, there was a big lake, a
huge lake, bigger than the White Lake. The water was above ground. But there were
no people living at that time. The hedgehog brought up the earth stuck on his spines.
There were rivers and lakes and grass grew by the rivers, and trees, bushes and eve-
rything one needs. The hedgehog also made earth, and the earth was bigger than

The research leading to these results was financed by the European Research Council, according
to the ERC grant agreement No. 324214 of the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme
(2007-2013).

? Among others, Badalanova-Geller 2011; Dimitrova 2014; Matéffy 2014.

* Nagy 2004; 2006.
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the lake”.* This text describes a mythical animal, a chthonic creature, the hedgehog
that created the Earth all by itself. Among the Romanian variants of the earth-diver
myth there are many that place the hedgehog in the role of the Demiurge-Devil. The
hedgehog creates the world together with God by bringing up bits of mud from the
bottom of the sea. His main role is that of a craftsman, moulding with his hands and
measuring with a ball of twine given to him by God for this very purpose. He creates
the Earth from the bits of mud brought up from the deep waters, even if he does so
on the orders of God. “There is no other animal in Romanian folklore that would be
as attached to creation as the hedgehog.” Among the Hungarian etiological myths we
also find a peculiar text, most probably collected by Laszl6 Mandoki in Balatonederics
in the 1950s:° “The Milky Way was created when the hedgehog rolled along the sky: we
see the holes he pierced with his spines.”

This one sentence contains important information: the sky is a solid cover above
the earth and the hedgehog is a creator being: he is responsible for the starlit sky.
Thus, the sky must be solid, if one can pierce holes in it and behind or above it there
must be light that shines through these holes. These are the stars.

One of the ancient, Finno-Ugric names of the Pleiades is “sieve” or “star sieve”. This
denomination is very common among Finno-Ugric and Turkic-Tatar languages;
moreover, its influence can be detected in Baltic and Slavic languages as well. We
might say that in terms of use this star name encompasses the largest Eurasian ter-
ritory. ... Since ancient Finno-Ugrians, and even their ancestors believed that the
solid firmament had holes in it and the densely or sparsely placed stars could have
reminded them of an important earthly utensil, the brim and grains or holes of a
sieve or a sifter.”

The Hungarian name for the Pleiades, szitdslyuk (literally ’sieve hole’) also represents
this idea and is probably an element of Hungarian popular belief of Eastern origin.’
Janos Harmatta not only lined up Hungarian linguistic proofs of the idea of a sky
floating above the earth, but, similar to Laszl6 Mandoki and Jézsef Erdédi, he also
provided a series of data from other Finno-Ugric, Indo-European and Paleo-Asian
peoples. This idea has been articulated before, as Harmatta quotes an earlier Ger-
man study: “The archaic view that the firmament hovers above the earth like a solid,
stone covering and from time to time their edges touch or even collide has been pre-
served best among Indo-European peoples partly in the form of linguistic data, partly

'

Razauskas and Civian 2004, 80.

Coman 1996, 81.

Unfortunately, the manuscript does not include the references of the source: the probability of it
being collected by Mandoki is only a hypothesis.

Mandoki 1958, 47.

Erdédi 1970, 99.

Pécs 1990, 529; on the basis of Mandoki 1968; and Erdédi 1970.
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in the form of myths”.!” The Germans might not believe that constellations are sieves,
but they do consider stars to be lanterns, candles, even holes and windows.!! The old-
est, so-called “Sleptche manuscript” of the Apocrypha about the Sea of Tiberias writes
about a crystal sky resting upon sixty iron pillars.'?

The famous Hungarian Gypsy storyteller, Lajos Ami draws an expressive picture of
the edge of the world imagined as a plate and of the curved firmament. In the tale,
“King Little Michael (Kiraly Kis Mikl6s) cannot find any beautiful women to marry”
we read the following about the journey of the protagonist: “When he reached the
end of the world, where the swallow had to kneel down to drink water from the black
grass'® because there was no room to stand up straight, he found an old house”.'* The
same idea can be found in two of Janos Berze Nagy’s tales, and in the tale of the sto-

9,

ryteller, Ferenc Joni entitled “Frog king”: “... where the swallow drank the water from
the black grass kneeling”."” This concept can be placed within the system explored by
research; however, on the world-creating role of the hedgehog (who basically created
the starry sky) we find nothing in Hungarian mythological studies.

The first volume of the four-volume work of Oskar Dahnhardt, Natursagen was pub-
lished in 1907 in which the hedgehog appears as a mythical creature in two Bulgarian,
one Rumanian, and one Latvian texts.

When God created the sky and the earth, he made the earth too large, therefore he
could not cover it with the sky. He noticed that the Devil and the hedgehog were hav-
ing a serious discussion about something, so he sent the bee to eavesdrop on them.
“God does not know”, said the Devil, “that he should grab a stick and start pounding
on the earth as hard as he can in order to make mountains and valleys. Then its sur-
face will crumple and the sky will be large enough to cover it”. The bee told God, who
did as the Devil suggested: he created mountains and valleys; covered the earth with
the sky and blessed the bee so that its excrement (wax) lights up weddings and bap-
tisms, and that its honey heals the sick.'®

Here, the hedgehog is only the interlocutor of the Devil; the idea on how to correct
creation comes from the Devil. In the Latvian text, on the other hand, it is the hedge-
hog that suggests to God to squeeze the earth if he cannot fit the large disc under the
firmament: and so he did, and the wrinkles became the mountains and the valleys. In
this case it was the hedgehog that God rewarded with a prominent garment made of
spines so that no predator can approach him."”

10 Harmatta 2004, 439.

Schott 2007, 1273; referencing the ninth volume of Handwirterbuch des Deutschen Aberglaubens
(Hoffmann-Krayer und Bachtold-Staubli 1927-1942, 766ff.).

2 Badalanova-Geller 2011, 60-61.

The storyteller explained that the grass could not be green because the sun could not ever reach
under the eaves.

14 Erdész 1961, 312.

15 Tbid 319.

16" Collected by Shishmanov, Ddhnhardt 1907, 127.

17 Collected by Lerhis-Puskaitis, also from the end of the nineteenth century, Dihnhardt 1907, 128.
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The Romanian variant: “Before the creation of the earth God and the devil were
alone on the surface of the water. When God decided to create the earth he sent the
devil to the bottom of the sea to fetch the ‘earth-seed’ in his (God’s) name. Three
times the devil dived in the water but never fetched the earth-seed, because every time
he took it in his own name. At last he dived for the fourth time in his own and God’s
name - this time he brought up at least a little bit of earth, as much as he had under
his nails (claws). God made of that some kind of scone (=a clod of earth) and settled
on it to rest. The devil thought that he was asleep so he tried to roll him into the water,
along with the clod, and make a Lord of himself. But whenever he reached out with
his hand the clod of earth grew bigger, and eventually grew into a huge ball of earth.
This compressed the water and when God woke up he saw that by then there was not
enough room left for the water. As he had no idea of his own he sent the bee to the
hedgehog, the wisest of all the animals God had created. But the hedgehog gave no
advice, since God is omniscient. However, the bee hid and spied upon the hedgehog
talking to himself: ‘God obviously doesn’t know that he has to create mountains and
valleys to make room for the water.” The bee returned to God with the news and God
acted upon the hedgehog’s words of wisdom. But the hedgehog cursed the bee for
eavesdropping on him: the bee is to eat nothing but feces. But God rewarded the bee
and decided to make the bee’s feces not dirty and disgusting but worthy of eating —
and that is honey.”"® In another Bulgarian mythical text the hedgehog appears to be
wiser than the other animals because he is the only one to realise that God should not
marry the Sun: if they marry then the multitude of new suns born from their marriage
would burn up the earth. He tells the other animals who then prevent the marriage."

We also know about a Bosnian legend that tells the story of how the Devil threw his
recently cut hair under a pile of wood: the hair immediately turned into a hedgehog;
there is a Bosnian belief claiming that the hedgehog is the smartest animal and lives
longer than any other. He remembers everything that happened in the past, all that
humans have already forgotten. He knows the magical plant that gives eternal youth.*

It must be noted that the hedgehog’s figure is surrounded by a thick network of
significations: besides having technical knowledge, he also has knowledge of all living
things.?! In Serbian folklore the special skills of the hedgehog are also spoken of; only

18 Dahnhardt 1907, 42—-43. Source of this text: Simeon Florea Marian, Insectele in limba, credintele si
obicerurile vomanilor, Studiu folcloristic [Insects in the language, beliefs and customs of Romanians.
A folklore study] (Bucuresti: Editiunea Acad. Rom., 1903), 122. Ddhnhardt mentions Russian,
Belarussian, Serbian and other Bulgarian variants as well. One newer Serbian source: Jung 1989,
178-79; 1992, 165-66; citing from: Dorde Bota, Narodni Zivot i obicaji u selu Jarkovcu (u Banata) [Folk
life and folk customs in Jarkovac a village in the Banat (Novi Sad, 1955), 37-38. Dahnhardt consid-
ered “the eavesdropping bee” motive Armenian and dating back to before Bogomilism, whereas
“the hedgehog aiding and advising God in creation” motive he believed to be of Iranian origin
(see ibid., 42-43). Compare: Nagy 2004, 201-2; 2006, 302.

19 Nagy 2004, 131.

2 Tolstoj i Radenkovi¢ 2001, 246.

Coman 1996, 82.
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he is capable of finding and bringing the herb that opens locks.?? According to a Mac-
edonian text, the Moon wished to marry the Sun: the hedgehog prevented the wed-
ding similarly to the previously cited Bulgarian text. In addition to these nineteenth-
century publications, new variants emerged thanks to the expeditions launched in the
Socialist countries in the 1980s aiming to collect Bible-related texts: the archaic, pre-
Christian class of creation myths has also been enriched. A zone was outlined from
the Baltic region to the Balkans in the south, along the Amber Road, reaching into
North Russia and even to the Siberian Buryats, where in the folklore texts the hedge-
hog appears as an active agent of creation; he plays a role in the creation of dry land.
These expeditions discovered Lithuanian, Romanian, Bosnian, and Banat Bulgarian
variants of the previously cited Bulgarian and Latvian texts.*

Similar to the Bulgarian text, other Romanian variants (still from the beginning of
the twentieth century)* include the dramatic moment when the creator God stops
in his tracks and realises that he has spoiled the work of creation. He made the earth
grow and lifted the sky and saw that the latter was smaller than the former, and thus
the edges of the earth remained uncovered. The myth questions God’s perfection by
suggesting that God might be wrong. We know the Bible verse concerning the quality
of creation claiming: “and God saw that it was good”; this proposition is contradicted
by God’s statement describing the earth and the sky as being of different size. Laura
Jiga Iliescu starts from the assumption that those who told the story of creation, being
Orthodox Christians, believed in the Old Testament, but also believed in the dual
myth. To resolve this contradiction, she focussed her research on the figure of the
bee. God sent the bee to ask the hedgehog’s advice, who was offended because God
had not asked for his advice before starting creation. He refused to give the solution
but the bee eavesdropped on him hiding behind a rock while he mumbled to him-
self. When the bee flew off the hedgehog cursed him “to eat what he excretes on his
side”; God, however, blessed the bee to excrete honey to feed others, and its wax to
give light. The blessing concerned the bee, which thus transmuted into a sacred ani-
mal; it represents virginity and monastic life in the Christian system of symbols. This
story is the prefiguration of the redemption narrative, an image of the Fall and of Pur-
gatory. Iliescu claims that the dilemma of the creator God was not admitting his own
imperfection, but that the mismatch of the firmament and the earth of creation was
part of his redemption plan.*® Thus, the believers could consider the textual tradi-
tions describing creation to be true even if in church they heard a different narrative
on the subject.

22 Belova 2009, 396.

2 Gura 1999; Tolstoi and Radenkovich 2001, passim.

# The main sources of the texts cited by Mihai Coman and Laura Jiga Iliescu: Elena Nikolita Vo-
ronca, Datinile si credinfele poporului roman, adunate si asezate in ordine mitologica de... [Romanian
folklore data in the mythological order ...] (Chisinau, Cernauti: I. Wiegler, 1903); Tudor Pamfile,
Povestea lumii de demult [The Story of the World of Yore] (Bucuresti: Socec si C. Sfetea, 1913).

» Jiga Iliescu 2012, passim.



234 ILONA NAGY

Returning to the topic of the curious, ambivalent character of the mythical hedge-
hog: he is God’s helper, but in other texts he is also the Devil’s partner; the earth is
squeezed either by him or the Devil so that it can be fit under the firmament. Jordan
Ivanov thinks that the hedgehog is a replacement for the Devil, in other words, he
is commensurate with the Devil. On the one hand, he is a chthonic character (as we
have seen in the texts presented above); on the other hand, he brings light, he has
solar features. The latter can be illustrated with numerous examples.

In the Hungarian text the hedgehog becomes a solar being, bringing light by pierc-
ing the firmament. There is a Lithuanian text which develops the association accord-
ing to which, the hedgehog’s spines are identical to sunbeams and, thus, the hedge-
hog is the sun: In the beginning the animals received their fur and hair according to
where they had spent their first night. The hedgehog slept on top of a mountain and
in the morning he admired the rays of the rising sun; this is why his spines are similar
to sunbeams.?® The spines are prickly as are the sun’s rays in another form of Hun-
garian myth that has numerous variants in Southwest Hungary: in Zala, Somogy and
Baranya counties. The myth about the personified celestial bodies is from the collec-
tion of Janos Berze Nagy:

“The Sun and the Moon once got into a quarrel. The Moon threw spines at the
Sun, who in return threw dirt and mud. This is why the Sun is so prickly and burns,
and why the Moon’s light is so blurry.”” The idea of a creator hedgehog in myths and
its association with light has been preserved by Inner Asian Turkic peoples. The ori-
gin myths of two Buryat tribes, the Khat and the Ongon, is about the conflict between
the deity of the earth and the deity of the sky. The Terra Mater, the “Wide Earth” took
the sun and the moon and the earth was covered in darkness. The “High Sky” was put
in a difficult position, so he asked for the hedgehog’s help; but the latter refused to
give him advice because of some earlier offence. A favourite of the celestial god, the
rabbit, however, managed to eavesdrop on what the hedgehog was mumbling to him-
self. Thus, the sun and the moon were put back in the sky; but the sons of the High
Sky, who made fun of the hedgehog, were sent to live on Earth and they became the
patriarchs of the two tribes. They mocked the hedgehog for not having legs and roll-
ing around on the ground.®

The renowned professor of Turkology Erika Taube, suggests that myths and tales
preserve long-forgotten cults and might even assist in the interpretation of archaeo-
logical findings. There are scattered data on the hedgehog in the scholarly literature
and in the etiological myths from Central Asia, especially among Turkic peoples, that
describe the hedgehog as a culture hero who guards sunshine for humans. Taube
laments that these particular myths have been neglected by research for more than

% Razauskas i Civjan 2004, 85.

7 Berze Nagy 1940, I11:606.

% Razauskas and Civian 2004, 80. Source: M. N. Hangalov, Mify kosmologicheskiie i etiologicheskiie: So-
braniie sochinenii [ Cosmological and aetiological myths: a complete collection], vol. III (Ulan-Ude,
1960), 1-112.
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a hundred years. In her research,” Taube discovered that for the Tuva the hedgehog
appears as a creator deity; namely, as the creator of the earth: he formed the surface
of the earth on which grew living creatures — we know such deeds of the hedgehog
from Europe also. We also have data from Tuva claiming that languages were assigned
by the hedgehog. Among the Buryat Mongolians the hedgehog, besides being con-
sidered a culture hero, is also known as a creator deity. Only these hedgehog-myths
are able to explain north Chinese (from the Russian region) archaeological artefacts
(the earliest from between the fifth and third century BC): various golden hedge-
hog figures. Even though shaping a spiny animal from clay is a difficult task, this is
also when the first clay hedgehog figurines appeared in Europe; followed by “little
red, thorny balls” as sun representations found in graves a thousand years later.*® The
hedgehog figurine with something on its back that appears to be the sun is also from
Central Asia (fourth or fifth century BC), which might well prove the early occurrence
of the myth in which the hedgehog is the guardian of the sun.*® From Radloff’s dic-
tionary, it is possible to reconstruct another myth: in several Altaic dialects Ulgen: the
supreme god, sends the hedgehog as an emissary to the people to tell them that they
are going to die but then they will be resurrected. There are two variants according
to the type of myth: the hedgehog only relays the first part of the message and for-
gets about the second part; or he is held up on his way and, by the time he arrives, a
false messenger, the rival of the creator god who wants to meddle with his plan, has
already preceded him and conveyed only the part about dying. This is why the hedge-
hog is responsible for the mortality of humans,* thereby proving the dual, ambivalent
nature of his character. There is more fruitful research to be conducted on the mythi-
cal aspects and traits related to light; although we can most likely only rely on data
already unearthed as it is unlikely that any new data will come to light later.
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Eva Pocs

Faith and Doubt, Pretence and Market Strategies
in the Practice of the Taltos

In this study, based on the judicial records of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
witch trials concerning tdltos, I will examine the evidence for the presence of faith and
doubt and the relationship between them in the case of the magical/religious special-
ists of rural communities that were by definition religious.'

The figure of the tdltos has long been accorded a privileged position in Hungar-
ian scholarship, as researchers of the pre-Christian, pagan Hungarian religion (also
known as “ancient” Hungarian religion) mostly saw him as the depository of a shaman-
ism they assumed to have existed in the past. They thought to have discovered relics
of a past shamanism preserved within a Christian context in modern era tdltos beliefs
and in the roles tdltos played in modern communities. Regardless of whether this idea
of continuity is tenable, a closer examination of the tdltos figures accused in early mod-
ern legal procedures, usually of witchcraft and in some cases of magic, fraud or mur-
der, may provide answers to a whole line of questions regarding faith and doubt with
a more general application to modern age specialists of magic and religion.

How much do we know of the role that these twenty-seven women, five men and
three children played prior to their trial?*> Most of them were “wise men” or women
(“cunning folk”) in a healing role or with multiple functions, also given to divination
and “seeing” buried treasure. There also existed persons who specialised only in seeing
or acquiring treasure, as well as young girls who were occasionally hired for the pur-
pose of seeing treasure. Some of them were primarily considered to be witches by their
communities. The same persons, or others, also engaged in identifying witches and
curing bewitchment, acting as it were in the role of unwitchers (witch-doctors). The
highest number came to be accused in the Eastern part of the Great Plain, in the town

! The research leading to these results has received funding from the European Research Coun-
cil under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7,/2007-2013) / ERC grant
agreement Ne 324214.

? For a summary on tdltos appearing in witch trials, see P6cs 2017.
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of Debrecen, in Bihar, Békés, Szatmar and Bereg counties, but we also have sporadic
data from the Jaszsag region, Pest County, Transylvania and Baranya County. In Debre-
cen and its environs, the most important role of tdltos appears to have been “seeing”,
finding or digging up treasure. The witchcraft trials of the period listed innumerable
treasure diggers or treasure seers who were called by some other name than tdltos.

At court, however, these accused individuals appeared as #dltos and in many cases
referred to themselves as such. When speaking of events that took place before the
trial, witnesses also talked of instances when these people spoke of their tdltosidentity
to their own village or urban community, either bragging or using it as self-defence.
(There are also tdltoswho never came before the tribunal but were merely mentioned
in the course of a case.) In spite of this, remarkably, there are only two or three peo-
ple who may be assumed, in the light of the existing data, to have actually pursued
any kind of special tdltostype activity, i.e., to have fulfilled a par excellence tdltos role
or to have been surrounded by the kind of beliefs that characterise taltos exclusively.
When I say tdltos activity or tdltos role, I mean the type of traits that scholars (particu-
larly researchers of “ancient” pre-Christian Hungarian religion) tend to consider to
have been the characteristic attributes of the tdltos as a depository of the shamanic
legacy based on data from nineteenth- and twentieth-century folklore collections.?
Of these traits, the following appeared in the context of the trials: the role of the
weather magician; the belief that (dltos were born with teeth; the idea that the fate
of the taltos was pre-ordained by God already in the womb; experiences of the other
world undergone in a trance or dream; turning into an animal; fighting against a
world of hostile spirits; battling in heaven or in animal shape. There was moreover
the tdltos horse as a mount and helping spirit for a “soul journey”. Let us add that
speaking of (altos beliefs is far more frequent than actually encountering true tdltos
activity performed by any of these purported tdltos. This leads straight to the first
instance of doubt — this time on behalf of the researcher: whether the taltos role, so
often referred to, is not in many cases a mere act of pretence or role-playing for the
court or the tdltos’s own audience?

The three hundred years over which we have tdltos stories at our disposal encom-
pass the rise and fall and eventual disappearance of witch persecution in Hungary
during the age of the Enlightenment. The social and cultural transformations of
this era affected legal procedures as well as the persons of the accused. We have no
direct sources regarding the changes influencing them, but from the general tenden-
cies known from other sources we can be sure, that the presumed medieval weather
magician role of the tdltos in Hungary declined or altogether disappeared during this
period. It seems that besides the continued use of quotidian methods of magic, the
taltos’s role in protection against hail was taken over by the rival priestly benedictions.
The “pagan” practice of the heavenly soul battles of the tdltos — similarly to all ritual
practices competing with Christianity — were condemned to disappear slowly. This

3 For an overview of modern-era tdltos folklore see P6cs 2018.
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process was further strengthened by the secular and clerical fight against superstition*
influenced by the Enlightenment which brought with it fundamental transformations
in opinions about superstition, magic, and folk magical specialists. Transformations
in church demonology in connection with the persecution of witches had an espe-
cially significant impact on attitudes to and legislation of witchcraft (cf. in Hungary
for example the 1748 and 1769 patents of Empress Maria Theresa).” The changes in
the assessment of folk magical/religious specialists, the reduction of their communal
roles took place in a more or less similar fashion throughout the area under the influ-
ence of Western Christianity. Nonetheless, a pan-European process that began dur-
ing the Christian Middle Ages was at its height at this time: the non-Christian magi-
cal and ritual practices and transcendent communication, hitherto deemed pagan
or heretic — if they still existed — gained Christian connotations usually initiated from
below (by the actors). It seems to be a general tendency that swindlers, relying on the
erstwhile prestige of specialists, gained prominence at this time. One could cite mul-
tiple similar examples from several regions of Europe for this phenomenon, here
I will only mention two cases of magicians who are quite similar to faltos in several
respects. In eighteenth-century Norwegian witch trials, Lapp (Sami) shamans gave
Christian names and explanations for the images on their drums that represented
“pagan” spirits, and other worlds, most likely, they did so to protect themselves: the
explanations served to deceive the judges, who disapproved of the “pagan” worldview
of the Sami.® Concerning the loss of credibility of magical/religious specialists, in
Spanish-speaking areas healers and seers (curandores, saludadores), who had been born
with a divine mark, during the early modern period gradually acquired the reputation
of swindlers and charlatans, or yielded their place to actual swindlers, who took advan-
tage of the healers’ remaining prestige by promoting themselves as such.”

At the same time, beginning in the late Middle Ages transformations were taking
place with regard to the roles fulfilled by folk specialists all over Europe. The sup-
posed rise of the so called “village (neighbourhood) witchcraft™ in Central Europe
and the subsequent arrival of waves of witch persecution that reached this region from
the West brought with them the witchdoctor role for all specialists who also engaged
in healing.” The war-ridden eighteenth century led to a significant boom in the prac-
tice of treasure seeing specialists: this became the most common divinatory task, lay
people and a whole slew of specialists who had earlier been engaged in different
kinds of magical crafts, began to see buried treasure. And impostors also began to
appear here, who despite lacking imagined or real ability to see, practiced the “craft”

* For overviews of this question, see Péter Toth G. in this volume.

5 On transformations of judicial procedures and their effects on witchcraft and the persecution of
witches, see Péter Toth G. ibid.

® On the Sami shamans in this context see for instance Blix Hagen 2012.

7 Campagne 2007; Tausiet 2009.

8 Witchcraft stemming from the internal (“neighbourhood”) tensions in small, self-sufficient village
communities (see e.g., Macfarlane 1970; Muchembled 1979).

¢ See on this question with regard to Hungary Klaniczay 1990a, 1990b, 2006; Pécs 1999, 2017.
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of seeing which they pretended to be a genuine skill (we should add that during the
seventeenth—eighteenth century wars it was quite possible to accidentally find treasure
(money or other goods), hidden by people fleeing the incessant wars of the period)."
The processes listed here in combination or sometimes independently of each other,
at other times closely intertwined, provided the backdrop and motivations for the tri-
als; for example German treasure diggers usually were not accused as witches, but
rather came before the tribunals in their “own right” as fraudulent magicians.

The specialists referred to as tdltos in Hungarian rural/small town communities
were also participants and creators of these transformations. The processes outlined
here partly indicate that, based on sources deriving from witch trials alone, it is impos-
sible to determine the extent of the roles and activities of tdltos, either in time or
space. Neither can internal subdivisions be established among them (weather magi-
cian, healer, witch and unwitcher, treasure seer) or the proportions of genuine tdltos
and impostors in their ranks be determined since the people concerned (tdltos, heal-
ers, seers of treasure) only came to be accused of witchcraft accidentally. The fact that
our sources are documents of witchcraft trials has both advantages and disadvantages.
From this period of one and a half century, we only hear of tdltos through their spo-
radic appearance in witchcraft documents.' (7dltos, and magicians in general, were
not persecuted or punished — the only tdltos to be brought before the courts were
those who were accused of witchcraft.) Even as regards these tdltos, our only infor-
mation comes from the context of witchcraft trials, through the distorting mirror of
court discourse. However, the fact that these early modern legal narratives also have
certain advantages over the differently distorting mirror of twentieth- and twenty-first-
century belief accounts; to whit, that they do at least present both witchcraft and tdl-
tos activities as part of (still) functioning complexes of beliefs and rituals. Accounts of
witnesses and, in many cases, of the accused themselves, offer direct reflections of the
activity of the tdltos and sometimes of their own individual vision experiences, under-
gone in a trance state. Even if the accused are consciously acting a role or lying — they
are still, albeit indirectly, touching upon to the everyday reality of the tdltos, since stra-
tegically inspired tales about otherworldly soul battles also form part of that reality
that I am interested in exploring here. In the latter case, our query concerns not the
kind of notions that these tdltos had of the other world but why they found it necessary
to invent such a story for the benefit of the court.

Based on the examination of court narratives we cannot shed light on the general
activity of the tdltos of the era. Neither can we ascertain their numbers (since there

1% See for example Dillinger’s overview of European and American early modern treasure hunting
practices, or Scheutz’s, regarding Austria, in which he draws a quite similar picture to the situation
in Hungary about the fraudulent treasure diggers, who took over the magical market and about
their methods of deception (threats of hail that would be brought upon the community, claiming
Christian legitimation, etc. Dillinger 2012; Scheutz 2006; on Hungarian seers of treasure and treas-
ure diggers see Lang és Toth G. 2012).

Dillinger 2012.

12 See Pocs 2017.
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must have been many more tdltos than those who had been accused as witches and
thus are known to us from witch trial transcripts) or what their role was in the every-
day life of the communities of the period. Nor do we know how far we can general-
ise from the image of the tdltos as witch and unwitcher in the contemporary system
of rural witchcraft as it emerges from the trial transcripts. What we can discern from
these texts with some certainty concerns the kind of strategies the participants of the
trials employed: the accused who represented their own interests and the traditions
of their community; the witnesses speaking in defence of or against the accused, and
the court that represented contemporary penal law and the demonological tenets of
the anti-witchcraft powers regarding witches and Satan. The narratives of the accused
taltos and of the witnesses in favour or against them are narrative constructions, joint
creations coming into existence through the dialogue of the interrogated people.
The nature of these narratives, their transformations and various versions are not so
much determined by the faith and religious experiences of the accused, or the events
they experienced and rituals they performed, but rather by the narrative traditions of
their “pre-trial” community, by the stereotypical judicial narrative and by the prevail-
ing discursive context. Its nature is influenced by the opposing parties’ various inten-
tions, expectations, interests and objectives; that is, their diverse narrative strategies.

In a court setting, it is particularly important to reckon with the biased Christianis-
ing and demonologising attitude of courts, with changes over time in the assessment
of magic, wizardry and tdltos by the court, as well as the way in which interrogation by
torture changes the personality. We must take into account the discrepancy between
the words spoken in an unnatural court situation and reality, we must be aware that
an account of personal experiences is a stereotyped text even upon its “first” telling,
and thus a distorting mirror of reality. We must examine which are the elements of
the narrative construct around the belief figure of the tdltos that these tdltos and their
witnesses deploy in the court dialogue, for instance in order to legitimize or condemn
the tdltos role. In other words, it is necessary to explore the factors that induced the
emergence of this constructed dialogue and the narrative strategies used and to find
out what motivated the actors of the dialogue at court.

Once this is accomplished, we can attempt to find answers to the following ques-
tions: Were the supernatural aspects of the magical/religious specialists’ profession
subject to religious faith and religious experiences? How did the tdltos relate to their
“sacred” vocation; and what exactly did it consist of? Was faith part of their tdltos iden-
tity in their activities in protecting and helping their community, did it contribute to
the effectiveness of their rituals, to the beliefs surrounding their persona; did they
have religious experiences (such as otherworldly battles experienced in trance, help-
ing or attacking the spirit world)? How much of their tdltos identity and tdltos activities
was a reality, and how much of it was just narrative construction?

In a 2017 publication about tdltos figures in witch trial documents of the early
modern era'® I reviewed the testimonies of the tdltos and their witnesses and the

13 Poes 2017.



244 EVA POCS

narrative strategies emerging from them; based on this information I outlined the
personality and the roles of some presumably real tdltos (with a tdltos identity and taltos
attributes), some magical specialists (healers, treasure hunters, witches and/or witch-
doctors) called tdltos without tdltos attributes, and some impostors merely pretending
to be tdltos. 1 do not have sufficient space in this brief study to describe these explo-
rations in detail. All I can offer here are a few brief examples of the various narrative
strategies and to enumerate the various tdltos we find in these different groups. It is
not possible to draw sharp divisions among these categories: even the researcher has
many doubts when trying to separate tdltos, who are true or false, bona fide or pre-
tend, who act the witch or the counter-witch role. Naturally, none of these categories
is exclusive, nor can they be, due to the roles of tdltos and witch being in themselves
rather ambivalent.

In this brief enumeration, I omit cases that lack textual context,'* where want of
a court dialogue does not allow us to examine narrative constructs or considerations
of faith and doubt. In those cases, all we can examine is the use of the term tdlios as a
speech act. We have no information regarding their tdltos attributes, but our data do
describe some of the non-tdltos activities of these individuals. Thus, we find out that
specialists of healing and divination were termed tdltos more frequently than were
other specialists. As regards branches of divination, “treasure seeing” and reading the
stars are prominent. The cases also include two persons who offer advice on freeing
prisoners, and there are two individuals sought out or brought in from another vil-
lage with the purpose of identifying a witch. There is also a witch who became famous
for instances of malevolent bewitchment. These individuals were referred to as tdltos
(tatos), or the word was used as an adjective to describe them (“tatos ember” = ‘tdltos
man’)'® or as a byname (e.g., Tdltos Erzsébet),'® an indication that in the local com-
munities of Dés, Kecskemét and Bereg in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries the word tdltos had positive connotations. In the case of Zsuzsanna Lorant-
ffy, the use of the phrase “she was a great tdltos” is probably due, besides her ability to
read the stars, to the aristocratic standing of this lady.'” An exceptional case is that of
Andrés Suppony from Békés County. He was a witch, who probably called himself a
taltos in front of the tribunal in an attempt to defend himself, however, in the usage of
the court and the witnesses, as far as our data reveal, when referring to him the word
had a negative connotation, and carried the meaning of “witchery” (in 1721)."

4 Taltos No. 5-10, 13,14, 24, 25 in P6cs 2017.
15 Schram 1970, 1:459.

!¢ Komdromy 1910, 91.

7 Herner 1988, 86.

18- Olah 1886,/1887, 149-61.
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“Taltos of Faith” with a Taltos Identity and 7altos Attributes

There are two tdltos, whom we can safely place in this category, although naturally it
is possible that further such tdltos are concealed behind one of the brief mentions. In
1740, Zsuzsanna/Zsuzska Kémives stood trial before the court of the council of the
town of Miskolc in the company of another woman and a man.' This is the only tdltos
trial in which tdltos activity is clearly the single charge for which they are tried. (It is
known that one of these persons was also a healer, but the court dialogue does not
make a connection between this and tdltoshood.) According to witness statements,
the taltos identity and activity of the accused was the subject of daily conversation in
the town — even the individuals themselves readily talked about it. The number of
indirect accounts about heavenly battles is remarkably high, they seem to have been
the central motif of their tdltos activity. When the time comes, they have to go into
battle — and regularly at that, during Whitsuntide and on St. John’s Day. Witnesses
also describe the order of battle among the opposing heavenly hosts. They also talk
of — partly based on the accounts of the tdltos and partly as eyewitnesses — the ways in
which these tdltos fall into trance. They speak of “gazing into water” and, uniquely also
of tdltos maidens turning into animals. One witness citing a supposed eyewitness says,
“After a while she [the {dltos maiden] shook herself, turned into a fish and vanished,
not to return for three days”.* (They also speak of turning into a pigeon and a fox.)
The wounds received in the heavenly battles, described as direct combat fought with
swords, are also perceptible here in earthly life.

Zsuzska Kémives herself was heard saying that she was a tdltos, indeed, she showed
her body to people, how they had fought in that battle; and the witness had seen
that her body was quite blue all over ... The shoulder of her blouse was also seen
all torn due to cuts she received.”

There is also talk of some kind of duel among tdltos with the purpose of testing their
strength against each other, as well as seeking out the helping spirit of a horse. These
texts present the t(dltos as participants and actors of a genuine and coherent complex
of rites and beliefs. Although first person narratives of otherworldly experiences are
absent, I believe, at least in the case of Zsuzsanna Kémives, that here we see a tallos
of real faith who truly lived her otherworldly experiences. One proof of this is that in
these accounts of communication with the supernatural, events and experiences are
described in a highly personal, lived and spontaneous manner, free of stereotypes. It
is quite probable that in this case we have found a unique instance of a tdltos who prac-

19 Bodgal 1960, 308-11. In more detail about this taltos, see Pocs 2017, taltos Nos. 2—4. Gabor Klaniczay
studied this trial particularly closely, especially with regard to heavenly battles and the motif of “ini-
tiation”; he mentioned almost every related fact re-discussed here: Klaniczay 1990a, 1990b.

% Bodgal 1960, 309.

21 Ibid., 310.
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tices her vocation as tdltos and accepts and admits this identity without any misgivings.
The stereotyped motif of showing off otherworldly injuries acquired in the course of
heavenly battles fought to protect the town served as proof of genuine tdltoshood as
well as legitimation and a means of garnering a positive reception both from the tal-
tos’s pre-trial community and from the court during the trial.

Unfortunately, we cannot find much information regarding the tdltos’s professional
practice beyond the use of the trance technique. We do not know why and whom
these three taltos were fighting in the heavens or what their specific role was in the life
of the small town. What is clear is that, contrary to the trend customary at the time,
these tdltos do not seem to be implicated in the witchcraft accusations of small urban
communities and play no part either as witches or as unwitchers. The court does not
see being a tdltos as witchcraft either, rather it merely considers it a “disgrace” and the
culprits are told that they must discontinue their tdltos activities.

Another important example among bona fide tdltos, a woman from Cegléd called
Mrs Andras Szabd, née Ilona Borsi, was taken to court in Bereg County between 1730-
1736. I can only mention her in passing.? Ilona Borsi also acted as a healer (and a ded-
icated opponent to witches). What is most relevant in the present context: her truly
unique, lively and interesting first person account of her heavenly battles and the tdltos
horses that aided her. In terms of mentality and those of her strategies that we can dis-
cern, there are many similarities between her and the previously mentioned tdltos.

Fraudulent 7altos in the Role of Healer, Witch or Counter-Witch
Witch or Taltos?

A major group of tdltos in the trials of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries com-
prises individuals who had become integrated into the local relationship network of
witchcraft and were active both as healers/witches and in identifying witches. This
seems to have been a characteristic role for tdltos at the time. We have access to the
full and rich documentation of a number of trials in which such tdltos appear — here
we have space to present one example.

The trial of Erzsébet/Orzse Téth took place in Jaszberény in 1728.2 The charges
were the practicing of magic and witchcraft, and the bewitchment of people and ani-
mals. She was also active in countering bewitchments and identifying witches — this
must be how witchcraft accusations came to be levelled against her. Her role as weather
magician tdltosis doubtful, although she speaks of her heavenly battles against demons
of hailstorms as a central element of her identity as tdllos. According to certain tes-

2 Lehoczky 1887, 304-5. Klaniczay, Krist6f és Pécs 1989, 1:61-63. In more detail about this tdltos, see
Pécs 2017, taltos No. 5. Gabor Klaniczay also minutely examined and analyzed this trial document:
Klaniczay 1990a, 1990b.

# Bessenyei 1997, 1:460-69. See for more detail: Pécs 2017, taltos No. 13.
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timonies, she could also “see” treasure, identify witches, and predict fires or death.
She admits with impressive pride to each and every one of these roles, from weather
magician to malefactor, in front of the court. Witnesses who describe her life prior to
the trial speak of very few successful cases of healing but reproach her with numer-
ous instances of failed healing or acts that they consider bewitchment. Her instances
of healing occur embedded in cases of bewitchment where she acts partly as healer,
partly as the person who identifies the source of the bewitchment, the harmful witch.
Her activity was quite integrated in the local system of neighbourhood witchery. “Real”
battles (in dreams) against unwitchers — as in so many other contemporary cases —
were also reflected in night-time fights against spirits deployed purposely against her.
During her activity in healing bewitchment, the spirits of the hostile witch hindered
her healing work — at least according to her own accounts, which were guided by the
narrative strategies she employed in an attempt to deflect witchcraft accusations. It
seems that fear of accusations of bewitchment (or of bewitchment by the unwitcher?)
was a stronger motif with her than the intent to provide aid one would expect from
a healer. She is reported to have refused to help in hopeless cases, enlisting various
excuses that included probable torture by hostile spirits. “I could cure them, to be
sure, but I dare not, because the evil ones would come and torment me”,?* she is sup-
posed to have said according to the recollection of a witness against her in court.

She is a clever manager of her affairs who does not shy away from self-promotion
as a healer or someone who can identify witches. “You just have me taken to Alattyan,
I will show everyone who it is that had bewitched Your Honour’s sister.”® She is not
loath to criticise rival healers publicly and to threaten with bewitchment, or actually
bewitch, those who seek a cure with somebody else.

Most of the cases of bewitchment that Orzse Téth is proven to have committed are
in fact baseless accusations, but it seems that she thinks of her vindictive threats and
intent to harm as cases of “successful” bewitchment. She proudly confesses to them,
indeed, she boasts of her cases of effective bewitchment. In most cases, her motive is
to take revenge for some real or imagined grudge.

This woman lived deeply embroiled in the everyday system of village witchcraft of
the early modern period. As a practiced and probably quite knowledgeable healer,
she could take on any of the relevant roles, in accordance with her social, family
and neighbourhood standing, her relationship to the village administration and to
rival healers, last but not least, the needs of her healing practice as a business. If we
merely consider the dimension of everyday reality within these witness statements, we
see before us a woman who showed little sympathy for her patients, who was given to
malevolence, spite, revenge and threats and who may have carried out true acts of
bewitchment. She seems to have been the kind of person who even today would be
referred to, symbolically, as a witch. Her contemporaries, it seems, did not mean it
symbolically.

2 Bessenyei 1997, 1:462.
% Ibid.
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For all these reasons, in her testimony, Erzsébet Téth claimed to be a tdltos and her
conduct in front of the tribunal and the contents and style of her statement seem to
substantiate this. Her witnesses also cite a great many remarks she made regarding
her tdltoshood and recall her bragging about this. She had spoken to many witnesses
about the fact that she was a laltos or a fél taltos (‘half taltos’), and that she had been
born with teeth. She values the latter highly and apparently showed them to one of
the witnesses, along with the wounds she had acquired in heavenly battle. She also
encouraged one of the witnesses to touch her teeth but the person refused to reach
into her mouth for fear she might bite her.

We can only surmise some sort of tdltos pride to have lain in the background of these
statements, which she clearly intended to use in order to enhance her prestige as a tdl-
tos in the eyes of the town community — where, it would appear, she was renowned as
a witch rather than as a tdltos. Apparently she tried to further support these claims by
referring to her supposed heavenly patrons — she spread word all over town that she
was a taltos and God’s daughter and that she was “second person to the Lord God and
Jesus Christ had covered her with his mantel”.*® Witnesses also recounted about her
that “the Blessed Virgin goes to her and talks to her every Wednesday”.?” Indeed, she
claims that one of her most useful medicines originates with Christ and forges a con-
nection between him and the bodily marks of her tdltoshood, — she had given one of
her teeth to Christ.

References to her opposition to witches and Satan are also part and parcel of this
strategy and combined with her talk of her heavenly patrons seem to have been effec-
tive. We do know about a remark she made which may be interpreted to mean that she
had come by her healing abilities in “rapture” (in a state of trance), i.e., some sort of
initiating heavenly vision. Knowledge brought from heaven is again contrasted in this
statement to witchcraft, “... and I do this not driven by witchcraft but because I have
been carried away and thence I know it”.®

This is the strategy that dominates her commentary on her heavenly “tdltos battle”.
Indeed, this soul battle, which is the most important item of the beliefs surrounding
the “true” tdltos, does not come up again in any other context throughout the trial. The
court accuses her of allying herself with the devil, but in defence she claims — indeed
boasts — that as a weather magician she had a serious responsibility to protect the town
from the disastrous hailstorms that threatened its grain and grape harvests and also
from assault from hostile witches who had attacked the grain fields of her town. Her
heavenly battles took place under the patronage of her Christian calling and guardian
spirits and she was also given the keys to the gate of heaven by her heavenly patrons.
“... when there is lightening, and the tdltos are fighting, she, too, is present there and
she must have gone there through the air with God’s help and there she does battle”, as
some of the witnesses testifying in her favour recall her statement.®

% Ibid., 460.
7 Ibid., 465.
% TIbid., 463.
2 Ibid., 468.
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Whatever the truth regarding the practice of this professed weather magician,
she was well acquainted with the beliefs related to weather magician tdltos, and her
urban environment must have been similarly familiar with them. These beliefs and
the related narratives that must have been common knowledge were suited to contin-
uously feed her tdltos pride and build her tdltos identity. The statements of this woman
and her witnesses allow us to discern the outlines of a #dltos mythology and the frag-
ments of the practice of a weather magician. However, there is a rather sharp contra-
diction, hard to resolve, between the personalities of a tdltos responsible for the com-
munity and that of a malevolent witch. The question emerges whether Erzsébet T6th
ever really had a genuine practice as a weather magician or healer, whether she was
a taltos at all (if we use the criteria of soul battles to avert hailstorms and the belief
of being born with teeth, as she suggests by her statement made at court)? It is possi-
ble that all this talk of Orzse Toth’s tdltos identity, her attributes and Christian guard-
ian spirits is but a show put on for the urban public to enhance her prestige and to
threaten her opponents in the town and later in court. Some kind of a tdltosidentity or
pride and, as I have said, at least an awareness of the activities and beliefs of tdltos are
present in her mind and constitute one of the basic pillars of her narrative strategy.

It seems that Erzsébet Toth put her energies as tdltos not into soul battles experienced
in a trance as much as into threatening the leadership of the town with bewitchment.
Her main point of defence is that she emphasised her tdltos identity while at the same
time bragging about her acts of bewitchment. Central to her strategy was to stress her
role in protecting the community — among others from an earthquake — emphasising
her power over the entire town and threatening her opponents and the administration.
A witness cited her bragging thus: “... had I not circuamambulated the town of Berény,
it would have sunk ..., but do you know that at the time when that earthquake came,
had it not been for me, one third of Hungary would have been lost?”.* She flaunted
her power as a witch based, apparently, on her proud identity as a tdltos — this is more
than what could be expected of an ordinary community healer, no matter how suc-
cessful. It is some kind of (tdltos) sense of calling with which she was invested at birth.
Was she then a tdltos? Having no direct evidence either for or against, all we can say
is that she is more likely not to have been one. More accurately: she experienced and
lived her tdltos role as a witch, healing or harming as the occasion demanded.

This kind of intertwining between witchcraft and tdltoshood is also true for several
other cases that show similarities to the above discussed example in terms of the men-
tality displayed and strategies used. For example that of Mrs. Istvin Szathmari, née
Anna Belényesi* who was accused at Hajduszoboszl6 in 1715 and of a Mrs Andrds
Barta, née Erzsébet Balasi,* a tdltos woman from Debrecen, whose case unfolded in
1725-1726. Unfortunately, I have no room here to present these cases in detail. I could

30 Ibid., 460, 466.

* Balogh 1958, 313-18; Klaniczay, Kristof és Pocs 1989, I: 283-89. See a detailed discussion of her
and several similar persons in Pécs 2017, tdltos Nos 10-12.

¥ Komdromy 354-56; Bessenyei I: 389-400; Her activities and the tdltos beliefs related to her are dis-
cussed in detail in I1diké Krist6f’s book: Kristof 1998, 97-98.
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mention a few other ambivalent witches who displayed both a harming and healing
tendency all of whom were referred to as tdltos (for instance, the diviner Anok Fejér,
who was spotted at a number of localities in North-East Hungary over a decade and
a half between 1716 and 1732). In their trial documentation, tdltos traits, if they are
mentioned at all, seem to serve no purpose other than that of a set of stereotypes used
to heighten their prestige and/or serve as defence against witchcraft accusation.”

Money-seeing 7dltos and Fraudulent Treasure Diggers
with the Reputation of a Tdltos

The shared characteristic of tdltos belonging to this group is that their sole or most
important tdltos activity was to see money (i.e., to “see” through occult means things
that had been buried in the ground, or from fingernails that had been moistened by
saliva or with mirrors), as well as to organise such activity or have others carry it out. It
is beyond the scope of the present study to describe in detail the trial documentations
of such cases that do in fact, offer exceedingly interesting and relevant information.*
Treasure diggers of this age tended to work in gangs and to employ “seers” they would
hire in order to find the treasure. This is what treasure diggers appearing in court
cases had done. All of them were likely to defraud their clients as well as their subcon-
tractors. Neither was such subterfuge alien to genuine tdltos, who used true occult or
magical means, but frauds and swindlers abounded and they got involved in pretend-
ing to seek or dig treasure with the sole intention of fraudulent profit-making.

In order to disguise their deception, these people tried to fabricate a tdltos iden-
tity for themselves, either by making reference to what they knew to be stereotypical
taltos traits (being born with teeth, fighting heavenly battles against the Turks or the
Germans), or by inventing “tdltos stories”. Thus, for instance, the trial documentation
of the famous money-gazer of Debrecen, Mrs. Mihdly Szaniszlai® reveals that she had
hired some workers to dig for treasure and asked them to give her money for some
taltos, because — as she often declared — as a tdltos she had money-seeing power over
the entire town. She also sought to enhance her prestige as a tdltos by spreading the
rumour that she had learnt money-seeing in Turkey. Oddly, mention of Turkish (or, in
one case Crimean Tartar) origin crops up repeatedly with the intent of enhancing a tal-
tos’s prestige. Another fraudulent money-gazer, who “had called herself a tdltos, tempt-
ing a great many people by money-seeing, digging”, is said to have boasted having a
Turkish “tdltos mistress” from whom she had supposedly learnt the tdltos’ art. Taking
advantage of her reputation as a tdltos, she tried to obtain money for treasure-digging.

3 Poes 2017, taltos No. 23; Komaromy 1910, 227-33; Krist6f 1998, 96. Judit Kis-Halas’s study provides
a detailed overview of the case of An6k Fejér as a healer and a witch identifier: Kis-Halas 2016.

34 For a more detailed account, see Pocs 2017, tiltos Nos. 13 and 26-31.

% Pécs 2017, taltos No. 27.
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“She had the diggers swear that they would give up some of the money they found for
the tdltos.” She, too, emphasised her tdltos power over the whole town. “... God had
created her wise, she was a half-tdltos, and if she wanted to she could have plenty of
power.” “If she wants to give up the money, she will, but the whole town of Debrecen
cannot take it from her.”* Mrs. Szaniszlai even enlisted the stereotype of a heavenly
taltos battle fought against the Turks in order to enhance her authority. “She had done
battle three times against German tdltos and had won.”*” Péter Késcsindl6 —in order to
trick his Debrecen community — went so far as to call himself the emperor of the (dl-
tos. Mrs. Janos Jambor, née Jutka Virdg admitted at her trial at Kalocsa in 1764 that
she had stolen and cheated and was unable to find buried money (for this she was
sentenced to death). She had presented herself as a tdltos and is said to have asked
her deceived clients for bed linen for some supposed tdltos officer. She even explained
that she had sent the items on to the officer’s palace in Buda where he was supposedly
lying ill. In a trial held in Eger in 1748, Demeter Farkas was proven to be a swindler
and a fraudulent money-gazer. He used a twelve-year-old girl, whom he proclaimed
was a tdltos, to cover up his incompetence. Erzsébet Barna,* as a virgin, saw money
on commission from her employers. She had no tdltos attributes of any kind, but her
teacher and employer had spread the rumour that she was a “tdtos”.

We could mention a whole line of further data about fraudulent money-seers who
claimed to be tdltos, both in court and in their own communities. They too empha-
sised their tdaltoshood in court since this was considered a far lesser offence than fraud-
ulent treasure-digging. Let us also note here that fraudulent money-seers were not
the only people to use the name tdltos to cover up their dishonest intentions and to
enhance their reputation. Other impostors also appear in these trials, such as the
horse-thief from Debrecen or the swindler from Kecskemét* who visited members
of the local population pretending to be a tdltos, threatening them with bewitchment
and thus coercing them into giving him clothes or food.

Another swindler worth mentioning is Mihdly Szvetics. In his 1752 trial*' conducted
in Latin before the episcopal manorial court of Pécs, in addition to tdllos beliefs, there
were allusions to the persons and activities of notorious magical specialists of the day
and even to priestly benedictions, primarily in the testimony of the accused. Appar-
ently, Szvetics wished to bolster his reputation in the eyes of the tribunal with these
references. In the Latin text, he is referred to with the Hungarian term “tdltos”, which
is also how he identified himself. He was brought before the judges for fraud relating
to treasure-seeing, participation in thievery, quackery and arson. The trial documents

36

Komdromy 1910, 249-55. For more detail see Krist6f 1998, 95-97; Pocs 2017, taltos No. 28.

% Komadromy 1910, 253.

% For more detail, see Pocs 2017, taltos No 32.

Széll 1892, 111-12; Klaniczay, Kristof és Pocs 1989, 1:290-92. For more detail, see Kristof 1998, 98;
Pées 2017, taltos No 28.

Po6cs 2017, taltos Nos 33 and 35.

Szentkirdlyi 1917; Klaniczay, Kristof és Pocs 1989, 1:38-45. For more detail, see Pécs 2017, taltos
No. 34.
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outline the character of a clever swindler who was a drifter who did not belong to any
permanent community, provided for himself with casual work, begging and stealing.
The accusations of thievery, participation in treasure digging and practicing certain
magical procedures (for instance quackery with the severed little finger of a hanged
man) seem to be borne out. He was also accused of causing fires and hailstorms;
in relation to the latter accusation the mythical motif of the swindling garaboncids,*
who studied with the Devil, appeared in the witness testimonies. He defended him-
self from the charge of causing hailstorms by claiming that his role as a tdltos was pre-
cisely to fend off hail, and that he merely practiced the profession of chasing away
rainclouds in order to protect the crops; that two years earlier he had performed this
procedure in Buda at the request of a Buda commissioner. His success was due to his
being the “seventh son” of his mother, which meant that he was born a tdltos. Conse-
quently, he had “secret powers” to prevent sorcerers from sending lightning. In his
account, he went out as the first hail drops fell from the sky and said: “Go away, you
have no place here”. If this was not sufficient and the sorcerers kept on sending light-
ning, he chased them away with angry words.

This is an amusing story, which the court might have accepted, but it has little to
do with “real” tdltos capabilities; the motif rather recalls the ecclesiastical benedictions
to ward off storms, elements of which could have been known to Szvetics, as he could
have witnessed clerical practices. It is likely that to protest his innocence against the
charge of causing hail, Szvetics relied on elements of beliefs that were part of living
traditions in Southern Hungary, even in the twentieth century — such as the belief in
the special capabilities of the seventh child (fortune-teller, tdltos, weather magician,
etc.) —as well as on the positive reputation and prestige of the weather magician prac-
tice of the tdltos at the time. Although his claims do not prove that he was a tdltos, his
playing the role of the tdltos in court proves that he did know about the profession
of weather magician (dltos; moreover, this also confirms that the role still had a cer-
tain amount of prestige. Apparently, it was worth trying to pretend to be a tdltos as a
defence against the accusation of fraud before the episcopal judges in Pécs.

Faith, Doubt, Pretence

I think even on such a small sample the characteristics of the global processes men-
tioned in the introduction could be captured: the loss of credibility of magical/reli-
gious specialists, changes in their roles, and what goes hand in hand with this: doubt
gaining ground at the expense of faith. The fact that among the people who called
themselves tdltos only a very few turned out to be “genuine” tdltos (also practicing
his/her supposed “original” weather magician function) shows unequivocally the dis-
appearance of their communal role which was supposed to have still existed in the

2 A weather wizard, wandering student appearing in eighteenth—twentieth-century popular legends,
who had learnt his craft at the school of the Devil.
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Middle Ages. Of the few tdltos, who referred to heavenly battles, only two seem to
have had genuine tdltos identity. The others participated in “neighbourhood witch-
craft” that came to characterise early modern Central Europe, at the same time they
also were active in the increasingly common activity of treasure gazing (in keeping
with their capabilities as seers and healers). In comparison to the “original” weather-
magician type of tdlloshood, these roles are secondary. This is also evident from the
fact that, despite the changing roles occupied by them, their denomination as tdltos
had remained. It also seems certain that, although they must have always existed, the
number of swindlers increased during the Enlightenment and this process continued
during the nineteenth century.* We could mention for example the person of the
“treasure-seeking” Ferenc Csuba, discussed in detail by Péter Téth G. in this volume.
Csuba became quite famous in the late eighteenth century, he claimed that he was
a “genuine tdaltos” and that he was a member of the “order of tdltos;” he attempted to
convince the tribunal that the troops of tdltos had five kinds of duties: “healing, money
gazing, preaching, begging and husbandry” and “he belongs to the money gazers.”*
An example of an even later appearance of a swindler is that of Babi Sarkézi, who
called herself a talios in an 1848 witch trial at Szekszard.* All this, even as the number
of impostors increased, indicates that the prestige of (dltos and the faith in them — or
its vestiges — were alive even in the middle of the nineteenth century. It is also clear
that by this time the tdltos concept merged completely with that of digging for treas-
ure; in the self-presentation of these more recent impostors weather magic was never
even mentioned. As for the last period of tdltos beliefs, the twentieth—twenty-first cen-
tury, by this time, the figure of the tdltos only survived in narratives (about his extraor-
dinary birth, initiation, battle for good weather or about his treasure digging activity).
We have no record of functioning weather magician tdltos, tdltos pride, belief in the
power of tdltos or the prestige of tdltos from any rural community from recent times. In
the first decades of the twentieth century, a tdltos nicknamed “Pénzasé Pista” (“Money
digging Steve”) became quite famous for actually digging for treasure on the outskirts
of Tiszatured, the stories told about him do not reflect any belief in the possibility of
seeing treasure; he was considered to be insane.

In conclusion, let us see to what degree I was able to substantiate and refine my
presuppositions regarding faith, doubt and deceit through a micro-analysis of some
court cases of seventeenth—eighteenth century tdltos. What did we find out about the
relationship of faith and doubt from the point of view of the main actors: the real or
imagined tdltos, that of their village or small town milieus as well as of the momentary
speech community of the court?

The continuous use of the term tdltos, even among the more recent treasure dig-
ging swindlers and other impostors indicates the traces of the prestige of tdaltoshood
during the nineteenth century and genuine tdltos beliefs in the eighteenth century,

* As demonstrated in Péter Téth G.’s paper in this volume in which he discusses this topic in detail.
# Nagy 1957, 298-302 (cited in Péter T6th G.’s paper in this volume).
¥ Szilagyi 1987, 510.
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that is to say a belief in the genuineness of the profession. However, this does not
prove the personal belief of any given tdltos. As we have seen, the faith or lack thereof
or doubts of the tdltos in their own “tdltoshood” and its mythical/religious aspects did
not become directly manifest in courtroom dialogues, although some tell-tale signs
perhaps indicated the possibility of true “faith” among some tdltos. All such cases were
rather doubtful. Nonetheless, certain differences are discernible: while Orzse Toth’s
manipulations to make her tdltos status credible appeared to be phony, Zsuzsanna
Kémtives and her fellow tdltos, as well as Ilona Borsai, shared with their community
the mythical and narrative marks, even the supposed bodily proofs of their tdltos iden-
tity freely: in their case, this indicates possible genuine tdltos beliefs. Only Orzse Téth
speaks of her activities as a storm tdltos with the pride of someone who protects the
community as a tdltos, Zsuzsanna Kémiives seems to know nothing about the commu-
nal tasks of the tdltos, about the objective of heavenly battles. However, the “genuine”
taltoshood of Kémives and Borsai seems to be supported by the fact that a coherent
set of tdltos beliefs are associated with them (birthmarks, heavenly legitimation, initia-
tion, the ability to fall into trance, heavenly soul battle) rather than the “inventions”
of swindlers, for example the hodgepodge of beliefs presented by Mihaly Szvetics.
The main argument in favour of considering their tdltos beliefs to be genuine was that
both of them told the tribunal and/or their own communities about their visions as
subjective experiences, as if they had truly experienced them. Naturally, the doubt of
the researcher remains; a vision can always be pretended, or imagined. The one thing
that is certain is the knowledge behind all this: regardless of whether the person truly
experiences the heavenly soul battle in a trance state, or recounts it subsequent to a
pretended trance, she knows what a genuine tdltos “should” see and experience, and
also knows how she should “credibly” perform the ritual to her village audience.* The
knowledge of a community or a specialist seer is after all based on the one-time (if not
the present) genuine practice and belief in the reality and efficacy of otherworldly
battles (i.e., that the tdltos is able to protect her community from hail by means of win-
ning the soul battles fought against storm demons.) However, this knowledge is only
the condition but not the proof of faith, it can equally be the basis of either doubt or
of faith. Regardless of whether a specialist believes or not or perhaps doubts, he can
make use of beliefs about the figure of the tdltos. Familiarity with them constitutes part
of his knowledge, and they can be part of narrative constructs retold for the commu-
nity or the tribunal and can be used to support or strengthen his own tdltos belief, or
to legitimate his role in his own eyes as well as in the eyes of the community or the tri-
bunal. Thus, faith and knowledge, just as doubt and knowledge, go hand in hand — at
least with regard to practicing this specialised profession.

* We have no data based on observation on pretended tdltos activity or for the fictive account of
a non-existent otherworldly vision among Hungarian tdltos since the phenomenon is extinct. It
should be noted, however, that in Eurasian shamanism these are commonplace occurrences. See

e.g., Hamayon 1993 or Vargyas 1994.
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We have to be aware that this might also be role-playing for the benefit of the com-
munity or the court. However, it is a seeming paradox that play-acting does not neces-
sarily exclude belief, not even if the #dltos uses her knowledge as publicity or with intent
to deceive. In this respect, she may have used the different facets of her knowledge in
different ways: she may have had faith in the efficacy of the above mentioned general-
ised tdltosritual, in her own tdltoshood and independently of this, she may or may not
have believed in the non-Christian spirit world: in storm demons, dragons bringing
hail, or “evil ones” attacking the community. Since she was Christian, it seems likely that
she believed in the Christianized superiors of the tdltos (Christ, God, the Virgin Mary).
The supposed one-time Hungarian tdltos beliefs were fundamentally non-Christian,
rather, they were pagan relicts that co-existed with Christianity. Naturally, ¢dltos did not
distinguish between pagan or Christian ritual practices, however, most likely the tra-
dition of Christian legitimation and the necessity to reinforce their tdltos beliefs with
their own Christian faith, or to advertise their own tdltoshood with it, or use it in their
own defence at court was part and parcel of their knowledge. What seems certain is the
important role of tdltos beliefs as objects of prestige and points of reference.

We have concrete proof for the coexistence of doubtand faith in the village or small
town communities of the (altos, as well as in the courts, thus we can safely assume that
doubt was part of the subjective faith of the tdltos. Besides the knowledge necessary
to practice her craft, she may have equally, and concurrently, had faith and doubts
regarding her calling or the world of spirits that was in contact with her. It was also
possible that along with a generalised scepticism her faith would come forth only at
certain times — in crisis situations. When using her tdltoshood as a defence (“I am not
a witch but a tdltos”), or to cover up her fraud in front of the tribunal, her knowledge
would definitely have to come into action but so could —in an ad hoc and temporary
manner — her faith. Besides the expectations of the court, her own expectations of
her role as well as the requirements of the magico-religious market, and the hope of
financial gain could all play an auxiliary role in the possible maintenance of her faith
or its actualization as needed.

The situation is very different, and all our scholarly doubts regarding “faith” dis-
appear, when we examine the belief invested in the healing and bewitching activities
and abilities of tdltos acting in the role of witch or unwitcher. In general, we can state
that the long-term survival of witchcraft beliefs must have been aided by the fact that
supernatural capabilities for both healing and bewitching had solid, Christian conno-
tations, approved by the church elite: they both took place with the help of God or
Satan. With regard to the cases examined here: none of the actors we hear from in the
trials examined — the accused, the witnesses or the court itself — leave any doubt about
the fact that unlike the disappearing tdltos beliefs, witchcraft beliefs were extremely
vigorous. Everyone believed in the possibility of causing and removing harm and in
the abilities of witches and unwitchers to accomplish either. All of their statements —
also reflecting their subjective views (good or bad intentions, empathy, helpfulness
or anger, revenge, threatening, murderous intentions) — indicate this. It seems that
in several cases tdltos belief remained strong precisely because of its intertwining with
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witchcraft beliefs (see for example Orzse Téth’s proclaimed tdltos power that mani-
fested itself in threats of causing harm). Mrs Andras Bartha, tdltos from Debrecen,
spoke as a believer about the opposition between witches and fdltos, and similarly to
Orzse Téth, she also held that tdltos power was “superior” to witchcraft and relied on
this idea in her own defence in front of the tribunal. (She declared that her deceased
brother was a “mighty tdltos,” were he alive he would protect her from the night attacks
of witches).*” Belief in the ability to heal — especially in the case of taltos who functioned
as unwitchers — becomes more nuanced in our sources (they place more trust in the
healers of other communities than those of their own.) Doubt is likely also to have been
part of the belief in the supernatural capabilities of healing and causing harm; we can
find traces of this in some concrete cases (the healer is not a good healer, she is incom-
petent, she is not the one who was supposed to do the healing because she was not the
one who caused the bewitchment, etc.).

It is difficult to say anything about the “faith” of the treasure diggers, who were
mostly con artists. “Genuine” treasure seers — who, however, cannot be distinguished
from the impostors — most likely believed in their own ability to “see” and in the real-
ity and usefulness of their activity, even if they had doubts. Beyond this, what we can
conclude is merely that both genuine and fraudulent treasure seers used (altos beliefs
and the communal knowledge and narratives about them to increase their prestige
while some used them to cover up their scams. They were building on past or current
beliefs, but what they themselves believed remains a mystery. Perhaps it is a tell-tale
sign that the last two fraudulent treasure seers used the word tdltos as a magical threat
—using it as a synonym for “harmful wizard”, “witch”: as if inspired by a belief that the
power of the tdltos surpassed that of witches (similarly to fraudulent t¢dltos bragging
about tdltos power).

As for the faith and doubt manifested among the communities of the persons exam-
ined here, we can find out quite a bit about this from the statements of the witnesses
and the tdltos themselves. Taltoshood still had prestige, and its mythology and narrative
—as we saw —was quite familiar to some eighteenth-century communities. Those speak-
ing about it — “genuine” ones and fraudulent ones alike — must have supposed that
their communities and their audiences believed all this (even swindlers found it worth
a try to rely on the common font of knowledge about tdltos). Perhaps it was a sign of the
“greater” strength of the taltos beliefs of a community when an individual was given the
taltos byname, which, as we have seen, was a rather frequent occurrence. When mem-
bers of a village or small town know the identity of the community’s ¢dltos it may also be
an indication of the existence of genuine tdltos; the tdltos themselves also speak of their
taltoshood openly, they do not hide it as we could see in some of our cases. However,
we cannot know who in the given community believed them and who doubted them
— most probably both attitudes were present everywhere. When members of the com-
munity ask for “material” proof from the person claiming to be tdltos, it can be taken to
be a clear sign of doubt on their part. This is not so much doubt in tdltoshood as such,

17 Bessenyei 1997, 395.
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but in whether a given person was a tdltos or not: for example Orzse Téth offers to show
the tooth she was born with to the person doubting her, or Zsuzsanna Kémtives shows
the scars on her arm left over from the heavenly battle she fought.

Beliefin witchcraft was likely to have been general both among the individuals exam-
ined here and the communities they hailed from. Threats of bewitchment or natural
disasters addressed by tdlltos to communities or their prominent leaders also indicates
such a generalized belief. Members of the communities hoodwinked most likely took
it for granted that treasure-seeing was possible, their credulity may have been aided by
the fact that the treasure-seeing tdltos advertised their own Christian credentials and
the Christian faith of communities at the time could not be doubted, although indi-
vidual variation in the degrees of faith of individuals was entirely possible.

Finally, with regard to the courts, the above described global processes of the
spread of scepticism and the loss of credibility of magical crafts did not leave them
untouched either. Changes in the elite’s views of witchcraft, diabolical help and magic
and in the laws affecting them, on the one hand may have influenced the knowl-
edge of the courts that served as the basis of their ideas about tdltos and witch beliefs,
on the other hand the courts channelled these changes to those, who found them-
selves in front of the tribunal. The concrete manifestations of these changes were pri-
marily the verdicts of the trials. These reflect a multiplicity of attitudes: at times the
courts treated tdltoshood with neutrality, as a harmless craft, at times they considered
it to be fraud, or to be coming from the devil; the latter cases also indicate the pres-
ence of some vestiges of the “tdltos beliefs” of the judges themselves. The same can be
said about the evaluation of treasure diggers, although in this case the willingness to
declare the case to be fraudulent seems to be greater. In contrast, the solid, unswerv-
ing survival of witch beliefs can also be deduced from the verdicts, and perhaps the
same can be said about beliefs regarding healers with supernatural abilities. There are
very few statements about them in courtroom dialogues; if there are, then the heal-
ers’ capabilities are contrasted with witchcraft, the capacity to cause harm by bewitch-
ment. Presumably, this indicates strong belief in both crafts on the part of all actors:
the accused, the witnesses and the judiciary alike.

The declarations of the accused in defence and justification of themselves (and
sometimes the similarly motivated statements of the witnesses) help us refine the sup-
posed processes. Regarding tdltoshood and treasure seeking, we do not have relevant
data, using Christian attributes as a defence (besides being personal beliefs) can pri-
marily be taken to be mere appeals to the Christian faith of the court. The vigorous-
ness of witchcraft beliefs is also demonstrated by the denials expressed in defence.

Although we could surmise that the examined court cases of tdltos were also part of
the global processes of change, it was not possible to establish from the declarations
of the courts and the statements addressed to them a clear temporal change, the une-
quivocal process of the spread of scepticism (perhaps our sample was also too small
for this). The coexistence of a multitude of opinions indicates parallel processes of
differing rates of change in the relationship of “faith and doubt.”
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Conclusions

Without wanting to overgeneralize the results of my examination based on a limited
number of cases of Hungarian tdltos trials, I can draw the following conclusions with
regard to the question of the relationship of faith and doubt.

Religious faith and doubt cannot be proved directly, we can only surmise their exist-
ence (taking into consideration certain secondary evidence), or rather, there always
remain some (scholarly) doubts, and even then, we can only suppose their existence
for the community, not so much in the case of individuals. Thus, whether the few taltos
who can be designated as “genuine” believed in their own tdltoshood and its mythical
correlates or not, cannot be known, only surmised.

Based on indirect evidence we can conjecture that among actors and their com-
munities/audiences besides faith, doubt is always present. However, doubt does not
mean non-faith, instead it accompanies faith. Neither do pretence, make-believe or
cheating mean non-faith, rather, they show the existence of faith at another level.

Religious faith and its transformations are multi-layered phenomena with vari-
ous coordinates — differences in the religious, social and geographical environment,
temporal differences, different beliefs of ordinary people and the elite, the faith of
the clerical and the secular elite, the varying roles of the officials of the community,
the faith of the actors and of their communities/audiences — that rarely overlap; proc-
esses of change take place on different planes in tandem at differing time and space
intervals.
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Scrying and the “Sieve and Shears”:
Sociocultural Roles and Neurophysiological Bases
of Traditional Divinatory Techniques:

In 1594 an investigation into the town bather in Cannstatt, Hans Brichner, revealed
that he used an illicit magical technique as part of the healing services he provided.?
It was not unusual for a bather to practice simple medicine as part of his services,
but Briichner crossed a line when he told Fuchs Jager’s wife that “her illness came
to her from evil women,” whom he “could see” in a reflection in a glass plate. Spe-
cifically, he told her that she was made sick by “a goat cheese given to her to eat” by
Margritha Ludwig, the widow of a town official, who, he said, lived on a lane popu-
lated by “malevolent people”. Jager’s wife “became belligerent toward Margritha”, but
since Margritha and her neighbors were “honorable notables”, the magistrates began
to investigate the bather. They soon learned of another incident in which Briichner
had also said that a sick boy “was afflicted by evil women”, and offered to let the boy’s
father see for himself who did it “in a mirror”. Under interrogation, Briichner pro-
tested that Frau Jager had told him she had become sick from eating the cheese, said
that he must have been drunk when he slighted the honorable people, and denied
that he had a mirror.> However, the fact that two different witnesses testified that he
had boasted of his ability to detect witches in a reflective surface suggests that this last
statement was an evasion, for he had told Frau Jager he saw the witch “in the window”,
and he did not tell the boy’s father whose mirror he would use.

The divinatory technique Briichner used, called scrying, was a common form of
divination that worked by inducing a subjective experience, in this case a visual one,

! Note that the substance of this paper was drawn from Edward Bever, The Realities of Witchcraft and
Popular Magic in Early Modern Europe (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), and is reproduced
with the permission of Palgrave Macmillan.

? Hauptstaatsarchiv Stuttgart (hereafter: HSAS) A209, biischel (hereafter: b.) 723, document (here-
after: d.) 2.

* Ibid., d. 3.
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whose content appeared to be relevant to the issue at hand.* It could be practiced by
anyone, but in many cases, like this one, it was undertaken by specialists, and it was
used it not only to identify suspected witches, but also to identify thieves and other
unknown malefactors, locate missing persons and hidden objects, and foretell the
future. Variants of it utilized windows and mirrors, as in Briichner’s case, crystal balls,
as, for example, a fortune-teller who worked for Anton Fugger used, sword blades,
water in a bucket, or even polished thumbnails.” All involved staring into the reflective
surface until an image that supplied the desired information appeared.

Historians commonly focus on the fact that these techniques could be manipu-
lated by an unscrupulous practitioner who could merely pretend to see an image to
support a conclusion he or she had already reached consciously. However, if under-
taken earnestly scrying had the potential to reveal genuine insights. Since “the brain
knows more than the mind reveals” and “much of what we know can’t be stated”, scry-
ing can bring out unconscious knowledge by altering the practitioner’s consciousness
and prompting visual hallucinations.® Scrying promotes an altered state of conscious-
ness that enhances access to unconscious knowledge because gazing steadily induces
a focused concentration and dissociation similar to hypnosis, if it is relatively brief, or
the stronger tuning of the nervous system and simultaneous discharge of the ergot-
rophic and trophotrophic nervous systems associated with shamanic trance if it is
strong. In either state, although to different degrees, “subconscious neural processing
can dominate mental activity, producing ... unusual ... thoughts and images” and “an
occasional ... flash of insight”.”

Gazing into a reflective surface promotes visual hallucinations in particular because
it focuses attention on visual processing. Furthermore, the ambiguous visual experi-
ence reflective surfaces create provides a favorable field onto which to project inter-
nally generated images, for even a clear mirror creates a disjunction between the
reflection and the background imagery, and many of the types of surfaces used, like
windows or water, introduced distortion to the reflected image as well. Vision rou-
tinely integrates recent visual memory and internally generated imagery based on
expectations and older memories with actual incoming sense data, and the internal
inputs can be spontaneously superimposed on the external to create powerful vis-
ual experiences that manifest internally generated elements in apparently external
perceptions.®? Scrying harnesses this process deliberately in a more controlled and
directed way. Most if not all people are capable of attaining at least fleeting impres-

* Thomas 1971, 186; Briggs 1996, 182; Walther 1929, 67. Other ways of inducing such subjective ex-
periences included the use of hallucinogenic drugs, including, in Europe, henbane (Duerr 1985,
138, n. 6); and mandrake (Priesner 1993, 37); see also Harner 2001, 199; and Doblin de Rios 1984,
203.

Bever 2006.

Hollan 2000, 540; Norrentranders 1998, 300; Neher 1990, 54.

Neher 1990, 37; Hutton 1999, 96; Winkelmann 1990, 323.

Examples and discussion in Bever 2008, 29-33, and 83-85.
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sions in this manner, and roughly one person in twenty by one estimation can gener-
ate not just a fleeting impression, but actually a sustained moving image.’

A case from Murrhardt that took place 130 years later, in 1729, contains evidence
of another form of divination commonly used to identify thieves as well as witches that
was also used widely throughout Europe.!” The case began when a man complained
that another man who had lost some money went to a “devil incanter” who said the
first man’s daughter had taken it. The magistrates investigated and found that the
cunning man was a potter named Hans Jacob Schiller who had been “divining for
people where lost objects had gone” and who had taken them for well over a decade,
and he had also told a man named Christoph Ernst Dumme that a poltergeist in his
house was caused by the son of a man involved in a lawsuit against him.

The technique Schiller used was called “sieve driving” (Sieb treiben) locally, and
“sieve and shears” in England.! In one common form, it involved balancing a sieve on
the tip of a pair of shears, which was held pointing upward while the names of suspects
were recited until the sieve began to rotate, which was taken to indicate that the guilty
party had just been named." The general procedure had been known since antiquity,
was commonly used across Europe, and was transmitted through oral channels as well
as in writings by Agrippa and Mathers’ version of the Clavicula Salomonis."® Since the
Middle Ages the technique had been embedded in a ritual including a short blessing
invoking “St. Petrus, St. Paulus, St. Kilian, in the name of God the Father, God the
Son, and God the Holy Spirit” to introduce each name in turn, which served to mark
off the activity from daily routine and helped focus the participants’ attention."

Like scrying, sieve driving could be manipulated consciously to validate a prede-
termined conclusion, but when the ritual was conducted ingenuously it could also
manifest unconscious knowledge. In contrast to the process of visual overlay in scry-
ing, which induced a subjective experience whose content was relevant to the issue
at hand, the sieve and sheers method created an objective, physical outcome whose
meaning was interpreted. While it may seem to us that the sieve’s movement must
have been random when not deliberately manipulated, it was more likely due to a
process known as ideomotor action or the ideomotor effect. In this process, “quasi-
independent modules in the brain ... initiate motor movements without necessarily
engaging the ‘executive module’ that is responsible for our sense of self-awareness

©

Tuczay 2005, 225, 230, n. 12; Briggs 1996, 182.

10 HSAS A209, b. 1656, d. 13-5-1729.

Thomas 1971, 213.

Other configurations of the objects were used (for example, the technique discussed at
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/0i/authority.20110803100505125 and illustrated
athttp://www.cunning.org.uk/tools.html), but the general principal of how they functioned seems
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and volition.”” As a consequence, “our muscles will behave unconsciously in accord-
ance with an implanted expectation” while “we are not aware that we ourselves are the
source of the resulting action.” Indeed, the actions generally “feel as though they are
being propelled” by an external force.

The effect was first investigated by the German Jesuit Althanasius Kircher, who in
his 1640 Latin folios reported that pendulums and divining rods only move when
held in someone’s hand, and not when held by a rigid support. It was first ascribed to
unconscious muscular movements by his protégé Gaspard Schott in the late 1650s.'°
The French chemist Michel Chevreul rediscovered and investigated the effect in the
early 1800s, and the psychologist and physiologist William Carpenter named it and
invoked it as an alternative to spiritualist and paranormal explanations of a number
of related phenomena in the late 1800s.

William James expanded on the concept to explain volitional as well as non-
volitional movement since, he wrote, “whenever a movement ... immediately follows
upon the idea of it ... all sorts of neuromuscular responses come between ... but
we know absolutely nothing of them.” The only difference, according to James, is
whether the original impulse was generated by conscious or unconscious processing.
Recent research goes even further than James and suggests that all decisions originate
in unconscious processing and consciousness serves at most as a check that enables
us to voluntarily suppress impulses that are on the verge of being executed, a capacity
that, in contrast to “free will”, has been dubbed “free won’t”."”

After James, psychologists’ interest in ideomotor action declined, and today it is
mainly mentioned by skeptics as an alternative to paranormal explanations of appar-
ently anomalous physical phenomena involving contact with people. They tend to
emphasize its potential to channel external suggestions and preconceived notions into
apparently significant events, just as, to the extent that historians and anthropologists
pay regard to the efficacy of rituals involving it, like rituals involving scrying, they tend
to emphasize their potential to manifest and validate pre-existing awareness of socially
defined roles or individual interests.'® Of course, these divinatory techniques can and
do do all of these things, for the brain’s unconscious processing is notoriously complex,
integrating biological urges, cultural scripts, longstanding and self-reinforcing patterns
of thought and behavior, and ongoing calculations of immediate interest, which would
seem to be why the clergy regarded divination as one of the devil’s snares."

o
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However, in emphasizing the illusory and self-serving aspects of scrying and the
sieve and shears, modern scholars are somewhat Whiggishly advancing the point of
view of one side of the debate about magic in the early modern period, the religious,
and later scientific, critics. To fully understand these practices, practitioners, and their
clients, though, it behoves us to understand what about them really worked, and why,
as well.

People perceive, evaluate, and react to stimuli unconsciously, and they can become
aware that this has taken place through “gut feelings” and intuitions.* These forms
of cognition manifest as visceral sensations and “images ... verbal input ... [or] a gen-
eral sense of knowing” since gut feelings are “the conscious experience of involuntary
autonomic nervous system activation ... triggered by the limbic system”, and intuitive
insights are “transient, spontaneous altered states of consciousness consisting of par-
ticular sensory experience or thoughts, coupled with strong emotional reactions” that
are generated by “the tuning in of emotion-based unconscious processing and the
tuning out of logical operations”.?! These forms of understanding emerge spontane-
ously in consciousness strongly enough to form the basis for action or persuasion only
sporadically because they are often fleeting or obscure, because they are difficult to
articulate and rationalize, and because there are often strong social and psychologi-
cal pressures not to acknowledge or act on them.* Forms of divination like scrying
and “sieve driving” tap these visceral and intuitive sources of knowledge deliberately
in order to “access information channels of the limbic brain and lower brain centers,
behavioral, nonverbal, and emotional communication processes ... [and] protomen-
tation, paleomentation, and emotomentation” to help people “negotiate their lives,
make decisions, cure ailments, and reknit [or acknowledge and adjust to tears in]
social fabrics”.®

Scrying and sieve driving are particularly useful in determining the source of ail-
ments associated with witchcraft — by which I mean, ailments caused or contributed
to by stress resulting from interpersonal conflicts — for several reasons. Before discuss-
ing these, however, I think I should expand on the relationship between witchcraft
and disease that I have explored in articles and my book The Realities of Witchcraft and
Popular Magic in Early Modern Europe.®* It is widely recognized there is an intimate, con-
stant, and variegated connection between a person’s somatic health and psychological
state. A person’s psychological well-being, in turn, is highly sensitive to disturbances
in interpersonal relations, which means their somatic health is as well. Psychic distress
can cause not only hypochondria and psychosomatic ailments, but also a wide variety
of psychophysical illnesses and even a propensity for accidents, mainly through the
effects of chronic stress. Stress can be triggered and sustained through a variety of

20 Bever 2008, 23-27.

2l Hobson 2001, 92; Alexander et al. 1990, 118-19.

22 Anderson et al. 1999, 401.

2 Winkelman and Peek 2004, 10, 7; Alexander et al. 1990, 118.
24 Bever 2000; 2002; 2008, 11-37, 309-12.
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conscious and unconscious hostile displays manifesting interpersonal animus, some
of which are explicit and consciously recognized, but others of which are subtle and
therefore subliminally perceived and processed. Witchcraft in this sense is the con-
scious or unconscious manipulation of these connections between minds and bodies
to manifest one person’s animosity as another person’s malady.

It was in cases involving unconscious forms of communication and processing that
divination played an important role. First of all, awareness or acknowledgement of an
interpersonal conflict, or the strength of such a conflict, may be suppressed because
of socio-cultural constraints or individual psychodynamics. Secondly, awareness of
the specific interpersonal situation generating the stress may not be available to con-
sciousness to begin with. In either case, the process of divination can bring this aware-
ness to consciousness either directly or indirectly.

The process of divination will be direct if the person involved conducts the divina-
tion, and indirect if a specialist undertakes the ritual. In the former case, the process
is relatively straightforward. The ritual induces an altered state of consciousness, com-
paratively light in the case of sieve driving and deeper in the case of scrying. In the
case of scrying, the person then envisions the neighbor or associate whose word, ges-
ture, or expression triggered the stress, and perhaps even the word, gesture, or expres-
sion itself. In the case of sieve driving, the person reacts unconsciously to the name of
the person with tiny muscle movements generating a circular motion at the tip of the
shears, and hence in the sieve. As noted, both of these processes can be manipulated
consciously, and can for various reasons lead the person to unconsciously see or name
an innocent party, but these possibilities should not obscure the fact that, undertaken
earnestly, these processes can help bring to consciousness previously unacknowledged
awareness of who and what triggered the psychophysical processes responsible for the
person’s misfortune.

If the process of divination is indirect, with a cunning person performing the actual
divinatory act, as Hans Briickner did for Fuchs Jager’s wife, the mechanism by which
unconscious information is found is more complex. Of course, it is possible for the
cunning person to work entirely from his or her own personal knowledge of the cli-
ent and the potential subjects — Hans seems to have known Margritha Ludwig and the
other people on her street, and appears to have known from Fuchs Jager’s wife that
she had gotten some cheese from her — but in many cases people consulted cunning
folk who lived at some distance and would not have known the client or the likely sus-
pects beforehand. This is undoubtedly why cunning folk often encouraged clients
to actually name names themselves, either simply supervising the divinatory process
or, perhaps more commonly, acting almost like a psychotherapist to draw out uncon-
scious or unexpressed knowledge by asking questions and suggesting possibilities.* In
this latter case, and even more when the cunning person actually performed the divi-
nation him- or herself, the process involved an intricate interplay between the client
and the specialist.

% Macfarlane 1970, 123-24; Briggs 1996, 180.
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Having the specialist do the divination basically involved a trade-off. On the one
hand, as we have seen, different people have different capacities to enter trance and
bring unconscious information to consciousness, and a cunning person was not only
a specialist in this, but also, as a disinterested party, would be less susceptible to the
social and psychological pressures to suppress or distort insights than the client.?* On
the other hand, though, the cunning person obviously did not have the kind of direct
knowledge of the people involved, their relationships, and the specific interactions
that might have led to the malady in question.

A cunning person’s ability to do the divination therefore depended on his or her
ability to “read” the client, to detect and register on an unconscious level body lan-
guage, intonation, turns of phrase, unconscious activation of vocal cords during sub-
vocalization, and other subliminal cues, as well as to assimilate this information with
a general understanding of people based on life experience and any overt informa-
tion given during any preliminary discussion.”” The actual process of divination could
involve an ongoing process of both overt and subliminal interaction between diviner
and client or the diviner could withdraw and conduct the actual divination in private,
but in either case, the cunning person was sensing the unconscious knowledge of the
client, on the one hand, and manifesting it in the form of the image seen or the move-
ment of the sieve, on the other hand.?

This process would be even more complex in cases when a third party was involved,
as in a case from Angouléme in 1596 when two young children were used to scry
under the supervision of an adult diviner, which would have involved an intricate
interaction between them, the magician, and the client before and quite probably
during the ceremony as the different parties negotiated, possibly consciously but pre-
sumably unconsciously, a consensual image of the act of witchcraft and the witch they
described.®

Detecting witchcraft appears from the record to have been the most common use
for divination, but that may well be because it involved a capital crime, while other
uses involved crimes that were less serious.”® Identification of thieves was the second

% McClenon 1997, 1.

Glucklick 1997, 13; Neher 1990, 31-32, 34; Alexander 1990, 120. Goodman 1988, 49, denies any

role for “methods similar to a Rorschach test, or ... game theory for randomizing results”, placing

all emphasis on the “religious trance ... which the practitioner enters,” but I think it is more rea-
sonable to assume that diviners combine all these techniques, to different degrees in different cul-
tures, traditions, and personal styles.

Note that this explanation assumes that no truly paranormal process was being tapped that gave

the diviner direct access to the information, since the existence of such processes is not accepted

by a consensus of the scientific community; see Bever 2008, 36.

Briggs 1996, 182.

% Bever 2008, 221. Note that identifying witches constituted about a third of the divination cases re-
ported here, while treasure-hunting made up almost 60%. However, divination to detect witches
(and thieves) was practiced throughout the early modern period, whereas treasure-hunting was
rarely practiced except during the early eighteenth century, when it was a fad that generated nu-
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most common use revealed by prosecuted cases, but it may well have been more com-
mon, given the ubiquity of theft across Europe and throughout the period, in contrast
to the more varied intensities of witchcraft suspicions geographically and temporally.
In any event, divinatory rituals like this were well suited for the problem of identifying
thieves as well as witches because, while the crime itself did not involve the subliminal
actions and reactions that characterized maleficium, the aftermath did involve a cer-
tain amount of deception since most thefts in villages and small towns appears to have
been perpetrated by people who were part of the same community as, or one near to
that of, the victims.

Of course, some missing items were undoubtedly simply misplaced, but they tended
to be valuables that people would have paid special attention to, so there is no reason
to doubt that many items that disappeared were in fact stolen. Some may have been
taken by the vagrants who drifted across the countryside, especially during and after
wars, and who would not hesitate to burglarize a house if the opportunity arose. How-
ever, such raids were by and large both infrequent and obvious because the presence
of the vagrant in the neighborhood would likely be noticed, and the house would
likely be ransacked. The kind of thefts people consulted cunning folk about were the
mysterious disappearance of specific items, which were most likely taken by people
with access to the house and knowledge of the members’ possessions and routines.
The thief would then have to live with the victim, and perhaps even rebuff inquiries
and accusations, all of which would involve deception and lying.

Lying presents a complex social-psychological problem. On the one hand, “there
is ample evidence that people behave differently when they are lying than when they
are telling the truth” and these “differences in behavior ... alert targets ... that a lie
is being perpetrated upon them”. However, on the other hand, the evidence suggests
that people are relatively bad at consciously recognizing that they are being lied to.*
Perhaps because “lying is a fact of daily life” since “on average people tell ... one lie in
every five of their social interactions”, accurately recognizing lies and calling people
on them would simply be too disruptive socially.?®

While this assessment is only suggestive since it is based on modern research, there
is good reason to think that that if anything lying was more firmly engrained in early
modern culture than in our own since village and small town communities are par-
ticularly vulnerable to fissures caused by interpersonal conflicts, and so need these to
be suppressed to maintain social cohesion. For example, the magistrates of Murrhardt
noted that Jacob Schiller’s activities detecting thieves as well as identifying witches

treasure-hunting cases may have been more numerous, witchcraft (and thief) detection would
have been more common; Martin 1989, 119; Thomas 1971, 253-54. As for the relative frequency
of witchcraft vs. theft cases, note also that in addition to the sampled cases, I read many other re-
lated cases in the Haupstaatsarchiv Stuttgart, and of them only one included divination for witch-
craft (A209, b. 529), while four included divination for theft (A209, b. 1338; A213, b. 8406,/1765;
A213, b. 8406/1773; A213, b. 8422/1747).

Anderson 1999, 375, 382.

%2 Ibid., 377-78.
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“created great bitterness between the best of friends” and “set hearts bitterly against
one another, causing all sorts of evil consequences”.?® People had recourse to divi-
nation because, if more mundane clues or proof that a particular person had stolen
something from them were not available, it could confirm their awareness of or bring
to consciousness their unconscious knowledge of who in their immediate social circle
was displaying involuntary signs that they were lying to them about it.

Historians have traditionally emphasized that people went to diviners because there
were no police detectives with modern forensic techniques and technology available
to them, which is true, but somewhat anachronistic. Scrying and sieve driving to iden-
tify thieves were used because they could tap peoples’ real awareness of other peo-
ples’ unconscious signals that they were hiding guilty secrets, a real awareness that
was often difficult to bring to consciousness and even more difficult to articulate in
order to justify social action. The alternative was not modern criminology; it was to do
nothing. These sorts of divination were not ineffectual substitutes for effective action,
they were an effective action that, while not entirely reliable, was neither random nor
inherently unreliable. Jacob Schiller was forced to admit on one occasion “that what
he said at first was far off the mark”, and on another that he had defended a man
accused of assaulting another with a knife because he was drunk. In another case,
though, a cunning-man said a woman was stealing milk, and later she was seen sneak-
ing around her neighbor’s property late at night.** While we cannot know the guilt or
innocence of the accused in most cases, thefts do take place, and, outside the formal
structure of law a suspect’s protestations of innocence are no more inherently cred-
ible than a victim of theft’s suspicions.

Beyond the fact that it is far from impossible for the most obvious suspect to be, in
fact, the guilty party, there probably were often actually more than one possible sus-
pect, either because more than one person had means and opportunity to commit
the crime, or because the aggrieved party was at odds with more than one other mem-
ber of the community, so that more than one had the motive. Historical analyses of
divination to identify witches and thieves have generally proceeded from the assump-
tion that there was only one pre-determined suspect, and the ritual was conducted
merely to rubberstamp their vilification. This approach overlooks the fact that there
were generally several people in a community who were potential suspects, and that
the aggrieved person may have been at odds with a number of people. In these cases,
the ritual was conducted not to validate suspicion of a single suspect, but instead to
decide among a number of potential ones. Finally, it is even possible that once in a
while the aggrieved party was genuinely perplexed about who might have perpetrated
the crime, and went into the ritual without any preconceived ideas about who might
be guilty and ready to accept whatever answer the process revealed.

With these and similar divinatory techniques, some people in early modern Wiirt-
temberg, like many people all over pre-modern Europe, tapped sources of knowl-

3 HSAS A209, b. 1656, d. 13-5-1729 and d. 1. See also Zagorin 1990.
* HSAS A213, b. 8406, d. 6-2-1761.
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edge beyond their conscious minds in order to identify people who wished them ill
and people who had stolen from them, to locate missing persons, to find lost objects
and hidden treasures, and to predict the future and obtain guidance for individuals
and the community as a whole. In some cases this information came spontaneously;
in most, the people sought it deliberately. In some instances, any validity of the knowl-
edge these people might have gained could only have come by chance or from some
process of information transfer that is on the fringe of or beyond modern scientific
understanding. However, for the most part the insights and revelations, guidance and
instructions can be explained most efficiently, as in the cases of scrying and sieve driv-
ing, as the results of unconscious cognitive processes that could rise to consciousness
spontaneously, but access to which could also be cultivated through ritual and fos-
tered by belief.

Just as the source of the knowledge revealed by divination and prophesy need not
be mysterious to us, people’s motivation for using them need not perplex us either.
From one point of view, they did not have the Internet, forensic and meteorological
sciences, branch libraries and research centers that are available to support our sys-
tematic rational and scientific analysis, so they had to rely more heavily on received
knowledge and intuition than we do. From another, more relevant, point of view, they
were not making the best of a deficit, but instead were simply making use of the tools
and techniques they had available, which were better than the real alternatives.

Cunning men, for example, did not use the sieve and shears as a poor substitute
for lie detectors, but instead as a good alternative to sheer guesswork, foredoomed
searches for unlikely physical evidence, rational deductions based on all-but-nonex-
istent hard data, or simply shrugging their shoulders. Victims’ unconscious reactions,
too, were hardly infallible, but they were more likely to be accurate than ill-founded
inferences, long-standing assumptions, haphazard guesses, casual prejudices, overt
animosities, or consensual conclusions. We should not build into our discussions of
scrying, sieve driving, and similar forms of divination an assumption that they were
foolish, fraudulent, or nothing but comforting manipulations of symbols. Instead,
we should start from the understanding that they manifested genuine power to tap
sources of real knowledge that were normally unconscious or unacknowledged both
because they were known in ways that were difficult to articulate and because, then as
now, talking about them was likely to upset the social apple cart.
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Faith, Doubt and the Dynamics of Change
in the Interpretations of a Woman'’s Illness'

“You need to believe it, too, if you don’t believe it, it doesn’t take effect.”

Introduction

From February to August 2015 I conducted fieldwork in a village in Transylvania,
Romania. During these months I stayed with a local elderly couple, Maria and David.?
I became aware of Maria’s health problems in the first weeks of my stay: she told me
briefly about the surgeries she has had and the special diet she has been following
over the past few years and I also noticed some signs of her impaired health on a daily
basis. As discussing each other’s health issues is a common subject among villagers®
I soon learned more details from her conversations with neighbours and family mem-
bers when they came to visit or when I sometimes accompanied Maria on her visits to
one or another of her many friends in the village. Also, local people, aware that I was
staying in Maria’s home, often asked after her health when in conversation with me.

! The research leading to these results has received funding from the European Research Coun-
cil under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-2013) / ERC grant
agreement Ne 324214,

? To protect the privacy of the persons involved, I will not disclose the name and location of the vil-
lage and also have changed names and other non-essential details in the episodes presented here.
I will quote texts from actual interviews, but will leave out details that could link actual people to
the events mentioned in them.

* I need to add here that — as we will see later — this is only true to some extent. As health is highly
valued in this community, people are mostly unwilling to make their own health problems — espe-
cially certain types — the subject of open discussion. It is very common, however, to politely inquire
about each other’s health when people meet on the streets or visit each other. In these conversa-
tions, most people are very careful of how they talk about their health: they usually mention only
minor symptoms (e.g., cold, allergy, headache) or those that are relatively common in the village
(e.g., hypertension, diabetes, back pain). Severe cases and those requiring permanent medical care
do not go unnoticed, though, and are widely discussed among the villagers. Maria’s case falls into
this category as everybody in the community has been aware of her long weeks of hospitalisation
and the family’s struggle to find appropriate treatment for her symptoms.
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However, others’ inquiries after her sometimes seemed to be more than simple polite-
ness, there was “something more” in the air. In June, for instance, I visited an eld-
erly couple for the first time and the lady immediately started to ask questions about
Maria’s health. After I had briefly informed her she made the following remark:

They've had enough problems. Poor people, they’ve had enough. This Maria
ended up at the doctors’ at a very young age... but she did not recover there, some-
thing else has happened [my emphasis].

Being familiar with the community and the communication strategies of the locals,
I knew that the insinuation was that bewitchment was the cause* of Maria’s health
problems. Thus, I started to ask for more information about her case. My questions
gradually revealed a somewhat inconsistent, but intriguing group of narratives in con-
nection with this woman’s illness® and partial recovery, with many different actors
involved. Since her health problems first appeared 40 years ago, she has consulted
family members, other people from the village, doctors in various hospitals, priests and
several folk specialists in order to find appropriate help. Sometimes she has accepted,
at other times she has questioned or ignored their opinions and suggestions, while
she has often not been sure of what she believed and what she should do.

Based on this short overview, it would be easy to assess Maria’s case as an ordinary
story of a person facing serious health problems and trying all viable solutions in
order to be cured. It is a universal phenomenon that people — especially with chronic
or severe diseases — explore a wide range of available remedies and visit different prac-
titioners, who may apply a great variety of therapies.® What differ are the particular
discourses and beliefs regarding ill-health and healing available and the “individual
strategies of manoeuvre” among the options.” Maria’s story does not merely demon-
strate the syncretism of diverse interpretations of medical realities. Her going back
and forth between different treatment options when a given method proved unsuc-
cessful was only partly occasioned by the multifaceted nature of the local healing sys-
tem, partly, she shaped and reshaped her ideas depending on changes in her condi-
tion and the opinions of her family members and co-villagers.

During our many conversations about her state of health, I became aware of the
coexistence of several competing assumptions and evaluations of her illness and of

'

Other researchers of witchcraft have also noted that there are typical expressions or manners of
speaking referring to bewitchment in a particular community. See for example Mencej 2016, 253—
254; Hesz 2017, 364-372.

The distinction between disease, illness and sickness has become commonplace in medical anthropol-
ogy and here I will also distinguish between disease, defined through biomedical categories, illness,
seen through the experience and beliefs of patients and their families and sickness as a social iden-
tity. I will address these concepts in greater detail in the next section.

Cf. Blum and Blum 1965, 88-90; Iancu 2010, 185. Since the 1970s medical anthropologists have
recognised the pluralistic character of health care all over the world. Johannessen 2006, 3—4.

7 Johannessen 2006, 15.

o

=



FAITH, DOUBT AND THE DYNAMICS OF CHANGE 275

her wavering between different options when seeking solutions. Thus, Maria’s case
is a story of faith and doubt in a rather unusual sense: neither her beliefs in witch-
craft nor her trust in biomedicine as a scientifically based and well-functioning form
of medicine have ever been shaken or dismissed in general, but she has been in con-
stant doubt regarding the interpretation of her symptoms and their origin, as well as
the most appropriate way to cure them. Also, her story is not only about believing or
doubting various explanatory models, but also about her trust in different specialists,
the impact of her family and larger community on her decisions, her social position
and the web of her relationships that all had a great influence on her beliefs, doubts
and actions.

While certain changes in her life and health conditions seemed to confirm her
explanations and actions, other situations and the recurrent health crises caused
her to doubt her earlier beliefs and presumptions regarding her problems — making
her redefine her illness again and again, and generating a process of continual trans-
formation from certainty to uncertainty and vice versa. As this was a situation in which
she was constantly asking herself (and other people) what to believe, how much to
believe it and how to act on the basis of her beliefs and doubts I will analyse Maria’s
story focusing on the dynamics of this change.

In order to better understand Maria’s alternatives and choices, I will sketch the
context of her story in the first part of my study. After a short overview on some theo-
retical and methodological concerns, I will briefly introduce the village and the com-
munity and outline local ideas about illness and the health care system that provide
the framework to manage it. I will follow up with a detailed description of Maria’s
case, focusing on the different options available in this particular case as possible
explanatory and action models and also on the various factors that affected her when
choosing between them.

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

As they seemingly refer to the same condition of ill health, either we usually do not
make a distinction between disease, illness and sickness or use the terms interchangea-
bly. However, medical and social scientists identify the three categories as the — closely
interconnected — medical, personal and social aspects of human ailment.® In a bio-
medical sense, diseaseis the medical practitioner’s construction of patients’ complaints
in the terminology of a particular healing system, “a health problem that consists of
a physiological malfunction”,’® that is to say, pathological states of organs or organ sys-
tems.'" [ilness, on the other hand, refers to the subjective response of the patient to

8 Some important anthropological works: Fabrega 1972; Eisenberg 1977; Kleinman 1980; Twaddle
1994. On the fruitfulness of these concepts in scientific analysis see: Hofmann 2002.

9 Twaddle 1994, 8.

% Young 1982, 264; Kleinman and Seeman 2000, 231.
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being unwell, or — as Allan Young phrased it — “to a person’s perceptions and expe-
riences of certain socially disvalued states, including, but not limited to, disease”.!!
It includes the ailing person’s experience of ill health, the meaning he gives to this
experience and also his response to his condition and symptoms. The third part of
the triad, sickness refers to a socially determined role, or rather the process for “social-
izing disease and illness”.'? It is the process through which the poor health or mental
problem s) of an individual — causing the inability to perform expected social activi-
ties — are given socially recognizable meanings.”” The “operation” of the triad could
be summarized as follows: when a person — based on his and his environment’s judg-
ment and beliefs about worrisome behavioural or biological signs — feels ill, the medi-
cal profession is able to diagnose a disease by specialised examinations, independent
of subjective experience and social conventions, and society grants him the “sick role”
which provides dispensation from his normal activities but also requires him to over-
come the health problems as soon as possible.'*

As it is not the main goal of my study, I will not analyse these three aspects indi-
vidually in Maria’s case.'” What I would like to highlight here instead is the social and
cultural embeddedness of ill health and the health care seeking activity of the indi-
vidual. Accordingly, the way Maria (and the community) perceives, experiences and
copes with her affliction is also culturally shaped. Her beliefs and experiences — all
embedded in a complex social and cultural setting — affect how she thinks and talks
about her symptoms, when and to whom she goes for care, how she evaluates care
and how long she has remained in it.'® In addition, the explanation of her illness has
never been static but has had a complex and dynamic character — like most elements
of social life it has always been characterised by continuous negotiations and has been
contested several times. Her problems have been interpreted and understood in dif-
ferent ways by Maria, various healers and other members of the local community con-
cerning its etiology and appropriate treatment.!” Thus, in order to understand the
dynamics of the changing tendencies of faith and doubt in her case I first will feature
the social and cultural context — including the local health care system'® — that actu-
ally creates and shapes them.

"' Young 1982, 265; Yew and Mohd 2014, 119.

2 Young 1982, 270.

¥ Ibid.; Twaddle 1994, 11.

14 Twaddle 1994, 9; Kleinman and Seeman 2000, 236; Hofmann 2002, 652-57; Delmouzou 2006, 106;
Yew and Mohd 2014, 119.

I will apply the terms illness, disease and sickness in the meaning that was described here, though.
Also, the reason why I find the theoretical distinction between illness and disease particularly use-
ful for the case studied here is that it was actually the discrepancies between the biomedical and
“local” diagnoses that made her hesitant and uncertain time after time.

Cf. Young 1982, 270; Yew and Mohd 2014, 120.

17 Cf. Young 1982, 268-71; Kleinman and Seeman 2000, 236-37.

I am using this term in the sense Arthur Kleinman does when he defines health care systems as cul-
tural systems that integrate all the health-related components of society. Kleinman 1980, 24. For a
more detailed overview see the next section.
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I have been carrying out anthropological fieldwork in this community since 2014
with a primary focus on religious life. Hence, I came across Maria’s case by accident.
After I first became aware of the very heterogeneous local ideas and narratives con-
cerning her illness in the summer of 2015, I tried to collect as much information as
possible. I realised soon enough that I could only get piecemeal knowledge of the
story and it would be very hard — if not impossible — to reconstruct what really hap-
pened'® and map the entire sociocultural context of Maria’s case, especially the inter-
pretations and strategies of her family and wider community. The reasons for this are
manifold.

The first time I heard about Maria’s illness was more than 40 years after her health
problems first appeared. In the timespan of four decades her case became well-
known within the community, but people had different access and related diversely
to it. Neither the biomedical explanation, nor bewitchment as a possible origin of
her problems was accepted by the entire community: there have always been peo-
ple to doubt the validity of either one or the other, and there were others who lived
too far away to be informed about the details to form an opinion. People would also
change their minds regarding their preferred interpretation as the case developed.
Many neighbours, friends and relatives who were repeatedly consulted and (some of
whom) also took an active role in the process of treatment had already passed away
by the time of my research, others claimed they could not remember or did not want
to talk about Maria with me for the simple reason that I was living in her household.
Being a case of bewitchment this did not surprise me at all.*” Although I did not find
witchcraft a rare or particularly delicate topic of conversation, I was also aware of the
fact that many people chose to hide their beliefs and opinions from me because they
supposed the low prestige of their “superstitions” and wanted to hide their attitude
in order to position themselves according to the estimated expectations of the “edu-
cated, urban” researcher.?!

Given these circumstances I will follow Maria’s own interpretation of the case and
try to show her convictions and doubts and also the reasons behind the changes in
her attitude and treatment strategies from time to time. My analysis is built upon
the ethnographic data from repeated interviews and spontaneous conversations with
Maria, and supported by the rather sporadic memories and reflections of other peo-

Y Obviously this also derives from the characteristics of the narrative (re)construction of the past,
i.e., that the memories regarding a certain episode are always told from the perspective of the
present. Cf. Borneman 1996, 215-216.

As other researchers have pointed out, witchcraft is not a simple explanatory system for certain
types of misfortune but rather a “choice to interpret events in a particular way” (Blécourt and
Davies 2004, 7), that is also effective in “negotiating the social relations of the parties involved”
(Hesz 2007, 23). Thus, the interpretation of a particular event as bewitchment is constructed
through complex processes of contestation, in many cases with obvious “strategic” intentions.
Favret-Saada 1980; Hesz 2007; 2017; Mencej 2016, 255-60.

21 Cf. Favret-Saada 1980, 42-43; Bartha-Balog 2001, 54; Mencej 2016, 255. See also Agnes Hesz’s pa-

per in this volume.
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ple in the village. Although the case will be presented from Maria’s perspective, I am
aware of the opinions of her family and the wider community behind her decisions,
beliefs and doubts and will try to reveal how other people influenced her delibera-
tions and actions.

Local Concepts of Illness and Treatments

The community I am studying is a mountain settlement that offers very harsh living
conditions to its 450% peasant, mostly Hungarian-speaking inhabitants. The location
is peripheral and very hard to reach: the nearest village is 20 kilometres away, there
is no public transportation and the two unpaved roads leading to the village some-
times become unpassable. During the socialist era most men had jobs in industry and
people could also sell milk and dairy products to the local milk cooperative, which
provided decent economic conditions. The decades after the Romanian revolution
brought significant changes for the villagers that can be characterised by the lack of
employment opportunities and — as a result — economic decline. The main source of
livelihood today is cattle-raising and illegal or semi-illegal logging. Most people also
raise swine and poultry and grow potatoes and other vegetables for subsistence on
their small family farms, and some try to support their family by taking on seasonal
agricultural labour in Western Europe.

Being a peasant community, the life of the locals is regulated and scheduled by the
everyday work that provides the subsistence of the families. For this reason health is
considered to be one of the most important values and people tend to hide any kind
of physical or mental disability as long as possible.?» Complaining about some minor
symptoms (pain, cold, allergic reactions, viral infection, etc.) is a common occur-
rence in everyday conversations, but these kinds of problems are by no means con-
sidered illness. Rather, they are seen as inconvenient physical states and it would be
a great shame to fail in performing one’s duties on the family farm or in the house-
hold because of them.** Chronic diseases and generally those requiring permanent
medication (e.g., heart problems, hypertension, diabetes), cases that need immedi-
ate medical intervention (e.g., serious injuries, stroke, heart attack) and symptoms
that would not pass within a relatively short period of time fall under a different
judgement. Health problems are also characterised by their supposed origin: some
are believed to have natural (i.e., biological) causes, while others have supernatural
origins and of course the two categories require different treatments. There are no
standard guidelines for choosing a correct response to a particular health problem,

2 464 people according to the 2011 census. source: http://www.recensamantromania.ro/rezultate-2.
Accessed 30 August 2016.

2 Cf. Blum and Blum 1965, 63-67.

24 For a more detailed overview about sickness as cultural behaviour see: Blum and Blum 1965, 91;
Czégényi és Keszeg 2010, 429-34.
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instead the individual needs to consider the alternatives and seek a solution within
the local health care system.

Health care system is a term introduced by Arthur Kleinman and refers to all knowl-
edge, practices and authorities which a given society associates with medicine. These
include “beliefs about the causes of illness; norms of governing choice and evaluation
of treatment; socially legitimate statuses, roles, power relationships, interaction set-
tings and institutions”.® Kleinman describes the health care system of complex soci-
eties as a cultural system composed of three simultaneously functioning and partly
overlapping parts: the popular, the professional and the folk sectors.?® The popular
sector is the lay, non-professional sphere of the family and the wider community in
which illness is first defined and health care activities are first initiated on the grounds
of beliefs and values about illness that are shared by the community. The professional
sector includes the organised healing professions — in my case it refers to doctors and
nurses trained in medical schools. The folk sector is the non-professional specialist
sector, encompassing both religious and secular healers.?” Diagnosing and treating ill-
nesses is carried out within this system that has the following general features in the
village that I am studying.

In the 1980°s a medical facility was established in the village and a doctor from
the next village came to see patients once a month until very recently when the facil-
ity was closed due to its poor hygienic and technical conditions. While functioning,
mostly people with chronic diseases would go there to get their prescriptions. Others
preferred going to a nearby village or the nearest hospital in cases of urgent need for
medical help. For several reasons there is some general distrust and fear of doctors
and hospitals among locals, though. The nearest hospital is 30 kilometres away, but
as there are no buses or trains available for the locals, they usually find it difficult and
expensive to go there. Besides, hospitals are said to be crowded and dirty, and most
villagers — especially the elderly — feel insecure about leaving home.?® There is also
a language barrier: as a lot of people in the village speak Romanian at a very poor
level, they cannot communicate with doctors and nurses and it makes their stay very
uncomfortable. For those who can manage transportation and are ready to pay more,
another hospital (some 80 kilometres away) with mainly Hungarian-speaking staff is
also an option.

Diagnosing and treating the sick person usually starts in the family or within a small
circle of relatives and trusted friends. Most people in the village have knowledge of
herbal and basic pharmaceutical products (e.g., painkillers), which they use as a first
resort. For more specific advice people might also turn to the few elderly members
of the community known to be experienced in treating certain symptoms. Locals are

% Kleinman 1980, 24.

* Ibid., 50.

77 Ibid., 49-60.

% Richard and Eva Blum observed similar fears and opinions about hospitals among rural Greek
people. Blum and Blum 1965, 82-84.
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well aware of the fact that this sort of home treatment is rather symptomatic, so in case
it is not sufficient, the patient’s diagnosis is reconsidered in the family and this deter-
mines whether and from whom the sick person will seek further treatment. As villag-
ers do not consider for example shortness of breath or a pain in the back an illness,
but believe that they are one of those conditions (deriving from their hard physical
work) that doctors cannot help, they will usually not consult a physician about it. If
things get more serious — the intensity of pain increases, the extent of disability influ-
ences the person in performing her daily duties — people first tend to visit one of the
well-known folk healing specialists or nowadays practitioners of alternative medicine.

As treatment by prescribed medicines or in hospitals is considered very expen-
sive, disturbs one’s daily routine and threatens loss of time from work, people usu-
ally decide to choose the biomedical forms of treatment only in cases of chronic and
potentially fatal illnesses, serious injuries or symptoms that hinder the sick person
in his or her work and that are not resolved after consulting folk specialists. It needs
to be added, though, that there have been significant changes in people’s attitudes
towards biomedicine and their own afflictions in the past decades. The process could
be characterized as the increasing level of “medicalisation of ideas”® within the com-
munity. Parallel with the easier availability of medical care and the larger amount of
information available through mass media people have begun accepting and under-
standing medical ideas and viewing certain conditions as belonging to specific dis-
ease categories that need a specific kind of medical treatment. The “medicalisation of
ideas” thus is reflected in the health-seeking activities of the locals and the “increased
discursive power of biomedicine” on patients’ lives. Locals also tend to label more
and more symptoms as signs of actual diseases and it seems to be easier to convince
them to consult doctors. However, from the patients’ point of view biomedicine is also
rather symptomatic in that people see it as a treatment for the symptoms rather than
the underlying causes of illnesses. Health workers seldom inform people about the
precise diagnosis which often makes it hard for patients to understand how a particu-
lar medicine would treat their complaints and how much time it needs to take effect,
so locals basically expect medicines to remove their symptoms. As a consequence, in
cases where it takes too long or does not seem to be effective within a relatively short
period people easily lose their trust in biomedical care. Courses of treatment are often
terminated before time as people are not willing to return if the first one or two fail
to bring significant changes in their condition.?" Also, people often create their own
“medical principles” or ideas and rely on their lay medical knowledge when dealing
with health problems.? Generally speaking, efforts at treatment are usually empirical

% The process of medicalisation has drawn the attention of many scholars. Here I would only like to

refer to Effrosyni Delmouzou, who in her study gives a detailed overview of the literature and also
shows how different individual levels of “medicalisation of ideas” may hold people back from talk-
ing about their health problems. Delmouzou 2006.

30 Delmouzou 2006, 108.

Scholars have noted similar tendencies in European and African rural communities. See for exam-

ple: Blum and Blum 1965, 88-92; Whyte 1997, 25-26.

% Cf. Blum and Blum 1965, 60-62.
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and - as Richard and Eva Blum have phrased it — have a “trial-and-error pattern: if one
method fails, another is tried”.%

If none of the above treatments helps or the sickness worsens, and in cases of certain
— sometimes unusual — symptoms people usually begin to look for underlying causes
behind the sick person’s miseries, that is they move from a symptomatic to an etiologi-
cal approach. Although it is not the only possible diagnosis, this usually raises the sus-
picion of bewitchment. Belief in witchcraft and bewitchment is still vital in the commu-
nity as a cause of personal or family misfortunes, including certain kinds of illnesses.

Local concepts of witchcraft are more complex than the “classical”, suspicion-accu-
sation centred witchcraft we know from many parts of Western and Central Europe.
People in this community believe magical harm to be performed in two ways: bewitch-
ment of a magical specialist or through curse masses (and accompanying rituals) of
Orthodox priests.** The difference between the two types, however, lies not only in
whether the act of bewitchment is performed by or attributed to® priests or lay spe-

cialists but “the two forms of bewitchment form an antagonistic pair on the basis

of their ideology and function”.*® Bewitchment done by human agents is supposed

to work through evil powers. There were (and according to my observations, still
are) women in the village believed to practice bewitchment for their own malevo-
lent purposes, but people could also have it performed by magical specialists liv-
ing elsewhere.”” Thus, anybody from the community could have been suspected as a
bewitcher. Nevertheless, the objective of the bewitchment is often not to cause harm

% Ibid., 89. Cf. Whyte 1997, 205-9.

% Local ideas on witchcraft show many common features with those of other rural, Hungarian-speak-
ing Transylvanian communities described by other scholars. See: Pécs 2001; 2002; 2004; Hesz 2007;
2017; Komaromi 2009.

% As I do not find it relevant to this case and also for the lack of data I will not address the question
whether the bewitchment is actually performed by or only attributed to certain people. Although
I observed the same tendencies as Agnes Hesz in another Transylvanian community — namely that
witchcraft mainly exists in narratives — I could also note what Eva Pécs has showed regarding two
villages in Felcsik, Transylvania, i.e., that there might be actual deeds behind witchcraft accusa-
tions. Pocs 2002, 240-41; 2004, 175; Hesz 2007, 20-21. See also Willem de Blécourt’s short sum-
mary on the topic: Blécourt 1999, 188-92. Obviously, I only had access to witchcraft cases through
narratives and I cannot measure the dimensions of the actual cases of black magic.

Hesz 2007, 21.

Since it is not central to my paper I will not go into details regarding different methods of black

magic believed to be performed, the types of bewitchment, their supposed effects and the various

terms used by locals to differentiate between them. Instead, as the beliefs and techniques of witch-
craft and its symptoms or outcomes highly correspond with those observed in other rural com-
munities in Transylvania I will direct my readers to the findings of Eva Pécs and Agnes Hesz: Hesz

2007; 2017; P6cs 2001; 2002; 2004. The terminology used in the community I am studying has a lot

in common with the one described by Gyérgy Takacs in the Trotus Valley (Takdcs 2014); and Agnes

Hesz in another Transylvania community (Hesz 2007; and 2017). Similar to the communities they

have studied, there is a difference — both in terminology and relevance — between the living magi-

cal specialists (or people whom others suspect of bewitching others) and the witch of the belief
narratives, i.e., characteristics of “night witches/supernatural witches” never (or very rarely) con-
cern living persons. The Hungarian term “witch” is seldom used for people whom others believe to

have bewitched others. Cf. Pocs 2001, 424-29; 2004, 175-76; Hesz 2017, 388, footnote 27.

3
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but to set right a previous bewitchment: to cure the sick person, to reveal the iden-
tity of a thief, to get stolen goods or estranged lovers back. The other way of getting
“just revenge” for damages or a cure from illness caused by supposed bewitchment is
through the curse masses of Orthodox priests or monks.* As the mass works through
the power of God, it is believed to operate as divine judgment and to fall back on its
initiator in case of unjust accusations.*

The two types of bewitchment are believed to work through diametrically opposite
transcendental powers, assigning different roles to the victims. While curse masses
are only supposed to affect the guilty and can never fall on innocent people by mis-
take, bewitchment of “private witches” or magical specialists may harm guilty and
innocent alike. In the case of bewitchment, victims are always considered innocent
and their bewitchers guilty, while in the case of curse masses victims are always held
guilty — either for being the victim of just revenge or the victim of their own unjust
accusation that turned back upon them. The symptoms of bewitchment, however, are
more or less the same for both types. Locals tend to interpret — to name but a few —
chronic, incurable or undiagnosable illnesses, sudden death, suicide, accidents caus-
ing serious injury or death, depression, estrangement of lovers, lack of economic suc-
cess (losing jobs, ailing animals, poor crop yields, cows going dry), permanent marital
disagreements, the inability of young people to get married and practically all forms
of misfortune that lack sufficient explanation as a result of magical harm.*” As the
same event or series of events can be attributed to both, this also means that local
concepts of bewitchment form a complex and very “flexible interpretive framework,
which opened up space for various interpretations”™ and leads to intense debates —
that is, processes of reflexion and formation — within the community when people try
to make sense of a particular misfortune.*?

Diagnosing and curing bewitchment is also carried out within this system of beliefs,
with a wide range of lay specialists and priests involved. When supposing bewitchment
as the origin of their troubles locals usually visit unwitchers (mostly soothsayers work-

3 Grievance/justice centred or “religious” witchcraft as called by Eva Pécs in her articles on the
witchcraft beliefs of two Transylvanian villages, in opposition to the “classical”, suspicion/accusa-
tion type. P6cs 2001; 2002; 2004.

Cf. Pécs 2004, 178-79; Hesz 2007, 21. A very expressive example of someone being the victim of

her own wrongful accusation is the case described by Déra Czégényi (Czégényi 2008). Wishing to

punish the person who was responsible for her son’s death, this woman paid curse masses for an

Orthodox priest, but as it was her behaviour that led to the suicide of the boy, the curse finally

turned back upon her causing her death.

Cf. the findings of Eva Pécs, Agnes Hesz and Tunde Komaromi: Pécs 2001, 433-35; 2004, 176-77;

Hesz 2007, 20-23; 2017, 353-59; Komaromi 2009, 72-100.

Hesz 2017, 359.

# Researchers of witchcraft have shown the contested character of bewitchment cases in numerous
studies. As I have already mentioned, the large room bewitchment discourses open for negotia-
tion also derives from the fact that interpreting a particular case within the bewitchment discourse
may serve as a very effective “tool” in manipulating public opinion and (re-)negotiating one’s so-
cial relations. For a more detailed analysis of the question and related bibliography see: Hesz 2007;
2017; Mencej 2016.
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ing with various divinatory methods) or Orthodox priests to verify the fact of bewitch-
ment, find out the identity of the malefactor and find the way to recovery. Generally
it is also these specialists who are able to cure the bewitched by performing differ-
ent counter-rituals (sometimes also advising patients to perform some at home) and
prescribing prayers and fasting as complementary methods. It is a common belief
that votive masses paid to Roman Catholic or Orthodox priests are also effective in
both curing bewitchment and preventing further magical threats.* Different efforts
in treating bewitchment are usually applied simultaneously: besides going to priests
and carrying out various counter-rituals at home, people usually consult unwitchers
as well. In finding good specialists they mainly rely on the recommendations of family
members and close friends, but the time, effort and expenses that the visit to a partic-
ular specialist would require are also considered.

As the religious world view and religion as a normative system has central impor-
tance in the everyday life of locals, Roman Catholic and Orthodox priests also have a
significant role in treating other types of illnesses.** Different sacraments are widely
applied to cure some “minor” symptoms: people, for instance use holy water to wash
the ill part of the body or cook food for the sick person with consecrated oil. Prayers
and votive masses for the recovery of sick family members and friends are also believed
to be effective, and so is the blessing by a priest upon the sick or the objects or pieces
of clothing of the person.

The most important of these features is how interrelated the different sectors are
in diagnosing and treating illnesses. Biomedicine, folk beliefs and practices and reli-
gious means are complementary systems applied very flexibly by locals, which often
results in the simultaneous use of treatments based on different assumptions about
the nature and origin of a certain illness. Family and specialists diagnoses may differ
considerably from medical ones and even the most accurate medical diagnosis cannot
assure that the patient will believe it and even if he does he may visit another physi-
cian, folk specialists or priests as well in order to get a cure.” The fact that there might
be more acceptable explanations or diagnoses of the same case often induces uncer-
tainty or hesitation between the different options and intense negotiations with the
participation of family members, friends or other members of the community.*

* Cf. Hesz 2007, 25.

* As Laura Iancu has shown in her case study about a Hungarian-speaking community in Moldova,
the important role of priests and religious rituals in treating illnesses is also related to the belief
that some illnesses are the consequences of one’s sins. Thus, examining one’s moral life and rela-
tionship to God can also be part of the treatment. Iancu 2010, 189.

4 Cf. Blum and Blum, 1965, 89-90.

* In accordance with these characteristics of pluralistic health care systems two studies have pro-
vided very useful analytical points for my case study: William Christian (Christian 1991) has shown
how and why a couple from Tenerife successfully mobilized their social capital in order to get both
religious and medical help for their daughter suffering from a potentially fatal illness; while Anne
Rowbottom (Rowbottom 2012) has discussed the tensions between traditional religious beliefs and
New Age spirituality in the changing worldview of an older woman from England in connection
with her illness that biomedicine was unable to cure.
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The Case

Maria was born in 1952 and she was only 16 when she got pregnant with her daugh-
ter and married David. The young couple was hard-working enough to build their
own house before the baby was born. Maria also gave birth to two sons over the fol-
lowing five years. In 1980 the couple was offered an outstanding opportunity that
greatly improved their rather moderate economic state: as the man who used to col-
lect milk from local farmers for the cooperative creamery could no longer carry out
his task because of his age, David was asked if his family could take on the job. They
were happy to say yes, and this determined the life of the family, their financial status
and position in the community for the next two decades. David went for long rides on
his cart to collect the milk every morning and evening, while Maria and the children
prepared different dairy products from it at home. In the first year they rented an old
house for this purpose, and then in 1981 they were able to build a more appropriate
building on their estate, that was functioning until 2003.

Because of this job, David met practically everybody from the village on a daily
basis and they also had a lot of guests (officials, directors of different factories, vet-
erinarians, etc.) in their home. Hence, the family’s web of relationships was far more
extended than that of the average villager. As the village administratively belonged
(and belongs) to a dominantly Romanian county, most of these relationships con-
nected them to Romanian-speaking people from the nearest cities and also their job
required them to speak the state language at a high level. Though they met a great
number of people as a consequence of their job, their daily duties never allowed them
to leave the village for more than a few days.

After the Romanian revolution, the cooperative creamery was abolished, but as
there was still need for the dairy products they were producing, Maria and David man-
aged to run the establishment until 2003. Its closing was a great shock for the family
as it brought radical changes in their lifestyle and in their economic status. To sup-
plement their very low pension, Maria undertook cooking jobs for larger gatherings
(weddings, baptisms, etc.), David started to work in the nearby forests and raised a
large number of cattle. Also, they transformed the building of the former cooperative
creamery into a dwelling and they moved there, so that they could accommodate pay-
ing guests in their house. Today Maria and David are one of the few local families liv-
ing in relative wealth. They have always been central and respected members of the
community.

After the first few weeks of my stay, as we became more familiar with each other I got
increasingly involved in their everyday life. They were ready to share their thoughts on
all kinds of topics, including everyday issues, the most recent gossip as well as reflec-
tions on their relation to the supernatural world. As soon as they were able to overcome
their — quite natural — fears of being ridiculed by a stranger for their “superstitions”,
both of them proved to be great storytellers with a rich repertoire of first-hand per-
sonal experiences and other local belief narratives of supernatural forces and beings.
However, their attitude to these stories — even if they were convinced about the reality



FAITH, DOUBT AND THE DYNAMICS OF CHANGE 285

of different supernatural experiences of their own and trusted others — was ambiva-
lent. They usually placed them in the past, the time of their parents or grandparents
and were also aware of the more rational viewpoint of “traditions of disbelief”" that
questions the existence of such things. They seemed to share the opinion of many
villagers that the decline of witchcraft and the vanishing of different supernatural
creatures in the past few decades are due to the intense presence of priests and mod-
ernisation (e.g., streetlighting, cars) in the village. With both traditions (belief and
disbelief) being available to them, they often wavered between them and confronted
belief narratives with scientific, religious or common sense arguments when interpret-
ing a particular story or set of events.

Maria’s health problems started in 1974 when she was only 22 years old. One day
she suddenly fainted and remained unconscious for 10-15 minutes, afterwards she
felt some pain of unknown origin in her whole body. David called the ambulance and
she was taken to the hospital of a nearby town. Doctors there could not give a precise
diagnosis; she was curtly informed that it “might be something with her brain”. She
was prescribed some general medication and was advised to rest at home. A few weeks
passed and Maria would still often feel weak and dizzy. As she was the mother of three
small children and had to perform her many duties in the household and the coop-
erative creamery, the situation cried out for a solution. Her symptoms were quite unu-
sual and clearly not curable with any basic folk methods. Biomedicine also seemed to
be clueless at this point and pharmaceuticals did not help. The couple thought they
might have to “look elsewhere” to discover the origins of Maria’s troubles.

Following the advice of their friends, Maria went to consult a soothsayer who was
also a famous witch-doctor. She laid cards for her and identified bewitchment as the
origin of her symptoms, but could not specify the perpetrator. She prepared a special
water for Maria by reciting some unwitching spells over it, and advised her to drink
some every day in order to get well. Though this was a more specific indication to the
probable reasons behind her illness than the rather unclear diagnosis she got in the
hospital before, she was not sure about the effectiveness of the unwitching ritual. To
get all possible causes covered, so to say, she also made efforts to find another doctor
to have further tests done. A few months passed without any visible success: she was
able to perform her basic duties but she was constantly in discomfort and was weak,
while none of the further physicians she consulted could name a specific disease as
the origin of her condition. In a little while, however, Maria was told a curious story
by one of her neighbours.

The old lady informed her that some time earlier she visited a magical specialist
with Maria’s uncle and his wife and she believed “they were up to no good”, that is, she
suggested this being the very occasion when Maria’s bewitchment was made, appar-
ently by her close relatives. As their relationship was very tense with the uncle and his

47 Gillian Bennett — following David Hufford — speaks about two “contrasting sets of expectations” in
contemporary Western culture: “traditions of belief” and “traditions of disbelief”. Bennett 1999,
31-38.
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wife, this explanation was easy to accept for Maria’s family. I also think that it was very
easy for their neighbour to link the case with Maria’s illness. Her symptoms could not
remain unnoticed in her environment and she discussed her visit to the soothsayer
with some of her friends and trusted neighbours, so the lady already had information
and assumptions about the case. Living close to the family she was also aware of the
problematic relationship of the two families, so it seemed to be obvious to link her
observations with Maria’s affliction.

Maria, on the one hand, did not feel the need for any special counter-actions
or healing rituals other than the votive masses she paid to both the Orthodox and
Roman Catholic priests for the health of the family. Relatives and friends were also
asked to pray for her recovery. On the other hand, she did not give up her efforts
to get biomedical diagnosis and medication for her problems. She went to another
hospital and consulted different doctors based on recommendations of friends and
acquaintances. Tests finally showed a small blood clot in her brain and so she could
get the appropriate prescription for that. Maria soon started to feel better. As we can
see, there were two different interpretations of her symptoms at this point, with both
having legitimacy from Maria’s point of view. As she had some unwitching rituals and
special masses performed earlier and also took the medicines prescribed by doctors,
it seemed to be impossible to find out which actually helped. Nevertheless, she was
more convinced by the biomedical “version”, as she explained to me.

Still, bewitchment remained an open possibility and came to the centre of the
family’s attention nearly a decade later when the wife of Maria’s uncle passed away.
She had been suffering a lot and — as locals usually phrase it — was unable to die for
a long time. As villagers usually believe this to be a consequence of the maleficent
deeds of the person,* this would have been enough to suppose that she had a bad
conscience but in addition she also apologised for “all the bad things” she has done
to Maria’s family. This way the diagnosis of bewitchment made by a specialist years
earlier, and also the suspicion that was cast on a close relative — based on the existing
tensions between the two families that provided a good reason to do magical harm to
the opposite party — was confirmed by the “strange” events surrounding the death of
the aunt. As Maria seemed to be in good health and the constant fights between their
families also calmed down a bit, the death of the supposed bewitcher put an end to
her troubles at this point.

In 1996, however, Maria started to have respiratory problems. At first she did not
pay too much attention to the symptoms and tried to follow her normal daily routine,
but her condition worsened day by day, and after she woke up gasping for breath one
night David and her children convinced her to get biomedical help. Her past expe-
rience with doctors and the quality of medical care in the nearest hospital made her
want to look for a better option, though. Luckily, one of their friends — a veterinar-

* It is a well-known motif in the witch-beliefs of the Hungarian-speaking population that witches or
those who have bewitched others have unusual deaths and cannot die for a long time. Cf. Pécs
2001, 426; Hesz 2017, 370-71.
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ian in a nearby village — could help them to get Maria into a hospital with a very good
reputation in Bucharest. A great many tests were made and some serious malfunc-
tion of her thyroid was detected that also affected her heart, causing additional prob-
lems. She got medication and had to follow a very strict diet. Five weeks later, with
her state being less critical she was operated upon in the same hospital and was sent
home pretty soon with new medicines and an instruction to rest a lot. Instead of get-
ting better, things got desperate again later in the same year when Maria developed
jaundice. Again, she was unwilling to leave her work to get biomedical treatment, so
she used the well-tried folk remedy: tea made from the roots of willow gentian (Gen-
tiana asclepiadea), even though she knew that it only removed her symptoms but did
not cure the liver.

With her liver problems being unattended, her condition became severe in 2003.
She felt nauseous all the time, could not stand certain smells and could not perform
her daily duties properly, so there seemed to be no other choice but to consult doc-
tors again. It took a considerable amount of time to figure out the cause of her trou-
bles. Several friends and acquaintances in different cities were mobilised to help with
finding the appropriate hospital and doctor. Tests were made in three different hos-
pitals, several physicians were consulted. Some of them supposed it was leukemia, but
finally she was diagnosed with a serious liver problem, got medication for it and had
to follow a special diet again. A few months passed without much improvement in her
condition that — considering the amount of time that has passed without success in
curing her — made the family think of other potential causes. Other current events of
that time also strengthened the suspicion that there might be “something else” in the
background.

As I have already mentioned, the creamery that Maria’s family had owned and run
for decades was closed in the same year, taking away their main source of income. It
was a great shock for the whole family and Maria got into a state of serious depres-
sion. Adding to this, the marriage of their younger son was falling apart and the two
parties were irreconcilable. Given these circumstances — Maria’s health problems and
depression, the family’s shaken economic status and the conflict-ridden family life of
their son — bewitchment was the only explanation that could cover all the troubles
that seemed to have hit the family out of the blue.

Several competing assumptions emerged within the community regarding the fam-
ily’s problems. Some people suggested that since the bewitchment made years ago
by Maria’s relatives has never been cured with the appropriate counter-methods, it
was still having a harmful effect on the members of the family. Maria, on the con-
trary, believed the previous bewitchment to have passed away with its perpetrator, her
uncle’s wife. Another possible explanation was to link their problems to another long-
existing bewitchment story — connected to an old woman living in the neighbourhood
— that was well known to the villagers. Maria’s case (both from the community’s and
the family’s point of view) could easily be integrated into this story. Several bewitch-
ment cases had been attributed to this woman, including the drying-up of cows and
love magic. Those who were involved — victims, family members, friends, a local sooth-
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sayer, etc. — agreed that Maria’s ailment was also caused by her malevolent practice.
Maria and her family were fully aware of these earlier cases; moreover, they supposed
that the suspected woman had “taken away the milk from their cows” several years ear-
lier. Also, some people from the neighbourhood claimed to have seen the old woman
throwing a “suspicious” object into Maria’s courtyard, thus conveying the bewitch-
ment to the family members.

However, the most important reason for Maria’s family to interpret their misfor-
tunes in terms of bewitchment lies in the main motivation local people believe to
stand behind most bewitchment cases: envy.*” Maria and David managed to make
great economic progress with their family business and according to community
standards they were successful and wealthy with all their children running their pros-
perous farms and living a happy family life as well. As their economic and social posi-
tion and prosperity provided more than a good target for envy, Maria and David sup-
posed that someone — being jealous of their economic success and peaceful life and
willing to destroy it — might have bewitched them so that their creamery had to be
closed, their son’s life became embittered with constant fights with his wife and Maria
fell seriously ill.

Thus, bewitchment was an adequate and likely explanation of the different misfor-
tunes that fell upon the family. In order to unravel the identity of the bewitcher and
to find a way to cure bewitchment it seemed necessary to visit a specialist again. Maria
wanted to choose the right one very carefully, so she started to ask some friends in and
outside the village about it. Finally she decided to consult a Romanian soothsayer liv-
ing in a town some 250 kilometres away where David sometimes went to sell timber.

Before proceeding with the story, I would like to add some remarks on Maria’s
doubts and convictions in this situation. As we have seen, locals tend to visit a wide
spectrum of specialists in order to confirm and cure bewitchment. Visiting an Ortho-
dox priest or monk when people suspect bewitchment as the cause of certain misfor-
tunes is probably the most common practice of the locals, but they would often do it
simultaneously or soon after their visit to a lay specialist. Nevertheless, Maria has never
visited any priests to seek help. Knowing that she was Orthodox and spoke Romanian
fluently — so she did not need an additional person to accompany her in order to
translate — this was rather surprising for me first. Later, when I got to know about her
personal “conflicts” with Orthodoxy, her reasons became clear to me.

Maria’s parents were Roman Catholics but she — following the local practice — con-
verted to Orthodoxy, the denomination of her husband when they got married. She
also sometimes attended Roman Catholic liturgies and raised their children in the
Roman Catholic faith, although they were baptised in the Orthodox Church. David
did not mind it at all, and they never argued on religious issues. As Maria could not
tolerate the intense nationalist propaganda that she believes to have found its way into
the local Orthodox church, she went back to her original denomination in 2013, fol-

* Studies of witchcraft have shown that “most cultures identify envy as the basic drive for bewitch-
ment”. Hesz 2007, 28-29. See also: Whyte 1997, 183; Blécourt 1999, 206-8; Hesz 2017, 355.
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lowed by one of their sons in 2015. David accepted her decision and today they both
go to the Roman Catholic church. As for her bewitchment in particular, her reasons
for not wanting to visit any Orthodox priests or monks were manifold. First, there was
her long-existing aversion to Orthodox liturgy and religious rites. As she explained to
me many times, she had the constant feeling that their rites were strange and distant
for her, she could not really understand them and therefore she never believed they
could be particularly helpful in such a human crisis.

I already told you, I paid no regard to this, because I have never liked the... their
ceremonies, you know. ... It goes like... there are people who believe in this. Yet
me, I am the kind of person who does not believe in anything else but God. I do
not believe in those wonder-working priests.

Although having (curse) masses performed by Orthodox priests is basically under-
stood as a form of divine justice, where individual cases are delegated to God in order
to punish the guilty, I have spoken to numerous people in the village who claimed it
as something “unclean” that should not be practiced at all. By stating that she “does
not believe in anything else but God” Maria also connected to the argumentation that
says it is not nice to wish bad luck upon anybody,” and as God will punish all those
who deserve it in due time, people should not try to impose justice through these
ordeal-like masses.

Yet she mostly had a good relationship with the Orthodox priests serving in the vil-
lage and had paid many votive masses to them for the health and prosperity of the
family in the course of her illness. Also, she asked for the help of the local Ortho-
dox priest when their milking cows once went dry.”' She told me that she never actu-
ally believed Orthodox priests to have greater power or more effective prayers than
Roman Catholic ones,’ but she was ready to resort to their “services” as potentially
helpful in treating different kind of problems.

Soothsayers, in contrast, are specialists whose competencies and power has always
been evident for her. I have listened to many stories about her family members and
friends that illustrated how the predictions of different divinatory specialists came true
and unlike the Orthodox priests she showed firm belief in the credibility of soothsayers
and the effectiveness of the help they could provide in times of crises. Her visit to the
second soothsayer also made a great impression on her. The woman worked with coffee-
grounds and started the session by revealing a lot of personal details about Maria, her
living environment and her family members’ life without knowing her at all.

5% Cf. Hesz 2007, 21-22.

51 Although this has also been a case associated to bewitchment, the counter-rites performed by the
local Orthodox priest have fallen under different judgment than a curse mass, mainly because he
only used prayers and holy water in order to cure the animals. Also, as the Roman Catholic priest
was not willing to perform those rites, there seemed to be no other option to handle the problem.

52 Scholars have reported this to be a common belief among Hungarians living in Transylvania. P6cs
2004, 178; Komaromi 2009, 92-98.
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She did not mention bewitchment or any kind of magical harm as the origin of
the family’s troubles, though. What she predicted instead was that Maria will have
another operation and some serious problems with her leg — things that surprised and
frightened Maria very much, and made her think over what she had been told again
and again in order to somehow make sense of it. There were basically two options to
interpret the woman’s words: either she was a fraud who could not see that she was
indeed bewitched, or she was right and there were further health problems to come.
Maria herself never doubted the credibility of the soothsayer, especially after some
events she disclosed about her younger son — information unknown to Maria before —
proved to be true later when she asked him. Rather, she explained the surprising out-
comes of the session with the possibility of some “signs” being misinterpreted by the
soothsayer. She believed that the woman saw her past operation at the bottom of her
coffee cup and also that the fact of her family’s earlier bewitchment remained unno-
ticed by her for some reason. Still, she might have been right as well, so Maria was
completely uncertain of both the origin of her illness and her future at this point.

Regardless of her evaluation of this visit to the soothsayer, she soon had to go to the
hospital to receive further treatment as her health condition became critical again.
Another friend - this time the family doctor from a nearby village — suggested that she
go to Iasi, where his wife worked in a hospital that was famous for successfully treating
severe liver problems. Following his advice Maria finally found a doctor she could fully
trust, so she agreed to undergo some more examinations and tests and to take some
new medicine as treatment. She was advised that surgery was necessary, but with her
condition being very unstable she had to spend 6 weeks in the hospital until doctors
could finally operate on her.

During the long weeks of her hospitalisation several things happened that put her
health problems in a new perspective. First, unlike before, she got a very accurate
clinical picture of her state, where different disorders were identified as the causes
of her symptoms. Doctors and nurses made efforts to explain everything in detail
— which was a very unusual experience for Maria. In previous years she was always
informed about the results of the tests and was sent home with medication and die-
tary guidelines but she never really understood the biomedical diagnoses. I could
clearly observe this difference in our conversations about her illness: while her previ-
ous medical diagnoses seemed to be rather blurry assumptions and she was unable to
speak in detail about her diseases, when we got to this point she was able to inform
me about the pathological states of her organs and explain how these malfunctions
caused her symptoms. As I already pointed out regarding local concepts of illness and
treatment, I think the lack of information about the diagnosis and underlying causes
“downgraded” biomedicine to a symptomatic form of treatment for Maria and her
family. As she was unsure of what they were treating, Maria only expected medicines
to temporarily remove her symptoms but never really believed them to be able to cure
her. Thus, bewitchment and its treatment as an etiological approach of her problems
could appear on the horizon again and again with the hope of a full recovery. Now
the clear and understandable biomedical diagnosis, also focusing on the underlying
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causes of her symptoms became an equally relevant explanation — only from a very
different point of view.

Second, Maria got appropriate medication for her disease and was under medical
surveillance for 6 weeks — unlike in the previous years when she could not always man-
age to follow doctors’ instructions after she was sent home, nurses made sure she was
getting enough rest and followed her very strict diet. As a consequence she showed
signs of improvement day by day. The third important factor that, I think, put her ill-
ness into a new perspective was that during her stay in the hospital she could discuss
her story with some other patients. They were of different opinions about her case,
but none of them seemed to truly share the idea of bewitchment as a possible origin
of her troubles. Lastly, with this second operation the words of the soothsayer proved
to be unquestionably true for Maria. If she was right about everything else, why would
she be mistaken regarding her bewitchment (i.e., there was no bewitchment at all) —
she asked herself repeatedly.

However, this did not make her completely dismiss bewitchment as a potential
cause, mainly because of the opinion of her family and other villagers. Her husband,
sons and friends were still sort of sceptical about the effectiveness of biomedicine in
this particular case. Their doubts were strengthened by the fact that Maria was not
fully recovered after six weeks of hospitalisation, although she felt much better than
before. Also her younger son’s family problems got worse during her absence, and
bewitchment was still the only acceptable explanation for both. Maria felt there was
nothing to be done to completely remove doubt regarding the origin of the family’s
troubles, even if she left the hospital with some kind of certainty about her own dis-
ease. In order to calm the worries of her family members and friends and to make sure
she tried all possible solutions available, she started to pay votive masses on a regular
basis again, both to Roman Catholic and Orthodox priests. As she has repeatedly told
me: “If it won’t help, it also won’t harm — I thought.” She also did her best to follow
doctors’ instructions, went to regular medical check-ups and experienced some more
improvement in her state.

Six years passed like this. Maria’s condition was sufficient, but the family started to
realise that she would never be fully healthy again. This very fact put bewitchment in
the spotlight once more, especially because some people from the village kept insist-
ing that all the family’s problems derived from bewitchment (be it the one made by
her relatives or the one made by the old lady in their neighbourhood) which is prob-
ably impossible to cure now and will affect the family forever. Besides Maria’s chronic
health problems, the constant fights between her son and daughter-in-law constituted
another proof.

Considering all her assumptions and doubts, Maria decided to put an end to the
family’s troubles and two years ago she went to consult another specialist — a sooth-
sayer again. The fortune-teller laid cards for her and “she said something like my
problems were caused by an Orthodox priest. I doubted it, and I still doubt it” — she
commented. No wonder she did not want to believe it: as I have mentioned it before,
suffering from a priestly curse always proves the bewitched guilty and puts the person
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in a very unfavourable light. This interpretation also made her husband and sons
doubt that their problems were caused by magical harm, so the whole family started to
distance themselves from the idea of bewitchment. They also made an effort to keep
this last interpretation highly confidential, and as far as I know they were successful in
not making this narrative public. However, just like before, this last attempt to find the
origin of their problems failed to give definite answers. Instead, it has brought more
uncertainty for David and his son, who had earlier rather favoured the “bewitchment
interpretation” of their problems.

Maria, however, could not fully reject what she had been told by the soothsayer.
Especially after the predictions of the woman she visited before came true, she had a
very strong faith in divination and the ability of soothsayers to see things that are invis-
ible to ordinary people. She wanted to somehow make sense of this version of their
story, so she came up with an idea that offered an explanation for the problems in
his son’s family. As she was always against her son’s marriage and could never really
understand why he wanted to marry the girl, she suspected that the girl’s mother or
someone from her family had some love magic done in order to get them together.

And I had this thought all the time, but all the time when they got together and it
was not good, that they have gone somewhere. ... People used to say before that
those who get married this way, with this kind of bad things, unclean thing, there
was no rest there. There was no good life there.

— Maria explained to me. She knew of many rumours about people using love magic
in order to make someone fall in love with them, and she had also heard a story from
her father that had made a great impression on her. There was an elderly couple liv-
ing near Maria’s family who had a lot of misfortune in their lives. Maria’s family had
always felt sorry for them, but when Maria’s father learned from a Gypsy soothsayer
that the lady’s mother “made them get together” with love magic she had performed,
they became sure about the origin of the couple’s miseries. Maria thought there might
be something similar with their son, and this could also provide an explanation for all
the troubles that had hit the family in the previous decades.

Yet Maria was not completely sure about this interpretation being right, and never
told David and her son about it. Also — regardless of it being right or wrong — she did
not want to start another long and expensive process of seeking solutions based on
this interpretation, so she refused to resort to the unwitching rituals offered by the
soothsayer, actually stating that she didn’t believe in the explanation offered by her.
On the other hand, given the great trust she put in soothsayers’ forecasts, this last visit
to a specialist helped her to separate her son’s case from her own illness. While she
gained new evidence of her son’s marital problems being caused by magical practices,
she also started to believe that as the two women she consulted about her illness had
never confirmed her bewitchment, it might have been an ordinary disease, after all.

As a consequence, she took the “rational” position regarding her case, claiming that
it did not have anything to do with bewitchment. When asked these days, she usually
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states that there have been two separate sets of events: once she was bewitched by her
relatives but its harmful power ceased when the perpetrator died; later on she some-
how developed a very severe disease which was hard to diagnose and became chronic
after being unattended (or at least not treated the appropriate way) for many years. In
other words, at a certain point she decided that she will not consider her recent illness a
bewitchment any more. Of course this does not mean that Maria now doubts the pos-
sibility of bewitchment in general, it rather seems to be her conscious choice between
two possible options that are equally likely interpretations of her illness.

Parallel with this process of rejecting bewitchment, Maria also internalised the
arguments of the local Roman Catholic priesthood regarding witchcraft, stating that
human beings will never be able to alter God’s will and harm others by using evil prac-
tices. In my opinion, both the folding of their family business and Maria’s recent con-
version to Roman Catholicism had a great impact on her religious life. As soon as she
had more free time and felt free to attend Roman Catholic services, her religious life
became more intense: she started to attend church more frequently, religion and dif-
ferent forms of devotion became central elements of her everyday life — things that
clearly made her put more emphasis on religious arguments in connection with her
illness as well. The whole process is very clearly reflected in the following text.

Well, I don’t know how much of that was true, or what exactly happened. ...

But do you also believe that someone has done it out of spite?

We used to think that, back then, because someone told us so... there were a lot
of people believing it, and someone here told us it was bewitchment, but then I
became reconciled that it wasn’t. There was no way to do it.

Did you know who it was?

Well, yes, yes, but then I started thinking about it and calmed down with the idea
that maybe it wasn’t so. You know, when something like this arises, there are always
some scapegoats [sic], but... ...

And haven’t these soothsayers said anything about it?

They haven’t said anything at all, the ones I told you I have visited haven’t said any-
thing. So I calmed myself down with this thought. I cannot suppose any more that
people are strong enough to work against God. I know this, I ... inside of me, I tell
you, I do not doubt it.

Even if she intends to express firm conviction at the end, the initial sentence also
shows her recent doubts: the possibility of her bewitchment is still evident in her story,
showing that she could only limit uncertainty and never managed to completely rule
it out in connection with her illness.

Concurrently with reshaping her interpretation like this, Maria also became some-
what disenchanted with biomedicine. “I ate more medicines than food ... I ate them all
and still I am sick.” — she explained her reasons. As a consequence, she has refused to
take any more medicine in the past two years, and only consults her physician in cases
of emergency. At the same time she became interested in alternative medicine in
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which she has always been supported by some of her friends living in nearby cities and
suffering from similar diseases. They often make long phone calls to talk about the
newest products and methods and always inform each other about the effects of differ-
ent remedies. Nowadays, Maria only uses herbal teas and takes some nutritional sup-
plements in order to treat herself. She thinks that she will never be completely healthy
again, but as long as her health condition is good enough and does not hinder her in
her everyday life and work routine, she does not want to undergo further treatment.

When asked about her illness, she keeps her answers short and simple: instead of
complaining about her symptoms or going into details she usually just reassures the
inquirer that she is doing well enough for her age and case history. Also, when I first
started to ask questions about her illness, she seemed to be quite uncomfortable with
the situation, but as our relationship slowly became more intimate, we got deeper
into her story. She began to consider our interviews as possibilities for confirming her
thoughts and beliefs and removing her doubts — efforts to convince me also worked
to convince herself. Obviously, everything she told me about her illness was filtered
through the prism of her recent interpretation, but as we have seen, the process of
continual transformation from certainty to uncertainty and back was still reflected in
her accounts and despite her struggle to remove doubt from the story, there seems to
be no unambiguous explanation of her case.

Conclusions — Changing Tendencies of Faith and Doubt

Maria’s story has clearly shown that doubt is a human disposition that is particularly
relevant to dealing with affliction. The wide spectrum of possibilities to interpret and
treat her symptoms has made Maria utterly confused and uncertain as to what was
wrong with her. While trying to figure out why she was experiencing certain symp-
toms, she was being pushed into different medical realities by her family and friends,
and also had to consider different social factors and current events that resulted in
the continuous shaping and reshaping of her ideas about her illness along with the
changing tendencies of faith and doubt. However, none of the interpretations were
capable of convincing her fully. New, sometimes contradictory clues have continually
emerged and disturbed her creation of meaning. Assuming that the existence of treat-
ment alternatives in itself promotes some uncertainty (in that there are no standard
guidelines for choosing a correct response to a particular problem), my case study has
hopefully also highlighted other factors in this process.

Besides the changing tendencies of faith and doubt regarding the possible expla-
nations and treatment options, I would also like to point out the dynamic interac-
tions between the different “actors” and “areas” of faith and doubt in Maria’s case.
First, there were her own (pre-existing) beliefs and doubts about different explana-
tory models and specialists that were changed or at least challenged by the beliefs
and doubts of others many times when she asked for advice in order to find out what
was going on. These external challenges sometimes strengthened, sometimes under-
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mined her beliefs. Second, this also worked the other way around: Maria challenged
the knowledge and authenticity of the specialists she visited. It was not only the ques-
tion whether she should consult a doctor or a soothsayer with her problems, but also
whether the one she chose to seek help from was good or not. In my opinion this is
also important to note if we want to understand why she did not lose her trust in a par-
ticular treatment method when it did not seem to help. She always had to consider the
possibility that it was simply not the right specialist of its kind — she never doubted the
ability of doctors to cure diseases or soothsayers to diagnose and cure bewitchment in
general, but the fact that she had found the right one to help her. While this mostly
motivated her to take further actions and reconsider her beliefs, doubts and choices,
I think it also made her unable to draw a clear conclusion on her case.

As there seems to be no hope to find a permanent cure for it — be it biomedical
or any other —, there is still a considerable amount of doubt surrounding her illness.
From her recent point of view biomedical diagnoses and bewitchment as possible
causes of her health problems might both be relevant explanations. Maria’s case is a
vivid example of the coexistence of seemingly contradictory “traditions of belief” with
their own argumentation and legitimation that seem to be equally valid for and very
flexibly applied by the members of the community, thus offering not only competing
but also complementary perspectives and cultural options. This case study has also
showed that people do not necessarily choose between these options, and even if they
do so, they might change their opinions or be dubious about certain details.

In light of this, Maria’s story has shown the role of doubt as something that moti-
vates people to move on, but also pointed out the fact that at the same time it might
hold them back from making further efforts in solving their problems. After forty
years of struggle with her affliction without considerable success she failed to com-
pletely remove her doubts and find a definitive answer to the question of what exactly
has happened to her. For this reason she took the position of the “non-believer”,
claiming that she neither believes in her health problems being caused by bewitch-
ment, nor doctors and medicines being able to help her. Although this standpoint
does not help with ruling out her doubts, at least it seems to liberate her from the
social expectations of finding a way to recover. This most recent point of view is clearly
reflected in the motto of my study: by rephrasing the common saying of locals that
bewitchment only affects those who believe in it, she once explained that counter-ritu-
als, medicines, visiting different specialist and priests are efforts in vain without believ-
ing in them, as they only take effect on those who do not doubt their efficacy.

I hope to have shown with Maria’s case the complex and intense processes of nego-
tiation between different discourses, explanatory models and medical realities when
interpreting and treating a severe and chronic health problem. Beliefs and doubts
— based on and caused by many different factors — had a central role in these proc-
esses, as they have both affected her actions by constantly transforming assumptions
and the treatment methods based on them, and in the end pushed Maria towards a
“neutral” position of rest after not being able to force a resolution or get to an exclu-
sively acceptable interpretation for more than four decades.
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The Voice of the Devil (?)

The Sami Song in the “Cross”-fire
of Various Discourses

And she started to yoik. ... it was my father’s yoik. And one of the mentally clear
patients says: “No, you must not sin!” “Sin”, my mother says, “I am yoiking my hus-
band!” “Yes, yes, but you must pray for forgiveness because you yoiked.” This did not
deter my mother, however, so she finished her yoiking. And then, after a little while,
she says that perhaps she has sinned. It was as if she woke up. “No”, I said, “you
haven’t. You have yoiked your husband out of love, so don’t think about what the
others are saying”. ... I have still not been able to understand why yoik is the work of
the Devil. I don’t get it. ... Because when I yoik I yoik a specific person because I am
thinking of that person. When I know that they have a yoik, when I know their yoik,
I yoik them. ... To us yoik is something happy; it reminds us of people. But here [in
this town] it is very often seen as the work of the Devil.'

The above is taken from Ingrid Hanssen’s 2011 study, Yoik as an example of the importance
of symbolic cultural expression in intercultural communication/health care. For her research,
Hanssen interviewed the residents of a retirement home and their relatives. These
conversations revealed that the controversial attitude towards the yoik articulated in
the quote above was not just experienced at that one site but is characteristic of the
entire Sami® society. Yoik has both profane and sacred interpretations. I investigate the
question of how a genre of lyrical folklore can gain central importance in matters of
faith, and how all this is connected to larger cultural and political discourses going
beyond religion. Nowadays, the attitude of the Sami people towards the yoik is still
strongly connected to religious and ethnic problems, to the uncertainty of the Sami
vision of the future and to the desire for realising a sound strategy for ensuring their

! Hanssen 2011, n. p.

? In my study I use the internal ethnonym Sami instead of the Lapp/Lappish denomination used
colloquially and until recently in the (scientific) literature. Lappish is an offensive term in
Scandinavia.
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survival. In the original process, the yoik was deemed pagan and partly for this reason
was disdained by the colonizing power as anti-Christian and used to undermine the
belief of the Sami both in themselves and in their worldview. The revival of yoiking
takes place along the more secular line of identity formation but questions of faith
and identity are often intertwined.

The Genre and Contexts of Yoik

Yoikingis a vocal singing tradition of the Sami (or Lapps, a minority indigenous group
in the entire region of Northern Europe) that carries many features of sacred and
profane symbols; its scope of application goes far beyond the usual connotations of
folk songs or ritual songs. It has numerous functions: it is a means of communica-
tion; an expression of identity; an instrument of entertainment; it is, furthermore, a
system to classify and identify the society and the environment of the Sami; it is a sort
of synopsis of the experience and knowledge acquired of the world that reflects and
expresses their worldview.” The Sami believe that there is a strong bond, an essential
congruity between the yoik and the subject of the yoik; they never say that they yoik “of”
someone or something. They always use the accusative: they “yoik [sing] someone/
something”, since the yoik is a type of musical representation, a concept inseparable
from the person or the object it is about. Once yoiking extended to all areas of life of
the Sami; the present study, however, does not provide a framework in which to dis-
cuss its diverse uses, rather it highlight certain characteristic functions.

It was possible to become part of the community through the yoik: after birth chil-
dren were immediately assigned an individual yoik (mdnndvuodaluohti, or ‘childhood
yoik’) that accompanied them into their adulthood until they received their personal
yoik. Only those having a personal yoik could become fully-fledged members of the
community. Yoik played a crucial role in everyday communication as well. This form of
expression so different from ordinary talk operated primarily through rhythmic and
musical means; aside from a few syllable-like elements (or panels, such as loi-lo, nu,
nun-nu, go, lei, etc.) there were no “real” lyrics. If two people met, they usually sang
each other’s yoik as a form of greeting. Due to the particularity of its vocalisation, the
yoik can be heard from a great distance, and on the Tundra, the herders would com-
municate with one another with yoiks. One could use yoiks as a means of education, of
reprimand, and as a way of signalling location. It is also clear that yoiking was central
to special occasions, such as weddings, for which new yoiks would be composed. It was
basically a fundamental expectation for everybody to be able to compose a yoik. The
primary means of sacred communication was also the yoik; this practice is the one most
often referred to by observers. Medieval and early modern sources (usually authored
by travellers and missionaries) all mention it without exception as a symbol of pagan-
ism, as a magical, diabolical song constituting part of the shaman’s ritual ceremony.
Giuseppe Acerbi, for instance, describes this song form as resembling more the song

® Tamas 2007, 78-79.
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of the birds, the bellowing of reindeer or the moaning of the wind, than human sing-
ing.* In addition to the image of the yoik there was the general belief already articu-
lated in early sources, that the Sami were all sorcerers, witches and devils. In 1555,
Magnus Gothus wrote: “Among the population of Pohjanmaa and Perapohjola there
are wise men and shamans... They are especially talented illusionists who can trans-
form their own faces and that of others, thereby masking their true image with false
appearance. They can also see into the future.” In the following description from
more than two centuries later, yoiking appears as part of the initiation ritual for sha-
mans: “The young men who were shaman candidates received visions from the gods
in different ways: sometimes in the form of a Saivo creature,® or sometimes in the form
of a dream, etc. ... The shamans gathered ... The young shaman started yoiking, he
sang his shaman yoik and was beating his drums.””

Similar stereotypes even filtered down into literary works. In Henryk Sienkiewicz’s,
The Deluge, one finds the following®:

Sadovski gave explanations as they passed, saying:

“This is the Smaland regiment of the royal guard. This is the infantry of Delekar-
lia, the very best.”

“In God’s name, what little monsters are these?” cried Zagloba on a sudden, point-
ing to a group of small men with olive complexions and black hair hanging on
both sides of their heads.

“Those are Laplanders, who belong to the remotest Hyperboreans.”

“Are they good in battle? It seems to me that I might take three in each hand and
strike with their heads till I was tired.”

“You could surely do so. They are useless in battle. The Swedes bring them for
camp servants, and partly as a curiosity. But they are the most skilful of wizards;
each of them has at least one devil in his service, and some have five.”

“How do they get such friendship with evil spirits?” asked Kmita, making the sign
of the cross.

“Because they wander in night, which with them lasts half a year or more; and you
know that it is easier to hold converse with the Devil at night.”

“But have they souls?”

“It is unknown; but I think that they are more in the nature of animals.”

Kmita turned his horse, caught one of the Laplanders by the shoulders, raised him

up like a cat, and examined him curiously; then he put him on his feet, and said:

“If the king would give me one such, I would give orders to have him dried and hung
up in the church in Orsha, where, among other curiosities, are ostrich eggs.”

* Acerbi 1802, 73.

5 Author’s translation from the Finnish publication, Jarvinen 1999, 123.

% The collective, emic denomination of the helper spirits of the shaman.

7 Author’s translation from the Finnish publication. After Erik Johan Jessen 1767. In Pentikdinen

1995, 185.

I thank Eniké Szij for the literary reference.

¢ Sienkiewicz 1904. http://www.gutenberg.org/files/37308/37308-h/37308-h.htm. Accessed 9 June
2016.
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The “incomprehension” experienced by many outsiders when confronting the genre
of yoik is reflected by Szomjas-Schiffert, who wrote in the middle of the last century:

When recording ... the yoik series of Nakkaldjarvi, Stoor and Ruotsala I had the
painful feeling — as someone having studied solo singing and being a practicing
singer at the time — that I would not be able to sing these melodies with my voice
as my Lapp singers did. ... As a professional of vocal studies I have suspected such
Sioritura, florid embellishments, that are particularities of vocal technique, which
seemed extremely complex. ... I was able to understand all of a sudden why Scandinavi-
ans and even the Finns were unable to grasp and to learn these songs of the Lapps. [empha-
sis added] ... The problem left me restless, and during one of the bright nights lis-
tening over and over again with a tape recorder lowered by an octave I managed to
learn a section of a Lapp yoik from Martti Stoor, which sounded like the howling of
a wolf and the lyrics of which was “Wo”."

It was not the lyrics of the yoiks (if they can be called lyrics at all)!' that provoked
Szomjas-Schiffert’s reaction, rather it was the sound, the peculiar way of singing and
the real or imagined context. Since the rituals of the noaide (Sami shaman) were
also accompanied by yoiking, it seemed logical to associate the two. An uninitiated
audience would have trouble comprehending these dissonant melodies performed
with a distinct vocal technique and which seemed to be “unmelodious” compared to
the songs they would be familiar with. Visitors could not tell the difference between
the ritual songs of the shamans and the common “folk songs”; moreover, both were
referred to with the emic denomination: yoik. The stereotyping (external) label of
“shamanism” was easily applied to any yoik, regardless of it having anything to do with
shamanism or not. Thereby one of the external categories, the stigmatising concept
of “pagan” became firmly embedded in the notion of yoiking over the course of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Historical Background

The negative stereotypes surrounding the Sami and their songs were not only fab-
ricated in the everyday, informal discourse of the people living nearby or settling
on their territory. The official ecclesiastical and lay authorities, besides the stories
enriched with various beliefs, deliberately transformed the image of the Sami, and
thus, the Sami people themselves. Driving all of this were political and economic
interests. Until the early eighteenth century, the Sami populated a large territory,
which reached further to the south than their current territory; they never formed an

1 Szomjas-Schiffert 1996, 26.
"' Except for the kolita, Lappish yoiks represent an epic singing tradition. The style of these yoiks is
very different from the yoiks of the western territories, which are the subject of my study.
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independent state, however."” Over the course of their history, due to cyclical migra-
tion and the accompanying border crossings they often had to pay taxes to more than
one state; aside from this their way of life remained comparatively undisturbed. From
the seventeenth century, nevertheless, the Swedish state’s influence and interference
in the Sami people’s way of life grew; furthermore settlers started to flow into the
northernmost regions, usually appropriating lands cultivated by the Sami; there was
no compensation. By the mid-nineteenth century the area over which the Sami could
roam freely had shrunk to a fraction of what it had been, this state of affairs extended
to the farthest territories and had an even more drastic impact on the reindeer-herd-
ing Sami groups; they were unable to follow their former migration routes. The Sami
recognised private property but when it came to land, they always determined their
borders in terms of natural phytogeographical and climatic factors. As the Swedish
and Norwegian settlers pushed them further northward, the Sami had to confront
new circumstances such as having to pay fines for reindeer wandering onto a settler’s
land. The general attitude of the Sami towards these conflicts is reflected in the words
of Johan Turi:

The Sami have much the same nature as the reindeer. Both want to be on the move
east and west in the manner that they are accustomed to. And both are sensitive.
And because of their sensitivity they have been scared away from everywhere. And
because of this, the Simi today have to live in places where no one else is living
besides Sami ..."?

The greatest changes in the life of the Sami came in the period between the mid-
nineteenth and the mid-twentieth centuries. Although they began building churches
already in the sixteenth century in Lapland, the most intense period of missionising
occurred in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. During these times the practice
of shamanism and yoiking, which was considered diabolical by outsiders, were prohib-
ited and punished by both the religious and the lay authorities, in both an arbitrary
manner and within a legal framework. The fact that the yoik, besides its other func-
tions, was also part of the Sami shaman’s rituals was enough to see yoiking declared
prosecutable under official ecclesiastical law.

The Sami did not even attempt to protest against the political and religious limita-
tions, intimidation and economic paralysis; the only significant uprising (although, it
involved only a small number of people) was suppressed and the participants either
executed or imprisoned. This augmented fear and made the Sami even more reserved.
The fact that the death penalty could be imposed on anyone singing a yoik the prac-
tice fell into decline and those brave enough to continue did so “underground”. All of
this meant that by the beginning of the twentieth century, when folk music research-

2 For more on the reasons behind this, see: Tamds 2015, 415—45.
% From the work of Johan Turi, a Sami reindeer-herder written at the beginning of the twentieth
century: An Account of the Sami (Turi 1960, 38). Accessed 10 June 2016.
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ers started to collect and study the vocal folklore of the Sami they realised that there
were barely any regions where yoiking could still be found. Amras Launis, an eth-
nomusicologist who for years collected among the Sami at the turn of the century, was
convinced that due to the decades of intimidation the current generation of elderly
Sami and sorcerers [ sic] would take the yoik to the grave with them:

Once you have heard this type of singing it rings in your ear as the swan-song of a
prehistoric age. The melody, however, seems much too distant to have an effect on
a contemporary Lapp child. The nocturne of past times is not consistent with the
song of tomorrow. But if you listen to it intensely an irresistible desire awakens in
you to go back to yesterday evening. You are captivated by the magic of this ancient
song. You want to listen to it over and over again, because you can feel its evanes-
cence. You can suspect that once the sorcerers will no longer be around, the door
on this mysterious world will shut for good. Because, even if we succeed in preserv-
ing these for posterity, we will not be able to reconstruct and reproduce their spirit,
their internal intensity with the help of inanimate and expressionless notes. The
singer will take the magic power of his melodies to the grave.'*

These negative undertones regarding the Sami were accentuated by a new (politi-
cal and scientific) discourse unfolding at the beginning of the twentieth century (as
an offshoot of evolutionism and racial theory) divorced from religious foundations,
in which yoiking was described as an inferior, despicable and shameful custom along
with any other phenomena associated with the traditional lifestyle of the Sami. School
served the purpose of raising awareness of this, becoming an institution to re-educate
and “civilise” the Sami; here, in order to achieve their aim the children were often
physically abused in order to humiliate them for wearing or demonstrating any eth-
nic sign or symbol (such as owning traditional Sami clothing, Sami objects or speak-
ing their native language). This external, ethnocentric and “stigmatising” discourse,
which can also be considered an instrument of Scandinavian nationalism, went hand
in hand with the above discourse, which had placed the yoik into the category of reli-
gious “evil”. The two discourses together embedded the yoik into an ideological and
political context. This complex, stereotyping imagery charged with such negative con-
notations saw a shift in the Sami people, a desire to change their selfimage and their
relationship with their culture.

Above I have primarily examined the outside forces that sought to suppress a once
robust identity-shaping cultural practice: yoiking. However, what is also of key impor-
tance in terms of the demonisation of the yoikis the development of an internal move-
ment that appeared among the Sami in the middle of the nineteenth century.

" Cited by Keresztes 1983, 512.
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Laestadianism

Christian doctrines were initially received rather positively by the Sami; albeit, seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century sources reveal that only the elements fitting into their
worldview were retained and spread. The image of the creator merged with that of
Ibmil (the god of thunder), the figure of the Virgin Mary with Mdttarahkka (“mother
god”, “mother earth”). Christian symbols became decorations on the drums of sha-
mans (see fig. 1). For a long time the Sami referred to the Virgin Mary by the name of
Ghkkd (mother earth, mother god).'

1 Christian symbols (church, cross) on an eighteenth-century shaman drum from Porsanger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horagalles. Accessed 26 January 2016

There were obviously measures taken by the Church that were highly unpopu-
lar and were incomprehensible to the Sami. One such act was the banning of cer-
tain items of women’s clothing, especially the lddjogahpir, a headdress in the shape
of a sickle with an interior bracing, that the contemporary discourse of the Lutheran
Church compared to the tongue of the devil. These accessories were considered sym-
bols of Evil to such an extent, that they were publicly burned at the stake together with
confiscated shaman drums. Such acts did not contribute to the spread of Christianity;
on the contrary, they engendered resistance in the Sami, despite the fact that priests
made efforts to accommodate the indigenous population in other ways, for instance,
evangelising the Sami in the open air as opposed to in churches (see fig. 2).

15 Pettersson 1957, 31.
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2 Evangelising outdoors. The missionary wears Sami clothes!
Drawing by Knud Leem, 1767 (Solbakk 2006, 56)

Missionary activities were intertwined with the issue of schooling from the very
beginning. The first steps to establish Sami literacy are related to Swedish mission-
aries who considered it important to reach the indigenous people in their own lan-
guage. The first alphabets and psalm-booklets appeared as early as the beginning
of the seventeenth century; but due to the migratory lifestyle of the Sami, convert-
ing and schooling them proved very difficult. However, nineteenth-century sources
suggest that in certain regions the majority of the Sami could read. In a letter dated
6 October 1840 Antal Reguly wrote from Vaas, Finland: “One more thing about the
Lapps, there are barely five in a hundred who could not read.”'

A significant change was introduced thanks to the activities of a charismatic
Lutheran pastor, Lars Levi Laestadius (1800-1861) who was of Sami origin on his

16 The content of the letter was published in the journal Athenaeum, first half-year, no. 37 (1841):
577-83. The cited sentence is on page 182. I thank Eniké Szij for the reference.
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3 Samuel Rheen’s illustration of a Sami shaman from 1671
https://ansatte.uit.no/rune.hagen/shaman.html. Accessed 28 January 2016

mother’s side. The superficial or dissimulated Christianity prevalent until the nine-
teenth century was gradually replaced by a Lutheran faith based on deep experience
and conviction. The success of Laestadius’s puritan movement was partly due to his
efforts to contain the increasingly destructive alcoholism prevalent at that time; and
partly because he managed to successfully “resolve” the alien nature of the Christian
worldview by using elements and natural symbols of Sami mythology in his sermons.
Because of his origins he was familiar with the ancient shrines of the Sami: the seitas,
therefore he was able to draw parallels in order to illustrate that drunkenness is noth-
ing but idolatry: “he who drinks, has taken his stomach as his god”, and he compared
the person who persisted in his abuse of alcohol to a wild reindeer pursued by the
wolf.'” Laestadius managed to convince the Church that a positive response by the
Sami to the Christian message would require its modification, thereby intimating that
he wished to create a Sami variant of Christianity.

This commitment was also manifested in Laestadius’s efforts to establish and to
propagate Sami literacy, the earliest example of which is his work written in the north
Sami language: Taluts Suptsasah, Jubmela pirra ja Almatji pirra [Ancient Tales of God
and Men]."® While the contemporary Lutheran view generally advocated eradicating
Paganism and eliminating “the works of the Devil”," Laestadius had a more nuanced

17 Laestadius 1978, 28, 24.
18 Laestadius 1844.
19 Hallencreutz 1987, 174-75.
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attitude towards the worldview of the Sami; moreover, he hoped to learn more about
their worldview. “It was characteristic of Laestadius’s working method that he not only
studied Lappish mythology, but lived wholeheartedly inside their ‘inner household’
— as he aptly called the mentality and the religion of the Lapps.”® In his monumen-
tal work on Sami mythology written in the 1840s, the Fragmenter,®' he tried to describe
the phenomena and investigate their origins all the while employing the rigorous aca-
demic standards of the age.

Alongside his proselytising, Laestadius criticised the Church and the foreign set-
tlers, which endeared him to the Sami. He contrasted the puritan lifestyle of the Sami
(who exploited the goods given by nature only to satisfy basic needs) to the uninhib-
ited profit-seeking of the settlers. His manuscripts reveal that he actually appreciated
the Sami more than he did the Swedes and Norwegians living around them.** His ser-
mons were mostly given in the Sami language; he also considered it important for the
other ministers to adapt to the migratory lifestyle of the Sami who spent “the summer
... 160-200 km distant from the church” therefore could not attend services. “For the
same [he organised] a 3—4 week an intensive course during the weeks before Easter
with the actual confirmation ceremony taking place on Good Friday.”* He also made
efforts to visit the summer residence of the Sami at least once a year, quite a distance
from the centre of the parish district.** He distributed printed treatises among the
people, so that they could read them with their Bibles during the periods spent away.
There has never been a greater diligence manifested among the elders and the youth
to learn to read.”

The popularity of Laestadius had also to do with how he highlighted the role of
women. In Protestantism, the figure of the Virgin Mary is peripheral; Laestadius, how-
ever, included in his concept of Christianity the (mythological and real) Sami female
figures who played a significant role in his life and who were generally important
characters among the Sami. In Laestadius’s theology, the mother or “heavenly par-
ent”, whom he also calls “the reflection of the Redeemer” is set in the centre. He had
already discussed female deities in Fragmenter, divine figures who in Sami mythology
fulfilled the functions of protectors, leaders and life-givers. He linked his own reli-
gious awakening to an encounter with a young woman named Milla or Maria Clemets-
datter. The strong faith of the pietistic girl, her deep repentance had such an impact

20 Pentikainen 2001, 21.

2l Laestadius 1997. The manuscript was written between 1840 and 1845, yet, more than a hundred
and fifty years passed before its publication, in 1997 in Swedish and in 2000 in Finnish, and in 2002
the English critical edition was published.

22 Laestadius 1949, xii.

2 Hallencreutz 1987, 172.

2 “His visitation diary reveals that the pastor has visited every Lappish accommodation on the

territories of his congregation”, Pentikdinen 2001, 22.

The popularity of another awakening movement contributed to the success of this. The

Communities of readers, which formed outside of the official ecclesiastical frameworks, promoted

the importance of individual and collective reading of the Bible; they organised public readings in

their homes or outdoors on a regular basis.

@
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on him that he later referred to her as the “Lappish Mary” who “sits at Jesus’ feet”*
and who was the “spiritual mother”? of his creed.

In light of how strongly the Sami worldview influenced the Awakening movement
it might seem inexplicable that Laestadius would forbid yoiking. The real reasons for
this have not been discovered, neither in the works of Laestadius, nor in the litera-
ture about yoiking and the Lutheran theological texts. It is possible that Laestadius
shared the official view on yoiking of the Church; and it could have been a compro-
mise with the ecclesiastical leaders, since his “infringements” were often frowned
upon (although the effectiveness of his work meant that they left him in peace). His
writings only reveal that he did not think much of yoiking in a musical sense.?® Another
possible explanation could be associated with the frequent ecstatic manifestations
occurring in Laestadian groups. Considering that not that long before shamanistic
techniques were actively practiced (and, in some cases, still were but in secret) among
the Sami (fig. 3), the trance state and the manifestation of the supernatural were nat-
urally (and customarily) associated, thus it was integrated as a familiar phenomenon
into the new (Christian) religious practices. Moreover, for some of the Protestant
Awakening movements forming in the nineteenth century the practice of inducing
altered states of consciousness (ASC) or ecstasy were not unfamiliar. Within the Chris-
tian context (such as during the service) it was considered to be the individual and
collective manifestations of deep faith. In Scandinavia, the activities of peasant proph-
ets (such as Paavo Ruotsalainen, 1777-1852) also shaped the ideas of people about
faith and made them susceptible to accepting certain phenomena that were earlier
alien to Protestantism. Laestadius himself had visions; he often entered an emotion-
ally heightened state during his sermons. Emilie Demant-Hatt describes Laestadius’s
sermons as follows:

He introduced the public confession of sin into practice: the sinner had to repent
his or her sin, the sin had to be confessed publicly, loudly and the sinner had to ask
for absolution from the community. It was done in a trance-like state and the com-
munity, the believers of the parish entered an ecstatic state and mutually forgave
the sins of their peers; as a sign of this atonement they embraced each other and
rocked back and forth, as if they were dancing, for hours.*

A possible reason for Laestadius being so reluctant to accept the yoik might also have
been — and here it must be emphasised that this is but an assumption — to draw a clear
line between “sacred” and “diabolical” ecstasy. While the yoik was “generally regarded”
as the shaman’s means of attaining ecstasy; in the Christian interpretation the state of
ecstasy should be a manifestation of repentance and of experiencing faith. Although

% Laestadius 1988, 36.
27 Laestadius 2002, 29.
2 Hirvonen 1999, 143-44.
% Demant-Hatt 1983, 280.
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the fear of punishment was very successful in repressing the practice of the yoik, the
sermons of the much-respected and popular Laestadius, and the Christian Awakening
movement that he had launched resulted in an even stronger repression of this vocal
tradition. After that it was not out of fear that many Sami did not yoik, but because they
were convinced that it was a sin and an instrument for “conjuring the Devil”.

Laestadianism had already found followers among the non-Sami, mainly the Finns,
over the course of the nineteenth century. The Laestadian movement has become
especially important in the self-definition of the Finnish minority in Sweden; to such
an extent that they have now asserted their linguistic (mednkieli) and cultural iden-
tity.* The primary defining characteristic of their identity remains Laestadianism
within the Lutheran Church. The movement spread across Europe (even reaching
the United States and today there are numerous separate branches. The significance
of Laestadian Christianity in shaping the identity of the Sami continues to be great
even today.

The Yoik and the Sami Revival

In a sense the strength of the Laestadian movement provided a sense of security for
the Sami within the congregation. In the public sphere, however, from the end of the
nineteenth century those who insisted on keeping their Sami identity had to fear loss
of prestige and discrimination. They were not allowed to use their native tongue in
public, and everything associated with the Sami existence, such as the yoik, became
stigmatised.” In Sweden, attempts to prove the inferiority of the Sami scientifically
were made through institutions established for the study of racial biology, which con-
tinued to operate until the mid-1970s.* All this was accompanied by concrete meas-
ures, such as sterilisation. In the territories inhabited by a mixed population, espe-
cially where the Sami were in the minority, the native language, yoiking, and Sami
traditional clothing became things that had to remain exclusively within the walls of
private homes, carefully hidden from view. Harald Eidheim explains in his study® of
Sami living among Norwegian fishing communities in seaside settlements that the
struggle against stereotypes such as low intelligence, being dirty, worthless, ridiculous,
and so forth, led to the Sami eradicating all external traits of their culture in order
to protect themselves. Although this did not mean they completely broke with their
former lives; they gradually became used to practicing certain aspects of their culture
condemned and disparaged by Norwegians or Swedes (such as speaking the Sami
language or yoiking) in secret, behind closed doors, often even hidden from their
own children. Speaking in Sami in front of Norwegians or Swedes was considered

% M. Bodrogi 2009.
3 Eidheim 1971.

3 Bjgrklund 2000.
* Eidheim 1969.
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a provocation and wearing traditional clothes was social suicide. As a result of this
strong dichotomisation in hope of “being exempt from being labelled, they overem-
phasised all that they thought to be part of the majority culture. But in their private
life, behind the scenes, they always spoke in Sami and often expressed their common
identity”.** All this led to a deep crisis in Sami identity and to the conscious switch-
ing between externally demonstrated and internally experienced identities. There
is, however, another side to the coin, which Thomas Hylland Eriksen describes as a
“paradox”.* The instruments of assimilation (banning the Sami language, having to
integrate into the Norwegian, Swedish or Finnish social structure) later allowed the
Sami to efficiently represent their own political goals. They had acquired the modern
toolset of nationalism and survival.

A significant change came in the last third of the twentieth century when a few
Sami intellectuals began to revive the yoik tradition, and more and more people
joined them in their endeavour of ethnic and cultural revitalisation. In order to estab-
lish effective and meaningful communication they had to locate central symbols that
could be used to assist in the process of Sami nation building. Since the Sami lived
on the territories of four countries and their linguistic and cultural divisions were
significant, the establishment of these symbols involved highlighting linguistic and
cultural features of certain regions. This is how an almost forgotten genre, the yoik,
could come to occupy a central position in attempts to raise cultural and ethnic con-
sciousness among the Sami. In the southern regions assimilation was stronger, and the
rights of the Sami in Sweden, Finland and the Kola Peninsula were very limited as the
institution of minority rights had not yet become part of a significant international
discourse. Therefore, the instigators of this push for a “Sami society” were the north-
ern Sami of Norway, who were the best informed about political advocacy and whose
economic situation was the most advantageous (the largest Sami population lived on
the territories of Finnmark Vidda County forming a majority in the region). Thus,
the revival and the symbols attached to nation building first emerged from this cen-
tral region, and its most important symbol proved to be the yoik, but it did not happen
immediately.*® Giving the yoik so fundamental a role in bringing the Sami together
faced numerous obstacles, primarily within the Sami communities themselves. How-
ever, by the early seventies a change in the legal environment in Scandinavia was a
serious opportunity for progress: democratisation, secularisation and the recognition
of minorities had become such widespread ideas that legal discrimination against the
Sami became impossible.*” The revival of a vocal tradition that some despised and oth-
ers considered frightening, is associated with Nils-Aslak Valkeapaa (1943-2001). He

3 Eriksen 2006, 360.

* Tbid.

% For instance, in the regions of Nunnanen, Finland, Kautokeino and Karasjok, Norway, the yoik was
still a living treasure of folklore, which is how Gyorgy Szomjas-Schiffert was able to collect yoiks in
Northern Finland in 1966, on the eve of the revitalisation movement (Szomjas-Schiffert 1996).

7 In spite of this, my experience is that a considerable part of the larger society still discriminates
against them in everyday life.
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gathered around him youth who could yoik, recorded them and put yoiking onto the
stage. In the beginning, even those who might have been expected to support such
a project were shocked. In the film* about Valkeapid, the yoik singers said that when
Ailohas® had asked them to help organise a yoik concert and to take part in record-
ings they all despaired. They thought it would not be appropriate, nobody sang yoik in
public, they were afraid the people would despise them. After overcoming the initial
hostility, the initiative proved to be very successful and in a surprisingly short time (for
instance, in the 1982 Eurovision Song Contest the Norwegian Sverre Kjelsberg and
Mattis Heetta entered the competition with a song about the abusive acts carried out
against the Sami, which included a yoik). The scheme’s success, however, was not only
due to political changes, but also to indigenous movements simultaneously develop-
ing at the international level. In these new, anti-colonialist discourses old, almost for-
gotten and disparaged cultural traits and phenomena were restored to their former
positions as cultural and identity markers.

The yoik was reintroduced into public consciousness in the 1970s and, over time,
it became once again part of everyday Sami life and celebrations. Moreover, the style
of singing once disparaged and considered irritating in a religious or aesthetic sense
gradually became a phenomenon worthy of admiration and respect in non-Sami cir-
cles as well. This is well illustrated by the 2014 Talang Sverige competition (Swedish
musical talent show); in the preliminary auditions a Sami boy wearing traditional
clothes was among the contenders. Jon Henrik Fjallgren was of indigenous Latin
American origin and had been adopted as a baby by a Swedish Sami family. From the
introduction before his performance, we learned that as a child he had been scorned
and mocked for the colour of his skin, as well as for being a member of a traditional,
reindeer-herding Sami family. Nonetheless, he was proud to present the values of
Sami culture to the Swedish public, and performed a yoik. During his performance it
was as if the studio had been filled with magic and everyone was paralysed; both the
audience and the jury was overwhelmed with emotion. After the song, the audience
and the jury gave a standing ovation with tears in their eyes and were speechless.*
A few weeks and episodes later Jon Henrik left the show as the winner of the national
competition. In 2015, he yoiked in front of the royal family under the Swedish flag,
accompanied by the Swedish military orchestra on the festival day of Nationaldagen
[the day of the nation].*! It has become a tradition to have a Sami performer at the
Swedish national day celebration, and after Jon Henrik’s success, several other Sami
singers have become famous at the international level. These events have contributed
to the revival of this threatened minority’s position in Scandinavian states.

% The title of the film: Viimmustan lea biegga [My home is my heart]. https://www.youtube.com/

watchrv=ax8eWwrneVE. Accessed 4 January 2016.

The Sami name of Valkeapaa.

The broadcast of the competition: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=woEcdqqbEVg. Accessed
18 October 2015.

In recent years, the event had several Sami guests of honour: Sophia Jannok in 2013, Ingd Maret
Gaup and Juuso Loreen in 2014.
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The uncertainty and differences of opinion surrounding the yoik, however, have not
disappeared. The reason for this is not straightforward: on the one hand, the yoik itself
has gone through considerable changes over the course of the past few decades; on
the other, although the genre lost some of its earlier negative connotations, the asso-
ciation of the yoik with shamanism remained; moreover, it even became stronger.*

Yoik in “Pagan” and Christian Discourses

The attitude towards the yoik divides people to this day: both the Sami and the Finns,
the Norwegians and the Swedes living among them. Although the yoik was once a
practice that had significance and meaning for many cultural activities, today it is
largely known through its close association with shamanism (as it is in the historical
sources, or in the time of missionaries and early Laestadianism). The designation of
the practice as “pagan” which had previously provoked contempt, perhaps because
of the social memory of stigmatisation, took on a new meaning and became the new
symbol for national identity construction, paradoxically reinforcing the former stere-
otype itself. This interpretation of yoik is manifested in the performances of “celeb-
rity” yoik singers, in movies and in literary works. All this is linked to the expanding
discourse that connects those already possessing indigenous status with those trying to
attain that status; a discourse that was in direct opposition to the mentality of the “con-
queror majority society”. The concept of “indigenous people” was still strongly associ-
ated with the image of the pre-modern “pagans” living in harmony with nature. From
this perspective, Christianity often appeared as an imperialist, conquering power. The
“natural worldview” was an almost self-evident connotation of indigenous status. Not
only did it draw upon historical discourses, it also became validated in a contempo-
rary global discourse that condemns the achievements of modernisation and the pol-
lution of the natural environment, as well as in the neo-pagan knowledge register.*
This provoked negative feelings from the majority of the Laestadian Sami who did not
agree with the dominant symbolic language (that is, focussing on “shamanistic” sym-
bols incompatible with Christianity) and had doubts concerning its long-term success.
This was well-illustrated in an interview published in the Sami journal, Sdgat, with the
provocative title: The Sami Flag is Ugly and Full of Occult Symbols.** The interviewee, a
Sami pastor, condemned the imagery on the flag: a circle representing the Sun, the

* T have to note that in the unanimous view of the scientific literature shamanism had disappeared
from Sami culture by the mid- to late nineteenth century, thus the various ecclesiastical and social
discourses only used the memory, or more specifically the image constructed of it.

* Hilder 2015, 109-48.

* Original source of the article: http://www.sagat.no/hovednyheter/2013/02/16/29982/.
Accessed: 15 January 2016. The interview was published in several Norwegian newspapers, e.g.,
http://www.vl.no/troogkirke/pastor-h % C3 % B8ster-storm-etter-kritikk-av-sameflagget-1.59464.
Accessed 25 November 2015, and http://thornews.com/2013/02/16/pastor-the-sami-flag-is-ugly-
and-full-of-occult-symbols/. Accessed 26 October 2015.
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Moon and a shaman drum. He stated that it would be preferable to see the crucifix
on it as the Sami have not been pagans for a long time and that he thought that peo-
ple should be made aware that not everyone sympathised with shamanistic symbols
and mythical/esoteric interpretations of the Sami. There are some, who think Chris-
tian symbols are missing from the process of Sami identity construction. This opinion,
however, that the author has come across in the field, does not reflect the views of the
majority due to the very controversial role Christianity had played in Sami history.

Laestadian and other groups with strong Christian ties do not reject Sami cultural
traits in general, rather it is anti-Christian discourse that angers them. Sami tradi-
tional clothes, for instance, have been and are continuously present as festive cloth-
ing on religious occasions. The images and altars (even the crucifixes) of Laestadian
Sami churches also reflect the Sami (colour-) world. The interior of the Kautokeino
church (in Northern Norway), or the altarpiece of the Jukkasjarvi church (in North-
ern Sweden) — and we could list many other examples — are painted in the four col-
ours of Sami traditional clothing and the Sami flag: blue, red, yellow, and green
(see figs. 4 and 5).

4 Northern Sami women’s wear
https:/ /www.sapmifilm.com/film/30005. Accessed 28 January 2016
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5 Sami children at confirmation

http://www.dagbladet.no/2011/06/27 /nyheter/utdanning/samer/innenriks/
diskriminering,/17081448/ http://thornews.com/2013/02/16/ pastor-the-sami-flag-is-ugly-
and-full-of-occult-symbols/. Accessed 26 October 2015

The Discourses Converge (?)

It seems that despite significant resistance, the increasing popularity of the yoik has
been able to breach the resistance of the rigid religious framework. Many among
the Christian Sami youth desire to reconnect with their culture’s music, while reject-
ing the pagan interpretation of yoik. Some of them not only try to remove the pagan
connotations of yoik, but they specifically invest it with new, Christian meanings. The
positive reception and the feasibility of this initiative can be seen in certain settle-
ments or dioceses (mostly in Sweden). In some places, the yoik has already become
part of the liturgy in spite of the reluctance of conservative Christians. Johan Marek, a
priest from Jokkmokk employs a liturgy that includes the yoik, while the leader of the
Sami Church Council in Sweden, Tore Johnsen has called for the rehabilitation and
reintroduction of yoiking in Norwegian Sami churches.® Official approval of this initi-
ative is still pending, but if we look at the program of the annual Norwegian “Church
Days” (yoik concert, sports events, museum exhibitions, drum performances, etc.) it is
evident that attitudes are softening.

In the centre of the Norwegian Sami, in Kautokeino, they are not yet ready to have
yotking in the church, but the most important yoik competition (Sdmi Grand Prix)

* Hilder 2015, 117.
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6 Frode Fjellheim (composer) in front of a poster of Frozen
https://www.rorosnytt.no/fantastisk-suksess-frode-fjellheim/. Accessed 22 January 2016

takes place, not in a church, but on the occasion of a religious holiday, at Easter;
and numerous singers (“discovered” at these events) release albums of both yoiks
and Psalms. Frode Fjellheim, the composer of Disney’s Frozen (2013) combined reli-
gious cantatas and Sami yoiks when composing the movie’s soundtrack. (Cantus Eat-
nemen Vuelie®) (see fig. 6). It is also worth mentioning that the psalms of the Laesta-
dian congregation, which secludes itself from the yoik tradition, also recall the sound
environment of yoiks; although if someone remarks on it they strongly object to the
comparison.*’

Other central pagan symbols that occur in the yoik discourse, such as the Sun, and
ancient (mostly female) deities, are placed in new contexts by the Christianised Sami.
In the etiological creation myths there is a recurring topic according to which the
Sami are the sons of the Sun, and they live their lives following a cyclical migration
pattern corresponding to the Sun’s path.* The lyrics of the Sami soga ldvlla, or ‘Sami
national song (anthem)’ draw partly upon this tradition when the Sami are described

as “the Sun’s sons”.*

* The original soundtrack: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTNQAL4nV5A. Accessed 22 January

2016.

One of the pastors in Tana in Northern Norway (28 June 2015) said: “Instead of singing church

songs as it is in the score, they sing it with embellishments reminiscent of the yoik”, and then he

demonstrated with his wife how Lutheran songs sound when performed by the Sami.

Gaski 2003.

* For instance, in the epic yoik texts collected and edited by Anders Fjellner. His work was also
inspired by the already on-going Finnish folklore collections and publications, this is how the
“Sami epic excerpts” entitled Pdiven pdrneh [The son of the Sun] and Pissa Passan pdardne [The
son of Pissa and Passa] that reflect contemporary folklore text publication practices, which often
granted creative licence to the collector (see Keresztes 1983).

'
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7 The Norwegian tent church in Mo i Rana is one of the venues of the Girkobeaivvit
[Church Days] festival. The fire in the centre of the tent is surrounded with reindeer fur
and antlers and burns throughout the festival even during sermons. Children dressed in

traditional clothes march with a crucifix entwined with blue, red, green and yellow ribbons,
the colours of the Sami flag
https://www.laponiapictures.com/Lapland/Farms+Cabins+Buildings/Staloluokta+
Sami+Church+teepee/@wic-20090709_01083. Accessed 22 January 2016

We have numerous other examples illustrating how pre-Christian cultural elements
have been Christianised and rehabilitated. There are Lutheran churches in which
motifs typically found on shaman drums (most frequently the sun and the dhkkds)
are displayed on the building’s images and sculptures: from the church gates, to the
organ and the entire altar. Often the building of the church also evokes pre-Christian
times, or at least traditional Sami culture; such as the goahte (earth hut) church built
on a cultic site in the Swedish Padjelanta National Park related to Stdllu,” a figure of
ancient belief; or the giant tent church in Mo i Rana, Norway, with a capacity of 800
(see figs. 7, 8, and 9).

5% Stallu is a figure of the pre-Christian stratum of the Sami belief system. He is a hideous,
anthropomorphic creature of great strength who is both evil and stupid. He often appears in
folklore texts, attempting to kidnap a girl for himself, but the Sami typically outwit him. Johan Turi
commented on the popular Stdllu-stories published in his book: The stalut are now almost all gone,
but some Sami are still related to them. (Turi 1960, 108). http://www.tadubois.com/varying-course-ma-
terials/Muitalus-translation-without-articles.pdf. Accessed 20 June 2016.
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8-9 A church converted from a traditional Sami earth hut (goahte) built on a pre-Christian
cultic site (“Stallu hill”) (Sweden, Padjelanta National Park)
https://www.huwans-clubaventure.fr/voyage /voyage-trek-et-randonnee/suede/esuedpad;
https://www.laponiapictures.com/Lapland/Farms+Cabins+Buildings/Sami+Church+teepee+
at+Staloluokta/@toj-bg2787. Accessed 11 January 2016

The yoik has merged with Sami identity over the course of the centuries, and reviv-
ing this tradition is seemingly one part of the Sami nation-building project. Among
those who want to rehabilitate the yoik within the Christian worldview, there are many
who have only discovered their Sami roots as adults, a consequence of the events of the
twentieth century.” With their newly discovered heritage, they seek out the forums in
which they can engage with and experience the Sami lifestyle and culture; they “cling”
to every Sami symbol that seems emblematic.”® No matter how far away they live, they
holiday in Sami regions, they wear traditional Sami clothes and immerse themselves
in the yoik tradition; compensating for and experiencing the things they missed are
important motivators for them.? Discovering Sami identity and the desire to dissemi-
nate it engendered the idea that church events should happen “in a Sami way”, for
instance by integrating yoiking.5*

The debate about this has not yet waned among the Sami. However, the voices of
moderates, those who consider the preservation and practice of the yoiking tradition
acceptable and even important are getting louder in the discourse. Nonetheless, the
central and most commonly-repeated interpretation of the yoik, namely that which
highlights the shamanistic angle, continues to dominate the media and to constitute
a serious obstacle to a more nuanced interpretation of the yoik.

°1 A literary work on this theme is Uri 2015.

%2 Grundsten 2010.

% During my Norwegian field studies (June 2014), I met an elderly Sami woman in Kautokeino, a
village at the very centre of Norwegian Sami culture, who had lived all her life in Oslo and only
found about her Sami origins as an adult. She was over seventy years old, but every summer she
drove thousands of kilometres to go up north to be among the Sami. One of her most important
experiences was to hear yoiking live and not from a recording.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V55VIRfQi6w. Accessed 12 January 2016. The opening
ceremony of the Church Days’ Festival is a good example of this.

o
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10 The drum is a regular instrument at Sofia Jannok’s yoik concerts
https://eszakorszag.blog.hu/2012/02/03/sofia_jannok_es_a_szami_joika
Accessed 11 January 2016

There are many who have grown up in Laestadian families among the most
renowned and popular yoik singers (for instance Marie Boine Persen and Wimme
Saari). Since yoiking and secular music were forbidden at home and in the religious
community, they were mostly exposed to “non-ecclesiastical” music as teenagers and/
or adults.® Although their choice of career led to their being condemned by their
religious community, these singers still maintain ties with their families and religious
traditions. They usually have both yoiks and psalms on their albums, which aims to rep-
resent their concerted efforts to resolve the conflicts. Perhaps surprisingly, even they
situate yozking in a shamanistic context, as is reflected in the visual world of their con-
certs and videos. This recalls the times when Christian symbols were included among
the drawings on shaman drums: in the upper segment of the drum representing the
“world above” the deities worshipped by the Sami were juxtaposed with crucifixes;
this, obviously, was not sufficient for the Church to accept shamanism (see fig. 10).

% Lehtola 2010, 160-10.
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Even posing the question of how one would locate the yoik in a Christian context scan-
dalises many. This situation is very similar to the beginning of the 1970s when Nils-
Aslak Valkeapaa took the yoik on stage. For the historical reasons described above, at
this time even the Sami considered it inappropriate to yoik in front of outsiders (non-
Sami). A previously hidden, “shameful” thing exiled to the intimacy of private homes
was suddenly brought out into the spotlight, accompanied by music and other instru-
ments, previously completely alien to the genre. Most Sami had doubts about whether
anything positive could be gained from this initiative. But Valkeapaa, in spite of sub-
stantial resistance, believed in the success of his endeavour; and time proved him
right because in just a few decades the yoik became the central and emblematic sym-
bol of Sami society. His point of reference was that once the yoik had constituted the
ontological foundation of Sami culture and that the genre might still have a strong
mobilising and identity shaping power in the twentieth century.”® The political and
cultural restoration of the Sami is also a result of the musical movement he launched.
Valkeapdd wanted to present the cultural values of the Sami in the hope that they
would be better understood and thus accepted by other ethnic groups living around
them. The previously marginalised, disparaged musical tradition became a modern
cultural construction and the predominant artistic trend of the Sami. This was more
than just communication directed to the outside, it was also a signal to the Sami audi-
ence: firstly, it proved that the cultural values that some of them guarded as a precious
possession and that others wished to forget could gain the recognition of others; sec-
ondly, the survival of tradition required change, and one had to accept that.

The integration of this ancient-modern tradition of yoik into the Christian worldview
will most likely have to face further obstacles. Minority existence, the fear of assimila-
tion, the threat of a globalised culture provokes the same counter reactions over and
over again: the discourse of “primordiality” that was inevitably merged with the defini-
tion of an authentic Sami lifestyle. The elements evoking the imagined times before
“colonisation” are enhanced and become part of an invented tradition.”” In this post-
colonial discourse everything that arrived with the conquerors, including Christianity,
is necessarily bad, and everything that is ethnic and ancient is good This homogenis-
ing approach, however, creates tension among the Sami, which is often manifested in
the Sami literature: “I do not live like that/ I do not have such a house/ I do not hunt.
/ Am I a Samir // Yet, my desire is Sami / my thought is Sami / my soul is Sami / my
tongue is Sami”.”® Many think that this retrospective approach is harmful in the long-
run, because not only does it communicate cultural uniqueness, but also maintains the
sharp divide that puts the Sami outside of the borders of modern society. Those exist-
ing between the two poles try to establish the principles whereby a worldview including

5 Hirvonen 1999, 143-44.
57 Kristof 2007.
% Ravna Eira translated into English from the Hungarian translation by Johanna Domokos (Domokos

2003, 17).
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11 Ahkkas (Sami female deities) next to the communion table. Uksahkka (left) is the guard-
ian of the door and the goddess of family peace, Sarahkka (right) is the goddess of birth
according to pre-Christian Sami beliefs. In the scene in the tent the Christian symbols are in
the sacred corner across the entrance
http://www.terre-des-sames.com/les-cent-ans-de-leglise-de-kiruna-2/. Accessed 11 January 2016

both the indigenous heritage and Christianity can exist. Evidently, the need for consol-
idation does not exclusively occur in relation to the yoik: we could mention numerous
parallel and partly religious dilemmas from reindeer herding to traditional clothing.*
When new trends emerge there are people who consider adapting to the contempo-
rary world more important, but there are also those who doubt this, who find it dif-
ficult to jettison ancient practices and ideas that bear witness to a considerable past
and have deep roots. It is interesting how both extreme positions stem from old, nine-
teenth-century discourses. If we examine thoroughly the ideological foundations, we
find that there are more parallels than oppositions in these seemingly irreconcilable
approaches. It is not uncommon to find individuals in the West who have doubts con-
cerning the prevalent dogma be it “modern” or “Euro-Atlantic”, such doubts foster a
retrospective approach. Secularisation, environmental pollution, communities in cri-
sis, and the “nightmare” of rampant individualism engenders a belief in some that that
the “western lifestyle” has failed and a way out from the crisis is to return to the knowl-

% Certain reindeer herders believe, for instance, in agreement with Norwegian scientists, that due
to climate change the summer pastures should begin to be used two months earlier. Many Sami,
however, oppose this change to a schedule established over centuries, even at the cost of their
own reindeer herds; and they take the opinion of “outsider” Norwegian scientists as unwarranted
interference. In addition, they still do not allow the reindeer to graze in “sacred” places in order
not to anger the spirits of the earth.
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12 Work of Lars Levi Sunna (a crucifix stuck through a shaman drum
with a Sami lasso arched over it)
http://www.tidningenspira.se/2014/korset-moeter-urmodern.aspx. Accessed 11 January 2016

edge and practice of indigenous peoples. This is a fairly new phenomenon, consider-
ing that in the seventies Valkeapai wanted to make the yoik European. However, the
situation is surprisingly similar to the circumstances under which the Laestadian move-
ment arose in the nineteenth century. At that time, there were two cultures and world-
views (a more modern one and an “archaic” one) in opposition: that of the settlers and
that of the nomadic aborigines. Laestadius considered the latter to be more valuable,
while he was also led by modernising ambitions. Some of the elements of pre-Christian
Sami beliefs, even if in a latent way, were in fact transmitted by the theology of Laesta-
dius. This is a good point of reference for those who try to redefine what it means to
be Christian as a Sami by using elements of the pre-Christian beliefs. A good example
of this is the (Laestadian) presbyter with the same surname as Laestadius, Lars Levi
Sunna, who became acquainted with the pre-Christian Sami worldview as an adult. He
was twenty-five years old when he heard Sami stories from a few elderly men (in the
wood workshop they were working in). The stories made him so curious that he began
to explore the scholarly literature on this topic. What he learned had such a great effect
on him that instead of the household objects he had previously made, he started to cre-
ate sculptures of figures of ancient Sami beliefs (see fig. 11). It did not even occur to
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13 Representation of Sami gods from shaman drums
https.//hu.pinterest.com/pin/234539093064495441/. Accessed 10 January 2016

him that he might thus renounce his Christian faith; moreover, the local ecclesiastical
leaders also accepted his artworks with a positive attitude. They even put carved motifs
of shaman drums on the altar of the Jukkasjarvi church, and he was commissioned by
the Lulea diocese to make a travelling church exhibition (see fig. 12). The exhibition
was an exploration of how a “natural” religion meets Christianity® (see fig. 13).

It seems that today the most important goal of Sami society is to maintain cultural
(and thereby ethnic) singularity. The framework for this is provided on the one hand
by Christianity, and on the other, by the shamanistic worldview; attempts to forge
these two into one (or at least, to reconcile them) are more and more part of contem-
porary discourse. Outside observers (Norwegians, Swedes, Finns) see the advocacy
efforts of the Sami in all this; as well as a world very different from theirs that they
regard at times with exoticizing curiosity and admiration, at times with sympathy and
at times with measured, even disapproving detachment.

Conclusion

By the turn of the millennium, the desire to approximate modern European standards
in order to survive, which initially also characterised the work of Nils-Aslak Valkeapéa,
no longer played a significant role in the dominant discourses. It has been replaced by
the ideal of cooperation between indigenous peoples. Nonetheless, there is no single
survival strategy among the Sami. Christian groups (although nowadays their voices
are heard less) would rather build the Sami future on contemporary and Christian
foundations. The phenomena unfolding in the twenty-first century suggest that there
are many who, instead of choosing between discourses, would prefer to connect them,
because these approaches have in common the need for cultural continuity. Laestadi-
anism, just as in the tradition of yoiking and the pre-Christian worldview retained the
cultural specificities of the Sami in the public eye. Perhaps this is the reason why the
consistent separation of ideologies is so hard to achieve (despite efforts to this end),

% http://www.tidningenspira.se/2014/korset-moeter-urmodern.aspx. Accessed 10 January 2016.
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as the examples here have illustrated. The fear of assimilation is still present in the
Sami mind-set, and the desire to preserve their cultural and ethnic singularity and
independence will perhaps bring together the seemingly separate strands.

I like to say that in one hand I have the Sami natural religion, and in the other
I hold the cross. This makes me a whole man, and I believe that God wants it to be
this way.”!

(Lars Levi Sunna, 6 February 2014)
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“I was Angry with the Angels for F*cking Me Over”
Angel-cult and UFO-religion in Hungary'

This study provides an insight into the world of contemporary angel spirituality* and
of UFO and ET religions.?> On the one hand, life situations, interpretation strategies
and thinking mechanisms will be presented that illustrate the formulation and shap-
ing of individual worldviews created in the context of contemporary alternative spir-
itualities. On the other, the information channels through which the global phenom-
ena leading to change reach local small communities and, eventually, the individual,
will also be explored. The investigation is built on informal conversations and semi-
structured interviews, as well as the personal observations of the author gained over
the course of various ritual and social events. Postmodern angel beliefs and esoteric
UFO and ET religions are all global phenomena; online transmitted ideas and online
religious-spiritual discourses play a crucial role in their diffusion,* which is why an

The research leading to these results was financed by the European Research Council, according
to the ERC grant agreement nr. 324214 of the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme
(2007-2013).

Cf. Gardella 2007; Draper and Baker 2011;Utriainen 2015; Gilhus 2012; Kis-Halas 2008.

Both trends belong to recently emerged new religious movements, see Partridge 2003a. “The reli-
gious currents revolving around notions of UFOs and extraterrestrial visitations ... offer cosmolo-
gies where our existence on this world is part of a larger cosmic scheme ... offer a worldview that is
strikingly focused on our terrestrial concerns and offer soteriologies of intervening benign aliens
alleviating our worries or offering rapture ... from impending disasters. ... these religious currents
aim in a sense to retain and update ancient religious themes and motifs and clothe them in a per-
ceived scientific language” (Ostling 2016, 426-27).

* In their seminal study Cowen and Hadden (2004, 120) consider the internet as the social context
of communication on religion (religion online) on the one hand, on the other hand they call it a
new site of religiosity (online religion). Further on this topic see for example Hgjsgaard and War-
burg 2005; Possamai 2012; and Trosper Shorey 2016. Following this new paradigm Mia Lévheim
(2007) investigates cyber communication on religion when she describes what strategies young
people in Sweden apply when constructing their religious identities. See also Lévheim and Linder-
man 2005. Corrywright (2004) highlights the analogy between internet and contemporary spirit-
ualities when he speaks of network spirituality. Schofield-Park’s examinations points out that visual

w 1o



328 JUDIT KIS-HALAS

effort was made in both cases to explore in detail this virtual medium and to discover
the connections to local references appearing in the case studies.

For a decade, I have been paying regular visits to Zita, a healer masseuse who,
besides being an outstanding (and trained) expert in various alternative therapies,
is a significant spiritual teacher in local contexts. She is the founding member of sev-
eral esoteric groups and clubs. Despite no longer being directly involved with any of
these associations, she still maintains friendly relations with existing members. Our
relationship and our encounters follow a similar pattern to that associated with these
groups. In our conversations, we usually inform each other as to recently acquired eso-
teric knowledge, we exchange opinions on our spiritual experiences and recommend
books and articles, films and websites to one another. I have known for a long time that
Zita claims to have been in close contact with angels: she senses their presence, they
assist her in healing, she organizes her everyday life according to their guidance, she
turns to them when she wants to know more about her or her loved ones’ futures and
she asks for their support when making decisions. Moreover, angels play an important
role in her keeping in touch with deceased loved ones: the angels deliver messages
from them and vice versa; they inform the dead about Zita’s worldly life, her emotions
and thoughts. A few months ago, Zita related to me two tragic incidents: the death of
her brother, the loss of whom she could not get over, and how she had lost her faith
in angels because they had disappointed her.

These incidents were in fact the catalyst for the present article: the story detail-
ing the journey from doubt to disappointment. There is another story as well, that of
Aniké, who became a seer with an unwavering faith in angels after the death of her
son. Aniké’s case is relevant here because it has several points of contact with Zita’s
story, despite, describing an opposite process, that is, the emergence and consolida-
tion of angel belief. In both cases the narratives unfold from the personal accounts of
experiences undergone by middle-aged women from the countryside (from a small
town or a village), another similarity is that they are constructed around a trauma fol-
lowing the loss of a close relative. This distress is where the parallels — ideas about the
dead, angels and life after death, the relationship between the living and the dead —
are rooted. The religious worldview of the narrators also overlap: they are character-
istic examples of contemporary alternative spirituality that correspond to the post-

representations conveyed by role-playing video games, movies, and the internet play a crucial role
in shaping the views on the supernatural world (including angels) among American teenagers
(Schofield-Park 2005, 183-205). Similarly, role-playing video games had a great impact on contem-
porary science-fiction discourses by their simulation techniques and visual environment, says Fre-
lik (2014). Possamai (2012, 1-2) defines those (quasi?) belief-systems and mythologies which have
been inspired by emblematic sci-fi films (Star Wars, Matrix), series (for example Star Trek) or pop-
ular role games (World of Warcraft) hyperreligions. On this topic see Morehead 2012; McCormick
2012. The role of electronic and print media along with on-line communication is crucial in terms
of the new angel images, too, see for example Gilhus 2012, 236-41; Uibu 2012; and Kis-Halas 2008;
2009. Similar processes have been described in the case of ET- and UFO religions by Partridge
2004; and Zeller 2012.
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modern, esoteric beliefs around angels. Nevertheless, Aniké comes from a Roman
Catholic family, while Zita was raised Protestant, a difference which will prove signifi-
cant later. In both stories, we witness the “rediscovery” of angels; although the angels
play roles that are polar opposites in the narratives. In the case of Aniké, the new
angel cult replaced the earlier Judeo-Christian ideologies and the angels appear as
wholly positive figures for her. Zita, on the other hand, overwrites an already positive
postmodern concept of angels with an even newer ideology, namely the galactic con-
spiracy theory, in which angels most certainly play a negative role.

Angel Cult: Cult of the Dead? Aniké’s Story

Before discussing Aniké’s story, it is important to explain the relationship between
the two narrators, Aniké and Zita. Aniké was Zita’s client for years.” She turned to the
locally well-known healer when suffering from chronic back pain. In conversation dur-
ing the massages and supplementary treatments,’® she told Zita about her apparitions
of the dead, strange dreams, hallucinations, which she experienced. It soon became
clear to Zita that Aniké was “receptive” to messages sent from the world of the dead;
moreover, she was predisposed toward spirituality and was interested in esotericism.
Zita not only lent a helping hand to Aniké in interpreting her visions about the dead,’
but after successfully healing her, she also accepted her as her disciple. She gave her
material to read and they discussed what Aniké had read. Zita invited her to lectures,
courses and events about spiritual topics. Finally, she introduced her to Reiki.?

The close relationship between Aniké and the angels began when she became a
member of the local Reiki club founded by Zita and her two companions. Soon after
the club transformed into an angel club, a change precipitated by the members com-
pleting a weekend angel course held by a teacher from nearby Pécs.” From this point

% I met Aniké in Zita’s apartment in 2007.

The holistic approach is a common feature of New Age religiosity and alternative medicine,
(cf. Hanegraaff 2007, 33-34; Chryssides 2007, 18; Hedges and Beckford 2000, 172-73, 178-82);
Tighe and Butler 2007, 415-20; Knoblauch 2008, 146), which can be observed in Zita’s practice
(2008; 2010). For her, “scanning” the closest social environment (such as family or workplace rela-
tionships), the emotional life and thought process of the patient is just as important as the massage
mapping the physical characteristics of the body. Among nurses employing alternative massage
therapies, Hedges and Beckford observed similar practices (2000, 180-82).

Some of Aniké’s stories can be read in a collection of texts including vision narratives, see Kis-Ha-
las 2009.

On healing with subtle energies see Brennan 1988; Albanese 1991; 2000, 31-36; Fuller 2004. A gen-
eral introduction to reiki is found in the encyclopedia by Parker and Parker (2004), while the Hun-
garian reception of reiki is described by Kis-Halas (2007). Esala, and Del Rosso examine reiki train-
ing (2011).

The angel course introduces participants to the basic principles of esoteric angel belief. Here, one
can learn the various techniques of angelic communication, such as angel meditation. I have dis-
cussed in detail the books that play a key role in the cult, as well as online “angel discourse” in Hun-
gary, see Kis-Halas 2008.

<
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on, their meetings included the conjuration of angels on a regular basis: they lit can-
dles, they meditated, then remained vigilant to observe the “sign” announcing the
arrival of the angel."” Aniké, for instance, even received advice from the angels (indi-
rectly, through “angel meditation”"') on how to communicate with the revenant dead
appearing in her apartment.'?

Afterwards, the visits of her deceased father were met by her with complete peace

of mind:

10

You know, when he died, I had to take care of everything because my mother and
my sister collapsed completely. And I was standing in the kitchen, you know, and
somehow, as I held my head and cried ... I saw my dad coming in. But with my eyes
closed! And he came to me, and caressed my head and said, “don’t cry, my little
girl, be smart and be strong!” And, you know, I looked up and I said: “Daddy, are
you here?” But, but another very strange thing was, you know, that he had no legs.
I saw him, but only the silhouette of him. I saw his figure in its entirety. But it was
as if he floated to me. ... I also felt as he caressed me. And then he told me to be
strong. After that I haven’t seen him for some time. Then a few weeks later he came

This sign could be the sudden flare of a candle’s flame, a light breeze, a strange shadow, or simply
“sensing the presence”. The latter is a complex physical-mental state of consciousness that does
not mean more than the expression itself: the supernatural being/spirit/entity cannot be seen,
heard, touched, or smelled, one just becomes aware of their manifestation. Interestingly, feathers,
often interpreted as signs of angelic presence in Estonian, Swedish, or Norwegian discourse on
angels (cf. Uibu 2012, 75-76; Utriainen 2015, 164) are somewhat underrepresented in Hungar-
ian angel-narratives.

A common method of communicating with the angels: in a quiet and peaceful setting the partici-
pants concentrate on the problem to be solved or the question they seek an answer to or in which
they expect the angels to help or intervene. Furthermore, they also focus on the angel from which
they expect the help. This can be, for instance, their personal guardian angel, or an angel who
is an “expert” or “the responsible” one in the angelic hierarchy surrounding the question. Be-
fore commencing meditation one must create an atmosphere that facilitates relaxation, and one
should also ask for the “protection” of Archangel Saint Michael. This is important because, ac-
cording to their belief, human consciousness, soul and body “opening” towards the transcendent
sphere are defenceless against the forces that manifest there. Saint Michael, however, provides ef-
fective protection, which they imagine in the following, very specific way: he holds his sword and
shield in front of the person’s body. The archangel’s appearance has been described as a colourful
light or warm current of air, that is, a form of “energy”. Following Saint Michael’s appearance, the
helping angel arrives: this angel then sends a signal and gives an answer to the question telepathi-
cally or by means of a vision/dream. At the end of the meditation, both the helping angel and the
archangel leave.

She was advised not to be afraid of them, but to accept their approach with serenity and, more im-
portantly, love. She should “tune in” to them and “have conversations” with them in her mind: ask
them to reveal the reason for their apparition, then try to help them by channelling the Reiki en-
ergy. Aniko said that one of the “ghosts” not only knocked, but regularly drew on the attic stairs; in
the end, at Aniké’s request, she introduced herself by writing her name on a childhood photo of
her son. It turned out that she was the spirit of a little girl who used to live in the house that had
stood on the site of Aniké’s apartment (Kis-Halas 2009, 515-16).
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again ... One morning he appeared and said “Well, my little daughter, my time is
up. I have to go. I know that now you are on the right track.” ... and this was his
goodbye. ‘Cause he had to go, you know? ... I even asked him “where do you have
to go?” But he didn’t reply. The next day ... I was in the shower and I suddenly felt
the presence of my father. I turned around and I asked him out loud: “Daddy, are
you still here?” You know? ‘Cause I thought that he had really left. ... And then
he said: “Well, yeah, I still got one or two days left here.” So, apparently, he didn’t
mean it literally that he would not come [to see me] anymore.

Later, again with the cooperation of the other club members and the angels, she tried
to help a “soul that stuck here”*® to return to the otherworld. In this ritual, they sum-
moned Saint Michael who protects the summoner with his arms or — in certain narra-
tives — with a “protective energy shield”. The next step is to send the deceased person’s
soul away: the soul is forgiven and told not to bother the living anymore, but to leave
for the otherworld. Saint Michael takes the dead souls by their hands and leads them
away. This time, Anik6 was not successful, because — allegedly — the soul “had been
around for too long”, but she felt reassured that she, at least, tried to help.

A few years later Aniké’s college student son, Zsolti, died in a car accident.' The
day following her son’s death something strange happened to Aniké:

I was lying in front of the TV and it felt as if I had been possessed by him. As if he
lay upon me and, there and then, would have somehow possessed me. Then I tried
to open my eyes because I felt that this... that this is how it works. I also felt as if he
was inside me. And then, as I opened my eyes it felt as if I was looking with his eyes,

% My fieldwork shows that it is a commonly held belief in Siklés and its surroundings that the soul,
for some reason, cannot get to the otherworld after death and therefore appears to the living. In
short, they believe that the dead return because they have some sort of unsettled business with the
living, because their funeral was not appropriate, or they had a sudden or premature death, or that
the deceased had violated the social/ethical norms while alive. Clearly, it is not a feature unique
to New Age spirituality, it is rather rooted in the belief system of Christianity and has been present
in local beliefs (and in European popular beliefs in general) for a long time. Among the healers
practicing in this region and their patients, however, a new interpretation can also be observed. Ac-
cording to this interpretation, the revenant dead are still among the living because they are unable
to proceed on the path of development continuing also in the otherworld, because of their low
energy levels. If it is so, then their karma cannot be completed. To get more energy, they ask the
living and try to attract attention to themselves. They signal by throwing objects, making noise or
sending messages through the dreams of the living. Sometimes they try to take away the “life force”
of the living with violence: they settle into their aura and “charge” themselves from it. In this latter
case, the living person falls ill because they lose their vital force. It is worth noting here that this
new connotation is not typically a local development, it is clearly one of the global phenomena of
contemporary spirituality, cf. DeNio Stephens 1997. I have discussed examples of reinterpretation
of beliefs about the possessive dead (also looking back on great traditions) in an earlier article on
the phenomenon of energy vampires, see Kis-Halas 2012.

4 Retrospectively, in Aniké’s recollection, in a vision of hers she was also present at the car crash and
saw the death of her son (Kis-Halas 2009, 517, 522).
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you know? And then I thought, okay, this is getting weird, now I’'m starting to lose
my mind. ... Something is not right here. And since this incident, since he did this
to me, I have so much energy, you wouldn’t believe.'?

Afterwards the spirit of the boy started to visit Aniké on a regular basis. He would not
possess his mother’s body as he had the first time above but would materialise every
day: he would unexpectedly come through the door, or would suddenly appear in
the kitchen and sit down on a chair.'"® Aniké welcomed him with love, serenity and
without any fear, as she had been instructed in her club, and had later learned at the
angel course, and practiced during the previous visitations of the dead she had expe-
rienced.!” Soon her son admitted to her that he was an angel' and has been sent to
Earth with the mission to continue helping her. Another time, he came not alone but
with two other companions, he showed his wings to his mother and flew around the
room several times with his companions. Aniké remembered that the two other boys
she saw with her son died also in an accident. In a third incident, Zsolti told Aniké
that besides supporting her, he was on an important mission: to save souls with his
companions.'? Since the death of Zsolti, Aniké has been in continuous contact with
the spirit of her son® who assumed the role — a typically Christian one — of a guardian
angel who supports, protects and guides people throughout their lives.* Clearly, due
to her Catholic upbringing, believing in angelic guidance and intervention was not
far from Aniké’s ideas: “you surely know how it works, that everyone has some kind of
a guardian angel”® — she explained to me. Besides angels, she considered the Virgin
Mary as a primary heavenly patron, she also often mentioned Jesus as one of her
heavenly helpers. At the angel course, she learned the ways one could access “angelic
assistance” in any life situation, or on any given day of the year:

15 Kis-Halas 2009, 517.

Moreover: during one of our conversations the spirit “was present”, to which Aniké drew my atten-
tion Field notes, Siklés-Mariagytid 2007.

Aniké told several stories about the noisy ghosts (poltergeists) appearing regularly in her apartment.
These experiences played a significant role in Aniké’s decision to turn to Zita, which led to her
becoming a key member of the Reiki club, then of the angel club. Field notes, Harkdny 2007; and
Kis-Halas 2009.

The idea of the “spirit soul” may be an analogue to this, see for example Holcombe 1996.

Zita added the explanation that the boy is not simply an angel, but a high ranking one, because
he belongs to “the Order of Archangel Michael”, he is his “soldier”. In between his missions, he
mentioned the preparations for an earthly dimension shift (Kis-Halas 2009, 521). Lehel Peti called
the very similar soul-saving “practice” of a Moldavian Csdngé holy woman a contemporary form of
imitatio Christi, see Peti 2008.

She even confirmed this in a conversation that occurred before this article was written. Harkany
(Baranya County, Hungary), 29 August 2016 (J. K-H.).

To this Zita added the explanation that Aniké and her son were “duals”, that is, souls who were in
a very close relationship in their previous lives. About the concept of “dual” in detail see Kis-Halas
2009, 517-18.

22 Kis-Halas 2009, 520.
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So if I have a problem I go to sleep just as we have learned in Reiki, by asking the
angels — because I, I usually ask them - to help me, and I also ask Zsolti, my son, to
tell me the solution!®

However, Aniké’s relationship with the angels is not limited to the management
of life’s minutiae, there is more to it. With the mediation of the angels, Aniké also
received a new life goal (“life mission”) the accomplishment of which is supervised
and assisted by the spirit of her son, who is an angel himself:

... you know how many times [he] praises me? ... I consider myself a good person.
I don’t hurt other people. If someone is not like this, I don’t care for them, I avoid
them. And then he compliments me. He tells me “mother, you did it very well!”
And “good job, Mom, this is how it’s done! We are on the right track!*

What do we learn from Aniké’s case? Itis immediately apparent that for her the heaven
of the angels and of the dead is identical: an otherworld imagined as a galactic scene
located somewhere among the stars, in space. Their forms of appearance and roles
are also similar; moreover, the two otherworldly figures are almost merged into one.
The angels and the dead also share the feature of moving around freely between this
world and the other, thus their connection with the living is continuous. In addition,
entering into contact and communicating with them is not limited to special places,
times and situations: the dead can appear anywhere and angel meditation is a ritual
that can be performed by anyone and anywhere, even at home. The relationship of
angels and dead souls becoming angels with the living is determined by good will.
They assist in any domain of everyday life. With their continuous presence, they also
ensure that the person they support accomplishes his or her earthly career in the most
efficient way possible. One of their important tasks is to — gently, but firmly — encour-
age people to respect the fundamentally Christian ethical codex indispensable for a
successful life.? In the case of Aniko, for instance, this necessitated selfless, altruistic,
tolerant, empathic, and patient behaviour:

I keep noticing that ... I'm always sought out by people who need help. Sometimes
I even feel that I'm too exhausted, but then I get my act together and I go on. I am

# Ibid., 524.

** Field notes, Harkany 2007.

% This angelic role is not a new phenomenon. The concept of an angelic guardian who is ordered
to the human soul at the very moment of birth (what is more, at the moment of conception), and
who is a lifelong companion to each human being, has been present in all Abrahamic religions, cf.
Jones 2011, 61-68. Among early Christian theories about angels is that of Evagrius Ponticus that
describes very accurately how the angels continuously support and guide humans towards salva-
tion, see Muehlberger 2013, 37-39. In the tenth—eleventh century cult of Archangel Saint Michael
in Ireland, his characteristic of judging (weighing) human souls has become a central element
during the middle ages, see Callahan 2003, 184-85.
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usually engaged to help five-six people at a time. ... They pour their souls out to
me. And I just listen. If this relieves them, then it’s good. These aren’t big things;
you know? Sometimes I feel that I am everyone’s emotional garbage can. But I keep
on listening. I try to give advice, best I can, you know?*

Their further important role is to convey messages: through her son, Aniké was
involved in an undertaking that affected the entirety of the Earth and the Universe.
In connection with this, she also said that this was the skill of only certain groups of
angels and Aniké’s son happened to belong to such an “order of angels”: he was a
soldier of Saint Michael.?” These ideas not only reflect that the world of angels is just
as differentiated as human societies,® but also that there is a possibility of a continu-
ous collaboration between people and angels/spirits of the dead (who had become
angels), although the principal role is always taken by the latter, the living “only”
assist. Finally, the angels/spirits of the dead are soul carriers and soul savers who take
care of the souls of those who have died an unexpected death (in an accident or a
catastrophe).®

The points of contact between Aniké’s ideas (and local or rural Hungarian angel
concepts in general) and the belief system we call postmodern esoteric angel cult
deserve further exploration. In a previous study, I discussed this Hungarian cult in
detail, especially its online forms; therefore, here I only mention its main charac-
teristics. European and American studies place the origins of this belief system in
the American society of the first decade of the twenty-first century. Peter Gardella,
who was the first to describe it, called it a new American religion with no ties to any
specific congregation, the main feature being that it provided a unified framework
for spiritual forces of various nature and origin, i.e., it was transtheistic.*® The most
important reason behind the rapidly spreading and sustainable popularity of this reli-

2 Field notes, Siklés 2007.

7 In the Apocalypse of John the troop of angels defeating Lucifer are led by Saint Michael. (Rev-
elation 12:7-12). This momentum plays an important role in the Archangel-cult unfolding in the
high Middle Ages, see for instance Keck 1998, 168; and Callahan 2003, 182-83. The definitely mil-
itant flavour in Saint Michael’s character is deeply rooted both in biblical and apocryphal tradi-
tions, as revealed by the Dead Sea Scrolls, cf. Hurtado 2010, 562.

The hierarchically organised Cosmos, and the kinds and orders of angels in it, was a popular idea
in first-century Judaism, see Hurtado 2010, 551. It has already been described by Pseudo-Dionysius
the Areopagite as well as Saint Augustine, cf. Keck 1998, 53-68; Jones 2011, 82-84; Muehlberger
2013, 208-14.

It is taught in the angel course that whenever you hear the sirens of an ambulance or a fire en-
gine, you have to ask Archangel Saint Michael to send his “soldiers”, the helping angels, to save
the soul. Similar motifs can be found in the vision accounts of Ilona Jané, the Csdngo holy woman,
see Peti 2008, 544-46.

... “transtheistic, involving a provisional acceptance of many spiritual powers with an assumption
of some underlying unity” (Gardella 2007, 5). Scholarly studies on contemporary angel spiritual-
ity include but are not limited to Schindler 1999; Draper and Baker 2011; Moore 2013; Tighe and
Butler 2007; Walter 2011; 2016; Utriainen 2015; 2016; Uibu 2012; Gilhus 2012; Kis-Halas 2008;
2010; 2012.
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gion is seen by researchers as being the central characteristic of the angels at its cen-
tre: their ability to cross borders (religious border-crossers)®' that had already emerged
in Judaism.* This is the basis of most of the traditional Judeo-Christian functions of
angels: they mediate, intervene, fight and protect, they even become symbolic bor-
der-crossers in their revolt against God.” The angels move easily between the sacred-
profane, divine-human worlds. This mobile, plastic, limitless and complex angel con-
cept perfectly fulfils the need for heavenly mediation and more direct accessibility of
the divine sphere that can be observed in strongly secularised, postmodern societies.
Researchers have noticed that these needs conspicuously occur especially in the case
of societies founded upon Protestant religious traditions, such as the Nordic coun-
tries, England or the Unites States. They explain this with the observation that the cult
of saints and angels is missing from the official doctrines of Protestant religious cur-
rents; therefore, there is no possibility of a crossing between this world and the next.*
This argument remains just a hypothesis for now, because the comparison lacks com-
prehensive studies mapping angel cults in societies based upon Catholic religious
traditions.” This is why today’s angels are justly called “agents of the supernatural”®
who are able to effectively intervene in earthly events, regardless of their complexity.
Moreover, they serve their believers without asking anything in return: they are self-
less, generous and helpful. What makes them even more attractive is that one can
believe in them without having to join new cults or religious communities; it is possi-
ble to remain within one’s existing religious convictions (if there are any). They tran-
scend religious borders as well. The faith invested in them has no organised frame-

31 Gilhus 2012.

¥ According to Hurtado, apocalypses and exegeses from the Second Temple period (between 530
BC and 70 AD) have revealed a rising interest in the hierarchy and the structure of angelic hordes,
which had been imagined as a homogeneous mass before (Hurtado 2010, 550-52).

# The Dead Sea Scrolls refer to the Prince of Light(s) (the Angel of Truth), who is identified with

Saint Michael (or Melchizedec) by some researchers, and who leads the angelic army against the

hordes of the fallen angels under Melchiresha (the “king of evil” or Belial), see Hurtado 2010,

554-55. Dimant mentions that qumranites called themselves “the sons of light”, consequently they

counted themselves among the members of the angelic troops combating the army of darkness.

What is more, by following strict community rules (celibacy, for example) and being convinced

that they were the privileged and absolute interpreters of divine truth encoded in the Torah, they

made it obvious both for themselves and outsiders that they were similar to angels in this respect

(Dimant 2004 [1996], 465—66, 472).

Finland’s Lutheran religious traditions are underlined for example by Utriainen (2015, 160), and

the same is discussed by Gilhus in relation to Norway (Gilhus 2012, 234-36, and by Walter in rela-

tion to the Anglican and Presbyterian religiosity of the British Isles (Walter 2016, 4-5).

> Among the few examples is White (a Dominican friar) who thinks that, similarly to the adherents
of New Age spiritualities, Roman Catholic believers should rediscover the importance of angel be-
lief (White 2005, 571).

% Draper and Baker 2011, 639.
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work, despite its mass popularity;”” it is an individual practice of religion and, as such,
can be modified according to need.*

Aniké’s angel belief, in my opinion, corresponds exactly to these characteristics.
Clearly, the foundation of her beliefs are angel concepts of Judeo-Christian origin,
as transpired with the personal guardian angel (see fig. 1). It is also part of this herit-
age that during visions an important role is attributed to music: several of her angelic
visions begin with Anikoé listening to music. She even claims that the voice of her
favourite singers sounds as if it came from Heaven. Aniké’s concept of angels having
wings and flying also parallels this tradition. However, the traditional angel concept
has today been suffused and overwritten by the visual and material culture® of com-
mercial-religious, popular-Christian content (see figs. 2-3). Aniké’s angels are young
and beautiful,* they can put on or take off their wings, they emanate joy and happi-
ness, and they are kind and helpful. The impact of popular esoteric angel literature
on a global scale*! and of the angel courses can be sensed in the visual representa-
tion of angels and in the concept of the relationships between humans and angels.
This system of relationships is fundamentally democratic: angelic help is available and
accessible to all. While there are simple, yet ritual means of contact, the simple plea or
prayer is the most common means of communication. Another important characteris-
tic is its everyday practice: asking for angelical intervention can be undertaken in any
type of life situation; it is a fast and effective way to overcome momentary or persistent
difficulties, to ensure success. In this regard, Aniké’s angel belief is indistinguishable
from the beliefs encountered on Hungarian and international online forums.*

Another important aspect of the postmodern angel cult is relevant here, namely
the merging of angels and the spirits of the dead, which also plays a role in the other
case study included in this paper. This question was primarily examined by European
researchers who drew their conclusions based on sociological surveys, principally from

% New angel belief is interpreted as contemporary folk religion by Knoblauch 2008; and Houk
1996.

3 See Gardella 2007, 18.

* For instance, the angel representations in angel statues, prints, postcards or (outside of the Chris-

tian religious context) Christmas gift items, the angel image in Christmas commercials (Engelke

2012). We can also mention here angels portrayed in films, see for instance Gardella 2007; and

Utriainen 2015.

In the postmodern angel cult, the angels have changed gender: originally, they were somewhat

androgynous, then later we encounter unequivocally female representation despite a definitely

male angel image. According to Utriainen, the cult of angels is popular primarily among women,

and accordingly angels not only represent typical female roles within Finnish society, but directly

reflect on their change: besides the traditional protective/caregiving woman figure we see the

woman making responsible decisions, see Utriainen 2015, 169.

According to Utriainen’s survey, the most popular apostles of new angel belief in Finland are the

Irish Lorna Bryn (http://lornabyrne.com), the English Diane Cooper (http://www.dianacooper.

com/), and the American Doreen Virtue (http://www.angeltherapy.com/). In Hungary, it was the

works of Doreen Virtue that were first published, and to this day she has been the most success-

ful in this field. Zita and Aniké both read her books and use her angel oracle cards regularly. For

more on this see Kis-Halas 2008.

4 See for instance Kis-Halas 2010; Uibu 2012; Walter 2016.
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1 Angel wall calendar in a stall at the Mariagydd shrine fair
(Mariagytid, Hungary, Assumption Pilgrimage, 14 August 2016; author’s photo)

2 Angels among devotional objects in a stall at the Mariagytid shrine fair
(Mariagytid, Hungary, Pentecost Pilgrimage, 4 June 2016; author’s photo)
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3 Wind chime with angels at the Mariagy{id shrine fair
(Mariagytid, Hungary, Assumption Pilgrimage, 14 August 2016; author’s photo)

their own field research. Connecting the figures of angels and the dead is not a novel
phenomenon.* Among monotheist concepts of ancient origins there are the angelic
troops of apocalyptic visions, the Angel of Death, then the soul carrier angels of medi-
eval Christianity, and the cult of Saint Michael also flourished in the Middle Ages,*
a movement which proved very popular throughout Europe.* Another, much later
source of inspiration is the afterlife concept of nineteenth-century Spiritualism based
on the vision of Emanuel Swedenborg, in which the souls of the dead and the angels

* According to David Keck, angels gathering around the deathbed while waiting for the soul to leave
the body has been a well-known topos of the medieval angel literature (1998: 203—4). Marshall
(2006) points at the survival and the transformations of the same belief both in liturgical and para-
liturgical contexts in reformed England.

* Saint Michael’s day, on 29 September was also a celebration of all the angels, see Keck 1998,
179-84.

* Keck 1998, 4-7, 38-39, 62—65, 179; Callahan 2003; Gilhus 2012, 232-33.
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become friends in the otherworldly fields.** The most characteristic ideologies of nine-
teenth-century western esotericism, Theosophy and Anthroposophy (which devel-
oped subsequently from the former), both attributed an important role to Archangel
Michael; notjust as a soul carrier, but as the leader of the troops of angels.*” We cannot
ignore the ancient cults of various cultures of the world that obviously influenced the
extant popular beliefs related to benevolent dead and the Christian cults of heavenly
helpers (saints and guardian angels).* Walter mentions here the folk belief popular in
the nineteenth century according to which children become angels after death.*

We have already discussed Aniké’s beliefs regarding angels, and here we must
return to them. Clearly, Anik6 was unable to accept the loss of her son, despite the
continuous angelic support. She required some continuity, but for this she lacked the
medium connecting the living with the dead. Although the spirit surgeons she met
at the angel club could take her back to the past where she could meet up with her
deceased loved ones™ and they even assisted her in helping the revenant dead and pol-
tergeists harassing her to cross over to the otherworld, they did not know how to con-
jure the dead. And this was exactly what Aniké needed: she wanted to talk to her son,
because he had died so suddenly. The angels intervened at the best moment, since for
them there were no borders between the living and the dead. With Zsolti becoming
an angel, the obstacles to regular meetings were removed.

Behind the contemporary ideas related to the dead becoming angels, common
across Europe, it is exactly this way of thinking that can be observed. Its motivation
is the general need formulated by Aniké as well: to stay in contact (see figs. 4-5).
This permanence is provided by the new angel-beliefs: “death ends a life, but a not a
relationship!”®' This somewhat contradicts the general and much older rule that the
dead belong to their own realm: they must leave the living for good. Only those dead
return who have unfinished business with the living, whose life was not without fault
and who must atone for their sins, or whose death and/or funeral was not regular/
not ordinary;* such were the reasons for the spirits turning up in Aniké’s apartment,
including her son. Aniké “accompanied” the spirits, but she did not want to send
Zsolti away. However, by becoming an angel, Zsolti’s impurity (sin) stemming from his
sudden death lessened, as Aniké alluded to when talking about Zsolti’s angelic mis-
sion: “we need pure people, truly pure, that is how he explained it to me.”

46

Moore 2013, 161.

47 Steiner writes about Michael Arkhe, see Steiner 1914.

According to a 2013 survey, which was carried out among 500 patients suffering from chronic dis-
ease in Germany, 38% of those who considered themselves neither religious nor spiritual said that
they believed in guardian angels, see Biissing et al. 2015.

Besides popular beliefs, Walter also underlines the important role played by Renaissance and Ba-
roque putto representations in this process (Walter 2016, 7-8). On the same, see Jones 2011, 69.
5 Kis-Halas 2009.

Walter 2016, 13.

Schmitt 1998; Lecouteux 2009.
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4-5 Angels on tombs in a village cemetery
(Marfa, Hungary, 14 April 2016; author’s photos)
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Interlude: Galactic Conspiracy Theories and Interstellar Demonology

Our Universal Journey by the Australian esoteric author, George Kavassilas, was first pub-
lished in Australia in 2012. Prior to this the author had already published some chap-
ters in 2011 on his website.”® There are no Hungarian translations, but the author’s
name is known to many in Hungary and, as we will see below, many have even read
the book. Who is Kavassilas and what are his teachings about? From his biography we
discover that he encountered aliens in his childhood, they abducted® him several
times; they even conducted experiments on him. He claims that the basis of his cur-
rent knowledge was created by these experiences; especially the last time when his
“galactic family” took him close to the Sirius Star System.* Following his soul travels
he had an enlightening experience: not only did he get an insight into the countless
dimensions of the Universe, but he rediscovered the meaning of life, and reinter-
preted humanity’s role within the Universe.”® He began to disseminate his knowledge
on his own radio station and in the course of his countless lectures. Kavassilas estab-
lished a UFO “religion” in which he was the medium, and thus had exclusive author-
ity. Witnessing his rapidly growing popularity, another group claiming to be able to
communicate with extra-terrestrials, the Galactic Federation of Light, wished to take
him on as a member in 2004. Kavassilas, however, refused, after which the group tried
to disturb him during “channelling”” in order to circumvent the mediation of infor-
mation from interstellar helpers. As a result of his ambivalent relationship with aliens
and the aggression of the Federation, the rival UFO contact establishment, Kavassi-
las became more and more convinced that the Earth and its inhabitants are part of a
galactic conspiracy from which humanity can only emerge victorious through a con-
scious mental and spiritual evolution. This was his motivation for writing Our Univer-
sal Journey.

See http.www.ourjourneyhome.com.au.

The theme of humans abducted and then used or even abused by extra-terrestrials in certain ex-
periments is not unknown to discourses on esoteric issues and spirituality in Hungary. Abduction,
however, is initiation too, as the victim acquires superhuman or supernatural abilities at the same
time. A girl from Sikl6s (South Hungary) has gained seeing abilities after that she had been visited
and abducted several times (Field notes, Sikl6s, May 2016). A healer from Gy6r (West Hungary)
recounts similar experiences (S. Balazs 2004). Abduction spiritualities have been considered a sub-
genre of UFO-religions by researchers, see for instance Partridge 2003 and 2004, 170-72.

The Sirian connection and origin are the “bywords” of Hungarian ethno-esoteric discourses:
the Hungarians are thought to be of Sirian origin, see for instance the Church of the Universe
founded by Gyorgy Kisfaludy (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=crzqVhmCshE). For Zita, who
had a strong ethnic identity to begin with, it was in fact this expression that vouched for the au-
thenticity of Kavassilas’s stories and information.

See http.www.smashwords.com/profile/view/ourjourneyhome. Accessed 30 September 2009.

In fact, channelling is not restricted to ET- and UFO-religions. Based on mediumship in nine-
teenth century spiritism, the practice has become a characteristic feature of several New Age spir-
itualities, see for instance Sutcliffe 2004, 470. In terms of UFO-religions, see Smith 2003.
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As already mentioned, in the year of the online publication of Kavassilas’s book
(2011) excerpts and summaries of it appeared on several Hungarian online forums,
and in Hungarian. The following brief overview is based on the ten most visited pages
in Hungarian according to Google. It can be established that every entry on the pages
making reference to Kavassilas is a variation of four main topics: 1. birth of a “new
world order” and related apocalyptic predictions; 2. conspiracy theories; 3. extra-ter-
restrials and UFOs; 4. the timing and role of Hungarians in the present and future
order of the Universe.

The published Kavassilas texts can be traced back to two main sources. One being
a Hungarian virtual club that attempts to unite the Hungarian followers and sympa-
thisers of Drunvalo Melchizedek. Drunvalo Melchizedek, originally called Bernard
Perona, is a spiritual guru of South American descent who is very popular in Hun-
gary. The belief complex he preaches fuses elements of UFO-religiosity and science
fiction with Kabbalah, Theosophy and the esoteric interpretation of quantum phys-
ics. According to his teaching, the key to becoming aware of one’s superior self is to
learn the Mer-Ka-Ba meditation technique, a condition to spiritual development. The
books of Drunvalo Melchizedek are considered bestsellers on the Hungarian esoteric
book market since their first publication in 2004. His two-volume work about (among
others) sacred geometry and the hidden logic of the Universe, The Ancient Secret of
the Flower of Life, is even part of Zita’s esoteric spiritual library. Drunvalo Melchizedek
claims to be an interstellar intelligence living inside the body of an earthly human,
who arrived to Earth through the Orion, the Pleiades, the star “Sirius B” and finally
Venus. His mission is to help execute the plan of the Sirians to save humanity.”® The
teachings of Kavassilas refer to almost identical motifs and topics. No wonder that the
leader of the virtual club and the administrator of the page posted one of Kavassilas’s
prophecies as early as 2011, which has subsequently been reposted on four Hungar-
ian esoteric websites over the past five years. The other source is a 144-page summary
of Kavassilas’s above-mentioned work uploaded to a free, text sharing website. The
unknown translator gives the English website of Kavassilas as the source. The transla-
tor’s emphases are underlined and omissions are marked with square-bracket ellipses,
which suggest that the text published is not the integral text, since it is clearly a trans-
lation lacking the copyrights of the original.*”

Zita claims to be inept in cyberspace, and therefore does not read blogs and is not
a member of any virtual clubs, fan pages or discussion forums. It is obvious, therefore,
that she did not learn of Kavassilas’s ideas from online information sources. None-
theless, she acquainted herself with the Australian guru’s teachings thanks to her
extended electronic correspondence. (Her e-mails are handled by her husband or by
her son; they download the attached files and print the documents for her.) If we com-

% See http://www.drunvalo.net/ and http://www.drunvalo.org/. Accessed 30 September 2009.
% See https:/ /www.docdroid.net/fQoZY3b/george-kavassilas-kozmikus-utazsunk.pdf.html. Accessed
30 September 2009.
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pare excerpts from Zita’s account with the respective texts of the second translation, it
becomes obvious that Zita probably received this or a similar translation from one of
the “spirit surgeons” from Siklos in the spring or early summer of 2015. For instance:

Zita:

It says that the Moon is an artificial celestial body. It is covered with silicon and
who knows what other substance. But this is a vehicle that once broke down, at the
beginning of Life and that’s why it’s standing there. It is where the little greys, and
little greens and big things live...

(February 2015)

Translation:

The Moon used to be a spaceship. It was once the crown jewel of the fleet of the
Beings of the True Light. It was a scientific laboratory created by one of the Seven
Sisters of the Pleiades. ... When the fight for this solar system was over, it was seized
by Draconian forces. ... Next step was to cover it ... with silicon dioxide (silica). ...
currently it is the home of a group of Beings who consist of one of the branches of
the Draconian intergalactic conspiracies, which contains various species, such as
the Draconians, Greys, crossed Human races and Little Olive green workers who
are about three feet tall (cca. 95 cm).*®

From all of this we can draw two important initial conclusions: firstly, the doctrines
diffused by Drunvalo Melchizedek and Kavassilas are prime examples of esoteric UFO
religions and extra-terrestrial cults that “operate at a hazy boundary between reli-
gion, science, pseudoscience and science fiction”.”" Secondly, Kavassilas’s teachings
reflected on the apocalyptic expectations, which gained worldwide, and thus Hungar-
ian, popularity around 2011-2012. So, their teachings not only discuss the subject of
UFOs, but conspiracy theories and millenarianism® also play a role.” Thus, it is not
an accident that his teachings became especially popular in Hungarian esoteric con-
spiracy discourses.** What was the impact of these doctrines in Zita’s case? We examine
this in the story that follows.
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See https://www.docdroid.net/fQoZY3b/george-kavassilas-kozmikus-utazsunk.pdf.html. Accessed
30 September 2009.

Ostling 2016, 419.

The most recent overview of the Millenarian current of New Age is written by Lucas (2011). About
the Millenarian currents in post-Communist societies see Potrata 2004.

This is not an unusual phenomenon in the case of esoteric UFO religions, see for instance Grin-
schloB 2004, 424-25; Flaherty 2011.

The “epistemic guidelines” for conspiracy discourse are summarized by Barkun (2003, 3—4), and also
formulated by Dyrendal (2016, 198).
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The Big Scam: From Angels to Demons

Zita’s only brother died of an acute, aggressive cancer. Although his ultimate fate was
known of in advance, his close and extended family were unprepared for his death.
Zita, being a healer, was ready to help her brother immediately after the diagnosis had
been established, but her sister-in-law did not let her near him. When a few months
later the agony of Zita’s brother began the relationship between the two women
turned irreversibly sour; to such an extent that the wife did not let any of her sisters-
in-law (there were four) come to his deathbed. Thus, Zita could not help her brother,
and she could not even say goodbye to him. Another trauma followed at the funeral:
Zita was so upset beforehand that she asked for an antidepressant-sedative from one
of her sisters. The medication, however, proved to have very unfortunate side-effects:
Zita experienced a fit of laughter at the funeral. She felt completely embarrassed.
For months, she was tortured by remorse for her unacceptable behaviour, which was
only made worse by the tense relationship with her sister-in-law. Finally, Zita went to
a nearby esoteric therapist with whom she had been on good terms for a long while.
Among others, the therapist dealt with systemic family constellations® although she
applied the method in a somewhat reinterpreted and bespoke form. Systemic fam-
ily constellation is basically a psychodrama the aim of which is to unearth the hidden
tensions within a family and to launch a dialogue leading to their resolution. This
therapist also applied the technique to treat past conflicts, even from a previous life.
During therapy, the participants re-enact the situation in which the conflict occurred.
They only follow the original scenario until the moment of the outbreak of the con-
flict. From that point on, they change it so that the outcome is acceptable to all the
participants. By rewriting the past, they get a chance to redeem mistakes. In Zita’s
case, they re-enacted the funeral with actors chosen by the therapist, even the dead
brother was impersonated by someone. Zita had to watch the entire performance.
When they got to the ominous laughing scene, the actor playing Zita started to sob
loudly. The dead brother got up, put his arms around her and started to console her.
He told her that he felt no resentment for them not being able to see each other in
the hospital or at his deathbed. At this point Zita, herself, started to cry loudly. In her
recollections of the event she felt a great relief. But the depressing sense of remorse
did not go away. A few months after that something curious happened to her while
she was at self-awareness training with an esoteric specialist she knew.

I felt that I had to go there. This was not a training. I had things to be cleansed
of. There must be something I have to face. You know? It was about me. ... We sat
across each other and Marika [i.e., the trainer, J. K-H.] dictated: “say something
about forgiveness!” [i.e., to the person sitting across, ]. K-H.]. Looking into the eyes

% The method called Systemic Family Constellation (in German Familienaufstellung) has been invented
by Catholic missionary and psychotherapist Bert Hellinger. The Hungarian Hellinger Institute was
founded in 2010 in Budapest, see http://www.hellingerintezet.hu/.
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of the other and talking. When she gave a signal, the other had to say something.
Then it was my turn again. Things came up that I wasn’t even thinking about. ...
and then all of a sudden a face swapped in. Instead of her [i.e., the woman sitting
across, J. K-H.] face I saw my brother. ... You see, you're never alone. Especially
not in a place like that. A bunch of aliens surrounded us, I guess when we open up
[i.e., when the “crown chakra” on top of the head is opened, J. K-H.]. And without
acknowledging the fact that my brother appeared in front of me, my tears started
to run down my face. I was embarrassed. I didn’t know how [this could have hap-
pened]. My feeling was that it was a projected image, yet it did appear for me. Why
now? So I couldn’t clear that up.*

Zita was confused after this renewed manifestation of the dead: if the spirit of her
brother had already left, why did it return? Did he want to send a message? She started
to doubt, but not her own abilities: the possibility of the previous spirit surgeon ritual
not being undertaken properly did not even occur to her. She became suspicious: was
it really the spirit of her brother that she saw; was it a vision at all, or just an illusion
that she experienced? This is when she received excerpts of Kavassilas’s book by email.
She was especially drawn by the chapter about the angels being extra-terrestrial crea-
tures who manipulate people with the help of the Church:

Then, on their side [i.e., the side of the evil ones], there are the archs. You know
who archs are? The archangels. And they [do it] through the Church. They appear
with wings. They gain energy from the pleas, prayers and gratitude people say to
them. They live off this energy, because without energy there is no life. And they
keep the cycle going, they push you back. Which is why there is rebirth.*’

Zita was also interested in the sections about the concrete methods of extra-terrestrial
influence; this is where she found the passage that resolved the doubtful vision for
her, once and for all:

In the fourth dimension the negative entities have a developed technique and a
strong ability to manipulate — they are capable of projecting pseudo-holographic
images, creating pseudo-light creatures, paralysing our energy centres, entering
our thoughts, influencing our emotions.®

% Field data, February 2015.

57 Field data, February 2015.

% See http://drunvalomelchizedek.network.hu/forumtema/george-kavassilasjovendolese-avagy- mi-
varhato-2011-2013-ig-oszefoglalo. Accessed 30 September 2009.
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Zita was sure that she had become the victim of angelic deception:

When I realised it I was mad for two days. I was mad at the angels for fucking me
over!® I'll tell you, as itis! ... [The angels] help you. It’s all true what they teach!
They come, you feel the force, the presence. And your situation is resolved. And
they do help you. But they gain a tremendous amount of energy from it! If you are
a good ... praying person, they push you back. I feel fucked over.”

She still had doubts, and she did not get any further in the unfinished affair with her
dead brother. When her spirit surgeon friend called her to call her to account about
an email she failed to reply to for weeks, she found a new proof for the angels’ decep-
tion. She found a YouTube link in that email: it was a video of a concert where, alleg-
edly, an angel sang together with the singer.” The video was clearly published to cred-
ibly prove the existence of angels.” Zita watched the video several times in a row.

... A foreign singer sang possessed by the Holy Spirit. In a voice that had such
strength that everyone felt the uplift, the uniqueness, the tremendous force. A four-
year-old child went to him and told him: “An angel is here!” No one saw it, only
the four-year-old. He [i.e., the singer] did not see it either. But several people took
photos. And you know what, the angel is in those pictures! In the photographs. But
it is an angel-shaped light creature. Its legs could not be seen, because that says a
lot, ... In the video you can hear, as if someone else was singing along. Yet no one
else was singing beside that one man. No one from the band, no one was singing.
The angel sang with the boy. You see? ... And you know, I was watching it, and I felt
that it did not throw me off my balance. I was not impressed. I didn’t go “wow, the
angel!” [T am] insensitive. What happened to me? I say to myself. Well, I say, is this a
projected angel or a real one? Because if we could see its legs then we would know.
Because that tells us clearly. Angels don’t have legs. Real light creatures don’t have
legs. If it’s not real, than it has legs! But in the picture you can’t see.

Clearly, even after having seen the video Zita remained hesitant as to whether she was
a victim of deception when she saw her brother for a moment instead of the face of
another person. Apparently, this no longer played a role in her earlier feelings for
angels diminishing completely. But the debt to her brother was still outstanding. Soon
this was settled as well because Zita had another dream.
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See http://drunvalomelchizedek network.hu/forumtema/george-kavassilasjovendolese-avagy-mi-
varhato-2011-2013-ig-oszefoglalo. Accessed 30 September 2009

Field data, February 2015.

See https://youtu.be/zo6NubW256M. The video was recorded at Jason Upton’s gig in Alexandria
(Louisiana, US) and was also inserted into a Hungarian spiritual blog, see http://ujvilagtudat.
blogspot.hu/2014/12/valodi-angyal-eneket-rogzitette-egy.html#.V]-1FsBYA.

In this regard, it is similar to the revelations known from charismatic movements, to public testi-
monies, it can be interpreted as its cinematic representation.
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All year I only remember once or twice of a few moments of my dreams, and fifty
days, exactly fifty days after the death of my brother, I dreamed with him. He came
in the night to say goodbye. Since I wasn’t able to say goodbye to him because my
sister-in-law wouldn’t let me near him. Well, it was horrible what she had done to
us! [Sighs deeply.] In my dream, we were at a house, in the courtyard. I didn’t see
the house; I was only aware of all that. It was many of us. My sisters were stand-
ing there. I knew that they were my siblings, but I don’t remember who was there.
... One of them said J6zsi is here [i.e., Zita’s brother, J. K-H.] “Well then I'll go
find him” — I said. As I wanted to go he came to me from the house. I saw him.
He was in his thirties. He was thin. I saw him. And as he got to me we hugged, and
I only asked him “how are you?” Then he said, “I still have a few treatments left.”
And then I woke up. So he came. He hasn’t come since, and hadn’t come before
that either. And really, I am not the dreaming kind, but I know that that was the
moment he left. He came to say goodbye.

Like Aniké, Zita also wished to see her dead loved-one once again. But Zita’s inten-
tion was not to reinstate the broken bond, but to say goodbye to the dead. She wanted
to pay her dues, which had kept her brother’s soul in the human world for too long.
What role did the angels play in this situation? They essentially cheated Zita. First at
the ritual of the spirit surgeon when Archangel Saint Michael, summoned for help,
failed to bring back the soul of the deceased. Then for the second time, they sent
a false vision to her and thus ensured that Zita’s guilty conscience endured. Zita’s
brother did not turn into an angel and did not send messages with the help of angels,
as did earlier deceased loved ones of hers. At this point Zita took a new direction:
she turned away from angels and found the appropriate justification for her decision
in the video about the suspicious angelic apparition and in the conspiracy stories of
Kavassilas.

It is worth stopping here for a moment: how could angels become evil and calcu-
lating creatures in Zita’s eyes? It is not a unique phenomenon. Christopher Partridge
wrote more than a decade ago that in UFO religions and in abduction spiritualities™
benevolent, helpful aliens, “technological angels”,” wanting to benefit humans have
recently (around the turn of the millennium) become harmful creatures. He thought
that in this process, a significant role has been attributed to the general social discon-
tentment about the quality of life and to the consequently resurging and proliferating
conspiracy theories.” If we look more closely at Zita’s case, it becomes clear that it was
exactly this motif in Kavassilas’s teaching that she found most appropriate to explain
her disappointment.

” For the term see for example, Partridge 2003; Ostling 2016.
™ Jung 1969, 611-12; Tumminia 2003.
” Partridge 2003b; 2004.
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Conclusion

In the amorphous, volatile, often completely individualised belief complexes of con-
temporary religious milieu, and especially those of alternative spirituality, one of the
most important life-skills strategy is to find one’s life goal (life mission), which can
only be discovered through continuous psychological and spiritual development. It
is no coincidence that in this contemporary 